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Chapter 1 – Walk of Remembrance

The day was golden, warm with light and crisp in the special nature of an early fall afternoon. It was the type of day that Madrik had always loved. He and his wife, Jenny, had married at that time of year and their daughter Rachel had been born on such a beautiful, perfect day.

Madrik stared at the piles of colorful leaves, deep red from the maples and yellows of the aspens. He remembered Rachel giggling as she ran through the leaves, before flinging herself into the huge piles he had raked. He would pretend not to see her until she could jump up and scare him, shouting, “Surprise, Daddy.”

He would do his best to act surprised and horrified. It would send his daughter into more giggles after which he would chase her around the yard as she laughed and scampered among the trees and bushes.

Madrik could almost hear her laugh again, almost feel her little arms squeezing him as hard as her six-year-old body could, communicating the strength of her love by the touch of her body. Sometimes after she had worn herself out, he would sit in the big swing on their back porch and tell her stories of fantastical journeys and incredible creatures.

It was one of the best times of his life, those moments with his daughter. Then, when Rachel’s eyes had started to droop, and her warm little body was tucked against his, he would wrap her in a blanket. There would be a time of serenity as he pushed the swing back and forth. At some point, Jenny would come out of the house holding 2 cups of steaming cocoa. He would scoot over and make room for her in the swing. Together in relaxed silence, they would sip the cocoa and rock their little girl into the safeness of sleep.

As much as he tried to hold onto that thought, that memory, he couldn’t make it last. It was like he was trying to hold onto it, but his hands and feet were numb. The harder he tried to hold on, the more that memory slipped from his grasp leaving him with a pounding headache and nausea. He knew that if he kept trying, he would find himself doubled over, helplessly retching into the forgiving landscape. It had happened too many times recently for him to doubt what would occur.

The world around him was a vivid picture of fall, filled with vibrant colors and the activity of animals preparing for winter. But that’s not what Madrik saw or felt. Instead, his eyes saw a barren plain, his emotions projected a feeling of emptiness, lifeless and deserted. He could feel a frigid wind sweeping down on him and swirling around his clothes and skin. His body reacted with goosebumps that had no cause in the real world. But in the mental world that he inhabited, that coldness and his body’s reaction made perfect sense.

It was a world without his daughter, without his wife. The joys of their 20 years of marriage were gone, snuffed out in an instant. So too was the miraculous joy that was his little girl, killed by the same drunk driver that had stolen his wife.

Even now, nine torturous months after that horrendous doorbell had rung, the numbness and feeling of cold that inhabited his soul was still there. Somehow, he had gotten through the funerals. He had nodded in acknowledgment as people told him incomprehensible, banal things. Most things he couldn’t remember, others were so insensitive that they cut on his nerves like glass under your palm as you fell to the ground. They wounded him, and he didn’t seem to get past those bleeding injuries.

“This too shall pass.” What sort of idiotic statement was that to give to a grieving husband and father? Why on earth would you say that when the loss was so new, so raw. “At least they went quickly.” Was this supposed to be a comfort? Madrik had insisted on seeing his wife and daughter’s bodies. He wouldn’t truly believe that they were dead until he saw them. The policeman had tried to discourage him, but he had been adamant. His world crumbled when he saw their lifeless bodies.

There wasn’t enough time in the world to erase the image of fear and pain in the twisted expressions on their faces. There was no way he could scrub that out of his memory, no way to forget. It may have been only an instant, but his wife and daughter had died in fear.

And he hadn’t been there. Maybe if he had been driving, his military-trained reflexes might have saved them. Maybe not, but at least he would’ve been gone with them. Instead, they left him behind. Remaining to grieve for them and still go through the motions of life.

Madrik walked the path that he had traveled countless times with Jenny and Rachel. His mind flitted back to other, happier times and the sound of his daughter’s laughter and the smell of his wife’s soft perfume. His hand could feel the warmth of theirs, slender fingers in Jenny’s elegant hand and the usually sticky and grubby small hands of a little girl that liked to play outside.

Madrik was adrift, lost in feelings of worthlessness and aching with the amputation of large portions of his life. As he had grown older, he had started to define himself by the role that he was filling. He had gone past teenager, with its hormone driven need to explore and rebel, into that of a young adult trying to find their wings and establish themselves.

When the next stage of his life had come up, he had embraced the success of his occupation and the advent of romance and love into his life. Many years had gone by before he and Jenny were able to welcome parenthood, but they had both valued and enjoyed the challenges and the pleasures of that precious phase.

What am I now? he thought to himself. The feelings of desperation and depression left him under a cloud, one that never seemed to lift. Without a firm direction, he just continued to walk. It seemed easier just to keep going rather than make a decision to do something else. After all, that’s what people kept telling him, “Just take each day at a time, keep putting one foot in front of the other.”

Madrik wasn’t exactly sure when he realized that someone was walking beside him. For a split instant, his heart leaped in hope, and he turned his head hoping to see a familiar auburn set of curls. But instead of a woman with a ready smile and sparkling eyes, he saw an old man. I wonder when he joined me? Madrik thought.

The younger man wondered if he ought to say something. It just seemed too hard to start talking, especially to strangers. Madrik decided that since his companion had joined him by choice, it was up to the older man to open the conversation if indeed there was going to be one. So, they continued to walk in silence as the sun sank lower in the sky and the day started to chill.

“What do you see when you look at the trees?” asked the old man.

“Death and dying. Energy running away from the world and possibly never coming back.”

“Interesting. I see transformation. A time when the world needs a breather, some contemplation time. A regrouping before rest and preparation for new growth in the spring.”

Madrik gave a short laugh, ironic and rusty sounding. “Then you see more possibilities than I can. I think I’ve lost the ability to see hope and growth.”

“There are always choices, always possibilities. Look over here, see the fox and her kits? They are preparing for the winter. Their den is dug out, and they’ve pulled in debris to help insulate it. They are eating as much as they can now to make it through the lean times of winter. They have choices, and they’re exercising them. There are possibilities, and they are exploring them. The universe is about possibilities.”

The younger man closed his eyes in a spasm of pain. He used to say something very similar to Jenny. It had been another teaching moment for a parent to have with a child, but it had been far much more to him. It’d been a meeting of similar minds, his and hers. She had only been six, but she had the same appreciation for the branching path of decisions that her father had.

Madrik had never resented the fact that Jenny didn’t share that curiosity, that need to know. However, he had been thrilled to find out that his only child had shared that attitude with him. They would sit and make up fantastical creatures from different planets and tell stories about them. She would talk about all the places that they were going to travel when she was older. Her mind was already traveling there, and her father’s went with her. The bittersweet pleasure of that memory made Madrik’s voice even rougher when he replied, “Sometimes possibilities are no longer available. Sometimes, they die.”

The old man walked next to Madrik for another 15 minutes in silence. Sneaking sideways glances, the younger man was conscious of a brief flash of curiosity. Thoughts like, Who is this old man and why does he want to talk to me? ran briefly through his head.

Answers were important to younger man. He loved playing games and solving puzzles. He had been teaching some of his favorite ones to Jenny ever since they got married and Rachel had been starting to participate also. To get answers, he needed more information.

Uncomfortable with interrogating a perfect stranger, Madrik began to actively observe the older man. The stranger wasn’t terribly pre-possessing. He had a trimmed white beard on a deeply-tanned dark face. His skin reminded Madrik of an old leather suitcase he had, one that had traveled around the world many times. It had that sort of supple, partially-wrinkled flexibility that made it his favorite suitcase even 30 years after he first used it.

Shorter than Madrik’s own 6’2” height, the older man couldn’t have been more than 5’6” or so. He was moving easily, far more easily than most people of his apparent age could. No hesitation in his stride or in the way he twisted his body. Interesting, thought Madrik to himself.

The movement and the body were some indications, but the face was even more interesting. Dark, almost Indian black eyes were mobile in a flexible face. A ready smile lit up the darkness of the face when the old man’s laughter displayed his teeth in a grin. All in all, he was an innocuous picture of a friendly stranger, notable only because of the calm that seemed to radiate from deep within his core.

Why then did Madrik feel a strange mixture of anticipation and a tiny thread of fear. He had no idea. The man had done nothing to say or indicate that he was a threat. The two of them were simply walking down a known path with other people running, biking, and walking along it. They were not isolated, but Madrik felt a cresting sense of something about to happen.

Shaking his head, the younger man mentally kicked himself in the butt thinking, I need to get a grip. This is ridiculous. Just because some unknown stranger wants to talk to me doesn’t mean I have to get all paranoid. Perhaps, I looked as depressed as I feel. Maybe he’s just lonely.

The two men continued to walk in companionable silence as the bird songs increased in volume as dusk began to descend on the landscape, settling a blanket of reduced light that made everything stand out in stark relief along the path. The rustling in the undergrowth got louder as those denizens of the forest that lived their lives on the fringes of daylight began to move. Madrik knew he should be getting back home soon. If he didn’t, he was sure to have one of his neighbors start looking for him. He knew that his friends had instituted an unofficial watch over him. Sometimes he appreciated it when he wasn’t feeling irritated and crowded.

“Watch out!” the old man called suddenly.

Madrik stopped instantly and looked at his companion in startlement. Feeling Madrik’s gaze, the old man pointed with a jerk of his chin toward the pathway in front of them. Madrik followed the line of his gaze and recoiled in surprise. “Where did that come from?” he asked. Instantly feeling like a fool, the younger man realized that the warning from the older man had sounded surprised also. There was no reason to ask his companion where the hole came from because they were both on an equal footing of ignorance. Determined to understand what had created the 6-foot-wide hole in the middle of the walking and biking path, Madrik carefully eased his way toward the edge of the hole so that he could look down.

This was not a pothole. There was no crumbling on the sides and no indication that the circular pit had been there for any length of time. Madrik knew that they had been passed by bikers from this direction repeatedly and no one had mentioned anything about a problem on the path. Whatever had caused this, it had to have just occurred, but he didn’t understand how or why.

The old man walked up to join him at the edge of the hole, looking down into the depths with curiosity and interest playing across his face. Glancing up at Madrik, the older man seemed to be excited. His eyes were sparkling, and a grin was starting to emerge as he asked Madrik, “This is exciting. What you think of it?”

“I don’t really think anything of it right now. I’m just observing.”

“It’s a good thing to observe things that are strange to you. In fact, I think in general that’s a survival mechanism. Don’t you agree?”

Taken aback by this statement, Madrik replied, “I guess so.”

“Well, that implies possibilities. And in our earlier talk, you tried to tell me that you couldn’t see possibilities. I think this just proves you wrong. Someone who wouldn’t see possibilities wouldn’t be asking the same questions that you are.”

Feeling vaguely uncomfortable, Madrik was forced to nod in wordless agreement. He leaned slightly further over the hole, trying to see into the strangely shrouded interior. There was a swirling mass of gray, formless fog that filled the pit starting approximately 6 inches below the lip. Thick enough that it was impossible to see through, Madrik was fascinated by the fog with its occasional glints of colored threads that would appear, move, and disappear on the waves of the billowing mass.

“It seems to me that this here hole is an example of endless possibilities. It probably conceals lots of choices too. After all, possibilities and choices go together. And somebody who takes control of their choices also can direct their possibilities to some degree.”

Only half listening to the old man’s suddenly serious voice, Madrik absentmindedly replied, “I am forced to agree. This is extremely curious, and we had better report it to someone who can come and protect people from falling into it. It would be terrible to be walking or biking along the path and suddenly find yourself falling.”

“I don’t think that this hole is gonna last long enough for anybody to really fall in by accident.”

“Well, you may be right, but it still seems the prudent and responsible thing to do.”

Madrik realized a split second after he had replied to the old man that the comment about how long the hole would last wasn’t matching to a state of ignorance. The younger man started to straighten up to question his companion when he felt a tremendous shove against his back and butt. The force of that propelled him away from the edge of the hole to hang suspended for a split second over the seething mass of fog before gravity pulled him in.

The only thing that he managed to rip out of his throat as he fell was a heartfelt question of, “Why?”

The old man’s voice followed him into the strange cloud, echoing in his ears with a power that was unexpected. “Because we have been waiting for you. Because the time is right, and this is the stage of your life where you can start to make different choices and claim possibilities of which you never dreamed.”

Madrik fell and fell.
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Chapter 2 – Hard Landing

Madrik landed with a jolt that slammed his teeth together, spawning pain-filled stars that clouded his vision and left him disoriented. The travel through the strange fog had seemed to take forever. It’d been too cold to breathe, and the touch of that fog on his skin left him feeling unsettled. The end of the journey had done nothing to ease that.

He was almost afraid to move. The landing had been especially rough. Carefully wiggling toes and fingers, he gradually extended the movement to his arms and legs and finally his torso. He hurt everywhere! But the pain didn’t seem to be indicating any critical problem. There was no sharp feeling or broken bones, no inhibition in his breathing.

He sat up. The light was dim around him, and he could see that he was in an empty room, thick with dust and missing any signs of disturbance. It was obvious that no one had been here for quite a while. Madrik reached a hand out to lean on as he got up and stirred up some of the dust that was inches thick on the floor. Immediately, he went into a massive sneezing fit. The dust was cloying and stuck on the edge of his nostrils and tried to force its way down his throat.

It felt like no dust he had ever touched before, not even like regular dirt. It had a density of something heavier than he was used to and a strange acrid taste that settled in the back of his throat. Nose running, eyes pouring with helpless tears, Madrik used his shirtsleeve to rub his face and get some relief. It didn’t help much.

Glancing around in the dim light, he noted the size and shape of the room. It was roughly rectangular in shape with a heavy arched closed door to his left and three doors on the wall to the right. A fireplace adorned the wall directly in front of him. When he twisted his body around, he could see a large countertop or bar that covered most of the room behind him. He had landed in the middle of the room, almost exactly in the center. That realization brought him to his senses enough that he glanced up quickly, expecting to see a hole above him. Instead, he saw a beamed ceiling high above them with an intact roof.

Now I know how Alice felt when she fell down the rabbit hole, he thought to himself. Moving carefully, he started to get up again. This time he was determined not to end up with another sneezing fit. Almost holding his breath, Madrik managed to get to his feet without kicking off any further attacks.

Madrik carefully explored the room. None of the four doors would open, and it looked like there was a bricked-up exit to a hallway, but it was equally impervious to his attempts at getting through. Apparently, he was supposed to be in this room although he didn’t see why or what he was supposed to do.

The exploring man knew he was alone in the room, but there was a strange feeling of expectation in the air. He could hear weird little sounds, like a voice that was whispering and the random creaking of the building itself. The noises were not getting any louder, and so he filed them under the category of “things that need to be looked at, later.”

Madrik felt like he was getting a headache. There was a pressure in the air around him like a big wave poised to crash down. This was an incredibly uncomfortable feeling for the battered man. The strangeness of the last hour and his abrupt transportation into this unfamiliar room was causing a collision in his mind of the things that he knew, and the things that his senses told him were happening.

Maybe I’m really still on the bike path and the old man’s calling the guys in little white coats to take me away, he thought. It is that, or I really have stepped through the looking glass, and I’m not in Kansas anymore. Madrik snorted a little as he realized he had gone into mixed metaphor mode. Jenny used to say that it was his version of spoonerisms. Sometimes they would annoy her, and sometimes they would make her laugh. Luckily for him, most the time she just laughed.

The pressure in his head was getting worse, and he felt like he was going to have a migraine blow the top of his head off any minute. About the only thing that worked to stop with the advent of this type of headache was a lot of water. He desperately needed a drink anyway between the dust and that horrible acrid taste in his mouth. Since he couldn’t get out of the room, perhaps he would find something behind the counter. It was the one area of the room that he hadn’t explored yet and the only one that offered any hope.

Madrik carefully made his way to the end of the counter and looked at it to see what was there. The answer to that was pretty much nothing. Madrik couldn’t tell what the original purpose of the room was even yet. Maybe it had been a bar, or perhaps a meeting room. It could have been a room in somebody’s house or a place of business. There simply were not enough clues in the room to determine what it had been used for.

Privately, Madrik thought perhaps it was a bar. That might be because he had some experience with bars and that’s how his mind was interpreting the shape and signs of functionality. After leaving the military, he had spent several years tending bar. He had moved up to management responsibilities but decided that he was adult enough to hold a regular job and had gone back to school. He had graduated and become very competent in his technical field. He and Jenny had been happy, a young couple in a group of other young couples. All of them working at achieving their goals and encouraging each other along the way.

He really needed that drink. Madrik saw a rusty- looking faucet in a tiny sink tucked in the corner under the edge of the countertop. Making his way behind the counter was difficult because he couldn’t clearly see the floor. It was so dark back there that he kept bumping into things that threatened his equilibrium and sent shockwaves from his stubbed foot up through his body to explode in his head.

Finally, he reached the faucet. The handles did not want to turn. But he concentrated on the right-hand faucet handle hoping that it would have cold water. With a screeching sound of grating metal, the handle finally moved. Crushing him in disappointment, nothing came out.

It was just too much. Leaning his head against the edge of the countertop, Madrik allowed himself to simply feel the confusion and pain of the last hour. This was not grief or depression. This was sheer painful disorientation and frustration coupled with the physical need. He was so thirsty and so intensely frustrated that his emotions welled up and spilled out of him. There was nobody else around to see him. For once, the stricture taught him when he was young of “men don’t cry” held no sway.

Leaning his aching head against the counter, Madrik let the tears fall uncontrolled from his eyes, dripping through the crust on his dusty cheeks and leaving the tracks of his tears visible to any who might see him. He simply didn’t care.

His head hurt, he needed water. What was he going to do?

His headache exploded in a snap of a resounding connection. It was almost loud enough that it trembled the air around him. The echoes crashed through his body, traveling down his nerves to make his feet and hands feel like they had just exploded. Madrik straightened in surprise as the empty faucet began to gush torrents of water.

It was like a fire hose had started to blast through the small pipe of the faucet. Madrik knew in some part of his brain that it was impossible to have that much water come out of that small pipe. But he was so happy to see the water that he didn’t think. He especially didn’t think about any problem with the water. He just drank it.

Cupping his hands under the gushing fluid, he used his palms as a cup to carry handfuls of water to his mouth as fast as he could. The water had a faint metallic taste to it but the feel of the coolness soothed his irritated throat, and he kept drinking and drinking.

As Madrik drank the water, the headache started to recede, and the irritation in his throat disappeared under a wave of healing that seemed to reach to every corner of his body. It wasn’t just the sore places on his body that were being healed, but something undefined till now. He had not known how much it hurt until the water washed it away.

Behind the healing, he could feel a shock of connection that reminded him of when a computer was plugged into a network and all of a sudden, it could talk to the printer. It was more than a handshake, more than “hi how are you and here’s my plug-in.” It felt more like the warmth of a hug.

There was another wave of bonding running behind it, one that he both trembled to see and for which he ached. It was a bigger, tighter, more comprehensive bond and it frightened him. His skin was prickled in expectancy and fear, and he could feel his heart pounding. The relief from the pain made his eyes smart with insipid tears, but the relief from the tension of that discomfort allowed him to take a deeper breath just before that other tidal wave of change engulfed him.

This time there was no sneezing fit. The water had blasted out of the faucet and was now spilling all over the floor. Madrik could feel the atmosphere in the room change as the water seemed to scour out the nasty burning smell and taste of the dust.

A question started to form in his mind. It was a query that was posed without words. That tentative touch carried the reaching out of another soul that was just as damaged as he. One that had also known immeasurable loss and that felt adrift and abandoned. The harmonic that he found in his own heart and soul to that other damaged being sang to him.

In unspoken agreement, he reached out a mental hand of his own. It was joyfully met by a grip just as needy as his own. The shock of connection with that other being blasted all of his senses into overload. It was as if Madrik had expanded all over a small world. He could feel an unfamiliar area and knew exactly where he was in it. His smell, his vision, his tactile senses all had become one with that larger entity.

His spirit zoomed and flew over this world. Madrik could feel and see damaged areas, could tell on the outside skin of his merged soul where the areas of quiescence were, those places that were just waiting like this one had been waiting for him.

Madrik was not someone that was subject to flights of fancy. He believed in the things that he could touch and feel, and relied on the feedback of his own senses. But the expansion of those senses fed him information that he had difficulty reconciling. If what he was sensing was correct, he was in a different world. And he had just bonded with a being that wasn’t human.

Choices and possibilities, my ass. That old man knew exactly what he was pushing me into. I wonder what part he plays this whole thing? Madrik thought.

The shock of connection was smoothing out, and other feelings were starting to take its place. It took a little while for Madrik to realize that what he was feeling was peace. There was even a soundtrack running through his head. It was like someone singing a happy song, creating an aural tapestry of contentment and joy.

It was very peculiar, but Madrik felt better than he had since that ill-fated doorbell had rung. If his choices led to new possibilities, then perhaps this is where he belonged. Responding to that thought, the joy and intensity of the song of home ratcheted up. He could hear his bond with the other entity filling with contentment and excitement. At some point, he was going to have to figure out what all of this meant, but for right now, he was going to take a moment to enjoy the relief of pain.
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Chapter 3 – Exploration

Madrik didn’t know how long he luxuriated in the absence of pain. It could have been a minute, or it could have been an hour. The length of time was really unimportant. He roused from that self-indulgent moment determined to make more sense out of where he was.

Straightening up, he realized that he could see better. The deep gloom had lightened although there were no apparent light fixtures or sources of illumination. Perhaps my eyes have adjusted to the dark better, he thought. Shrugging his shoulders, he walked from the back of the bar and toward the table in the center of the room.

Slamming to a halt, he could not prevent an exclamation from bursting from his mouth, “What the hell? That wasn’t there just a little while ago!”

There was a table in the center of the room. The floor was still dusty, and Madrik could clearly see that his footprints were the only ones that had disturbed its surface. Regardless of that evidence, there was a sturdy table in the exact center of the room. There was no way he could have avoided seeing that piece of furniture because the imprint of his body and the dust disturbed by the force of his landing were located next to the table legs. If the table had been there when he landed, he would have smashed into it. If it appeared while he was lying there, he would’ve been partially under it. This is too strange, he thought.

Madrik examined the table carefully. It was sturdily built out of a strange wood that he had never seen before. Running his hands along the surface, he could tell that it had been sanded smooth and that there was some sort of finish applied to it. This would be perfect for a bar table since it wouldn’t pick up stains easily and it is sturdy enough to take a lot of abuse.

Wondering what else had changed in the room, Madrik started to make his inspection circuit again. The room was definitely brighter than before because now he could see into the corners without walking over to them. He could even see up the stairs. Wait! There are stairs?

Feeling like Alice in Wonderland once more, Madrik made his way up the stairs. Like everything else in the bar, the construction was sturdy, although not refined. The stairs were wide, capable of letting traffic go up and down on them simultaneously. There were no creaks or groans from the steps as he made his way up the stairway. The climb of the stairs matched the height of the ceiling, and he soon found himself at a landing on a second floor that stretched in three directions. The hallways were difficult to see down although one of them was more lit than the others.

If I were in a horror film, bad music would be playing in the background, and the bad guy would be waiting just around the corner to jump out at me. Despite his misgivings, Madrik walked into the right-hand hallway and saw that there was an actual light glowing partway down its length. The light itself was a built-in sconce on the side of the wall next to a nice-looking doorway. Forcing himself to move despite a shiver of tension, Madrik opened the door and looked inside.

There was nothing more exciting inside than a small sitting room that led into a couple of other rooms. Hoping that the door didn’t close behind him, Madrik entered, determined to explore. The small chamber opened up onto a bathroom and a room that was obviously meant for sleeping. There was a plain, raised dais that looked like it would hold a mattress and a wall that had interesting, rotating hooks and something he recognized as a mid-sized closet.

Madrik walked back to the bathroom and was reminded strongly that this was no place like he had ever been. The function of the bathroom was fairly obvious by the presence of something that looked like a toilet. There was nothing he recognized as a flushing mechanism, and when he peered into the toilet, he could see no drain or another plumbing component. The bottom bowl was dry and dusty, but the form telegraphed its function, and he resolved to come back and look at it later. The rest of the bathroom was even stranger.

There was a large bowl set on a slender stand that had a spillway down into a lower bowl. Peering closely at the bottom one, Madrik was unable to see its details very well because the light was so bad. I wish there were more light in here so I could see. It’s hard to explore when everything is so dimly lit.

The hair on the back of his neck stood up, and his skin tightened as he felt that strange mental connection pinging. All of a sudden, there was light in the room. The illumination in the bathroom came from several plain looking fixtures that hung on the walls and indirectly from the ceiling. Spinning quickly, he looked back into the sitting room and saw that it too was filled with stronger light.

Taking a deep breath, Madrik thought to himself, Well, it appears that whoever’s listening to me is at least friendly.

Determined to finish his exploration, Madrik continued his poking about the bathroom.

The next strange contraption that he explored had a similarity to the inside of a cheese grater. It had perforated ceramic walls on three sides with an open doorway, arched and tiled. There didn’t appear to be any plumbing inside of it, and he had no idea what the purpose of it was. Once again, he resolved to look at it later. As he turned, his feet caught on a raised sill that was close to the floor and only a couple inches high. It separated the area inside the grater room from the rest of the bathroom. Based on that, Madrik thought that perhaps this was a showering chamber or someplace you could rinse your clothes.

There were two other areas in the bathroom that he could not figure out. Both of them were small rooms and had bench-like structures inside. One had what looked like an elaborate samovar built into the center of it while the other had a tiled rectangular box set against one corner.

Madrik spent some time trying to figure out what they were and finally gave up in frustration. He could always come back to them later, but right now he was going to figure out the last one and then head out for other areas. He thought he had a pretty good idea of what the last one was. It looked like a wide, deep soaking pool. Rather than climbing over an edge like his bathtub at home, there were graduated steps that led down into it. There was even some water at the bottom although Madrik wouldn’t voluntarily touch it. Yuck! That looks like sludge. I prefer my water clear and not contaminated with dust and dirt, he thought.

Once again that tingling occurred at the back of his neck, and a feeling of being on the end of a conduit washed over him. Spinning around, Madrik couldn’t see anything that had changed around him. Perhaps the signal that he had identified as marking a modification to his environment was incorrect. He would just have to see.

Shaking himself to recapture his own attention, Madrik said to himself, Madrik Norgren, you need to get focused and do some more exploration. At least, you found someplace that will provide you with a contained sleeping chamber if you don’t find anything better. It will be uncomfortable because it lacks blankets and a pad. But you have slept on worse. At least you know that there is clean water in the faucet downstairs and you can use that to get cleaned up.

Madrik made one more run around the room, checking once again the items that he had discovered. Other than the additional lighting, it looked pretty much as he had found it when he came into the little suite. He glanced around one more time before leaving, carefully closing the door.

He walked out into a hall that was now quite well lit. There were additional sconces bright with light every few yards of the hallway, alternating on the side that they occurred. He could clearly see that there was no dust on the floor in this area. Interesting, I wonder when that change happened.

He counted a total of six doors off the hallway. Methodically investigating each one, Madrik found the same general layout as the first suite, with some minor variations as to size and configuration. It reminded him of staff quarters above the bar at which he used to work. Smiling in remembrance, he went back to the center landing at the top of the stairs.

Even here the lighting was better now, and the dust that had stirred as he walked up the first hallway was gone, totally gone. Someone or something is listening to me very carefully, he thought. It doesn’t feel dangerous or harmful, but I better be careful.

At his last thought, there was a brief stab of hurt along the connection bond that he had made. Instantaneously responsive to that distress, Madrik wordlessly sent an apology and reassurance. The lights in the hallway grew brighter in answer, and Madrik felt the satisfaction of a puzzle piece that had finally attached. He may not understand everything, but at least he had a few beginning clues.

Standing in that center area, Madrik noticed that another one of the hallways was now lit. Occupying the center position, it was a shorter, wider hall than the first one he had explored, with only three doors visible along its length. There was a door on the left that was close to the landing, one on the right that was midway down the length, and a third that was at the very end of the 15-foot hall. It was the first that he had seen with double doors, and he resolved to look at it last.

His curiosity now totally roused, Madrik made his way down the hall. Once again noting the pristine appearance of the floor and other surfaces, the man was determined not to be distracted by anything. It was time to check out the three doors.

Madrik found that the first door on the left did not open. He tried the handle several times, but when it stubbornly refused to open, he chose to bypass it. The same result happened when he tried the door on the right. Sighing in disappointment, Madrik walked a few feet to the double doors and slammed to a halt.

The doors were beautiful and stunningly colored. Rectangular in form, they were stained a vibrant teal color and artistically carved to resemble the trunk and branches of a tree growing up the center jam and branching out to touch each of the door tops and sides. The lower half of each door was a solid panel of carved wood while the upper half had cut out branches of the wood backed by sections of darkened glass. It was a distinctive and amazingly well-crafted portal to whatever chamber was beyond it.

Running his hands over the detailed carving, Madrik almost felt like the wood was still alive. It seemed to pulse and warm under his fingers, generating a low-level hum that echoed the song that he kept hearing across the bonding channel in his mind. He loved the door. It spoke to him, sang to him, murmuring words that he didn’t understand but somehow had always needed.

Shaking himself out of the light reverie, Madrik steeled himself to open the door and then froze once again. His hand was in midair, his foot was slightly off the ground, and he was unable to move. His eyes felt like they were going to fall out of his head as he stared at the small panel that was mounted on the wall beside the right-hand door.

This wooden plate was not carved elaborately like the doors, but its beautiful carving matched the craftsmanship of the main doors. It had only two words carved into the wood. Madrik Norgren. Someone had expected him and had carved his name into the panel.

Madrik’s hands were shaking as he started to open the doors, his mind bubbling with conjecture and questions. He almost dreaded what he was going see next because nothing had been like he expected since he had landed in the dirt and dust of the room downstairs.

Steeling himself and taking a breath to gather his courage, Madrik pulled the doors open and saw the chamber beyond them.
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Chapter 4 – Gathering Clues

The room was both expected and a surprise. It was a large open chamber just like the other living quarters had included. This one, however, was easily four times the size of those. It had more doorways opening off of it with three to the left and two on the right. Exploring the left ones first, Madrik found a smaller version of the normal bathrooms. It lacked the strange smaller chambers and the soaking tub of the other bathrooms that he had seen but still contained the toilet and sink. The small room opened directly onto the sitting room and reminded him of the company powder room in his old house. Moving to the next door, he found a smaller version of the sleeping chambers, complete with attached bathroom. Might be guest quarters, he thought.

The third doorway led to a room that was larger even than the other suites’ bedrooms. It was tall and airy. Madrik could feel its atmosphere of peace in the balance of its structure and the order implicit in its layout. Most of the walls were covered floor to ceiling with built-in shelves. Madrik immediately dubbed that the office. He could almost see a desk in the room, as well as, a comfortable couch and chairs in front of the fireplace for those days when he just needed to get away. Dear God, I’m thinking of this in terms of ownership, as if I am staying.

Shaking himself to bring his tiring mind back into focus, Madrik went to the large sitting room and on to explore one of the two doors that opened off the right-hand side. The first of them was obviously an area for preparing foods and some informal dining.

Madrik was a talented amateur chef and had delighted in making meals and treats for his wife and daughter. Pain shot through him, radiating down his arms as he realized that it had been hours since he last thought of Jenny and Rachel. Feeling disloyal, he might have lingered in that trough of depression, but his thoughts moved on, uncontrollable as a team of wild horses.

The rectangular table in the eating nook was three times the size of the square one downstairs. Just as well made, it dominated the room easily, especially since there were no chairs or benches anywhere.

That’s something I’m going to have to take care of later, he thought.

Before opening the final door, Madrik was convinced that he was going to find another sleeping area. The pattern was there, and the functionality telegraphed what he should find beyond the portal. Once again, he stopped in amazement. It was indeed a sleeping chamber. He could see the strange hooks and the closed niches that were probably closets. There was an open doorway for a bathroom as well.

What startled and amazed him was that the raised platform that had been bare and uninviting in the other chambers was different here, very different. A soft light on either side of the platform made it easy to focus on the inviting-looking rectangular mattress and covered pillows that softened its surface. The bed was turned back seductively, and he could see the deep green sheets and the loft of the comforter that topped the bedding.

As if a switch had been thrown, Madrik’s body ached in exhaustion. All of the strangeness and weird experiences of the day had culminated into this moment when he could allow himself to be tired. Shaking like a leaf, he dropped with a thunk onto the seat of the chair. What? What chair? There wasn’t a chair here a little while ago.

Overwhelmed by the rapid changes and the many unfamiliar things that he was having problems mentally digesting, Madrik gave into temptation. He stood up, pulling off his torn and dirty jacket and kicking off his shoes. With no conscious thought and no mental conversation, the weary man crawled into the bed and pulled the comforter over his shoulder.

As he slipped into the abyss of sleep, Madrik felt the soft touch of moving air and the slow fading of the light. Feeling cared for and comforted as he sank into boneless collapse, he let sleep claim him.

<< <> >>

Madrik’s awakening was a slow, gentle reclamation of consciousness. A diffused golden light was shining on him, and he stretched to get the kinks out of his muscles. Part of his normal waking ritual, these were the movements that got him up out of bed and onto the tasks of the day. Luxuriating in the feeling of a lighter spirit, Madrik was initially confused. Then he remembered. Sitting bolt upright in the bed, he glanced around wildly. It was not a dream.

The room was as he remembered before he had lapsed into unconsciousness and desperately-needed sleep. The bed, the lone chair, and the closets, hooks, and open bathroom doorway were all still there.

Mentally, he struggled to fit things into a sane framework. Luckily, the deep sleep had let him resolve some of that uncertainty while he slumbered, and he did not feel as disoriented this morning.

Suddenly, his body let him know that it was awake, and it needed a bathroom. It needed it NOW! The urgent need drove him up out of bed and into the bathroom before he realized he didn’t really know how to operate the bathroom fixtures. The controls were all things that he had to figure out but had not. Of course, that didn’t make a difference to what his body needed. Hoping that he was not creating more of a mess than he wanted to clean up, Madrik approached the bathroom toilet with trepidation.

An explosive breath escaped him in relief as he realized that there now was water in the bottom of what he thought was the toilet. Still nervous, he urinated into the toilet and then examined the structure for something that resembled a flusher. The top surface of the toilet looked unbroken, so he examined both sides of it, wondering how he was supposed to flush. Straightening up, he saw that there was a previously unnoticed button set into the upper right corner of the toilet back. Hoping that he was doing what he wanted to accomplish, Madrik pushed the button and was rewarded by the sound of water flowing and the visible evidence of new water coming into the bottom of the toilet. Hah, one thing figured out! 

Feeling more confident, Madrik walked over to the sink and turn the faucets on. A gush of hot and cold water poured out of the faucet and pooled in the upper sink. Madrik saw that there was a stopper mechanism that prevented the water from flowing down to the lower bowl, but that it was closed at this point. When that obstruction was removed, the water would travel down a pipe and pour into the lower sink. He wondered briefly about what it was intended for but decided it wasn’t important enough to figure out right now.

Madrik felt itchy and dirty. He had always preferred to have showers in the morning and a soaking bath after a hard workout. Since he appeared to be on a roll of discovery, he decided to try the “grater” fixture because that was the only contraption in the bathroom that seemed to sing “shower.”

Pulling off his clothing, Madrik spared a regretful thought for the memory of his abrupt collapse of the night before. He knew that he had transferred a considerable amount of dirt and grime to the bed sheets. His clothes were so filthy that he didn’t like even laying them on the edge of the bathing pool. I’m going to have to do something about getting them clean or finding something else to wear, he thought to himself.

