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Chapter 1 – Hurry, Hurry

The entire bar looked like an anthill that had been just kicked open. There was constant movement of people coming in through the propped-open doors and rushing from room to room. Everyone was trying to complete last-minute tasks and deal with a myriad of problems. Today was their last chance to get everything in order before the bar was officially open.

Madrik was trying to keep his sanity, but it was going to be a close contest. Tomorrow was the big day. The Grand Opening of the Badger Hole Bar. Even though he was operating the only bar in a pocket dimension, his professional pride had kicked in. He wanted the opening to be amazing, flawless, and impactful. He didn’t want to be the best in town, he wanted to be the best. He and his symbiotic companion, the sentient building called the Badger Hole Bar, deserved nothing less.

It wasn’t as if they hadn’t been doing business up until now. In fact, the BHB had all sorts of beings wandering in and asking for drinks since long before they should’ve actually been open for business. It was both intriguing and scary, entirely unlike anything that Madrik had ever encountered on Earth. The bar manager and Anchor for the BHB thought back to the other bars he had managed, marveling at the difference.

If he had been opening a new bar back on Earth, he would’ve spent vast amounts of money on advertising and public relations. He would have employed a social media team, been passing out flyers, and doing all sorts of extraordinary stunts and activities to draw the attention of people. None of that appeared to be necessary here. Every night, the bar was full. The BHB already had a large group of regulars, many of them mercenaries. And they certainly could drink.

The crush of customers had increased in the last 10 days, exploding when they had added food to the menu. It had made an enormous difference in their customer base. Madrik knew that Brechal, the bartender, was smugly confident that only his nagging had produced the change. Of course, the outstanding food now delivered from their kitchen in a constant stream of mouthwatering smells and intriguing presentations from when the bar opened to when it reluctantly closed was only incidental.

With both food and drink on the menu, there was seldom an empty chair anywhere in the barroom on any night. Sometimes, people came for lunch and stayed until closing. The only real fights that they had to break up had been over the regulars claiming specific tables and the advent of new soon-to-be regulars. 

The enthusiastic customers that jammed the BHB every day and night came for more than just food and drink. The bar itself offered more than numb senses and intrigued palates. It was a think tank of sorts, devoted to solving problems. This was the reason that Madrik had been called across dimensions to bond with the BHB. This was the purpose behind the pocket dimension and one to which he had chosen to dedicate his life.

Problems and solutions. Something that could be a force for good. This is why the Badger Hole Bar existed, and that existence gave meaning to Madrik’s life.

As the bar manager leaned on one of the sturdy tables that dotted the floor of the taproom, he felt the flush of warmth and the familiar mental touch of his companion, the sentient building now called the Badger Hole Bar. The contented hum that vibrated across the link had a subtle note of satisfaction and glee spicing up their shared feelings.

Up to this point, the bar has been open, but they hadn’t really advertised. Madrik felt like a circus master in a dimly remembered three-ring circus from his childhood. He had watched the man turn first one way and wave his hands, producing elephants and dancing clouds. The man had then pointed in a different direction, and his younger self had been amazed to see athletes on flying trapezes and costumed riders on horseback performing elaborate and showy feats. It had been so far outside of his experience that the pageantry had remained a bright memory all of these years. 

It had looked like magic. The high drama and the intensity of the spectacular show had stuck in his mind for all of the decades leading up to now.

Tomorrow was the Grand Opening, and it was his circus. He was the man who would be standing in a figurative top hat, emblazoned by the spotlight, as a wild and wonderful show occurred.

Something would always be happening somewhere.

That was exactly what it felt like in the bar today. Madrik could feel the BHB happy in the background of their bond. He could also feel the mingled anticipation and dread from his team. It was a massive effort by everyone, but no one was more focused than Brechal. The huge, demonic-appearing bartender was moving with the purpose-driven force of an enraged bull. It would’ve been dangerous for anyone to get between him and the objective of his task. Moving rapidly from side to side, Brechal was arranging his glassware and obsessively checking his alcohol inventory.

Every once in a while, Madrik saw that Brechal’s normally-concealed tentacles had emerged to provide additional manipulation or leverage on some specific task. The man was so focused on what he was doing that he was oblivious to the others running around him. If they got in his way, he either went through them or moved them. He had become an obsessed force of nature, the BHB’s own personal tornado spinning across the bar and leaving polished glassware and carefully arranged tools and supplies in his wake.

Thinking back to when he first came to the bar, Madrik realized that he had been afloat in a sea of uncertainty for the first few days. It had taken a while for the understanding to build between BHB and him, even minimally. It had been the beginning of what was turning out to be a warm and caring relationship, and it continued to grow.

The connection he felt with the bar was like a warm hug, a supportive presence in the back of his mind and in his heart. However, it was only when Brechal had come blasting through a door in the back wall that Madrik had started to feel like he truly belonged here. It took that event to make him become Anchored in this dimension and reality.

The fearsome-looking bartender had turned out to be Madrik’s right-hand man, a sometimes sardonic but always dependable presence in the bar. Someone that Madrik trusted. It had been a far cry from what he had expected when the demonic-looking colossal figure had exploded into their lives just a few weeks ago.

He thought back to the first night that he had seen Brechal. Madrik remembered being antsy. He couldn’t seem to settle into a chair and was pacing around the bar, unable to sit for any length of time. He couldn’t even add to his beloved lists. For someone who lived and died by his ability to organize tasks and objectives, taking great pleasure in checking items off, it was a significant warning sign.

His nervousness had driven him to his feet because he felt like there was a storm just over the horizon. He could almost smell the ozone, and the hair in the back of his neck was telling him that lightning was about to strike. He felt unsure, unsettled, and that set of feelings traveled across their bond and affected the BHB also.

Their partnership bond was still new and fragile. Awakening from its long slumber, the BHB was concerned about its ability to form a connection with such a naïve Anchor. With the weight of traumatic memory, the sentient building was protective of its new partner and frantic to avoid losing another Anchor. Its uneasiness had resounded along their connection, intensified by the BHB’s desire to prepare for whatever event was going to happen.

Catching up a staff that had appeared out of thin air, the following few minutes had been a blur to Madrik. He remembered telling the BHB to clear the space in front of the back wall. Unsure of why he had done that, the bar manager stared at the wall that led nowhere. Wondering for a brief instant if he had finally lost his mind, Madrik was amazed when the plain, cream-colored paint flashed into a different configuration.

Where there had been only the smooth texture of an unbroken surface, an ornate door had appeared. This was not something the BHB had done from the tidal wave of shock that came across their connection bond. The dread from the BHB and the adrenaline that raced through his system told Madrik that this was someone or something else punching through.

It was at that moment that Madrik realized that he had allies. Emesh, the mysterious provider of fresh fruits and vegetables, had backed him up instantly. He was not the only one. Newly introduced members of the community had also provided assistance without being asked. At that point, Madrik had not really known anything about them, but they were at his back without hesitation.

The sense of community here was strong, and Madrik realized that he had seen it then, and he continued to see it every day. This was a far cry from where he had lived on Earth. This was more than a community, this was a family.

The bar manager could touch that intense memory of the split second that he waited with his friends and allies at his back and the tense knowledge that something was about to happen. A dull roaring sound rattled the bar and kept getting louder and louder as if it were getting closer. Madrik had grabbed his staff more firmly in his sweaty palms and vowed that he would arm the bar with bigger weapons from that day forward.

Then it happened. The transformed wall had spewed open a portal, and a huge man had been propelled through it with great force. It was as if he had been thrown by some immense hand. Madrik had known intuitively that anything that could throw a 7 ½ foot mountain of a man that far was not something that he and his allies had any possibility of directly opposing.

The man had come through with such momentum that he crashed to his knees. The desperation on his face was plainly visible to everyone who was looking, and when he had scrambled to his feet, dashing back in an attempt to get back through the doorway, Madrik was sure that he had seen last of the stranger.

The crash as the man had run into an invisible wall was so loud that Madrik’s body had ached in sympathy. Something had prevented him from reentering the portal, and any possible return was blocked. The man had turned to look at them, and Madrik got his first look at Brechal.

It was not a prepossessing vision. The man was massive and intimidating, rough-featured with matted dark hair. Not the sort of person you wanted to meet in a brightly lit hallway let alone the uncertainty of a new dimension and a new community.

The difference between his perception then and the comfort he felt with Brechal now filled Madrik with an obscure sense of rightness. He had learned at other points in his life that trust had to be built, but he also knew that the intuitive connections that people made with each other were the lightning-fast foundation that determined if something could be built or not.

<< <> >>

Brechal was moving with concentration. Precise movements and focused energy allowed him to move in rapid sequences. He almost felt like he was in combat mode, with his feelings isolated but visible. He was in high action mode with the illuminated sight of someone who’s adrenaline was totally channeled. It wasn’t that he didn’t have emotions, it was just that they were removed, isolated for now and available when he wanted them.

That was just as well since the bartender alternated between being worried that no one would come to the Grand Opening and all of their preparation would be for nothing, versus an even more feared situation. This was one in which they would have so many people at the Grand Opening that he would not be able to keep up a reasonable flow of his bartending duties. 

Without a backup bartender, it was all going be his responsibility, and he worried. In partial mitigation, he found himself obsessively arranging and rearranging the bar. He had already changed the layout of the glassware five times today. Finally, he thought at this point that he had finally gotten it right. Everything was arranged so he that could grab things with minimal movement. Everything needed to be just so, and then he wouldn’t have to make conscious decisions at each step. Instead, he could flow through it without hindrance.

Brechal moved with the precise movements and the metered force of a premier dancer. Every action was targeted and exact. Even his obsessive checking of alcohol supplies was perfect. Although his mind skittered in circles every time he looked at the inventory, he continued. Worried that their stock would not be enough, the bartender kept preparing. 

The measured cadence of his hands and tentacles as they nudged a bottle a little bit to the left or wiped off the counter again with a rag did not telegraph the turmoil that bubbled up through his head and echoed down his hands.

He knew that Madrik had far broader responsibilities than he did. At least he only had to cope with the bartending and not the entire affair. As if thinking about the man had acted like a lodestone, pulling his gaze to the bar manager, Brechal saw that Madrik was staring contemplatively at the back wall with its boarded-up door.

With a shock like a lightning bolt to his spine, Brechal looked at the doorway that had been his entry into the Badger Hole Bar. He suddenly realized that it hadn’t been that long since he’d come through it. How quickly he had adjusted to this reality and slotted into a place that could easily have been specially tailored for him.

It was a far different life than what he had led up to his entry into the BHB. Thinking back, the walls of isolation dropped, and the held-off emotions came roaring back at him. Staggering against one side of the bar, Brechal remembered.
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Chapter 2 – Neria 7

By Taki Drake and Ryland Thorn

Neria 7. An unimportant world in an isolated, yellow-dwarf system at the very edge of the galaxy. If someone were reading about the planet, they would know that Neria 7’s gravity was 0.9 of Galactic Standard, and the days were a smidge over 23 hours long. From a distance, the view of the planet showed a purple marble surrounded by a cloud of little moons all pulling tendrils of the thin atmosphere in different directions like an exploding puffball.

Brechal thought that perhaps if God had sneezed at the wrong moment, he would have blown Neria 7 into the vast, empty void between galaxies and none of the pain and heartache would have happened. Perhaps if a stricken freighter had chosen to limp a little further and set down at the slightly more hospitable Neria 6, the seventh planet of the Neria system might have kept her secrets hidden. 

But God had not sneezed at the wrong moment. And while the surface of Neria 7 was hostile, covered in boot-sucking sludge and decorated with small-but-frightening tornadoes that popped up almost hourly, the planet had nevertheless been given the classification of E5. 

Tolerable. For a short while. Despite the oppressive heat and near-constant earthquakes.

The stricken freighter’s database had not contained details of the more worrying planetary peculiarities. There was no record of why the Captain chose Neria 7 over her more distant sister, but in many ways, it had proved to be an inspired choice. By sheer good luck, those on the freighter touched down over the single, largest Lucen deposit on the planet, and therefore in the entire galaxy.

Repressing a shudder, Brechal wondered if it had not been good luck at all. Lucen was the most potent psychoactive substance ever discovered. Even in its raw form, even though it was buried nearly a mile beneath the planet surface, it was too much for the freighter’s Captain and crew. It overwhelmed them, triggering their passions and fears far beyond the point of simple nightmares. 

The rescue vessel that finally responded to the emergency beacon had been more aware than the hapless civilian ship. They lost only half of their crew to death or madness before they realized both the danger and the emergency procedures that would be required to survive. Those that dealt with the aftermath concluded that every one of the freighter’s crew died of a combination of shock and terror. For the first responders, their coping mechanisms must have been better, since only a couple of them died. The rest would carry the mental scars with them for the remainder of their lives.

Neria 7 was quarantined. It was studied in depth by academics, governments, and corporations. Brechal’s detailed research tracked years of failed exploration attempts, countless lives lost, and other frustrating forays into taming the Neria 7 environment. When a counteragent was finally developed to dampen the worst of the psychoactive effects, everything changed. 

The tablet form was priceless. It transformed the worth of the planet, and a multi-layer war for control of Neria 7 commenced. Virtually overnight, Lucen became one of the most sought-after, valuable substances in the galaxy and everyone wanted a piece of the action.

Which had made it the perfect target for a couple of con artists and thieves who were looking for the biggest score of their lives.

<<<>>>

Brechal remembered his first sight of the Lucen mine. It was a vast network of caverns and chambers, some of which were natural and others which had been hewn from the rock by massive mining machines. The press of sheer mass made him feel small, or as insignificant as a seven-and-a-half foot man can understand. 

The small city that had grown up in the larger caverns near the surface was a tapestry of steel and concrete, lit by palm-sized luminescent balls that glowed like miniature suns. Even with nearly a thousand workers living there, it seemed deserted to him and his companion.

They were two of the workers that lived, worked, and played in the city. Brechal Molotch and Tina Howel. Through liberal use of bribery and dishonesty, both of them schemed and squirmed themselves into positions in the largest of the Lucen mine taverns. Brechal worked as the bartender, and Tina as a waitress.

Brechal knew that they were good at their jobs. Mostly. Tina was liked by all and made sure that customers were happy. The bartender was not as concerned with their comfort. There was no reason for him to pretend to be nice and since he was a mobile mountain with a lumpy face and a matting of dark hair, Brechal did not even make an effort to be liked.

The power of his body combined with a nasty side of his personality served to both amuse him and allow him to play games with specific customers. Tending toward the social patterns of a bully, the man that had never felt accepted by “normal” society felt happiest when he could shock and intimidate people. 

One of Brechal’s most annoying habits was his tendency to serve random customers with tentacled appendages instead of his hands. He enjoyed watching the customers’ expressions when they realized what he had done. Most would be shocked or disgusted. Some would grow angry. Yet when they looked up at his leering grin and took in his fearsome size, whatever outraged complaints they might have been forming dissolved like sugar in water.

If any happened to be brave enough to hold onto their temper, all Brechal needed to do to enjoy the payoff feeling of domination was to lean his vast bulk on the bar and ask in a sweet voice, “What are you gonna do about it?” Invariably, the answer was a fearful squeak or a rapid glance away, followed by a speedy exit from the bar.

Despite his inclination towards malice and his foreboding aspect, Brechal was generally friendly enough and showed an interest in others. Perhaps it was because of this, and his tendency to serve generous measures, that he could often get customers to discuss things they might have wished to keep quiet.

Yet, of the two of them, it was Tina who was better at finding things out.

She was small and petite, a delicate pixie to Brechal’s ogre-ish bulk. Even with the sides of her head shaved and numerous tattoos to go with all of her piercings, there was something about her that put people at ease. Thinking of her now made the bartender scrub unseen spots from the BHB bartop until his eyes quit burning.

Perhaps it was her open smile and unthreatening, playful nature. It might have been the way she had colored her hair differently every day, to match the rainbow of colors that decorated her nails. Although it could have been the infectious, slightly artificial, giggle that caught the ear.

Tina was a mild telepath, able to both sense what others were thinking and even to project her own thoughts and feelings onto them with effort. She had been able to calm an angry or frightened customer with the same ease with which she could pluck secrets from their minds.

If her talent proved insufficient, she had Brechal to call upon. He was aware of where she was in the tavern, sensitive to her every move. He had even kept a close eye on those whom she had served. His watchfulness was visible and the bond between the bartender and waitress apparent for all to see. 

By the end of their first shift at the Lucen bar, the mine workers had understood that Tina was off-limits. She would respond to their banter and flirting with some of her own, but should any unwelcome paw move beyond an unintended brush of her fingers as a drink was passed over, the owner of that paw would find himself hauled to his feet and facing a hostile grin from a very large man.

Within two short weeks on Neria 7, Brechal and Tina had learned everything they needed to plan their heist. Now, all they had to do was find the right time and place to pull it off.

<<<>>>

Brechal and Tina’s shift was nearly at an end when they helped two heavily-intoxicated customers out of the barroom. One of them was a gaunt-looking man nearly Brechal’s own height, and the other was a woman who was only a little taller than Tina, but significantly stouter. Both were wearing bulky miners’ jumpsuits complete with ID badges, and that, to Brechal’s mind, was all that really mattered.

Instead of being escorted to the exit, the two drunks found themselves in the storage room beneath the tavern. The miners blinked in the dim light and looked around with bleary, confused expressions. Brechal didn’t give them any time to ask questions. He quickly opened a soporific capsule beneath each of their noses, and both miners collapsed into unconscious heaps of splayed limbs.

Brechal remembered how he had grinned at Tina. “Time to get changed,” he had said.

Quickly and efficiently, they had stripped the unconscious duo and climbed into the miners’ jumpsuits. Tina had found hers to be a bit large for her, while Brechal’s proved to be more than snug over his shoulders, around his midsection, and at his groin. 

Brechal remembered how the pain had stabbed his groin when he had tried to stuff himself in without grimacing. The treasured sound of Tina’s laughter when he pushed his body into a garment that had not been made to accommodate his bulk tingled along his nerves in an echo of sorrow and joy.

Tina had laughed at his discomfort and raised an eyebrow. “And people wonder why I’m with you,” she had said archly.

Brechal remembered grunting. At first, he had been confused as to why Tina had stayed with him. He was brutish and ugly. Some would say hideous. And while they likely shared a few genetic base pairings, they weren’t even of the same species.

To begin with, he had put it down to her poor judgment. A desire to experience the thrill of life as a thief, lawless and free on the edge of the galaxy. Or maybe she just wanted to slum it for a while. Either way, he had assumed that one day she would wake up and realize her mistake. 

Not one to pass up on a good thing just because it might not fit precisely into some arbitrary definition of honor, he figured he’d enjoy the ride as long as she did.

Months passed. And then years. One day, Brechal found himself watching her, asleep in their bed in a shady stopover on an unnamed asteroid. His expression had been bemused. He had begun to think that maybe she wouldn’t come to her senses. Perhaps she would stay with him. Despite everything.

Not long after that, as Brechal piloted their small jump-ship away from a caper gone sideways to the point where they had barely escaped, he found her looking at him. Just looking, without saying a word.

Brechal returned Tina’s stare calmly, happily. That day, her hair was bright green, a good match for her eyes.

After a moment, Tina had nodded. “You’re starting to get it, then?”

“Huh?” he had grunted, full of eloquence. 

Tina smiled. “Us, you big goon. You and me.”

Despite Brechal’s growing confidence that she was a permanent part of his life, he had been slow on the uptake. He had opened his mouth to say something, but nothing came out. He had closed it again and looked at her in confusion.

The time-softened bark of her laughter tingled along his nerves, prompting joy and echoes of pain. Lost in the memory for a split second, frozen at that treasured point in history, Brechal paused in his glassware rearrangement. It would be so easy to let go of the real world, of “today” and stay in the warmth of his thoughts, letting the sound of her loving laughter wrap him until he died.

Wrenching himself from the depths and seductive thoughts of times in the past, the bartender followed the flow of memory. Irritated at her amusement then, Brechal had turned his attention back to his instruments and the screen that showed wide open space and very little else. The jump-ship hadn’t been built with someone his size in mind, so the pilot seat was cramped and jammed too close to the instrument panel for comfort. He had made it work. It wasn’t like he had a lot of choices.

Tina had reached over and gripped his hand in hers. She was stronger than she looked, and dragged his hand away from the instruments and laid it over her heart.

Brechal could have stopped her. Her strength was nothing compared to his. But he could read her well enough to know that she was determined. He didn’t want to hurt her, so he acquiesced to her wishes in this as so many of the other things in their lives. 

“You know I’m a telepath, right?” Tina had said, her voice uncharacteristically serious.

Curiosity thrumming along his spine, Brechal had wrenched his eyes away from the screen. “Of course,” he had rumbled.

Tina had asked him, “Did you know I can also project as well? Not just thoughts, but feelings?”

Brechal still had been clueless on her point. Looking at her closely, he had shaken his head, saying, “No.”

Tina had offered him a smile that lit her face in a remembered spotlight of love and caring. Not her usual open, friendly one, but a secretive one that was almost shy. “Well, I can. If I concentrate enough.”

Brechal had not known what to say. Shrugging, he had said, “Ok.”

Tina had laughed again. “You are such an idiot,” he remembered her saying. He had started to pull away once again, but she had clutched his hand to her even more strongly. “No! Stay there!”

Brechal had frowned in irritation, not quite angry, but close to that emotion. “Why –” he had begun.

“Just shut up for a moment. Give me this. Then you’ll see.”

She had not given a real choice. Without waiting for Brechal’s response, she had settled herself more comfortably in the co-pilot’s seat and closed her eyes.

At first, Brechal had sat there, just as confused as before. He had no idea what Tina was playing at. All she was doing was sitting there, breathing deeply. Looking peaceful. Serene.

Then he had felt it. A warmth, at once delicate and pervasive. A feeling of oneness, of being complete. Of total trust, marred only by a faint, underlying tinge of yearning and hope. It felt like being bathed in pure sunlight. Like being pleasantly full from a satisfying meal, and lounging in front of the fire. Like being free, and never having to worry again.

Brechal had been slow to understand what it all meant. She was sharing what she was feeling with him. That much was obvious, and his ordinarily cold, cynical heart was touched that she would trust him so much.

Then, slowly, realization started to dawn. The flavor of feelings she was sharing got through to him. They matched almost precisely what he felt for her.

For long moments, Brechal could do nothing but sit there, unmoving. He realized at some point that Tina was no longer holding his hand. He had swallowed twice and drawn a great lungful of air.

“Well?” Tina had asked, her voice uncharacteristically small. It was as if she was anxious for some reason.

Brechal looked at her as if he’d never seen her before. He took in her green hair, her tattoos, and her pixie-like face looking his way shyly. 

Usually, Brechal thought of himself as being forthright and direct. He wasn’t used to being tentative or uncertain. It wasn’t part of his nature. Yet, at that moment, that is what he was. 

But she’d asked him a question. He needed to respond.

“You love me,” he had said simply. “Just like I love you.”

Tina’s smile had grown as her shyness disappeared. The momentary uncertainty had vanished, and she was once again her usual, confident self. 

“Took you long enough.”
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Chapter 3 - First Steps

Brechal had admired Tina’s lithe form even though the bulky, ill-fitting miner’s uniform did her no favors as they stood in the storage room beneath the tavern. All their preparations had been made. It was time.

“Last chance,” Brechal had said. He wondered now how he could have been so clueless. The memory of that moment was etched in his remembrances like a still snapshot of life before it went branching off to a different direction, one that traveled a one-way path to pain and regret.

Tina had quirked a half smile. “What, are you scared? Turning chicken on me or something?”

Amused, Brechal had given a snort that was almost a laugh. His blood had surged with excitement. All going well, this would have been the biggest score of his life. It would set them both up for years to come. They could even retire if they wanted to.

But first, they had to get it done.

“Read my mind. Find any chickens in there?” Brechal had replied.

Surprisingly, Tina did as he had suggested. He couldn’t feel her rummaging around in his skull, but her face took on the shape that told him that she was reading someone’s mind. Blank and yet focused at the same time, as if her thoughts were elsewhere. 

Brechal had accepted her intent and allowed one of his favorite thoughts to bubble up to the surface. Then he grinned when he caught Tina starting to blush.

“You’re a real freak, you know?” Tina had commented, chagrined and amused both at once.

Brechal had grinned even more broadly. “I know.” Then, seriously, “Are you ready?”

“Ready and able,” Tina had replied, her amusement forgotten and her voice carrying more than a hint of steel.

“Then let’s do it!” 

Brechal had thumbed the control of his holographic projector, and the edges of his face started to blur. In a moment, instead of his usual lumpy, brutish appearance, his face had taken on a more delicate, nervous aspect. He now looked gaunt, with a thick forehead and no chin.

He looked exactly like the unconscious mine worker tied and bound at his feet.

A moment later, Tina triggered her own holographic device, and he found himself looking at a broad-shouldered woman of advanced middle-age who had lines of anger and worry etched on her face. She was the spitting image of the other mine worker breathing loudly on the storage room floor.

It was the point of no return, and both of them knew it. Tina had projected an aura of confident proficiency behind the holographic disguise. As for himself, Brechal’s excitement had ramped up and merged with an aspect of glee. 

He enjoyed this kind of challenge. It gave him a sense of purpose, and superiority over those whom he bested. “We’ve got about an hour before these two wake up.” 

“So let’s hide them and get to it.”

The two mineworkers had been heaved into an empty crate that had once contained the tavern’s new fridge. Brechal had made sure that when he closed the lid, he left enough of a gap so that the miners wouldn’t suffocate. At least that was not on his conscience.

Then he had taken a last look around. Satisfied that the miners wouldn’t be discovered until they woke, he had headed out of the storage room with Tina at his side.

<<<>>>

It could have equally been the middle of the day or the middle of the night on the surface. Down in the cavern, there was no way to tell. The luminescent balls of light burned at a constant brightness regardless of the true time.

Brechal and Tina had joined the queue of workers lining up at the featureless dome that housed the mine entrance to start the shift. Just two more faceless miners among many, shuffling forward as those ahead of them were admitted.

Brechal had found himself humming the happy little tune he hummed when his blood was buzzing. This was the dangerous part, he had known. The part where someone might recognize the miners he and Tina were impersonating and say something to them. Brechal could probably have blustered his way through such a situation, and Tina’s telepathy would have helped. But there was always a chance that their behavior would raise suspicion. 

“Do you have to do that?” Tina had asked.

“Do what?”

“That humming. It sounds too happy. You are meant to be heading into a twelve-hour shift down a hole that shudders to the tune of ongoing quakes. The Lucen gives you nightmares and keeps you awake. Put a little gloominess into your expression. Some despondency. You know, start acting depressed.”

Brechal had stopped his humming and started to grin. Even though he understood that Tina was right, he couldn’t help it. It was Tina’s voice talking to him from a face carved from decades of anger. He found the juxtaposition impossibly funny.

“Stop it!” Tina had hissed. Brechal knew that she would have hit him if they had been somewhere private. As it was, she had reached for him in an automatic gesture, just brushing the tips of his fingers with her own before holding back, unwilling to show such familiarity while wearing a stranger’s face. He could still feel the tingle of energy as it had passed between them.

He had nodded. Looking back, it was clear to Brechal that his good humor was beneficial. Better to respond to danger with laughter than with fear or anxiety. For him, glee gave him an edge. It kept his mind focused and sharp. 

Apprehension, on the other hand, could make him hesitate at just the wrong time. 

“You’re going to get us both caught!” Tina had remarked, obviously annoyed.

Her waspish remark had been enough. Brechal managed to reign himself in just as they reached the front of the line. Even though he still wanted to laugh, he had stared at a security guard with a suitably morose expression. 

The guard was a head shorter than Brechal and wore full body armor. The armor would give the guard more than enough strength to match Brechal’s own, and they were heavily armed. The mining company took security seriously. Lucen was much too valuable to risk.

Yet it could have been worse. Neria 7 was far out on the rim, a long way from the main hubs of commerce. That in itself afforded some protection from thieves. 

Perhaps, if Lucen had been found on a more central world, the security would have been impenetrable. Brechal and Tina had found multiple ways of getting around the company precautions. They had simply taken the most risk-free choice.

The guard signaled for Brechal to stop. He did so, striving to look bored.

“Prepare for scanning,” the guard said, their voice sounding metallic and entirely devoid of humor.

Brechal had no idea how to prepare for scanning, so he remembered just standing there and waiting. He had wondered if the scan would detect his elevated heart rate. His raised blood pressure. Or worse, that he was using a holographic projector, and did not match his ID tag.

The thought of that day made the bartender pause again in his cleaning, pondering what it might have felt like to be shot by the security guard’s blaster. Would it have vaporized him completely? Or would it have punched a fist-sized hole through his chest, cauterizing the wound as it went? Would it have been quick enough not to even hurt?

Or could he have dodged?

The scanning seemed to take forever in Brechal’s memory, stretching time into an impossible teetering of motion, stopped on a critical step for their plans. He had started to tense his muscles, getting ready to dive out of the way should the guard so much as twitch. But, just as he had feared all was lost, the guard signaled to him forward.

“You may proceed.”

And that had been it. Brechal unclenched his jaw as he remembered his relief. There was no foreshadowing of the sorrow and pain to come, so when the iris doorway had opened in the wall of the dome, and he had casually stepped through.

Catching his breath in a painful knowledge of what would come after, Brechal felt himself trying to warn his younger self, desperate and helpful to avert what would follow.
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Chapter 4 - Bowels of the Mine

A moment later, Tina had joined him on the inside of the dome. 