Alert and tense at trying another experiment, Madrik stepped into the grater room. He expected something to happen, anything. He was poised to react, to fling himself out of the room if something happened that was hurtful, but nothing happened at all. Confused, he put his left hand on the chamber side that had the larger holes, planning on bending over to see if there was any clue lower on the wall. As soon as his hand touched the side, water began to spurt out of the holes. The longer he left his hand there, the greater the force of the water that emerged. It was cool, colder than he liked. As he pulled his hand off the wall, Madrik slid his fingers slightly toward the left side. The water got warmer.

Excited at finding another clue, Madrik started playing with his shower. Moving his hand to the left made the water warmer while moving the hand to the right made it colder. Much colder. Brrrr! He would not make that mistake again!

He finally settled on a medium-hot shower, standing there under the rush of water and feeling it pummel his body in a gentle massage. After the events of the last 24 hours, it was heaven. The water was like warm, thick silk on his skin, washing away stress with the grime. It felt good, even though he didn’t have soap or shampoo. Rinsing his face and hair, Madrik just let his mind float, content in the feeling of getting cleaner and letting the movement of the water pull some of his worries away.

Laughing to himself because he hadn’t thought about what he was going to put on his body when he got out of the shower. Madrik carefully left the little chamber. As he stepped over the small threshold, he noticed that it was cleverly designed to keep the water inside so that the polished stone floor of the rest of the bathroom did not become slick. Even so, his damp feet slid slightly, and Madrik put his hand on the wall to prevent any bigger slippage. He noticed absently that the water stopped as he moved over the threshold, which became one more of the pieces to the puzzle that was this world.

Instead of the cold hard wall that he expected, he got a handful of a very soft fabric. It was not the terrycloth pile of the towels that he had used at home, but he decided that its sudden appearance was a sign that he was to use it to dry himself off. Rather than mentally fight the sensation, Madrik decided just to go with the flow and used the large rectangle of fabric to thoroughly dry his body and hair. It was an amazingly absorbent fabric. Even after he had thoroughly taken care of the moisture on his body, it still felt dry. This technology would make me rich at home.

Home. Madrik wondered where ‘home’ was. The house that he had lived in with Jenny and Rachel was no longer that. It echoed painfully with their absence and pulsed with pain and the aftermath of grief. Shadows of their smiles and laughter haunted him there. 

That house would never be home again. Caught by the unexpected stab of sorrow, Madrik held onto the edge of the sink and let the pain pound its way through him. It was not as bad as it had been before. There was another presence in the back of his mind now, something that was sending comfort and the welcome of belonging to him. He knew he wasn’t alone, and that helped.

Knowing that he needed to get moving, Madrik straightened up and scrubbed a hand across his face, removing the slick, salty moisture of his tears. As much as he dreaded putting them back on, he turned to pick up his dirty clothes but realized that they weren’t there any longer. Instead, there was a pile of neatly folded garments waiting for him on the side of the bathing pool where he had left his dirty clothes. An exploration of the new garments showed that he been given an assortment of different types, ranging from tightly fitted slacks and shirts to looser tunics and lower garments looked almost like sweatpants.

Deciding on a whim that he was going to try the tunic and looser pants, Madrik realized that there were no undergarments. Apparently, men in this world go commando. That is going to take some getting used to.

Smiling to himself, Madrik quickly completed dressing. As he pulled the clothes on, he was already mapping out a plan for his day. First, some more water, then he needed to find food. Further exploration and more puzzle pieces would follow. This world was a gigantic puzzle, a challenging game he got to play. He was conscious that he felt excited for the first time in a long time.

This was going to be a monumental task, one that he was confident that he could perform well. He was not sure that he remembered how to have fun, but he certainly was going to try.

The day was waiting for him, and he was in a hurry to embrace it.
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Chapter 5 – The Importance of Names

Madrik wasn’t sure what was going to be facing him when he made his way down the stairs. Considering his last 24 hours in this world, he thought anything was possible. Coming downstairs, he noticed in passing that the steps had been cleared of all dust and dirt. They were structurally the same stairs, but they look subtly more finished and polished. Maybe the difference was that the coating on them was shinier or look that way due to the absence of dust.

The man had descended most of the length of the stairway from his bedroom level into the main barroom. The upper portion of the staircase was now enclosed which seemed more finished to Madrik. He liked this look better and appreciated the wall sconces that brightened the view. Am I getting used to the way this place weirdly changes all the time?

Two-thirds of the way down the staircase there now was a small landing that allowed him to turn to the right and descend the last few steps into the main room. Sometime during his sleep, he had fixated on the idea that this building was a bar. Therefore he had decided to call the biggest and most immediately available chamber the barroom. And since he felt like he had come down a hole he thought that the bar should reference that, but it definitely wasn’t a rabbit hole. Trying to figure out a better image, he had settled on the idea of a badger hole. That image fit better because it was the type of pit that would be dug by a powerful and intelligent creature. Something that was very stubborn.

“Badger Hole Bar, I like that name,” he said out loud. A flash of intense pleasure and gratitude slammed along the mental connection that he had. There was a visceral set of clicks that echoed in his brain and body as if some important threshold had been crossed. He had almost forgotten about the presence of that other entity in the back of his mind. It had been so quiet this morning that he had focused on his day and hadn’t spared a thought to whoever, or whatever, had bonded with him.

The intensity of the mental touch reminded him of all of the contacts and touches of the day before. The increase in lights, the dust cleanup, the water in the toilet, all of those details were things that were supplied by somebody that cared about him. His mental partner could change the configuration of this building and was responsive to his desires.

This was an incredible sort of thing to have happened. Madrik wasn’t too sure how he felt about the whole situation, but he was conscious of intense gratitude and pleasure that he had a companion now, especially after being so alone in his grief.

He could feel the hum coming from that entity, the one who had now been named. From his Hungarian grandmother, he knew that naming was very important to a wide variety of spirits. She had told an impressionable little boy many tales that were supposedly fiction about spirit bonding and how invisible friends weren’t necessarily just part of your imagination.

This had infuriated his parents to no end. Madrik remembered intense arguments between his parents and his grandmother. Nonna had resisted their impassioned pleas to only tell innocuous, American fairytales to their son. She refused. Saying what she taught him was part of his heritage and at some point in his life, he would need it.

Madrik realized that such a point was now. Thank you, Nonna, for giving me something that hinted at what was happening to me. I think without that I might have gone nuts.

Perhaps if his grandmother had not told him stories that set expectations, Madrik would have been frightened and rejected the spirit reaching out to him. Looking back through the lens of a good night’s rest, he realized that he and this entity had been going through exactly the steps that his grandmother had said would occur when forming a bond with a familiar or bonded ally.

Without that basic guide, even if it had been decades before, Madrik knew that he would’ve reacted badly to the feeling of someone else in his mind. He felt a visceral tenseness in the pit of his stomach at the thought, knowing that this would have been a bad response. It might have damaged or made impossible his connection to the entity. I guess I better start referring to this entity as the Badger Hole Bar. After all, that is now its name.

A stronger flash of pleasure sizzled through his brain and down his spine to his toes. The connection was getting stronger as he and BHB learned each other’s quirks and desires. It might be his imagination, but Madrik thought that BHB was getting stronger. That might be the reason the building was getting more polished, cleaner and in some ways more real.

Stopping on the last step of the staircase, Madrik paused with his eyes unfocused. He didn't really see what was in the room but instead was following a mental train of thought. Deciding to jump all in, he said mentally, << Thank you so much for helping me understand who and what you are. I was so tired, and I needed the rest. What you did meant more than I can tell you right now. >>

The response from BHB exceeded what Madrik expected, far more. It was if fireworks had gone off in his mind. Madrik could feel not only his skin but what he thought was the outside of the entire building. His heartbeat was echoed by another sound, a rhythmic thump that was lighter and faster than his. It formed a net of syncopation around his pounding blood. He could feel the breath running in and out of his mouth and lungs, supplemented by the fainter echo of air circulation within the building. Madrik’s senses reeled, and the room spun as his vision darkened.

The sense of a supportive arm around him was very strong, and he drew strength from it. Warmth seeped into the coldness of his soul, softening the tracks of fathomless grief from his mind. Madrik noticed that his body was warmer also. A fire had been lit in the large fireplace, radiating comfort and a background susurration of primordial security. 

Taking deep breaths, the man focused on recovery, closing his eyes to concentrate. Once he thought that the dizziness had passed, Madrik opened his eyes once more. His ability to focus had returned, and he felt able to continue. Perhaps he was getting a bit hungry, and that was affecting his resilience. The man knew that was something that he had to take care of and finding food had just moved up in his priorities.

Madrik had been standing at the base of the stairs for a few minutes but had not really been looking at his surroundings,. Instead, he had been contending with internal issues, but now it was time to come back to the physical world.

He glanced toward where he had last seen the bar table. It was still there, but it had been joined by a chair. Like the chair upstairs in his bedroom, this one was sturdily made and, he knew from experience, would be comfortable even though it was not padded. In other words, it was a perfectly good barroom chair. Unfortunately, there was only one of them, and Madrik knew that that just wouldn’t do. He needed a bunch of tables in this room, and they all had to have chairs around them.

Wondering briefly on whether he should consider booths also, he discarded that because he wasn’t sure what the patrons would look like.

His thoughts were interrupted by a new interaction with the BHB. This was a first and startled him. He couldn’t remember another proactive move from the BHB before. Since most of the bar’s communications with him had been in response to something Madrik needed or wanted, he had started to think of the BHB as a reflection of his desires. This was a strong reminder to remember that his companion was far more than that.

With crystalline clarity, BHB placed several images in his mind, one after another. The first image was of a black and white-striped broad animal, low to the ground with a fairly strong tail. Madrik immediately recognized a badger. Sending back a quick, << Perfect! >> the man was very pleased to receive a flush of pleasure through their connection.

Closely following on the first image was a drawing in black and white that Madrik didn’t at first make any sense of. It looked like a jagged area with a darker band around it. It took him only a moment before he realized that BHB was giving him the images that comprised its name. Through that filter, the image was perfect, and he let BHB know that. It was a hole.

This time, the pleasure flooding to him from his companion was stronger and more encompassing. It zoomed through the tissue of his body as if it were a cleansing and regenerative force. When it left, Madrik was gasping with relief and pleasure. 

BHB seem to be dithering about the next image. It wasn’t very long before another picture formed in Madrik’s mind. Actually, it was a pair of pictures. One was something that looked to Madrik like a crowbar, bent on one end with a forked tip. The other was a picture of a beer stein, foaming with beer. The man let out a roar of amusement and pushed back a gentle no attached to the first image and a mental shout of laughter and approval on the second.

<< Don’t forget that the patrons will be drinking more than beer. So we had better plan on a variety of different kinds of glassware rather than just beer steins. >>

A gleeful sense of anticipation was the only response from BHB.

A subtle chill ran across the back of Madrik’s neck, and he felt his hair stir. Drawn by subconscious awareness, Madrik turned and looked at the back of the counter that he had dubbed the bar. Hanging over the center of the back wall, in pride of place was an enameled sign that showed a badger standing beside a hole. Up through the hole extended a brawny arm holding a beer stein. In an arc, over the top of the picture, the words “Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar” were placed. 

It was perfect.

Not only did it present a word picture of exactly where they were standing but it fit the whole essence of Madrik. He loved puzzles, puns, and jigsaws. He was attracted to anything that required his mind to put together clues. At heart, he was a problem solver, someone who balanced capabilities on one side and needs on the other. Hopefully, having this bar would let him fill that role, one that he knew he could handle and that would bring him great satisfaction.

Madrik felt a harmonic cord that grew in strength and complexity along his nerves and in the back of his mind. Layers were forming, marked by those mental clicks, as he and BHB bonded at additional levels. It was a strange feeling, a deeper connection than any he had ever formed in his entire life. This was beyond marriage or even parenting. 

Madrik felt a wash of guilt and apology slide through him, but he knew that finding a kindred soul was different than loving and being married to someone. Both types of bonds could coexist. There was no reason to feel guilty or disloyal. Jenny would’ve understood.

Agreement with the sentiment flooded the channel between him and the BHB. He could tell that they had matched on a deep level of understanding and even affection. Madrik briefly wondered if this is why witches were said to have familiars. The reinforcement of two beings would be something that he could lean on and something the BHB could depend on. With both of their essences aligned, it would not be a conditional alliance. Instead, it would be a heartfelt and solid partnership. Something that they did because it was essentially who they were, not an adaptive behavior that could be broken at any time.

Wow. This is way more thinking than I usually do about subjects more appropriate for one of those deep discussions over a bottle of scotch. Okay, Madrik my boy, it’s time to get things done instead of just sitting here and contemplating the state of the universe or relationships or anything like that.

There was something on the table. It had not been there just a few moments ago, and Madrik hadn’t felt it appear. But the evidence of his eyes showed him a brightly wrapped box with a ribbon bow sitting on the table. Confident that nothing the BHB would give him would be hurtful, Madrik walked over and untied the bow, carefully laying the ribbon to one side. The box itself was wrapped so that he could pull the cover off the box without destroying the wrapping paper. His hands slid over what he thought was paper and he realized that nothing he had ever touched on earth felt like that. Another material to investigate. I wonder what it’s good for.

The box opened easily, and Madrik looked inside. Shouting in laughter, he turned the box so the contents could spill out. With a muted clatter, hundreds of puzzle pieces rained down on the table top. Nothing could have more clearly communicated to Madrik that BHB and he were alike when it came to putting together puzzles. Now, he just had to find a couple of pieces that would connect.

Humming to himself happily, Madrik set about sorting out the puzzle pieces. He laughed out loud once more in the middle of sorting when he found a block that had already been connected. Instead of the mottled gray image on the front of most of the pieces, these few had parts of a picture. He had no idea what the overall picture was going to look like, but he thought he understood the rules of this game. As he made connections and increased his understanding, the picture would grow. The gift was that he now would have a way of tracking when he had put together all the pieces for an area.

BHB could not have designed a more amusing way of communicating with Madrik. This was going to be fun!
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Chapter 6 – More Pieces

Madrik was still seated at the table happily arranging puzzle pieces and organizing them by nothing more than how they felt in his hands. Try as he might, he couldn’t get any of the puzzle pieces to go together. The only ones that were connected were the ones that had been attached when he dumped them out of the box.

Finally, the focused man decided that it just did not appear that he was going to be able to force a connection between the pieces, but he wasn’t truly disappointed. If all the puzzle did was to tell him when he had the whole picture of something, it would be extremely helpful. Very useful since there were a lot of puzzle pieces on that table.

Madrik had counted the pieces five times. Then he counted them one more time to be sure. There were 1200 pieces. That was a lot of parts to a complex puzzle, but at least he had made a start. Even if the start was only for pieces that were already assembled by the BHB.

A sharp sound of someone knocking on wood startled Madrik so badly that he spun around and almost tripped over the chair leg. He was so used to the fact that he was alone with the BHB that the sound scared the living daylights out of him. He could feel his heart racing, and his adrenaline was definitely up. 

The man found himself in an automatic crouched position, ready to flee or fight. Deliberately, he relaxed so that he could straighten. Thankfully, the bar had not found his response ridiculous. Pleased beyond any explanation, Madrik realized that he did not have to pretend to the BHB. It just took him as he was, strange responses and all. That was a very freeing feeling, one that Madrik was not sure that he had felt since his grandmother had died.

He was getting no sense of tension or worry from the BHB. Instead, there was a feeling of anticipation and welcome. Apparently, the BHB thought whoever it was that was knocking was a friend rather than a foe.

Taking a deep breath, Madrik walked over to the center door of the three on the wall opposite the stairs. Shaking a little bit with the tension in his muscles from uncertainty, he threw the bolt on the door and pushed it open.

Thank goodness it’s a human! The thought popped into his mind with a burst of relief. He heard an answering flash of amusement and gleeful anticipation from the BHB. He was beginning to understand the bar’s moods, and he knew that this response meant that there would be times that the beings that he met would not be human.

It was a good thing that he wasn’t particularly prejudiced about shape or color or for that matter any other aspect. Again he got that flash of amusement. Oh well, he thought to himself, I will just have to take it one experience at a time.

A man was standing at the door with a smile on his face and a basket over one arm, a sack held firmly in the crook of the other. Madrik was not sensing any threat from the man, that, coupled with the BHB’s attitude allowed him to relax his guard and smile back.

The stranger looked so normal to Madrik that he could have come from any town on Earth. Tanned and fit, he was of average height and had a look that said “gardener or farmer” to Madrik’s experienced eye. The visitor was older than he, appearing to be in his mid-60s. 

Flushing when he realized he had been staring at the man, Madrik opened the door wider and stumbled into speech. “Hello there. May I help you?” The embarrassed younger man realized as soon as he had spoken that his comment was inane. The words had just tumbled out of his mouth faster than his brain could catch up.

The stranger smiled, and said, “Hello yourself. My name is Emesh. I think it’s the other way around. Now that you have started to open the bar, I’m assuming that you want the same arrangement that existed before and that you’d like the delivery of food supplies to begin soon.”

Madrik’s stomach chose that moment to make a loud, gurgling roar. Smiling self-consciously, he gestured with one arm for Emesh to come in as he said, “I think that was your answer.”

Emesh laughed and walked past Madrik to lay the basket and sack on the bartop. His eyes widened as he saw the room. Pivoting slowly, he looked around the entire space before turning to Madrik and saying, “My… You have certainly made great progress in the short time you’ve been here. However, I am sure that you are hungry and I brought things from the Blackmore garden that will be easy for you to eat.”

“That would be very much appreciated. I am still very confused about everything, and I’m working as fast as I can to get settled in.”

“I can understand that. It has been a long time since someone had the bar open.”

Madrik asked the next question while watching Emesh’s face carefully. “I got the impression that this wasn’t a bar before.”

“You are correct. This building has been many things over time, but right now it is a bar.”

The younger man wanted to ask what the bar had been before but he could feel the sad reluctance and memory of pain that this line of questioning was causing in his mental companion. Reluctant to inflict additional discomfort, he abandoned that line of conversation and proceeded to unpack the basket and sack. He was anxious to see what bounty Emesh had brought him.

Food, food, and more food. It looked amazingly lovely to the hungry man even though there was no meat. His wife had gone through a brief period of being vegetarian, and so he had a good appreciation for cuisine that avoided meat. However, he knew that at some point he was going to need those sorts of ingredients also. 

Emesh responded as if he was reading Madrik’s mind, “The garden is not a good source for meats. Several other groups supplied that type of food before, and I can let them know that you will be opening up for business. You are going to open for business, aren’t you?”

Until that moment, Madrik had not really thought about the entire scope and impact of his decision. He had been in such a flurry of discovery that the identification of the building as a bar and the naming of his mental companion had been taking up all of his attention and energy.

It was somehow right for both him and the BHB that they would run a business and that it would be opening soon. Something in their growing bond was speaking to his subconscious, and that part of him was urging him to open the doors to others. As it flooded through his mind, Madrik could feel the BHB’s fervent agreement. 

This agreement between the two of them felt like a bubbling spring of excitement and satisfaction that had geysers of pure joy and anticipation spitting up large plumes of energy every once in a while. Those eruptions were clues for him, ones that it might take a while to decode.

Summarizing the intense communications between him and the BHB, Madrik said, “Yes, of course. We hope to open soon, but I have to get a lot of things in order first.”

Emesh’s laugh sounded like the cracking of a tree branch, sharp and resonant. “I think that’s an understatement, young man. I expect that while you want to open soon, it’s going to be more of a soft opening rather than a grand one.”

“Whether or not we have a soft opening is somewhat immaterial. The BHB deserves a grand opening. One that will show off how totally awesome he is.” Madrik felt a welling of pride in the bar rising deep inside him. The startled appreciation, gratitude, and joy that flowed along his connection bond was an energetic thank you from the spirit of the building.

His face must’ve reflected the interaction because Emesh smiled and nodded to himself as if one of his hopes had been met. He stood up, saying, “Well, I will leave you to work things out with the BHB. I will stop by tomorrow with some further provisions. I should be able to tell you at that time when the others will be stopping by, which would help avoid some of the surprises that you suffered when I showed up on your doorstep.” Without another word, Emesh stood up and walked rapidly out the door, pausing only to wave as the door closed gently.

Thinking of something else he wanted to ask the man, Madrik ran over to the door and shoved it open. Outside the bar was a swirling mass of the gray stuff that Madrik had fallen down on his trip to the BHB. It filled the whole area and was impossible to see through. 

The startled man had no desire to step out into that. In fact, he never wanted to touch that fog again. He could feel the BHB pleading with him not to go away. The combination of his desires and the bar’s pleas made him regretfully close the door. He would wait until the next day to ask his questions.

Just to address the uneasiness of his subconscious, Madrik shot the bolt on the door again before coming back to examine the foodstuffs that were spread out all over the bar top. Whether or not the fog would come into the bar, Madrik felt safer with the illusion of the door to keep it away from him. One trip through the clammy, swirling sense of chaos was enough for his lifetime.

Food was going to be his next objective. Now, to find a pan or knife or something. Otherwise, he was going to end up eating the food raw. He knew that it would not kill him, but it would be nice to have something that could be used to cook.
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Chapter 7 – Images and Words

Madrik was getting frustrated. He knew that he was supposed to do something specific to help BHB understand what he wanted. But for the life of him, he couldn’t figure it out. He could feel echoes of his own frustration resounding along the bond. They were both trying to communicate, and it just wasn’t happening. Some important piece was missing, and he didn’t even know what shape that piece had. 

Madrik had washed off the vegetables and fruits that Emesh had brought to get a break from his frustration. He was sitting at the table munching on a carrot when he felt a little spark of “Hmmm?” along the bond. BHB, do you know a possible way around this?

Instead of an emotional response, Madrik was treated to seeing exactly how the bar was supplying some of his needs. Arising from the floor on the other side of the table, was a shape that looked like a branch or root. It started as a slender root, stretching up to the height of about four feet, thickening to a column as wide around as his wrist. Once at that height, it broke into smaller rootlets that fanned out in an even distribution, creating a circle like a small table top.

Sitting on top of the roots was what looked like an old movie projector. The projector started to spin, and Madrik could hear the distinctive clicking sound that film made as it ran through a projector even though he couldn’t see any film. To his sight, the projector was empty, but the lights dimmed in the room, and a bright square appeared in the middle of the interior wall.

The projection had the appearance of an old-time movie display, the kind that was used when films did not have sound. The show had started, and Madrik settled to watch. In the back of his mind was a note to himself that they needed to get a popcorn machine. 

The first thing he saw was a creature waddling across the ground on the screen. It was the image of the badger that the BHB had shown to Madrik before. When it reached the middle of the display, it looked directly at the camera and winked. Madrik laughed despite himself, glad that there was humor to be found even in such a frustrating situation. 

The cartoon badger then proceeded to dig a hole in the middle of the ground. Dirt flew everywhere and piled up on the sides of the excavation. That pit was not perfectly round, instead showing edges that were jagged and realistic-looking.

The watching man found himself totally absorbed in the action. After a short time, the badger had completed digging his hole because he stopped his excavation and dove head first into the pit. Popping his head out once more, the badger looked directly into the camera and winked again, before slipping down out of sight. There was a brief pause where nothing changed. Then a large, brawny arm holding a beer stein popped up out of the hole and waved the drink around. Once again Madrik laughed.

Fading in above the arm and stein, a banner unscrolled with the words “Presents.”

Madrik could not stop a belly laugh. He now knew that the BHB was flamboyant and liked gestures. This was another puzzle piece connecting him to his friend’s mind. Friend. When did the BHB go from being a spirit that I was leery of to a friend? Madrik could feel the startled pleasure along his bond, and his connection suddenly morphed again. The strength of the BHB’s feeling in the man’s mind became clearer. 

There was a clink on the table. When Madrik looked down, two more puzzle pieces had become linked, the coloring on them turning black and white with a tiny bit of red on one corner. Maybe this means it’s a piece of the Badger Hole Bar, Madrik thought.

The equivalent of a throat- clearing attention-getting sound buzzed along his mental connection. Madrik said aloud, “Sorry about that. I’m paying attention now.”

Turning his focus back on the wall, Madrik saw that a picture of a microphone had appeared on the left-hand side. He wasn’t sure when the badger had disappeared, and he wasn’t even sure where the beer stein had gone. Right now all that the projection showed was a plain white, black-bordered rectangle with the image of a microphone in the bottom left corner. It looked like a wireless karaoke microphone. Hopefully, the BHB was not suggesting that they start karaoke! Madrik did not think that he could stand the idea of drunken whatever beings singing in the bar!

The agreement from the BHB could be heard in the creaking of the stairs and the snap of the fire. Madrik was learning that his companion had many ways of communicating. Some were more heartfelt than others, but this one was simply an agreement response. Making a mental note, the man continued to stare at the wall. 

Finally, a series of words popped up on the projection. They looked like a fill-in-the-blank puzzle mixed with something else. Madrik’s brain was having problems processing what he was looking at. It wasn’t deathless prose, and it wasn’t anything that would fit in with a movie. At first and second glances it looked like nothing more than bizarre poetry-driven karaoke. Important words were missing, but he thought that he understood the concept.

He began to read the words out loud, filling in the blanks as it made sense to him.

What he said out loud was,

“There once was a man so able,

That when he required some tables,

He created some rhymes

That specified times

And populated a bar with 12 tables.”

As he said the combination limerick and fill-in-the-blank verse aloud, a picture of the table that was directly in front of him flashed on the screen so that he was looking at the picture as he finished the rhyme. 

There was a flash of gleeful triumph from the BHB and Madrik smiled in response, just before shouting in shock. All around him, evenly distributed on the barroom floor were 12 other tables. In appearance, they were identical to the one that he had been using. There had been no sound, no big effort on his part to do anything to materialize the furniture.

Instead, what he had done was to give the desire a form that the BHB could fulfill. Madrik was beyond thrilled. He felt like he had just won a major award, maybe even the lottery. The sound of the soft clicking of puzzle pieces made him turn his head to stare where he had left the pile of puzzle sections on one side of the table so that he could eat. 

Two more puzzle pieces were now connected. The color patterns that were revealed were beyond Madrik’s ability to interpret, but he knew that understanding would come as more puzzle pieces became interlocked. For right now, he had his tables.

Curious and willing to experiment, Madrik decided to try once more. This time he repeated the same rhyme word-for-word and focused on the same table again. It works flawlessly. Another twelve tables materialized in the room around Madrik. Whew! I was worried that I could only use each rhyme once. I had better write these down so that I have them when we need more tables later. There is always some breakage in a bar! 

At some point when he was focused on the creation of his tables, the projector had disappeared. Madrik was disappointed that he had not seen it leave but thought he would see many such arrivals and departures in the near future. 

He was somewhat surprised to see that the branch which had grown up from the floor to support the projector was still there. It had changed its shape though, becoming less obtrusive. The rootlets that had been splayed out to form the small table had wound themselves around the top of the main stem, forming a spiraling knob. 

Madrik thought that the slender pillar had an interesting shape, quite appealing actually, but that having it in the middle of the floor would be very inconvenient for the wait staff. Instead of the agreement that he expected from the BHB, a sense of anticipation trickled across his bond with the bar. Somebody’s got a secret. And he wants to spring it on me! I think I am figuring this out. 

Smiling in the flush of success, Madrik started to search through his clothes, looking for the pockets that he was used to having. He had always carried a small notebook and pen with him so that he could make notes on things that he needed to remember. He wanted to write down the poem before he forgot it and there were things to look for tomorrow that they would need to operate the bar. Oops! No pockets in this outfit! I did not think to check before. I wonder what they do instead of using pockets?

The BHB sent a picture of his bedroom into Madrik’s mind. That is a suggestion, I believe. As the man pushed back from the table and began to rise from his seat, the floor seemed to writhe underneath him. 

Flinging a hand out as a counterbalance, Madrik lurched and would have fallen, but managed to catch himself on the wooden staff next to his side. Holding onto the sturdy support, he waited for a moment to make sure that the ground had stabilized. Taking a deep breath of relief when no further movement happened, he straightened up, leaning on the staff just a little.

Staff??!!! Madrik stared at the stick in his right hand. Now he knew why the wooden pillar had remained and why the BHB had been waiting in gleeful anticipation. What on earth was he supposed to do with a staff? Numbly, Madrik stared at the long rod in his hand, his mind racing in circles. So many questions, too many priorities. 

Spinning in the recesses of his mind, the man might have spent hours just vibrating in indecision, but a sharp poke from his companion broke him out of his daze. The image of his bedroom was pushed forcefully into his head. Shaking himself, Madrik realized that there was nothing to do at this point about the staff. Instead, he needed to work on what was immediate and what was necessary.

Obedient to that necessity, Madrik went in search of something he could write on and with, leaving the staff leaning against the side of the table. If he remembered correctly, there had been a small notebook and a pen in his dirty clothes. Hopefully, the garments had not been through the laundry with his stuff still in the pockets!
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Chapter 8 – Gearing Up

Madrik felt like he was trying to complete a check-off list while carrying a heavy, awkward weight. Every time he turned around some surprise, some new thing, would hit him either in the head or the gut. Each change took energy to isolate, analyze, and accommodate. It was slowing him down and draining his energy more quickly than he considered acceptable. 

The first roadblock occurred when he had run upstairs to his room. He had gotten all the way to the landing before he realized that he had come up the stairs just hitting every other step. It was like he was a teenage boy again. This for some reason made him feel immeasurably old rather than feeling younger. Shaking his head at his own sense of confusion, Madrik had sedately and slowly completed the journey to his room just to demonstrate to himself that he had control. As he approached the door into his suite, it opened by itself. Pushing an absent-minded “thank you” out to the BHB, he moved quickly from the hall into his sitting room.

In his hurry to look for a notebook, he only peripherally noticed the changes that had occurred in the main room. Madrik realized that the room was lighter, but he hadn’t seen any lights turned on. His delayed curiosity kicked in as soon as he had entered his bedroom, so around he turned and went back into the sitting room. Oh, my God! We have windows! And there’s light coming in. What the hell happened?

Walking over to the new windows, Madrik looked out onto an enclosed courtyard, complete with a small pond and comfortable benches. It looked like it had been carefully tended for a long time, but he knew it hadn’t been there before. This was a new expansion of the bar area, and it messed with his mind in a totally different dimension.

The now totally confused man had expected to see the swirling fog that had filled all of the areas around the BHB itself. Now, he could see that the wall of fog had been shoved away from the building, leaving the new real estate. It was an intriguing thought, and one that he knew would have a lot of ramifications.

He had just gotten accustomed to the idea that the BHB could modify the bar. Either his companion’s power was bigger than he thought and his reach further, or there were other entities like the BHB that existed in the same area. Of course, the other option was that the BHB was growing in power as the two of them bonded more closely. Madrik knew that his awareness had changed and that his ability to interpret the bar’s desires was getting better every day.

An ephemeral pat on the head and emotion that could be interpreted as “good human!” was all the feedback he got from the BHB. Laughing, Madrik knew that this was just another thing for him to investigate. He stored the clue in his brain and went back to the bedroom to look for his dirty clothes.

Of course, the dirty clothes were nowhere to be found. However, garments that looked very similar to the ones Madrik had been wearing were neatly folded and placed on top of a low dresser. Another piece of furniture that he had never seen before. Once again anticipating his needs, the BHB had created a new piece of furniture for the things that he needed to put away. And equally important to their working relationship and to their friendship was that both he and the bar seem to have the same ideas of neatness.

Madrik searched through the clothes but was unable to find either his small notepad or his pen. Unsure of what he should do about it, the human queried his companion as to their location. His mental connection allowed him to push an image of his notebook and pen to the BHB and he added on a sense of questioning. The BHB responded with a clear image of the room that he had thought would be his office.

“That makes sense!” he said. Giving the BHB a mental hug, Madrik took off for the other side of his apartment with a spring in his step.

He burst through the door of the office at a rapid pace. That momentum immediately came to a screeching halt. The office chamber was very different then it had been before. First of all, it wasn’t in the same shape or configuration. The office room was at least tripled in size and had gone from a rectangular shape to that of an L.

The walls were still covered in shelves, but there were many more of those shelves available. The library space had more than doubled, and intriguing cabinets and drawers had appeared in spaces that separated banks of shelves. Obviously, this is going to take him a while to investigate.

The desk, couch, and chairs that he had envisioned for this room were there. The furnishings were such a close match to what he had visualized that it was almost scary. The BHB had recreated his vision so completely that even the pattern on the chairs matched. Even more frightening was that his companion had shared enough of his vision that the large working desk was arranged in a perfect spot and thick pile rugs had been placed on the floor.

The room had a comfortable atmosphere that was intensified by the cheerful, crackling fire in the fireplace. Madrik stood in place, amazed at what he was seeing. His feet were sinking into the thick, softness of the rugs and knew that should he pull his shoes off the cushioned floor would be a gift to sore feet.

The desk was perfect, but something was missing. Madrik laughed as he realized that the mental picture that the BHB had used had not included a chair. That omission had cost him since there was no office chair for him to sit on. Just another thing that I have to remember to do. I bet I have to make up a limerick or two. The BHB sent gentle amusement back up their connection. It was mixed with agreement, so Madrik knew he was stuck with more poetry.

Madrik moved over to the desk and saw a neat pile of identical notebooks sitting there. Piled up next to them was a variety of pens ranging from quills to slender objects that look like no pen or pencil that he had ever seen. Vowing to investigate them later, the man grabbed one of the more familiar-looking pens and had immediately started to make frantic lists.

He knew that he would be less functional if he didn’t get all of the things he had to do written down and he needed to have his wits about him. Therefore, he better keep up. It was a bit awkward standing beside the desk and leaning over to write in the notebook, but the minor discomfort did not even come close to outweighing the sense of relief he got from finally being able to document his needs.

Then it was back downstairs to see what he could do about furnishing more of the bar. It took him four tries to get chairs for the barroom, which was frustrating to him. However, he learned a lot in those attempts.

First of all, he had to keep the image of what he wanted clearly in his mind for the BHB to pull out. When he didn’t, the result was erratic. Although he knew that the BHB could recycle the things that they had made in error, some of the mistakes had produced results that he didn’t want to be destroyed. 

One particular case was a chair that had come out looking like a bizarre form of a three-legged milking stool. Madrik remembered taking Rachel to a working museum, one that showed children how people used to farm. His little girl had been obsessed with cows. He thought when she saw the real farm that her poor city nose would be offended by the earthy odor of a farmyard, but she didn’t even appear to notice the smells.

She had been the first one to volunteer to go into the milking stall with the museum staff. The first one to sit down and try to milk. She had crooned to the cow the entire time she was sitting there, giving it a running commentary on what she was doing. She had been such a precious little girl.

Madrik’s grief had slammed him unaware, tightening his throat with a futile attempt to control his tears. The BHB sent reassurance, but the poignant grief would not be denied. Madrik had to just let himself feel it. There was no reason to stifle it, no reason to keep a stiff upper lip. His little girl was gone, and he missed her.

He had sat there for a time, letting his tears fall where they would. The BHB was there for him, humming comfortingly through their bond and warming the room with the cheerful fire. Such grief was not sustainable. The intensity would wear the bearer of that grief down to a nub quickly. Madrik was no exception to that tendency. When his eyes were raw and his throat sore from the tearing sobs, he gathered the pieces of his composure back together and straightened up. Grieving would not bring her back he knew, so with a soft sigh, he focused his attention on doing something concrete. It was time to lay out a plan for the bar. At least, this was something he had control over.

<< <> >>

The beginning plan was easy to lay out. In essence, there were only a few major steps. The first one was to get the bar supplied, closely followed by hiring staff and training them. The next big step was to organize and hold the grand opening.

The plan was simplistic but summarized what Madrik wanted to do. He didn’t see a reason to spend a lot of time futzing with things. He could feel the BHB’s agreement along their bond. It really helped that the mental discussions that they had included a give-and-take dynamic that had been reinforcing instead of divisive.

Back in a focused workability mode, Madrik had moved rapidly around the barroom, notebook, and pen in hand. He was relieved to see that there had been no other major changes in the bar while he was experimenting with the chairs. Perhaps, he was getting more in tune with the bar and subject to fewer surprises. The gleeful shadow that slid across their bond, however, told him the bar knew more than he in this area. That did not reassure him. Madrik supposed that there was just more aggravation and surprises coming and he might as well just take each thing as it came.

Madrik felt a major sense of accomplishment when he finally got the chairs to look the way he wanted them to. Keeping that final image in the forefront of his mind was the key to achieving something that matched his vision. He had the bar reabsorbed all of his mistakes except a few. 

One of them was the stool that reminded him of Rachel, while the other two were benches. One of them was comfortable for him to sit on since it kept his long legs from having to fold more tightly than was comfortable. The other one was very strange looking. Wider and deeper than Madrik was used to seeing, it had a semicircular chunk out of the center of the back. He had no idea what that was for, but the BHB seemed to think that it was important. Needless to say, that piece of furniture stayed.

This is starting to look like a pleasant and useful place to grab a drink or food, or even just chat with friends. I wonder what else I could do right now that would make it fit its own peculiar niche.

Realizing that this bar was becoming a cross between a coffee shop and a drinking establishment, Madrik could feel a bubble of laughter trying to make its way up out of his gut. Even more amused at the idea that he was about to belch a laugh, he instead pushed an image of a couple of outsized, highly-padded couches to the BHB. Talking to himself once again, Madrik muttered, “I guess it’s just my homage to that Seattle coffee company. I loved their comfortable chairs in front of the fireplace, and, other than cleaning, I don’t see any reason that we can’t do the same sort of thing here. If they get too wrecked up, we can just stop providing them.”

The couches were arranged to one side of the fire, keeping an open pathway directly to the fire from the rest of the barroom floor. Madrik didn’t want to have waitstaff tripping on legs extended from couches any more than he had to.

The overall appearance of the walls and floors was the next area that the determined man tackled. After much trial and error, he managed to get the BHB to implement a fairly neutral color scheme. Who knew, he said to himself, that a sentient bar would adore bright colors?

The final appearance included a combination of gently tinted off-white walls and surfaced brick. The floor was sanded and sealed, looking like an expensive dining room floor on Earth. The BHB had reassured Madrik that there would be no problem with spilled drinks and the man had to agree that the appearance was awesome. The deep orange-brown of the floor complemented the reddish-brown tone of the brick, and the creamy wall color kept the whole combination from being too depressing.

Madrik had been unable to design or visualize lighting fixtures. For now, he left the BHB in control of the lighting, although he knew that was not a good overall solution. Others would need to be able to control the lights, and he had a feeling the bar would not listen to any of them. So that open issue went on one of the pages of Madrik’s notebook. It was written down. Therefore he didn’t have to worry about it.

Madrik was just starting to feel hungry when a knock on the door broke him out of his workability tunnel. The splash of pleasure that came along the BHB’s connection told Madrik that Emesh was once more outside his door.

With a pleased spring in his step, Madrik hurried over to the door and flung it open, calling out “greetings, Emesh! Come on in and tell us your news.”

“A good day to you also, Madrik. You sound much better today, and I am pleased to see that the bar is looking healthier as well.”

Madrik didn’t pause in his headlong charge back into the barroom even though he noted the strange phrasing that Emesh had used. He was excited for Emesh to see the changes that he and the BHB had made. Flinging his arms wide to encompass the entire room, Madrik asked, “Well? What do you think?”

“Very impressive. You and the BHB must be getting along quite well to show so much progress.”

“I think we are and he seems to agree. There were some moments of frustration and obviously some mistakes, but overall we are starting to work well together.”

Emesh stared at the strange looking stool and the two benches with a smile on his face. He looked carefully around the room before focusing on Madrik’s face, saying, “I don’t see any mistakes.”

Madrik laughed and said, “well the weird little stool and the two benches were not exactly planned. But for some reason, I just couldn’t throw them away.”

“Obviously, you are planning for a wide variety of patrons. The stool will be perfect for at least four races I can think of, and the two benches would admirably suit many general body shapes and one specific, large form that has a tail.”

Madrik stared at the man who’d been a stranger just a day ago in startled wonder. When he was working, he was so focused that he forgot what a strange place this was. Emesh and his comments had forcibly reminded him that where he was right now was not Kansas and that there was no normal, as he could recognize it.

Realizing that he was staring at Emesh with his mouth hanging open, Madrik shut it with a snap. A smile flashed across Emesh’s face before he handed Madrik a basket that was full of food. As the man started to sort through it, the gardener explained what he had brought.

“You can see that there are a bunch of different provisions in this basket. Although I brought you some more of the fresh produce, I also brought you a variety of cheeses, several dozen eggs, and some baked goods courtesy of Minerva.”

“Thank you very much, but who is Minerva?”

“A friend who offered to provide you with some baked goods until you make other arrangements.”

“Please thank her for me.” Madrik stopped as if struck, frozen in place and not sure what else to say. The BHB reacted to the consternation that Madrik was feeling by a flare up in the fireplace and the slamming of the front door. Emesh looked startled and asked in a concerned voice, “What is the problem?”

Madrik almost stuttered as he answered, saying, “I don’t know how I’m going to pay for all of this. I have no idea how I am supposed to afford the bar let alone pay people or for supplies.” He looked in a wordless plea at Emesh.

The older man answered Madrik in a soothing tone, “The world that you have ventured into works on a different basis. Yes, some goods or services have to be paid for with a physical exchange of either goods or some other value. But for the most part, you will not need money here.”

“But then how does it work?”

“I guess you will just have to see.”
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Chapter 9 – Small Details

Madrik had fallen into bed exhausted the night before. It seemed like the day had run by on pattering little feet. There were so many things to try and do, and he was trying to cram them all at the same time.

Emesh had been very complimentary on what he and the BHB had accomplished. Madrik had been somewhat reassured about what it was going to take to operate the bar but he still truly didn’t understand. At this point, he was taking it on faith that Emesh was telling him the truth. 

Back on Earth, Madrik never would have extended that level of trust. However, the BHB’s presence was a constant support for any decision-making that Madrik made, and that unquestioning backing helped him relax control and just go with what felt right.

The older man had also informed Madrik that other suppliers would be delivering goods to him starting over the next week. While he was relieved, the younger man knew that he couldn’t do it all by himself. Thinking about that now, Madrik said to the BHB, Good Lord! I never thought I would say this, but I miss my old crew from when I managed the bar. At least there I didn’t have to do everything, I just had to step in where necessary and perform overall management. The bartender and waitstaff handled most of the customer interactions while the bouncer handled conflict. Overall, it was a good team. How am I supposed to assemble that sort of team now? How will they get here?

A wave of wordless encouragement flooded Madrik’s senses as the BHB tried to reassure him that together they could do this. Feeling less alone, Madrik went back to making his lists and obsessively prioritizing all the different things that he knew had to be done to get the bar ready for its opening.

He was dreading his next hurdle because he was coming up blank when it came to rhyme. He needed glassware for the bar and flatware. Those were just a few of the myriad things that the bar would need to have, and he didn’t know how he could think up the rhymes for so many different items. It was starting to give him a headache which was absolutely the last thing he needed on a busy day.

Oh, and he needed cookware and kitchen equipment, and God alone knows what else. He just felt totally inadequate to figuring out everything he needed.

Madrik was lost in circular logic and the peculiar spinning that an overloaded mind would go into when too many things had to be considered. He felt like he had been caught up in a tornado of logic and indecision. One that would keep him spinning forever.

Slam! It felt like he had been slapped across the face. Ears ringing, his entire skin smarting. Madrik had just discovered one of the disadvantages of having a bonded companion. Well, I think I just got knocked out of my funk, he thought to himself.

Okay, Badger. I got the message. I will stop spinning in place. It just seems like my list has grown to the point where it covers eight pages and I know I’m forgetting things.

Bam! This time, his butt hurt like somebody with combat shoes had just kicked him in the ass. I think I’m missing something! I would like to figure out what it is because even though he’s not physically here, he certainly is making an impact on my body.

Thinking past his growing worries, Madrik reopened the channel that he had not realized that he had closed off. Sorry about that, I didn’t realize that I was creating a wall. I never meant to keep you locked out. 

Madrik could feel the sense of abandonment that the BHB felt. He had frightened his companion, and that was something he never meant to do. The man knew that the Badger could feel his apology because the distress on their bond eased.

A series of images played out in Madrik’s mind, obviously coming from the BHB. The first of them was a zoomed in detail shot of many plants. Little flags appeared next to each of them randomly and then rearranged. The flags had different numbers on them, and they moved from plant to plant and sometimes back again in a random, chaotic order. After a few seconds of this, the image changed. Instead of a zoomed vision of the individual plants, it was as if he flew over a field in a balloon. Madrik could not see each of the plants, but he could see the fields. The fields were tagged with larger flags that didn’t seem to change.

Madrik had a lightbulb moment. Now, I see. Thank you so much!

Rather than trying to deal with every single little thing that he needed to open the bar, the BHB was trying to tell him that he just needed to articulate the general requirement. He had turned into a micromanager. How he had hated people like that when he had to report to them. Inevitably, they couldn’t remember everything and then they would blame the workers.

Deciding to act on the suggestion and see where it led, Madrik sat down for a few minutes and dashed off what he hoped would be a decent way of describing what he needed. After all, it wasn’t as if he couldn’t redo it again if he needed to.

He fussed and fumed over the small poem for a while and then decided that he might as well just stop fretting and start talking. Taking a deep breath and holding the clear image of the bar that he had worked in before in his mind, Madrik closed his eyes and said:

“There once was a barroom named Badger,

That had a general bar manager,

He needed it set up,

Just like his old getup,

So, he asked for similar barware.”

Even through the lids of his closed eyes, Madrik could see a series of flashing lights. He felt the hair on the back of his neck rise and a flood of energy ebbing back and forth between his body and the BHB. He could feel the drain on both of them as the light show ceased and quiet once again filled the barroom.

He was almost afraid to open his eyes. What on earth had he done? The BHB was quiet for just a few seconds longer before a deep sense of satisfaction and a sparkle of pride in their success trickled over their joint connection bond. With that reinforcement, Madrik opened his eyes and looked around. Oh, dear God in heaven! This is amazing, but I don’t even recognize part of what’s in here. 

The BHB sent a tendril of thought to his brain, saying in a small, rusty little voice, That was me. I know those things, and I could help.

Madrik was floored. As great as the transformation was inside of the bar, the fact that he now could actually hear the BHB made a huge difference. Instead of a faceless entity, a spirit that had some degree of anonymity, there now was a voice to go with the feelings. The BHB had just become a different sort of friend than it had been before. Madrik knew that it was sort of weird to feel that way, but he did. They had taken one more step toward being a full partnership and the closer they got to that the better he felt.

Uncomfortable with any more thoughts about their growing relationship, Madrik looked around the bar. It had transformed into a close match to what he had seen in that snap vision. The bar looked like it had been operating for a long time. The shelves were filled with bottles of all sorts, many that he didn’t recognize. There was glassware lined up on the bar and on the counter behind the bar. 

Madrik could hear the sound of something that sounded like a quiet dishwasher. He remembered at his old bar that the dishwasher was always going. There were always more glasses to be washed. And if there wasn’t demand from the customers for clean glasses, he was always supposed to make sure that no glass had any dust left on it. That meant cycling glasses through on an ongoing basis so that no drink was served to patron with a dirty-looking vessel.

Even the amazing stein wall was there. It wasn’t exactly like his old bar, but it was close. The mugs were different, but the overall style was the same. He saw some pretty cool looking German steins there, but there were others that were more fantastical in appearance. He longed to go over and investigate them, but he had a sense of a rapid collision approaching that was making him extremely tense.

Alcohol was there, glassware was there, he could even see the drink setup containers sitting on the one end of the bar. It looks like everything was ready for business. Turning, he was startled to see on the one wall a dartboard and what looked like a knife-throwing target. Different strokes for different folks, I guess, he thought to himself.

Madrik knew that something was missing, but he wasn’t sure what it was. It felt like there was a hole somewhere and he couldn’t figure out what would fill that hole. Oh well, I’m sure that it will come up and we can address it then.

There was a knock on the door and Madrik headed over to open it. It didn’t exactly sound like Emesh’s knock, and the BHB was sending him messages that were slightly different than when Emesh had visited in the last couple of days. Perhaps it was one of the other suppliers, coming to call like Emesh had promised.

As Madrik approached the door, he realized that he had not shot the bolt last night. Obviously, he was getting more comfortable staying in the BHB. After all, no one had attacked him here, at least yet. The only negative part had been that nasty, clammy fog that he never wanted to touch again for the rest of his life.

Pushing the door open, Madrik didn’t at first see anybody, until a small sound made him look down. There was a woman there, staring challengingly up at him. Only about 3 ½ feet tall, the overall impression of her was brown. Her skin, eyes and even her clothes were shades of brown. Tan, reddish, chocolate. The mixture of the color in all its possibilities was part of her personality. 

“Good day to you, Lady. I am Madrik, the new manager of the bar. May I help you?”

Her confrontational look softened when he made no comment about her other than a courteous greeting. Looking him deliberately up and down, the small woman said in a surprisingly deep voice, “Emesh said that you’re going to be opening the bar and that we should start to resume provisions for you. Is that true?”

“Yes, that is true.”

“All right, we supplied the previous existence with meats both game and cultivated. We will start to bring some of those provisions tomorrow. Make sure you have a place to put them.” As the woman turned to leave, she spun back, saying, “Oh, I forgot. Here is something to tide you over.”

She thrust a wrapped package at Madrik so abruptly that he took in self-defense. Wordlessly, he watched the woman march away, unsure of what had just happened. Holding the package, he stumbled back into the bar and laid the wrapped bundle on the bartop. Shaking his head in bemusement, Madrik thought to himself, And the day just keeps getting stranger. A gurgle of amusement bubbled across their connection, and the BHB joined him in wonder.
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Chapter 10 – This Way be Monsters

A warning tingle was rising along their bond. It seemed to be coming from Madrik, and the BHB was concerned. Madrik was antsy, pacing around the bar uneasily, unable to sit for any length of time or even concentrate on his beloved lists. He’d been taking great pleasure in checking things off as he took an inventory of what had shown up in this last evolution, but his nervousness drove him to his feet.

It felt like a storm coming, like the smell of ozone before lightning hits. Madrik was unsure, and that made him worry even more.

The BHB was getting frantic, wanting to prepare for an event that was unknown. Madrik had been walking back and forth between the bar and the fireplace so many times that he had even stopped counting the steps. This is ridiculous. I need to stop pacing like this, he thought to himself. Spinning about quickly, he bumped the staff that was leaning against the table. Reflexively, he caught the staff in both hands just short of it clattering on the floor.

Holding that sturdy piece of wood in his hands calmed him down. He felt not only calmer but like his mind was suddenly clear. At that point, his subconscious kicked him into high gear. Smashing an image down to the BHB through their channel, he sent a picture of all of the tables cleared away from the wall that had been used as a projector screen. Also, for some reason, he pictured a pile of boards next to the fireplace and two hammers leaning against the wood. A small keg of nails was sitting there, long thick nails like you would use for heavy construction.

The urgency of his image galvanized the BHB into rapid movement, and a series of flashing lights presaged the changes that happened. When Madrik could see again past the glowing spots, the barroom looked exactly like he had pictured it. The BHB was tense, and so was he. When nothing immediately happened, Madrik started to feel embarrassed like he had just called wolf and nothing was happening.

Before he could wallow in self-effacement, the plain cream colored wall flashed into a different configuration. Instead of a smooth wall, there was an ornate door centered on it. The shock to the BHB was high, and he knew from the response that the bar had not created that door. Something else was punching through.

Suddenly, Madrik realized that someone was behind him and whipped his head around to see who it could be. It was Emesh. The kind, friendly stranger no longer looked so peaceful. Instead, he carried a staff of his own, and he was facing the wall with a determined look on his face. 

Standing next to Emesh was the little brown woman holding a bow that was almost as tall as she was. Two others of her kind, a smaller woman and an older man, formed her backup. They also were dressed in brown and carried large bows. Another male was standing with them, different in appearance than either Emesh or the small brown people. His skin color was pure white, and his eyes were deep black. He did not look physically powerful, but the way he held a slender sword in his hand told Madrik that he was battle trained and not a civilian.

A dull roaring sound rattled the bar and increased in volume as if it were getting closer. Madrik took a firmer grasp on his staff and wished he had armed the bar with bigger weapons. He knew it was too late for this encounter, but if they lived through this battle, he would rectify his error. He would also not make that same mistake again.

The door slammed open, and a large being was propelled through it as if thrown. A 7 ½ foot mountain of a humanoid with rough features and matted, dark hair. The force of that transport caused him to stumble and crash down on his knees. The obviously male creature scrambled to his feet and spun around to look at the door. Making a dash back to the open doorway, the huge man slammed into an invisible wall so hard that Madrik couldn’t restrain a gasp of dismay. Everyone in the barroom could see the opening, but their visitor was blocked from returning back through it.

Thundering his mixed anger and frustration, the alien man pounded on the barrier that kept him from going back. Nothing changed. Overcome with disappointment and anger, the man dropped to his knees and raised his head to howl despairingly into the air. 

The sound of that cry touched Madrik to the depths of his soul. He recognized the loss and grief that were contained in that package of emotion. He had felt that toxic mixture not too long ago himself.

For a brief moment, the man beat his fists against the uncaring doorframe, splattering the wood with blood as the skin over his knuckles broke. Finally, he hung his head down, and great sobs ripped from his chest as tears poured from his eyes and washed down his face.

Through his bond with the BHB, Madrik could feel an echo of another voice. A woman’s cadence and speech, one in great pain and anguish, but strong with determination. The faint echo of her voice was not directed at the BHB or him. Its focus was the man who sobbed helplessly against the doorframe. 

The tone of the whispering voice changed. Madrik could clearly hear the admonishment it was delivering and a faint but clear name, Brechal. The crying man gulped audibly before replying. Both Madrik and the BHB heard the man’s response clearly. “Goodbye, my love,” he whispered brokenly.

The man on the floor shuddered in pain uncontrollably for a moment but then stopped with a force of will that twisted his face in a reflection of emotions pushed aside for the moment. Wrenching his body around to a crouching position, he shot to his feet. Swinging his gaze across the faces of each of the beings in the room, he pinned each of the defenders with the laser of his burning eyes. Bellowing in sudden fury and rage, the man shouted, “There are monsters on the other side of the door, and they want to come through!”

The tone of his voice as much as the words that he used galvanized them all into action. While the swordsman and archers kept watch, Emesh and Madrik scrambled to assist the huge man in barricading the door. Even the BHB hurried to help.

The BHB extended thick roots of wood that held the doors closed until Madrik and Emesh had placed and hammered the sturdy planks that had been waiting on the floor of the barroom. The huge man had helped without a word, his only sign of distress the rough breathing through a throat recently tortured with great emotion.

As soon as a complete lattice of reinforcing boards had been constructed, overlapping all edges of the doorway, the BHB wove in an entire second layer over the barricade with tendrils that glistened with a black ceramic coating. Weaving a dense mat of those enhanced organic threads, the doorway soon appeared to be a textured, black portal.

Only when that effort was complete did Madrik relax at all. Falling with a thump onto one of the chairs, he leaned his head against the hand that was holding his staff and concentrated on slowing his heart rate and deepening his breathing.

Emesh started to speak, but the swordsman flung a hand up in caution and said, “Something is coming.”

Madrik pulled himself to his feet and readied his staff. Emesh also had regained his staff and stood directly to the left of Madrik. Out of the corner of his eye, the bar manager could see the huge man wildly glancing around the room looking for a weapon. Before he could make a suggestion, a thick tendril of wood blasted up through the floor and grew to be shoulder height on the large man. There was a brief coalescence of icy white light that enshrouded the top of the wooden column. When it dissipated, a spiked oblong knob remained. The big man gasped in astonishment and put his hand around the midpoint of the shaft. Instantly, the weapon came free of the floor and dropped with an audible thud into his hand.

This pole weapon was sized for the large creature that was holding it. Far thicker than Madrik’s staff, it had the shape of a cudgel. Obviously pleased with the choice of weapon, the big man took a position on Madrik’s other side, swinging the cudgel slightly as if learning its balance.

The group in the barroom had no more time. A smashing impact on the outside of the door rattled the entire structure of the bar. Madrik could hear the BHB yelling in fear and anger. Sending a quick thought of support and reassurance through their bond, Madrik joined the rest of the group in watching the attack on the door. At this point, there was nothing they could do until the force on the other side either went away or broke through.

It seemed like forever, but Madrik thought it was probably only a few minutes. The intensity of attacks slowly diminished as the creature, the monster, on the other side of the door tested every portion of the closed portal. It was nerve-racking, watching the intelligence of the monster communicated by the methodical way it attempted to smash or force each corner, each edge, and each joint of the door.

The tension in the room ratcheted higher as the attacks continued unabated until suddenly everything stopped. Madrik could not hear any sound from the other side. Maybe the creature has gone, he thought.

So suddenly that Madrik jump back in startlement, the attack on the door resumed with even more fury and force. What had been a strategic testing before was now a contest of pure power. Once again, the defenders held their weapons ready and positioned themselves strategically. This time the brown archers had taken cover behind the bar, although the smallest of them had climbed up to sit on top of it, sacrificing increased safety for better sightlines.

Emesh continued to stand next to Madrik, as did the stranger. The swordsman stood off to the side of the door and closer than any of the rest of them to the portal. With a short-range weapon like a sword, it made sense for him to be in what amounted to an ambush position. If something did come through the door, he would be placed to take advantage of a strategic attack from the side or the rear.

Even the massive fury of the forceful attacks was not enough to get through the portal blockade. Eventually, the attacks got weaker until they finally ceased. This time, Madrik was so wound up that he was reluctant to put his weapon down or relax enough to sit. They all continued to watch the door, waiting for the next round of the assault on the BHB.

Finally, the swordsman took a deep breath and sheathed his weapon. Turning to Madrik and Emesh, the stranger said “I can no longer hear anything on the other side of the door. Until now I could hear something breathing there, but the sound has receded. At the present time, I hear and sense no being in a position to attack.”

It was Emesh’s turn to drop heavily onto a chair. Shaking his head, he remarked, “I’m too old for this.”
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Chapter 11 – Aftermath

Madrik stared at him for a moment and then broke into laughter. Hysterical in some ways, it still was a cleansing action, and the archers and swordsman joined him in howling their mirth.

Only Emesh and the large humanoid refrained. The huge man was standing in the middle of the room with an unfocused gaze and grief drawn deeply into the lines of his face. He didn’t appear to realize where he was. Emesh watched him, his eyes kind but sad.

Madrik finally had time to examine the being that had made such a precipitous entrance into the bar. Dear God, that guy is huge! He must weigh at least 400 pounds, and it looks like it’s pretty much all muscle. I would hate to wrestle with him! he thought to himself.

The bar manager found himself a little nervous about having the unknown man in the BHB. He started to fret about what to do when the BHB made it clear that it had no doubts about having the man around and that he was supposed to be there.

Shrugging his shoulders, Madrik decided that since he didn’t have any specific reasons for worrying about the stranger that he would trust his companion. After all, there were so many other things he needed to do.

The sound of a clearing throat drew Madrik’s attention to where the swordsman and the brown trio were standing together. Addressing Madrik directly, the swordsman bowed slightly and said, “This has been a very momentous and strenuous event. Rather than discuss our business today, we will return tomorrow. The Adnoji will bring the proper meats and fish for you while I will accompany your normal delivery person to explain the type of foods that we will provide.”

Madrik started to scramble to his feet but was stopped by hand gesture from the swordsman. Stymied, he watched in silence as the four of them left the bar. Taking a shaky breath, Madrik said to the room in general, “I could do with a quieter day myself. And a stiff drink.”

Closing his eyes, Madrik put his face into his hands. He could hear a few small clinks and then sensed someone standing next to him. Straightening up, he turned his eyes to see the large humanoid holding a glass toward him. Inside the tall, thin glass was a layered drink, bright with color and beautifully arranged. It was something he had never seen before, and he looked inquiringly at the very tall person that had made it.

A rough, gravelly voice said, “It’s a drink called something unpronounceable, but the words mean ‘shock and terror.’ When someone has been shocked or terrorized it is a recommended treatment for the traumatic experience. You look like you could use one.”

Before Madrik could respond, another voice interrupted him. It was an unfamiliar one but someone that the bar knew. The pleasure and anticipation flooding down through his companion’s bond told Madrik that this was a favorite friend and not another foe. With that in mind, he turned to the new stranger with a smile on his face.

At first glance, the man looked ancient. White hair and a long white beard reinforced that impression. Looking much older than Emesh, this man had a roguish twinkle in his eye and was dressed in a motley of different layers of clothing. Looking at the man with a head to foot inspection, Madrik realized that even his shoes were mismatched.

Emesh said, “I was wondering when you were going to show up, Storyteller! I expected you to have already made the new bar manager’s acquaintance.”

“Unfortunately, I was away when he took over ownership of the bar. Otherwise, I would’ve managed to meet him far before you did and at least given him some understanding of what was going on.”

“That is your option and your responsibility. It is not mine, as you well know.”

Testily, the storyteller responded, “True, but I’m here now.”

“That is good since I need to leave, and I believe that our good bar manager needs a bit more information. Hopefully, you will be as forthcoming as you are allowed to be.”

Feeling disoriented and abandoned, Madrik watched Emesh move toward the door. Turning right before he left, Emesh called back, “I will see you tomorrow, Madrik. As usual, I will bring the fruits of the Garden, but perhaps we can walk around a little and discuss plans that you might have for the BHB.” With that, the gardener waved and left.

Numbly, Madrik stared at the door that had so recently held the person he had known the longest here in this bizarre world. He heard the storyteller call out to the large stranger, “I hope you’re up to mixing two more of those, boy. I know I could certainly use one, and from everything that I have just seen and heard, you probably should mix yourself a double.”

Once more, the sounds of subdued glasses clinking could be heard. Madrik saw the big man walking out from behind the bar and moving toward the table that held Madrik’s staff. The storyteller was seated across from the bar manager and was leaning on the table, elbows propped and hands under his chin. The old man had a half smile on his face as he watched the big man moving toward them. 

Madrik shook himself to settle his scattered wits and tried to focus. Addressing the big man, Madrik said, “Please join us. My manners have been poor although my gratitude is high. I am Madrik, the bar manager. Or at least I’m planning on managing the bar. Thank you for your warning and for your efforts.”

The huge man sat down gingerly on one of the chairs, only relaxing after it was obvious that it would bear his weight. He had handed the smaller drink over to the storyteller and now put both hands around his own. “You are welcome, although it is only fair to say that I brought the trouble to you. It was pursuing me and chased me here.”

“I’ve only been here for a few days, but it’s my impression that no one comes to this area without a reason to be here.”

The storyteller broke in, saying, “It’s amazing that you figured that out. Although everyone has the free will to enter, their arrival usually means that there’s a connection to the BHB in some way.”

Madrik asked, “What you mean? I was pushed down a hole to get here!”

“But you’ve had choices. And you made a choice to stay. In fact, you made a choice to anchor the BHB, and this is the cornerstone of the whole domain.”

Madrik just stared at the old man. He was at a total loss for words and didn’t know how to go on.

In the silence, the big man took up the conversation. “I got pushed too! It was not my choice, and I would go back if I could.” His voice was raw with grief again, and his face was drawn into a snarl of rage.

The storyteller didn’t appear to be intimidated at all. He continued as if the fury and the power that sat across from him was no danger. That, more than anything else, told Madrik that the old man dressed in mismatched clothing was far more than he seemed.

Madrik kept his mouth shut and simply listened to the conversation between the two others for a short while.

“You still made a choice. You chose to warn people. You chose to help build the defenses. And you chose to stand with the others when it looked like a battle might be joined.”

“That doesn’t mean anything. I could have been a spy or something.”

“But that’s not who you are.”

“Right. What I am, Mr. Know-it-all is a con man. A thief that fools people into exposing their vulnerabilities or just outright giving me things. I’m not somebody who is trustworthy.”

“That may be true of who you were. But everyone who comes through the door into the BHB is changed. You will find as you stay here that you are in the process of becoming something else. Unless of course, you wish to go someplace away from here.”

The sad, soft comment was almost inaudible, forcing its way past the big man’s lips. It tore another hole in Madrik’s heart. “Where else would I go?”

Unable to stay quiet any longer, Madrik said, “Well, until you decide on either moving on or evolving into some sort of weird higher life form, I sure could use help in the bar. Managing the bar is one thing, but having to deal with all the people and so on is something else. How about if you step in and be my bartender.”

Looking at Madrik in shock, the big man said, “Did you miss the part about me being a con man and a thief? Is that truly the sort of person you want tending your bar? Or did getting pushed into this place make you hit your head and lose your brains?”

Laughing for the first time in what felt like hours, Madrik replied, “I am not too sure how many brains I have left, thank you. Nonetheless, I’m offering you a job. I have no idea what the pay is. I’m pretty sure I can feed you. Just remember that we are making this up as we go along. So, what do you think? Want the job?”

Shaking his head in confusion, the big man said, “Who am I to question the Fates? Having nothing more pressing on my social calendar, I guess I would have to say that I would love the job.”

Madrik and the storyteller raised their drinks in celebration and laughed as the big man stared challengingly at them. Madrik continued to smile as he asked, “Since you’re going to work for me, perhaps I should know your name. Would you share it with me?”

“I suppose, it’s better than ‘Hey You.’ My name is Brechal, and I guess that I am your new bartender.”
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Chapter 12 – Hotwash

Madrik was feeling a bit battered. This day was starting to become an entire blur simply because his senses have been overloaded and his body was suffering from a drop in adrenaline levels that accompanied the end of tense and focused action. Sitting around the table talking with the storyteller and Brechal, he was caught in a feeling that this all might be some elaborate dream.

Would he wake up in his empty bed, still smelling the faint perfume of Jenny on the pillow? Would he be facing gray days without purpose? Reassurance from the BHB flooded through their connection, and Madrik felt the return of some small amount of energy. His attention snapped back to the conversation going around him when he heard words that posed a question he had wanted to ask ever since he had seen the interior of the bar.

“I suppose the whole pocket dimension makes sense, but I had never really talked to anyone who’d been in one. The thing that confuses me, however, is what’s with all the doors?” asked Brechal.

The storyteller answered cheerfully, “To understand the doors, you need to understand the force behind the creation of this dimension. I am not going to bore you to tears and explain all the whys and wherefores, let alone the philosophies that went into the decision to create this domain. Suffice it to say that this Badger Hole Bar universe was created by some very powerful beings that wanted a place to solve problems that were too big for one universe to address.”

Brechal canted his head to the side and narrowed his eyes as he thought about what the storyteller had just said. Giving a sharp nod at some private point, he commented, “I would assume then that the doors relate to the problem-solving aspect of the bar’s existence.”

“Exactly! And you will know if the people come into the bar are either part of the problem or part of the solution by the door that they enter through. In the last configuration, the right-hand door was for those that might help solve a problem, while the left-hand door was for those that were desperate for a solution. I am not sure if that’s what will happen again because the shape and dynamic of this dimension have radically changed.”

Madrik inserted his own question in the conversation, saying, “Then the wildcard must be me. Somehow, I have changed everything?”

Somberly, the storyteller looked at Madrik and answered, “Yes, in many ways you have changed everything. Each Anchor provides a different aspect to the entity that they bond with and you bonded with the pivot point of the entire dimension.”

“Ah,” said Brechal, “that is why you cannot project what will happen as this domain evolves. Madrik has set the tone and as he develops, so will the entire area. Is that right?”

“Effectively, yes. Although, the others that he calls to anchor other sentient entities will have their own influence on how this dimension matures. If you think about it, the situation is that Madrik is the special head of a group. His management style and his personal dynamics will mold what goes on here. If he were a cruel man, this would become a difficult place to live. Luckily, that is not who or what he is.”

Madrik had an appalled look on his face. The realization that whatever things he did well or badly would be reflected on whoever else was in the pocket dimension was an incredible burden. Is it too late to run away? he asked himself. A torrent of fear and sorrow flooded the connection bond between him and the BHB. In an immediate response, he pushed back reassurance and embarrassment. It just seems to me that this is a crushing burden and I’m not sure that I’m up to it. The BHB strained to answer him, finally producing the small voice that he had heard once before, << We can do it together. >>

Faced with the unwavering support and the firm belief that he could feel in his companion’s mind, Madrik responded, Yes, we can. And we will.

To the two beings that were sitting at the table with him, Madrik made a simpler, less emotional response, saying sarcastically, “Thanks a lot, guys. There’s no pressure, is there?”

The storyteller laughed, replying, “That’s life. It is what you make it. Sometimes you are dealt bad cards, and you have to play a defensive hand. Other times, you can’t play a card wrong. All that any of us can do is the best we can. I don’t believe you would have arrived here if you couldn’t do what you needed with the BHB.”

Brechal had been sitting with an abstracted look on his face, lost in his own thoughts. As the storyteller quit speaking, his attention seemed to snap back to Madrik. He asked the bar manager, “What is the middle door for?”

“Oh, I forgot that you really don’t know anything about this area. The middle door goes out into the rest of the dimension. It seems to be also changing as the bar rearranges.”

“What you mean?”

“Well, when I first got here the area outside of the door was a greasy sort of nasty fog. Just like the one that I went through on my fall down into the bar.” As Madrik mentioned the fog, he saw the storyteller sit up straight and scrutinize Madrik’s face. The old man opened his mouth to asked something, but looking over at Brechal seem to change his mind, closing his mouth without saying a word. The bar manager made a mental note to ask the storyteller about that subject when the two of them were alone.

Brechal continued the conversation, asking, “How is it changed? And if it’s a nasty fog, how did those other people get into the bar?”

Madrik chose to answer the question somewhat indirectly, saying, “Now when I look outside of the bar, I actually have windows. I didn’t have those before. And from the windows, I can see small garden areas and the first stages of pathways. I haven’t tried stepping outside, but other people are coming in. Perhaps we ought to ask our companion here what he saw on the outside of the bar.”

Both of the younger men turned to look at the storyteller. The old man had a faint grin on his face as if he knew something that they didn’t. To Madrik, the storyteller was an enigma. He reminded Madrik of a book he once saw with unnumbered pages. There had been no table of contents to indicate what area to look into and no way of referencing what came after what. It was frustrating.

However, the man did not seem to be antagonistic and had gone out of his way to be helpful. That, coupled with the BHB’s evident approval, moved the storyteller into the “provisionally trusted” column as far as Madrik was concerned.

Brechal said, “Well? What did you see outside of the bar?”

The old man responded, “I saw the beginning of paths and roadways. I didn’t realize there was a beginning garden in the back, but that’s a very good sign. When something that grows develops, in the dimension that means that the bar itself is growing. The fact that Emesh and the others could come in through the middle door is frankly astounding. The last evolution of the BHB took more than 20 years to get that far.”