It was as clean and sterile as in the rest of the subterranean city. In the middle, an elevator shaft led into the bowels of the mine. There was a fully-enclosed elevator car suspended above it, big enough to comfortably hold more than a hundred workers. 

Brechal had taken a moment to savor the relief of not having to find out what it felt like to be shot with a blaster. He remembered his reprieve and his over-cheerful comment to Tina to “come on.”

The door to the car had been open and was nearly full. Almost ready to drop. He had known that another would appear within minutes, but even so, he had been unwilling to miss this one. Not only did every minute standing there increase the chance of discovery, but he had been eager to get down to the raw Lucen deposits at the bottom of the mine. 

Without any hesitation, they had crossed to the car and climbed in to join the miners already on board. The elevator car hadn’t been built with someone his size in mind. He had needed to duck his head to fit in, but he didn’t care. Almost as soon as he and Tina were in, the door closed and a metallic voice advised them all to prepare for descent.

<<<>>>

The drop itself had been smooth and easy, with barely a wobble. There were no windows, but there was an electronic map that showed their descent in relation to the caverns outside. The miners were largely quiet, as despondent as Tina had mentioned, simply waiting to get to the bottom so they could start the next shift in their sad little lives.

There were no seats. Everyone stood close enough to each other that Brechal could smell them, an unpleasant odor of bodies and sweat from a dozen different humanoid species. Most of them had their arms raised so they could clutch the metallic handrails over their heads for balance.

Tina was too short to reach the handrails. She held onto Brechal’s elbow instead.

The drop had taken several minutes. On another day, Brechal might have grown bored and started to prod those sad workers standing too close with his tentacles, just to see what they might do. Just to see if they had enough life in them to show a spark of anger. But not this day. Not when there was security personnel among the miners. There had been too much at stake. 

Instead, he had stood quietly with Tina at his side, trying not to grin at the mischief he was considering.

Then the car had shuddered and slowed to a halt. The miners seemed to collectively exhale as if they had been secretly anxious about the ride down into the depths of the mine and were relieved to have made it. The door opened, and they all had spilled out onto the concrete platform.

Brechal and Tina had not left immediately. Their plan called for them to wait. Ignoring the irritated muttering and complaints of those who sought to get past them, the two had remained in a calm island of purpose. Only when the elevator car was nearly empty had they moved.

The bartender stopped once more and was lost in the remembered moment. It was a pivot point that occurred each time he and Tina had pulled a caper. A glorious collision of brash confidence and strength, decorated with nervousness and the giddiness of a young girl on her first date. He had wanted to run and jump out of the sheer joy of it, luxuriating in the less than standard galactic gravity. 

It didn’t matter how many times he had lived through it, he had always responded that way. He loved it. The surge of adrenalin in his veins was one of the two things that gave his life meaning. 

The other had been standing beside him. Tina. Even though she had looked like a grumpy, middle-aged woman, Tina was still in there. Still exuding the calm confidence she always possessed. 

She had always been much more professional. More able to do needful things without being distracted. Her simple presence had been enough to keep him focused on the task at hand. She didn’t even have to look his way.

They had followed the miners and guards out onto a floating corridor complete with metallic handrails. They were in an enormous, oval cavern that felt more like a stadium. The whole space had been lit by a scattering of those same miniature suns affixed to the walls, just like in the town above. 

It was breathtaking and inspiring. The walls were more than just dull-colored rock. They were metallic and shone brightly in a variety of vibrant hues. It looked like an iridescent rainbow or a prism of cheerful emotions. 

Either way, it had been all that Brechal could do not to stop and stare in amazement. Even Tina had been impressed. Despite her iron control, Brechal could remember the low, wordless exclamation of wonder that has escaped her mouth at the incredible sight.

Then she had gripped a handful of the jumpsuit fabric at Brechal’s waist and tugged him along. “We don’t have time for sightseeing,” she had said, true to her practical self and ignoring her momentary lapse.

Together, they had followed the group as they followed the corridor until it turned into a tunnel that seemed almost too round to be natural.

<<<>>>

To Brechal’s mind, there was no such thing as a perfect sting. No plan was foolproof. Whether by pure chance or something more sinister, something always went wrong and kicked up an issue at the worst possible moment. 

A contact might have lied about some crucial detail. The technology guarding the prize could be more advanced than expected. A guard more vigilant, or less prone to bribery. Anything.

The success or failure of any mission then depended on Brechal and Tina’s ability to cope with the problems and challenges. Brechal’s size and strength and capacity to think on his feet. Tina’s talent for mind-reading and ability to project innocence tinged with confusion. In every heist and con they had carried out before, their combined skills had been enough to at least get away with their lives, if not with whatever prize they were after. 

But this job seemed to be different. Right from the start, everything went smoothly. Their work at the tavern had put them in just the right spot. The jumpsuits, the ease with which they had passed the security check at the dome, it had all gone very well. They even managed to find their way to a side chamber, away from where the miners were doing their work, without any false steps.

The side chamber, too small for the mining machines to quickly enter, had been described to them in detail by a drunken miner. The wiry, bitter man liked old-fashioned red wine over any of the more modern drinks the bar was able to offer. He had waxed lyrical about his desire to visit the chamber one day and stuff his pockets, and Brechal had no doubt that he would have forgotten what he said as soon as his hangover cleared.

But Brechal and Tina hadn’t forgotten. They incorporated the side chamber into their plans, and it was everything that either of them could have hoped for.

If it hadn’t been for the drunken miner, they would never have found it. At first, it looked like nothing more than a cleft in the wall of a side tunnel they were following. Spying it from the description, Brechal and Tina had moved further away from the other miners and allowed distance to mask their motions.

Unable to see the others, Tina had been the one to investigate. She had slipped discreetly into the cleft, which then lit up as she triggered the light built into her jumpsuit, a miniature version of the luminescent globes found everywhere else.

“This is it,” she had said, just loudly enough for the words to reach him. “Squeeze your oversized butt in here and have a look.”

He had done so and had grinned with delight as he saw the piles of Lucen, a white, translucent powder heaped randomly against the far wall. It was just sitting there as if waiting for him and Tina to scoop it all up.

Then the stench of it had slammed into him. Even now he could taste it in the air of memory. Like sulfur, it had been nearly enough to make him gag. He had coughed and hacked for a moment, seeing through watering eyes the light of Tina’s grin, an incongruent expression on the illusion of her anxious, bad-tempered face.

“The sweet smell of success,” she had said, her voice playful and teasing.

Brechal swallowed painfully, turning to drink a glass of water from the bar tap. His heart was pounding, and he could feel a presence around him that was trying to comfort him, but he could not let go of his memory. The big man feared and needed to remember, the conflicting demands ratching his tension higher. Placing the glass back on the counter, he laid his palms flat on the bar and slipped back into his memories.

<<<>>>

If they had just stuck with the plan, perhaps everything would have continued to go as well as it had until then. Perhaps they would have completed their first job without any real hiccups, gathered their Lucen and made good their escape. They could have sold it on the black market and lived like kings for a time.

It would have been simple. Even without digging tools, Brechal had no trouble scooping the Lucen into the large sack he’d brought along for the purpose, with Tina holding it open. The substance was light and easy to shift with his bucket-like hands, and Brechal was already thinking of what they needed to do to smuggle it back to the surface.

But before the sack was half full, Tina had started to look vaguely puzzled. 

“Something’s wrong,” she had said, her voice anxious.

Brechal remembered looking down at her, immediately concerned. “What is it?”

“I don’t …I’m not sure.” She had seemed confused. “I’m sensing something and don’t know what it is.”

Brechal had come to an immediate full alert. He trusted her and her talent implicitly. If she said she sensed something, then there was something serious going on.

Two quick strides had taken him to the chamber entrance. He remembered how he had looked left and right, searching for the source of Tina’s confusion. But there had been no sign of any danger. Nobody in the corridor outside. Nothing at all.

“No,” Tina had whispered. “It’s not coming from there. It’s not…”

“Not what?”

“I don’t know. It feels alien.” She had shivered, although whether out of fear or revulsion, Brechal could not tell then and didn’t know now. 

Brechal had not known what to say or do. He had hesitated for a moment before commenting, “If you think we need to leave, just say so.”

Tina had shaken her head in dismissal. Brechal knew that she wanted this score as much as he had. She would not let it go for just a feeling. 

“No. It’s nothing.” Yet the uncertain look on her face had remained. She had drawn a deep breath and closed her eyes in concentration.

Brechal remembered the tension of the wait. He had been taut and alert, ready to do anything. Run, fight, whatever it took. He had been willing to murder someone if necessary. He had just needed a target.

Suddenly, Tina’s eyes had flicked open. It was hard to interpret what she was thinking, but the expression on her face had been one of pure terror. The fear in her face was etched in the depths of Brechal’s mind, forever.

“This way!” she cried. She hurried deeper into the chamber, away from the corridor. Brechal had followed without question and had found himself squeezed into a corner that he had thought to be no more than a shadow. “There’s a hole,” Tina said urgently, “Make it bigger.”

Brechal did as she had asked, pounding on the wall with his fists. If they had been ordinary rock, he would have torn the skin of his knuckles and perhaps broken a few bones. But the walls were made of what appeared to be Lucen, aged and compressed. In fact, the whole chamber was created from it. It had crumbled under his exertions like chalk, sending clouds of dust into the air.

In moments, Brechal had opened a hole that led to nothing but blackness. Another chamber, Brechal guessed, although how large he couldn’t tell. He had looked to Tina in confusion. “How did you know this was here?” he remembered asking.

She had ignored him, instead plucking the small, luminescent globe from her jumpsuit and playing with the dial on the back until it shone like a star. It had been too bright for Brechal to look at for long, searing his eyes with painful intensity. When Tina lobbed the light through the hole, Brechal could feel again the wash of relief that had eased the pain, followed by the shock of surprise.

It lit up a cavern nearly as large as the one with the luminescent walls.

The walls of this one were not luminescent. They were pale and chalky instead. Compressed Lucen again, Brechal thought. But that was not what drew his attention. It was not what had caused Tina’s confusion, or fearful response.

Below them, creatures were lying at the bottom of the chamber. Monsters. Massive things the like of which neither of them had ever seen before.

Neria 7 wasn’t supposed to have any indigenous life. But there they were, real and undeniable.

They were pale and transparent like the Lucen Brechal and Tina had been trying to steal. Huge and vaguely cylindrical, they looked like vast, transparent maggots, or the bloated corpses of stranded whales, rotting in the sun. 

They were repulsive to look at, but that had not been the worst assault on Brechal’s senses. Within moments, his olfactory senses had been overwhelmed by a stench so foul it had made the smell of Lucen almost pleasant by comparison. It was fetid. Disgusting. Like the bowels of a dead thing rotted to the most noisome point, and beyond.

It had been so horrible that Brechal could feel the bile rising in the back of his throat as he stood behind the BHB bar. He had no choice but to turn his head to the side. He kept his stomach from rebelling by force of will alone, but even then he had to swallow several times before he could be sure that he had it under control.

The memory had hold of him, and it pulled him along for the ride through the slide of remembrance, dragging his aching heart and pounding dread with him. That dread echoed from both sides of time as the fear from what Brechal and Tina had experienced then joined forces with the scars of his mind now.

It might have been something that he could have fought more easily if it were just the memory of sight and smell. But the monsters also had projected waves of terror the like of which Brechal had never experienced before. It was as if all the hope and happiness in his life had been washed away, crushed under a wave of fear that left little behind.

The attack had left Brechal gasping. “What are they?”

Tina’s face, still cloaked in the illusion of the angry woman, had been a sickly green. “Horrible,” she had murmured.

Brechal had swallowed twice more, then did what he could to pull himself together. He had tried to focus on Tina and avoid thinking of the terror. Then he looked again at the creatures. “Whatever they are, they can’t hurt us,” he said. “They’re asleep or dead. Nothing has changed. Let’s get back to work.”

As he had spoken, he had seen the vast deposits of fresh Lucen all around the disgusting things. He had understood then what Lucen was and found himself laughing out loud despite the lingering fear. The psychoactive substance that had spawned industries around the galaxy was nothing more than the waste product of these monsters. Lucen was monster shit.

No wonder it smelled so revolting.

On any other day, Tina might have asked him what was so funny, and then she would have been laughing alongside him. Instead, she had responded only to his earlier suggestion. “I don’t think it’s going to be that easy,” Tina had said, her voice quivering with fear. 

Brechal’s laughter had immediately evaporated. “Huh? What?”

“Look. That one. It’s moving!” 

She had been right. As Brechal watched, the monster heaved its great, translucent bulk about, like an oversized walrus flopping along the shore. Its movements were clumsy, but not at all slow. 

It didn’t have any eyes that Brechal could see, and yet he had felt like it was looking about. Searching for something. 

And then, as if to confirm his theory, he felt a shiver of fear crawl up his spine. 

Brechal was a tall and massive man, filled with capability and strength. In his life until then, there hadn’t been much that he’d ever worried about. He could generally find a way to do whatever he needed to get done, and he’d met few who would even think of standing in his way. 

There wasn’t much in the galaxy as a whole that he feared. 

But when he sensed this blind, writhing monster’s attention light on him, it was as if every fear he’d ever experienced was suddenly magnified ten thousand times. The terror he’d felt when gazing on these monsters was nothing compared to this. It seared his brain and flooded every nerve ending he had with agony. It was like being flayed alive, and his raw flesh dipped in acid. It was like being strung out in the outer layer of the sun. 

It was like nothing he’d ever felt, and all he could do was crumple to the floor and wail and shriek until his throat was bleeding and raw, and then scream some more.
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Chapter 5 - Flight

How long Brechal had lain on the floor of the chamber, screaming his lungs out, he didn’t know. Long enough for it to feel like forever. Short enough that his heart managed to hold itself together without bursting from sheer panic. 

Then, long after he had decided that it would never end, he had felt something extending through the wall of pain and fear. A warmth, like a balm that spread over his spirit. A feeling of quiet, of comfort and love that dampened the soul-searing terror that the merest glance from that monster had triggered.

It wasn’t enough to block out the horror completely. But it was enough to bring hope back into his life. To allow him to think. To enable him once more to move.

He had opened his eyes to see Tina kneeling above him, her hands pressing gently on the flesh over his heart.

She had been concentrating fiercely. Sweat was beading on her brow. Even though she still wore the seeming of the angry woman whose identity she had stolen, to Brechal, she had been the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen. She seemed to radiate peace and tranquility as if she was a balm for any torment.

Brechal had felt that he would endure anything just to be there with her at that moment. Even though he had been still awash with lingering dread, aching as if he’d been belted all over by hundreds of hammers, he had grinned.

Tina must have noticed. She had quirked a half-grin and return. “Welcome back. Can you move?”

Brechal had nodded. Heaving his bulk up from the floor, he had been unable to wonder, “How come –” he had started, but Tina had not needed him to finish his question.

“I’m telepathic, remember? Wouldn’t be much good if I couldn’t protect myself against irrational fears, would I?” She had shrugged. Her tone had been flippant, but there was exhaustion behind it. The effort she’d spent had been huge. “I just helped do the same for you.”

Before Brechal could voice his thanks, the silence had been shattered by an ear-splitting screech that sounded like the tearing of metal. It was so loud that he had cringed and clamped his hands over his ears.

“What in the hell?” he had asked, but he had already known. It was the monster, giving voice to its rage or pain. Or perhaps the noise had been no more than a casual greeting within its loathsome species. Brechal had not known or cared. It had been loud and clashing, and he didn’t want to be anywhere near it.

“Come on,” he had said gruffly, irritated and wary both at once. “Let’s get out of here!” He had gripped Tina by the arm and turned to go.

They took just a single step when there was a thunderous crash that shook the whole chamber. Brechal and Tina had staggered and clutched at each other for balance.

“Now what?” Tina had gasped, not really asking the question, but rather expressing her disbelief.

The wall in which Brechal had made his hole was covered in cracks. Brechal knew what had happened. The monster had thrown itself against the wall below them with enough force to almost break it. One more attack like that and the wall would doubtless give way. 

Would the monster then be able to mount the rubble and come after them?

It was an awful question, and one to which Brechal had not wanted an answer.

The air had reverberated again with the alien’s screech. Brechal had not waited for a second attack. He had gripped Tina’s arm even harder and started to run, ignoring the half-full sack of Lucen entirely. 

<<<>>>

They didn’t get very far. Before they even made it to the concrete platform where the elevator car had stopped, they were confronted by a pair of security guards. Just like the one who had admitted them to the dome, these were in full armor, black and shiny with helmets that obscured their faces. It was impossible to tell anything about them save for the fact that they were each more than a head shorter than Brechal. They might have been twins. They appeared identical to each other and the guard up above.

Perhaps if Brechal and Tina hadn’t been running, they might not have drawn suspicion. Or maybe the ungodly screech of the monsters had already attracted the attention. Conceivably they would have stopped Brechal and Tina in any event.

Either way, the guard on the left raised their hand and spoke in an electronically modulated voice. “Halt!”

Brechal had snarled in irritation under his breath. He had no intention of halting. He had intended to keep running as fast as he could and crash through these two. Perversely, he had wondered if perhaps they were androids of some kind, rather than men and women in armor. Looking back at his earlier self, the bartender wondered how he could have been so stupid.

The guard on the right had said nothing, but both guards had unlimbered their blasters and taken careful aim.

Even so, it had been still tempting. Brechal was nothing if not stubborn, and he had been both afraid of the monsters behind him and annoyed by the guards in front. If he’d been by himself, Brechal might have continued on and trusted to luck to keep him alive. But he wasn’t by himself. He had Tina with him, and she was vulnerable. The thought of her being shot because of his willfulness was not something he wanted to face.

They both slowed to a halt within meters of the guards, and Brechal and the guards all started to talk at once.

“State your intentions,” said one of the guards in a flat, emotionless voice. It was hard to tell which one had spoken. 

“You have to get out of here!” Brechal had said. “You have to get everyone out of here! There are monsters!”

The other guard was speaking more quietly, calling the incident in. “Security personnel Rogers 01 and Housley 06 reporting. Two workers found running in off-limits location, appear in distress. Scanning for identity now. Uncertain motivation.”

Neither of them appeared to have any intention of listening to Brechal’s words.

Frustrated and angry, Brechal had felt his anger rise over his fear. Without conscious thought, he had curled his hands into fists. The fear generated by the creatures they had found still lingered. As far as Brechal was concerned, they had no time to deal with these guards. He would have been happy to bash them out of his way. But before he could do anything rash, Tina had gripped his arm.

“Let me try.”

Brechal’s first instinct had been to step in front of her, to protect her from the guards. But he had known that in this situation, her telepathy might be of use. So instead, he had throttled back his anger, nodded once, and stayed out of her way.

“Listen to me,” she had said confidently, and Brechal could almost sense the effort she put into her telepathic coercion. “This mine is not safe. There are creatures here, monsters. They project fear and terror – ”

She didn’t get any further. For the third time, the monster behind them gave voice to an ear-shattering screech. Again, there was a massive crashing sound, and Brechal had no doubt that this time, the beast had broken through the wall.

The effect on the guards was immediate. In unison, they crouched down as if under fire, not out of any noticeable fear, but out of trained reflex. Then they looked at each other in a way that Brechal would have found hilarious at any other time. They had seemed perplexed.

Brechal took the opportunity to start forward, but the guard on the right still held his blaster.

“Don’t move!” 

Brechal had snarled in anger, but stayed where he was. 

The guard on the right spoke into his helmet. “Security personnel Rogers 01 and Housley 06 update. Unknown disturbance. Two workers under control. Investigating.” Flat, emotionless. No fear or anything in the electronic voice.

The guard on the left had also drawn his blaster. Unlike his companion, his was aimed down the tunnel, towards the disturbance.

“If there is anyone there,” the guard said, “show yourself! Do it now!”

“You don’t want it to do that,” Brechal had begun, but the guard on the right interrupted.

“Be quiet!”

Then, for the second time in just a few minutes, Brechal had been hit by a tidal wave of panic and fear. This time he had known what it was, and he still had Tina’s defense against it in place. Even so, it was so intense that his knees buckled, and he had cried out in pain.

Somehow, he knew that the monster had made its way into the chamber where he and Tina had been harvesting the Lucen.

The guards fared as badly, but surprisingly not worse. Perhaps they had some protection against such attacks built into their suits. If they did, it wasn’t sufficient to block it entirely. Both guards clamped their hands against the sides of their heads and groaned in agony.

Only Tina was mostly proof against the monster’s telepathic assault, and even she wasn’t entirely immune. She screwed her face up into a grimace and reached for Brechal’s hand.

“Come on!” she had called, with a hint of desperation in her ordinarily calm voice. 

Brechal was willing. He wanted nothing more than to leave. But the guard on the right was up to the challenge. Despite the mental assault, he managed to fire his blaster over Brechal’s head. The shot was close enough that Brechal felt the warmth of it and could smell the ozone over the fetid stench of the monster behind them. 

“Do not move!” the guard bellowed. “You will get no further warning!”

Once more the massive creature voiced its horrific bellow, this time closer. Brechal had spun around and was appalled to see that the monster was only meters away and making its ungainly way closer. It was monstrous, a heaving translucent wall of quivering flesh, a nightmare of frightful proportions that almost filled the entire tunnel.

“Well, if you aren’t going to let us go, then at least use your damned weapons! Shoot that thing!” Brechal had bellowed. Remember the fear and panic of that moment, the bartender clutched both hands on the edge of the bar, feeling the memory of that time slam adrenaline into his system and the wordless reassurance of the BHB as it tried to support him. 

That help eased the memory slightly, like a softening of an ache. Through the film of supportive understanding, Brechal watched as his words seemed to get through to both guards. The other guard had managed to gather his wits together for long enough to take aim, and then both guards were firing at the creature again and again.

Bolts of sizzling fire had scorched the air like angry hornets buzzing all around Brechal and Tina. He had pulled her to the ground for fear of stray bolts, covering her smaller frame with his bulk, and not even considering making a dash for freedom.

The air had grown hot and filled with acrid, foul-smelling smoke. The monster was screaming, and Brechal hoped for one moment that the guards’ weapons were up to the task. But a single glance had dashed that hope beyond any thought of repair. The bolts of energy were finding their target and leaving deep scorch marks in the monster’s flesh. But the scorch marks quickly faded away into nothing. 

It had been as if the guards were firing into a barrel of water. 

They didn’t give up. Perhaps they had still been talking, updating whoever was listening to the situation. If the guards were, Brechal had not been able to hear them. All he heard was the guard on the left uttering a primal scream of aggression and rage, before advancing on the monster, firing repeatedly.

If their reactions and responses up until that point hadn’t done it, that simple act of bravery or madness was enough to convince Brechal that it was a person under the armor and not just a machine. No machine would be so foolish. A machine would merely fire as coldly and as efficiently as possible, and calculate the best odds for victory.

Brechal had accepted with a cold certainty that there was nothing that he could do to save the man from the beast. All he could do was watch. 

Tina had tried anyway. “Stop! What are you doing?” she yelled, her voice full of incredulous disbelief.

And then the monster had lunged with devastating speed and flexibility. Surprisingly, it had not crushed the guard as Brechal had expected. Instead, it scooped him up and swallowed him whole. 

Such was the transparency of the creature that Brechal could easily see where the guard lodged in its throat. 

The horror of that moment flashed through the bartender’s body like acid on skin, dropping him toward the ground. Oblivious to the BHB, the others exclaiming in concern, and the movement of Alastair and Wynn toward him, Brechal started to collapse, only to find that the BHB had caught him in a supportive grip, cushioned by an oversize chair that rose abruptly from the floor. 

Brechal was lost to where he was. His eyes were filled with the horror of that time, and the searing sight of the ingested guard. The other guard had stopped firing. He had given a strangled cry of pure terror and turned to run. But he had not gotten very far. While their attention had been wholly taken up by the monster in front of them, a second one had made its way into the tunnel behind them. 

Concealed by the haze of smoke in the air, the remaining guard had not noticed the second enemy until it was too late. He was also swallowed whole, leaving Brechal and Tina shocked and alone. Weaponless. Stuck between two monsters that all but blocked the tunnel on both ends. Taking turns blasting the air with their hideous, resounding cries, they were slowly advancing on Brechal and Tina.

Dimly, the bartender could feel Wynn’s hands on his arm, Madrik’s grip on his shoulders. Words were being said, but he could not hear them. He was back in that desperate, smoky corridor, with their defenders dead and his love beside him.

Slowly, Brechal had risen to his feet. He had never been so afraid. Not for himself, but for Tina, who also was standing. It was his fault she was there. The plan for this caper had been his. And now it looked as if they would both die here, swallowed whole by these obscene, loathsome beasts, just like the guards before them. Brechal’s heart had pounded so hard that his chest had hurt, just like it did now.
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Chapter 6 - Hole Between Worlds

Brechal had pulled Tina towards him and hugged her as tightly as he could without breaking her. Only after a while did he realize she had been speaking. 

“They’re still alive,” she was saying. “The guards. I can sense them. They’re being kept alive within those things. They’re feeding on them. But not on their flesh. It’s their fear, their horror, and dread that sustains the monsters.” She had whimpered then, out of fear or hopelessness, a sound that cut deeply into Brechal’s heart. “I think … I think they’ll take years to die.”

Such a fate was too awful to contemplate. Brechal had looked around, seeking some weapon with which he might end both Tina’s life and his own before the monsters could get to them. But there was nothing. Both of the guards still held their blasters, separated by the bodies of the monsters from Brechal. Those were the only weapons around but rendered useless. Briefly, Brechal remembered hoping that one of them would fire, killing the creatures from the inside out, but neither guard was shooting. 

“I’m sorry,” Brechal had muttered. “I’m so sorry.” His heart had been aching with an unbearable sadness, one that traveled through time to rip his soul with fresh wounds. This was his fault, his responsibility. He had failed and condemned his love to torment. Both monsters were a few meters away and would be upon them in seconds.

Then, sounding surprisingly calm, Tina asked, “What’s that?”

It had taken Brechal a moment to see what she was talking about. He had to blink to clear his eyes of the smoke that still lingered and of the tears that were forming in each corner. When he could see what she was looking at, he had thought it no more than a shadow. Perplexed, he had closed his eyes and then looked again and was astonished by what he saw. Such things just weren’t possible. And yet … just maybe it was.

Perhaps the blaster fire had opened it. Or maybe it was a natural occurrence, and sheer chance had brought it to Brechal and Tina at their time of greatest need. Either way, there was a hole in the side of the tunnel. 

Not a side tunnel. A hole in space and time itself. A fissure. A flaw. A wormhole. The swirling colors and shadows that filled the gap could only be the myth of escape transmuted to the reality of a famous sanctuary. 

Brechal had heard stories but never hoped to see one himself. What they were, only a physicist might know for sure. Brechal certainly didn’t. All he knew was that some people thought of them not as an anomaly, but as a gateway between worlds. 

Brechal had started to smile. “Hope,” he answered.

With bittersweet feelings, the bartender fastened on that instant of hope, when he had prayed that they had found salvation. When Tina’s life would not end, and he might still be alive to love and care for her. All too soon, the rush of memory pulled him away to what happened next.

With no real knowledge of what he might find if he tried to step through, with no certainty that even getting through was possible, he had lunged towards it, half dragging and half carrying Tina along with him. 

But before he’d covered even half the distance, the monster closest to the wormhole shrieked once again and surged to intercept them. 

Tina had screamed, and Brechal’s heart had dropped. He had known with absolute conviction that they couldn’t make it to the hole before the monster blocked it. It was over. They were defeated. Done.

He felt soul-crushing despair that Tina was going to die.

Except….

Brechal had no time to consider his actions. He only had time to act.  “You go!” he had shouted, with desperation clear in his voice. “I’ll distract it. Go now!”

Tina had understood his intent but had shaken her head in denial. “No! You go!”

“There’s no time to argue! Hurry!” Even though he had desired nothing more than to hold her in his arms one more time, he physically shoved her away from him. His life didn’t matter to him. Compared to her, he knew he was nothing. An oversized fool who lived only to be a torment for others. 

She was everything that he wasn’t. She had to live. Had to escape. 

He had waved his arms in front of the monster and started to yell. 

“Hey, foul monster! You dung-lying slime-producing beast of a paralytic mother! Over here! Come and get me!”

Perhaps it had been his imagination, but he thought that he had gained its interest. Maybe he had bought Tina enough time.

Brechal remembered the focused purpose of that moment. He had prepared himself as best he could for whatever came next. He had not relished the thought of endless years spent in manufactured terror within the digestive system of such a beast but thought it would be bearable if he knew that Tina was safe. 

He didn’t watch where she went. Instead, he stood tall and waited. 

Brechal remembered that resolution, the clarity that willing sacrifice brought. Even now, he could feel that certainty in his bones, the willingness to give everything for another. Echoing around him, he felt the faint presence of the BHB and Madrik, united in their support, proud of him and accepting. Beyond them were others, the rest of the BHB team, the family that had formed to include him. They took up their positions at his side, telling him without words that they were there for him. 

At some level, he was astonished. Did they not know that he was flawed? A con man and a thief. Not someone to depend on. An ugly man with a nasty inside. His memories swept him away, not allowing him to dwell on the shock of acceptance, flaws and all. 

Without conscious volition, he had started to move. 

At first, he had not understood what was happening. Wildly confused, he had tried to fight, attempting to regain control of his body, but he could not. He found himself hurtling flat out toward the wormhole, and there was nothing he could do to stop.

He panicked. This wasn’t the plan. He needed to take the nightmare creature’s attention away from the wormhole. Not towards it.

Then he saw Tina. She wasn’t at the wormhole entrance. Instead, she stood as straight as she could, tears of grief streaming down her cheeks. Her covering illusion had disappeared, leaving her well-loved face for him to see. The small woman was facing the monster from the same spot that he had stood just a few moments before, the place that should have taken the beast as far from the wormhole as possible if it had taken the bait.

Which it had. Only it was focused on Tina instead of on him.

He knew then what was happening. Tina. She was controlling him. Forcing him against his will to escape while she stayed.

“NNNNNOOOOO!!!” he had cried, his voice breaking as his heart struggled to contain the weight of his torment. He didn’t want this. This wasn’t right. She shouldn’t sacrifice herself for him. 

With his heart pounding madly in his chest, he had desperately fought to regain control. He had to save his love. Had to.

The memory of that moment ripped his emotions free from their roots, leaving bleeding in every part of his psyche. He felt others pushing on his chest, forcing his heart to beat and his body to breathe. Desperately, he longed to be able to go back to that moment and change what had happened. But that was not to be. Helpless in the river of memory, he was washed downstream toward the end.

“Stop,” Tina had commanded. Only she didn’t say it out loud. She said it in his mind. 

He had no choice. She had controlled him entirely.

“This is the way it must be. I cannot face a world without you in it. Go. Live. Carry my love with you and be well and happy. In my memory, if nothing else.”  

And then it was too late. The creature had engulfed Tina the same way it had the guard. Brechal heard her horrified scream in his mind, saw her sink into the monster’s throat beside the guard who was already there. 

He had watched all his hopes and dreams get swallowed by this creature of doom. 

It had been like having his heart ripped out of his chest. He remembered being unable to breathe. His body echoed that in the here and now, and he felt the BHB as it wrapped tendrils around him, squeezing and releasing so that his chest drew breath in and let it out.

Walled behind remembered horror and sadness, Brechal felt the abandonment and despair of the moment and the impact of its smash of emotion again now. The image of Tina being engulfed was as profoundly burned into his mind as if someone had used a brand and seared it into his brain. 

Nor could he do anything about it. He had not been able to save his love. The monster was too powerful, too impossibly big. All he could do was stare at Tina’s still body within the beast and feel trapped in an endless world of despair. 

The wormhole was forgotten, and he would have sagged to the floor if Tina had not been still in control of his body. He had felt pain and loss so profound it was as if the universe had suddenly stopped and given a collective moan of pure desolation. 

He had wanted only to die. To sacrifice himself to the monster so that at least they would suffer together. 

But she would not let him. 

“Go,” she had said in his mind. Such was their connection that she couldn’t hide the terrors that the monster already engendered within her. To him, they were as nothing to what he now felt. He would gladly, happily endure all of it, if only he could take her place.

“No,” he had said, barely able to get the words past the constriction in his throat. “Don’t make me. I can’t … I can’t.”

But she had. “Please, go,” she had said, the tone of her thoughts clearly desperate, and just as full of love. She had not wanted him to stay. She wanted him to live.

And she could force him to do so. 

He had acquiesced. There was nothing else he could do.

“Only, please, may I take a piece of you with me?” Tina had pled. 

Brechal had not known what she meant. All he had been able to tell was that the strength she had shown was fading behind a tsunami of fear. Her mental voice was quivering, almost lost to sheer terror.

“Anything.”

He had felt the most intense pain of his life, stabbing deeply into his mind. It hurt like a hundred migraines all lumped together, as if someone had opened his skull, grabbed a fistful of his brain and stretched it so tightly that ripped. He didn’t object, then or now. His life had been over the moment that he lost Tina. He had known at that instant that from now until forever, he would be lost and alone.

Just like that, the pain in his mind was over.

“Thank you,” Tina had said, with a last loving touch directly into his mind. 

As the monster had begun to lunge in Brechal’s direction, Tina had forced her love through the wormhole and away from her forever.

<<<>>>

It might have been an eternity later. Or no more than a moment. Either way, Brechal had suddenly found himself as far from the monsters in the tunnels of Neria 7 as it was possible to get.

He hadn’t cared if the wormhole opened into the cold depths of space or the howling inferno of a sun. For him, it would have been better than living alone, without the one person in the universe he could love, and who could care for him in return.

Instead, astonishingly, the fracture in space through which Tina had forced him opened into a bar. 

Brechal’s first impression was that it was warm and inviting, like a comfortable sitting room. There was an open fire and thickly-cushioned couches that looked to be just about perfect for even his oversized frame. There were also a couple of people there, staring at him with openly curious expressions.

But he had not cared about any of that. All he was concerned with was that the door. It was imposing and ornate, and the wormhole that connected it to Neria 7 was still open. 

And he could still feel Tina from the other side.

Immediately, he had gritted his teeth in determination. He had tried to step back through, but he was blocked. Either Tina was stopping him from the other side of the universe, or the door did. Perhaps the wormhole only worked in the one direction.

Either way, Brechal remembered the fiery disappointment as he collapsed to his knees, howling out loud in madness and anguish, bashing his fists against the doorframe. 

He had wanted to keep howling forever. He wanted to keep going until his fists were bloody and he had nothing left. But even this was denied him.

His connection to Tina was still there. He could feel her, doing what she could to calm him despite the dreadful torments she was suffering.

Finally, he had hung his head and wept. 

Faintly, he could hear the sound of a woman crying and knew that someone else was mourning with him. The grip on his shoulders was still firm, and the support of the BHB was a dependable presence at the back of his mind. Even acknowledging that was difficult as the river of memory pulled him into the current once again.

“Do not grieve, my love,” Tina had begged, her mental voice distant and strained, and yet comforting even so. “You are still here with me, and that is how it should be.”

Somehow, he understood what she meant. She’d taken a piece of his soul and kept it with her, to give her strength and a measure of peace even in the face of such terrors.

“Now, please go,” she said. “This monster seeks to follow you through the hole.”

Prevented from returning to her, Brechal had wanted to do no more than stay where he was and weep until the universe ended. But Tina’s words had penetrated to his rational self. He didn’t care about his own survival, but there were others here. Innocent people who would suffer a fate worse than death if he allowed the monster to come through.

With a painful wrench like the twisting of a knife buried deep in his heart, he had whispered, “Goodbye, my love,” to Tina. Somehow, despite the vast distance between them, he knew that she heard his words, and felt her love for him in return. 

Then he turned to the people who still stared at him and glowered at them.

“Don’t just stand there!” he had bellowed, filling his voice with enough rage and hate to bury his grief at least for the moment. “There are monsters on the other side of this door, and they want to come through!”
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Chapter 7 - Cooperation

Madrik was thinking about how his life had changed since Brechal’s large body had come crashing through the portal. His explosive entry and hard landing had been startling, even frightening. The man’s desperate attempt to get back through the doorway had been heart-wrenching.

Just thinking about that drama pulled Madrik’s eyes to the bartender as he stood behind the bar. He noticed that Brechal’s ordinarily sure movements had paused. Holding one of the glasses that he been rearranging in mid-air, the bartender stood frozen and appeared to be looking off into the distance.

This was so different than Brechal’s usual manner that Madrik stood up in concern. “Brechal? Is everything all right?”

The bartender did not answer. Others were now looking at Brechal, drawn by Madrik’s question and the lack of an answer. Quick to respond to any distress within the bar, Wynn began to hurry, joining Alastair in his targeted trajectory toward the back of the bar. Before they could reach Brechal, the ordinarily imperturbable man had turned pale green with nausea, swallowing several times and turning his head as if fighting the urge to vomit.

The BHB was now involved, pushing pictures along their companion bond to Madrik that he could not interpret. Flashing images of a clock and vast interstellar distances made no sense to the bar manager as he realized that one of his team was in trouble.

Quickly, he moved to stand in front of Brechal, separated only by the width of the bar itself. The pained look that he saw on the bartender’s face reminded him of one that he had seen in his own mirror many times. It screamed the remembrance of pain and telegraphed someone lost in the flow of memories.

Wynn would have rushed up to grab Brechal if Vincent had not prevented her. In a low voice, the veteran said, “He’s having a flashback. Do not grab him or he may hurt you by accident. Talk to him gently, be soothing. Draw him out. He would not forgive himself if he hurt you.”

The waitress would’ve argued, but the naked pain in Vincent’s voice told her that he knew exactly what he was talking about. Focusing on the man who held her in a gentle but firm grip, she replied, “I will not grab him. Thank you very much, Vincent. But I can tell that he needs help. What can we do to help him?”

At that moment, Madrik and the BHB realized that Vincent was also in distress. His pale face and shaking hands betrayed a connection to what Brechal was going through. Torn between trying to talk Brechal back and deal with Vincent’s distress, Madrik didn’t know which way to turn.

Vincent straightened his backbone and stared squarely at the bar manager. The veteran soldier was almost at attention when he said, “I will be okay. I can feel extremely intense emotions coming off of him and it both hurts and makes me ill. However, at least I now know that I’m not crazy and that those are his emotions, not mine. We need to help him first.”

Just then Brechal grabbed the edge of the bar with both hands. His grip tightened, and Madrik heard the creaking and crushing sounds that betrayed the strength of emotion and fear that was written for all to see in Brechal’s face.

Wordlessly, the BHB flooded Madrik with reassurance, and in the Anchor’s mind, he could see faint lines that were growing, connecting both the BHB and him to Brechal and the rest of the team. A wave of that same reassurance and support tumbled down that network to each of his people, and Madrik could see the effect of that heartfelt emotion.

The results were most apparent in Vincent’s posture and the returning color of his face. Looking far less strained, the assistant bouncer lost some of the rigidity of his stance. Wynn’s brief smile and Alastair’s nod of acknowledgment told Madrik that everyone in the team had felt it. He just hoped that Brechal knew that they were all there for him.

A strangled gasp of pain ripped its way out of Brechal’s throat and sent Wynn flying toward the bartender. Vincent’s warning was forgotten as she broken-heartedly clutched Brechal’s forearm and crooned at him, “Brechal, my brother. It will be all right. We are here for you. Please come back to us, please.”

The bartender did not appear to hear her, nor any of the other shouted questions or reassurances that were starting to come from everyone in the bar. Lost in the memories of his own mind, Brechal began to collapse. Desperately, Wynn tried to slow his fall but was pulled downward with him. Madrik felt a surge of energy from the BHB, and an oversized chair exploded from the ground and caught the falling man.

As his bartender, and friend, had started to fall Madrik vaulted the bar. Landing beside the newly materialized chair, Madrik grabbed both of Brechal’s shoulders, ignoring Vincent’s gasp of dismay. Unconcerned for his own safety, the bar manager knew that the only thing that he could provide was his presence.

Around his back, Madrik could feel the rest of his team closing in. Alastair to his left, Wynn practically in Brechal’s lap and Vincent shaking in fear but advancing in the face of yet another enemy.

Even Najeer had emerged from the kitchen to lend his presence and support. The cook’s face was wooden with remembered stress and fear, but he stood to Madrik’s right in quiet courage.

At a later point, Madrik knew that he would be overwhelmingly proud of them all. But right now, he was focused on Brechal.

Vincent whispered, “I can tell that he feels us. He knows that we are here and that all of us are around him.” 

Satisfied by that reassurance, the BHB team held their positions. Staring at Brechal’s face, they watched the flow of emotions wash over his countenance as that display took them on a spectators’ journey of fear, anger, and grief.

The rest the bar was quiet, as everyone there helping with preparations waited to see what would happen. The bartender’s face continued to work with the power of remembered emotion and events until the man threw his head up into the air and a mighty shout of, “NOOOOO!” was ripped from his heart and thrown out from his vocal cords.

It was as if everything stopped with that mighty roar. There was no sound for a few seconds until Wynn’s frantic voice screamed, “He’s not breathing!”

Alastair forcibly removed her from in front of the bartender and put his hand on the side of Brechal’s neck. After a few seconds, Alastair yanked Brechal out of Madrik’s grip and onto the floor, shouting urgently, “Madrik! I can’t feel the heartbeat!”

Vincent dove down beside Alastair, and the two men began CPR. Alastair breathing for Brechal and Vincent doing the compressions. Time and time again, they paused hoping that Brechal’s heart had restarted, but to no avail.

An urgent demand from the BHB prompted Madrik to call out, “Everyone, stand back, we are going to try something.”

Tendrils of wood sprang from the floor and the back of the cabinet, wrapping around Brechal, rhythmically squeezing and releasing his chest. Other tendrils that looked more metallic than wood slithered up from the floor and touched on opposite sides of the man’s rib cage. There was a massive flash of bluish-white light that left a perfume of ozone in the air. Once, twice, and finally a third time, the light flashed before Brechal’s chest gave a shudder, and the big man began to breathe.

The mental connection map in Madrik’s mind that showed the network among the BHB, the Anchor, and the team became clear. A trail of agony and love led from Brechal off to some point in a far distance that was somehow still Brechal. Some essential part of the bartender had been left behind, and the bonding now included that piece.

All of them could feel the agony the Brechal was reliving. Wynn was sobbing openly, and Alastair and Najeer were looking more wooden than usual. Vincent’s face showed his own remembered pain and Madrik was almost overwhelmed with remembered grief for his wife and daughter. All of them understood pain, all had experienced loss.

Through his bond with the BHB, Madrik could feel that echo of another voice again. A woman’s cadence and speech, one in great pain and anguish, but firm with determination. The faint echo of her voice was not directed at the BHB or him. Its focus was the man who ached for her on the floor. 

By extension, it touched each of them.

Brechal opened his eyes, and finally, he appeared to really see them. Too drained to be embarrassed, the big man slowly got up with the assistance of many willing hands. It said a lot about his degree of exhaustion that he didn’t resist their help, instead leaning on his helpers and shakily regaining his feet.

Without a word, the cook handed the big man a large mug of steaming tea. Muttering a broken, “Drink it!” Najeer fled back to his kitchen. Shaking and withdrawn, Brechal stood drinking the tea as the rest the team allowed him space.
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Chapter 8 – Desperation

The preparations for the Grand Opening had continued while Brechal was recovering. Things had settled down, and the cheerful chaos had resumed, although Madrik had kept an unobtrusive eye on his bartender. Ready to step in if needed, Madrik was too good of a manager to crowd the shaken man.

Brechal seemed to bounce back quickly. If he was a bit quieter or a tiny bit slower, no one was cruel or stupid enough to comment on it. Within an hour, the bartender was moving with much of his previous energy. Only the shadows in his eyes testified to the echoes of pain that still rebounded in his mind and soul.

Interrupting his thoughts of the momentous day in the Badger Hole Bar, Madrik was amused to hear the bartender’s voice raised in anger, shouting, “Dammit! No! I’ve told you before keep the blasted little umbrellas out of my drink setups!”

Even in the middle of all of the action necessary to get a formal opening ready for a drinking establishment, Madrik was reassured that life was going on as usual. Brechal might be an intimidatingly tall demon-looking man with massive muscles and strange tentacles, but he certainly didn’t intimidate their little waitress. Rosalie Wynn easily stood up to everything that was thrown at her.

The bar manager loved how his team interacted, full of interesting quirks but with no real tension. They might fuss at each other, but they looked out for one another, protective and supportive. When Wynn had entered the bar, Madrik had thought to provide her with work as a combination of desperate need and charity. She hadn’t looked like she would be a force to be reckoned with when she had come crawling through the door.

Madrik remembered how he had once again subconsciously known that someone was coming. At least it hadn’t been as difficult as Brechal’s entry, but Wynn had definitely introduced a new facet to the life that they now shared.

Looking over at their spunky waitress, Madrik smiled to see her subtle magic at work, changing cushion covers and arranging centerpieces on some of the tables. Sticking to the contentious disagreement that she and Brechal had over whether comfortable chairs would be an asset or detriment to the bar, Wynn had staked out her own special corner that she decorated and arranged.

Madrik didn’t have the heart to tell the rough and tough bartender that those tables and comfortable chairs were the most desired of any in the bar. Over the last several weeks, Madrik had heard arguments within otherwise congenial groups of mercenaries over who got to sit in those chairs. Some of those discussions had become very heated.

He was pretty sure that Wynn knew how well her innovations were being regarded, but for right now, Madrik thought he would let things settle down after the Grand Opening before he decided to expand that “special” section of the room.

He must’ve had a smile on his face because Wynn looked up and caught his eye. Seeing the grin, she responded with a sunny smile. That look of dawning joy that she could get always made Madrik feel better. He knew he wasn’t the only one because he had seen large groups of argumentative people turn into happy drinkers when all she did was come by and smile at them. 

He didn’t know if this was her nature, or if the contrast between how she had lived before and now made her more appreciative. All he knew was that he was lucky to have her and hoped that she would never leave. The evening that she had entered the bar had been a gift from the gods.

That night had been different than the other times when someone had come to the solution door on the right. Madrik had no foreshadowing of someone entering. In fact, rather than being nervous, he had been calm and enjoying the evening up to a split second before the doorway opened.

There been a groan like somebody was in massive pain and the fire in the fireplace of the barroom had roared like an enormous creature and flashed out from the fireplace. Extending more than 4 feet out, it looked like fiery claws ready to grab someone.

Luckily, they had planned the room in front of the fireplace, and there were no tables or chairs anywhere close to the hungry flames. Brechal and Madrik had been standing together, idly chatting. They both went into action mode at the first sign of disruption.

Madrik had grasped his staff more tightly, and Brechal had come up to position himself even with Madrik but off to the left side. Staring intently at the door, they were ready for any surprise.

The door slammed open, and a figure had come scrambling through on all fours. Recognizing that the being that had entered was a female, Brechal had relaxed. Madrik, seeing the undefinable mixture of characteristics and coloring that defined his own planet of Earth, had been not far behind him.

It was indeed a woman, looking like someone from Madrik’s hometown. She was a strawberry blonde with violet eyes, but everything else was hidden behind a look of absolute terror. She had been clutching a cigar box in her hand and trying to watch behind her as she scrambled to get through the door and away from something, or someone, that was following her. 

Moving simultaneously, the two men quickly charged around her, one to the left and the other to the right, before grabbing the door and slamming it closed. The click of the door cut off what sounded like two infuriated voices crying out in frustrated rage.

There had been a sudden quiet as everyone stood frozen. Even the taproom was silent as the patrons stared over the tops of their drinks at the woman who was sprawled on the floor. Little did Madrik know how vital that vulnerable looking woman would become to him and the BHB.

Smiling in remembrance, he looked once more at his busy waitress.

Wynn saw the introspection on Madrik’s face and somehow knew what he was thinking. It was a day for things like that when all of them were obsessively rethinking what they were doing and trying to prep for situations unknown. That was indeed true of her.

Since coming to the Badger Hole Bar, her life has been far different from what she had grown up with. Before, she had her grandmother but pretty much nobody else. She hadn’t really found her own place in the town that she lived and had not discovered a work-family to embrace her. Effectively friendless, she had few acquaintances and no emotional attachment to the world of her birth after her grandmother had died.

What a difference between then and now! I know that Gram would be pleased with what I’m doing. I’m using my magic, even if it’s not exactly in the way that she thought I would. I suppose at some point, I’m going to have to go back and see what’s in the attic. But for right now, it just feels good to be able to look forward to each day, she thought to herself.

Already that other life felt like a story somebody else had written. It wasn’t something that she felt like she had lived anymore. The memory still could frighten and depress her, though. 

It seemed just like yesterday that she crawled through that door into the Badger Hole Bar, full of fear and fleeing for her life. She had felt battered by faith and circumstances, friendless and alone. Coming into the BHB had been the best thing that could’ve happened to her.

Looking around at the cheerful chaos of the room, feeling a connection with not only her surroundings but the people within it, Wynn knew that she had found her home. Whatever trick of fate had brought her here, she would decorate their altar to the day she died. She was home, and she knew it.

Her life before now had been a waystation, a proving ground, that prepared her for this. This is where she belonged.
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Chapter 9 – Threads of Magic

By Taki Drake and Stacey Nelson

Slipping into memory, Wynn remembered the first conversation that she had in the BHB. It had been an interrogation, understandable after the strange manner in which she had made her entrance into the cozy and welcoming barroom.

The tall, imposing man that she now knew was Madrik, the bar manager and companion of the sentient bar, had been questioning her and she had answered to the best of her ability. Feeling stunned, she had let the words tumble out of her mouth and create a river of communications that carried her forward into her new life.

She could almost hear the words again, like a spectator onto the events of her own past life.

<<<>>>

“I’m not exactly sure what you want me to tell you,” Wynn had said.

“I guess I want to know how you learned you could control magic.”

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

“Okay. How did you learn you could use magic?”

Wynn had laughed. Her smiles were contagious, her violet eyes flashing with intelligence.

“I think I always could on some level, Gram said I was special. I just never believed her. Looking back, I can remember so much now. It’s funny, I guess I always have, but never considered memory to be anything special.”

<<<>>>

As I had told Madrik, as the day that seems so long ago but was only a few weeks in the past, I was named Rosalie Wynn, after both of my grandmothers. My Father’s family was from Ireland and Mother’s came from Colombia, so I was a blend of shapes and skin colors that were reflected in my hybrid name.

I had not known Grandma Rosa until after my parents died. I remembered meeting her one time before that day of grief and sorrow. She had seemed so fragile, now that I look back, her skin soft and wrinkled. 

She had laughed easily, a beautiful crescendo of peals of mirth that invited everyone listening to join in. Her hair was strawberry blond, and her eyes were violet, just like mine. I had felt connected to her. Daddy told me her hair was the same shade of red as mine once, but in looking at her as a five-year-old it was hard to believe. 

Grandma Rosa had only been an interesting point in my life until the earthquake. That shifting of terrestrial plates had shaken up my life and transformed it in the space of a few seconds.

I had been asleep at the time that it hit. Experiencing the most fantastic dream. I had been in a gray space, where there were colors of light, almost like a current all around me. It was a place at once familiar and comforting, someplace I felt like I belonged. How long I rested in that comfortable, safe place, I still had no idea. All I knew was to my childish mind it had been a moment of comfort and safety.

The next thing I knew, I was standing in the front of a dark room. Part of me had felt like I should know where I was, but there was nothing here I understood. My senses were numb and I only dimly understood the compressed nature of the space that I was in and the horrible smells in the air. Dust was everywhere, and I had started to cough. 

I had recognized my blanket wrapped around me as the ceiling opened in the dim room and was lit by a faint light. 

That illumination poured into what remained of the hotel room that I had shared with my parents. I could see that everything was covered in a layer of dirt, rubble, or wood. I had not really understood, feeling disoriented. The dust had clogged my lungs, and I had found it increasingly difficult to breathe. My younger self had started to retreat into numbness, panicked and feeling alone.

“Hold very still, sweetheart,” a male voice had said from the open ceiling. The light behind him prevented me from seeing his face, and all I knew was that there was a large male-sounding shape that was talking to me. My mind continued to skitter, and I had not been able to form any coherent response other than whimpers of panic and fright.

As my eyes adjusted, I recognized the familiar uniform and hat of a firefighter. The man had shown a light into the space where my feet were planted, and I had seen jagged gaps in the floor. Fire in a room below blossomed with the added oxygen sending gouts of flame toward us and heating the air to a barely breathable level. It was beautiful and warm in a deadly way, attractive to a child, and yet frightening all the same.

I had felt the grit on my skin as tears rolled in a steady stream down my face. I had trembled and clutched the corner of my blanket. Ignoring the booming voices of caution from strange men, I had knelt on one bleeding knee, gripping the fractured beam with a grimy and scratched hand. I had reached forward and dragged the end of my blanket from the rubble. Despite the wall over the top of it, the fabric had come away easily. I had clasped it to me with a desperate need for familiarity before I had risen to stand.

I still remember strangers shouting. I had squeezed the blanket against my chest, my fingers wrapped tightly into the folds of material. That small bit of connection to my previous life was my Anchor, the only thing that let me keep my sanity in the days that followed. Otherwise, it would’ve been too much for the child I was to bear. I would have retreated into a cave of unseeing, unfeeling retreat. Perhaps, never to return.

I could remember every part of the days that followed, but none of it had been important. I had survived the earthquake that took my parents from me. There was a lot of talk about it being a miracle in the week it took my Grandmother to get to California. 

<<<>>>

The currents of my memory pulled me from the long-ago child memory to one that was closer, the conversation that I had with Madrik when he had first entered the bar. He had asked, “How old were you then?”

“Eight.”

“You had no idea then? You never wondered why or how you survived? It didn’t occur to you that you had left the hotel?”

“Why would I? How could I have known? I figured it was a dream even though the allure of that place grew every year, hitting me with a poignant yearning annually on that same day.” 

I remembered making that connection and discovery even as I had answered Madrik. Up until that point, I had not put together the timing of the desperate craving to return to that safe place and the anniversary of the event. Lost for a moment in thought, both then and now, I remember being startled when Madrik had begun to talk again.

“Rosalie, can I call you Rosalie or do you prefer, Wynn?” 

“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?”

I had smiled and shaken my head. “You just want to know everything, don’t you?”

His smile had told me all I needed to know. With Madrik, what you saw and felt, was what you got.

<<<>>>

I had become a waitress while I was still in high school. Grandma Rosa couldn’t support us on her disability check so things were tight and we worked together to make ends meet. I had not minded the second-hand clothes, the lack of money to do joint activities and form friendships, or driving Gram’s old car. I had just wanted to take care of Gran. She was my rock and my family, the only one I had.

Using my last name had started out as a layer of privacy, a way of keeping people away from the real me. As Wynn, I could blow off a drunken marriage proposal. As Rosalie, I felt I had to be gentler, less direct, but as Wynn, I could tell a guy to keep his damned hands to himself. He could look but not touch.

I had been working for about five years when Grandma Rosa took to her bed, and I knew time was short. That knowledge had tainted my days and shattered my nights, approaching on shadowed feet that promised grief quickly approaching.

The rest of my life played out like a play with short acts, scenes as vignettes. They were snapshots of different situations, but they didn’t chain together into a whole. Instead, they were diversions. Acting like commercials in a television show, they pulled me away for short moments from the overall reality before dumping me back into the increasingly torturous effort to get through each day.
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Chapter 10 – The Turning of The Wheel

“Will you marry me, Darlin?” Daniel, a long-distance hauler, had asked. 

“What did I tell you the last three times you asked? Jo?” Wynn had answered, pointing to Josie who turned and smiled in response to her name.

“Aw, you know it’s really you I want, Wynn,” Daniel’s round face and gray beard showed the twenty-year age difference between him and the waitress.

“Daniel Levi Hunt, I met your wife just last month. I bet she would be more than happy to skin you alive for saying as much, not to mention Jo here will get mighty jealous if you continue.”

Daniel had put his hands up in surrender, “You got me,” tipping his glass of scotch back to finish off the last of it. “I better get me some shut eye before I get myself into a heap of trouble with you girls.” 

I had smiled. Daniel was harmless, even more so with a few drinks in him. He loved everybody. It was funny how many of the regulars had patterns. They would flirt, yell at the TV sports, drink, eat, shower, but really, they all came here for a taste of family. When they were done, they would shuffle back to their semi-tractor and sleep it off. Usually all business in the morning, I was glad I didn’t have to deal with the pre-coffee Daniel. The stories that were told about him painted a far different picture than the affable, mildly-flirting man that we saw in the evening.

For the most part, the night had been slow. 

When I had pulled up to Gram’s house early the next morning, it struck me as almost funny that in all the years I’ve lived there that it had never really been my home. It had only been a place to live, one filled with secrets and things left best not discussed.

Gram had her secrets, that was certain. For example, I had never been allowed in the attic. From the way Gram reacted, it held something dangerous. Something that needed to be cloaked in mystery.

Other secrets were more understandable. Gram and I never spoke of my parents. Whether it was because the pain was too intense or if there was some other mystery about their deaths, I didn’t know. Cloaked in secrecy this place had been a place to reside, a house. But never a home.

Gram had, however, liked to talk to me about magic. History of magic seemed to be something she had studied at length. I tried to be interested in what she was saying, but never quite understood the point. Why talk about stuff that wasn’t real or possible? 

I remember walking around the old Buick to the trunk and pulled out the groceries.  The two of us needed very little, thankfully, and a week of groceries fit inside two reusable bags. 

As I had neared the front door, I wondered why it didn’t feel like home. It seemed odd that I didn’t care what happened to it when Gram passed. I studied the small two-bedroom and one bath building with about as much attachment as I would have felt for a used band-aid. An odd comparison, but in many ways accurate. This house had been my spot for healing, a refuge. 

As I entered the living room, I realized I would be taking off this band-aid very soon. It was Grandma Rosa who kept me here. I put away the groceries with nothing more than the back-porch light as illumination. I knew the house as well as my own skin. 

I had crept across the creaking wood floors, down the narrow hall, and into my room. It was still dark but for the light of my alarm clock. Not wanting to wake my sleeping grandmother, I felt no need to turn on more lights. With the ease of frequent repetitions, I had emptied my pockets of a wad of quarters and one-dollar bills into a pile on the center of my bed. 

Staring at it for a moment, I had gathered my spoils into my hand and dumped the money into the gallon-sized pickle jar beside my bed. The container had been three-quarters full. The mass of cash had been saved for the better part of four years. It was mostly one-dollar bills, but it would hopefully take me where I was going. Whatever that place might be. 