Brechal asked, “Does that mean that Madrik is really powerful?” The bartender looked over at his manager with a skeptical eye. Madrik didn’t look particularly powerful, either physically or by demeanor. He looked like a man in his 30s who had reasonable conditioning but did not physically work for a living. Only when you looked into his eyes could you see that the bar manager was far older.

Until a little while ago, that was exactly what Madrik was. A professional and a white-collar worker who worked his eight hours a day and came home to his loving family.

Madrik didn’t resent Brechal’s question. If their places had been switched, he would have the same skepticism and the same reservations. Unfortunately, he was on the other side of the table, and he could not afford crippling doubts. For better or worse, he and the BHB were connected. Apparently, his position as an anchor was important, and he didn’t want to let his friend down. That was part of what Madrik was, a person who didn’t like letting people down. It just seemed right to him to hold up his own end.

The warm approval from the BHB was a bracing arm behind Madrik’s mind. Feeling the support to his spirit, he knew that whatever went forward, he would not be alone. Smiling to himself, Madrik considered the other two people at the table with him. 

First of all, he had just hired a man that could probably pound him into the ground with one hand. Not only was he not intimidated by the movable mountain of flesh, but he could see beyond the scary mask that was Brechal’s face into a center that was far more than even the man himself would acknowledge. Madrik knew that he had a trustworthy friend underneath the stated weaknesses of a felon.

The other man at the table was an enigma wrapped in mystery. Doling out small pieces of information, just enough to keep everyone interested in the story, the man could be infuriating. Madrik suspected that the storyteller had the humor of a mischievous imp. Any information that he got from the old man would have to be considered carefully for hidden practical jokes and amusing detours.

While he had been lost in reverie again, Brechal and the storyteller had continued their discussion. Madrik hurried to try to catch up.

Brechal was saying, “Okay, I got it. The bar is really a living being, and it needs a connection like a symbiont. That role is called an anchor. And the bonding provides advantages to both of them. Once the bar is healthy enough, then it’s little seedlings are going wake up. Each of those is another possible player in this dimension. Each of those is going to take its purpose and attitude from whomever or whatever bonds with it. Did I get all that right?”

The storyteller laughed delightedly, clapping his hand against the shoulder of the huge man, “Exactly. Now that you’ve got it, you understand the whole thing.”

Simultaneously, both Brechal and Madrik said, “Not likely.”
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Chapter 13 – First Choices

The three men had talked for a long time. While nothing very substantial was covered, Madrik felt that he understood both of the others a little better. His suggestion that they walk around outside the bar had been met with a significant lack of enthusiasm. Deciding that there is no reason to push it, Madrik had asked the storyteller if he would remain in the barroom so that he could take Brechal up to pick a room.

The storyteller was quite interested in the way that he had phrased that request, although Madrik had no clue what could explain the older man’s heightened attention. However, the old man agreed and pulled out a bag of small, incised stones that he started pouring from one hand to the other. Madrik motioned for Brechal to join him.

Reluctantly, the big man stood up. Madrik almost snapped a sharp response to the slow action but caught himself before he uttered a word. Looking closely at Brechal right now, he could see the exhaustion that lay only partially concealed inside of the other man. It would be a good thing to get him someplace where he could go to sleep, wouldn’t it, he asked the BHB.

A decisive impression of agreement came over his companion bond. When nothing else was contributed by the BHB, Madrik said to Brechal, “Come on man, I need to get you upstairs so that you can figure out which suite of rooms is yours. Then you can get some shut-eye. If something exciting happens, I’ll call for you. But in the meantime, I think you really need to lie down.”

“I’m not some faint little old lady that needs to be coddled!” muttered Brechal.

“That was a boss statement, not a “let’s argue with Madrik” comment,” Madrik responded.

Surprisingly, Brechal did not argue any further. Following Madrik up the stairs, Brechal almost stumbled on a step, grabbing the railing for support. Boy, this guy really needs to go lie down. 

As they mounted the stairway, Madrik could tell that the BHB thoroughly approved of Brechal. Some time since he had descended from the bedroom floor to the main floor, the stairway had grown in height, so that Brechal’s impressive figure didn’t even have to duck his head. I guess there are some significant advantages to having a friend that can rearrange the house to suit whoever’s in it.

Stepping out onto the landing, Madrik led Brechal down the right-hand hallway. He said, “Each of the suites is slightly different in configuration. You can pick whichever one you want, and we will get it set up to suit you. If there’s something special that you need, please let me know.”

Brechal came to an abrupt halt. Staring down at Madrik. “You realize that you’re acting like I’m a guest rather than an employee, right? You don’t say those sorts of things to your employees. You are supposed to work them harder than they think they can move and pay them nothing. Did you not get that boss lesson?”

“Obviously I didn’t get that lesson and frankly I wouldn’t have read it if I had gotten it. I don’t think that way, and I hope you can adjust to how I think and how I act.”

Brechal moved further down the hallway toward the first door on the left, muttering only partially under his breath, “It’s just not natural. It destroys the whole order of the universe.”

Madrik smiled and responded to that barely-heard commentary, saying, “My universe, my rules.”

Brechal stopped once more, spinning in place to look down from his 7 ½ foot frame at the much shorter man. “Do you realize how pompous that sounds?”

“Absolutely! And do you realize how amazing that feels?”

“Yes, but it scares me.”

Madrik thought to himself, It scares me, too.

<< <> >>

Madrik had a very enjoyable time escorting Brechal through each of the suites. He found it interesting that the bartender had gone through each of the rooms multiple times looking for some special feature or attribute that he didn’t share with his erstwhile boss. Finally, Brechal decided on the first room he had gone into. It was the first door on the left as someone would move down the hall.

Wondering why the bartender had picked that particular location, Madrik mentally entered “a desire to know” item on the list of things to be figured out later. Apparently, the BHB had known which room Brechal was going to pick before the last go around. There must have been some indication of his preference that Madrik had missed. That was very understandable because Madrik could feel the exhaustion in his own bones as they were walking through the last of the rooms for the third time.

“So, this is the suite you want?” he asked Brechal.

“Yes.” The answer was terse, and Madrik could see the large man swaying slightly on his feet.

They moved closer to the door, Brechal in the lead. When he stopped suddenly, Madrik couldn’t stop his own momentum in time and bounced off the big man’s back. Expecting a sarcastic remark, Madrik was surprised when the man simply stood there, silently.

“Did you know about this?”

Madrik replied, “I don’t know what ‘this’ refers to.”

Brechal moved away from the door and waved his massive hand at a plaque that was fastened to the wall on the right and about eye height for Madrik. Carved into the plaque were just a few words. On the first line, the words were “Brechal Molotch” followed by a second line, “Head Bartender.”

Smiling as he remembered his own shock when the plaque had been placed by his door, Madrik concealed his grin and said, “Sentient building, remember?”

The door opened before Brechal could push on it or even touch the handle. As the big man stepped into what would be his rooms, he muttered, “This is going to take some getting used to.”

Silently, Madrik agreed.

The bar manager heard his bartender take a deep breath. “You said that if there was anything I needed that I should tell you, right?” At Madrik’s nod of assent, Brechal continued, “Some of the furniture will have to be adjusted, or I’m going to break it when I sit on it.”

A spurt of gleeful anticipation shot down the companion bond with the BHB, alerting Madrik to say, “I think you better look around the room before giving me the list.”

Brechal asked, “What you mean?”

“Just look, please.”

Brechal started to walk around the sitting room. He stopped by the couch and chairs when he realized that they were far more massive than they had been when he came through the first or even the third time. They looked like they had been specially crafted for a man of his size and were no longer delicate in comparison to his frame. Turning to pin Madrik with a long stare, Brechal proceeded into the bedroom. 

A soft expletive escaped his mouth as the dumbfounded man looked at the bed that was easily half again longer than it had been just a short time before. It would have dwarfed the room except that the room had apparently also grown while they were out. The proportions of the room now fit the man that was standing next to the bed. The frame of the bed was now taller, making it easier for him to get in and out, while all of the ceilings were higher so that he didn’t get claustrophobic. Madrik was positive that the bathroom dimensions, even the shower and toilet fixtures, would also have been adjusted to fit the bigger man.

Brechal was staring at Madrik when the bar manager’s attention turned toward his employee.

“This is just more than I can figure out right now.”

“That is what I was trying to tell you before. So here’s my first boss order. Lie down, get some sleep and let your brain incorporate some of this weirdness while you sleep. When you feel rested, come on down and join me in the barroom. We have a lot of planning to do.”

Caught in a daze of exhaustion, Brechal nodded his head and lowered his body onto the bed. Sometime during their conversation, the blanket had been pulled back to show an invitingly soft interior. Brechal’s body seemed almost to disassemble rather and lie down in the safe haven of the bed. The exhausted man was asleep before his body finished compressing the pillow.

Quietly and carefully, Madrik reached across the man and pulled the comforter over to cover the sleeper. As he made his way out of the room, Madrik noticed that the BHB had dimmed the lights leaving Brechal in a comforting dimness. Quietly, Madrik led himself out of the suite and return to the barroom floor.
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Chapter 14 – Scouting Party

When Madrik returned downstairs, the storyteller was still there, staring intently at the small stones that were scattered across the table. He appeared to be muttering to himself, but Madrik couldn’t hear what he was saying. Noticing that the bar manager had returned downstairs, the old man swept the stones up and stuck them in a pouch at his waist. Standing up, he rubbed his hand briskly and said, “I believe that you wanted to walk around outside. I would be quite happy to do that with you since I’m very curious about how things are changing.”

“That would be fine, but what if Brechal wakes up and no one’s here?”

The storyteller replied, “I’m sure that the BHB will let you know if he wakes up, or for that matter if anyone else comes in.”

A trickle of agreement came across the companion bond, and Madrik felt reassured. He really did want to see what was outside. He made sure he had one of his notebooks and his ever-present pen. Holding them in hand, he motioned to the storyteller to precede him and then followed the man out of the bar. He felt a little strange since it was the first time that he had been outside of the bar itself in this dimension. His mind still collided with the idea that he was in a different dimension. Not a country, not a planet, not even a galaxy. He was in a different dimension.

And it wasn’t Kansas either.

As they came out of the door, Madrik could see that the swirling fog was further from the door than it had been the day before. Looking to the left, he could see approximately a half block before the fog covered the ruins with a ghostly shroud. Looking to the right, he could see a bit further, about the length of a football field. The outside corner of the bar was about 20 feet to his right. Beyond that, he could see what might be a little courtyard, paved in a peculiar looking stone and dotted with a few trees. It looked sort of fancy, not something he would have expected to find here.

Hmpf! was the BHB’s response. I think I just insulted my friend. Sorry! Madrik thought back.

The storyteller took off for the right-hand side and disappeared around the corner of the building. Madrik hurried to catch up with him, noting absently that the door to the right of the one that they exited did not show on the outside of the building. I suppose that makes sense in a weird sort of way, he thought to himself. If the door is a secret doorway to the passageways to other dimensions, then it makes sense that it wouldn’t come out on this side. 

The curve of the building was a graceful sweep of stone, both plain and carved. The storyteller was moving too quickly for Madrik to linger over the intriguing carvings but he vowed to come back when he had more time. The storyteller was 100 feet ahead of Madrik, so the younger man increased his speed to a trot to catch up. When he drew even with the older man, Madrik looked at the storyteller’s shocked face.

“What is wrong?” he asked in concern.

The old man looked at Madrik with an expression that could almost have been admiring and seemed about to say something specific. However, the storyteller made an obvious switch to say instead, “Nothing’s the matter, I’m just impressed with what you’ve been doing.”

“Thank you, but all of the work has been the BHB’s.”

“He wouldn’t have done this amount of work or performed it in this way without you as his base. The anchor makes all the difference in the world.”

Madrik looked around the curve of the building to see what had so impressed the storyteller. He didn’t notice anything unusual. The start of the garden was there, looking raw and new. The raised beds had started to develop and seedlings just showing in every section. There were a couple of small trees, no taller than 4-5 feet, that were thick with small flowers. The blooms were open, perfuming the air. To Madrik, it looked like spring in the mountainous area where he had grown up. The smell of the flowers set off a twinge of grief and remembered joy through his body as he remembered holding his wife, Jenny, in the woods at his parents’ home after he proposed and she accepted.

The scent of that sweet, yet spicy little flower would remain with him forever.

Dragging his attention back to where he was standing, Madrik saw that the fog was not too far from the edge of the garden. The cultivated area had sections of what looked like kitchen produce and spices, placed conveniently close to the kitchen back door. Outside of that and looking like at some point it might be accessible from the rest of the building were the beginnings of a garden that was more suited to strolling on pleasant nights.

Even looking at that area settled a little bit of a calm blanket over Madrik. Suddenly, all the worries he had about being good enough or fast enough or smart enough to do what faced him and the BHB eased. They did not disappear because that would have been foolish. An awareness of problems was always important but rather than letting it overwhelm him, it became more motivation to do his best.

Madrik could barely see that there was a road partially formed outside of the garden areas. At this point, it was concealed by the heavy moving cloud of the fog.

The storyteller remarked, “This is looking pretty good.”

“Really, I thought it looked pretty rough.”

“That would make sense because frankly, your ownership is very new. So it looks like it is.”

Madrik gave a short, hard laugh and nodded his head in agreement. It didn’t make any sense to call the status something other than what it was. He was a beginner, and he thought that the whole area looked like a beginner was in control. However, the others seem to think that he was doing well, and he appreciated the encouragement even if it was contained in sardonic or sarcastic remarks.

Turning back to return to the front of the bar, Madrik noticed that the side of the street away from the bar had patches of shifting, lighter fog. He glanced at them for a little while and said to the storyteller, “What is different about those areas?”

“I am not sure. I’ve never heard or seen anything like it, so I think that your particular nature is making a partial accommodation with the chaos fog.”

Chaos fog. A truly descriptive term and one that explains a lot of my uncomfortable feelings. I’ve never liked chaos.

Another small spurt of laughter made its effervescent way down the companion bond. Apparently, he was just amusing the hell out of everybody today, including his companion. Damn! Here I am trying to be serious and philosophical, but everything I say is making people laugh.

There wasn’t a lot more to see in the street area in front of the bar. Madrik had been sketching as he walked, partially to reinforce the position of things and also for a record to compare against progress. He was a methodical man, prone to tracking and contemplation. He knew that if he didn’t have some way of identifying progress that he would be less effective and more fretful. One way or another, he would keep a form of measurement and see if he could develop more clues as to how things worked in this dimension and time.

Trying to make sure that he had everything recorded, Madrik walked around the edges of the defined land, keeping a wary eye on the patches of chaos fog. He couldn’t get past the idea that there was some sort of malign intelligence out there hiding in the fog. He didn’t want to be taken by surprise, but he felt unprotected and unarmed.

Darn it! I should’ve brought my staff with me. But who knew that I would want a weapon just walking around outside the bar. Madrik had taken another three steps before something slammed into his chest, sending his pen and notebook clattering to the ground. Clutching the object reflexively, he was somehow not surprised to feel the smooth wood of the knobbed staff that the BHB had given him earlier.

Looking up at the storyteller and opening his mouth to make a joking reference to his clumsiness, Madrik was stunned to see the raw shock on the storyteller’s face. I guess he didn’t expect us to do that. Maybe the BHB and I are good for each other.

Rather than saying anything to them, the storyteller bent down to retrieve the notebook and pen from where they had scattered. Dusting them both off, the old man presented his possessions to Madrik with a bow. “I believe, sir, that these are yours.”

Entering into what he thought the spirit of the exchange was, Madrik responded, “I thank you, sir, for your assistance.” He punctuated his sentence with a slight bow of his own. Not quite as deep as the one given to him by the storyteller but a noticeable gesture of respect.

Once again, the storyteller’s eyes widened in surprise, but a practiced smile and cheerful expression slid over his face, hiding his thoughts from Madrik.

Madrik continued to sketch the layout of the land that he could see and make notes on questions and things to watch on the rest. He thought it would be awkward trying to manage the staff and his notebook and pen, but as long as he didn’t think about it, he had no problems. If he concentrated on how difficult it was going to be, it was like he had developed ten thumbs, all covered with something slippery. He just couldn’t hold onto anything. Rather than complicate the situation, Madrik stopped thinking about the problem and just coped.

Looking down at his extensive notes and cryptic diagrams, Madrik shrugged his shoulders and thought to himself, Just more things that I’ll have to investigate and decode. There are so many interesting puzzles here that I truly hope none of them are going to be fatal.

Walking behind the bar into the garden area for one last sketch of the developing garden, Madrik was frustrated because his earlier drawing had been incomplete. How could I have missed so many bigger plants? he thought to himself.

A shiver ran down his spine as he realized that he hadn’t missed anything. Where he had marked three- and four-foot saplings, there now stood more mature trees, rising to a height well over 20 feet. Reaching out a shaking hand, Madrik laid his palm against the trunk of one of the trees. It was one that he did not recognize. Smooth-barked, it emitted a licorice cinnamon smell, sweet and spicy all at the same time. There were no flowers on the tree, but he could see on the ground where the flower petals had dropped. The petals were still fresh, so they had not dropped more than an hour ago. Perhaps that means we’ll have fruit, later on, he thought to himself.

Suddenly in high spirits for no apparent reason, Madrik stopped following the storyteller and headed back to the bar’s front door. He was whistling a little bit as he walked and found that his step had gained an extra bounce.

It always felt good when you realized that you were coming out of depression, he knew. He’d been there before, the first time when he had mustered out of the service. The loss of the order and predictability of his life in the military had felt like an amputation when he had returned to his parents’ home. He was lonely and confused. It’d taken him ten months to get over it. It took that long for new habits, and a new order to be established.

This felt the same. Madrik’s world was rearranging, and eventually, it would come back into the same comfortable type of habitual actions and considerations. Especially after the last few days, that would be a wonderful gift.

As Madrik approached the front door of the bar, the door opened by itself and he could feel the welcoming atmosphere as the BHB reached out in joy at his return. Hey, guy. I just went for a walk outside. It’s not like I was leaving or anything, I need to explore a little bit. How are we supposed to do a good job of setting up and protecting things if we don’t occasionally go out and see how everything is situated?

Madrik got the sense of a foot stamped in frustration. Wondering where he had gone wrong, the bar manager stopped in his tracks and waited. It was a good thing that he had done that because the onslaught of images that hit his brain left him reeling. Holding onto his staff for dear life, Madrik leaned his forehead against the knob on the top of the staff. Concentrating hard, he managed to stay upright and avoid vomiting in the intense nausea that threatened his control.

One image after another slammed into his head. Snapshots of a glowing map where first there was one tiny spark followed by a slowly growing network of sparks that got bigger and got more complicated.

I think you’re telling me that I’m missing a tool that you have given me to check status. Is that right? The battered thought that he sent to his companion was bounced back with an emphatic YES! Madrik breathed a sigh of relief, now both reassured and comforted by the fact that there was a tool and he didn’t have to write everything down. However, that sort of mental capability was something that he planned on practicing without the storyteller looking over his shoulder.

Completing his entry into the bar, Madrik turned to look at the storyteller, asking, “Are you coming in or do you have other things that you need to be doing?”

“Funny you should ask that. I was just going to make my excuses and leave. There are a few other things that I need to follow up on, both around here and in some other places with other people. If you’ll excuse me, I will make my farewells. However, I’ll be back sometime in the next few days in case you have any other questions.”

“Thank you very much. Both for understanding the myriad of questions that Brechal and I had and for keeping me company. We hope to see you more in the future.”

“And the ‘we’ is comprised of…”

“The BHB and me, of course.”

“Okay, I was just checking!”
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Chapter 15 – Waiting for the Other Shoe

It’d been a quiet night, with no additional visitors and no more pounding on the barricaded door. Brechal had slept through the remainder of the evening and the entire night, his exhaustion and grief combining with the drain of the battle to reduce the big man to complete and utter collapse.

Madrik made sure the BHB he knew that he wanted to be alerted immediately if Brechal woke up and did anything but move back and forth to the bathroom. His empathy for the confusion that Brechal must be feeling ensured that he stayed up far later than he had planned, waiting in the barroom, working on his list.

When it got late enough that the man was reasonably certain that Brechal would not surface until morning, he made his own weary way back to his quarters. The entire way back, he could feel the BHB bouncing in anticipation at the end of the bond. Smiling to himself, he thought, The BHB has another surprise waiting for me. I hope it’s not a difficult one because I am definitely not up to much.

The bar manager was reasonably certain that it wouldn’t be a bad surprise since there was none of that little boy glee that presaged an uncomfortable surprise. Instead, it felt to Madrik like there was something special that the BHB had worked on that he wanted to give to Madrik as a gift.

Feeling the tension ratcheting up along his companion bond as he got closer to his suite, Madrik was not surprised when both doors opened as he approached. Stepping into his sitting room he felt a swish of air across his back as the doors closed gently. He was too busy to react, staring in awe at all the changes in the room. The BHB had been busy, surprisingly so.

The fire in the fireplace was lit, and a red glow of flames warmed the room. There was a comfortable-looking throw placed on one of the couches and a tray of some of the foods that Emesh and the Adnoji had brought earlier. Sitting next to the tray was a dusty bottle of wine and a strange contraption. Madrik could guess at its purpose since the wine bottle was corked and there was a glass sitting next to it. Apparently, corkscrews were universal.

Completing the setting for Madrik’s surprise, the BHB had placed a pile of notebooks and a circular container holding writing implements upright in the center of the large low table. This was a thoughtful, perfect present for the weary man.

Madrik let his surprise and gratitude flow back across the companion bond. He made sure that the depth of his appreciation was clearly expressed. The pleasure of having done something successfully for Madrik reflected back at him from the BHB. His companion was learning Madrik just as Madrik was learning the BHB. Each of them would make mistakes, but both of them were getting closer in their understanding of the other.

Placing the staff that he had unconsciously carried to his room against the end of the couch, Madrik settled down on the inviting expanse of the large couch cushion and sighed in contentment. Running his hand along the throw, his sense of touch told him that it was of a material that he had never felt before, one that was silky soft and light as a puff of air. Another thing that I’m going to have to figure out. Just put it on the list.

Madrik hadn’t felt hungry when he had left the barroom, but the sight and smell of the food on the tray woke his hunger to a ravenous level. Stopping only to fumble his way through opening the wine bottle, Madrik set about reducing the food to skimpy crumbs. The taste and odors were a mixture of familiar and strange. He didn’t bother to think about what he was eating. Instead, he just tried everything. With no prejudice and no expectation of whether he would like something or not, Madrik found that everything was delicious. He ate until he could not eat anymore, drinking water from a goblet and sipping a glass of the unusual wine.

His energy lasted long enough for him to finish the food. Pouring himself another half glass of wine, Madrik rose from the couch with a groan and made his way back to his bedroom.

The lighting in the bedroom was soft and easy on his eyes. The light in the bathroom was slightly brighter, calling him with the siren remembrance of the shower. Madrik made a beeline for the bathroom, determined not to go into bed smelling of sweat and the lingering stench of fear and adrenaline.

Placing his wineglass on the counter, he quickly stripped off his clothes. Noticing that a large basket had been thoughtfully placed under one end of the sink counter, he tossed his dirty clothes in there and padded his way into the shower. There were changes even in here. His partially articulated desire for soap and shampoo had been satisfied. Smiling, he looked at two bottles that were obviously from Earth. Where else would the BHB have gotten a distinctive baby shampoo and liquid soap with happy caveman pictures on the bottle?

As the hot water washed the fatigue from his muscles and rinsed the soap from his body, Madrik wondered if Emesh had brought the items for the BHB. Otherwise, there must be another way of getting things into the dimension.

<< <> >>

Madrik had slept like a log. He awoke refreshed and energized, which lasted long enough for him to get up, dress, and make his way back down to the barroom floor. As early as he was, Brechal was ahead of him. The big man was in the middle of a major organization for the bar. A large number of glasses and steins were spread out, covering the entire countertop and several of the tables. As he explored under the counter, Madrik could hear Brechal’s voice muttering in a language that sounded sharp and explosive. Smiling, Madrik thought that it was a perfect language for swearing. It just sounded nasty.

“Good morning,” Madrik called out. 

There was a massive thump, and the barroom floor vibrated. After a pregnant pause, a flood of words in that sharp language seemed to fire from underneath the bar with the speed of machine gun bullets. Madrik attempted to hide his smile, but he knew just what it happened. He had startled Brechal, and the reaction had slammed the man’s head into something. I don’t think it’s a good idea to let him know that I thought that was funny. He probably would retaliate with something even worse.

When Brechal emerged, red-faced and flustered-looking from underneath the bar, Madrik was careful not to let even a trace of his amusement show on his face.

“I hope your sleep was comfortable, mine certainly was. I was exhausted and almost fell into bed.”

Brechal admitted quietly that he couldn’t remember getting all the way into bed and that he had slept the entire night through.

“Have you eaten yet, Brechal? We don’t have a very fancy kitchen set up yet, but we did get quite a bit of food yesterday. I can probably cobble something together to keep us fed until we get things straightened out.”

“We need a cook. Every good bar that I’ve ever seen has offered food. Considering how few people we have, unless we get a cook, we won’t be able to offer any decent food.”

“I agree. I have some notes on some items that we should have on the menu and that sort of thing, but I think that’s going to have to wait for more information from the people that are going to be providing our provisions.”

Nodding his agreement, Brechal went back to sorting glasses. After all, what was a bar without glassware?

<<<>>>

The morning was going smoothly, and both men had worked industriously for hours. They very seldom needed to speak to each other, both automatically doing whatever task needed to be done. Both of them willing to bend their hand to anything. The bar was starting to look like a place that someone might want to go for a drink. The BHB had provided Madrik with a chalkboard and colored chalk. He looked down at the chalkboard thinking that he should put together some sort of menu, or theme of the day when they opened. He was conflicted though, worried that it would be too tacky, for his vision. He had a feeling that it was going to end up looking like an old-time saloon anyway, even though the visitors would be nothing that those on earth would recognize.

What Brechal thought, Madrik didn’t know, because the big man was keeping a self-contained exterior. Madrik had a lot of empathy for this stage in the grieving process. The Stoic, “I’m okay” stage had been one of the hardest for him to get through. 

He gave Brechal the gift of space. Not wanting to focus or wound, they simply worked together, and Madrik kept conversation to a minimum.

It was close to the mid-day meal time that they had selected earlier when Madrik realized that he was getting antsy. At first, he put it down to the fact this had been a day without strange incidents. Then he thought it was because that Emesh hadn’t shown up yet. He leaned on the BHB for reassurance but discovered that his companion shared his sense of disquiet.

The bar manager’s increased nervousness finally got through the invisible wall of isolation that Brechal had wrapped around himself. Pausing in the placement of yet a different configuration of glassware, the big man asked, “Is there something wrong? You’re fidgeting, and I have not seen you fidget except right before something comes bursting in on us.”

“I just don’t know, Brechal. I feel like a myriad of little ants are climbing up and down my nerves, and the BHB isn’t any better.”

The bartender looked consideringly at Madrik. Without a word, he reached under the bar and pulled out his cudgel from the day before. Laying it on the bar, the bartender proceeded to rapidly put glasses away. He was moving much faster than he had before and Madrik was impressed. He watched in astonishment as Brechal, acting like he had an extra set of hands made the entire bar top of glassware disappear. Only when the bartender moved to the far end of the bar to finish putting the last of the glass steins out of the way did Madrik realize that Brechal not only had two hands and two arms but also had tentacles. Tentacles?! When did that happen? Was it something I saw and just didn’t realize?

Madrik could feel the amusement along the companion bond as the BHB realized that his partner had been clueless. There was a little boy delight in something forbidden that Madrik vowed to investigate later. There had to be something weird associated with those tentacles, but he was just too antsy to follow it up right now.

The feeling of an unreachable invisible itch intensified and Madrik stopped any attempt to do useful work. He found his hands opening and clenching in front of his body and consciously tried to drop them to his side. That didn’t work very well because his staff was suddenly in one of his hands. Moving by instinct, Madrik stepped away from the table that he had been near and turned toward the right-hand door.

Up until now, the door had not opened. When Madrik had nonchalantly gone over and tried both of the flanking doors on that side of the bar, even the handles didn’t appear to work. Frozen solid in their pivots, they look more decorative than anything else.

Why then was he standing in front of the right-hand door, staff in hand and backed by the large presence of the bartender? Madrik had no idea, but he sensed that he was in the right place at the right time. Something was coming this way, and he didn’t know what it was.

From behind him, Brechal’s voice rumbled, low-toned and pitched for Madrik’s ears only. “Remember that the storyteller said anything coming in through the right-hand door was part of the problem solution.”

“Thank you, I remember. But I also know that everybody can make mistakes. Also, the bar has changed, and maybe it’s not like it was before.”

“True, so we better be ready. How do you want to handle this?”

Madrik said, his confusion and trepidation sounding clearly in his voice, “I have no idea. I think we are going to have to make it up as we go along.”

“great! It’s another blasted learning experience.”

“Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar.”
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Chapter 16 – Shoes!

The two men hadn’t been standing there for very long when the BHB gave him a split second warning of an incoming arrival. There was a groan like someone in pain, and the fire flashed high in the fireplace. There is no more time, no more ability to adjust. Madrik grasped his staff more tightly, and Brechal came up even with Madrik but off to the left side. They both stared intently at the door. Even ready for the unexpected, they both jumped in surprise as the door slammed open and a figure came scrambling through on all fours.

It was a woman, looking like someone from Madrik’s hometown. She was a strawberry blonde with violet eyes, but any other aspect of her appearance was hidden behind a look of sheer terror. She was clutching a cigar box in her hand and trying to watch behind her as she desperately scrambled to get away. Moving by instinct, the two men quickly detoured around her, grabbing the door and slamming it closed. There was a clicking sound as the door fastened, cutting off what sounded like two voices screaming in rage.

The sudden absence of movement and sound left all three of them in a quiet pool of alert anticipation. When no further drama occurred, the woman shakily started to get to her feet. Moving so quickly that Madrik wasn’t conscious of his intent, Brechal was next to the woman and reaching down a hand to assist her. Staring at his huge palm and fingers, the woman’s eyes widened in surprise, and she looked up, and up until she was staring at the large man’s face.

What she saw there apparently reassured her, at least at some level. Brechal managed to get her over to a table and seated on a chair. Madrik grabbed a glass of water from the bar and placed in front of her, sliding into a chair on the opposite side of the table.

How could she be part of the solution? She looks like a stiff wind would blow her over and she is obviously frightened.

The BHB disagreed with him. Instead of sharing his doubts, he could feel his companion’s joy at her presence and a bubbling excitement that Madrik had no way of interpreting. Something about the woman was special, and the BHB knew it, but he didn’t. Dammit! Another thing to figure out.

Brechal came up to the table with a layered drink like the one that he had made the day before. Placing it down in front of the woman, the big man said, “For the shock.”

Once again the woman stared at Brechal’s face, searching for something in his eyes. She didn’t appear to be overly startled at his appearance. Instead, it was more of a soul-searching look rather than anything that would rely on trivial appearances. Nodding her head, she picked up the drink and chugged it. Her eyes widened, and tears ran down her face, as she struggled to breathe. Both Madrik and Brechal stared at her in shock, unable to believe what they had just seen. Even they had sipped their drinks on the previous day, taking a good 20 minutes to get all of it down. This tiny slip of a person had practically inhaled it.

Coupled with the fear and stress reaction that she was probably going through, Madrik knew that she would be drunk in just a few moments. Before then, he decided to find out what he could. Even though the BHB was all happy and bouncy about the woman being there, Madrik felt like he was supposed to understand what everybody could do and what their purpose might be. He decided to start off the conversation.

Pointing first to himself and then to the bartender, Madrik said, “Hello there. My name is Madrik, and this big gentleman is Brechal.”

Both Madrik and the woman heard the muttered comment from Brechal who contributed, “Gentleman? I think I’ve been insulted.”

Madrik ignored the commentary, and continued, saying, “You just came through a door into my bar. Considering that we are not open for business yet and considering that door has never opened before I’m a bit curious about who you are and why you’re here.”

The woman said, “I’m not exactly sure what you want me to tell you. I think I’m here because my grandmother left me this box.” She pointed to the old cigar box that she held clutched in her lap. “Two people were trying to steal it, and when they thought I was going to get away, they were going to hurt me. My gran just died, and one of them had been her nurse. Gran would talk about things, and the nurse decided that there was a big treasure someplace and that I knew where it was. She and some man were going to hurt me to make me tell. So I fooled them a little bit and tried to get away, but that didn’t work very well.”

Brechal broke in with a comment, “You got cornered?”

The woman grimaced, saying, “I tried the best I could, but I’m not very accomplished at that sort of cloak and dagger stuff. After all, I’m just a waitress. gran told me that I can work magic, but I don’t know what it means, and she didn’t explain a lot to me.”

Madrik had a thoughtful look on his face. He thought he understood some of the BHB’s excitement and hoped that this woman was who she appeared to be. Selecting from the myriad questions that were jostling in his brain, trying to get out, the bar manager chose to go with a simple one, “Tell me about how you learned that you could control magic.”

“First of all, nobody controls magic. It’s something you can manipulate, maybe even persuade into all sorts of possibilities, but never control. Magic has a force of its own, and it is all around us, all of the time.”

Madrik gave a short laugh and asked his question in a slightly more refined form, “Okay, I can accept that but how did you learn that you could use magic then?”

The woman laughed, her voice musical but a little ragged. Madrik found himself smiling in response because her mirth was contagious. At a different time, especially after more sleep, he thought that the intelligence that he saw in her eyes would fit in well. Right now, she was operating on fumes and both he, and she knew it.

She answered him, her voice dropping to a soft tone, “I think I always could on some level. gran said I was special, but I never believed her.”

The silence held for several seconds while no one spoke or made any noise. Finally, the woman continued. “I can remember so much now. It’s funny, I guess I always have, but never considered my memories to be about anything special.”

“Oh, what happened that you remembered?”

“I remember the first time I used magic.”

“How old were you then?”

“Eight,” she answered, “I survived a horrible disaster that killed both my parents and many other people. When they pulled me from the rubble, I was unharmed. I have memories of hiding in a quiet space filled with a fog that moved. One that felt funny on my skin but was a safe place for me to go.”

Madrik and Brechal looked at each other in surprise and surmise. Was it possible that this woman had encountered the chaos fog before?

Turning his attention back to the drooping young woman, Madrik continued his questioning. He said, “You had no idea then that you are working magic. Didn’t you ever wonder why or how you survived? Did it occur to you that that type of environment wasn’t available in the hotel, which meant that you had to have left it? Didn’t it occur to you that you actually physically left the hotel to survive?”

“Why would I? I thought it was a dream even though the desire to return to that place happened every year on the same day, growing in intensity each time.” The woman had an arrested expression on her face as if she had just connected two pieces of the puzzle that was the story of her own life. Madrik knew how that felt when a click of sudden connection translated into something that finally made sense.

“Well, lady of mystery, how about if you tell us your name, so we have some way to address you. Makeup one if you need to, but both of our names have been offered to you, and it is only courteous to offer one in return.”

The woman blushed slightly in embarrassment and said, “My name is Rosalie Wynn. My apologies for any rudeness, it was not intended.”

Madrik responded, “Rosalie, may I call you Rosalie or do you prefer, Wynn?” 

She shrugged. “Call me what you want, but if you want me to answer, I prefer Wynn.”

“Is there a story behind being called by your last name?”

Wynn smiled and shook her head. “You just want to know everything don’t you?”