An imagined place. I had dreamed over and over about someplace where I belonged, someplace that I would feel accepted. Someplace that I could call home. Gram would likely have told me all about the magic of possibility. Maybe there was a time in my life I would have believed Grandma Rosa. Perhaps even embraced the idea. 

“Is that you, Rosalie?” Gram’s voice had been barely a whisper.

I had made my way through the dark to Gram’s room. “Did you need something, Gram?” It stunned me every time I had come to her bedroom. The shocking gray hair, paste-colored skin, and the bed she never left. For four weeks of endless time, Gram had been medicated so she would sleep through the night. 

That night, she had been alert. It was a refreshing change from her usual lethargy.

“I heard noises.”

“Yes, Gram, it was me,” I had come near the bed and taken her cold hand in mine, “How was your day?” I had rubbed her hand between my own, wanting to lend her part of my warmth.

“As good as can be expected when you are dying.”

“Gran, what have we decided?”

“Being positive about death only makes me sound like a fool, Rosalie. It’s the facts. That’s all.”

I had taken a deep breath and nodded, knowing that there was no point in arguing with her. “Your new nurse treats you well? Her name is Marcie, right?”

Gran’s lips had flattened at the mention of Marcie’s name. “She has a funny look in her eyes.”

I had nodded, knowing that this is what always happened, “I can’t be here all the time Gran, I have to work.”

Gram had reached her trembling hand over the top of the bed to enclose both of mine, “I understand. I have something for you that I can’t hide any longer.”

I remember lifting an eyebrow, expressing skepticism I couldn’t help but show. 

“Before you tell me there isn’t magic, I want to tell you again there is. You are able to do things, Rosalie. You can do things that other people can’t do.”

“It’s late, Gram.” I had felt the same discomfort I often felt when Gram got to talking about magic. I knew that strange things had happened, but had convinced myself that they were probably just coincidence.

It was easier to pretend they hadn’t happened because it made them easier to ignore.

“Yes, yes you have much to do. I know. It will just take a minute. It is in the bedside drawer.” 

I had settled Gram’s warmed hands on the blanket and moved to the drawer. “You really shouldn’t be giving me anything,” I had mumbled. Opening the drawer, I had seen a wooden box. It could have been a cigar box, but older than anything I had seen in the store. 

“Did Grandpa smoke cigars?”

Gram had laughed quietly before coughing. Smooth and with the feeling of age in its texture and heft, the box had fit comfortably in my hands. Intriguing to the eye, it seemed to have a presence and to issue an unspoken demand to be held chest height and studied. 

“What is this?” I had asked, knowing that I had never seen it before, although somehow still felt familiar. Perhaps it hadn’t been the box as much as the feeling that came with it. It was familiar in its strangeness, something I had only felt one other time. 

“It is yours. I knew it the moment I found it on the front porch. You were in school.”

“How do you know this wasn’t some sort of prank?”

“I tell you, I know. I will tell you another thing,” Gram’s coughing had worsened to the point where she could not make herself understood. It had taken us some time to get her settled back down and her oxygen mask in place.

“You can tell me in the morning.”

“No.” Gram had taken a large breath of air. “You have to wait to open it until after I’m gone. If you open it before…” Gram had coughed longer and with more pain in her face. 

There were never straight answers with Gram. I had numbed my curiosity with watching the monitors beside her bed while she rested. The numbers I’d come to understand were telling me the future. My future alone. A staggering thought that reinforced the idea that each moment was precious. Supportively and with the selfish desire to store up as many moments as I could, I had stayed with her until she slept. 

Quietly, I had picked up the cigar box and made my way to my bedroom in the dark. Setting the container on top of the dresser, I had felt the pressure of its presence. Its dark outline had rested there, accusingly. Without thinking, I had stuffed it in the second drawer below a red sweater. When the drawer snicked shut, I had finally relaxed. 

It had been perplexing, that box. All night I had dreamed of it. All night I had wondered about the unusual gift as it haunted my dreams and troubled my rest. 
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Chapter 11 – Dreams and Dreamers

The morning had come early as alarms sounded in Gram’s room. I had moved quickly, silencing the alarm and checking Gram’s pulse with my fingers. To my relief, it was a false alarm.

“Did you dream of the box?” Gram had whispered.

“Dreams, Gram.”

“It called to you. I knew it would. Remember, wait until I go.”

“Grandma Rosa,” I had closed my eyes to contain the burn and check the tears that wanted to fall. “I will wait. Tell me what this box is for a while as I get you ready for the day.”

Gram had talked in a whisper, but it was loud enough to speak of a place not part of this world. I had listened as I tended to Gram’s needs, only half hearing the words. My thoughts were centered on dreams of another place.

“The people in this realm are not all like you and I. They are different. They have abilities greater than your own.”

“That’s not surprising, Gram.”

“You calm those around you. This is a gift. You change things. You warmed my hands, in a few movements,” Gram’s coughing had started again. 

It took me another twenty minutes to get her settled. “You are all set.”  

Gram had given me look that said, “This conversation isn’t over.”

<<<>>>

“Did she ever finish explaining?” Madrik had asked.

“Not really, Gram was gone in a few days,” I had added with a glance around the room. “I wish I could tell Gram so many things now.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. She is in a better place, I believe. At least I like to think the family is together, looking out for me. You know, like this place is…” Wynn remembered rubbing her hand over the tablecloth and smiling. 

“So, how did you get here? Everyone has their story.”

<<<>>>

Gram had been gone for a few weeks when I came home from work, and the front door was partially open. 

I had felt the house was empty but still crept inside on high alert. I had wedged my keys between my fingers, so they stuck out like claws. The hardwood floors were covered with broken plates, overturned furniture, and batting stuck out at odd angles from the brown plaid sofa. 

I had realized as I picked up the broken broom handle in my other hand that these people were looking for something. 

The box came to mind immediately.

Straining my hearing for signs of someone lurking in the house, I had heard nothing. I still cautiously moved through the debris field that had been Gram’s home for 35 years. Strangely enough, the attic door was untouched. I had reached out to it, only to have it disappear. It was as if it were a hologram. 

Gram’s voice had echoed in my head, “You have abilities, Rosalie. You use magic.”

I could remember the racing of my heart, and thinking, Was it possible? I had extended my hand out toward the door again, and my fingers had passed through. 

The memory of that moment still sent shivers up and down my spine. Without conscious thought, I had backed as far away from that portal as the confined space allowed. If this indeed was a door, I had no experience or understanding to know how safe or dangerous it was. I had nothing to draw on.

The box had popped into my mind. I had gathered my courage to make my way to my own room. The puzzle of the attic door was nothing compared to the disaster that I had seen in the space that had been my room.

If the box was here, I had no idea where to begin searching for it. I flipped my light switch to see better, and the bulb had exploded. My heart racing, as I had strained to hear sounds, to see in the dark, to understand the situation I stood in. 

The worried voice of Gram had popped into my memory, a seemingly innocuous comment. “I think she waits until I’m asleep to snoop around the house.” 

I had closed my eyes caught in regret and fear. Why had I not listened?

Knowing that I needed to find the box and to get out of the house, I turned on the flashlight app on my cell phone. A dim part of my memory realized that this was the most use that the phone had in weeks.

Stunned by the magnitude of disarray, the only thing that I had been able to do was to start straightening the room. It was a horrendous job.

I had to move my mattress back onto the bed. My clothes were all over the floor as if my closet had vomited. Sliding my feet over scattered clothing, I had made my precarious way to the dresser. The second drawer was the only one that had remained in place although it was open. The concealing sweater was sitting there in pristine order, the only thing in the drawer that looked untouched.

I remember reaching into the drawer and feeling the firm edges of the box that was concealed just beneath the garment when the sound of a voice startled me so badly that I had turned around, slamming the drawer hard enough to push it closed

A woman’s voice had called out, “I found her.” 

“Where have you been hiding?” A man had asked. 

I couldn’t make out their faces, but I had recognized the voice of the woman. It was Marcie, the nurse Gram had not trusted. 

“I was at work,” I had said lamely. It wasn’t my best moment. Truthfully, I was completely surprised anyone would care about anything in this old house. The magic that seemed to be hidden here stunned me more. “What is going on?”

“Listen, we don’t want to hurt you, but we will.” 

I stifled a scream… “What do you want from me?”

“I can’t tell if she doesn’t know, or if she’s hiding it really well,” Marcie had said.

I couldn’t help it; my eyes had grown large, a window into my fear. “I have a money jar, it’s a few years of tips.”

The two of them had laughed. 

“I could have had your money without tearing your house apart,” Marcie added.

“I’m confused.”

“Obviously,” the man had said, “Just give us the box. You clearly haven’t the first clue what to do with it.”

“The box?” I remember whispering. My mind has been bouncing around between fear and panic until that moment when suddenly a plan started forming. I had not known what they wanted until then, and perhaps that could work for me. I played dumb, “A shoe box? I think Gram had one of those in her closet.”

“Will you do something with this clueless idiot?” The man had asked the woman, turning his back to me and the room.

“Shawn, it’s here. We just have to think. It’s nowhere we have looked so far.”

“I could help,” I had offered, smiling. I was so relieved that they bought my story that my fear had eased slightly. Trying not to oversell the idea, I continued. “If it will get you both out of my house, I will tell you what I know.” I figured knowing nothing meant this would be a short conversation.

“What are you up to? Your Gram blabbed all the time about magic and the box. You had to know.” Marcie had come closer to me and into the room, shining her flashlight into my face.

“I thought she was crazy, didn’t you?” I had felt bad saying it, but it was true. I really had thought that she was crazy for most of my life. 

“No, Marcie. Keep in mind that if it were just the grandmother, the arch wouldn’t show magic over the house. She has to be lying, at least about something,” Shawn had said. The light shining in my eyes made it hard to make out what he was doing.

Marcie had moved the light from my eyes just enough that I could watch her scrutinizing my face. “Unless there is something large, magic, and hidden. That would explain the indications. So, tell me, is there anything unusual in this house?”

“Other than it’s a mess right now? The door in the hallway or the dresser drawer not laying on the floor?” I had figured truth and sarcasm could only help me. I still had no idea what to do, or if I could do it, or even if I could come up with something to do. My primary emotion was confusion, and I was just flying by the seat of my pants.

“Listen, Gram rambled on for years. I had no idea what she was talking about. I thought she was confused. I wish I paid better attention. Especially now, but I didn’t.”

“Maybe we should take her to Him,” Shawn had whispered, “She could know stuff she doesn’t know that she knows.”

“Right,” Marcie had said with derision. She directed the flashlight around the room. “We tore this place apart.”

“Let’s go, the old lady probably hid it someplace else,” Shawn had muttered.

I couldn’t believe my luck at that moment, thrilled that they were actually leaving. Standing frozen in place, I had heard the front door close before I started cleaning up the room. I remember the shaking in my hands as I tried to straighten things. I had waited about ten minutes after I heard them leave before I did anything but trivial actions. 

Part of me had known that they would come back. 

A few minutes of effort and the floor had been cleared, but my bed was still full of junk. “Where was all this?” I had mumbled, amazed I had so much in my room. Trying to keep myself distracted, I decided that this was a good excuse to purge unnecessary items.

I will need trash bags, I had thought, and stubbed my toe. I looked down to find a box of trash bags about the size of grocery bags. “What on earth?” 

I had known it wasn’t there previously but remember thinking in amazement that of course, it hadn’t flown into the room. Or had it? I had shaken my head.

Thinking to myself that I needed to focus, in a few short moments I had bagged up four garbage bags of clothes to discard. It had felt good to free myself from all that clutter. I tossed the bags into the hallway and thought briefly that in a way it was very liberating.

“What else?” I had asked myself aloud as I crossed to the dresser. I had placed empty drawers back into the frame and opened the drawer with the red sweater and cigar box Gram had given me. 

I had realized the effort that I had been exerting to ignore it all this time. I picked up the sweater in by shaking hands and shoved it into a bag. Disturbed, the box had opened part way. Blue light erupted out of the drawer, mysterious. A shimmering light had flashed, and then it was gone. 

I had dropped the bag in shock. Hands trembling, I had picked up the box and opened it once more, and an arc of light filled the room again. Frightened, I dropped the box on the floor as I scrambled away from it, placing my back against the wall. My heart had been racing even as the wonder of what I was seeing shocked me.

“I told you she was holding out on us. Get it before she crosses the threshold!” Marcie screamed from the floor below. “Faster,” she had shouted as Shawn raced past my belongings cluttering the hallway, slipping on the mess that they had created.

Scrambling on all fours, I had been terrified of what was happening. Knowing that Gram wouldn’t have given me something that would harm me, I grabbed the box and rolled through the portal that appeared in the center of my bedroom, chased by their screams of rage.

<<<>>>

“That’s how you came to be here?”

“Yes.”

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

“No. I suppose I will have to go back at some point to understand what that is about. But really, I’ve been happy here.”

“I can see that.”
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Chapter 12– Hostess with the Most

Madrik was watching Wynn’s face as rapid and complex mixtures of emotions appeared and disappeared. From the way that her eyes looked at the right-hand door and then tracked to various parts of the room, the bar manager knew that she was reliving her first day in the Badger Hole bar.

His skin rippled with the feeling of goosebumps as he remembered how the slamming of the door had chopped off the screams of rage beyond it. He had turned to look at the woman on the floor as she managed to get her trembling legs underneath her. Madrik would’ve gone and helped her, but Brechal was faster.

For a huge man, the bartender moved quickly and confidently. Madrik had been surprised when the woman hadn’t screamed and fled from the demonic -appearing mobile mountain. Instead, she had looked Brechal deeply in his eyes and then apparently decided to trust him.

Although she occasionally stared intently for a moment at the people in the BHB, the young woman had been surprisingly accepting and tolerant of the strangeness of the people that she was meeting and what must’ve been a very confusing environment.

Madrik had been concerned that she really wasn’t going to fit into the bar and unsure of what role she could fill. The slightly-built woman did not match his preconceived notions of what an effective barmaid would look like. The BHB had no such reservations, exploding with excitement along their companion bond as soon as Wynn had shown up. Madrik had gone along with it for the first bit, operating on faith in the BHB’s judgment. It had not taken the bar manager long before it was no longer a matter of belief but experience that let him trust her.

When she had explained that she had minor magic abilities, Madrik been very encouraged. Every day he could see how she applied those to make the bar more welcoming and a safe place to be. The customers could tell the difference. Tables, where arguments were getting louder, would ease, and the different sides would be smiling at each other as the waitress left the table. She could walk over to a drinker who was glaring around the room and smile at him, and he would break into an answering grin.

Madrik could feel it in himself. When Wynn smiled, the day always looked brighter. He didn’t know what sort of magic this was, but the bar manager knew that he was blessed to have the young woman work in the BHB. With or without magic, she was an asset and was well on her way to becoming everyone’s friend.

Even now, he thought as she left the mental room of memory that she had visited and stepped back into the “now” of the bar. She glanced around the room quickly and immediately headed toward the table where an argument was brewing between two mercenaries.

Madrik smiled once more to himself and then headed toward the kitchen to check the supply levels with the cook. He knew that Najeer had been waiting patiently and he didn’t want to delay whatever actions needed to be taken to ensure that their Grand Opening party was the best he could be.

Wynn knew that her fitting into the life of the Badger Hole bar had been almost effortless. She felt an immediate sense of connection to the bar and to the strong-minded bar manager and the cynical but caring bartender. It was so lovely to be able to realize and do things that she enjoyed. Finding out that she had magic had been a shock. Reading about it in the letter that her grandmother had left had turned her world upside down. Her whole experience with the close encounter with the casual evil of her grandmother’s former nurse and her accomplice had frightened her to the depths of her being, but her reception at the BHB made up for it.

Here she felt protected and supported. Apparently, it didn’t mean she wasn’t going to get hurt, In fact, she still ached from the encounter with an obstreperous client the other night. However, others had come to her rescue and would have taken care of her, but she hadn’t needed them. She had stood up for herself, fought back. Even though she might have been more seriously injured without their assistance, she still took responsibility for her own life. There was something freeing in that. A sense of empowerment that Wynn had never felt before in her life.

The ability to decorate and change things to make a comfortable place for people was a fantastic feeling. Something that she could do and provide benefit to people. But that small posture of defiance, that moment where she did something for herself, would always be a memory that she would treasure.

Just then, a large hand came gently down on her shoulder, and a familiar voice asked, “Wynn? Are you okay?”

It was Alastair, the bartender’s friend, and head bouncer. Wynn looked at him and flashed her sunny smile, seeing an immediate easing of the concern in his face. Alastair was the big brother that she never had. He was protective and helpful without being too clingy. When she had been growing up, she would hear about other people’s brothers and would grieve for her own lack of siblings. At this point, it seemed like she had gotten the best of both worlds.

She never had to deal with a bratty little brother growing up or an overprotective one. But now, she had an adult brother that had all of the stormy disturbances of adolescents behind him and had been refined down into a wonderful man, someone that she trusted.

<<<>>>

There was a disturbance in the overall feeling of the bar. Madrik could feel it in his skin where goosebumps raced up and down his limbs, and in the ends of his hair as they tried to stand up. The BHB didn’t seem to be having a problem, but any new and strange feeling or input to his senses was still suspect for Madrik. Perhaps after he had years of experience with the bar he might not be so reactive but right now everything was new, and he was unsure of his ability to accurately interpret what was going on.

Checking along his bond to the BHB, Madrik found himself heading for the stairs to the second floor. Unsure of why he was doing that, he paused briefly midway up the staircase and queried the BHB. His mind was washed with images that he couldn’t interpret well enough but knew that they referenced something that was occurring on the second floor. Concerned at the timing, Madrik took the steps two by two, convinced that there was going to be a disaster waiting for him upstairs.

At first glance, everything looked the same. There were still three main hallways all radiating out from the landing at the top of the staircase. A quick glance down the right and central halls showed no new doors and no change in the floor or ceiling.

It was only when he looked the other way that he saw something different. Before, this hallway had only contained a small number of doors. When Madrik had explored them earlier, they look like guestrooms. Simple rooms with attached bathrooms that would hold travelers in a pinch. That hallway was now changed.

Instead of a small, short hallway with quiet carpeting and dim lighting, the corridor had expanded to almost two times the width and at least four times its length. There were two chandeliers placed evenly apart going down its distance.

Where staggered pairs of doors had been situated in each wall, there were now five doorways that led off each side and another, different entrance that straddled the end of the hall.

Feeling concerned and disquieted by the advent of something new close to his Grand Opening, Madrik walked to the first doorway on his right and reached for the door handle. Before he could even touch it, the door swung open. The bar manager could feel the burbling pride and smug satisfaction coming through his bond with the BHB. The bar was obviously proud of itself, and Madrik vowed to himself that he would not ruin the fun that his companion was having.

The room was magnificent. Instead of a simple sleeping room with an attached bathroom, this was a palatial suite. Designed to impress and populated with many comforts, this would be a place for a VIP guest, someone who was used to the more elegant things in life.

Madrik inspected each of the chambers. Only one of the doors in the hallway had the fancy rooms, but even the others looked upgraded. Amazed at the improvements that had been done in such a quick time, Madrik tried to understand how the BHB had been able to make these modifications without any assistance.

Interpreting the images that were slung his way in a rapid-fire exchange with the bar, Madrik came to the conclusion that somehow all the activity that was going on for the Grand Opening was energizing the BHB. With the extra power, the BHB was able to do many things. When he asked the BHB on what the limitations were, all that Madrik got in return was a picture of the Storyteller.

Disgruntled, Madrik didn’t even bother to inspect the last three rooms. He turned and headed down the to the first floor moving with a determined stride and specific focus. He had been asking all along what was going on, but the blasted Storyteller wasn’t very forthcoming. It was time the old man explained what he knew, instead of just playing around with Madrik and his staff’s lives. The old man had his agenda, and he meddled when he chose, but Madrik was tired of being fed little bits of information like pearls dropping from the man’s hands.

Unfortunately, when Madrik reached the first floor, the Storyteller was nowhere in sight. Does he have some sort of radar that tells them when I’m looking for him? thought Madrik. It would appear so.

Seeing Alastair moving tables around one more time under Wynn’s direction, Madrik asked the bouncer, “Have you seen the Storyteller? I thought the old man was just here.”

Alastair responded, saying, “I think that he just left. He didn’t say anything. He just got up and left.”

Wynn chimed in, “I was looking at him when he got a strange expression on his face and glanced toward the staircase. Then he got up and moved toward the door really fast. I tried to stop him to ask something, and he just blew past me.”

Madrik sat down at one of the tables and thought about the strange coincidences that surrounded the Storyteller. Starting with his peculiar absence from the area during Madrik’s first days and the cryptic comments that were occasionally exchanged between him and Emesh. Madrik was positive that something was going on. It was one thing he had hated about corporate life before his world has been turned upside down by the death of his wife and family. That “need to know basis” that kept so many people in the dark. That is what this feels like, he thought.
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Chapter 13 – Slippers and Comfort

Annoyed beyond measure, Madrik realized that he was far more irritable because of the tension that he was under. Deciding that it was not going to help their opening event if he started snapping at people, Madrik sat and just relaxed. Letting his attention skip from place to place, he allowed the overall ambiance of the bar wash over him. Simultaneously soothing and invigorating, the bar had its own energy. It was the shared emotion and purpose of the people inside of it.

Madrik realized that he had been fortunate. He had an outstanding team. Looking around the room he saw that everyone was working and focused. Brechal was being helped at the bar by their most recent employee, the former military man, Vincent, the man that was now the assistant bouncer.

Vincent worked seamlessly with the bartender, never needing elaborate instructions or directions. There was something almost uncanny about the man’s ability to predict exactly where he would be required next.

The man was their most recent addition, one that seemed to sink effortlessly into the fabric of the BHB. He acted like the glue that held things together, whether it was appearing just where he was needed to move things in the kitchen or casually positioning his body in the exact place where somebody could hold up the end of a garland for Wynn’s decorations.

The damaged prosthesis of his left hand did not seem to slow him down. Madrik was sure at some point he would hear the story about how Vincent had acquired his injuries, but no one would be forced to tell their story. One of these days, Vincent would talk, and he would be better for it. But until then, Madrik was content with how his team was gelling and how well it worked together.

Vincent must have felt the bar manager’s thoughts centering on him. Looking up, he caught Madrik’s eyes and smiled, before continuing on with some task related to the movement of large boxes.

Comparing the quiet, busy man to the trembling, wild-eyed creature that had come through the right-hand bar door just a few days ago, Madrik once again was thankful that he and the BHB had bonded so well and were so united in purpose.

<<<>>>

Vincent continued to carry the large boxes into the kitchen so that the cook could examine what sort of plates he was going to have for serving. The boxes were incredibly heavy, made out of some form of plywood and dense, shiny wood. After placing the boxes on the one long working table that ran down the right side of the kitchen, Vincent exchanged a few words with the reticent cook, Najeer, and turned to go back into the main taproom.

Pausing in the door, the Vietnam veteran stopped for a moment and just looked around. It is only a few days, and I already feel like I’ve been here forever. I wonder if everyone feels this sense of living in a fairytale combined with profound gratefulness? he thought to himself. Thinking back, he remembered his entry into the bar. It had been a confusing end to a panicked flight through wet slippery streets and driving rain. Unable to contemplate a continued existence that involved what he had thought was the slow erosion of his mind and worried that he would inadvertently hurt someone else, Vincent had been fleeing for his life and sanity.

A strange feeling had overcome him as he ran down the alleyway. Without conscious volition, he had turned and run straight through a doorway that was in the middle of a brick wall. Thinking back at it now, he realized that there had never been a door there before, and he had gone down that alleyway hundreds if not thousands of times.

The pant of tortured breath going in and out of his chest and the soreness in his throat had created a syncopation that beat against the fear and pain that rebounded in his mind. He could feel the pressure of all the lives around him. Their hopes and fears, their anger and desperation. There is no place for him to run to that could hide him from it, no place of refuge. Without warning, the door had flashed into being in the middle of the brick wall.

Either he had gone entirely insane, or there was a door where no door had been ever before, and he had run through it.

Vincent remembered a high hallway that looked like it had fog moving around it, a thick, viscous mist that defied examination. He had kept running mindlessly, and his legs moved his captive body at a rapid pace. After a few seconds, the exhausted man realized that he wasn’t feeling the terrible pressure of other people’s feelings and needs on his mind anymore. The relief was so great, he could have wept.

Vincent was so focused on his running that he didn’t notice the exact moment that he had passed through an open doorway into a scene that came straight out of a book. The shock to his mind had been so great that he had come to a halt, staring around like animal caught in bright lights. 

He was frozen in place, the only movement the convulsive shaking of his body. The trembling was so intense that Vincent worried about his ability to stay upright. Feeling like his throat had been caught in a vice, the shaking man was stifled, prevented from more than a whisper escaping a body that was spouting panic like a volcano. All he could do was stare around at the room in which he found himself and try to make sense out of what he was seeing.

The room had a mixture of people that Vincent would expect to see and creatures straight out of the movies. As he had stood there trembling, trapped wordlessly in shock, a large, peaceful-looking man with an assured manner had positioned himself between Vincent and the rest of the room.

The veteran soldier in Vincent appreciated the skill with which the man inserted himself into what could be the advent of unknown danger to the bar inhabitants. Although standing in a flexible and defendable posture, the man had spoken calmly, introducing himself as Alastair, the bar’s head bouncer.

Even now, Vincent didn’t know why he had responded to that innocuous and unthreatening greeting with the words that had forced themselves past his lips and exploded into the room. Even to his own ears, Vincent knew how desperate he sounded, how emotional. That was a weakness, one that he took great pains to hide. Up until now. At that moment, Vincent made one of the most enormous leaps of faith and courage of his life.

“I am on my last ropes. Nothing has been right since I came back from Vietnam. I can’t deal with all the 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.”

Locked into the channel of Alastair’s gaze, Vincent had seen no condemnation, no judgment. The big man quietly stood there and listened. This atypical response and the strange warmth that Vincent could feel around him added to his disorientation. Wrapped up in trying to reconcile his expectations and what he was seeing and feeling, the vet was dealt an additional shock when a small woman seemed to materialize next to him.

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.”

The woman, that he now knew as Wynn, hadn’t been frightened. She hadn’t recoiled or looked dismissive, and she hadn’t fled. Instead, she patted him on the arm with one small hand and said, “Don’t be silly. Everybody here has their quirks. Yours sound pretty minor compared to some.”

The shock to Vincent’s system had been too great. Dropping ungracefully onto a chair with a teeth-jarring impact, Vincent had been dumbfounded. He stared at Alastair and Madrik, looking for signs of dismay or repudiation. None of that was there. He looked at Wynn’s sympathetic face and found only care and acceptance. 

Skimming over the wave of feelings that he could sense in all of the people in the bar, he saw sympathy, yes. But there was also understanding and acceptance. Nowhere did he feel anything that told him to “go away.” No one there even thought that he might be crazy.

It was just too much.

A short time ago, Vincent had been running through dark streets unsure whether he should kill himself or allow someone else to kill him. His misery was too overwhelming for him to continue, and his fear of losing the last vestige of his soul had driven him to extreme measures.

To go from that desperate place to this haven of warmth was more than he could process. He felt his hand tremble as he lifted it to cover his eyes. From deep in his body he could feel something that reminded him of a geyser of hot, scalding fluid. Rising up through the center of his body and washing over his stomach in a bath of acid, the wave of emotion would not be stopped. It pushed fire up through his chest to erupt from his mouth, and Vincent finally cried.

His sobs had been elemental, powerful and deep. The kind of weeping that makes your throat and lungs feel like you have flayed them with small whips, shredding tender flesh. He hadn’t been able to stop, but the people surrounding him had been patient.

They had stood there ready to support him but also willing to let him finally feel the pain of decades of rejection and alienation from the people that he had thought to protect. Every lash of condemnation from those that had never fought had finally found its way into an eruption of stored grief and swallowed anger. Every betrayal by the politicians that had sent the flower of their young men into battle, only to abandon them when they returned, spewed forth, transmuted from rage and disbelief into a foundation for a new life.

It had seemed to take forever, but Vincent knew it had been only a few minutes. With no attempt by the bystanders to make him stop, or tell him that he should not feel that way, he was finally able to release the pent-up, toxic emotions that had been carried with him for so long.

As the ripping cries had slowed, unobtrusive movements around him had let Vincent know that the people were returning to their regular activities. They were wordlessly telling him that he was not a show, not a statement. He was merely someone who hurt and who had been allowed to express that legitimate reaction.

Finally, his crying had ceased. Pulling his salt-kissed hand from over his eyes, Vincent looked up at the two people across the table. One was Alastair, and the other was Madrik. Positioned in front of each of both them and him was a multi-layered drink in a small narrow glass with a handle. The woman’s voice sounded from over his left shoulder saying, “It’s called a Culture Shock. We serve them to everyone that comes through like you did. In fact, it wasn’t that long ago when I was drinking one myself.”

The owner of the voice sat down next to Vincent, putting her own drink in front of her and placing one more in front of the seat to her right. An instant later, one of the ugliest looking men that Vincent had ever seen joined them. My God! He must be over 7 feet tall! The vet had thought to himself.

The big man had nodded at Vincent, opening his mouth to say tersely, “Brechal, bartender.”

Madrik raised his glass up in the air and nodded toward Vincent, saying in a voice that had a strange echo that pushed Vincent’s senses into alertness, “Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar. If you like, I think we have a job for you.”
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Chapter 14 – Crowd Control Central

Madrik saw Vincent shake himself and leave the doorway of the kitchen to reenter the taproom. Moving immediately over to help Wynn, the former soldier smoothly joined his efforts to hers in her most recent attempt to redecorate the back corner.

Smiling briefly, Madrik did a quick check of the room to make sure everyone else was proceeding smoothly with the large number of tasks that had to be finished before they could open tomorrow. His gaze intersected with Alastair, as he also watched Vincent. The two men, bar manager and head bouncer, exchanged smiles before each went back to their supervisory responsibilities and their individual worries.

Responsible for the overall security of the bar, Alastair had been doing a lot of investigation into the storerooms that had opened up underneath the bar in the last evolution. Madrik knew that he had various items stashed for convenience all over.

Sometimes he could feel the BHB and Alastair working something out. Recognizing that he was not a soldier and had no real idea of how to fight anything, Madrik had left all the arrangements for the defense and riot control up to Alastair and the BHB.

I am so thankful that I don’t have to cope with that also! It was another blessing when Alastair walked in through the right-hand door looking like he was about to carry out an inspection, even though I could tell that he was actually feeling desperate and exhausted.

Madrik thought back to Alastair’s appearance in the bar. It wasn’t exactly the same as anybody else’s, and in some ways, the bar manager felt that he should have been better prepared to respond when new people arrived. Also, he should have known more in advance when someone was coming in.

In the case of Alastair, the BHB Anchor had no warning, just a massive wave of anticipation from his companion, and a slow and controlled opening of the right-hand door.

Madrik had not expected the large man that had walked through with the posture of a military man and the control of someone trained in martial arts. The bar manager had known that the man was trying to appear at ease. However, it had been evident to his experienced eye that the man had been running from something and that he had been out in the cold. The rapid pulse that vibrated the large arteries in his neck and the small shivers that ran over his skin were dead giveaways. Even if he hadn’t been close enough to see those signs on Alastair, Madrik would’ve known from the slight blue undertone of the man’s skin.

Madrik had seated the visitor down and talked to Alastair while Brechal had delivered their welcoming “ritual” of a drink. Wynn had insisted on dealing with Alastair’s injuries while he had explained to Madrik that he had been escaping from a dangerous situation and happened upon the door to the bar. Taking a chance, he had come through the door and found himself in the BHB. 

Madrik smiled in remembrance and looked over at Alastair, only to see that the head bouncer was already joining him. Sliding silently into the chair next to Madrik, Alastair allowed a grin to surface on his face and asked the bar manager, “It seems like today is the day to revisit our entry into the bar. I’ve seen you look at each person and replay the emotions from when they came. Considering how you’re going around the room, I guess it’s my turn. Right?”

“Correct! I was just remembering the events around your entry and thinking how little time it has been and how much I’ve grown to depend on you.”

“Thanks. I feel like I’m in the right place for the first time in my life.”

Both men ceased to talk and appeared to be awash in a joint reverie. The thoughts behind each of their similar expressions, however, were very different.

Madrik was thinking about how well his team had come together and what a good job everyone was doing to get the bar ready for the opening. He was busy and loving it.

Alastair’s mind was running on a different track. Instead of thinking about the opening or what was going to happen tomorrow, Alastair was once again back in time, immersed in the life that he had led, one that now seemed like a story that happened to somebody else.

His mind slid back into that moment, living it again. Immersed in the sensations and situation, he was unaware of the BHB around him.
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Chapter 15 – Entrapment

By Taki Drake and Nathan Howe

It was a crisp morning, perfect for a long walk, which is just what Alastair was doing. Moving at a brisk pace, the towering man made his way through the streets of the nation’s capital. His thick and muscular body showed that Alastair used to live in the gym, back in his military days. Those days had long since passed, but the muscles remained.

The people parted around him as he strode down the sidewalk. Each person slowed and moved with caution around him, glancing sideways as he walked past them. That fearful attitude sent chills down his spine every time he saw it. 

Alastair didn’t like people being afraid of him or worrying that he would harm them. He only resorted to violence if he was forced. Grimacing, he could not help thinking about his days in the military and using force to get what he needed.

As he continued down the street, his mind drifted deeper into his own past. To the days as a child when he wasn’t the behemoth that he had become. In his youth, he was the runt of the litter. Always picked on for being smaller than others and unable to defend himself. It pained him to think how the bigger kids had pushed him around like a rag doll. Kicking him when he was on the ground at the playground and taunting was only part of it. The worse part had been how the adults would turn their heads and ignore it. To them, he had not been worth protecting.

Alastair vowed when he got older that he wouldn’t harm others. He had kept that promise, for the most part, only resorting to violence when absolutely required.

It wasn’t the defenseless little boy crying on the ground in pain that haunted him. It was that he was uncomfortable with who he was then. That part still remained, as he did not feel secure in his own skin. When people stared at him as he entered rooms or new places, it made his skin tingle. Alastair loathed himself and the way he was then. If he could forget it his childhood, he would have done it in an instant.

The bright sun heated the skin on Alastair’s arms as he walked. He rounded the corner of the block and bumped into a tall man. “Oh. I’m sorry,” Alastair exclaimed.

The man staggered back a few paces. “Just the man I was looking for.”

Alastair immediately recognized the man. It was his former captain from the army. He still had the same appearance he had all those years ago, the same old high-fade haircut, that screamed military. It wasn’t like Alastair let himself go, but he refused to keep his grooming the way that it had been. Alastair ran his hand through his hair, attempting to force down the cowlick that this captain had always screamed about.

“Sir,” Alastair said. This was the last person he wanted to see. “What can I do for you?”

Captain Jordan closed the gap between them. He wore a sleek black suit and still held himself the way a soldier would. He was the squared away soldier, even without the uniform. “You see the news the other night?”

Alastair’s nose crinkled at the thought of the news. Every person on the planet had heard it. It was all the internet, and news channels talked about. As much as Alastair tried to avoid it, he heard enough to know what was on. 

The current excitement was the announcement that the paranormal creatures were real, werewolves, vampires, and wizards. Maybe even more varieties, but those had been confirmed.

“I heard,” Alastair said.

Jordan leaned toward Alastair and said intensely. “The world is a dangerous place. One that is worse than we expected.”

Alastair waved him off and backed up a step to create some space between them. This wasn’t anything new. It didn’t matter if vampires or worse were real. Regular humans were scary enough. The horrors Alastair had seen in the military and experienced as a child had been bad enough to still wake him in the midst of nightmares that would leave him shaking, whimpering in the voice of a child. This wouldn’t be any worse.

“I understand,” Alastair said. This whole conversation was getting suspicious by the minute. “What is it you want with me?”

Moving back toward Alastair, entirely too close for his peace of mind, Jordan murmured, “We are taking action. The news has told the public about our main organization. The Department of Non-Humans is the face of the movement that will ensure that the United States will not stand for these creatures.”

“I heard about the new department.” It sounded like an organization that was trying to isolate and separate the Supernaturals. Alastair worried that this action would just make things worse.

“Join us. We are recruiting, good men. Solid men. Loyal men.”

The world closed in on Alastair as if he was being forced into a locked cage. His heart began to race as his former captain spoke. Alastair had been a loyal soldier, faithful to his oath and obedient to his chain of command. 

However, he had put that in his past. He wasn’t that man anymore, the one that had blindly obeyed orders and done horrible things. Just the thought of being in the military, or working for the government again, made him uneasy. A department that seemingly formed in a matter of hours made him even more anxious.

“It is tempting,” Alastair said. He knew enough to not refuse immediately. No matter how detestable he found Jordan, his knowledge of the man told him that Alastair had to make his former captain feel in control. “I need to think about it.”

Jordan stepped back, letting the feeling of the cage that was trying to close on Alastair loosen if only a little. Alastair’s hairs still stood in a danger response, thrumming in time with his tingling nerves.

“Very well,” Jordan said. He reached into a pocket on his suit and pulled out a card. “For when you reach a decision.”

Alastair took the card and placed it in his pocket. “Roger. I’ll let you know.”

Captain Jordan slithered away, leaving Alastair alone to think about what had just happened. Shaking his head, Alastair started to walk again. He had traveled about half a block before he realized that unconsciously he had turned and gone in the opposite direction from Jordan. Smiling slightly to himself, Alastair kept walking, knowing that he had already made his decision.

Realizing that he could alter his route to get to his original destination, Alastair kept going. By focusing on the scenery and thinking about where he was going, the former soldier was able to get the conversation with Jordan out of his mind. Of course, it helped that he was so insanely busy.

Alastair was working several part-time jobs. He hadn’t been able to settle down at a single occupation since leaving the army. Jumping from one position to another, the former soldier could never stay very long and was unable to commit his whole focus to one full-time job. 

Currently, he worked as a bouncer at a local pub. Flexible enough that his boss loved having him, Alastair was on his way to work, even though it was still morning. Between the lunch crowd and all of the preparation that happened before the bar opened, having a bouncer on duty this early was smart.

Luckily, Alastair typically arrived early. That meant the delay Jordan caused didn’t make him late. Right at his scheduled start time, Alastair walked through the doors of Nick’s Pub and Grill. It wasn’t a large place, but it did draw a large crowd, continually changing group for lunch. It might have something to do with serving the best burgers this side of the Potomac.

“Yo, Alastair,” Bill said. He was the owner of the place. The founder, Nick, had passed away years ago. “Was getting worried you wouldn’t make it. You’re never this late. Afraid you can’t handle Supernaturals?”

“Not scared at all. Ran into an old army buddy who wanted to talk.”

Bill nodded. “You tell him about us? We could always use a little more business,”

“Trust me. You don’t want him in here. He’s not a great guy.”

“If you say so.” Bill went into the rear of the building to handle one of his many tasks, while Alastair took his customary place near the front door. His size made him visible to anyone walking into the pub. That saved a lot of trouble, since knowing that there was such a large bouncer kept some of the more belligerent drunks in check. 

As usual, it wasn’t long before the early lunch patrons arrived. As each one entered, Alastair had felt the tension in his spine increasing. Every single person that came into that bar over the lunch hour had glanced furtively at him with unease written plainly on their faces. It was worse than it had ever been before probably because they were now wondering if he might be a Supernatural.

Whether they thought he was human or not, the wary glances and the frightened posture were hard on Alastair. At times he loathed his job. The frightened looks, suspicious glances, and averted faces all made him uncomfortable. Even though he had reached his full size in his late teens, he still wasn’t used to people staring at him. Today, after the upsetting encounter with his old captain the customers’ cringing reactions to the sight of him only intensified his uncomfortable feelings.

It wore Alastair down as the day went on. His heart was pounding as if he were trying to escape. To make matters worse, he was sweaty and unable to stay still. Alastair’s body reaction displayed the ratcheting up of the adrenaline that usually accompanied a combat action, something he didn’t expect to experience in civilian life. He had hoped to never feel it again and the weight of the memories that were triggered added to his stress.

The tension spring wound more tightly, and Alastair felt like he was going to explode. Desperately trying to control his emotions and his body at the same time, Alastair found himself pacing. If his legs were moving, then he had some relief from the upswell of a desperate need to move and act. 

It was not long into his shift when the bouncer found himself walking around the room. He felt better when his legs were in motion, and so he paced a circuit of the room repeatedly rather than standing in his usual place.

It was a great relief when his shift finally ended, and he was able to go back to his apartment and relax. Hurrying along the streets between the bar in his home, Alastair started to regain some degree of calmness in the compelling flow of physical exertion.

Slipping into his apartment, the big man let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and decided that it was time for him to take a nap. Perhaps that would wipe away the tension of the day.
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Chapter 16 – Setup and Test

Later that evening, after a long rest that helped defuse the tension that had piled up during the day, Alastair left his apartment. He had a few errands to run, and it would feel good to get out and move. It was a dark, blustery February night, generating a deep chill that Alastair’s thick coat did little to negate. Despite the layers, he was soon aching from the cold.

He wasn’t even half a block from his apartment when a group of ruffians surrounded him. It hadn’t caught Alastair entirely by surprise because he had spotted them almost instantly when they had started to emerge from the alleyways. However, he had thought they were on the hunt for easier prey than a large man. Apparently, he had been wrong.

“Look at the Super,” one of the men had said. The man might have been impressive physically compared to anyone else but Alastair. As it was, the bouncer thought he wouldn’t be too much of a problem if it came to a fight.

“I’m no Super,” Alastair said. “Just an ordinary guy.”

“Sure you are,” one of the voices behind him said.

Alastair stood, examining the men, and flexed his shoulders. This wasn’t going to end well. It was like being at work all over again, but this time it would go down a path that Alastair didn’t want to travel. Searching madly through his mind for a way to change the outcome, Alastair ran out of time.

Without further warning, the thugs moved, tightening the noose of their bodies until they were within striking distance. It was as if Alastair had been surrounded by an army of ants, swarming around him, doing their best to overwhelm him by their numbers and the press of their bodies. 

Alastair cringed as the stranger hit him with their fists, attempting to take him down. The first punches didn’t hurt him too badly in a physical sense, but his reflexes had been formed long before he had grown. He had learned as a child how to take a punch. Being hit did not disable him. 

One of his first survival lessons had been how to not allow pain to distract him. That included pains from heavy blows that activated low, aching harmonics in muscle and bones. This was not close to that level, forming only an annoying irritation. 

As the thugs continued to try to beat him into submission, Alastair began to get angry. His blood pounded hot, thick, and hard through his veins. Why did people turn so quickly to violence? It wasn’t just these guys. The new stories were full of other people in the world turning to violence to win whatever they wanted.

Alastair had hoped that if he held his own that the thugs would tire of prey that was not easy and would move on to a different target. That didn’t seem to be happening, and reluctantly, the bouncer knew that he was going to have to fight back. Taking a deep breath, Alastair began to plan his own assault. 

The conflict between his childhood responses and the trained actions of a warrior crested and Alastair stopped thinking and started acting. The man attacking him didn’t know what happened. One minute they had a man that was on the defensive, trying to block the blows and avoiding the escalating fight. The next moment the big man had transformed into a storm of muscles and attacked. 

Alastair’s fist cracked into the face of the closest thug, knocking him down and out. Pivoting, he took out the man to the rear, slamming his fist into the man’s bearded face and dropping him instantaneously to the ground in an unconscious heap. Two down, four to go.

Acting, rather than thinking, Alastair moved like a force of nature, deadly and quick. Moving toward the biggest guy in the group Alastair closed the ten-foot gap in two rapid strides, elbowing the man in the face before the thug could react. 

For his size, Alastair moved like a cat. That probably would not convince anyone of his humanity, but it didn’t matter to him.

Alastair spun to see the last three men standing in motionless shock. Looking between Alastair and the three men who had been dropped in quick succession to the ground, the remaining toughs appeared indecisive. Alastair’s fast moves had outrun their mental processes, and they were at a loss to choose what to do next. Whatever they had expected, it was not this. Their prey had turned on them, and the reversal stunned them into a panic.

The three on the ground were regaining consciousness slowly, groaning in pain. Two of the men that were still standing charged toward Alastair, the light of battle in their eyes. The remaining man turned and rapidly retreated. He was soon out of sight and out of the fight.

Alastair dropped the coward from focus and concentrated on the two remaining enemies. With the large man in combat mode, it didn’t take long to dispose of the last threats. Alastair’s fast movements had demoralized them, and they were at a significant disadvantage trying to assault a warrior with the skills of mere street brawlers. 

The bouncer wasn’t proud of his fighting skills, but he was confident in them. There was no contest as Alastair methodically smashed his way through the two attackers and laid them out next to their semi-conscious friends on the ground.

Trying to calm down after the fight, Alastair found himself in his own personal horror. He had promised himself that he would not resort to this level of violence again. The bouncer kept telling himself that they had asked for it, but it didn’t make it any easier for him. Every time he had to descend to this level of violence, Alastair felt like he lost a little more of his soul. That feeling of slow erosion was a nightmare for him, one to be avoided at any cost.

Before he left, Alastair put all five of the men in a group. Standing over the pile of thugs on the ground, the bouncer slowly controlled his breathing and stopped panting. He still had to run his errands even if all he wanted to do right now was to sit down, release his tension, and start the day over.

Alastair began to walk in the direction of his first errand. When he saw Captain Jordan slithering towards him, Alastair knew that the slimy captain had something to do with the fight that had just occurred. Jordan traveled in an aura of manipulation and control. The man positively oozed mistrust and betrayal. The way he walked sent chills down Alastair's spine and alerted his survival senses.

Captain Jordan stopped several feet away. “I’m glad to see you handled that.”

Alastair was perspiring even in the cold of the evening. The fight had heated him up, and now the encounter with Jordan ratcheted up his fight response. He was flushed and angry, ready to explode at the slightest twitch of a trigger. 

Alastair knew that Jordan’s presence this close to the fight made it was highly probable that the captain had set up the whole situation. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise Alastair if Jordan had been the one to tell the thugs that the bouncer was a Supernatural.

With experience as his guide, Alastair knew that Jordan would not have had to say anything overt. Instead, he would have whispered to one person and possibly nudged another. With as volatile as the country was right then, that’s all it would have taken.

“No thanks to you,” Alastair responded. “If you saw it, why didn’t you help?”

The former captain shrugged. “I figured you’d be able to handle it and I was right.”

Alastair’s nostrils flared and his blood boiled. “You just watched. I could have been hurt, or worse, killed one of those men.”

Jordan waved him off as of no concern. “Look,” Jordan said, “you clearly still have what it takes. We need you. Men like you. To not only put a stop to this Supernatural infestation, but to address the new formation of gangs that will soon cause more problems than the Supers.”

Alastair did not have issues with the Supers, but the gangs did worry him. If they went around attacking people, Super or not, it would cause a lot of people pain. It made Alastair flashback to his own suffering. His own time of being beaten up.

“I understand that,” Alastair said. He paused for a moment, trying to decide what he needed to do. “But I am not the man for you. I put that in my past.”

Jordan’s eyebrows furrowed, and he sneered at the bigger man. He wasn’t a match for Alastair physically, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try to put dominate the bigger man. “We must smother these ants before they take us over.”

Alastair felt like he was being pushed against a wall, being forced into a place he did not want. “Captain, I will not join you.”

“Then you have left me no choice,” Jordan declared and raised his arm into the air. A moment later, he snapped it down.

Dozens of men in fatigues stepped out from the shadows. They had remained unseen even to Alastair’s trained eyes. Special Forces operatives, in Alastair’s estimation. While they had weapons, they appeared reluctant to use them against the bouncer, telling him that this was recruitment, not eradication. 

Hoping to turn him to their side, they walked toward him with empty hands. Ignoring that in these rough streets, a shot wouldn't draw attention. Drawing hope from their stance, Alastair tried again.

“I will not join,” Alastair said forcefully.

“You don’t have a choice,” Jordan replied in a nasty tone. The captain slinked away, leaving Alastair surrounded by strangers bent on his subdual for the second time that night.

Alastair wanted to talk his way out of this but knew these men were only following orders. They would not listen to him, and that meant that they were not the ones he needed to convince. These soldiers had their orders, and that involved his subjugation. Alastair understood that, but he wasn’t going to go down easily.

The circle formed and tightened on Alastair like the cage of his nightmares. As soon as one of the men was within reach, Alastair lunged at him, gripping his uniform collar and slamming him down to the ground. The man hit hard and stayed down.

They hadn’t expected Alastair to fight back. It had caught the soldiers off guard, and the embattled man was going to use that to his advantage. With the team momentarily stunned by Alastair’s speed and strength, he followed up with a second attack. 

Using a large sweeping punch, Alastair connected solidly with the jaw of another forward soldier, dropping that man to the ground in a disabled, moaning heap.

Alastair hated himself for doing this, but it had to be done. This was his plan of last resort, the violence that he so abhorred. 

Suddenly, a pinching sensation in his neck distracted Alastair. The world spun around him, and he was instantly nauseous. His vision became doubled and blurry, with either more people arriving or his eyes deceiving him. 

It was confusing to him. Alastair punched at a target, but missed, striking only air. Staggering, he was barely able to stand, and his legs felt weak. What is happening? he wondered.

One of the men smiled through the blur of Alastair’s sight. “The drug is working,” the soldier said as Alastair dropped to his knees. Now that it was too late, he understood.

His eyes shut despite a desperate effort to stay away, and he felt his face smash into the concrete sidewalk, as Alastair drifted into nothingness.
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Chapter 17 – Reality Check

Alastair’s eyes opened slowly to the world again. Half dazed, he was relieved to be conscious and to discover that he was alive after all. His eyes darted around the space, noticing the secure room features and the position of everything in the room. 

This chamber had been designed by someone who knew their business. It was large enough to keep anyone who entered safe from Alastair, effectively taking away the advantages of his speed and strength. The lights that lined the ceiling were pointed at his face, which made it difficult for him to see and gave them the advantage of viewing his reactions in clearly.

He was alone. They had restrained him to a chair at the far end of the room making sure that he could not get to the door, no matter how much he tried. The room was also under close supervision, using two cameras that were focused on Alastair from different directions.

Alastair was ill to his stomach just thinking about the men who were watching him. This wasn’t how to treat a law-abiding citizen in this country. Alastair figured they would be here the moment he woke up to try to convince him that he needed to serve again. To help weed out the bad seeds. To Alastair, it was clear who needed to be eradicated.

The door to the room opened, and a single, unaccompanied man walked in. It was an older man with an unconsciously arrogant attitude that waited for the door to close behind him. Alastair immediately recognized him. He had been on the TV the previous night when the Supernatural existence had been announced. He was the former director of the CIA, Polemos Deinos. Even before that night, Alastair was familiar with him and his ruthlessness. As the Director of the CIA, he had ruled with vitriol and hate. Losing his position had not improved his people skills or lightened his hatred for others.

Polemos examined Alastair. Just being in the same room with him made the hairs on Alastair's neck stand up. “Jordan was right. You are an excellent soldier. A force of nature.”

Alastair eyed him, trying to decide the best course of action. “I was.”

“You will be again. We are at war. One that we didn’t know was happening until recently. We need all the men we can get. Men like you that are loyal and driven. Soldiers willing to make us great again.”

The Director of the Department of Non-humans paced around the room. It wasn’t large enough to walk much, but he moved erratically as he talked to Alastair. It was unnerving to watch him gesture with the violent fervor of a leashed rabid dog. 

“The vile Supernaturals must be dealt with. They cannot be allowed to roam free. Those things must be locked up. We must protect our way of life, what it means to be Human. The way of the Americas.”

“You’re right,” Alastair said. People did need to be protected.

Polemos’s eye lighted up as Alastair agreed with him. “Yes,” Polemos said with his fists alternately clenching and waving in front of him. “We must defend ourselves by capturing the wizards, and locking up the Were’s and vampires.” 

The politician moved as he spoke in short bursts and intense phrasing, his sentences and words chained like poorly-trained attack animals. His actions were filled with a noxious concentrated mixture of speed and hate. Alastair could see him trying to kill or destroy anything that stood in his way. Or something that was different. Like the Supernaturals.

Alastair nodded. “I understand.”

It was tough not to fall under the man’s spell. Polemos had a fascination that appealed to anyone listening to him. Some of that was in the way that he moved, but tonight Alastair could see that it was different from what he had seen in the video clip. It was far more intense and volatile, making Alastair's skin tingle with disgust. With great restraint, Alastair kept his thoughts and emotions off his face.

“Join us,” Polemos said. “Jordan is a good leader, and he needs good men. We must look to the future, to our future.” The light of a fanatic was in his eyes, and the Director gazed deeply into Alastair’s face. The former soldier could feel an undefinable force that was battering against his mental defenses, trying to overwhelm Alastair’s rational mind and sweep him into the other man’s control.

Alastair knew that if he refused Polemos that he wouldn’t be allowed to leave. At least not of his own accord. However, the former soldier wanted nothing to do with this group based on hate and violence. Even though it was a supposed part of the government, it wasn’t an organization he wanted to join.

Escaping was all that mattered to Alastair this point. He knew that slipping away from this man meant that he would be on the run for the rest of his life. Polemos didn’t have the reputation of a person who took refusal well, but the thought of once again perpetuating violence on others at the command of those that saw faceless “acceptable losses” was enough to make the nausea in his stomach rise to critical levels. Descending into the unthinking rage of honorless violence was something that he had sworn not to do again.

Polemos stared in unblinking expectation at Alastair, waiting for his response. Alastair returned the visual confrontation. With men like Polemos, it would do no good to show weakness. Alastair had learned that much in the military. 

Even though he didn’t want confrontation, or to fight this man, he had to show a strong front. To survive, Alastair had to avoid that showdown and find a way to get out of this without any more violence.

“May I think about it?” Alastair asked. He hoped that would allow him enough time to come up with a way out of this awful predicament. One that let him keep his life and his ethics, as well as his freedom.

“How long do you require, soldier?” Polemos barked. Alastair wasn’t sure, but he would have guessed that Polemos served in the military at one point as well. Probably a Marine officer.

Polemos move closer to Alastair, inches away from him. He leaned in close and whispered. “You don’t have much time.”

The smell of the man, the look of fanaticism in his face, and the abuses that had been visited on Alastair’s body was too much. Writhing with disgust on the inside, fighting for a purge of the poison that was distressing him, his physical body needed to shut down. Alastair had been trying hard to soldier on, to not let his body purge. Combining screaming need and horrendous strategy, for a brief moment, Alastair relaxed his iron control.

At the loosening of harsh discipline, his body reacted in a flash. Vomit burned hot and heavy, erupting from Alastair’s mouth and spewing into the air, releasing a cloud of sour gas and noxious gruel from his mouth and through his nose. It burned coming up, but flew outward, landing mostly on Polemos. Collapsing in apparent semiconsciousness, Alastair had to hide a smile.

The Director turned to address one of the cameras, “Take him to the infirmary. The drugs have had an unpleasant effect on him.”

It was clear that Polemos was revolted by Alastair’s physical response, as well as surprised by it. Alastair had counted on that reaction to provide him strategic cover. He was really sick, but not so ill that he wouldn’t be able to find an escape route. After talking to the man in charge, Alastair wanted a shower to wash away the disgusting scent of destruction and ash the man left behind. That shower was going to have to wait until the former soldier had figured out how to break free, but when he could, there was going to be a severe water shortage in the area!

If Alastair hadn’t wanted to frustrate the Director and provide a needed break in supervision, he might have been able to hold his body under control. Unfortunately, something like illness was the only way that a man such as Polemos would accept a delay in commitment. 

The door clanged behind Polemos as the frustrated man left the room. The sound echoed in his wake like the clanging of the cell door or a heavily reinforced cage. It didn’t make Alastair feel any better, but at least he had reclaimed a small measure of control, and he planned on taking advantage of it.

Once the director was out of the room, several people arrived with both cleaning supplies and mobile restraints. This wouldn’t be his moment for an escape. For a group that talked about unity and protecting people, this group treated people like test subjects, less than human. This group and this place were nothing that Alastair wanted in his life. If they treated people they wanted in their group like this, what would they do to the Supernaturals? Alastair didn’t want to even think about it.

Once most of the vomit was removed, the men with the keys and replacement restraints moved towards Alastair. One of the men had a welt under his left eye. He must be one of the soldiers Alastair had clocked when they tried to subdue him. Showing that he had learned caution, the man moved gingerly around Alastair.

Alastair remained calm and tried to project a docile nature that was an illusion. Even though he was angry and disgusted with this place and the people, he did his best to conceal both his feelings and his actual ability to move. He wanted nothing to do with these people or their beliefs but knew that the best way he had of getting loose was to make them underestimate him.

This wasn’t the place to make his move. The people cleaning him up and to the infirmary were hyperaware, watching his every breath and movement. They were poised for instant response, and Alastair knew that he would not have enough time to react if he made his move now.

Right now, there was just too much that was unknown. Alastair had no idea where he was and how far away an exit might be. He also didn’t know where he was geographically.

Anything he did right now would mean escalated violence. There had been too much of that today, not only for Alastair but everybody concerned. The battered and nauseated man hoped that there would be no more conflict in his day. Instead, he would focus on escape.

It seemed that the world had turned to savagery and the culture of attacking anyone who disagreed or got in the way of achieving an objective. Alastair vowed to himself that he would not contribute any more to that type of conflict today. If possible, Alastair wanted to find a place that allowed him to live in peace and acceptance. He was not a praying man, but he wished that he could locate that sort of refuge, and soon.
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Chapter 18 – Relocation

One of the soldiers that had been cleaning up Alastair’s illness lifted him out of the chair in which he had been restrained and fastened him with new cuffs. Hoisted to his feet, there was no need for the former soldier to pretend to be weak and groggy.

Unsteady on his own two feet, it took several of the soldiers to support him upright. Outside of the room, they dragged him through a maze of corridors. Alastair did his best to remember the path they took, but the featureless hallways made that difficult, especially in his nauseous state. Only once did they pass a window that let him orientate himself to a way out, but he was quickly lost again.

In the infirmary, his escort dropped him onto a bed, releasing him in relief. His restraints were fastened to the bed, and the soldiers quickly left the room. A man dressed in scrubs looked him over. Recognizing the signs of dehydration due to nausea and drug reaction, the medic put an IV into Alastair’s arm and quickly left.

For the most part, Alastair was left alone. A guard stood sentry duty out in the hallway. Since that was the only exit from the room, it probably appeared to be a more than an adequate precaution.

The room itself was sizable. It had room for two gurneys, a small amount of medical equipment and it was stocked with medical supplies.