Madrik’s responding smile told her all she needed to know. A snort of air through Brechal’s large nose drew attention to the big man. The big man snorted again, and said, “That’s our bar manager. He wants to know everything about everyone so that he can fit all of us puzzle pieces together.”

A shrug and slightly pink cheeks were all the acknowledgment he was going to get from Madrik. The gleeful agreement over the companion bond intensified the color of Madrik’s face and made him wince a little bit in reaction to the enthusiastic reinforcement that he heard along the bond.

Brechal came over and laid a platter with sliced cheeses and meats on it in the center of the table. Madrik’s nod of thanks went unanswered, but Wynn’s obvious pleasure extracted a comment from the big man.

Looking down at his feet, Brechal muttered, “It’s not much, but I’m not a cook.” Switching his gaze to Madrik, the bartender added forcefully, “We need a cook!”

“I understand, Brechal. I’m working on things as fast as I can.”

<< <> >>

Over the cheese and meat platter, the three of them heard more about the story of Wynn’s grandmother. It was an intriguing story and one that was new to both men. Brechal was especially curious about the whole world of magic that the old woman had tried to explain. He took over some of the questioning, allowing Madrik to simply observe the interaction of the two of them and draw his own conclusions on how they would work out as part of his team.

“Did she ever finish explaining?” Brechal asked.

“Not really. gran was gone in a few days after telling me that much,” Wynn answered. “I wish I had talked to her more. There was a lot I wish I could have told her, but I never had a chance.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I believe that Gran is in a better place. At least I like to think that my whole family is together, looking out for me. You know, like this place is…” Wynn rubbed her hand over the tablecloth and smiled at the feeling of the fabric under her hand. 

Madrik’s detached observation came to a crashing halt. Tablecloth? He didn’t remember any tablecloth! When did that happen?

While Brechal continued to talk to Wynn, Madrik found himself in a rapid conversation with the BHB. In answer to his questions, it was obvious that the bar thought that Wynn was the one responsible for the decorative changes. Madrik was surprised to see multiple changes as he glanced around the room. Not only were there cheerful tablecloths on each of the tables, but there were a variety of things scattered decoratively around the room.

Peripherally, he heard the conversation as it continued with Brechal asking more about how Wynn ended up in the bar and questioning her about some of the things that led up to it. Madrik knew that he could ask Brechal later so right now he was concentrating on concerns of his own.

Sorting through possibilities and coming to some conclusions, Madrik brought his attention back to their conversation just in time to hear Brechal ask, “That’s how you came to be here?”

Wynn nodded silently in reply. 

“You have no idea what is in the attic then?”

“No. I suppose that I will have to go back at some point to understand what that is about.”

Brechal responded, “I can see that.”

Madrik interrupted the conversation, rising to his feet and looking at Wynn. He gave her a tired smile and said, “You said that you were an experienced waitress. It so happens that we desperately need one. We are trying to get the bar ready for a grand opening, and I’m short staff. Are you willing to help us out?

Wynn laughed, a tired little shadow of mirth still on her face, saying, “I know gran wouldn’t have sent me any place that was going to hurt me. So, of course, I’m willing to help out. Hopefully, I can contribute to what you’re doing here. Other than waitressing, what else would be my duties?”

Madrik thought more of her for asking those questions. He answered, “I’m hoping that you’ll take charge of any decorating or daily updates, like menus and chalkboards and things like that. As long as you fit in with the general plan for the bar, you pretty much have a free hand.”

Wynn’s face lit up like he had just offered her a big prize. Her smile was dazzling as she said, “I barely survive the most frightening day of my life, and you act like presenting me with a huge rainbow that slides into a new pot of gold is a chore. I would love to have that job! Consider me your waitress!”

Madrik smiled in response and started for the stairs. Calling over his shoulder, he said, “Come on up, and we’ll figure out which quarters will be yours. Each staff person has their own mini-suite. It’s first come, first serve. Brechal has his, and you can pick yours.”

Moving a little unsurely, Wynn got to her feet, scooping up the old cigar box from her grandmother to carry with her. She started to trot after Madrik but stopped long enough to turn her head toward Brechal and say, “Thank you very much for the drink and for the food. I feel much better. It’s nice to know that people like you are around.”

She left before she could see the appalled expression on Brechal’s face.

<< <> >>

Madrik sunk down onto his couch with a deep sigh of relief. Pulling the cork from the bottle that was opened yesterday, he poured himself a full glass, carefully putting the cork back in to preserve the remainder of the wine. Breathing deeply, he let the tension of the day slip away from him.

It had been far easier to get Wynn settled than it had been to get Brechal ensconced in his room. The woman had fallen in love with the first suite that they looked at. She immediately said she would take it and went charging around the small set of rooms exclaiming in pleasure at the different features. Puzzling over the bathroom, she had asked Madrik to explain how to control the water and other settings. When he had admitted that he hadn’t extended his explorations into the pool or the two strange-looking box areas, she cheerfully told him that she would be the intrepid explorer and would let him know how it turned out.

Madrik had gone back into the bedroom, saying, “This is your closet, but I have to warn you that it is not terribly large.”

He had flung the door open with one hand while staying focused on Wynn’s face.

Her eyes had widened in astonished pleasure, and that blinding smile once again turned her face luminous. She had almost squealed, saying, “If you consider this not large, I have definitely lived in the wrong places.” She had scooted past him so quickly that Madrik was embarrassed to remember his defensive clutch of his staff.

He could still hear her inarticulate moans of pleasure as she entered the closet. Madrik had turned around to see her standing in the middle of one of the largest walk-in closets he had ever seen. The closet was immense, filled with hangers and all sorts of beautiful fabrics fluttering down from hooks and hanging over supports. 

There were rows of shoes neatly lined on the floor, all carefully matched up and color-coordinated. Wynn had looked like she was standing in heaven.

So absorbed had Wynn been that Madrik wasn’t even sure that she knew when he had left. The totally freaked-out male had decided that retreat was his best solution, so he had mumbled good night and eased his way out of the room, carefully closing the door.

Moving rapidly, like all the fiends in hell were chasing him, Madrik had not stopped until he was safely in his own suite with the door closed.

Now calming down, he sipped his wine and let his mind go free, just absorbing the quiet comfort around him.
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Chapter 17 – Settling In

It was a good thing that Madrik had that moment of peace. The next day started an accelerating process that left him very little time for relaxation or introspection for a considerable amount of time. The first clue that he had that life had changed once again was the sound of Brechal’s roar as the bar manager headed down the staircase.

“Dammit, woman. This is supposed to be a bar! Not some sort of fancy-dancy café.”

“That is just too bad if it offends your sensibilities, big guy. Some of the people that are going to come drink in this bar are going to enjoy having touches that are amusing or interesting in their drinks. Little umbrellas are a perfectly normal sort of thing to put on the sweeter drinks. Which you would know if you ever had made a drink for somebody who likes sweet things.!

“I have tended bar all over the place. I have never put an umbrella in a drink, and I am not going to start.”

“Fine, obviously we are going to have to find a bartender that is able to handle all the drinks that offend your tender sensibilities.”

Madrik emerged into the barroom to a scene that he could not have imagined. Towering over the smaller woman, Brechal glowered down at her with his face full of rage. Standing right next to him, face practically planted in his chest, Wynn held her position as if she was a rock braced against the pounding sea. Madrik would never have guessed that the woman who had fled in fear through the door yesterday had that much stubbornness.

The bar manager paused only briefly to assess the situation. Trying to defuse possible tension, he came in saying, “Good morning everyone. It looks like a great day to get lots of things done.”

Brechal responded, “Only if someone keeps her little fingers out of the bar set up.” With that statement, the bartender turned and retreated behind the counter. He failed to see the small smile that came and went on Wynn’s face as she watched him walk away.

Madrik hurried into speech, saying, “There a lot of things that we have to sort out today and I want to make sure that we are on track for opening the bar as soon as we can. I need to find something quick to eat and then I would like to have a short meeting and to establish basic ground rules.”

The waitress responded with a short nod and returned to zipping around the room like a demented dragonfly. Madrik noticed that there was a different feel to the room now. The tablecloths were still on the tables but had been changed overnight to a more neutral look. This pleased him because the flowered ones from yesterday were not in keeping with what he expected for the bar. He did notice that there were other touches around the room, small in nature, that nonetheless made the room feel much more welcoming and convivial.

The chalkboard had been leaned up against the propped open door. Wynn had obviously been hard at work because a rather pleasant graphic had been drawn on the chalkboard in multiple colors and the legend of “Pardon our Dust - We are working toward our grand opening! Soon, the Badger Hole Bar will be open!!”

Thankful that he didn’t have to do that sort of task himself, Madrik pointed his chin toward the chalkboard and said to Wynn, “Thank you for doing that. That is exactly the sort of detail that I don’t want to have to worry about. Good job!”

Treated to a flash of her brilliant smile, Madrik went looking for cheese and sausage for breakfast just a little more happily than he had been feeling a few minutes earlier.

The feedback that he got along the companion bond from the BHB was overwhelmingly positive. The BHB was thrilled with the waitress and loved being decorated. The pleasure from his companion was so great that Madrik vowed to keep Brechal under control, even if it meant sitting on the big man.

The day got much busier after that. Emesh stop by as promised and brought more vegetables. This time, instead of a simple basket and bag, he brought a wheelbarrow full of different, interesting herbs, fruits, and vegetables, but there was more. Trailing after him came a group of the small brown-clad people that had helped defend the bar a couple of days before. They were burdened with all different types of animal proteins.

Luckily, the majority of the things that they brought this time were already preserved. Madrik was starting to feel a bit stressed about how they were going to cook everything. The number of people that he was supposed to feed was getting larger, and it was getting more difficult to manage that workload. The BHB’s comforting assurance along the companion bond helped to keep him focused. He knew that this was something he was going to have to confront sooner or later, but the need for the cook just didn’t seem as important as getting the rest of the bar active.

Out of the corner of his eyes, Madrik watched as Wynn moved around the room, humming happily to herself. The aura of satisfaction and joy, expressed after far too long of being controlled or repressed touched him deeply. To see someone happily doing something that they’ve longed to do brushed him with a faint touch of her feelings. But even that faint touch made everything in his day look better. It was like having a bracing cup of coffee or a drink of cold water.

Her brilliant smile when she was pleased, and the energy-filled movements of her body were a far cry from the frightened, beaten-looking woman who had crawled through the Badger Hole Bar door. Thinking about the transition, Madrik smiled himself. Content that at least he had already addressed one problem, he went on to his next task with a lighter heart and a core filled with more energy.

Emesh stopped by briefly to check with Madrik. Even the self-contained gardener was moved by Wynn’s cheerful greeting and happy smile. Looking around the barroom, Emesh said to Madrik, “It is amazing what you have managed to do. Not only is this starting to really lay out a good bar traffic flow, but it feels welcoming.”

“Thank you, but I think that most of that came from the waitress

Wynn has managed to infuse the whole place with a different atmosphere than we originally had thought it would have.”

“I think you give yourself too little credit. Without you and the BHB setting the stage, her contribution would not have been effective. Your assembly of your team is going well, and I have to say that I think that you are the most effective person at doing this type of organization at that I have seen.”

“Thank you, again. While appreciating your input, I do have to ask if there was a special reason that you stopped by.”

“As a matter fact, there was. Have you already planned when your opening is going to be? If not, I have some suggestions, and perhaps some concerns.”

“I had thought that we needed to have at least another two weeks to get everything set, including all of our provisions.”

“What sets that two-week period? Anything special?”

“Well, I need to hire a cook. As Brechal keeps reminding me, we need to have decent food.”

“Okay, so hiring cook is one, what’s the others?”

“Ensuring a beer supply, additional alcohol, finding some more staff like a bouncer, making sure the rental rooms upstairs are set up, etc.”

Emesh laughed. It was a full belly laugh, not just a restrained chuckle. Obviously, Madrik had amused his visitor. Waiting until the chuckles had died down, Madrik commented, “That was funny? I didn’t mean to be so amusing.”

“Sorry about that. Your list was pretty extensive, and I can see why any one of those things would be a problem. However, that would do for a grand opening, but I would suggest that your sights be set on a functional opening in advance of the grand one. 

“I don’t think that you’re going to be able to go much longer without people stopping in for drinks. What are you going to do until you are fully staffed up to handle a grand opening? Are you going to turn people away? Or are you going to try to accommodate them?”

Brechal had obviously been eavesdropping. He had not tried to conceal it, and neither Emesh nor Madrik really cared if they were overheard. If they wanted to say something secretly, they would have gone someplace else. It was an implicit solicitation for input, one that Madrik used on a general strategic level. The bartender, obviously deciding that he had something to contribute, put down the glassware that he was once more arranging behind the bar and moved over to sit at the table with the other two men.

“You talked about settings the rules of the bar. My sense is that we need to do those as soon as possible. In fact, for some reason I’m finding myself doing the actual bar set up right now, getting drink glasses ready and chopping up a variety of garnishes, etc.”

“Crap! If we are going to start having people coming in, there’s a whole bunch of stuff that I didn’t want to think about the later. Now is the point that we are going to have to figure it out!” Madrik said, worriedly. Feeling his tension rising over the companion bond, the BHB sent reassurance and an image of a male figure holding a pen and pad of paper.

Madrik laughed briefly, a short, stressed sound in the fairly quiet bar. Both Brechal and Emesh looked at him questioningly, but Madrik ignored their actions and instead broke into speech, “The BHB is just telling me that I’m fine. He thinks I need to get down to making lists and checking things off. And he’s probably right.”

Brechal nodded, saying, “The first thing that we need to figure out is the policy you mentioned briefly before about food and drink. That is not one that I have ever heard of in a working bar.”

Emesh looked interested but did not interrupt. 

Madrik broke into speech, saying, “I think that anyone coming into the BHB for the first time is going to be disoriented. I am not comfortable asking someone to pay for a drink or even pay for food, the first time they’re here. The policy I had talked about was that everybody gets their first drink and something to eat free on their initial visit to the BHB.”

Brechal nodded in agreement but chose not to say anything. Emesh had an extremely thoughtful look on his face that he chose not to explain.

“You all look really serious and grumpy. We are not going to have any grumpiness in this bar. So tell me what you want, and I’ll go find it for you. If you are hungry, I’m sure that I can wield a knife and get you all something to chew on.”

“Thank you, Wynn. We are just trying to figure out what we do if we get people that want to drink at the bar before it is really open. If we don’t understand the rules we want to be applied, it will make more difficulties later on.

Wynn put both fists on her hips, standing with her legs slightly spread and smiling a challenge at Madrik. “It’s silly to be bothered about something like that. You just give them drinks, and you feed them. It’s all very simple. They come in, we make them welcome, we give them the food and drink that they need, and they’re happy.”

Brechal said, “it isn’t just that easy, Wynn. You just don’t understand.”

“I understand that you guys are trying to make this complicated, and it’s not.”

Wynn flounced away from the table with just that extra bit of stamping feet to telegraph her irritation with their denseness. Emesh, Madrik, and Brechal glanced at each other in commiseration, all of them thinking, but not saying, “Women!”
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Chapter 18 – Soft Opening

The discussion had been fairly general among the three men was interrupted shortly by Wynn. She came back to the table bearing a huge platter of sliced meats and cheeses, as well as a separate plate of cut-up vegetables. The waitress plunked it on the table and then disappeared for a few more seconds, before returning with four bottles.

Brechal sat up as if he had been goosed, “Where did you get those bottles?!”

Wynn answered, “I got them out of the cooler behind the bar, of course!”

“That’s impossible! There is no cooler behind the bar.”

Wynn looked at the bartender with a sympathetic look plastered on her face, saying, “You have your hand on the bottle. It is cold. I just came from behind the bar counter. I had the bottles in my hand. Therefore, there’s a cooler behind the bar, and it has beer in it.”

Brechal was off like a shot, moving faster than anyone expected him to act. When a 7 ½ foot man moved at an Olympic sprinter pace, everyone took note. Emesh and Madrik watched as the bartender came to a crashing halt halfway down the length of the bar. Staring down at something that was out of the sight of the other two men, everyone in the room clearly heard Brechal as he said, “No guttering way!” His hands moved so fast that they were almost blurred. One after another he pulled bottles of different types of beer out of the cooler. He had pulled 15 or so bottles out before Madrik heard Emesh take a deep breath. Turning to Madrik, Emesh asked, “Tentacles?”

Madrik simply nodded. Cryptically, Emesh asked once more, “Where?”

Once again Madrik responded nonverbally, substituting a shrug for anything more specific.

Once again, Wynn cut the exchange short. “Well, I would imagine the squiggly bits are below his waist and stuffed into his pants.”

Both Emesh and Madrik blushed. Looking up from the bar, Brechal asked, “How would you know that?” Realizing what he had just asked, even the huge bartender turned an embarrassed red.

“Men! They embarrass so damn easily.”

When everyone stared at Wynn in silence, she finally answered, “It just makes sense. They’re not visible the rest of the time and where else can you hide lumpy coils of long appendages?”

The conversation probably would’ve gone on longer, to the continued embarrassment of three of the people in the room, but the middle door to the BHB opened up, and a group of rowdy people entered. After the quiet of the BHB over the last few days, none of the staff was anticipating the amount of energy and chaos that came in with the group of drinkers, clinging to them like invisible cloaks.

As the men sat frozen, or motionless behind the bar, Wynn hopped up from the table and went over to the group, already chattering.

“Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar. We are not actually fully open, but we are certainly able to provide you with some drinks and some general food. Are you chilled? Or do you want a cooler table?”

The group resolved into four beings. One of them resembled the swordsman of the day before, with white skin and dark eyes, while the others look like they could’ve been related to Madrik, although more heavily muscled and armored in a variety of manners. The biggest of them was the one who answered Wynn, saying, “Hey there, girly! We heard that the doors might be open and we thought we would come and visit. We’ve got a thirsty crew here! We really could use some beers!”

Looking toward the bar, the big guy smiled at seeing the bottles already laid out on the counter. Grinning cheerfully at his friends, he said, “It looks like you are expecting us! The beers would be great, something to eat if you got it, but the main reason we are here is for alcohol!”

Wynn laughed and got the party seated at one of the tables, quickly opening the bottles of beer and pouring them into steins. She carried them over to the table, placing one in front of each of the men before Brechal broke out of his daze. The huge bartender quickly got moving behind the bar, prepping for more drinkers. Nodding in embarrassed gratitude at Winn, he acknowledged her assistance and apologized for his momentary immobility in one gesture.

Madrik was conscious of a splash of surprise like a warming spark that illuminated shadows at the interplay between the bartender and the waitress. There was a wave of satisfaction that started in his gut and bounded along the companion bond to the BHB and back again. They were both pleased that the team was settling out.

<< <> >>

Emesh had left shortly after the drinkers had gotten there. He had stared thoughtfully at the group as they interacted with Wynn, his confusion growing as he watched the interaction between the waitress and Brechal. Madrik didn’t have a chance to ask the older man what was causing him confusion because the bar had gotten busier.

Without any advertisement or formal announcement, the BHB was attracting drinkers. While Wynn had cheerful exchanges with the drinkers, creating a lighthearted atmosphere of enjoyment within the bar effortlessly, Madrik and Brechal kept their concerns and confusion under control and simply did what they could.

Although Wynn’s lighthearted repartee with the drinkers kept any serious problem or confrontation away from the bar, Madrik knew it was just a matter of time. Eventually, there would be problems, and they needed someone who could handle them.

In between providing a foil for Wynn’s silliness and seating new visitors, Brechal and Madrik were having urgent, whispered conversations about the need for a bouncer, rules to control behavior, and the damned cook. Even with those worries, Madrik could feel that the silly comments and smiling interaction that Wynn initiated were lowering the tension in the bar. Using humor to ease the atmosphere, she was also providing what felt like a balm to the soul.

Pushing a thought across his companion bond, the bar manager confided to the BHB, I think we were very lucky when Wynn came through that door. I’m not too sure how we would’ve coped without her. The BHB’s response was a massive pulse of agreement.

Sometime between the second and third group that had come into the bar, Madrik had decided to prop the door open. It had been far easier to cope with the drinkers wandering in when the door wasn’t constantly swinging open and shut. Although the bar was half full, none of the people working so hard to provide simple food and drink to the patrons registered when an unaccompanied person walked through the doorway.

It was with a major start of surprise that Brechal realized that he had a party of one that had pulled up a stool at the bar itself. Stumbling in his speech for just a split second, the bartender found his tongue and started to interact with his direct customer.

“Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar! What can I get you?”

It was the universal greeting of many a bartender. Sometimes drinkers needed reminding of where they were, and that they needed to order what they wanted, so this first question was reasonable.

The man sitting on a spindly -looking stool answered Brechal easily, saying, “I would like a Thunder Pigeon and make it a double. I need to get the feel of that fog off my skin.”

Brechal responded “I know exactly what you mean. It is a creepy feeling.”

“Yeah it was like having chaos touching my skin, and it was totally nasty! It messes with your mind. For a while, I felt like I forgot a word that was really important that I normally knew. Or maybe it was like a memory that I just couldn’t grab.”

“For me, it reminded me of something missing and caused my bones and my gut to ache.”

“That’s exactly it, bartender! I can tell that you have been out in it.”

“Yes, we all have. Those of us that are drinking here and those of us that work here.”

“Brave people. However, as good as your beer is, I can see a reason to come back.”

Excusing himself from the lone drinker with an apologetic smile, Brechal moved down to where Wynn was waiting with another order. The barroom was now about three-quarters full. The waitress had been moving rapidly among the tables, making sure that everyone had plenty to drink. Madrik had been working in the kitchen, slicing up cheeses and sausages, trying to figure out how on earth he was going to ask for payment. 

That was one area they had not covered and was a gaping hole that the poor bar manager felt like an aching tooth that radiated through his head. What on earth am I going to do about that? he thought to himself.

Handing the latest plate off to Wynn on one of her whirlwind trips to the kitchen, Madrik had enough time to go out and join Brechal behind the bar. His timing was impeccable since the answer to his question was about to be provided.

The first group of four beings that had come into the BHB to drink were ready to leave. The big redheaded leader had come over to the bar with his hands full of a variety of items. As Madrik stared, open-mouthed in astonishment, the man dumped the mass onto the countertop and said to Brechal, “Here you go. I hope that’s enough. It was awesome beer and good sausage. We will stop by again in another couple of days to see what’s going on. Perhaps you’ll even have work for us!”

He and his friends had disappeared from the bar so quickly that Madrik had not gotten through his astonishment to tell them farewell. Brechal, acting nonchalantly, had swept the payment off the top of the bar and placed it behind the counter. It was down far enough that it was concealed from an easy view.

As Brechal industriously wiped the counter clean where the payment had been dumped, Madrik looked in obvious astonishment at what, and how much, they had been paid. Gold, jewels, jewelry, and packets of some substance, carefully wrapped. The bar manager had no idea how to value it.

Seeing that Brechal had been subtly conducting his own examination, Madrik stepped right next to the big man asking in a low-toned voice, “Do you have any idea of the value of what we just got?”

“Lots. Far more than I would’ve expected.”

“Oh.”

Before either man could make additional comments, a small hole opened in the surface of the low counter. Forming directly under the pile of valuables, there was a faint clink of disappearing coins, and all of the items disappeared from view. Brechal’s reflex grab at them was too late. Madrik could feel through the bond that the BHB was amused. The bar manager even noticed the telltale signs of that amusement in the slight shaking of the lights and the rippling spurts from the fire. Brechal obviously had made the same deductions because he said, “Laughing at me, is he?”

Madrik’s cheerful smile was all the feedback that the bartender needed. “Darned pea-brained pit of a fallen mausoleum! He’ll be sorry he laughed at me!”

When the BHB pushed an image over the companion bond to Madrik, the bar manager was reduced to helpless laughter. A clear image of a muscular, short man in a short-sleeved shirt motioning in circles toward his chest said it all. The BHB was telling Madrik to “bring it on.”

[image: ]





Chapter 19 – On Shaky grounds

The walls of the bar shook, and small showers of dust spurted from corners and off the rafters in light-altering plumes of flying debris. There was a rumbling from behind the bar. Brechal reacted with trained reflexes, instinctively throwing his bar towel over the open containers of garnish and swiftly capping the open bottles of liquor. He shouted, “Watch out!”

Madrik’s spike of alarm touched a harmonic note in his companion. As the ground continued to shake, thick rootlets exploded from the floor and secured the legs of the tables and chairs. Nothing shifted in the room, although some of the drinkers were startled and forgot to tend to the pitchers and glasses on the tables in front of them.

The floor and walls rumbled with grating sounds, like earth plates moving deep below them. Contained in that deep groan of immense transformation was the sharp screech that indicated a spark of life. Birth and rebirth shook the land and power announced its emergence and readiness for shaping.

Madrik felt the raw power of that sound was diffused as if it were missing a transforming lens. All that was needed was a route that would channel the energy of that immense roar, that potential, into a pathway, like electricity did when it found the ground.

Luckily, Wynn was close to one of the tables in danger and managed to stabilize the very full pitcher in the center of the table. Thinking that it could have been much worse, Madrik glanced around the room, noting no signs of panic and no major spills.

Waiting for a moment, Madrik started to relax when there were no further signs of trouble. No ground-shaking swells, no crashes. It seems that his world was safe, but Madrik was conscious of a sense of disappointment and irritation. If I’m the main anchor of this domain, I would’ve thought that I had some warning of this happening. Why on earth wasn’t there any sign that the whole world was going to shake?

The waitress was quickly moving around the room making sure that everyone was fine. There didn’t appear to be any lasting damage, and none of the bar patrons seemed to regard the experience as significant. This was confusing to Madrik, who regarded anything that shook the foundation under his feet as a substantial cause for concern. He could tell by the look on Brechal’s face that the bartender was equally concerned.

When Wynn made her way back to the bar, Madrik stepped over closely enough that he could use his body to block eavesdropping from the general floor. Motioning Brechal over with his eyes and a jerk of his chin, Madrik said in a voice that only reached the ears of the other two, “I think we better check this out. Brechal, can you hold down the fort here while Wynn and I take a quick look around outside?”

“Yes, and I think that’s a very good idea. I don’t know why nobody else appears to be confused or upset about it. But I would feel better if we knew what had caused the problem. Maybe then, we can predict it.”

Madrik said, “Wynn, how about if we go right now rather than waiting?” When she nodded her agreement, Madrik turned and made his way unobtrusively toward the open middle door. A few seconds after he had stepped out Wynn joined him.

At first glance, there was no change in the area in front of the BHB. The walls of the bar itself looked fine, and Madrik was fairly sure that the BHB would’ve told him if there was a problem. The cobblestone road and the paths that Madrik could see appeared unbroken and unbuckled. This was not the behavior that he was used to from quakes back on his home planet.

While Madrik had been looking carefully at the streets, Wynn had been ranging further afield. Returning to where Madrik stood, she said, “There really doesn’t appear to be anything wrong here, and I didn’t even see anything when I walked around the building to the right.”

“Did you check out the gardens?”

“Yes. Other than the fact that the trees are all lot bigger and the plants in the garden look more mature, it looks the same as it did before. Even the raised beds look fine. There is no sign of cracks or fissures or anything.”

Now even more confused, Madrik led the way back into the bar. With no signs of damage and no change in the enshrouding chaos fog, there didn’t appear to be any reason for concern. However, Madrik’s intuition told him that something was going on and it bothered him that he didn’t know what it was.

After reassuring Brechal that everything was apparently okay. Madrik continued to circulate around the bar and to put turn his hand to whatever tasks were needed. He noticed that there was a strange, rhythmic hum was coming over his companion bond. Turning his attention to the BHB and scrutinizing the behavior, Madrik was left with a generalized feeling that the bar was anticipating something that was either an old friend or family. All that Madrik knew about this world was that whatever you were expecting, it would be something different. All he could do was wait.

The bar manager could feel the tense anticipation twisting under the walls and the surface of the floor throughout the BHB. It set his nerves on edge and made him far more sensitive to the energy flow of the people in the barroom.

So intent was he on exploring this new sense and feeling that Madrik almost jumped out of his skin when Brechal leaned over the bar and said, with his face very close to Madrik’s ear, “This just appeared on the bar counter. It wasn’t there just a moment ago. I think it’s for you because I have no conceivable use for this thing.”

The bartender placed what looked like a roll of parchment in Madrik’s unresisting hand. When the bemused man unrolled the paper, he was no more enlightened at the sight of an extremely cryptic diagram that had been drawn on the center of the parchment.

Sitting abruptly down on one of the barstools, Madrik examined the picture more carefully. From the clearly labeled barroom and garden, he realized that the only clearly drawn items on the sheet of parchment were obviously associated with the BHB. On one side of the bar’s garden, two spirals were drawn. One spiral was above and to the right of the BHB, the other to the right and below. The map was well drawn and clearly showed the roads and paths that Madrik had sketched when he had gone on his exploratory trip. 

At least I don’t have to go to the trouble of trying to draw the map out. The BHB, or someone else, has thoughtfully done it for me. However, I wonder what those spirals are, or what they indicate. At this point, I will just have to keep track of what happens in those locations and can use that to project future behavior. However, this does tell me that something is going to happen at those two locations.

Madrik was lost in his thoughts, staring at the map in his hand intently. Brechal claimed the bar manager’s attention, lightly clearing his throat from a few feet away. Madrik looked at the bartender with a question on his face. 

The bartender hurried into speech, saying, “We are getting people from all sorts of different locations. Nobody’s been very clear on how they know where we are, and nobody is sharing how they got here. However, many people are asking when we are hiring and what type of people we want. I started to make a list of the people and the things that they were offering to do, but I’m not sure what to do with that list right now. What would you like? Should I be telling people that we are not hiring, or what? I just need some guidelines.”

“Brechal, I’m very sorry. I wasn’t thinking about that and yeah we should figure out what we want to tell people.”

“If you’re going to have a staff meeting like we usually do in the morning, how about if we talk about it tomorrow morning. Is that okay, boss?”

Touched by the acknowledgment, Madrik nodded his head and mentally tabled some other discussions for that meeting agenda.
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Chapter 20 – Entry and Rebound

Madrik was antsy again. As soon as he started to pace back and forth, unable to sit still, Brechal went into motion. Signaling Wynn, the big man bent down and said a few things into her ear. Wynn moved determinedly through the room chatting with people and subtly getting them settled away from the doors.

While she was doing that, Brechal was rearranging the bar. Someone observing him closely would have noticed that he was moving the vulnerable glassware away from the end of the bar that was closest to the three doors. He didn't appear to hurry, but the rapidity of change meant that he was using all the assets that he had available, tentacles and all.

Madrik realized that his low-level discomfort must be a warning of an incoming being. Stopping abruptly midway down the bar he said, “Oh, crap! We have another one coming in. Brechal, are you ready?”

“Yes, we started prepping as soon as you started pacing.”

“It’s a good thing you can read my actions since apparently, I’m not at the point where it is conscious.”

The BHB chose that moment to slam an intense image of the right-hand door opening into Madrik’s mind. While there was no warning of danger, the bar manager chose to act on the side of caution, rather than to take a relaxed and welcoming stance. He had taken a step toward a guard position between the physical bar and the door when he realized he was holding his staff in his right hand again. I wish I knew what I was doing to summon this thing. It would be nice to have it under conscious control! he thought to himself. Resolving to think about it later, Madrik planted his feet in a guard position, with his staff at the ready.

A fair number of the people in the bar were fighting men and women. The assertively defensive stance caught most of the bar patrons’ attention and the noise in the bar abruptly diminished. Some of the drinkers drew their own weapons. They were not sure why Madrik and now Brechal were facing the door but were apparently willing to contribute to whatever action was necessary.

Wynn was circulating, trying to maintain some illusion of normalcy. For those that were new to the bar, she passed off the posture of the manager and bartender as a precaution, rather than a necessity. Madrik could almost hear her thinking at the same time “We hope it’s not a necessity” while she pushed and prodded people to sit down, chill out, and keep drinking.

Madrik could feel the anticipation of the BHB rising higher and higher like a wave building before it crashes down on the shore. Just when he thought it couldn’t get any tenser, the right-hand door opened in a controlled movement far different than the other entrances that had come through that passageway. 

At this point, everybody in the bar was watching the door. More than a quarter of the patrons were standing with drawn weapons in hand. Madrik was thinking. Hopefully, there will be no fighting. Because with the current arrangement, Brechal and I would be very lucky not to be killed by friendly fire.

Whatever Madrik had expected, it was not the large man that walked through. It was obvious that the man was familiar with fighting in the assured way that he moved and in the fluidity of critical weight transfer. This was a fighting man and one that was highly skilled. 

Ostensibly unarmed, the stranger was well over 6 feet and broad. A full head shorter than Brechal, this man would have been huge next to any of the Earth humans around. His buzzed haircut and posture marked him as military, but his civilian dress marked him as former military.

Although the man carried an aura of control, Madrik was close enough to see the rapid pulse that beat in his neck and the shivering that the man couldn’t control in his limbs. Traces of melting snow left water trails on the barroom floor, and Madrik knew from the slight blue tone of the man’s skin that this one also was escaping from something extreme.

The BHB reacted with a sense of relief that Madrik could feel flooding over the companion bond. The bar manager had to admit to himself that he was also relieved, and noticed that the other patrons in the bar were slowly putting their weapons away as they went back to their drinking.

Walking up to the stranger, Madrik said, “Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar. I am Madrik, the bar manager and the large gentleman to my right is Brechal, the head bartender. How may we help you?”

For a split second, Madrik thought felt like he was under a magnifying glass. The big man with the sleepy movements had looked at him quickly and seemed to have developed a general impression of the bar. Madrik didn’t doubt that he knew where everybody in the room was. His comprehensive glance had been exactly the same sort of thing that he had seen in those friends of his that had gone into special services of one form or another. Gesturing the silent man over to a nearby table, Madrik sat down with him and looked back toward Brechal raising two fingers and nodding his head. The bartender dipped his head in acknowledgment and went back to prepping drinks and chopping sausage.

Wynn brought a tray over that held two drinks and some extra plates, along with the platter that Brechal had just completed. Setting it down on the table, Wynn smiled at the shaken newcomer and said, “This is one of the bar specialties, a drink called “culture shock.” It is one of the many things that happen here at the BHB. There’s also some food because you look like you could probably use some of that too.” Bending down to look more closely at the man, she said urgently, “You look like you have been injured. Are you all right? Do we need to get a doctor or something?”

At last, moved into speech by the young woman’s artless questions, the newcomer responded, “Yes, I’m injured, but I’m not comfortable letting anyone prod me right now.”

Madrik cut in, saying, “I can understand that but hopefully by the end of our discussion you’ll allow us to see if we can provide you with first aid.”

“We’ll see.”

“You came through the door that supplies us with people that are part of a solution, rather than part of a problem. What sort of skills do you have that would make you part of somebody’s answer to a problem?”

“I’m not exactly sure what it is that I have to contribute to a problem solution. I was escaping from a somewhat dangerous and very uncomfortable situation when I thought I was going to break into a building for shelter. Instead of the inside of the cabin, I came here.”

Madrik smiled, and said, “It would be nice to know your name, even though I realize that you are a little bit shocked by what you’re seeing. If we had a name, it would be easier for us to address you. Additionally, many people here came from uncomfortable situations, and they are finding their way to the bar as a partial answer to their needs. Perhaps, that is true for you, too.”

The big man flushed and said in response, “Alastair, my name is Alastair. As to what I can do, I’ve been bouncing from part-time job to part-time job. Right now, I’m a bouncer and a few other things. In the past, I’ve had many jobs. For right now, I’m trying to stay focused and create a more stable living environment for myself.”