There was no window in the chamber which was disappointing to Alastair. That would have been the best option for escape but, lacking that, he would have to come up with another way out. The restraints are the first thing he had to address. A swift glance at the medical set up told him that getting free of the cuffs was going to be the easy part. 

Depressing the button on the side of the bed, Alastair maneuvered the cuff over the newly released open end of the side rail. Luckily for him, most soldiers weren’t familiar with the operation of emergency room gurneys. It was a matter of just a moment or two to free both hands, leaving the cuffs as outrageous-looking bracelets around each wrist.

Next, he stood up. The bed was too short for his long body, and his legs had already hung over the edge. Most beds weren’t big enough for him, which is uncomfortable. In this case, it worked to his advantage.

The room had a dropped ceiling, as did most of the building. Staring at the ceiling, Alastair decided that this may very well be his ticket out of this hellhole. As carefully as possible, the large man stood up on the middle surface of the bed. It allowed him to reach the ceiling and remove a few of the tiles. Dust bunnies fell onto him as he did, along with a spider that he brushed off his shoulder. Apparently, there is no regular maintenance on the drop ceiling.

There wasn’t much room inside the ceiling space, and Alastair only had a vague idea of where he needed to go. He spotted the large air duct a distance away that a compound this size required. In his room, there wasn’t a way in, but there appeared to be one a few chambers away. That was his best bet to get out of here. By traveling to a different place and then staging his escape, he hoped to throw his jailers off the scent.

Without hesitating, he pulled himself up and replaced the ceiling tiles to conceal how he had left the room. Anything he could do to delay pursuit would be advantageous. Knowing that the ceiling wasn’t made for a man his size or weight might make them ignore it until he had enough time to escape. 

He had to be careful. Each movement, every action had to be considered. The drop ceiling wasn’t designed to support something of his weight, and it groaned softly underneath him every time he moved either too quickly or injudiciously. Luckily, the vent he wanted to use wasn’t that far away.

Reaching the area of the ceiling that opened into the room containing the vent to the outside, Alastair poked his head in and saw that the room was empty. He dropped to the floor and went to work opening the large vent. He knew that it would be a tight fit since his large body would pretty much fill the entire conduit. Without the proper tools, Alastair was under a severe handicap. 

Carefully scavenging a scraper from the room, he used it to work on loosening the vent. The process was painstakingly slow for him. His body sweated as he worked, the moisture in his body soaking his clothing and dripping down to the floor. He was stressed, but even more, it was hot in the building, and the vent was pumping in even more heat. Soon, Alastair was totally drenched.

The gate on the vent clattered as he removed it. Alastair cringed at the sound, freezing in place with the fear that he had been heard. When a couple minutes had passed, and no one showed up, he relaxed slightly, reassured that he had not been heard. With a long exhalation, Alastair entered the sweatbox of a vent and started his crawl to freedom.

It was a torturous trip. These vents weren’t made for people to wiggle through, at least not bodies of his size. His robust physique didn’t leave him much wiggle room. Concentrating, Alastair closed his eyes and tried to remember the direction of the exit.

It was to his right, of that much he was sure. Alastair moved forward determinedly, always making sure he kept to that direction. It was ten minutes before the desperate man was sure he was heading in the correct direction and even longer before he came to the point that he thought was the way out.

It had gotten noisier, with a reverberating hum that rattled his bones and a high-pitched whine that made him want to dig his fingers into his ears. There was a massive fan that seemed to be sucking air in from the outside, and he could feel the coolness of that flow.

If Alastair looked closely, dimly lighted scenery indicated the outdoors. He had found the correct spot, and now only needed to stop the fan. Luckily, this part of the vent had increased in size. It allowed him to move more freely and had been part of the reason that he had to come in this direction. The fans needed more maintenance than the actual vents, and more maintenance meant regular visitors. When the vent had gotten larger, he knew that this was the right direction.

He still had to crouch, but it was enough to let him see and explore more effectively. Alastair didn’t know much about airflow systems but was sure if he just broke it his pursuers would realize it was the way that he had come. He needed a way to conceal or delay that discovery.

His hands rubbed the walls of the vent, and he found what appeared to be a switch.  Taking a deep breath, Alastair pressed the rocker. The relief he felt when the fan blades slowed made him momentarily lightheaded. It was painful to watch them slowly come to a stop since Alastair was almost consumed by a desperate desire to be out of this building immediately.

Once the fan had stopped its rotation, Alastair wriggled out into the concealing night. He could see now that the compound was not in the city. From the scenery, it was located in the middle of nowhere.

The moon hung like a filtered lantern pinned motionlessly in the sky. The compound itself had only a few lights, making it was hard to discover and safe from unfriendly eyes.

Alastair smiled. They wanted to remain hidden, and that would allow him a chance to get away free. Hugging the wall to avoid being seen, Alastair moved around the compound until he reached a point that was closest to the dense part of the forest.

Once there, he made a rapid dash for the cover of the trees, but before he could gain that concealing cover, strident alarms ripped through the quiet of the night. A voice blared out of concealed loudspeakers alerting the entire compound.

“Recruit has escaped,” echoed from everywhere. Immediately, a spotlight was turned on and began to scan the grounds.

Alastair did his best to avoid being caught in the light, but the efficient coverage of the search patterns defeated him. One of the spotlights found him just as he entered the woods. Damn, he thought to himself.

“He’s in the southwest,” a soldier announced on the speaker.

Alastair ran as quickly as he could. He knew that the key to getting away from a force like this was to put as much distance between them and him as possible before hiding. If the fleeing man could just find a secure place, he could hunker down and wait out their search patterns. They would be unable to continue searching without the concealing cover of nightfall so he could attempt to escape farther during the day.

The former soldier moved with a speed that even the fleetest of people would envy, but it wasn’t enough. Behind him, Alastair could hear the soldiers gathering and beginning to track him.

Yet, he wouldn’t give up, refusing to be part of this travesty. Alastair had made his choice, and now those that would deny him that choice would chase him until either he was back under their control or dead.
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Chapter 19 – Team Building

It had been a horrendous day of emotional and physical trauma. His stressful shift had led to a short break before two physical encounters had worn his body down. The drugs with which they had attacked him had further drained his stamina and strength. Alastair could hear the voices of the capture party behind him, but he was unable to increase the distance between them and him. His fatigue was considerable, and the drugs that they had applied to him had not worn off.

Alastair could feel his body starting to give out. Gasping for air and chilled to the bone, he stopped and rested his back against a large tree. The fleeing man was beginning to fear that he would not get away but refused to give in to despair. Too many times in his life he had found that it was possible to work through the fear, push through the discouragement. They would not win, and he would not give up.

Just then Alastair saw a tiny shack in the distance. He knew that he hadn’t gotten far enough ahead of his pursuers to stop, but it might have useful supplies or even something to help combat the cold. In an even better situation, there might be a local living there that didn’t like the Department.

Dredging up energy from the shallow depths of some depleted reservoir, Alastair sprinted to the shack. It didn’t look encouraging, totally dark and closed up. Looking around, he didn’t see any soldiers, and he couldn’t hear any sound. He was almost certain that he was alone, so he took a chance and knocked.

Keeping his voice low, Alastair asked, “Hello? Is there anyone home?”

There was no answer. He knocked again and waited as his heart raced and his body shivered uncontrollably. He had been running through the woods in winter without the correct gear and with sweat saturating his clothing. In danger of hypothermia, Alastair desperately needed shelter.

“I’ve got no choice,” he said to himself.

Turning the knob, he tried the door which opened to his touch. With one last look over his shoulder, Alastair decided that this was his best choice. Taking a deep breath, he entered the door and carefully closed it. 

Finding himself in a gray hallway, he saw another doorway only a few feet away, and he took the three steps necessary to get there. There was warmth and light through the portal, and his body craved it. Thinking that it had to be an improvement on where he was coming from, Alastair took that next step.

And found himself in a bar.

<<<>>>

Lost in a sea of memory, the faint smile on Alastair’s face told Madrik that his head bouncer was reliving his entry into the BHB. In a day filled with preparation for the Grand Opening, the connection everyone had made with the sentient building called the Badger Hole Bar was worthy of acknowledgment.

Once again, Madrik was reminded of how blessed and fortunate he was to have the team that he did. Although the Storyteller had told him that the purpose of the BHB was to solve problems, he had not put it together before this point that the core team here at the bar needed to be problem solvers in themselves.

Knowing that everyone here had a purpose made Madrik feel better. It meant that he was not alone and that warmed his heart. The flood of emotion and caring that came across his companion bond was enough to remind him that even if no one else was here, that he would never be alone.

Just for a moment, Madrik relaxed into that mental embrace. Not even six weeks before he had wondered how he would ever find purpose in life again. Now here he was, busy and contented in that activity, feeling like he could do some good in this universe, where before everything was dark, dreary, and dismal. I guess this means that I need to shake that old man’s hand when I meet him again. But not until I kick him in the ass for pushing me down the hole, Madrik said to himself.

Thinking about the critical position that Alastair had on his team, Madrik considered how the man had proved to be such an incredibly useful person to have. He was the sort of employee that every bar manager would give their right arm for, someone who could read the tension in the room and diffuse potentially damaging and disruptive situations.

The man was not jovial, although he always had a pleasant look on his face. He cheerfully pitched in on whatever needed to be accomplished and maintained his good temper in the case of deliberate provocation. Madrik remembered that right after Alastair had come into the bar that Brechal had tried to make him lose his temper. The rest of them found it very amusing to watch as Alastair’s slippery, cheerful attitude made it impossible for Brechal to manipulate him.

It was instructive for Madrik to see how effortlessly the big man kept his serenity. He knew that type of skill was hard won, forged in a fire hotter than any they had at the bar. Sometime in the future, he hoped he would learn more about Alastair. But that was up to the man, and Madrik didn’t think that it was his place to push him.

Just like with Brechal, Madrik knew he could depend on Alastair. The skill set was different between the two men, but their connection to the team was equally strong. The bar manager realized that Alastair was more willing to explore while Brechal tended to hunker down. Madrik didn’t know why they were different, but he accepted and valued what each one brought. 

Madrik knew that it could have been a challenging situation with all of the staff living above the bar. However, the BHB had created an environment that gave everybody their own privacy. The ability to modify their quarters to fit their personal desires was another significant benefit. 

It gave Madrik a haven when just interacting with people was too much. This was most needed on his dark days when the echo of his daughter’s laughter threatened to drop tears to ease the aching burn of his eyes. Then, he had a place to go and be quiet, a refuge from the hurt of loss.
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Chapter 20 – Staff and Anchors

Wynn came zooming past Madrik, on her way between the fireplace and the bar. Flashing the bar manager a smile as she ran, the small woman seemed to be the epitome of energy. Madrik could feel through his companion bond with the BHB that Wynn was like bubbles in the water. Most of the communication between his companion and him involved images. Those that were used to identify Wynn always included a lightness, an energy that was attractive and ultimately satisfying.

Madrik watched as Wynn smiled at Brechal and asked him a question. The huge man looked up from across the room at Madrik and called out, “Hey, Boss, when should we expect the rest of our beer? Wynn has a good point about our selection, and it might be nice if we offered beer and wine tasting as part of the party.”

Madrik responded, “They said they would bring stuff over in a couple hours. Just be ready to get it hauled in because we really need to lay the rest of the finishing touches on.”

“Will do.”

It is really nice having a competent staff, Madrik thought to himself. They work together well and always seem to know in general where the other team members were. It made Madrik wonder if perhaps each of them carried a subconscious map in their own heads on where each of them was in relation to the others. Too bad, he thought to himself, that doesn’t occur for everybody.

Only the people that were part of the Badger Hole Bar staff were on that mental map for Madrik. And the staff was only a small portion of the people that were now either visiting or living in the Badger Hole.

Looking around the room, Madrik saw there were representatives of several other of those groups present already. One of their suppliers, Emesh, was speaking with the cook about the produce that would be used in the meals over the next few days. He certainly wasn’t BHB staff, and he wasn’t a permanent resident. Instead, he represented the sort of people that sold to the BHB, crucial to their survival but not under Madrik’s management.

Over in the corner sitting on the comfortable chairs that had been recovered once more, Wynn was in broad consultation with one of the newest residents of the Badger Hole. It was the Clothier, Genevieve. Unassertive and sometimes astringent, the woman with an eye for line and color, she was a natural ally to Wynn. Her appearance in the Badger Hole had taken Madrik by surprise. The emergence of her as the Anchor to a shop had confused him.

Wynn had started to tease him unmercifully because he had been so injudicious as to say that he could understand why the library had become sentient so quickly. However, Mardrik could not comprehend the justification for a place devoted to clothing. It would not have been a priority for him.

From everything that Madrik could discern from the hints and partial comments that the Storyteller and Emesh had let drop, this pocket dimension had buildings that were living creatures. They had been in hibernation after their Anchors had been killed off, but now they were waking as more energy came into the dimension and as there was a need.

It still didn’t make sense to him why they needed someone to do clothing. After all, couldn’t they just buy what they needed?

That attitude didn’t cut it with Wynn. She had been actually upset with Madrik, and he couldn’t bear to see her hurt or less than happy. The bar manager had given in quickly when she suggested diffidently that perhaps they all needed something special to wear the day of the Grand Opening. He couldn’t argue with her reasoning. 

The staff would be happier if they were dressed in a uniform that was both comfortable and branded to show their affiliation with the BHB. Communications would be improved because customers would know with whom to talk. 

From his previous experience, Madrik knew the keys to a successful business was excellent service and quality goods, coupled with understanding the market. There were several other good reasons. So he had just said yes.

Brechal had looked at looked at him as if he had betrayed them. Vincent was trying to smother a laugh with both hand and prosthesis, while Alastair just rolled his eyes.

“You realize, that this means they’re going to have to measure us and do fittings. When are we supposed to have that time?” Brechal had asked.

“I’m sure it won’t be that bad.”

Vincent had broken out in rolling laughter, and Brechal had thrown his hands up in frustration. All that had done was to make Madrik more stubborn. Reiterating the reasons that Wynn had presented to him, the bar manager had basically told the guys that they were going to have to wear recognizable clothes. If they didn’t want to be dressed in something that was really bizarre looking, they had better participate.

Madrik never lost track of the fact that he was the BHB’s Anchor. He was the boss and needed to act like one. The bar manager had given in to Wynn, disappointed the male members of his staff, and still felt like he had done the right thing.

His ruminations were interrupted at that point by a flood of approval along his companion bond. That flush of warmth and pleasure was immediately followed by the feeling of a tap so hard that it made his ears ring.

I think that was a “Good boy, Madrik,” immediately followed by a “Whack! Get back to work!”

The bar manager laughed and got back to work. After all, it was pretty hard to hide what you were doing when your companion had hooks in your brain.

<<<>>>

Wynn leaned over the fabric swatches there were spread out across the middle of the table. “Oohhh, I like this one! Wouldn’t that be awesome on some furniture, or maybe even a curtain or two?”

Genevieve smiled in response. Wynn had found her to be not terribly talkative, but the woman certainly knew fabrics and textures. If they had more time, Wynn knew that she would have been teasing the guys about what color or what type of uniforms they were going to end up with. But they just didn’t have enough time to play like that. Instead, she and Genevieve had come up with what they both thought was a good mixture of practical and impressive. 

All of them, except for Madrik, would be dressed in a combination of the BHB colors of black, white, and gray. The uniforms would be accented with touches of red. One of the mercenaries that frequented the bar room each night had started his life as an artist and drew them up the perfect stylized Badger icon. Genevieve had faithfully reproduced it as a patch that could be sewn onto things. She had also incorporated it into the design of the uniform shirts.

Understanding the time constraints under which they operated, the two women had been sure to be as efficient as possible about getting measurements and keeping the fittings to a minimal.

The good part was that they been successful. The bad part was that it meant that none of the men knew exactly what they were going to be wearing. All because the guys had not wanted the extra fittings. Wynn knew that she was going to enjoy the looks on their face when they tried their uniforms on and she hoped that Genevieve would be around to see the men’s reaction and how well the design looked in real life.

<<<>>>

Genevieve watched the changing emotions flowing across the face of the small woman across the table from her. The Clothier Anchor was amazed by the way that this woman made her way through the chaos of her life but never seem to lose her cheerful attitude or her belief that everything would turn out all right.

For herself, Genevieve was still adjusting to a new situation and the presence of magic in her life. If someone would’ve told her two months ago that she would be designing clothing for seven-foot men and tiny women, she would’ve recommended that they see a psychologist as soon as possible.

It had taken her while to settle into her shop but now she loved it. Having a companion that shared her love of the textures, drape, and form of fabrics was amazing. She’d been a little worried about the need to create costumes for ghosts, but there had little call for that up until now. She knew that would change. Privately, she stilled worried about her ability to fulfill this part of her responsibilities. 

In the meantime, she was designing clothing. The design for the Badger Hole Bar staff uniform was so much fun. It let her exercise some of her composition abilities, and she got to work with fabric she’d never seen before.

After a lot of experimentation, she found that as long as she could articulate the characteristics of a textile, it would be supplied. Sometimes, the bolt of fabric would just appear on her worktable. Other times, one of the mercenaries or merchants would come in and offer it to her. It made her believe in magic.

It was an exhilarating experience, something she never would’ve believed could happen. The transition from an under-appreciated position and a boss that stole her work to this total freedom of expression was almost unbelievable.

Even better, tomorrow when the Grand Opening occurred, the fact that she, Genevieve, was the designer for the BHB would be out there for everyone to hear. There would be more work coming her way, and her reputation would grow. It was not going to be on the catwalk in Paris, but the Clothier had arrived, and people would know of her.

Thinking for a moment of the uniforms for the staff and the more formal outfit for Madrik, Genevieve ran through the list of all the things that needed to be done, checking them off one by one. The comfort of her records was vital to her. Today, she was well organized and made sure that she had done everything that she needed to do. There would be no reason for anyone to blame her for any delay.

Smiling with slightly wry amusement, Genevieve thought it was just as well that the sentient building with whom she had bonded was also inhabited by objects with their own intelligence. Otherwise, she would’ve had to try to measure and write down everyone’s measurements, before constructing the garments manually. The laborious process would have made showing off her fashion line that much more difficult.

Suddenly, Genevieve laughed out loud. Her trill of amusement caught Wynn’s attention, and the other woman stared at her for a second before breaking into helpless laughter. This set Genevieve off. Soon, the two women were laughing hysterically with Wynn trying to breathe through her laughter and only managing to give herself hiccups.

Hurrying across the room, Alastair stopped right by the table and asked worriedly, “Are you ladies okay?”

Helpless after that laughter, the two women had looked once more at each other and then turned in unison to stare at Brechal.

The bartender had looked up at their explosion of laughter with a question on his face. When he saw that they were both staring at him, the big man had turned a deep red and hurriedly found something to work on under the bar.

Alastair was still standing by the table looking confused. Wynn trying to communicate with her worried friend, but only managed to choke out a few words, “Brechal. Measurements. Tape measure slithers.” Unable to continue, Wynn began laughing again, holding her sides in an attempt to control her agony.

That slight break had given Genevieve enough time to draw a breath, so she tried to finish the explanation. Managing to get a whole sentence out, the Clothier said, “My tape measures are sentient. So when Brechal came for his measurements, he was a little startled. He also didn’t realize how carefully measurements are taken, as you know and…”

Alastair also blushed a deep red at that point in the narrative. His automatic crouched stance sent both women off into massive peals of laughter. Turning and escaping back toward the bar, the big bouncer was obviously fleeing. Running away. As he got closer to the bar, Brechal happened to stand up and saw the look on Alastair’s face. The crimson flush on both of their faces intensified and the two men, avoiding each other’s eyes, suddenly discovered an urgent need to inspect the storeroom in the basement.

The total rout set the women off again. Unable to even breathe, they were soon gasping for air and trying to calm down.

Everyone else in the bar was giving the women a wide berth. Madrik had looked over at the table but was smart enough not come close to them. There were a couple of mercenaries that had entered the bar and managed to get a drink from Brechal before his inglorious retreat. They were looking naturally curious about what had sent the fearsome bartender fleeing. One of them, a tall female in a skinsuit, wearing a blaster and throwing blades, looked like she might walk over and join the two women.

Genevieve and Wynn had gotten themselves calmed down enough so that their breathing had sorted itself out and their heartbeats were approaching normal. Taking a series of deep breaths, Wynn looked at Genevieve and said, “It is a good thing that you had tape measures to do the measuring for you. I can see how it is much faster. I may want to see if I can borrow them someday so I can get the good measurements of things here in the bar.”

Her voice trembling with the effort that it took to avoid falling into unbridled laughter, Genevieve responded, “You are quite welcome to borrow them. I find it much easier than trying to measure people where it causes them discomfort.”

“I can see that. Although perhaps it might be a good idea for your tapes not to be making comments other than reading back the numbers as they work.”

There was a long pause as the two women looked at each other’s faces, before Wynn’s control cracked and she choked out, “Tentacles!”

Both women dissolved once more into a puddle of laughter and shared amusement.
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Chapter 21 – Changing Face of Chaos

Madrik knew that the Badger Hole was changing every day. The mental map in his head continued to allow him to sense which parts of the Badger Hole were alive and which ones were emerging. He could see the chaos field was evolving. When he had first come to the Badger Hole, the swirling gray was sparkled with flowing colors and had been almost touching the outside of the bar. As he and the bar had bonded, the gray field had started to separate, moving further away.

Even before the other buildings woke up, the unformed chaos had been slowly, ever so slowly, retreating. The garden in the back had developed, pushing back chaos in one direction and the street out front had become more evident. When the Dirty Bucket Brewery and the Clothier had shown up, the areas that were defined had become broader and more varied.

Each time one of the sleeping building entities awakened, the chaos was pushed back just a little bit. This left more space and more options. In turn, the Badger Hole became a more viable place to live and work.

Even the other people that frequented the bar seem to be helping establish the dimension. They all came to the BHB for their own reasons, but their presence added to the energy Madrik now knew was essential to the Badger Hole’s existence. It was a building of community and continuity that had a growing momentum. As more people and activity occurred in the Badger Hole, there was more energy for the buildings.

As more of the sentient buildings woke up, the Badger Hole community had more ability to solve problems. The better the problem solution, the more people came. It was something that would continue to build on itself, and Madrik felt deep gratitude and excitement at the idea that this would be a place that could help people.

Whatever sort of being those people were.

Chaos and community. Problems and solutions. Acceptance and caring. What more could anyone ask?

Wynn had left Genevieve at the table and gone back to the tasks that she had to still complete for the day. The Clothier was packing up her fabric swatches and the other samples that she had brought to show the waitress when she was startled by the appearance of a wine glass on the table in front of her.

Looking up, she realized that the bartender, Brechal, had brought it himself. Looking somewhat uncomfortable, the big man said, “It’s a glass of a delicate white wine I thought perhaps you would enjoy.”

“Why, thank you.” Genevieve picked up the glass and sipped. “This is absolutely delightful! Thank you very much.”

“You are welcome. I hope that my intemperate language of the other day did not upset you too much.”

“No, it is all right. I can understand the reaction to my shop assistants, and I would like to apologize for their tendency of making commentary as they measure. I hope you weren’t too embarrassed or offended.”

Brechal had turned slightly red but was determinedly looking Genevieve in the face as he said, “I understand. And their wording was just surprising, although not terribly offensive.”

Genevieve couldn’t help the small smile that appeared on her lips as she replied, “But very flattering.”

Brechal just flushed a deeper shade of crimson, and the Clothier expected him to leave. When he didn’t, she realized that there was something else going on. “Is there something else that I can do for you?” she asked.

“Ah, well… yes. Sometime when you have an open slot in what you’re doing, might I…”

What on earth? thought Genevieve to herself. She waited in silence as Brechal seemed to be wrestling with something that was stuck in his throat.

Finally, flushing even redder, the big man managed to force words out past the tightness of his throat, “Could I come over and pick out some fabric for some other clothes?”

Pleased, and flattered, Genevieve gave him an accepting smile, “I would be honored to do so.”

Stammering his thanks, Brechal moved quickly back behind his bar to the safety that the furniture provided.

Unable to contain their curiosity any longer, the two mercenaries at the bar got up off their stools and grabbed their drinks. They headed straight for the Clothier’s table and asked her before she could even pick up her wineglass one more time, “May we join you?”

Used to dealing with customers, although not in such a setting, Genevieve immediately responded, “Of course. Please be seated. I would love the company.”

The two mercenaries were very similar in appearance and height. Genevieve thought that they could have been brother and sister, which turned out to be true. Introducing themselves, they confirmed that they were twins, Jarvis and Lenora and that they understood that she was a Clothier. Admitting that she was, Genevieve sat back, waiting for them to come to the point.

The man began, saying, “We didn’t know what type of Clothier you were. We were both hoping that you might be the kind that does uniforms. I understand from Madrik that you have designed the outfits that will be seen tomorrow at the Grand Opening. Would you also be willing to do distinctive uniforms for our mercenary group? It is essential for mercenaries to be recognizable whether they are working on the day-to-day activities or for dress matters.”

Lenora added, “Most clothiers can’t do uniforms because a regular tailor has no idea how practical the garment has to be. It is equally important that the company makes a good impression on potential clients and other groups. This means an artist in fabric, as well as an architect in functional usage. For that, you need someone who understands fashion. In other words, a true Clothier.”

Somewhat stunned, Genevieve agreed with both of them that fashion and function were equally essential but added, “That is not just in uniforms. Clothing needs to match the functionality of the wearer.”

Nodding their agreement, the twins took turns explaining the type of mercenary group they had and the types of uniforms that they needed. Genevieve was thrilled. It sounded like she might get a chance to create an exciting group of practical garments and would have a small but ready-made market.

Jarvis was expounding on the need for specialized materials and configurable garment storage when Lenora said, “Jarvis, hold it. Why don’t we go back to her shop and we can lay all of this out for her? Then she can get some idea of what we need, and we can figure out how much it is going to cost.”

Turning back to Genevieve, the female mercenary asked, “Is that okay?”

In answer, Genevieve swept the last of her samples into her bag and stood up. Gesturing with her hand in front of her, the woman asked, “Shall we go?”

Both mercenaries chugged the rest of their drinks and stood up. As they followed Genevieve out of the middle door of the BHB, those still in the barroom heard Genevieve asked how large their team was. The Clothier stutter-stepped at Jarvis’s answer but quickly continued moving forward.

“We will start probably with outfitting just 25,000. The rest can come in phase two.”
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Chapter 22 – Spectacular or Spectacle

The sound of squabbling voices announced the incoming presence of two of the other residents of the Badger Hole. Madrik had felt them coming but knew that they would wander in when they manage to find their way to the door. In the few days that they had been living in the Badger Hole, he had ceased to expect anything but the unexpected from these two. After all, they had entered in a big storm of surprise and hadn’t slowed down yet.

“I don’t care what they did in ancient Sumeria! This is not ancient Sumeria and if we are going to base the plans for the party on something truly memorable we should be looking to Greece!”

“I have not heard anything so ridiculous in my entire life. The parties at Olympus were boring! I mean boring!”

“That’s because you get bored with everything. Owls don’t party like humans do.”

“Not everybody here is human and stop being racist!”

“I am not racist! I am the least racist person you will ever find!” replied a skinny man wrapped in what looked suspiciously like a Roman toga.

He was dramatically waving his arms and looked thoroughly incensed. He might have appeared more forceful and dignified if he hadn’t been arguing with an owl. The owl, on the other hand, was quite impressive. More substantial than any Earth owl, it had immense glowing eyes and wicked-looking talons. It also hovered in midair like a hummingbird held suspended by an invisible hand.

Both the older man and the large flying predator stumbled into the bar and sat at the first table they encountered. The man had been carrying a large number of scrolls and books under one arm, and he dumped those all over the tabletop. The owl had landed on the back of a chair, clenching his talons around the top brace, and settling his wings for stability.

Continuing their argument, the man and the owl tossed comments back and forth so quickly that someone watching them at this point would have found their heads bobbing back and forth between the two as the speaker switched.

“Well, I looked at the Sumerians and the Egyptians. They at least knew how to party.”

“If you really wanted to understand partying, that’s where the Romans came in.”

“You just say that because that’s when you lived, the golden age of the Roman Empire.”

“At least I wasn’t a semi-intelligent bird in a pantheon that people weren’t sure was real.”

“We need to make sure we are having the party under good omens. That’s part of the research that we need to do! What omens do we need to watch for and how can we prevent anything from cursing the Grand Opening?”

“Curses don’t work that way here. ”

“We don’t know how they work here. Nobody’s ever tried to hex us. If you were cursed, how would you know it?”

“I would just know it. You can tell when you are being dogged by bad luck or visited by evil.”

“Darn! I’m obviously cursed. I am stuck with a smart ass owl in my life!”

“Apparently, you can’t tell the difference between cursing and blessing!”

Wynn came up to the two and plunked a big tankard in front of the old man and a bowl in front of the arguing owl. With Wynn smiling at both of them, a good portion of the tension in the argument seemed to dissipate. Madrik had been watching and nodded his head, internally acknowledging that once again the “Wynn effect” had kicked in.

“Callimachus, sit down and have something to eat and drink. You’ll feel much better, and you will be able to think better if you make sure to take care your body!” Wynn said. Turning to the owl, she continued, “Glaux, you know how cranky and irrational he gets when he doesn’t eat. I know that you don’t need to eat all the time, but the least you could do is remind him. After all, the two of you are supposed to be working together. Together!”