<< <> >>

The interview with Alastair had gone well. Madrik had been so satisfied that he offered him the job of a bouncer on the spot. When Alastair had accepted, Madrik had been very pleased. The new man exuded a sense of calm. That was exactly the sort of atmosphere that the BHB needed to keep battles and fights to a minimum.

Coming over to the table, Brechal seemed intent on poking the new bouncer and testing him for vulnerability. Supposedly just checking on whether they needed another drink, Brechal looked Alastair up and down. Holding the glance just short of rudeness, he said challenging, “You would be a big man by most cultures, but to me, you’re just a runt.”

Alastair calmly replied, “Compared to you, I am a runt.”

Brechal waited for a little bit to see if there would be any other comment. When there wasn’t, the bartender continued to prod, “We have a lot of different beings here. If your mind can’t bend around the concept that there are others out there that don’t look human, you won’t do well here. And parochial views just get the people they’re trying to protect killed.

“I suspect that’s true no matter what your originating race,” responded Alastair.

Madrik could feel Brechal’s frustration. It just wasn’t fun being snarky at someone who took you at face value and refused to get all riled up. Concealing a small smile, Madrik suggested that Wynn take Alastair upstairs and get him settled. Telling the new bouncer that if he needed to, he could take the rest of the day and rest. The bar manager also told him that there would be a staff meeting at the start of the day tomorrow, Madrik and Brechal watched as the newest employee made his way carefully up the staircase following the tiny form of their waitress.

Brechal turned to Madrik, saying, “He’s tougher than he looks.”

Madrik responded, “Yes he is. I hope that you guys can all get along well enough that I don’t have to constantly keep battling you.”

Making sounds of disgust and contempt, Brechal went back to his bar and the patrons that were waiting for their drink refills.
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Chapter 21 – Staff Orientation

The night had been quiet and without any major incident. Madrik’s mood in the morning was cautiously optimistic. He realized that he still needed more staff and stock before they could hold their Grand Opening but he was not very sure how to get it. He hoped that the day would bring some clarity to his list because having a messy one made his skin itch. I suppose there are worse allergies to have. Madrik thought to himself.

The staff meeting had gone relatively well, with Alastair quiet and listening, Wynn happy and looking forward to the day, and Brechal once again worried about getting a cook and finding alcohol suppliers. Madrik really couldn’t argue with the bartender’s worries, since it was very difficult to have a bar without having decent food and a ready supply of alcohol. Obviously, this is going to be his prime focus for today and however many other days it took.

Emesh showed up a few minutes after the staff call had completed, almost as if he knew about their schedule. Madrik made a note of the timing but left his suspicions unproven, at least for the moment. The older man sat next to the bar manager as Madrik finished his cold meal of sliced cheese washed down with copious amounts of coffee.

“I see you have a new employee. Big guy.”

“Yes, I hired him last night. Every bar needs at least one bouncer, and he is experienced in that.”

“He moves like a military man, one that would be surprisingly effective in a fight.”

“I have my suspicions, but I didn’t ask. I knew a lot of special forces guys when I was in the service that moved the same way. They also had an encompassing awareness that told them where trouble was going to come from.”

“I am just a gardener, but that would seem to be a very good thing for someone who works in a bar.”

“I agree.”

Emesh transferred his gaze to look at Madrik’s face. In a slightly lowered voice, the older man asked, “Are you all right? You look worried, and frankly, I’m not sure why. The bar is coming into great shape, and your team is starting to mesh. Although I do have to say that the purple polka dots were a bit of a surprise.”

With a sigh, Madrik responded, “It is coming together well, and I’m very happy with how the team is merging. I have key positions that have to be filled, and I’m concerned because the people that take those positions are going to be critical to the success. Having those spots open leaves me feeling vulnerable. Also, I have to settle out a more regular way of supplying our alcohol. I need to develop not only a supply of the regular stuff but a backup supplier or more than one that provides specialty drinks. I realize that I’m pretty provincial when it comes to exposure to all the worlds that seem to be popping people in, but all that does is make me aware of the fact that I don’t know what these people are going to want to drink.”

Emesh looked thoughtful for a moment. He said slowly, “I am not allowed to actually get in the way of whatever you are doing, but I don’t think that it would be a problem if I put the word out that you’re looking for more members for your team. Also, I came here today not only to bring your daily produce but to tell you that you have several food providers that would like to talk with you about supplying an assortment of food items.”

Before Madrik could respond, Brechal’s raised voice thundered through the quiet bar. He shouted, “Polka dots? What self-respecting bar is decorated with purple polka dots? This is not some fancy boudoir or some little ditzy female’s frock. This is supposed to be a bar where guys go to drink, grouse and complain, and scratch themselves if they want!”

Wynn’s cheerful voice responded, underlaid with laughter, “But Brechal, the purple polka dots match my shoes today. I just thought it would be nice if the bar showed some style sense.”

“Style sense my ass! This is a place for drinking and if you insist on flipping around how the bar looks all the time, at least confine yourself to things that aren’t going to make us look too weird.”

Emesh and Madrik concealed smiles behind their hands as they looked at each other with dancing lights glinting in their eyes. Madrik knew that Brechal had just made a tactical error. He could feel it in his bones but didn’t know exactly what the bartender had done that was going to come back and bite him. He was positive there was something because not only did his intuition poke him, but the flood of bubbling giggles across the companion bond told him that the BHB knew something too.

Both the men waited breathlessly for Wynn’s response. It wasn’t long in coming as she quickly replied, “I can see that. So how about if I decorate one little corner of the room just in case we have female visitors that would like to have something a little more cheerful. I won’t do anything strange with the rest of the bar that pulls it away from the manly ‘scratch your crotch’ theme. Will that work?”

Brechal was obviously struggling with the waitress’ answer. Madrik thought that the bartender was not used to people refusing to be intimidated. The bar manager could almost see the big man struggling to spring back from the surprise when the shock of his confrontation had washed over the small waitress but didn’t stick. Still struggling with the result, he responded, “All right. I suppose that’s a reasonable compromise. Just make sure that it’s off to one corner and not in the middle of the blasted bar.”

“Yes, dear.”

The semi-befuddled man had already turned back to his current task, and Madrik thought that perhaps he didn’t even hear her last statement. But it was obvious from the expressions on Alastair and Emesh’s faces that they had heard it, and they knew, as did he, that a battle had been fairly joined.

Madrik had raised his cup and taken a big swallow of his coffee when he happened to glance up and saw that Alastair’s face had turned bright red. The bouncer was obviously trying to choke back his response to something or someone. Glancing around quickly, the bar manager was unable to see what was causing this reaction in his new employee. Raising an eyebrow in question, Madrik put his coffee cup down and raised both hands, palms up, in the air in a universal symbol for, “What’s up?”

Tears now spilling down Alastair’s face, the determinedly mute man pointed first to his own backside and then jerked his chin toward the bartender.

Emesh had been watching the exchange and stood up from his chair to get a clear view of Brechal’s back. Popping quickly down onto the chair, the gardener’s lifted both hands to cover his mouth. Tears started streaming down his face. His curiosity afire, Madrik had to stand up and look. Frozen, he stared at Brechal’s back just below the waist. An echo of a voice saying “decorate my ass!” flashed through his head. As he struggled to control his composure in an attempt to break into hysterical laughter, the memory of large purple polka dots covering the seat of Brechal’s pants told him that the waitress had delivered her rejoinder.

Madrik felt like he was spraining his facial muscles. The urge to laugh hysterically was so strong that he needed to divert himself. Turning in determination toward Emesh and focusing on the older man’s face, the bar manager asked, “You said that there might be providers of other foodstuffs and alcohol. What type of foodstuffs and how soon can we get the alcohol in? The unexpected drinkers at the bar over the last few days have started to run our stocks down pretty badly.”

“There is a whole group of providers. Many of them are merchants in the Tattersall Market. Some of the notable ones are going to be the spice merchants, the bakeries, and the specialty foods sellers. As for alcohol, I know of two spirits vendors that are planning to talk to you sometime in the next week and another supplier of teas and coffees and similar drinks.”

“No beer? We definitely need beer.”

“The spirit vendors will have some beers, but I think you have one here in the BHB dimension. Something about buckets or bees or something?”

“That’s news to me. I wish I had a better way of telling when we had something around here.”

BAM! Madrik felt like he had been slapped upside the back of the head. Through the ringing of his ears, the man could feel his companion’s irritation. The image of the cryptic diagram was pushed into his brain with a force that made stars spangle his vision and the echo of the blow in his head continued to ring. Sorry! I’m sorry, but I forgot, he whimpered along the companion bond. The impression of an irritated flounce was his only response

Fumbling in the pouch at his waist, Madrik managed to find the parchment by feel. Laying it out on the table, he blinked his eyes several times trying to focus through the tears of pain. Emesh’s concerned voice thundered in his aching head and brought another wince of pain to his face.

“Madrik, are you sure you are all right?”

“Yes. I just got ‘told’ that I was being stupid.”

Bending forward over the parchment, Emesh asked excitedly, “Where did you get this?”

“I’m not sure where it came from, but the BHB made sure I had it.”

“This is amazing. This type of map is very rare because it reflects the reality of the environment. It takes a very strong spell to create one.”

“Yes, and my forgetting about it apparently thoroughly offended my companion.”

“Ah, that would explain the tears of pain.”

All Madrik could do was nod his head minutely in agreement. The reverberating feeling of bruises was easing off, but he was afraid that any motion would bring it back. Running his hand back across his face once more to remove the tears, Madrik said, “It’s obvious where this building is, but I’m not sure what the two spiral things are.”

“Don’t you mean three spiral things?”

Three? I can’t count to three now? Madrik looked more carefully at the diagram, realizing that the map was different than the first time he had seen it. In fact, there were more changes than just another spiral mark. Additional roads and paths were showing on the map, and a couple of symbols had been added.

“I think I’m going to have to go out and try to see if I can locate the places indicated on the map. Perhaps, then I can figure out what the symbols mean which will, in turn, make it easier for me to read it in the future.”

“That sounds like a great idea. Unfortunately, I need to get going. I just wanted to stop in and see how you’re doing and let you know that you’re probably going to have additional visitors that will want to sell you things over the next few days. Just be very careful when making arrangements with any of the merchants from Tattersall Market.”

“Thanks for the advice, Emesh. Also, I appreciate very much you putting the word out about us needing additional people. If I can just get the alcohol and the staff situation settled, I think the grand opening will be much closer to being real.”

With a cheerful wave, Emesh left the bar. Alastair watched him walk with a closed, shuttered look on his face. Madrik didn’t feel comfortable yet knocking on the shutters or even trying to take a peek. The bouncer would talk to him when he was ready.

Brechal came over to the table. He asked, “Did I hear our friendly neighborhood gardener mentioned that we had a brewery around here? When the hell did that happen? And why have we not gotten beer from them before?”

Madrik responded, “It was news to me too, so chill out. I’m going to take Alastair with me, and we are going to explore the area. I want to see if I can make sense out of this map that I was given as a guide. If I find the brewery, I’ll go in and talk to the brewmaster and see what we can do about getting beer in here. I assume you’re going to be fine without me.”

Brechal snorted, saying, “Of course, I’m going to be fine without you. I am competent being, after all. We will just have to languish without you and try to survive until the glory of your presence shows up again.”

Great! Just what I needed to start my morning off, a well-crafted piece of snark. At least it’s not vicious. All that Madrik said out loud was, “Thank you, Brechal. I knew I could count on you.”

Motioning to Alastair to follow him, Madrik moved toward the door. As he left the BHB, Madrik realized what his eyes had seen, but his brain had not registered. The tablecloths no longer had polka dots on them. Instead, there was a fine purple and white gingham check. It looked quite nice. However, Wynn had been busy, and the far corner of the bar was decorated differently. She had moved the benches over around the table, and that one arrangement was festooned with the same gingham tablecloth but had a flower centerpiece. Also, the chairs and benches had fluffy looking cushions. Smiling to himself, Madrik thought, Very clever. Who wouldn’t want to sit on a softer seat?

Giving Alastair a quick summary of where they were going and why, Madrik showed the map to the big man. Together, they figured out that the BHB was reasonably accurately depicted on the map. The side that held the main bar exit was the one that had the most changes. Looking up, Madrik could see that both the road and some offshoot pathways had become visible, just like the map showed.

The swirling chaos fog still pressed closely to the borders of the newly formed infrastructure. Madrik’s skin rippled with distaste as he looked at the oily cloud and its random bits of light. Repressing a shudder, the bar manager started walking briskly along the new pathway and toward the area that extended away from the bar. 

He and Alastair had walked about hundred yards before Madrik once more looked down at the map. He was surprised to see a small golden light sitting on the path that he and Alastair were on. Looking like a lit flame but not flickering or containing any heat, the glowing light was interesting to Madrik because instinctively he knew it represented him. 

There was a dimmer dot next to him, and he thought that this might indicate Alastair. Curious as to possible characteristics of the dot, Madrik touched it and immediately jerked his hand away. For that split second he had gotten an insight into Alastair that he didn’t want to have right now. There was a memory flash of a running escape through the woods and entry through a shack door. It felt recent, and Madrik felt embarrassed as if he had intruded on somebody’s thoughts. The bar manager resolved to be very careful about touching any of the icons on the map from now on.

Alastair’s voice interrupted the bar manager’s thoughts, “I think, according to the map, we should be very close to the strange spiral.” Madrik agreed, looking at the map and saying, “Yes, that spiral ought to be over there.”

As Madrik turned to point, he jerked his arm back and almost dropped the map. They were standing close to the edge of the pathway, and a twisting section of fog with more intense lights was seething not even three feet from where they stood. Taking a deep breath, Madrik took two steps back toward the center of the roadway.

Alastair was a comfortable strength at Madrik’s side. In silence, the two men watched the chaos seethe and a spiral forming. Without any further consultation, they both turned and walked rapidly back the way they had come.

It was not until they regained the area right by the bar that Madrik broke the silence. “Although I think I know what we are going to see, I would like to check out the other two spirals.”

Alastair’s response was a simple, “Yes, sir. I agree.”

In companionable silence, the two men walked with a less hurried step to the backside of the BHB. Almost directly ahead of them was another twisting spiral that rose like a short and thick tornado from the location indicated on the map. Turning to the right, Madrik could see a similar spiral across from the BHB’s garden.

Alastair said, “It looks like you were right, Madrik. The spirals that are forming are shown on the map. I don’t suppose you know what that means, do you?”

Madrik half smiled, saying, “Nope. I am just supposed to be in charge.”
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Chapter 22 – Scout Deployment

So much had been packed into the first part of the day that Madrik was very surprised to realize it wasn’t even 9 AM. Seeing that his team was industriously working, Madrik took a moment to sort through some things before the bar got busier with possible lunchtime patrons and the increasing activity that lasted from the afternoon and into the evening. Sitting alone at a table by the fire, Madrik was turning his thoughts around the BHB and the way that the environment outside was changing.

When he had first come here, the fog was all around the bar, touching the building skin everywhere. After a short while, the fog was moved back, and roads and other things had come into being. Each addition pushed the fog further away.

Madrik thought that he was missing a set of rules somewhere. The dense and almost palatable fog was giving way to lighter sections. Those sections were more active with little glimpses of color and sparkles flowing through them. On this last exploration, he had found another form of fog, one that formed structured spirals that rose higher in the air and contained more of those flashing glimpses of color, those streaks that spoke of power.

Finally, he made a connection like a key going into a lock. The fog was formless potential. And the colors might be the energy that was available to bend to their will. Perhaps, as the fog first became malleable, it got lighter and less dense. Then when it was attached to a purpose, it would make sense that it started to have more of a form.

Madrik thought to himself, Of course, this is all pure speculation. But at least as a hypothesis it makes sense with all the facts that I know right now. It’s a possible jigsaw puzzle fit, but I’m not willing to accept it as the right fit until I get more information.

There was a deep, resounding click that Madrik felt in the back of his brain. It was as if he had made an important connection, one that was essential to his success here in this dimension. Warmth flooded along the companion bond, the BHB showing pride and admiration for what Madrik had just figured out. That reinforcement felt good. The tired-looking man straightened his spine unconsciously, his body articulating both the growing pride and satisfaction in proving to himself that he was increasing his personal power and his ability to solve puzzles in this, his new chosen home.

Madrik shook his body as if shedding blankets that it kept him in a pleasant, but confined cocoon of thought. Looking around the bar, he saw that almost everything was in place. His team was working, and there was nothing that he could see the required correction. It is so nice to have a good team.

The BHB sent agreement along their bond, but Madrik had moved on to be obsessed with settling the puzzle piece itch that came from the possession of an unanchored clue. The bar was hiding something. Madrik could feel it, and he really wanted to know what it was. The bar was in giggle mode, and that type of gleeful hidden expectation was something that always presaged surprises. The bar manager wasn’t too sure that he was up to another raft of surprises.

Now, what are you up to? If there’s something that’s coming, I would really appreciate knowing about it instead of being caught flat-footed and uninformed. His admonishment did no good. The BHB communicated both refusal and increasing enjoyment by the lights that danced throughout the barroom and the riffling flames that popped in the fireplace.

Brechal roared, a sound of surprise and outrage. Shouting, the bartender began to curse, “May a cluster of wood-gnawing roaches infest your beams! May a horde of mercenaries use your doorframe for urination games!”

Jumping to his feet and spinning around, Madrik saw Brechal standing at the end of the bar that was closest to the front door, close to Alastair. The huge man had his fists raised in a fury above his head, waving them in the air. He was staring at the other end of the bar and reduced to sputtering fury.

The bouncer’s eyes were huge in shock, and he stood with his mouth half open. Madrik followed Alastair’s gaze, but couldn’t see anything wrong. Pushing a query over the companion bond, Madrik asked the BHB what the hell had happened? All that he got in response was an intensified set of giggles. Sighing in annoyance, Madrik got up and went to investigate.

The bar manager reached the end of the bar at the same time that Wynn did. She had come hurriedly down the stairs, joining up with the Madrik as he stood next to the far end of the bar. He didn’t really see anything wrong with the area. It looked just like it had before, he thought. 

Continuing to stare at it, Madrik suddenly realized that the bar had grown. Instead of the 35-foot length that it had before, it was easily half again longer. An additional waitress station had developed at the end of the bar where before it had been set up for a lone drinker.

“I think that’s a better arrangement, especially the second waitress station. If we get very busy, we are going to need another waitress and probably another bartender. If that happened, it would be impossible for two people to work in the shorter bar without getting in each other’s way. I don’t know why Brechal is so upset about the whole thing,” Wynn finished.

“I suspect it’s because he didn’t know it was going to happen,” was Madrik’s reply.

The bar manager watched Brechal stamping around behind the bar. Even from this far away, he could hear the muttered curses that kept rolling off the huge man’s tongue. After listening for a moment and looking at the empty spaces under the bar, Madrik smiled. Deliberately turning his back so that Brechal could not see his amusement, the bar manager said, “I also suspect it’s because he now has to rearrange everything again to make it just the way he wants it.”

Wynn let a delighted laugh sparkle out. She too watched as Brechal fussed around. The smile on her face was luminescent, and Madrik was cheered just by seeing it. However, he knew that if Brechal saw her enjoyment at his discomfort, there would be an escalation in the sparring that the two of them did all day long. Not wanting to deal with that potential conflict, the bar manager desperately tried to think of something that he could have her do. Preferably, far away from the bar.

Suddenly, he had an idea. Raising his voice slightly, Madrik asked, “Wynn, could you and either Brechal or Alastair do a quick check around the rest of the bar building to make sure nothing else has changed? I’m a little nervous anytime we have a major change.”

“That sounds like fun!” Wynn answered. Turning to face both Brechal and Alastair across the length of the bar, when raised her voice to say, “Do either of you gentlemen want to join me in my exploration?”

Brechal threw back an immediate response, saying, “No! I have to rearrange everything under the blasted counter and figure out where the glasses are going to be stored, again! I have no time to go wandering off on useless tangents.”

Wynn gave a short laugh before she said, “I guess, Alastair, that you are up! Unless, of course, you have something better to do.”

Without a word, Alastair stood up and walked over to join Madrik and Wynn. The big man was calm now, but still retained a shadow of a smile on his lips as he stopped beside the waitress. Looking at Madrik for direction, Alastair asked, “Is there anything specific that you would like us to look into?”

“Not that I can think of, except that I need you to check out all three of the doors.” Wait! There was only one door here before. When did the others show up?

That thought must’ve been uppermost on all of their minds because almost in unison the three of them turned and stared where the single door to the kitchen had been. Instead of a small wall that contained one door, the bar had reconfigured into a shallow, broad alcove that had the kitchen door still next to the bar. In addition, the alcove built off of the area opening that led to a hall and two other doors.

Madrik was astonished and, if truth be told, somewhat peeved. He could hear the fire snapping and popping, could see the flickering lights that indicated a huge amount of amusement from the BHB. His disgruntled feelings were obvious, but the BHB was enjoying this too much to be apologetic. This was high fun for the bar, and Madrik didn’t really want to ruin his companion’s enjoyment. However, this type of surprise was upsetting to him, and he hoped that it would not be happening again anytime soon.

Displaying his low sense of humor, the BHB pushed an image along the companion bond that plopped into Madrik’s mind with all of the grace of a pratfall. A series of images showed a hand reaching out and untying a gift box and all sorts of things popping out. The more items that jumped out at the viewer, the more amused the BHB became.

I think I just learned something about the BHB. He is never going to get tired of surprising me. My choices are to be annoyed with him or view the unexpected changes as a way of interjecting discovery in my life. Perhaps, over time, I can even start to enjoy them. But I’m not holding my breath for that!

Firmly squashing any doubts on what he had thought would be a simple diversion, Madrik saw the waitress and the bouncer off on their trip of discovery. He told them that he would investigate the kitchen and they could handle the other three areas. The only thing he asked from them is that they bring back a sketch of what was where, along with any notes of strange-appearing construction or items. The two scouts started off on their journey with the waitress happily babbling and Alastair calmly steering her along. Maybe this won’t be that bad, Madrik thought to himself. After all, how much trouble can they start here in the building?
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Chapter 23 – Intrepid Explorers

Madrik was getting worried. He knew he wasn’t the only one because Brechal kept going down to clean the same section of the bar closest to the kitchen. If he kept this up, they would have to get someone in to refinish the wood. It was coming up on two and half hours without any word from the waitress and bouncer.

“How long should it take them? We are just talking about a single building, for God’s sakes!” Brechal finally said. Once he had decided to talk, apparently the dam had broken, and he was ready to speak at length about several topics.

“It might seem funny to this sentient, juvenile–humored excuse for a business, but if things keep changing, we won’t ever be ready for a grand opening. There’s a reason that you try to set things out, and I can’t keep redoing all this work!”

Madrik didn’t give him a specific response, instead making an inarticulate sound of agreement. He shouldn’t have worried that Brechal would take his lack of speech is a sign of disinterest because the bartender continued almost immediately, saying, “What if they run into problems and aren’t smart enough to get out of danger? They’ve been gone way too long, and I hate to think what they’ve gotten up to!”

This, Madrik knew was the core problem. As much as he and the waitress sparred with each other, Brechal was quite fond of the valiant woman. He was even starting to form a friendship of sorts with the bouncer in a gradual and unacknowledged way. The bar manager knew how valuable those connections among staff could be, and he shared the disquiet about the lack of updates.

“I really don’t think that there’s anything dangerous inside the bar that I would not know about. The BHB only pushes the surprise button when it’s fun, not when it’s danger.”

“Hmpf! Up to now anyway.”

The conversation might have gone on longer but there was a sound of a closing door coming from the short hallway and Madrik could hear the faint sound of Wynn’s voice approaching.

“Oh my God, she still talking. It can’t have been too bad since she still has breath to chatter. I better go make Alastair a drink. He’s going to need it after two and half hours listening to her!”

Madrik smiled as he watched the bartender head toward the door side portion of the bar. The bar manager could hear the underlying relief behind the snarky comments. He could feel an echo of that same relaxation happening within his own body.

Smiling a bit at his own foolishness, Madrik walked back to a table close to the fire and sat down. After all, he didn’t want to appear too anxious about them. It might have implied a lack of trust or confidence in their abilities.

Alastair and Wynn came back into the room in the same order that they had left it. Wynn bouncing along in the front and Alastair bringing up his watchful strength behind her.

Seeing them, Madrik shot to his feet, and he heard Brechal burst into simultaneous speech. “What in the frozen Hells of Theracur happened to you guys? Both of you are decorated with some substance and you, Alastair, look like a pack mule!”

Madrik was unable to think of a single coherent comment. Even trying to focus through the flickering lights and snapping fire, there was simply no useful thing he could think of saying. He simply stared.

Ignoring the smattering of what looked like a sticky jam or sauce that spattered her face and arms, Wynn came bouncing over to Madrik, exclaiming, “That was so much fun! We walked, and it looked sort of regular, but then we found that it was much bigger than it was before. In fact, I think it’s like four times bigger!”

Madrik wanted to ask for more accurate figures, but a headshake from Alastair let him relax and allow Wynn to dump her thoughts in front of him like a sweet-natured retriever puppy.

“We now have a storeroom, and it’s got tons of interesting things in it. There are some places that open, some places that don’t. The ones that don’t open if you try to get into them spit at you. I have a feeling this is going to ruin my shoes, but it’s not a barfing bad smell really. Okay, it is bad, but it startled me. For a while, I thought I was going to die or something, but Alastair said that he didn’t think it was poison.”

Poison? Do we have poison traps? The BHB responded with an emphatic negation, which relieved Madrik’s mind but didn’t answer a whole slew of questions that popped to the forefront of his brain. Realizing Wynn had continued on, the bar manager marked those for later exploration and gathered the loose reins of his focus back, turning his attention toward the chattering waitress.

Wynn was still nattering at high speed. “After we looked to the rooms we could get into, we then went down and saw a whole row of different kinds of cellars. Some of them are cold, and some of them are sort of medium but what’s really, really cool is that they’re all wine cellars. Alastair thinks they are very old. He said that because of the dust but I’m not sure. It gets pretty confusing, but it seemed like a nice arrangement.”

Alastair finally interjected, saying, “The net of it is that there are now storage cellars and wine cellars on the level underneath this. You reach that level by the staircases that are behind the doors in this hallway.”

Brechal had come over to the table bearing a tray of drinks and a variety of cut meats and cheeses. He put it down on the table and sat down in one of the chairs. Obviously, this was important to all of them.

Smiling a brief, shy smile at Brechal, Alastair picked up the glass of water closest to him and drained it. Setting that glass down, he immediately picked up the beer bottle and drank half of that. Apparently, scouting was thirsty work.

Wynn was still talking at high speed and wasn’t paying attention to the food and drink in front of her. Before Madrik could do anything, Brechal picked up the glass of water and set it in front of the chattering waitress, saying in a firm voice, “Drink it!”

Without taking a detectable breath or even stopping her talking for very long, the waitress gulped down a glass of water.

Wynn continued to happily prattle about the cool things that were in the storage cellars. Rather than attempt to interrupt her, Madrik turned his head toward Alastair and asked quietly, “Anything that we should be concerned about?”

“Nothing particular, at least on the dangerous side. There were a lot of old to ancient-looking items, some of which I could tell came from Earth, and others that I think came from other planets. At some point, I think it would be good to go down there and explore those other technologies,” was Alastair’s reply.

Madrik gave the bouncer a short nod of acknowledgment and understanding. Turning his attention back to the waitress, he heard the young woman explaining the bottles of wine that they had brought back to Brechal.

“I thought we should pull something out of each one of the wine rooms. Maybe there’s a reason that they are in the different groups and I didn’t know enough about wine to be able to tell you. So I brought them back, and you can taste them or do whatever bartenders do with wine. Then you will know what to do with the different rooms. Does that make sense?”

Brechal made an enthusiastic response, and half rose from the table as if he was ready to go grab wine glasses to start a tasting immediately. Madrik forestalled him with a gesture, saying, “That will have to wait till after the bar patrons leave today. I don’t want all of us drunk or sick when rush time happens.”

Reluctantly, Brechal agreed. However, he insisted on taking all of the wine bottles that the scouting mission had foraged with him behind the bar. Madrik noticed that the bartender handled the bottles very gingerly as if they were fragile. His body language was possessive, and that little bit of unguarded behavior became an important part of Madrik’s understanding of Brechal’s personal dynamics.

There was no more time for introspection because the first of their lunchtime patrons came through the door with a cheerful greeting of, “Hello! I hope you guys have plenty to eat and drink because I’m starving!” It was showtime at the bar, and he and his team moved smoothly into action.
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Chapter 24 – Puzzle Tale

There had been a solid stream of people coming in and out of the bar for hours around lunchtime. Madrik was quite pleased with the success of his team and their handling of the increased flow but remained worried about their ability to handle more rapid changes or even a larger group.

Wynn had been a cheerful and effective waitress. She was handling more than twice as many tables as Madrik would have expected in any restaurant he had run. However, even she looked tired as most of the bar cleared out and the tempo slowed.

Brechal joined Madrik and Wynn at a table in the back. All three of them sat in companionable silence until the smell of food aroused them. Juggling a large tray carefully, Alastair came out of the kitchen and plunked the platter piled high with grilled cheese sandwiches in front of them. At Wynn’s astonished expression, Alastair colored slightly and said, “Even I can make grilled cheese.” Murmuring appreciatively, Madrik grabbed a couple of the sandwiches and started to eat. Brechal grabbed one, munching on it on his way to the bar for a tray of drinks. After his return to the table, and distribution of the drinks around, Brechal reseated himself and grabbed another couple of sandwiches. The four of them set in repletion for a few minutes until a voice interrupted their peaceful meal, saying, “Excuse me? Dorf and I were wondering if maybe we could have one of those bread things.”

It was one of the remaining drinkers that still remained in the bar. This man, along with another equally muscled fighter type had stayed over in the corner with open books intensely discussing something and taking notes.

Seeing that Alastair had made far too many sandwiches for them to eat by themselves, Madrik responded, “Of course. Help yourself.”

“Thanks!” responded the man as he grabbed four of the sandwiches and scuttled off back to his friend. Wynn reached over and patted Alastair’s hand, saying, “Thank you for making those. They were very good.”

Alastair reddened a bit but almost desperately looked at Brechal asking, “Did you like them? I didn’t know if they would appeal to you, but I couldn’t think of anything better to make.”

Gruffly, Brechal responded, “They were actually pretty good. And after that craziness with me trying to serve out of a bar that I had reorganized, I was pretty tired.”

Madrik had no idea where the conversation would’ve gone, but it was thoroughly derailed when the old storyteller wandered through the open doorway. The old man stopped partway across the floor and raised his face to sniff loudly before making a beeline to the table where Madrik was seated.

“AAHHH, grilled cheese! It has been decades since I last had a grilled cheese sandwich. What a brilliant idea for bar food! Obviously, we need to add that to the menu. We could even do some variations in the cheese because it’s something that can be done quickly. But boy does it taste and smell good. It still means we need a cook, though.

“Good afternoon, storyteller. What brings you to the BHB today? Other than the grilled cheese sandwiches, of course,” asked Madrik.

“Why the pleasure of your company, Madrik. For a man with a large bump of curiosity such as I, the goings on here is a constant nagging in the back my mind. How are they doing, what new challenges have they met?”

Madrik laughed, and said, “I thank you for that touch of humor. We were just taking a break, and you are welcome to join us.”

The storyteller seated himself at the table and glanced around at the weary crew that was sitting there. His eyes crinkled at the corners in amusement and there was a lilt in his voice as he asked, “It would seem that you have survived some other sort of adventure. What has been happening around here? I see some faces that I do not recognize so they must have joined you since the last time I was here. That is a lot of change in just a few days.”

Aware that he was being mined for information, Madrik did not believe that it was mean-spirited or malicious. Reassured once more by the obvious affection that the BHB held for the storyteller, Madrik answered truthfully. “We were just surprised by a reconfiguration of the bar. It seems like the Badger Hole Bar decided that it needed to be bigger and so it added a bunch more rooms and another floor. It even acquired an assortment of rooms full of interesting items.”

The old man sat up a little straighter and leaned forward eagerly as he asked, “What sort of things? And was there a special type of room? Could possibly you tell the origin of the room?”

“It sounds like you know more than you’ve told any of us, old man. If you really think that you are Madrik’s friend, at least you should tell him what’s going on.,” stated Brechal with growling overtones.

Seeing at a glance that he wasn’t going to get any information for free, the storyteller ruefully shrugged his shoulders and said to Madrik, “I can tell you a short tale of how the other buildings would act. It is forbidden to explain to you how your building interacts with you. Every time that has happened in the past it has had bad consequences.”

Madrik thought in his mind, At last! Now maybe I’ll get some straight answers! What he said out loud was, “Any information that you can provide would be appreciated. I do like to be able to plan rather than just react.”

As the bar manager looked at the old storyteller and took in the man’s manner and the glimpses of the mischievous personality that lurked underneath the genial exterior, Madrik was reminded of a book he once had. It was a thick book and covered an intricate subject. It was one topic about which he had been passionately interested but found that he just could not read the book. It was not because it was in a foreign language. Instead, it was because there was no frame of reference for the material within the book. There is no table of contents, no chapter headings. There wasn’t even the differentiation of page numbers. Only a single page number appeared on one page in the entire book. This man reminded him of that book.

Jolted out of his daydream of floating without a tether, Madrik snapped back to attention as the storyteller started his tale.

The cadence of the man’s voice and the way he presented were designed to draw his listeners into dazed receptivity. Madrik was aware of this and didn’t fall into that trap even though he could appreciate the skill with which the old man started his story. Glancing around at his group, he saw that neither Brechal nor Alastair appeared to be receptive. For a minute he was worried about Wynn falling for this ploy, but when she caught his eye and gave him a wink, he was reassured and happily turned his attention back once more to the storyteller.

The old man told a story about another sentient building in a different domain. This building was a house of healing and drew patients from many planes and universes. The anchor for the building had worked with it for many decades. They had grown together and managed to communicate using the building responses for the entity’s voice. However, as is very common with anchored sentients, there was no broader range of communication available. The companions had to rely on an imperfect communication system, but it was one with which they had become accustomed. Unfortunately, this would cause significant problems later on in their relationship.

In the story, the healing house had been slowly growing in power, but the anchor didn’t realize that the building still was evolving because of the slowness of that process. When the power bank that is internal to all sentient buildings was full, the survival mechanism of the building looked for a safe outlet and expanded the dimensions of itself by a considerable amount. That change happened overnight, and the responding hysteria from the healers in the house and patients who had found their rooms relocated produced a tremendous uproar.

The anchor, being ignorant of the exact nature of his companion was reduced to screaming along the companion bond at the building for what it had done. In a faithful attempt to placate its anchor, the building foolishly tried to reabsorb its expansion. It’s power reservoir overloaded, and the entire dimension was destroyed in a storm of molten fire and acrid gas that killed not only the anchor and all of the inhabitants of the healing house but the building itself.

When the storyteller finished his tale, his audience was silent. Each of them was thinking of the ramifications of the story and wondering how real it was. Madrik was the first to recover enough to speak. “If I understand what you are saying correctly, it is both important to grow a building with whatever it needs to be fed on. But it is equally important that you don’t give it indigestion by feeding it too much without using excess energy to make something useful. Is that correct?”