The older man had the grace to look embarrassed, and he obediently began to eat and drink, as the waitress quickly followed the drinks with a laden tray. 

Glaux, the owl, spun his head almost upside down and peered up the underside of his beak at Wynn. She laughed, something that he was capable of making her do anytime he assumed one of those bizarre owl positions. It was such a variance from the owl’s intelligent but sarcastic persona that it never failed to amuse.

“Sorry, Wynn. We just got carried away.”

“I know. You get carried away a lot.”

“Of course! Why else would we be Anchoring the library.?”

What were the two of you researching? It sounded pretty intense.”

“Parties, of course. We were trying to make sure that this party was going to be perfect and doing research is what we do.”

Cal hastily swallowed the last of his food and washed it down with a large drink from his tankard. Clearing his throat, he added, “We know that Madrik wants this to be impressive and we thought that we could help by providing him with some guidance. Or at least some information on how to make the party good.”

Madrik felt a headache coming on. He knew that he was going be sorry for asking this, but he knew it was inevitable. At least this way he could get it out of the way.

Walking over to the Librarian's table, he greeted them and asked, “Okay, guys what did you find? I have to figure out exactly what we are going to do and I’m out of time. We need to have all of the information that we are going to use in planning this out now so that it can be set. Once we have a plan selected, I’m not going to change it.”

“Remember that we haven’t done any auguries yet,” started Glaux.

Cal added, “Mostly because he couldn’t find any goats.”

“We can go look for some now if you’d like.”

Madrik immediately responded, “No auguries. We don’t need auguries to decide if we are going to have a party or what will make the party successful.”

Cal was looking wistful, and Madrik didn’t understand what he had said that would bring that expression onto the older man’s face. Glaux must’ve sensed something also because the big bird silently hopped across the table to lean comforting against his co-Anchor. Absentmindedly preening the other Librarian's beard, Glaux asked, “Why the sad face? Madrik didn’t mean to upset you.”

Cal responded with the echoes of regret in his voice, “It’s just that I’ve never been invited to a party. I thought if I did research on what made a good party it would be my way of contributing. I don’t know how else that I can help because I don’t know what a party is.”

The poignant sadness in the other man’s voice stabbed Madrik to his core. He couldn’t begin to fathom the life experiences that Cal had any more than Cal could imagine Madrik’s former life. All they could do was build joint experiences together going forward.

Shaking off the clouds that he felt, Madrik responded, “You will not be able to claim that any longer. Because you have been invited to a party. Our party. So let’s come up with the plan on what we are going to do. Then we can find tasks that everybody can do.”

Smiling their agreement, Cal and Glaux settled back on their respective chairs. Wynn seated herself at the table. Looking around at the men there, the small woman added, “Just no goats and no auguries! Agreed?”

Laughingly, everybody agreed. Waving to the rest of his staff to join them, Madrik sat down at the table, and the Badger Hole Bar team began to lay out the final plans that would define their upcoming Grand Opening.
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Chapter 23 - Taste of Things to Come

The planning session had gone well, and Madrik felt like they had a pretty good handle on what was going to go on. He had made no plans for tight scheduling during the party. Instead, there would be simple competitions that would let people pass the time in something other than just drinking. Identifying who was going to be in charge of what, took them a little bit of time but he thought that everyone was clear on their responsibilities. Most of them were doing fine, but Madrik knew that Najeer was flipping out.

The cook was stressed about the food. He was unclear on what he wanted to serve and what people would like. They had such an array of tastes in their clientele, and the quiet panicking that was going on in the kitchen worried Madrik. He tried to reassure Najeer multiple times, but it didn’t seem to be working.

“Najeer, everything you cook is good. Stop worrying about it so badly. There are never any unplanned leftovers, so I don’t know what the problem is.”

“Everyone will be drinking and eating. The alcohol is wonderful, but I don’t want the food to let you down.”

“Nothing you make is going to let me down. You are an amazing cook, and you know it.”

The cook continued to fret, and Madrik was at his wit's end. The man’s tension was starting to affect the rest of the team and even some of the helpers from the mercenary groups that generally came to drink. It got so bad that Vincent finally stood up and walked over to Najeer, saying, “I have an idea. How about if you cook small servings of the dishes that you’re thinking of serving and we can taste them. That way we can let you know which ones appeal to which people and that might let you better arrange what you want to serve.”

Najeer’s face lit up, and he clutched Vincent’s hands in gratitude before taking off at a dead run for his kitchen. Calling back over his shoulder, the excited man said, “Thank you! I will start immediately!”

Vincent stood stunned in the middle room. It was the first time that he could ever remember somebody grabbing both his hand and his prosthesis without even noticing that one was cold metal.

Madrik smiled to himself, pleased with the interaction. The BHB sent images of knitting a sock into his mind, adding a dimension of both teambuilding and a bad pun for Madrik’s amusement.

<<<>>>

The smells coming out of the kitchen were awesome. In fact, they were so awesome that they were whispering out through the doorway on fragrant little feet, seducing the people outside into coming into the BHB earlier than usual. Madrik had expected to see the usual drinkers starting in about an hour. However, the intensity and variety of smells that were coming out of the kitchen were awe-inspiring. Brechal found himself repeatedly swallowing, trying to control the saliva that wanted to fill his mouth. Wynn couldn’t concentrate, getting hungrier by the minute.

Vincent and Alastair kept busy moving. They frequently disappeared down into the storeroom or out into the street or garden. Neither of them was spending any extended amount of time inside the bar itself because the food smells were so inviting.

The seductive smells slipped outward, drawing attention from everywhere in the Badger Hole. Madrik had closed the center door in an attempt to control the interruptions that were starting to happen. The strategy just didn’t work. For a while, they had repeated knocks on the door, regular customers that wanted to know when the bar would be open. After a while, the interruptions stopped but Madrik had the sense of someone waiting at the door, and he knew that he would have a few people had lined up when the door opened.

He just wasn’t prepared for the actuality of what he saw when he finally opened it. Instead of the four to ten people that he expected to see loitering around the outside of the BHB, waiting to come in, half the square was full. There was at least ten times the number of people that would fill the bar, waiting already.

Oh my God! If it’s like this tomorrow, what on earth are we going to do? he thought to himself.

His appearance in the doorway prompted a rash of questions.

“When can we get in?!”

“What is that smell, it is amazing!”

“Are you open yet? We will be happy to review your place for the food magazines!” said two people in business dress.”

“Madrik! It’s good to see you. We thought we would stop by and check to see how everything was going and if there was anything you needed from the bank before your Grand Opening tomorrow. If you have a moment, perhaps we could talk over lunch,” said one of the bankers that had met with Madrik just a few days ago.

The bar manager wanted nothing more than to run and hide under his desk. Perhaps if he went back into his office and barred the door, he wouldn’t be hit with all these questions. It would be bad enough tomorrow when he had to handle the party. Then, it would be all high energy and issues, something he wasn’t looking forward to.

However, Madrik knew that the Grand Opening was crucial to the bar. The event would expose people to the food and drink that the bar offered. It was also a way of getting the word out that the BHB was a place for solving problems. 

Looking around at the mass of people waiting outside the BHB, Madrik was amazed to see at least four or five races that he had never seen before. How do they hear about this? he thought to himself. How did they know we had food? 

Just then Wynn came bustling through the front door, holding two trays and somehow not spilling anything. Directly behind her came Vincent and Alastair, one carrying a set of stacked trays, and the other casually carrying a large keg under one arm. A tapper and a few glasses were in the other big hand. 

Wynn’s voice cut clearly through the background noise, “Now you just clear off enough so that we can find a place to put this down. Najeer is doing test cooking for the Grand Opening tomorrow. If you guys promise to let us know which ones you liked so that he can help plan his menu, that would be awesome. He would really appreciate your help. If you’re not going to tell us which ones you like, you don’t get to try any of this cool food.”

A muted roar of many voices responded to Wynn. Different tones, different cadences, different pitches, all blended together into one hungry sound that promised cooperation and a fervent agreement to act as guinea pigs.

Miraculously, the crowd cleared, and three long tables appeared in the middle of what had been a road. Knowing that the BHB had taken control, Madrik did not act surprised. Instead, he moved over to help his staff lay out the food and drink, controlling with a simple glance those people that would’ve pushed in to grab their share before everything was ready.

Out of the corner of his mouth, he asked Alastair, “Do we have someplace to write down what they think?”

“Yes, but they’re all going to tell you they love the food. It’s not going to be a matter of picking one or another, these people are gonna want everything. How is that going to help Najeer?”

Madrik responded, “The cook doesn’t need to know what to serve. He just needs reassurance. The fact that they love everything will provide that.”

Alastair thought about that for a moment before he asked, “So, what we are going to do is bribe them with food to stay out of our way while we finish getting ready?”

Smiling Madrik answered, “No. But it provides us with priceless marketing.”

Laughing together, the two men bent their attention to the reassurance technique that would help their jittery chef to calm down. It was a small price to pay for the cook’s peace of mind, and they needed to eat lunch anyway.

<<<>>>

Madrik and the BHB staff were frantically busy for the next hour and a half. Between the revolving food samples and the growing crowd, Madrik realized that this taste testing was bigger than any other Grand Opening that he had attended. He could feel the intense satisfaction that the BHB was experiencing. His companion seemed highly energized, almost humming with excitement and a force that felt bubbly and growing.

When Rowan and Cairn came over from the brewery, pulling their delivery cart, there were more than enough willing hands two help them get the beer into the bar. What would’ve taken his staff an hour or two was accomplished in just a few minutes.

Of course, it meant that some of the beer was diverted. After all, it needed a sampling also. Rowan and Cairn were soon both laughing and tasting the food. Although the supply of samples in the kitchen was slowing down, there was still enough to let Rowan hold a short class on beer pairing. 

The intense look on some of the mercenaries’ faces and the copious notes that one of the bankers was taking was both exciting and satisfying to Madrik. He realized how much he loved it when people grew in front of his eyes. When their problems or their needs were addressed, and he felt like he was part of that. It was a special satisfaction in his life and one that he wanted to keep feeling over and over again.

As Madrik was circulating through the crowd, he noticed a woman sitting by herself with her back against a tree trunk. She looked alone, rather than lonely. Both Madrik and the BHB felt a bump of curiosity. Walking over to her, Madrik half squatted to put his face closer to her level.

“Hi there. I hope you’re enjoying our impromptu tasting party.

“Thank you, I am. I didn’t realize a place like this existed.”

Madrik could feel the BHB’s attention sharpening in the background and the rise of anticipation in his companion. Somewhat confused, Madrik was unsure of what had drawn the BHB’s interest, Madrik continued to talk to the woman. “I hope you will be able to join us tomorrow for the Grand Opening. Everyone should have a good time. Okay, I hope they have a good time.”

Deep and bright blue eyes stared straight into Madrik’s face. The woman had an olive tone to her darker skin, and her hair was carefully done up, tucked into a complicated bun with braids. She said in a calm tone, “You may change your mind. After all, I’m a prostitute, and most bar owners don’t like prostitutes.”

Madrik was taken aback by her matter-of-fact announcement. Unable to process any conclusion, he said the first thing that came to his mind. “That must be a hard life.”

The woman’s eyes rounded in astonishment before she broke into peals of laughter. Almost choking she said, “What a horrible pun!”

Madrik felt his face flushed red as he broke into laughter also. When he could finally talk again, he commented, “Unwittingly placed, I promise you. However, I do hope that we see you tomorrow.”

Madrik stood up and turned to walk away. As he took a couple of steps, he heard the woman say behind him, “Thank you, Madrik. My name is Jasmyn, and I will be happy to be here tomorrow.”

Continuing to circulate through the crowd, Madrik didn’t think anything of his encounter with Jasmyn. He realized a while later that he didn’t really care what people did for a living as long as they could get along in his bar. He was not a person who needed to judge them, he was the person who Anchored the bar. That was both simultaneously enough and the right thing.
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Chapter 24 – Jitters

The tasting was winding down, and Madrik could shoo most of his staff back into the bar. He was staring around the area trying to make sure that everything was picked up when a man in a colorful outfit of loose pants and vest over a fitted shirt came up to him to say, “Thank you so much for the opportunity to taste the fantastic food. My name is Tal, and I was wondering what arrangements you have made for entertainment at your Grand Opening?”

Madrik looked at him in shock. He had forgotten entirely about music! He hadn’t thought about entertainment! In the back recesses of his mind, the bar manager could feel his companion urgently trying to calm him down. It was fruitless as the surge of adrenaline and the realization of his oversight drove all rational thought out of the man’s mind.

He must’ve looked as shocked as he felt because Tal said in a soothing tone, “I didn’t mean to startle you, but the group of bards that I’m with was extremely impressed with the food. There are going to be a lot of people at your Grand Opening, and most events of this type would benefit from some musical entertainment. If you would like, we would be pleased to entertain at the Grand Opening. We can take turns amusing the crowd, possibly playing one type of music inside and if it goes the way we think it will, playing dance music outside.”

Madrik seized on the suggestion with the fervor of a drowning man. “That would be perfect. I won’t lie to you. I had totally forgotten about the music. I have no idea what we have to do to set up for you, but your offer would help deal with a horrendous oversight on my part.”

The Bard smiled happily. Rubbing his hands together, he commented, “You will have people from all over, possibly even other entertainers. The energy here is wonderful, and the audiences are receptive. It’s a bard’s dream!”

Madrik, his heart be slowing down to closer to normal and feeling like he had been saved in the nick of time answered, “You are a lifesaver.”

Starting to head back to the bar, he called over his shoulder to the Bard, “How about if we sit down and figure out what it is that you’re going to need. I can introduce you to the person coordinating on my side. If you have an assistant, please bring them, but let’s get this settled.”

As the bar manager disappeared through the bar’s door at a fast trot, he heard Tal laughing in the background. Unsure of what caused the bard so much amusement, Madrik was relieved to feel no concern or trepidation coming up his companion link. The BHB was just as happy as he was to have the Bard offer to entertain, although Madrik had a sneaking suspicion that the Bard was not unknown to his companion.

<<<>>>

Sitting down for a council of war, Madrik had his entire staff sitting around the table with a drink of their choice. The Bard had come in with his assistant, a woman that he introduced as Lila. Lila was a tall, willowy woman with brilliant purple eyes and feathers for hair. Her fragile -looking frame nonetheless communicated strength and a presence that was awe-inspiring.

When she spoke in greeting to the rest of the team, they all froze for a moment, enraptured by the music of her voice. I think that we are all getting a little more cosmopolitan, Madrik thought to himself. Nobody even stared too hard at her.

As they were all getting settled down, the Storyteller wandered into the room. Apparently, he assumed that he was going to be part of the planning session and took a chair at the table in a matter-of-fact manner. Madrik didn’t see any reason to argue with the man since he was hoping that he would be helpful. After all, he reasoned, I can always ask him to leave.

Madrik started off the meeting by explaining that Tal and the rest of his bards were going to be entertaining the crowd outside and would be playing some sort of music inside. Wynn was extremely interested in what they were going to do, asking so many questions that Lila suggested that they take that discussion off into their own corner after the general meeting. Wynn happily agreed and settled back with a big smile on her face.

Only the Storyteller looked a little disgruntled. He kept staring out of the side of his eyes at Tal and was unusually quiet and hunched over. Finally, Madrik asked him, “Storyteller, are you feeling all right? You’re awfully quiet.”

The bar manager was looking at the Storyteller and could see that Tal’s grin had grown slightly broader. Looking back and forth between the two men, Madrik abruptly asked, “Storyteller, have you and Tal known each other for a long time?”

The Storyteller looked startled and opened his mouth but froze. When no sound was coming out of him, Tal responded instead, “Yes, Madrik. The Storyteller and I have known each other for a long time.”

Turning to the silent and now embarrassed man, Tal asked, “Gwyd, how have you been?”

“I am fine, thank you.”

Tal gave a short laugh and turned back to the table. Ignoring the personal issues, the Bard begin to explain how he was planning to set up the musical entertainment. He went over how his group would rotate so that everyone had time to enjoy the food at the party. The discussion became very animated, and the excitement around the table grew.

Madrik could tell that the Storyteller was feeling left out. He didn’t have his normal presence or energy level, and he seemed to be very inhibited by the presence of the bards. Taking pity on him, Madrik asked, “Storyteller, if it would not be too much trouble, I would really appreciate you having an area for nonmusical entertainment. Possibly, you could recount some entertaining tales or something of that order. Would you be willing to do that?”

The Storyteller appeared to perk up. Straightening and looking more like his old self for the first time since he had come into the bar and seen the Bard, the man said, “Unlike these others, all I need is a quiet corner. Stories are best told with a dedicated audience, so we probably should find someplace where there’s not too much music going on.”

From Madrik’s other side he heard part of a low comment made by Lila to Tal, “… never liked to share a stage.” While the bar manager could see that in the past dealings that he had with the Storyteller, he pretended not to have heard her comment and continued on with the discussion. Turning his attention back to the Storyteller, he heard the man saying, “… and I can just take that corner over there for my stories.”

The area that the Storyteller was indicating was an opening to an alcove that was lit by gentle light. Every time that Madrik saw the opening, he flashed back to a few days ago when the stranger from Earth had wandered into the bar and burdened Madrik with both an immeasurable burden and an incredible honor.

The special room that the BHB had created for that duty had no door, no way of closing it off. However, very few people that came into the bar noticed it. Even the regular drinkers did not appear to see it most of the time. Madrik could see that reaction in the barely-concealed startled looks on the faces of the people around the table when they saw the opening again.

For his staff, the room was something they had seen but appeared to fade from their thoughts over time. For the bards, it was if an electric shock had been applied to their posteriors. Both of them straightened in surprise and stared in amazed wonder at the opening. Lila curved her body around, trying to peer into the room and a melodious trill of sound escaped her lips.

Tal’s reaction was even more extreme. The widening of his eyes and his suddenly trembling hands showed Madrik that the Bard might know more about that room than the bar manager did. Resolving to follow up on that after they had survived the next day, Madrik turned to the Storyteller and said calmly but assertively, “No. I’m sorry, but that corner of the room is reserved.”

The Storyteller apparently was not used to being told no. His eyes widened in shock, and then a complicated mixture of anger, fear, and curiosity chased across his face. Before he could ask more questions, Madrik interjected, “It is not something I will explain now, but we need to find a better place for you. Besides which, if you try to tell a story in here it’s going to be too noisy. Your stories are so wonderful that they deserve the audience’s complete attention.”

Alastair interjected, saying, “How about the garden? The trees there are beautiful and flowering. I would think they would make a perfect setting for your stories.”

Wynn thought that was an excellent idea adding in her contribution, “I have these incredible lights that we could put out there that would give you a wonderful intimate illumination once it gets dark. It would be like a magical power in the trees where they would go to visit the Storyteller.” 

Madrik could tell that the Storyteller was caught by the description. The idea of having his own area where he would not have to compete for attention had definitely hit a chord with him. The man feigned reluctance, but Madrik knew this is what he really wanted. Also for some reason, when Alastair had been talking about the trees, Madrik had caught the flash of pleasure leavened with a little pain that had appeared briefly on the Storyteller’s face. The bar manager knew there was more secrets behind that pain and one of these days he would find out. For right now, he just wanted to get to the planning session.

Vincent raised his hand up off the table and waved it in a bid for attention. Madrik was surprised the man had spoken up. It wasn’t that he was still rattled. In fact, he looked quite calm now. However, Vincent normally didn’t volunteer much, and Madrik thought that this was a good sign, so he asked, “Did you think of something, Vincent?”

“Yes, I’ve already had people ask if they can stay here and I know we have more rooms upstairs now. Do we have a policy for deciding who’s staying? And if so what is it?”

Madrik looked at the man in consideration and said, “The short answer is we don’t have a policy, yet. The longer answer is I wouldn’t have thought of the need for a policy and the fact that you did says you’re the right person to oversee that area. How about if you act as our hospitality manager and deal with it.? You can make the decisions, and if you need input, you can ask any of the staff here. Just make sure that there are no riots up there and that guests feel welcome.”

For the first time in the days that Madrik had known Vincent, he saw the man actually smile. It was a thing of warm and wondrous beauty. There was no holdback, no shadow in that smile. Vincent answered with more energy in his voice that Madrik had thought possible, “Yes! I would love to do that. I’ll go look at the rooms right now.”

With that, the man who had entered a shaking, screaming mass of a war-torn Vietnam veteran took off up the stairs, taking them two steps at a time with his joy in what he could do laid bare for everybody to see.

There was a frozen silence around the table for just a few moments. Before anyone could say anything, Wynn burst into tears, sobbing, “That was beautiful.”

Trying to get her calmed down took a little bit of time. The only way she stopped crying was when Madrik asked her to take the Storyteller into the garden and lay out the plan for the “storytelling theater.” His thanks for the description was apparent in the pleasure in which the Storyteller stood up and offered his arm to Wynn, saying, “My Lady, would you be so kind as to escort me to the garden?”

Wynn’s smile lit the room up and provided the signal for the end of the strategy meeting.

Madrik was doing the last consultations with Brechal and Alastair when Najeer came charging out of the kitchen. The cook had tracks of sweat down his face, but he looked flushed and happy. Excitedly, he asked “Well? What did they like?”

Alastair had been the one gathering all of the feedback for the cook, so he answered, drawing out his answer in an almost teasing manner. “Well, here’s what they liked.” With that introduction, he handed the cook the list of the food that had been served.

Najeer scanned down the list saying “I don’t understand. This is just a list of everything that I sent out, and all of these have the number ten after them. What does this say?”

Madrik answered for the grinning Alastair, “It means everything was perfect, and they loved everything you served.”

“But… But what should I serve tomorrow?”

“Everything. They’re going to want everything because it was amazing.”

Najeer, the quiet and restrained introvert that he was, stood in silence and stared Madrik in the face, looking into the man’s eyes intently. Switching to Alastair, his gaze seemed to drill into the bouncer’s skull, sifting through every iota of his mind. When his focus changed to Tal, the Bard raised his hands in a gesture of surrender and said, “I sampled everything. And so did my entire troupe. There was nothing that was less than perfection. And once having tasted your food, I’m not sure any of us will ever be satisfied with anything else again.”

Glancing wildly around the room, Najeer looked confused and almost frantic. Finally, the small man closed his eyes and took a deep breath, holding it for a moment before exhaling in a long release of tension and doubt. When he opened his eyes again, tears were standing in the corners and welling up to trickle down his face. Still, he said not a word. 

At last, moving with a speed that startled Madrik into adrenaline response, and Alastair into a defensive crouch, Najeer grabbed Madrik around the shoulders and gave him a brief, almost savage, embrace. With a muttered “thanks” the cook fled back to the sanctuary of his pots and pans, leaving only the heart-deep emotion of thankfulness and pleasure behind.
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Chapter 25 – PARTY!

The day of the Badger Hole Bar Grand Opening dawned with the slow creeping of light illuminating the sky in streaks of colorful clouds. The dark shutters on the windows raised slowly and the people that had agreed to help with the day started arriving. Madrik’s staff was already on duty. He had been up since long before the dawn, obsessively worrying about a variety of things.

The bar manager had gone over all of his task lists multiple times, concerned that nothing be left out. He wanted everything to be perfect on this the BHB’s coming out party. The wordless assurance from his companion told him that this was not a concern of his partner. 

Madrik knew that a perfect event was exactly what the Badger Hole Bar deserved. He was determined to do whatever he could to make it perfect, and he knew that his entire team was dedicated to the same thing.

Walking around the top floor, Madrik saw that the staff wing and his wing was closed off by beautiful gates of intricately carved wood. Looking like complex designs expressed in woods with grains and colors that he had never seen, the partitions that separated the public from their private areas were incredible works of art.

Walking a short way down the guest wing, Madrik noticed that there were placards on the outside of each door in the ten-room hallway. Vincent had apparently been busy and over half of the rooms were already assigned. Madrik was terribly amused by seeing the name of their bankers on one of the suites. Apparently, the BHB was habit-forming even for the staid financial people.

Turning and walking down the stairs, the bar manager could find no fault with the cleanliness or the way that the barroom was set up. Immaculate floors, pristine walls. There was nothing out of place there. Stopping on the last step, he looked around the bar room.

Wynn had apparently been busy. There were tablecloths and centerpieces on all of the tables. There was one area that was arranged differently. This table was nestled more closely to the inviting fire and had chairs layered with deep cushions. Madrik had noticed that their bar patrons seem to appreciate Wynn’s touches. Once again, he vowed to himself to expand her particular area after the Grand Opening. Until then, he was determined to allow Brechal the illusion of having won that particular fight.

Vincent and Brechal were in quiet consultation on some topic that was absorbing to both of them. Wynn was moving around the room, checking all of the details one last time. Madrik asked her, “Where is Alastair?”

“Down in the storerooms pulling some of the last items that we are going to give as prizes in the contests,” she replied.

It’s a good thing that I have a great team, Madrik thought to himself. I totally forgot about the prizes.

Idly, Madrik wondered what they were going to offer as prizes and how they were going to judge the contests. However, other items quickly claimed his attention, and he was busy working with his bartender and his cook to make sure that food and beverage services were all handled.

<<<>>>

It was T minus 30 minutes, and Madrik was a basket case. Everyone else looked busy, but Madrik knew that his nerves were reaching the explosion point. He couldn’t sit still, he couldn’t stand without motion. Sitting down, standing up, he could not stay still. His mind skittered between “Oh my God, what if no one comes?” to “Oh my God, what if too many people come?” He was incoherent and unable to concentrate.

The bar manager knew that after the first person arrived, he would be better but the waiting for that point was torture. He felt like he was a band that had been stretched well beyond its breaking point. All he had to do is wait for that snap, that sound of separation, and the bits and pieces of him would be all over the room. A flash of morbid humor made him think, That would leave a mess to clean up!

Knowing what was happening didn’t really help deal with it. Instead, he merely had to endure.

T minus ten minutes!

Torture. The whole thing was torture. How had he ever gotten himself into this position?

Madrik was obsessed with the idea that no one was going to show up at the Grand Opening. All of the work that they had done, all the preparation, would be for naught. He had put everyone through this effort to organize, arrange, and strategize. And no one would come. A huge weight of disappointment had already settled on his shoulders. He wanted to tell everyone to go home, that he was sorry, that he made a mistake. Only the support from the BHB that floated across their companion bond prevented him from blurting it out to everyone.

He knew that his whole team felt the same tension. Adrenaline was ratcheting up, and everybody was running around, obsessively checking their areas. Even Najeer had emerged from the kitchen to thrust plates of food in Madrik’s hands, placing others on the bar.

In a strangled voice, the cook had asked, “Are these are right? Please, please taste them!”

Before anyone could take a step toward the plates, the frazzled cook had disappeared back into the kitchen with the suddenness of a teleport.

Even Madrik was pulled out of his funk by the smells coming up that plate. Looking down he saw each individual bite had the look of an art piece. Najeer had done a fantastic job. Madrik found his hand picking up a piece and moving it toward his mouth without any conscious thought. Once the food hit his mouth, the only thing that was left was a flood of sensations.

The smells and taste combined to entirely bury Madrik under waves of pleasure invoked by the food. The perfect balance of flavors created a journey from the first second that it had touched his tongue until long after he had swallowed it. The experience made the food a remarkable adventure all of its own.

How had Najeer come to this bar? What journey had led him here? Madrik did not know. Here was another person that eventually would share his story, but for now he was someone who deserved a safe place to heal and recover.

T minus one minute.

It was showtime. The door to the BHB had been closed, and it was now time to open it. Madrik could finally find out how many people wanted to come to the Grand Opening for the BHB. 

It was one of the hardest things that he’d ever done to approach the door. He was so focused on the entrance that it was as if he was in a long tunnel walking toward a goal that kept receding from him. He finally was at the door and put out his hand to open it, praying that at least a few of the regulars were out there, waiting. Even if it were just the regulars that came to this event, it would be worth it. He could turn it in his mind and make it a celebration of what they had done on an unofficial basis. Their “soft opening” had garnered them a loyal following, and on Earth, he would have been thrilled with just the strength of that.

Here, he wanted more. Here, he wanted to be unique. A place that people could go to have problems solved and a defined sanctuary when they needed a place to escape. Someplace that people would learn to work together and make a family, a tribe. This was the Badger Hole Bar and the Badger Hole dimension. A special place outside of time and separate from regular space that allowed them to hold a position unusual, uncommon.

Madrik was in a disassociated state. He couldn’t really feel his hands and feet. Operating with a high level of adrenaline, his emotions totally detached as he reached his hand toward the door, planning on pushing it open. His companion anticipated what he wanted and opened the door for him.

Madrik thought his heart would stop. The quiet outside had fooled him into thinking that there was no one there. He was wrong.

People. People everywhere. There were people lined up by the door, crowded in so tightly that Madrik could not have taken one single step outside of the building. People as far as he could see. Bodies crowding his vision, preventing him from seeing across the road. Blocking even the sight of the swirling chaos fog that defined the dimension.

People waiting for their Grand Opening.

<<<>>>

It was party time. From the minute that Madrik had opened the door, the BHB had been filled. Madrik was dimly aware of many of their regulars streaming past him, focused on claiming their usual tables.

The evening became a kaleidoscope of snapshots to the bar manager. Flashing between the celebration and joy that sparkled everywhere, to the contests that were continually running all evening.