The storyteller bowed his head, and said, “That is exactly right. The fact that the bar here has already had a single expansion cycle is incredible. I have heard of seeds of this type where the building has taken 500 years to get to that point. Nodding his head somberly, Madrik didn’t say anything as the storyteller got up tugging his clothes around his body and walking to the front door. Madrik watched the old man leave, sobered by the knowledge of what could go wrong. Storyteller had assumed that the BHB had gone through one evolution. Remembering the growth in the rooms upstairs and the expansion into the garden in the back, Madrik knew that the power funneling to the BHB was much higher than that which had destroyed the other building.
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Chapter 25 – Speed Dating BHB-Style

Finally, Madrik felt like he was starting to put together some of the pieces. He understood that the bar itself was there to help facilitate solutions for problems. This would be a truly creative environment that mixed a barroom of patrons with problems to solve. Important to the success were original approaches and creative strategies. It might be the last resort, a point of desperation for someone who could not find a solution elsewhere. The bar manager thought that this was a great concept and one that would keep people coming back to participate, eat, and drink.

Madrik knew that successfully solving problems always made him feel good and he was hoping that the atmosphere would continue to affect the bar patrons, especially the regulars. It wouldn’t hurt anything if it cheered up the staff too. Everybody needed a purpose in life.

<< <> >>

The late afternoon crowd was relaxed and thirsty, always a good mix for a bar. Madrik was chatting with a table of mercenaries when an alert from the BHB caused him to turn and stare at the right-hand door. It was an understandable mistake because he hadn’t seen anybody comes in from the left-hand door before so when it opened he was caught by surprise and had to spin around to look. Dimly through the door, he could see what looked like a spaceship bridge, full of four-legged beings. Reminding the bar manager somewhat of centaurs with extra arms, Madrik was stunned for just a second when one of those beings stepped through the doorway.

The four-legged, four-armed creature that stepped through into the bar was built on muscular lines. His back half looked like a dappled horse, colored brown and gold and his front half looked like a bodybuilder from Earth’s Middle East. The transition between his spaceship and the bar was abrupt, and he stumbled a little bit as he came across the threshold.

“Camillus’ hairy knees! That I did not expect,” he said in a resonant voice. Looking around with great curiosity, the large male examined the varied inhabitants of the room. His eyes widened a bit as he took in the different modes of dress and the different skin tones and body configurations, but he made no comment.

Now for something totally different, we have the left-hand door. Entering the stage is contestant number one looking for a solution! Madrik thought sarcastically to himself, before walking over to greet the newest bar patron. “Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar. My name is Madrik, and I’m the bar manager. How can we help you?”

The stranger’s eyes widened either further, and his tail flicked nervously. He responded, keeping a wary eye on the surrounding tables, saying somewhat nervously, “My name is Jarrow. How do you come to speak my language?”

At the table next to where Madrik was standing, a female wearing double pulsar weapons and blood-red space armor answered, “That’s the beauty of this place. Everybody who comes here speaks the same language. Although sometimes, I think the translation spell needs some tuneup. Either that or some languages have developed very interesting curses.”

A general laugh rippled around the bar room as the patrons proved that they had been all eavesdropping. Jarrow was so startled that he actually backed up a couple of steps. Madrik said, “Come on over and rest yourself on one of the benches if you can. Then you can tell us about your problem.”

Jarrow narrowed his eyes, and his large upright ears went down, clearly telegraphing his nervousness at Madrik’s invitation. “How do you know I have a problem?”

“You came in through the left-hand door. Everyone who comes in through that door is bearing some problem or situation that needs a solution.”

Jarrow turned and looked back at the way he’d come in. He saw the arrangement of the three doors and seemed to accept Madrik’s explanation. The bar manager led Jarrow over to a conveniently empty table and noticed that one of the benches had been moved beside the table instead of its normal chair. Sending a quick thank you to the BHB, Madrik seated himself and gestured to Jarrow to either stand or take the bench for his ease. The horse-like being gratefully positioned his trunk over the bench and settled onto it with a contented sigh of relief. Before either Madrik or he could do anything but relax, Wynn was there with a tray and her cheerful chatter.

“Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar! I’m sure that we can help you with your problem. Here’s a welcome drink that I believe will fit your metabolism and bring you great pleasure. There’s also a small tray of foods that we believe are appropriate for you. If there is anything else you would like, please let us know.” The fast-moving waitress deposited the tray with sliced cheeses and what looked like pickled vegetables on toast in front of Jarrow and then placed a beer in front of each one of them. Madrik gratefully picked up his beer and took a big swallow, hoping that Jarrow would take the lead in explaining his problem so that Madrik didn’t have to display his ignorance.

The bar manager’s relaxed attitude and forbearance from questioning seemed to ease Jarrow into a more talkative mood. He explained to Madrik that they were having a problem with the political situation in the neighboring planet. Since that planet controlled some of the critical nutrients that kept their population alive, he had been sent to negotiate with the government of the planet, and it was not going well.

To Madrik, it sounded like a matter of racial profiling and prejudice. He didn’t understand what they were supposed to be doing about to solve the problem and he felt helpless in trying to fit this puzzle piece. Feeling a bit panicky, the bar manager leaned on his companion bond to see what the BHB recommended.

All that Madrik got back from his companion was a sense of just a moment, I’m busy. Well, that was very helpful! Madrik thought to himself. Before he could do anything else, the hair on the back of his neck stirred, causing him to stand up suddenly.

Jarrow interrupted what he was saying and asked Madrik, looking around in concern, “Is there something wrong? Or was it something I said?”

“No, it was nothing that you said, but I believe a solution to your problem may be coming.”

Madrik had no idea why those words had come out of his mouth. But he found himself standing at the end of the bar, staff in hand and at the ready. Brechal was backing him up from behind the bar, and Alastair had moved to cover his left flank.

The door on the right opened up with a soft swish of air. Brilliant light and a wave of cold air washed through the doorway and over the waiting men. Madrik’s skin shivered in response, but he kept his focus on the doorway.

The first person through the doorway was an impressively beautiful female with long blonde hair. She moved like a dancer, impossibly light on her feet. Her brilliant eyes were counteracted by the control shown by her stone-cold face. To Madrik, the long beautiful hair did not make up for the flat eyes of the killer that she was. Even cloaked, she moved like an assassin. The flashes of supple leather armor that showed as her cloak shifted only contributed to that impression.

Directly behind her traveled a pair of men. One of them was slender and wiry with many visible tattoos. Looking around with a cheerful smile on his face, the man nudged the other, pointing to the bar with his chin. He said audibly, “Look, Connor. This bar will have something decent to drink.”

His companion responded, “It looks like that, Ivan. And I feel a big thirst coming on.”

The man referred to as Connor was innocuous looking, but Madrik knew that he was just as dangerous as the woman. Looking had him intently, Madrik got the impression of age and heat. Helped by images over his companion bond, the bar manager recognized the plainly clad man as some form of fighter mage, one that carried destructive magics.

Madrik was briefly worried, but reassurance from the BHB told him that there were protections in place and that he shouldn’t be so concerned. Making a mental note to himself that he needed to understand that also, Madrik deliberately relaxed some of his tense muscles.

The whole party was not through the door yet because it remained open. The next person through the door was a huge man, redheaded and with a startled look on his face and a tentative attitude. The man was shaking, only visible to someone that was standing close, but Madrik knew the sounds and sights of someone who was pushing past a great fear on sheer grit. This man had been afraid to go through the door but was determined to do so anyway. Involuntarily, Madrik’s face relaxed into a smile, and he could see the corresponding easing in the posture of the big man.

Two more people came through the doorway, holding hands and looking like nothing more than tradespeople out for a walk. With body postures that showed that they were together, Madrik was not at all surprised when the man cheerfully commented to his companion, “Here is the proper place for you to drink, my dear. Margilla, my love, may I buy you a drink?”

The woman answered in a melodious tone, “Of course, Roberto. I would love a drink or two and someplace to rest my feet.”

While everyone had been paying attention to the people that had come through the doorway, the door had quietly closed. Abruptly remembering his duties, Madrik looked at the woman in the lead and said, “Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar. My name is Madrik, and I am the bar manager here.”

The woman’s voice was a combination of warm honey and crystal shards, simultaneously soothing the ear and pricking the nerves. She answered, “Thank you for the welcome. My name is Cyntrix, and my companions are Ivan, Connor, Darrell, Margilla, and Roberto. While a drink and possibly something to eat would be welcome, I believe that you might have work for us. It may be either for yourself or someone in the bar.”

Brechal and Madrik looked at each other and then laughed at the same time. When Madrik looked back at the female assassin, he saw that her face had actually moved. One finally arched eyebrow was quirked up a little bit above her left eye in a question. Madrik’s grin stayed firmly on his face, and he could see that this bothered Cyntrix a bit. She wasn’t used to people reacting to her that way.

Rather than explain his amusement, Madrik said “If you have special requests for drinks, please let our waitress, Wynn, know. I believe I know just the gentleman who might benefit from your expertise. If you would follow me?”

The bar manager gestured for the group to follow him and led the way back over to where Jarrow was half reclining on the bench. After making general introductions and watching as Wynn got each of them their choice of drink as well as an assortment of food, Madrik beat a grateful and rapid retreat over to the bar. Idly, he noted in passing that the combination of the cold that followed the assassin like a pet fog had merged with the heat generated by Jarrow’s horse-like body and the proximity to the fireplace. It had turned a toasty corner of the bar into one that was quite pleasant. I guess there’s a benefit in anything, Madrik thought to himself.

Both Alastair and Brechal exchanged relieved and congratulatory smiles and nods with Madrik when he came back to sit at the bar. Most of the patrons preferred to sit at tables with groups of others leaving Madrik to be the lone person sitting on a barstool.

“So that’s the way it’s supposed to happen? We have somebody come in from the left that has a problem, and somebody comes in through the right who has a solution. Is that correct?” asked Brechal.

Madrik responded, “According to the storyteller and what I understand from the BHB, that’s approximately right.”

“But what about all the people that have come through the right-hand door and there’s been nobody that has come to the left-hand door?”

Madrik thoughtfully said what he had been thinking, “I think that the people that come in through the right-hand door like Alastair here and Wynn, are solving problems that we had in the bar itself. Rather than coming and going, it seems like the BHB needs them and wants them to stay.”

Madrik was keeping his eye on Jarrow’s table and the animated discussion that was going on there. Even the stoic assassin seemed to be somewhat animated, moving her hands in decisive gestures and listening carefully to the others as they talked.

The bar manager had a lot to think about. The whole concept of a problem-solving bar room where people came with problems and others came with solutions felt strange to him. Taken by itself, he supposed it would be like consulting with a specialty group. But the sheer challenge of drawing solutions to the problems made his brain hurt. 

The intense discussion at Jarrow’s table had expanded to include the surrounding ones. Men dressed as space mercenaries and those dressed in simple robes were throwing suggestions at the group at the table, even as they argued the relative merits of options among themselves. It was as if a tornado of problem-solving was spinning around the room, mixing the floating suggestions together and creating different solutions.

It didn’t help Madrik’s confusion level when Brechal leaned over and muttered in a low tone, “I keep thinking of a poker game where if you win you get to keep the loser’s brain. I wonder if the winner at the end of the game gets keep everybody’s brain or if they have to give them back?”

Madrik dissolved into helpless laughter while Alastair pressed the palms of his hands against his eyeballs saying, “Now, I need something that’s going to get that image out of my mind.”

Sharing one last laugh, the three of them turned back to their respective duties. Each carried away some food for thought and consideration. However, the complexities of keeping a barroom full of drinking patrons satisfied soon crowded everything else out of their minds.

It was only a bit later that Madrik realized that Jarrow’s table was empty. The man had disappeared with the entire assassin’s party. He turned quickly to Brechal and asked, “Did you see Jarrow and the assassin’s group leave? Did they go back through the left-hand door?”

“Dammit, no. I totally missed them leaving. Obviously, it wasn’t as dramatic as either of the groups coming here.”

“All that means is that we still don’t know how people leave the bar to go back to their home.”

Brechal shrugged in a helpless gesture and went back for another pitcher of beer.
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Chapter 26 – Fool Me Twice

Brechal could tell that Madrik was getting antsy again. He and Alastair exchanged looks of warning, but it didn’t seem like the bar manager’s discomfort was intense enough to herald another possible dangerous entry through the doors.

Madrik wasn’t aware of his behavior shift. He was however conscious that the BHB was getting excited about something. He could feel the anticipation through the bond. The energy bouncing back and forth between him and the bar was pulsing faster. For the last half hour, every time the force bounced back and forth it made an almost audible click inside of his head. It felt like there was an adjustment happening in his brain and it was very uncomfortable.

Playing like a form of home-video were scenes of every time that there had been a collision of his expectations and the evidence of his senses. This clash felt like a blockage, almost like constipation of the mind. The pressure was becoming immense, and Madrik was nervous about where it was going.

This time the BHB sent a quick warning to Madrik. The image of shaking walls gave the bar manager just enough time to yell out, “Incoming! Quake!” before the walls and ground rumbled. The low-toned vibration was drawn out, settling deep into their bones and echoing on the hard surfaces of the bar.

By now, the BHB staff had become talented at addressing unexpected events. The bar itself also knew better how to help. Just like the last time, rootlets exploded from the floor and kept chairs and tables from moving. Disappearing almost as quickly as they had appeared, some of the patrons didn’t even realize what had happened. Short little tendrils had popped up from the surface of the tables to grab the pitchers and prevent them from spilling.

Sheets of clear material had slammed over any open glassware shelf. There was no flying dust and no sound of crashing anywhere in the bar. We could make a bloody fortune in California with this, Madrik thought to himself.

The quiet in the room that followed the rumbling was short-lived. All around the taproom, the various groups of drinkers went back to their conversations and their drinking. It seemed unnatural to Madrik that they were so little disturbed by what amounted to an earthquake.

Alastair came up to Madrik and asked him, “Do you want me to go look around?”

Madrik could feel the BHB’s gleeful anticipation of his actions. I am not going to fall for this again! he pushed to his companion. The bar’s amusement immediately rattled through the rooms, signaled by the fire dancing from the open fireplace in an insane explosion of elementary laughter and accompanied by the lights overhead twinkling madly.

Shrugging his shoulders, Madrik said, “Alastair, the bar had me running all over the place last time, and it turned out to be nothing but swirling fog. I think we will wait until we have a sign of a more substantial event before we go running around this time. The Badger Hole Bar is finding this just too amusing for us to dance to his tune.”

Alastair looked doubtful but refrained from making any other comment except, “Okay. You are the boss.”

<< <> >>

The next half-hour was very quiet, and Madrik was starting to relax even though the bar was packed and the BHB kept chortling in glee along the companion bond. The amusement level that was coming from his companion was really starting to get on Madrik’s nerves. Just when he thought he had figured things out, they seem to alter, and that was hard for him to accept. Of course, this part of his life seemed to be a constant message of “adjust or die.” And sometimes situations just sucked.

So sure had Madrik been that the rumbling had no significance that he was shocked speechless when a man came into the middle door with an owl perched on his shoulder.

To be fair, Madrik attention was first caught by the immense owl that was perched on the man’s scrawny shoulder. For all the attention that Madrik and Brechal gave the man, he could have been a walking branch, designed just to hold the owl. The BHB was spinning with joy and happiness. The sound and images that were pouring into Madrik’s brain over the companion bond were arriving so quickly that he had a buzzing in his ears and flashes of light before his eyes. His companion was seriously out of control.

Moving into the middle of the confusion like the prow of a ship that carried its own calm water in its wake, Alastair approached the man and offered his own forearm to the bird. His voice rumbled out, asking, “Sir, I believe that both you and the splendid owl would be more comfortable if he would accept my arm as his perch instead of your shoulder.”

To further scramble Madrik’s brain, it was the bird that replied, “Thank you. Cal here is willing but not terribly strong. That is one of the problems when you get tagged as a scholar, and nobody wants to help your physical conditioning.”

Before Alastair or anybody else could respond, the man accompanying the owl answered for himself, “At least I have thumbs. Each of us has advantages although I hesitate to say you’re the brawn and I’m the brain.”

The man’s voice was low toned and unobtrusive. He seemed a little skittish to Madrik as if he were unsure of his welcome. The bar manager toned down his usual greeting, simply inviting them in for a drink and something to eat.

While Madrik had been speaking, the large owl had stepped over to Alastair’s forearm and then made his way by claw and beak up to the bouncer’s shoulder. The considerable weight of the big bird did not seem to cause the bouncer any difficulty, but the relief from that burdensome weight could be seen in the scholar’s straightened posture and lighter step.

Cal’s quick look around the taproom did nothing to relax the tension that Madrik could see vibrating through the thinly muscled body. Searching for something to say that wouldn’t send the man bolting out of the bar, Madrik was at a loss until Wynn came flying up to the group.

“Oh, my goodness, you poor thing. Stop standing there and come over and sit down on the stool. Alastair, you get that gorgeous bird something to eat and drink. I’ll be right back because we have to clean that wound! Now, don’t go anywhere!!”

In the small whirlwind of irresistible force that Wynn seemed to carry with her, things got sorted out. Cal seemed comfortable sitting by the bar on a stool, away from the rest of the noisy drinkers. Wynn carefully cleaned the wounds that Madrik had not noticed in his own confusion, chattering all the time. With seemingly artless questions, the waitress managed to extract the story of Cal’s arrival. Even the owl, whose name turned out to be Glaux, provided some information.

Madrik wasn’t sure how much he believed about the story of being sent on a mission by the owl’s mistress to save treasured books. However, he was too wrapped up in the fact that he hadn’t known that the building had actually arrived to be objective. It did not help that he had misread both the BHB’s intent and his own emotions.

Reassurance and apology slipped along the companion bond like soothing water against the soreness in Madrik soul and ego. The BHB had not tried to be cruel but had thought that the situation was amusing. A promise to try to be less juvenile was offered and accepted before Madrik could focus again on what was going on around him.

Cal was explaining to an interested Brechal and Alastair that he had been wounded trying to protect books from being burned. The suddenly articulate man stated with assurance that his efforts and Glaux’s mission both centered around the preservation of knowledge. 

The slender man occasionally spoke haltingly as if he expected ridicule or punishment for what he was saying. He gained confidence as the two men made it obvious that they were interested and that they respected the information that he was providing.

The food and drink also helped. Wynn kept urging more food on the scholar, ensuring that there was always some new tidbit on his plate. Glaux was happily ripping into a cooked drumstick from a large bird. Making happy, chortling sounds to himself, the large owl used his powerful beak to shred the flesh and allow him to swallow it.

Madrik suddenly felt disoriented, as if everything had become sharper and clearer. Staring blindly at the table surface in front of him, the bar manager’s eyes came into focus enough that he saw the people around him. 

Glaux was primping his feathers after a satisfying meal. The bird’s actions crystallized Madrik’s feeling about the subtly confining bar. He felt like he was in a cage and was trying to fly out. Desperately, the disoriented man just needed time to think. Standing up and uttering a semi-articulate apology about needing some air, Madrik quickly walked out through the open middle door.

It was better outside. Madrik felt like he could breathe again and he took deep gulping breaths, filling his lungs and calming his fragile nerves. Driven by a need for action, he started to stroll along thinking about all the changes that had happened in his life in such a short period of time. 

The dimension anchor came around the end of the bar and unconsciously turned toward the right, drawn by something unknown. A rustling in his pocket made him think of the map, so he reached in and pulled it out. Somehow, he was not surprised to see that one of the spirals had been replaced by the outline of a building. Since it was very close to where he was standing, Madrik walked a little bit further until he was standing at the corner of the garden on the north side of the bar building. Dimly, he could see that the chaos fog had been pushed back and a new path had been defined. The shape of a large building was visible in the twilight that served this pocket universe as night. In some ways, it called to him as if it were lonely.

Shaking himself to gather his scattered wits once more, Madrik realized he heard something that sounded like a low toned conversation. Walking forward just a little, he realized that there was a conversation going on between the library and the BHB. It reminded Madrik of old friends that were meeting after many years apart. 

Right now, the BHB and this other building were chatting like gossipy old men leaning over a pickle barrel in an old-time general store. They sounded just like similar meetings that he had with his former teammates, catching each other up on the events that had happened to them and reestablishing a friendship. He could tell that the BHB was happy, satisfied that his friend was there and reveling in the renewal of the friendship.

Pleased for his companion, and more at ease with the situation, Madrik turned to go back into the bar. As he walked a few more feet, he could feel more puzzle pieces connecting in his brain. Things that were previously not attached became part of a whole, and the power of that assembled knowledge exploded through his brain, shattering the locks that had kept him from being open to different ways of thinking. The echoes of that evolution sent ripples all the way down his nerves. Momentarily dizzy, he stopped with his hand on the outside of the bar building. Instantly, he felt the concern of his companion and a faint apology from another entity. Reassuring both of them that he was all right and that they shouldn’t change anything. Madrik took a deep breath and straightened up.

Heading determinedly back toward the bar, he reminded himself that he was the bar manager and he was the BHB’s companion. There would be challenges, but they could be overcome.

He had work to do.
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Chapter 27 – Brews and Brawls

What had started out as an unintended opening, with no advertising or determined effort to get customers in, had turned into a fully operational bar. Multiple times a week, small problems would be brought up and cheerfully addressed by the people that were drinking there. Only one other time had the necessary skill or knowledge not been present to address the problem. That night, the right-hand door had opened to allow a 10-foot millipede to come in. That was the only description that Madrik could come up with for a segmented wormlike creature with a plated face and fuzzy antennae.

The people in the bar had taken in the visitor’s strange appearance without a qualm. Brechal had somehow known what to provide for a drink, and the whipped soft cheese appetizer had been consumed by their visitor with every appearance of pleasure. It turned out that the solution to the problem was a piece of knowledge that the millipede had, one that spawned surprising discussions all over the taproom.

Alastair and Brechal had watched carefully as the millipede had exited out of the same door that he used for entry. The BHB didn’t seem to have any problems with either the entry or the exit of his alien problem solution provider. Madrik wondered if they were all getting a bit too blasé about the whole thing. But the bar was crowded from lunch all the way through closing time. As a bar manager, he couldn’t ask for anything better. Except, perhaps a cook.

And more beer.

The one thing that the bar manager heard over and over again was that they had a limited supply of beer. Brechal did what he could but many of the mercenaries that stopped in wanted beers, dark ones, chewy ones, strong ones. Beer and ale were their drinks of choice.

Madrik had spoken to Emesh about his concerns just earlier in the day saying “I don’t know what to do about getting more beer. We need our own brewery, I think, and that’s not an easy thing to set up.”

Emesh responded, “I am sure that the BHB is working on it. Sometimes you have to wait for the right person to come along. You just have to have faith.”

Even though Madrik smiled and dipped his head in acknowledgment, a rebellious part of him said in the privacy of his own mind, I would prefer to have the beer.

<< <> >>

The bar was really hopping this night. With an unusually animated clientele, the antics and activity kept Alastair extremely busy. Wynn was zooming around the room even more quickly to try to contribute to a humorous and calming atmosphere.

Brechal was making drinks as fast as he could. He had his own group of admirers, ones that were obsessed with the use of his tentacles. These two women and a man routinely drank at the bar just so they could watch for those flashes when Brechal needed more than just his two hands. Madrik found it a little bit bizarre. After all, the tentacles would slip out above his waistband and act as another set of hands. Every time that happened part of his imagination went “Ewww!”

Madrik felt on edge, and he could feel anticipation tightening over the companion bond. Starting to recognize the emotions that signaled a change, Madrik headed for the corner of the bar where Alastair leaned. Using the big man as a protective wall, he motioned to Brechal to join them. The bartender filled one last drink and slid it over to Wynn for delivery to the table before wiping his hand. Then he walked back over to talk to Madrik and Alastair.

Their discussion drew no attention because it was something that the three of them did multiple times every day. Communication was an important part of having a good team, and Madrik wanted his bar team to be the best it could be.

“What do you need, boss?” asked Brechal.

Madrik said after a slight pause, “I feel like the tension is increasing.”

“I’m not picking up anything from this crowd. They all seem pretty relaxed.”

“I didn’t mean from the crowd, I meant from the BHB. It seems a little bit like when Cal came but different.”

“In other words, you think that the BHB’s birthing another baby?”

Alastair cut in with a comment, saying, “Maybe this time a couple of us should go outside and see if there are other signs that something is coming. We might be able to develop a better warning system if we knew what to watch.”

Madrik was conscious of a feeling of pleasure and satisfaction. His team really was coming together, and he had picked good people for it. None of that pride showed on his face as he answered, calmly, “That sounds like a great idea. Since the atmosphere is pretty quiet, Brechal can you and Wynn keep control here while we go out to look?”

“Sure can. It would be worth it to have some better warning.”

Madrik and Alastair’s simultaneous agreement closed their impromptu meeting and sent the bar manager and bouncer toward the exit.

Scanning around the area, Madrik at first didn’t see anything different. There were no huge lightning bolts, no overt signs of a basic change in the fabric of the dimension. His thoughtful observation was interrupted by Alastair, who said, “Perhaps that map of yours shows something. Remember that when the library arrived the map changed from the spiral swirl to the outline of the building. Perhaps we can catch it in the act this time.”

Madrik smacked himself upside the head with an open palm and quickly reached inside his jacket to the chest pocket in the lining. Touching the slightly crinkly material of the map, he carefully drew it out and smoothed it open with his hands.

“Alastair, you’re right. Look here.” Madrik pointed with forefinger at what had been the newest spiral. In its place was an emerging outline of a building.

Without any additional comment or discussion, Madrik and Alastair started down toward the area indicated on the map. As they got closer, they could see trembling in the chaos fog and a growing density of colored threads.

Without warning, the threads came together into a tighter spiral, winding in a dense dance of chromatic mixing. The spiral was coalescing into a fiery disc of intense color. The increasing radiance of the disc took on a reddish gold hue before it suddenly splashed out an explosion of colored arrows spearing down into the area that had contained the swirling chaos fog.

Slowly, the foggy area disappeared. There was no abrupt transition from fog to clear. Instead, the fog seemed to shred and thin, still swirling but increasing its speed of rotation until it looked like the building was sucking the chaos fog into it and spitting out a physical building.

At first glance, the brewery was not very impressive. Constructed of wood and clad in worn unpainted siding, it blended in with the overall grey landscape from which it had emerged. Madrik could see that the unformed chaos fog had been pushed back away from the building by a considerable amount, especially behind the building. Wondering idly if the brewery contained other buildings or a courtyard, Madrik walked toward the brewery but stopped when a pulse from his companion reminded him of the map in his hand.

With an exclamation of disgust, Madrik looked at the map. Alastair crowded close and leaned over, trying to see what the map now showed. The dim light of evening barely illuminated the map, although the outline of the Badger Hole bar and the library shown with a soft white glow that had nothing to with the surrounding illumination. The new brewery had a similar but still muted glow. Outlined on the parchment, Madrik could see that the brewery had several outbuildings and a courtyard that enclosed them. There were some strange markings that he would have to investigate further to understand, but the sprawled-out nature of the brewery told him quite a bit.

Resuming his progress toward the brewery, Madrik was surprised when entrance lights and a yard light went on as they got a little closer. Alastair unconsciously positioned himself in a supporting guard position to Madrik’s left and slightly behind the bar manager. He suspected that Alastair was armed. There had been too many whispered consultations between the bouncer and various mercenaries for any other conclusion to hold weight.

Madrik mused, There is something about how a man or woman moves when they’re armed that shows their increased confidence in their ability to survive. It’s trained into us when we join the military, the knowledge that being armed with the right weapon will help in a fight. We are drilled with it, tested with it, and live it. It’s not something that is easy to conceal from those that have been through the same thing.

While Madrik had been lost in the passages of his own mind, he and Alastair had come up to the doorway of the brewery. There was no sign or shingle attached to the building, and Madrik hadn’t seen one on the grounds. That told him that whatever the brewery set up to do, it was on an arrangement basis rather than being a retail establishment. Since that fit into his objective for the town, it pleased him that he didn’t have to argue someone into changing their business model.

Two figures stood against the light, waiting. Madrik decided to start the discussion.

“Hello. My name is Madrik, and my companion is Alastair. Welcome to our growing town.”

The figures in the doorway were two men, one appreciably older than the other. It was the older man that answered Madrik, saying “From your manner, you would be the dimension anchor in this incarnation.

The older man was of good size, easily matching Madrik’s 6’2” height. Slightly stooped in the shoulders, the man had muscled arms that showed a day-to-day familiarity with the physical aspects of brewing. He looked like he had come from Earth, possibly from the north, with weathered fair skin and dark hair.

The younger man beside him was very different. Showing the same muscular development as his older companion, the boy’s coloring was different, and the glance that Madrik had caught of his downturned eyes had shown glints of the rainbow.

In the back of Madrik’s mind, his companion murmured, Power. The boy has power. Madrik agreed.

The older man continued, saying, “My name is Rowan, and my son and journeyman is Cairn This, such as it is, is the Dirty Bucket Brewery, of which I am the brewmaster. We have continued to brew during the encapsulation and have a full stock for supply. How have you configured the main anchor at this time? Is it another Great Hall and Castle?”

Madrik felt like he had been gut punched. Here was someone asking leading questions that told him so much, more than Emesh and the storyteller had communicated in days. Swallowing to combat his dry throat and mouth, Madrik said, “My vision when falling into this dimension was that I had landed in a bar. So that is what it has become. The anchor for the dimension is the Badger Hole Bar.”

Rowan’s face cracked into a huge grin. He and the younger man exchanged pleased glances with an undertone of satisfaction. Turning back to Madrik, the older man continued, saying, “Now I thought that we had pushed brewing just to learn and to keep busy. It is nice to know that there will be someone who will drink all of the fruits of our labor.”

The younger man leaned down to his father and whispered something in the older man’s ear. Nodding his head, Rowan invited Madrik and Alastair into the brewery. Suggesting that a more in-depth tour could wait until tomorrow, Rowan ushered them into a large room that was filled with the pleasant, thick smell of good beer. Cairn had just come into the room and was carrying a tray that had several bottles and small tasting steins arranged upon it.

Madrik felt a smile growing on his face and knew that if he looked over at Alastair that an echoing expression would be there. The idea of tasting a new kind of beer was just what he needed, something to take the edge off his worry and stress.
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Every beer was incredible. Flavorful and unique, they had different aromas and palettes, as well as beautifully clear colors. Madrik was thrilled. Alastair had not said anything specific, but his small moans and grunts of pleasure told the bar manager everything he needed to know. Even Rowan and Cairn could tell that the two from the BHB loved their beer. The four of them sat in relaxed comfort, perched on the tops of empty barrels and chatting idly.

Madrik brought up something that had been bothering the living daylights out of him since he had come to the Badger Hole Bar and realized that it was an actual business. He asked Rowan, “How did the other incarnation of this dimension handle payment? What sort of currency was used?”

“Why on earth would we get paid? The dimension is quite assertive about making sure that everybody gets what they need. We were supplied the ingredients for beer and when we needed there was someone to create the barrels. Of course, there was some degree of gifting, but the Lord anchor for the dimension would do that if someone did extraordinary services to the dimension as a whole. Otherwise, the people and businesses in the dimension traded. Barter was the name of the game,” responded Rowan.

Madrik shook his head in confusion, unable to wrap his head around the concept of currency not being the center of exchange. This was going to take some getting used to.

The bar manager wondered how he was going to ask questions about the story behind the demise of the previous dimension and the whole thing of “encapsulation.” Torn between allowing the newcomers to get settled in and addressing his burning curiosity, Madrik was dithering when he felt a fiery flash of annoyance from his companion. If it had been actual heat, the intense blast would have melted the companion bond. It was an irritation like an itch that he couldn’t scratch, intensifying almost to the point where he wanted to rip his mental skin off. Losing track of whatever they have been talking about, Madrik shouted, “Trouble at the bar! I have to go. Alastair, I need you, but we also need beer at the bar.”

Rowan immediately responded, “Go! We will load up a couple of cartfuls of beer and bring it up. Many times, you can calm a bar fight by the offer of free drinks.”

As Alastair and the bar manager ran full tilt out of the brewery and back toward the bar, Madrik tossed over his shoulder, “Thanks!”

The rejoinder, fading as the distance increased was a faint, “Go!”

It took only a few minutes for Alastair and Madrik to return to the bar. In that time the BHB had continued to fire images over the companion bond. Madrik’s tension and concern continued to ratchet up when pictures included milling cattle pushing over a fence and a lion trainer holding a chair and whip. He was even more upset when the images alternated with pure outrage from the upset BHB.

If Madrik had any doubts before that the BHB was sentient and capable of emotion and thought, his experiences in that two-minute run would have settled the issue once and for all. The BHB was outraged and angry. Something had happened that had touched off a fury in his sometimes humorous, always cheerful companion.

Madrik’s resolution as he grabbed the door frame so that he could swing into the bar without slowing down was, Someone is going to pay.

Madrik and Alastair charged through the door at a dead run. Madrik swept the room with one comprehensive glance and changed his trajectory to move quickly toward where Brechal and one of their regular drinkers, a lean scar-faced mercenary stood protectively over the waitress. Wynn was sitting on the floor, disheveled and clutching a chair leg. Red marks on her face and upper arm were clearly visible, as was the torn nature of her blouse. The bar manager could hear her hiccuping sobs, and that heart-wrenching sound ripped a tunnel into Madrik’s heart.

“What in Xander’s hell is going on here? Have you lost your collective minds?” Madrik’s fury was wrapped around his words. They seem to sizzle through the air and leave a stench behind of ozone and approaching lightning.

Brechal had his cudgel in hand, and Madrik could see where it had splotches of blood spattered on it. Traces of that same blood had misted Brechal’s spotless attire. Stabbing the bartender with his eyes, Madrik forced a terse “What happened?” through his teeth. His fury must’ve been visible in his expression and reinforced by his voice because even Brechal took a small step back and the mercenary that had been helping to protect Wynn crouched over her more closely.

Pushing at the man’s shoulder with one of her hands, Wynn managed to choke out, “Silly, he won’t hurt me. He’s just mad at those idiots.”

Alastair had dropped to his knees next to the young woman. Using a gentle voice that none of them had heard him use before, the bouncer asked, “Is it all right if I pick you up? We really need to get you off the floor, and someplace that is more protected.”

Brechal quickly suggested, “Behind the bar? I can get a chair.”

Madrik was not waiting for anything. His cold voice carried the definition of action and speed when he said, “Yes, behind the bar.” That was followed immediately by the word “CHAIR” which rang with the power of an anchor’s command.

There was a small sparkle of light, and a chair materialized from the floor and cabinet of the bar. It was deeply cushioned with some of Wynn’s favorite polka dots in wild colors scattered all over the fabric. Starting to laugh in amusement, the waitress caught her breath in pain and clutched her ribs. Madrik’s fury rose even higher.

As Alastair and the leather-clad mercenary carefully got Wynn to a more protected position, Madrik took a few seconds and looked around the taproom. The bizarreness of what he saw took a while to sort out in his brain. Bar patrons and mercenaries alike were held in their seats or hung from the rafters by thick tendrils of root-like material. The majority of the secured patrons were held with slender cords of the black, armored fingers of wood. However, three separate groups of mercenaries were fastened more securely. One of them was rooted in place with so many wrappings that the individual people looked like mummies. Only their faces were visible, and roots were fastened across their mouths as gags.

Even one of their party that was lying on the ground was wrapped securely. Madrik could see where the man had an obviously broken leg and arm. It was sluggishly bleeding around the splinters of a chair leg that had embedded in his skin. Glancing from the splinters to Wynn’s chair leg, abandoned on the floor when she had been moved, Madrik thought to himself, Good girl!

Even that small touch of positive emotion was not enough to deal with the immensity of the anger that was burning in a ridge down Madrik’s back and bringing sweat pouring inside of his clothes. He turned to Brechal once more and asked in a quiet, controlled and reasonable voice, “Please explain.”

Hurrying into speech, the huge man said “I am not exactly sure what happened. You would have to ask Wynn about that, but I heard her yell and the whole table of those idiots over there started laughing, and it wasn’t a friendly laugh. When I looked up, I could see that one of them had grabbed Wynn’s blouse as I watched, he ripped it. I grabbed my staff and headed over, but she twisted out of his hands and fell against the chair. Somehow the chair leg came off in her hand, and she brought it around in a really big swing which I think broke his leg. When he fell to the ground and still tried to grab her again, she hit him on the arm. That broke too.”

The mercenary standing by Wynn contributed the next part, saying, “My friends and I always come here to drink a bit in the BHB. It keeps us from been getting bored, and we don’t much feel like going anyplace else. We were hoping that you would be hiring one of these days and we like what you are doing here, so we have been hanging out waiting for a hiring fair. These guys are new to the bar. We do know of their unit, and they don’t have the best reputation.” One of the gagged men started to shout inarticulate words around the tendril blocking his mouth. All out of patience and dangerously angry, Madrik pointed the staff that had appeared unnoticed in his hand at the man and a fireball flew across the room and hovered directly in front of the man’s face. The sound of falling water and the stench of urine made it immediately obvious that he had both got the man’s attention and frightened him into silence.

Courteously bowing his head and nodding his head to the mercenary, Madrik said, “Please continue.”

Watching Madrik’s staff nervously, the black-clad mercenary added, “We saw the jerk over there grab Wynn. All the guys at our table started to get to their feet figuring we were going to have to help her. That group doesn’t have a very good reputation when it comes to civilians, especially females. We didn’t want that sort of behavior here in the BHB. 

“Before we could get over there, he had yanked at her blouse, and she had fallen on the ground. When she whacked him a good one, we could all hear the crack of his leg, and he fell down. But the idiot just grabbed her again, yelling, “Bitch!” So she whacked him again.

“The other idiots at the table pulled their weapons. On an unarmed woman!” Madrik could hear the outrage in the man’s voice and was happy to think that at least some of the mercenaries that came to drink at his bar had principles.

The soldier continued his tale, saying, “They outnumbered us by half again, so we yelled over to the rest of our group. They were drinking at that other table over there.” His gesture encompassed one of the other groups that was thoroughly attached to their chairs. The merc continued, “I was free, and so I charged over to Wynn thinking that my armor could take blows better than her skin. I managed to get in between her and a couple of their hits. By then the bar went nuts and started grabbing people. It must’ve known that I was on her side because I was left alone and free to move. As soon as it quieted down a bit, I dragged Wynn to a place that the bartender and I could both protect her. I was worried about moving her any more since I could tell that she was very hurt.”

Turning his attention back to Brechal, Madrik asked in a cold voice, “Do you have anything to add?”

Swallowing to moisten his mouth, Brechal straightened and said, “I should’ve seen it coming. I wasn’t paying enough attention to be able to head the problem off. By the time I noticed what was going on, she was down and hurt. If these guys hadn't gotten in the way, she would have been very hurt. I went charging across the floor, and most of our regulars got out of my way, but some guys that were part of their unit decided to slow me down. I laid one of them out with a couple blows and tossed a few more up toward the wall. The guy on the floor was pretty much mummied by the BHB and the ones that I threw got caught by those funky looking roots.”

Madrik realized that a lump of rootlets on the floor actually was a completely wrapped figure. The narrative had also explained why some of the mercenaries were suspended such a distance from the floor. Addressing Brechal, the bar manager said, “I can’t say that I like your decorating style, but at least it was efficient.”

Including both Brechal and the helpful mercenary in his glance, Madrik said, “You both did very well. I really don’t have any complaints, Brechal, because you were in a difficult situation. It is also obvious that we need another bouncer.” Singling out the mercenary, Madrik added, “You and the rest of your group went above and beyond to help. I will not forget this.”

Turning to the room in general, Madrik raised his staff and let the fury that he felt about the attack be shown in the form of thick tendrils of fire wind and the smell of earthly things. In a great voice, he said, “This sort of behavior will never be tolerated at this bar. Everyone here is to be treated with respect, and there will be no fights. I mean that. No. Fights. And if you have any doubts about how that will be enforced, let me give you a hint.”

Lifting his staff above his head in both hands, Madrik slammed the point of it into the floor. Sinking into the suddenly soft floor, the staff spread the arms that formed its top knob out in a radiating disc, and a large fireball appeared, sitting nestled in the center of those arms. Madrik was one with the BHB, merged in their shared outrage and anger. At the speed of thought, the fireball fragmented, smaller fireballs flying to pause briefly in front of each mercenary that had perpetrated the attack on Wynn and tried to fight in the bar.

Moving so quickly that the frightened men had no opportunity to cry out, the fire singed every item of clothing off of their bodies. Naked as the day they were born, their weapons were a jumbled pile on the floor at their feet. Madrik’s cold voice and hot stare traveled around the barroom, making eye contact with each shivering man. “I won’t melt your weapons, this time,” he said. “Next time, you won’t ever need them again.”
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The rest of the evening was very quiet. Wordlessly, the punished mercenaries were provided with cobbled together clothing and otherwise ignored. Their injured members were seen to, although not gently, by the medics in the bar. Most of the abashed mercs left as soon as they were ambulatory. The four that remained leaned together nervously before sending one of their members over to stand, trembling in front of Madrik.

“We are very sorry that we were so stupid, sir. Please don’t forbid us the bar. It’s the best place we know of to hang out and drink. I know you probably don’t want to see our faces again, but we are willing to make whatever restitution that you ask.”

Madrik said, “The one with the largest grievance against you is not me, it is Wynn. If you come to an accommodation with her, one that she feels is acceptable as an apology. I will give you another chance.”

After going again to consult with the other three, the same man came over clutching all four of their money pouches nervously. He asked to speak to Wynn, and the protective Alastair let them through at her urging.

Madrik watched out the corner of his eye as the frightened man tendered their apologies. He saw Wynn’s acceptance of the apology and her refusal of payment. When the man looked desperate, the bar manager saw that she spoke to the merc and that his face lightened although he still looked confused. She said something more to him, and he shrugged his shoulders as if to say OK. Giving her a half bow of thanks and acceptance, the man turned and walked back to his companions.

They promptly dragged him down for an urgent discussion. Hearing what he had to say, they turned surprised and respectful looks at the waitress before putting their belt pouches back on.

Dying to know what she had said but unable to go back and ask her since it would lose him the authoritative angry parent position, Madrik was happy to overhear Brechal asking, “What on earth did you tell them?”

Wynn answered serenely, “I told them that their gold wasn’t any good to me. If they truly wanted to be forgiven, they have to come help.”

Alastair, amusement lurking in his tone said, “So you…”

Wynn said, “Yes, I assigned them penalty chores.”
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Chapter 28 – Weather and Wherefore

It was an early morning at the BHB. The weather today was reflecting Madrik’s mood, sunny and comfortable with just the hint of a breeze. Thoughtfully, the bar manager went about his daily chores with part of his mind realizing that he had no idea what was causing the weather outside. Was it something he did? Or was there some form of the cosmic scheduler that said what the weather inside this pocket dimension was going to be?

Glancing over at where the waitress had some mercenaries moving furniture and doing scrubbing tasks, Madrik smiled. By assigning her erstwhile attacker's penalty chores, the waitress had established her authority over them. Those men would never again behave in that manner. It was a beautifully crafted, nonconfrontational way of making a point and changing somebody’s attitude. At first, the men had been slightly resentful but frightened. Just in the space of a couple of days, they had moved from reluctant participants to people that were wholeheartedly involved in making things better.

Wynn was happy, as could be seen in her choice of shoes for the day. A cheerfully flower spangled pair, they had high enough heels that the waitress actually looked a little taller. She might even have come up to some of the men’s armpits, although Madrik couldn’t be sure.

Brechal and Alastair were involved in once more rearranging things behind the bar. With the mercenaries on penalty duty taking the rearrangement tasks from Alastair’s shoulders, the bouncer was able to do more general activities, including some storeroom exploration. Every day that he went delving into the long-forgotten rooms, he would come back with spoils, things that he would lay out on the table for discussion.

So far, he had discovered several useful items and a couple of incomprehensible ones. Those of unknown purpose were placed somewhere the BHB thought they could be contained. As long as they were under control, Madrik was fine with it.

The bar manager was sitting contentedly at the table looking through the open doorway to the road that ran in front of the BHB. It was a rare moment of relaxation for him, and he was determined to enjoy it to the max. He knew in a short while that Rowan or Emesh would stop by with more supplies. Until then he just wanted to enjoy the pleasant weather and the sunny view through the door to the main street.

His reverie was not really interrupted. Instead of some abrupt event that set his adrenaline to pulping and his body to shaking from shock and tension, Madrik experienced a small but growing request that he look at something. Anytime something strange came up, he checked with the BHB over their bond. In this case, a query to his companion got a response it was first irritable from being interrupted and then intensely curious about what was going on.

Madrik glanced around the bar trying to identify the source of the alert and realized to his surprise that right behind Brechal and Alastair’s backs that the right-hand door had opened. There was no explosion, no rushing figure. Instead, a narrow-faced man slipped into the room and stood to one side of the door looking around.

He was a slight man with medium brown skin that could have belonged to many racial mixtures from Earth. Using his home planets genotypes as a guide, Madrik might’ve classified this guy as either Middle Eastern or Mediterranean. The warm chocolate eyes, coupled with the tanned skin, would’ve allowed the visitor to slip unnoticed into many populations.

Madrik could feel the BHB’s interest but could not detect any fear or warning that was associated with this person. Internally prodding himself into moving, Madrik stood up and walked over to where the man was standing and said, “Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar. My name is Madrik. How may we help you?”

The visitor flashed a brief smile and answered Madrik in a quiet voice and with downcast eyes, “Najeer. My name is Najeer.”

The bar manager waited for a moment to see if any other comment was going to come out. When nothing did, he invited the visitor to sit down at a table with him and motioned to Brechal that they needed to do their usual food and drink welcoming. Nodding his head in acknowledgment, Brechal quickly produced a drink and a platter of sliced fruit and vegetables for the table. At the last moment, the bartender also placed a small cup of the hot soup that had been cooking over the kitchen fire since early morning.

Madrik had been studying the man as he sat across the table. He found it interesting that the visitor never directly met anyone’s eyes, instead opting for sideways glances or indirect examination. Madrik found the man a cipher. There were very few clues as to who he was as a person. His sad eyes and overly thin face told Madrik that this man had been living a life of deprivation. And that the situation had not been short-term.

It was at that moment that Brechal came over with a tray of food and drink. Instead of the normal alcoholic drinks, Brechal had brought a mug of what looked like hot tea. Smiling in thanks, the mostly silent visitor had wrapped his two hands around the warm mug and held it close to his chest, absorbing the heat into his own body and showing every sign of enjoyment.

Madrik asked, “It looks as if you like tea. I’m not too sure what assortment we have, but hopefully, this will do.”

“That is okay, I thought perhaps he would have nothing for me to drink here since this is a bar and I don’t drink alcohol. However, this tea is perfect and very welcome.”

Madrik chatted for a few more moments but was not getting much insight into the visitor’s character. He knew the man’s name, Najeer, but that was almost it. Okay, he knew that the man drank tea and no alcohol. It still felt like he didn’t really know much past the opaque protection that the man drew around him like a cloak.

The sound of jingling harness bells and voices coming closer told Madrik that Emesh and Rowan had probably come together. Excusing himself from the table, the bar manager went out to see what the two of them had brought. Lost in his conversation with the brewmaster and gardener, Madrik didn’t spare another thought to the man that he had left at the table so very carefully spooning the food up into his mouth. As he walked away, he had seen the look of slight distaste after the man had tasted the soup. That is too bad. I thought it was one of my better efforts at cooking.

The flurry of activities that accompanied the delivery of four new types of beer and a huge cart of produce totally supplanted the memory of the visitor from Madrik’s mind.

Getting all of that put away consumed another half hour, at which point Madrik was definitely ready for a short rest. Just getting off of his feet would be helpful. So he came back and sat down at his usual table once again, before realizing that the man that he had most recently left there was nowhere to be seen.

Madrik asked, “Brechal? Where did the guy that I was talking to go? His name was Najeer.”

Brechal shrugged his shoulders and looked at Alastair to see if the bouncer had noticed where the man had gone. When neither of the two men knew, Madrik chalked it up as just another mystery that needed to be solved. Someday.
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Chapter 29 – Banker and Merchant

Everyone in the bar was getting ready for the midday rush when a shiver along the companion bond told Madrik that someone was coming to the right-hand door. Once again he found himself standing by the end of the bar waiting, staff in hand. Brechal and Alastair were also in what had become their standard positions, Brechal to Madrik’s right and Alastair to his left.

The door opened sedately, no explosions and no people rushing through. Instead, three men in conservative dress came through. With two of them clutching what looked like briefcases, and one holding a rectangular screen device about the size of a notebook, all Madrik could think was, We have just been invaded by either bankers or accountants.

As the men had cleared the doorway, the doorstep shut, quickly and on its own. Madrik didn’t think his companion had done that since he couldn’t feel any irritation at the presence of the three men. Madrik greeted the men and started to go through his normal talk when once more the door slammed open.

This time, the being that entered was a polar opposite from the conservatively dressed threesome. This man obviously didn’t have any problems mixing colors. From the wrapped hat on his head down to elaborately embroidered slippers, the gentleman screamed COLOR! If Madrik hadn’t been exerting control to cover up his surprise, he might have run screaming in terror from the eye-bleed-inducing combinations of yellow, lime green, and hot pink in front of him.

Smiling to himself, Madrik heard Alastair’s groan. Nothing could be more designed to elicit that type of reaction from the normally placid bouncer than the gesturing, colorfully-dressed, and voluble man that advanced on Madrik and threw both arms around him in an exuberant greeting.

“A thousand respectful greetings, Madrik of the BHB! Your reputation is spread all over the market, and I greet you in the name of the merchants of the Tattersall Market! I am your most humble servant, Dede of Cripes, and I have come to open a fruitful and successful relationship with you and your most wondrous environment.”

Totally throwing Madrik’s planned spiel in the trash, one of the conservatively dressed men interrupted the conversation with his own contribution, saying, “I say! We were here first. You need to wait your turn!”

Magnificently and dramatically ignoring the less exuberant interruption, Dede continued to speak, “You should not think that any emissary from Tattersall would be less than appropriate as an envoy. This humble one has the honor to be ranked as a Master Trader, purveyor of fine goods, dealmaker, and acknowledged trading partner. It is my honor to finally speak with you.”

Amusement flooded the companion bond as the BHB contributed his own impression of what was going on. The mental images that his irreverent companion pushed into Madrik’s mind almost made him snort with laughter. Just the very image of the flamboyant Dede as he pontificated while a much smaller man in a conservative suit yanked on his pants leg was enough to make the bar manager feel like he was spraining his control muscles.

Inviting the four men to sit down at the table, Madrik excused himself for just a moment and retreated to the bar. Asking a low-toned but urgent question, Madrik addressed both Brechal and Alastair when he asked, “Do either of you have any clue on what is going on? It sounds like they came deliberately to talk to me and I’m not sure why.”

Brechal said thoughtfully, “It might have something to do with the conversation that you had with Emesh. Remember? The one where you guys talked about currency and how it would be important at some point for us to convert what we received in payment to a more general type of good or fund? That’s the only thing that I can think of.”

Alastair’s nod of agreement made Madrik feel a bit better. If these two trusted advisors thought what he was thinking, then they were either all deluded together, or they were right. He decided to go back to the table and see what the men had to say. As he left, he asked Brechal, “It would be good to provide something to eat and drink. Can you see what you can rustle up?”

“Sure thing, boss. I will be right there with it.”

Alastair’s grin of commiseration was like a bracing pat on the back. Madrik carried that feeling with him as he walked back into the dangerous waters of bankers and merchants.
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The conversation at the table had been interesting, to say the least. Initially set to compete against each other, the bankers and the merchant soon found common ground in a cooperative stance that was beginning to sound like something that Madrik and the BHB would be interested in.

The overall structure of the deal would have the bankers acting in their general capacity as moneychangers and repositories for excess wealth, while the merchant would both provide some essential supplies to the BHB and broker the sourcing of other supplies and equipment.

Madrik knew that Dede would be getting a cut of any deal that was made with other merchants, but he expected that. As long as it didn’t jack up the prices too badly, he could live with it in exchange for the convenience.

The talking went on for quite a while, and Madrik had just realized that they had never gotten their food and drink. He looked up at the bar and saw that Brechal was nowhere to be seen. This unusual occurrence was enough to send the bar manager’s senses searching for traces of problems. He found none.

Confused now, Madrik was about to get up and go in search of the huge man when Brechal came out of the kitchen area with a tray piled high with dishes. Surprised, Madrik sat down quickly as the big man started unloading the dishes and plates on the table with wide eyes and trembling hands.

All that Madrik could do was to stare in open-mouthed astonishment at what was being unloaded. Exquisite plates of food, each a masterpiece of presentation. No two alike, each one was a gem of harmony and gustatory seduction.

It was not just Madrik that was stunned into total and complete silence. The bankers and merchant were equally struck numb and dumb. The amazement on their faces was almost ludicrous in that Madrik had no idea from where this food had come. Thanking whatever gods oversaw the BHB, Madrik mentally noted that the merchant and bankers were so lost in their own amazement that they didn’t realize that the food was a surprise to both him and Brechal. Somehow he was going to have to act nonchalant about this whole thing, but he had no clue where the blasted food originated.

Checking his companion bond, Madrik could not get any information out of the BHB except for waves of satisfaction and pleasure. What the hell is going on? Who is making the food?

Alastair chose that moment to come up to the table with two dusty bottles of wine and a selection of glasses. Placing them on a small table that had sprung up from the floor to Madrik’s right, Alastair quickly uncorked the wine and poured a small amount into a glass. Offering it to Madrik first, the bar manager could see the smile lurking at the corners of Alastair’s mouth. The bouncer was really enjoying this. Ready to be upset, Madrik chose deliberately to just relax and smile. After all, this was just another weird day at the BHB.

“Would one of you gentlemen like to taste the wine? They’re two different vintages that are recommended for this meal, and I would be honored if you would offer your opinion.”

Two of the bankers’ eyes lit up, and they eagerly nodded their heads. Looking over at the merchant, Madrik just smiled when Dede answered, “I bow to their expertise! This humble one is more a drinker of spirits than of wine. Although I appreciate it, the honor of tasting it is a better fit for those who love it.”

The bankers’ expressions as they tasted the wine caused Madrik to smile inside. One of the main rules that he had as a negotiator was to make sure that people were thrown off base by something unusual and then to give them something that they really appreciated. When it appealed to their senses, it was more difficult for their minds to control the negotiation. I do love it when a plan comes together, even if it wasn’t my plan.

By common consent, all talk of business ceased for a while, as the exquisite luncheon and outstanding wine worked their magic.

[image: ]





Chapter 30 – After Dinner Conversations

Replete with the meal, Madrik started off the after-meal discussion.

“If I might summarize, the two of you are going to work together in your own areas of specialty and provide me with financial services and market brokering. Additionally, Master Trader Dede will directly provide some of the goods that we may choose to need in the future. Is that correct?”

A chorus of agreement came from around the table. Madrik was generally happy with his initial starting place but wanted to make sure that they understood that this was not a forever commitment. Deciding to make that very explicit, he said, “I’m willing to try this for a while, and if your services and delivery on your promises are acceptable, we will make it a longer relationship. For now, I consider it a test.”

The bar manager watched in amusement as the bankers’ faces fell in disappointment. Apparently, they thought that they could just waltz and state what they would do and he would fall over himself in agreeing. That certainly was not going to happen. It wouldn’t have happened in his previous life, and it certainly was not going to happen now.

The senior banker, a man named Jerrol, said to Madrik, “We look forward to working with you on this. The first thing is to start an account. What would you like to use for your first deposit into that account?”

The bar manager responded, “I think it would be best to test the whole dynamic by using a typical deposit. If you gentlemen will excuse me just for a moment, I will get one for you.”

Madrik got up and walked toward the bar. He could feel four sets of eyes avidly watching him as he walked around the end of the bar and stopped next to Brechal. Asking in a low tone and concealing his mouth from eavesdroppers, Madrik asked, “Do you have something that we could use for this first deposit?”

Brechal said, “We have a little bit but not very much. How much do you want?”

Before they could carry on anymore conversation, the BHB took matters into its own hands, so to speak. Reversing the normal sweep of valuables from the undercounter into some internal storage vault, the BHB regurgitated a small pile of coins and gems that looked typical for the way that the bar got payment.

Brechal shrugged his shoulders and smiled at Madrik as the bar manager scooped the items up. Feeling like the two of them had been rebuked for overthinking things, Madrik made his way swiftly back to the table and the waiting men. The pile of valuables was small enough that Madrik’s hands concealed the exact size and composition of his burden. Sitting down at the table, he placed the two handfuls in the middle of the table and watched as all four of the others reacted in their own way.

Madrik could feel the weight of Brechal’s and Alastair’s gaze, watching all of the interactions at the table. He knew they saw the merchant’s eyes widen and then tighten into surmise as he quickly glanced toward and away from the bar area from which Madrik had retrieved the valuables.

The three bankers had varying reactions. Jerrol and one of his juniors had reacted with both surprise and pleasure. Reinforced in the value of their deal, they were pleased from a business point of view. The other banker, a very polished looking man of middle-age sent different vibrations that grated on Madrik’s soul. He could tell through the companion bond that the BHB didn’t like this guy at all either. Gazing at the pile of gold and gems with unconcealed greed, the banker licked his lip in a parody of passion and assumed a smile so fake that it turned Madrik’s stomach.

That fake smile prompted a speech from the banker, delivered in a hurried cadence and rushed speech. “That certainly would be adequate for a small initial deposit. I’m sure that you will be able to do better as your business picks up. Considering the size of the deposit, we won’t have to charge you more than a 21% foreign exchange rate,” the man said.

Madrik could sense the falsehoods as they were tripping out of the man’s mouth, one after another. It was like there was a lie detector floating in a black cloud over the greedy man, sending little lightning bolts down to point out every lie that he said. Madrik did not trust or like this one at all.

The BHB made his opinion known more directly. Springing from the chairs and floor a cage slapped around the dishonest banker. Ignoring the man’s yelp of protest, Madrik turned to the other two bankers who had recoiled in dismay. In a tone just short of a growl, Madrik said, “If this is the sort of dishonest interaction that your bank is going to conduct, I will certainly not deal with you.”

The two other bankers rushed into speeches of denial and reassurance. Jerrol overrode his junior by the use of sheer volume, emphatically stating, “That is not how we do business. Our exchange rate is never more than 2 ½%, and I have no idea why Marmol would say that!”

The other banker, a much younger man by the name of Gerge chimed in, saying, “This is a very respectable initial deposit. We would certainly be happy to open the account with it and, in fact, if you have ongoing deposits we would be happy to send a courier to pick them up. We provide a whole slew of personalized services to make banking much easier.”

While the groveling was interesting and amusing, Madrik still was outraged by the fact that the other two bankers hadn’t immediately corrected the one that was lying. Instead, they waited to see if the bar manager would go for the deal even though it was dishonest.

Strangely quiet up until now, Dede disrupted the whole conversation with an alternate proposal. Looking unusually serious, the Master Trader said, “You know, of course, that you don’t really need a bank. It’s obvious that you have defenses here that would keep your deposits and currency safe, and I would find it unusual for you to need a loan. What can a banker bring you that simple trading would not? You could save even the 2 ½% and work as all merchants do with the bartering of valuables for desired supplies and services.

Both bankers immediately rushed into speech with Jerrol’s comments predominating based on his volume and seniority. He all but shouted, “Banks provide other services. We focus on the financial exchange which will allow our customers to have a better position. The movement of currencies is extremely important when it comes to anything that crosses boundaries of dimensions and universes. No mere trader can focus on that type of thing. And loans are only a minor part of our business.”

Madrik slapped his hand down on the table in a demand for silence, which he instantly received. In the quiet, small sounds from the kitchen were clearly audible, and Madrik could hear the breathing of the men waiting for his words. Taking a deep breath, Madrik said, “This is all about trust. If you each provide good value to us and you act from an honorable and trusted position, we will continue to work with you. If, however, that trust is broken, do not think to ever again benefit from a transaction with me. There are too many options open to us, and I will not waste time and energy on dealing with people that I cannot trust.”

Madrik could see the impact of his warning as it was absorbed by each of the men at the table. The reaction ranged from the complete dismay and frustrated fury of the gagged banker to the agreement and satisfaction that radiated from the Master Trader. The acknowledgment and understanding of what he said and their acceptance of it was the only feedback that he got from the two remaining bankers.

I wonder if that’s nature or nurture for the bankers? Are they this calculating before they go into the field or are they trained to feel this way once they get into it?

Sensing that there was some long-range benefit from a relationship with the BHB and him that he did not currently understand, Madrik didn’t want to do any additional discussion at this point.

To close the meeting, the bar manager abruptly stood up and asked Jerrol, “Do you need an escort to get you and our deposit back to your bank?”

“Oh my goodness, yes! I hadn’t planned on such a large deposit, and I simply would not be comfortable wandering around with it unprotected.”

Looking at the slowly filling barroom, Madrik saw Jarrow’s group already seating themselves at a table ready for lunch. He clued Alastair into what he wanted with a combination of pointed gaze and hand gesture. The bouncer walked over, leaning closer to the black-clad mercenary and engaged him in a low-toned conversation.

When Alastair came over to Madrik at the table, he was accompanied by Jarrow and two others. The bouncer said, “These gentlemen have agreed to provide you an escort back to your bank. We wouldn’t want our deposit to go astray between here and there.”

Jerrol looked a little surprised but pleased as he said, “That would be much appreciated. However, why three of them?”

Madrik answered, “To manage your dishonest colleague.”

“Oh! I had forgotten about him.”

“I am sorry, but you have to take him. He is not part of our trash, and I refuse to deal with him anymore. Ever.”

“Understood.”
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Chapter 31 – So Far So Soon

The bankers had left with their bound colleague and the three mercenaries by the right-hand door. Without any fanfare or disruption, their exit was dramaless except for Madrik’s intense amusement at how torn they were about leaving.

On the one hand, they wanted to get back to their bank with what turned out to be a quite large deposit. The accolades from securing those funds would be extremely useful for them. Fighting against that desire was the fact that the Master Trader showed no signs of being ready to leave.

On the other side, Master Trader Dede appeared to be settling in for a long afternoon of observation and discussion. When Madrik had stood up and finessed the others into leaving, Dede had somehow managed to join a table of other drinkers. Muting his flamboyant nature down, the trader was soon exchanging war stories with one of the mercenaries. It was all very convivial, and Madrik was amused. The BHB also found it humorous although Madrik noticed that the merchant’s glass would travel slightly away from him across the table when he wasn’t watching. Stop that! It’s not nice to play with people’s minds. The only response from the BHB was a sense of unrepentant giggling.

<< <> >>

Something was different in the bar, Madrik couldn’t put his finger on it. His usually boisterous noontime crowd was much quieter today. The BHB didn’t seem to know what the issue was either, so their mutual confusion bounced back and forth until Madrik felt like he was going to blow up with curiosity. What on earth was going on?

The mystery was finally solved when one of the mercenaries on penalty chore duty with Wynn came up to where Madrik was standing at the bar with Brechal. Holding one of Wynn’s decorator napkins in his hand nervously, the big, tough fighter said, “Begging your pardon sir, the boys and I would like to just tell you that we’d be happy to stay on penalty chore duty if we can eat like this every day.”

Madrik and the BHB came to the same realization at the same time. It was like light bulbs going off in a collective mind where the light bounced off the sides of the room and intensified till the flash left spots floating in front of their eyes. Madrik managed to sound at least coherent with his reply of, “I will make sure to let Wynn know that.”

A cook! How could he have forgotten that somewhere, somehow they had acquired a cook!! Quickly, the bar manager turned to his bartender and asked, “Who is she or he? Where did we get a cook?”

Brechal answered cryptically, “I found him.”

Staring at the bartender and trying to connect the answer to some meaning, Madrik’s mind skittered around like a horse on ice. Finally, he found something that made sense. “The man that disappeared! He’s the cook?”

Brechal nodded assent and Madrik sank back against the bar in sudden realization. He said, “Of course! He came through the right-hand door. He was part of the solution, not a problem.”

Alastair added his thoughts from where he was standing a few feet away from the bar manager, “Every time the right door opens, and there’s been no problem defined on the floor, it turns out to be somebody we need here.”

Thinking back, Madrik was forced to agree. Trying to put his thoughts into words, the bar manager said as he pointed to the right-hand door, “If the door opens…”

In the middle of Madrik sentence, the door opened. Again, there was no fanfare and no rush. However, the person that came through was shaking and had a crude prosthesis on his left hand. It was obvious from his skittish nature that this man had some trauma behind him, although he didn’t show any recent signs of injury.

Moving immediately into a semi-defensive posture, Alastair said in a calm tone, “Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar. My name is Alastair, and I’m the head bouncer here. How may we help you?”

Their visitor’s shaking increased as he stared at the bouncer like an animal caught in the glow of oncoming lights. With an immense effort that even Madrik could feel, the man opened his mouth and said “I am on my last ropes. Nothing has been right since I came back from Vietnam. I can’t deal with all these people who have anger all the time. I can feel it pounding on me, and everybody thinks I’m crazy. They’re going to put me away, I know, even though they say something different with their mouths. Their eyes are lying, and I can tell.”

Zipping through the bar inhabitants as if she was a broken-field runner, Wynn almost materialized next to the new person. She said, “Come on, sugar. Let’s get you settled and put something in your stomach and in your throat. You need some good, old-fashioned TLC and it is about time you got some.”

“Didn’t you hear me? I may be going crazy! And I’m a Vietnam vet which means that I’m a baby killer and I’m dangerous.”

With tears in her eyes, Wynn patted him with one small hand and said, “Don’t be silly. Everybody here has their own quirks. Yours sound pretty minor compared to some,” as she looked over at Brechal.

Staring at the tiny woman in shock, the dumbfounded man plopped ungracefully down on the seat of a chair. Staring first at Madrik and then at the rest of the staff, the man put a large hand over his eyes and broke into heartrending, gut-wrenching tears. When Brechal would have gone to the man, Alastair put out a hand to stop him. In a low-toned comment, the bouncer said, “Let him be. Those are tears of relief, not pain.”

Nodding sharply at the bouncer, Brechal went to the bar and started mixing a drink. Looking at his staff, Madrik thought that this had been a pretty miraculous time. In less than two weeks he had gone from a desperate man with a broken heart to a bar manager and the head of a pocket dimension. Even more strange to him, his world had changed from one where he had traveled alone to a dimension where he was a member of a close-knit team. It was pretty amazing when Madrik thought about it, but even with all of the uncertainty and confusion, his life was much better once he came through the Badger Hole.

Content, Madrik watched as Wynn worked her magic on their newest employee. The bar manager knew that this new guy was important. And that his second bouncer position had now been filled. He also knew that more adventures were coming. He could predict that the next two weeks would be equally exciting as the two that had preceded it. Smiling in pleasure, Madrik started making lists of things to do in the morning.

Brechal came around from the bar and set drinks out in front of Madrik, Wynn, Alastair, and the new guy. The bartender held one in his own hand, but set another at the table, a small cup of tea. Before Madrik could ask the question that was percolating in his mind, a slim shape wrapped in a colorful apron came bustling out of the kitchen. It was the small man that Madrik had seen before and then lost. In his hands were trays of beautiful and luscious smelling little appetizers. Putting the trays down in the center of the table, Najeer scooted four of the plates in front of the new man. In a soft voice that was almost indiscernible, he said “Eat! You need nourishment for both your body and your soul.”

Inside of Madrik’s mind, the sound of the bar changed like a missing gear had been slipped into an assembly, fixing a discordant sound that had been noticed but not consciously heard. As he raised his glass and saw the others lift theirs, he smiled. And when the damaged vet and the shy cook raised theirs also his smile broadened into one of blinding happiness.

In the suddenly quiet atmosphere of the bar, where his words could be heard in every corner and niche, Madrik said, “Here’s to all of our health and to our happiness. Here’s to coming through the Badger Hole.”
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Author Notes

This story has been a long time in the making, fraught with massive planning and a bubbling excitement at the world that is forming. 

This is the first in a large series of Badger Hole Bar stories, with three more books planned for release this month. The second book is coming so soon because I could not fit as long a story as I wanted to tell about the foundation of the Badger Hole Bar in one book. So the second has a lot more about the people that will form the core of the ongoing stories and adventures. 

The other two are more in the nature of woven anthologies, with character backgrounds and special tales that will give you insight into the characters that have chosen to find sanctuary and purpose in the BHB universe.

I will try to not overwhelm you with these books, but the story has taken on its own life and calls to me and the others that will be contributing to the tales of life, love and intrigue in the brain-storming think-tank that this bar is.

I have a lot planned for Madrik, Brechal, Alastair, Wynn, and the others. Let me know which ones are your favorites and I’ll try to drop snippets on my blog and Facebook page over the next few weeks. That way you can see a bit of their journey before the next book comes out.

Thank you all for your contributions and your interest. It makes all the late nights, computer cursing, and agonizing worthwhile.

Cheerfully, 

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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Unfettered Mage

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Fleet Genesis - Early 2018

BattleMage Investigates

An Attitude Adjustment

Frozen Hands -  Early 2018

Maritime Madness - TBD

Badger Hole Bar

Thru the Badger Hole

Grand Opening -  Jan 2018

The Remembrance Wall - Jan 2018

Passage Beyond - Jan 2018

Becoming Sephera

A Learning Experience

You Just Go On - Early 2018

Life Rebuilt - 2018

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

In the World of the Federal Witch

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex - Jan 2018

A Confluence of Covens -TBD

Familiar Magic

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels - Coming Soon!

Familiar Trials - Expert - Early 2018

Familiar Trials - Master - Mid 2018

Familiar Trials - Adept - TBD

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Fergus Favorites Cookbook

Marcella's Garden Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Baba’s Kitchen - Coming Soon!

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

Inanna's Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories

Inanna's Circle: The Game Begins

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

CyberWar: Byte Conflict

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Fantasy

Phoenix Imagining

The Imp Prince

The Goblin and the Grocer

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Haunted Hearts I

Reindeer Don’t Fly
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Keep Connected

Taki Drake is a long-time reader that was convinced to make her initial attempt at writing fiction in this anthology. Intrigued by the concept and challenge of Inanna’s Circle Game, her efforts found their shape in a story reflective of the complexity of life. She currently lives in the Midwest of the US, happily ensconced in the midst of her cats, dogs, and husband. She can be reached at taki@technologymage.com, or by signing up for her newsletter at http://www.technologymage.com.  Her blog is at http://www.takidrake-author.com/. 

If you would like to learn more about the Phmyoenix 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

[image: ]

 

images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg





images/00033.jpeg





images/00032.jpeg





images/00035.jpeg





images/00034.jpeg





images/00037.jpeg





images/00036.jpeg





cover.jpeg
(Badgeﬂ.j ,) Hole PBar

TAKI DRAKE: 9%






images/00028.jpeg





images/00027.jpeg





images/00029.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg





images/00022.jpeg





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00038.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