Drinking, arm wrestling, darts. The contests were designed to appeal to the mercenaries that had formed the mainstay of the BHB’s regular clientele. The competition added to the bardic entertainment and the Storyteller would be hopefully enough to keep the people that had come to the event in a good mood and engaged.

Madrik’s mind was bombarded with more images. The amazement when one of BHB bankers won the lightweight division of the arm wrestling. At a later time, Madrik would trot out the memory of the expression on the mercenary’s face at the banker’s explanation that he built up his arm muscles wrestling with numbers. It was a priceless moment that the bar manager never wanted to forget.

The drinking contests were hysterically fun and entirely amusing. The Dirty Bucket Brewery’s saison was a major hit. The unique taste of it was incredible, and the attendees drank the entire stock and demanded more. Sage, Cairn, and Rowan were kept busy running back to the brewery and restocking their beer supply all night long.

The reception of the Mad Honey beer had been especially impressive. Madrik had watched as two of the most hardened mercenaries in the group had faced off with Brechal over the drink.

“Don’t you have anything stronger?” the more massive mercenary had demanded. He stood at least seven feet tall with shoulders as broad as a barn, tattooed with war markings and clad in jeweled armor. 

“Tired of this panther piss you guys always serve,” his friend had complained. 

With a smirk, Brechal slid a half pint of the Mad Honey Saison towards the two men. 

“What’s this? We can’t even get a full stein?” the tall man had complained. 

“We’re men, not boys who can’t handle a wee beer,” his friend had chimed in. “What’s the meaning of this insult?”

Brechal had busied himself cleaning a glass, and said,“If you’re still standing when you finish that, we’ll discuss the possibility of a stein.” Dark humor glinted in his eyes, and Madrik was afraid that there would be immediate blows exchanged. Luckily, the mercenaries were so intent on the drinking they hadn’t noticed the wicked gleam in Brechal’s eye and the attentive expectation that others at the bar had turned toward them.

The two men shrugged and saluted each other with their glasses. With well-practiced ease, they knocked the glasses back as though they were shooting whiskey. Apparently, they had not thought beer was anything dangerous.

Within seconds, their eyes had rolled to the back of their heads. Their knees had given out, and their unconscious bodies collapsed to the floor.

Smirking broadly, Brechal had called for Alastair, “Two more for the cart.” 

Surreptitiously, money was handed from one mercenary to another at the bar. The side betting was becoming immense as mercenaries were tested as to their judgment and understanding of how powerful and innocuous things might be. The Mad Honey Saison was a roaring success.

Not only was the beer a powerful drink but it filled the drinker with an urge to explore sensations that were more than just drinking. Luckily for the mercenaries, Jasmyn had taken Madrik up on his invitation to come to the Grand Opening. The bar manager wasn’t keeping track of the woman, but he noticed her coming in and out of the bar with a fair amount of frequency. Madrik was uninterested in policing her activities or the mercenaries that tripped out after her with their tongues hanging down to the ground and drool pooling on the corners of their mouths. He had noted that both she and the mercenaries had appeared at different times after their initial exit. All of them looked pleased, so he was content.

Reassured that nothing permanent was happening to his customers, Madrik wasn’t concerned with the intricacies of their private life. His was not a position to judge morality or ethics. He only dealt with behavior. Jasmyn seemed pleased, and the mercenaries seemed overwhelmed. What more could a man want after a drink of mad honey?

The party had expanded out into the street. There was not enough room for all of their contests and the sheer number of people that had chosen to come to the Grand Opening. When Madrik had looked out into the front, he noticed that it appeared to be much wider and longer than it had earlier in the day. Shrugging his perception off as the altered vision of his focus, Madrik thought nothing of it until Alastair came up to him and asked, “Do you realize that the road in front of the bar is much longer and wider than it was before?”

Startled, Madrik reached out to his companion over their bond with the query. The smug satisfaction of the BHB punched him in the head so hard that his eyes spangled with stars in his head and echoed as if a large bell had been rung. Immediately, the BHB had slid a cooling easement of apology over his brain. Dropping shakily into a chair, Madrik had grabbed his head with both hands, answering Alastair through the pain of his pounding headache, “I understand that’s true, although I’m not exactly sure where it came from.”

Alastair responded quietly, “I thought you ought to know.”

“Thank you.”
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Chapter 26 – Fun and Competition

Other parts of the party stuck in Madrik’s mind through all of his exhaustion and the many drinks that he shared with his customers. One of them, something that was absolutely spectacular, was the knife throwing contest.

The mercenaries had been quite smug about their abilities in this area. The heavily laden men with crossed bandoliers and obvious knife placements had taken turns trash talking and competing against each other. They were playing the same game and were totally unprepared when other contestants entered the competition. 

The first to trouble the minds of the brawny fighters was the female assassin that had appeared days before to solve the problem of the space-going quadruped. Carrying an aura of cold, the woman had taken her daggers and beaten everyone. Her weapons seemed to be the extension of her mind, flying exactly where she wanted them to go.

The accuracy of her throws and the speed in which she could release her knives sobered the rest of the mercenaries. Looking at her with new eyes, Madrik could see the recalculation of her effectiveness and the danger that she represented as each of the men and women re-slotted her in their importance queue.

She had beaten all the mercenaries and finally stood up asking, “Is there anyone else who wishes to challenge me?”

The room was quiet until a low-toned voice answered her saying, “Yes. I need a break from the kitchen, and I would welcome the chance to throw knives again.”

There was a stunned silence as the crowd parted and the cook, Najeer, walked to the front. One of the mercenaries that the assassin had defeated started to object, saying “He’s just a cook! Why is he competing?”

The man beside him slammed him upside the head with his forearm. Leaning over the half-stunned fighter that was lying on the ground now, his chastising battle mate said, “Never argue with the man who makes food like that!”

The woman bowed slightly to the cook, offering him the respect that some of the mercenaries didn’t understand. Standing up, she said, “I would be honored.”

Taking a position on the line, she threw five knives in quick succession. Her blades stuck in an area of the center of the target within a one-inch diameter. The slender tips of her throwing knives clustered like a wondrous flower. Murmurs of amazement were heard over the crowded area. Many of the mercenaries pointed out to each other how perfectly she had thrown.

Madrik watched her face as Najeer had stepped up to the line. She did not look so sure of herself now. Instead, she had the attentive posture of a student, someone who is willing to learn. At the time, Madrik had thought that she was just courteous.

Soon, he would learn differently.

Straddling the firing line, Najeer laid five knives across his forearm. Unlike his competitor’s blades, these were not stilettos or typical throwing knives. Instead, they look like common cleavers or kitchen knives. One of the mercenaries started to make a joke and shut up as soon as he saw his sergeant’s face.

Madrik was amused and alerted by the fact that the experienced noncoms all viewed his cook in a different light. Movement at Madrik’s left shoulder made him look to that side only to see Alastair standing there watching intently. Something made Madrik looked to his right where he saw that Vincent was standing in a similar position. The same eagle-eyed stare that was present in Alastair was echoed on Vincent’s face. It was the aspect of someone who dealt with life-and-death situations, ones that depended on skill and perseverance. Madrik remembered those days from his own military service and focused his scattered attention back onto the man he had regarded as “just a cook.”

What followed next was something that Madrik believed would never be reproduced. One moment Najeer was standing there, motionless and innocuous. The next moment he was a blur of motion, flicking his knives rapidly toward the target. As each of his blades landed, his competitor’s knives were dislodged and dropped to the floor. The bar manager was surprised that the cook’s knives did not join the others on the ground. Instead, a new pattern was formed.

Instead of a flower with a center and four petals, Najeer’s pattern formed a trio, a pyramid of blades in the middle and two more knives that had been slipped in and balanced among the three.

It was an impossible position, a demonstration of a true master’s art.

There was no question of who had won the contest. The female assassin was the first to acknowledge the win, bowing deeply and asking in a humble tone, “If you choose to teach anyone, I would be honored to be your student,” she said.

Najeer had nodded his head but not answered.

At that point, the stunned audience had given way to a cheering, crazy crowd. Yelling in appreciation, they hoisted their drinks to the cook, a man of many talents and secrets. Smiling briefly in Madrik’s direction, Najeer disappeared back into his kitchen, content.

Confused, Madrik had turned to ask Alastair a question only to discover that his bouncer had disappeared. Flipping back to the other direction, Madrik realized that Vincent was also gone. An alert from the BHB told him that his bouncers had moved to the edge of the crowd and were looking at something in assessment. Trying to determine if it was a threat or not, Madrik realized that the BHB didn’t think it was a problem, but he wanted Madrik to know.

Moving as quickly as he could in the press of the crowd, Madrik made his way toward where he knew his bouncers were. As he came up behind them, he saw that three figures were emerging from the swirling gray of the chaos mist. Confused for a moment on why they were coming from there rather than through one of the doors in the BHB, Madrik soon forgot that question in the amazement of what he saw.

One of the figures was a tall, slender shape in a deep cowl and heavy robe. Glowing eyes peered from the shuttered opening, and Madrik’s skin crawled a bit as the creature’s gaze had lighted upon him.

Recognition thrummed across the companion bond, and the seldom heard voice of the sentient building said, “Magistrate, final law.”

Before Madrik could echo the name, his eyes widened in amazement, and he clutched for a weapon that was not at his waist. The two figures that stood beside the magistrate uneasily flicking their tongues in and out of their mouths were reptilian in form. Easily two meters tall, the massive shapes of the bipedal reptiles made it very plain that they were predators. Prominent teeth and large jaws showed the species development from meat eaters and dominant lifeforms.

Drawing together in their unease, the two creatures watched Madrik and his bouncers uncomfortably. Madrik didn’t know where it would’ve gone if they had waited just a little while longer but Vincent took a step forward.

In a very clear voice, the veteran said, “Be welcome. I am Vincent, a retired warrior, and fighter for honor. I would be pleased to show you around.”

Madrik’s head whipped around and stared at his assistant bouncer in amazement. He had no idea where Vincent had come up with those words, but they appeared to be exactly the right thing to say because the two reptiles released their hands from their weapons and started toward the speaker with an open and easy gait.

Watching in amazement, Madrik tracked their progress as Vincent escorted his two charges toward the press of people moving around.

The Anchor couldn’t tell what was going on, but he could feel that his companion was accepting of their presence. Feeling like a naïve idiot, Madrik realized that his experience with the planet he grew up on had not prepared him for the variety of people and beings that might show up at the BHB. Taking a deep breath, Madrik was about to go back to the celebration when Alastair cleared his throat in warning.

If this keeps up, I’m going to have whiplash! Madrik thought to himself.

The cowled figure approached and was waiting directly in front of Madrik. The voice that came out of the figure was hollow and seemed to be strangely echoed, but very understandable. It said, “Anchor, I am ready to take up my regular duties here now. Is it acceptable for me to do so or would you prefer another enforcer.”

Madrik’s mind stuttered. He didn’t know how to answer because he understood the words separately but didn’t understand them together. Mentally he clutched at his companion, trying to understand what had just been asked of him. All that he got from the BHB was pleasure and acceptance. With so little clue to go on, Madrik responded, “Magistrate, I am pleased that you are here and it is acceptable for you to take up your duties.”

As the magistrate nodded his head and turned to go, Madrik added, “Although, I would really appreciate it if you could explain to me exactly what your duties are at some point and tell me what it is I’m supposed to know or be doing.”

The magistrate had briefly checked his movement before he laughed and continued on. The sound of his voice wafted back toward Madrik, saying, “We can deal with that tomorrow, for now, I need to build the punishment gates.”

<<<>>>

As the evening went on, the snapshots that Madrik could remember became sparser. He was aware that they had expanded the area on the outside, but he could still feel the energy building within the bar itself. Every time he looked around there was some other transformation in the bar. A lighting fixture, more tables, something. There was a feeling of almost drunken energy in the companion bond. It reminded Madrik of the few times in his life that he had been totally and completely inebriated. Reality was just a guideline, not a requirement.

At some point in the evening, he realized that Wynn had assistants. There were multiple waiters now. He didn’t think that he was distracted enough that he confused males and females. Where Wynn had been the lone waitress, there were suddenly people dressed in the same Badger Hole Bar uniform that were definitely and decidedly male.

The bar manager part of Madrik was relieved. He had worried about how Wynn was going to be able to deal with all of the different demands for drinks and refills, for services and food. This was an answer to that, but he didn’t remember those people coming in. Where had they come from and what were they doing?
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Chapter 27 – Drunk with Life

It seemed like anybody that was involved with the Badger Hole bar had come. Madrik was greeted by all of their merchants and bankers. He thought he saw Emesh dancing a jig with a woman with leaves for hair and moss for a skirt. At one point, he saw the gardener dancing with a mature woman with long hair and the special aura that he had learned meant magic. She radiated power, and Madrik knew that she was not someone he wanted to mess with.

The bar manager caught glimpses of every single vendor that he had made arrangements with and all of the people that had come to talk to him as part of the BHB. He saw the merchant that acted as their agent, and he saw all of the Anchors that had taken up residence in the dimension of the Badger Hole.

Cal and Glaux were over in the corner of one of the garden areas in an impassioned discussion with a being that looked like a “tree ent” out of a Tolkienesque adventure. The waving branches of the ent slid through the surrounding vegetation like a caress on the garden, leaving growth and expansion in its wake.

The Storyteller was in his glory. He had a rapt audience and appreciative applause. The old man’s eyes glowed with happiness, and his posture and energy were a pleasure to behold. For all that he could be irritated with the man, Madrik was also very fond of him. It was nice to see him happy and appreciated. The BHB by itself was not enough audience for him. He needed to play to a bigger crowd, and this provided him one.

Smiling, Madrik moved to a different area. He caught glimpses of Genevieve, the clothier, dripping fabrics over some of the female mercenaries. Wynn was there taking copious notes and smiling happily. The cheerful laughter, almost giggles that came out of the group both pleased Madrik and made him quickly bypass any interaction with them. He knew when he was outgunned, and this was definitely one of those situations.

Vincent was busy, interacting with people and awarding prizes. He had become the de facto awards chairman. One of the things that Madrik captured in crystal clear remembrance was when he presented an older man with a case that contained a quill. The man had opened it and started to sob. Vincent’s explanation had been simple. This was the quill that had been used to write the Iliad or at least the opening parts. 

The exclamations of appreciative knowledge filled the area and set the group around the sobbing man in a different perspective for Madrik. The people here had found groups that they could relate to. It was something special, but Madrik was really torn on whether the event was a success or not. He thought it was, but there were so many people in so many different groups how could you tell?

Fleeing into the bar itself, Madrik had taken an unused barstool and seated himself in exhaustion. Without a request, Brechal had slid over a glass that was loaded with a drink that Madrik recognized. It was the one that they had used to soften the impact of coming into the Badger Hole Bar initially. Called the “Culture Shock,” the drink was a multilayered extravaganza of smoking, whirling colors. The mixture of alcohol from different planets and universes were harmonized into something that both calmed and energized. Gratefully, Madrik drank the whole thing.

Its effect on his system was like an atom bomb. Blowing up his feeling of alienation and discordance and filling it instead with calm acceptance. Madrik relaxed.

Looking around the room, he saw all of the people interacting. What more could a bar manager ask for, but drinkers in his bar that got along.

Just then there was a tone that Madrik heard in his head and felt in his body. All over the bar conversation stopped and the silence fell. The semi-hidden alcove that marked the Remembrance Wall lit to a brighter light and the taproom occupants straightened in surprise or alarm at what to many of them appeared to be the sudden emergence of another room.

Madrik found himself on his feet with an unknown drink in his hand. Holding that drink up toward the alcove, he said in a clear voice, “To remembrance. May they live in our minds and in our hearts. To those that we cared for that are no longer with us but not yet gone. To memories that we hold forever dear.”

All around him, he could hear the intake of breath, some of them sobbing, some of them in respect.

The coolness of the glass at his lips as he went to drink cleared his mind. The alcohol that slid down his throat had a minty taste with a kick that could have come from an augmented mead. His eyes burned, and his ears rang, making him feel like a bell that had been rung by a celestial hand.

He remembered. And in that memory, the grief and joy of his previous life came smashing down on him like a tidal wave of recollection that both reaffirmed who he was today and from whence he had come.

Vincent came over to Madrik looking a little bit confused.

“Boss, do you have a minute?”

“Yes, what’s up?”

“We’ve had a lot of people ask if they could stay here tonight because they don’t really want to go home and they’re hoping to continue the party tomorrow.”

“Okay, what’s the problem?”

“Well, I thought I had allocated all of the rooms. But one of the people that I had told that rooms were unavailable apparently went upstairs to check for themselves. They came back down and asked me how come we had 24 places that were not tagged for somebody. This confused me, so I went upstairs to check.

“This morning when I made sure all the rooms were fine, we had eight rooms. Four in each side of the hall. We now have 32 rooms. Did you know about this?”

Madrik just stared at Vincent. He understood the words separately, but he wasn’t sure he understood them altogether. Sounding like a schizophrenic parent, Madrik repeated what he thought he had heard, “I know we had eight rooms this morning. What you’re telling me now is that we have 32 rooms, right?”

“Yep.”

Without responding to Vincent, Madrik queried his companion. Asking what was going on, all that Madrik got back was a series of snapshots. The clearest one was the image of Madrik and the bar being pumped up by a bicycle pump. Expanding larger and larger, Madrik winced when the picture in his mind blew up resulting in pieces of Madrik and the bar scattered everywhere.

An internal light bulb went on, and Madrik realized that all of the unexpected energy from the attendance at the Grand Opening had to go someplace. The earlier discussion of the Storyteller had told him that there was danger in too much energy within the sentient building. The Storyteller had also left clues as to the evolution of the dimension and its expansion. Understanding that there was only so much speed that they could expand into the new buildings, awakening them as they isolated Anchors, Madrik instantly recognized that the energy had to go someplace, or a disaster would occur.

Taking a deep breath, the bar manager responded to his hospitality manager, saying, “The BHB had to do something with the energy, and he chose to give you more rooms to manage. Can you do that, or should we just mark them closed?”

“Oh! I didn’t realize that is what had happened. I can work with it but could you please let me know if we are going to have more rooms? I had already caused a major fight between two of the bankers on who was going to get the room. This way I can avoid a lot of discomfort and annoyance.”

Madrik mentally crossed his fingers in the hopes that he would be able to keep his promise before saying, “Sure. I’ll try to tell you but just be aware that if it comes to a choice between telling you and blowing the whole dimension up, you won’t know till afterward.”

“That’s fair!”
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Chapter 28 – Wine, Partners, and Song

Tal’s group was larger than Madrik had anticipated. It was his own fault for not asking how large the group was. Luckily for Madrik though, it turned out that Tal’s group of 26 bards was just large enough to offer the variety and the mixture of entertainment that such a momentous event required. The entertainment had been amazing.

The bards took turns entertaining in multiple arenas. While the Storyteller held court in the back garden, the bards entertained inside the bar room itself and on the street outside. Alternating between contemplative songs and emphatic dance music, the bards kept the drinkers active and interested.

Madrik knew that engaged drinkers were ones that drank more, ate more, and were less pugnacious. He could see that in the way that the night flowed.

There were very few fights and even disagreements. Arguments, yes, but very few fisticuffs.

The physical contests took the edge off of the mercenaries, and the stupider ones quickly became snoring drunks on the floor. With the Dirty Bucket Brewery people willing to haul off the unconscious ones to rest on one of their building floors, the bar and Madrik didn’t have to worry about so much.

The entertainment was a major differentiator. Tal’s group provided times where bards sang with the harp or added pipes. They also created interludes when the drums of different musicians would combine into a syncopated rhythm that had people dancing on the floor until they almost dropped.

Single, double, and multiple singer groups provided simple to complex musical tapestries that colored the evening and evoked emotion.

It was not just humans or humanoids that provided the music. Some of the bards were avians like Lila. Warbling in incredible ranges of sounds and tonal strokes that provided paintings of worlds unknown, they transported the listeners to different times and different places.

There were beautiful songs and incredible dance music expanding the group into the street and pushing the chaos walls even further out.

Madrik noticed that the walls of the bar itself were glowing and the chaos patterns were changing. Wandering outside, he saw that large swaths of the chaos fog had cleared revealing pathways and the ruined structures of buildings that they had not been able to see before.

All of the changes were not apparent in the hardscape. In some cases, it was people that provided the clues to the changing environment.

The Storyteller had talked himself hoarse, only stopping when he had no voice left. The gleam in his eye and the energy that crackled around him told Madrik that the man was high on the attention, pumped up with energy and loving what he was doing.

The next time the bar manager had seen the Storyteller, he was in a serious drinking contest with Cal and Glaux. None of them were able to be coherent, but they had decided to challenge each other to some sort of esoteric test that appeared to relate to words and stories. Knowing when he was outclassed, Madrik had fled before they could pull him into it. After all, he needed to remain mobile through the rest of the evening.

Wandering back to the garden that the Storyteller’s abdication had cleared, Madrik noticed that the fountain in front of the library was behaving strangely.

Madrik could hear the sound of the energetic music playing in front the bar even though the building was between the musicians and him. As he watched the fountain, he noticed that the splash of liquid was mimicking the beat and the cadence of the music. Laughing to himself, Madrik realized that even the fountain was dancing.

<<<>>>

It was apparent the people didn’t want to go home. Although they might be too inebriated to keep going, the mercenaries and regulars that had managed to capture their usual tables were almost pugnaciously attached to them.

Madrik and his team were exhausted. He knew that he was going to have to start moving people out because the party had been going on for many hours. When he finally inquired as to the length of time that the Grand Opening had lasted, he was amazed and appalled to find out it had been 30 hours. They’ve been having this party for more than a full day.

It was time to take a break. Walking over to the bar, Madrik planned on talking to Brechal and Alastair. They were both there, and he motioned to them to come talk to him. Huddling over on the door side of the counter Brechal looked at Madrik and said before the manager could say anything, “I know that we need to move people out. But they don’t want to go. What are we going to do about that?”

Alastair was the first to respond, saying, “I don’t know. We keep trying to get people to leave, but they want to stay. Vincent is the perfect person to help us with that, but if you look over there, you’ll see that he is in some sort of heavy-duty discussion with one of the reptilian warriors and Tal, the Bard.

Startled, Madrik turned in the direction that Alastair had indicated. The situation was indeed what had been described, and Madrik just stared dumbly for a while at the spectacle of the huge, hulking reptile with his fearsome jaws so close to the Bard and Vincent. Unable to help himself, Madrik had risen to his feet and moved toward them. Stopping about eight feet away, he was in the perfect position to hear what they were saying. Not wanting to intrude, the bar manager had turned back toward the bar, and Brechal had intuitively moved over as if he and Madrik were in conversation.

Staring into Brechal’s face, Madrik heard Tal’s voice. “Yes, I’ve seen war and all of its horror and beauty. Although it's philosophical reality is more immediate. The smells of bodies as their function is disrupted, the shock of the loss of integrity. It hurts the mind and breaks your expectations when you see something that you’ve always thought of as whole in pieces, unable to function.”

The reptilian warrior said, “I didn’t expect to see or hear that insight from a mammal. In my world, warmbloods don’t have much ability to think. Their brains are swept into the heat of their blood, and they never learn to truly understand things. I never imagined mammals who would think beyond fornication and reproduction.”

Vincent laughed, a short, almost painful bark of wry amusement. “I never expected even those of my own species to understand that. In my world, the perception of what survival in warfare does to a person is unknown. Going through battle and extended warfare changes how you see life. It makes it almost impossible for you to rejoin your society. They view you as abhorrent, something to be eradicated or shameful. Acceptance is not there. Your only choice is to pretend and that I couldn’t do.”

Tal’s melodious voice was muted. A wealth of feeling and angst underlaid his tones and built dimension and meaning into everything he said. Speaking slowly, the master Bard said as if he was exploring new ideas. “Warfare has such an ability to horrify us. It rips our assumptions and disables our ability to build. We either accept it as valid or a weakminded refuge for extremists. The nuggets of art, of uniqueness, that form its core message to us, and tell us how important it is to understand are so easily lost.”

There was silence at the table until Vincent asked, “Drexel, is that the way of your world too? Or is your society built around warriors?”

The reptilian soldier barked a strange hissing sharp sound that somehow conveyed both pain and amusement. In a sad tone, he commented, “We are no different. Those of us that go to defend the swarm are never able to fully re-integrate. I think that is part of the reason that before we leave for the first time, they extract our seed. Our progeny may be useful, but we are disruptive. A grown warrior will break our society where our children are fodder.”

Tal exclaimed, “That’s terrible!”

Vincent just drew a deep breath of pain and remained speechless. Drexel made a low-level hissing sound that conveyed both sadness and resignation. “If I would have known then what I know now, I would not have allowed them to create children of mine. But… If I would not have, would the society that raised me still exist?”

The sadness in that conversation was more than Madrik could bear. In an effort to divert his feelings, the bar manager clambered to the top of the bar stool and announced in a loud voice to the bar, “Last call!”

Hopping down clumsily, Madrik looked at Alastair and said, “It is over to you now, oh head bouncer. It’s your job to move people out.”

Laughing, Alastair started a circuit of the bar that encouraged people to leave.

<<<>>>

It’d taken a while, but most of the people had been shooed out of the Badger Hole Bar. Those that were staying the evening had remained, although most of them had gone to their rooms. The last two people that were left were Cal and Glaux. The ancient Librarian and the Olympian owl had shown no indication that they wanted to leave. Even when the Storyteller had staggered his way out of the bar to disappear into the mists, the Librarian and his co-Anchor had stayed.

Obviously drunk and singing loud mismatched songs, the two of them had refused to exit the building. Finally, Alastair had gone over and asked them flat out, “It’s time to leave, why haven’t you gone?”

Madrik almost choked in amusement when the inebriated owl flipped his head upside down to look up Alastair’s nostrils and replied, “Because I’m too drunk to fly.”

Choking back a laugh, Alastair had offered his arm to Glaux, and the owl had stumbled his way up the big man’s body. The last the Madrik had seen, Alastair had been carrying the huge owl, and Vincent had been supporting the drunken Librarian as they escorted them back to the tender care of the Library.

It wasn’t the visual that haunted Madrik’s dreams. Instead, it would be the horrendous attempts that future bardic students would make at compositions and songs that memorialized the party.
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Chapter 29 – Futures Past

All was quiet inside of the bar. Madrik had collapsed at a convenient table. He was quickly joined by Vincent and Alastair who’d returned from getting the drunken owl and Librarian back to the library. Looking slightly traumatized, the duo had immediately requested drinks from Brechal.

The bartender had come over to the table, bringing a whole tray of drinks with him. Madrik found it interesting that the number of drinks exceeded the people sitting at the table right then. Almost without any guidance, Brechal had served the people sitting there and placed a drink in front of the chair that he had picked as his own. Continuing to distribute glasses to empty chairs, Brechal had automatically positioned the drinking preferences for the people that had joined them next. As Najeer, Wynn, Tal, and Jasmyn appeared to join Madrik, the drinks were found to have been perfectly placed to match the drinker and their preferred beverage.

As all of them settled into their chairs, Madrik could feel the relaxation of the BHB in the back of his mind. A loud click signaled the locking of the front door and shutters slid down over all the windows. The BHB was secured for the night, and part of Madrik relaxed, secure.

He could see the same response in Alastair and Brechal. Although Vincent had eased up a bit, he still had that alert appearance that Madrik knew meant that he was monitoring something. A series of images along his companion bond told him that Vincent was still concerned over their guests on the second floor. There would be no relaxation for him until those rooms were empty.

It had surprised Madrik that Jasmyn had come downstairs. The BHB’s response to her had been a surprise also. The hum of contentment did not seem to fit with the overall Badger Hole Bar theme. However, Madrik didn’t really care one way or another, and so he was willing to accept whatever change in his worldview was necessary.

Tal was another addition, but that one was something that Madrik had half expected. The power of the master bard was apparent and obvious. His ability to control and sway crowds was immense. The residence with the BHB was a logical extension of the power of the dimension and Madrik expected that at some point Tal would become an Anchor. He had that sound to him, that feel to him, that Madrik had come to expect in an Anchor.

The future would tell, but Madrik was pretty sure.

All of them sat around the table, focused on breathing and relaxing. This was what Madrik had known in the military as something called a “hot wash.” A quick review of an event that would capture important concepts and feedback. It was time to quickly go over things before they forgot them and then they could all collapse.

Before Madrik could open the meeting, the BHB interfered. There was a shimmering in the air, and the taproom seemed to stretch and go through a myriad of colors. When the visual confusion dissipated, the taproom was twice the size it had been.

In the clearest way possible, BHB was telling him that their customer base and their capacity had to double. Just like the expansion of the second floor, the BHB was designed and fated to grow. They either needed to develop with it or get out of the way.

They had no more recovered from that when eerie music began to play. Listening to it for a while, Madrik didn’t know what it was trying to say. Looking over at Tal, the bar manager saw that the Bard was impressed and almost frightened. Resolving to follow up on that once he had some rest, Madrik raised his glass.

He was about to speak a toast when a strange figure dropped from the rafters almost into Jasmyn’s lap. Reflexively catching the falling object, the woman found her hands full of a hybrid cat with spiderlike legs. Her astonished, wide eyes and open mouth pushed the regular BHB staff into laughter.

Over Madrik’s and Alastair’s hysterical laughter, Vincent’s calm voice could be heard explaining. “I take it you haven’t met the spiderkat. He’s been in the bar since before we opened. He is quiet, but he appears to understand a lot. Some of us think that he is sentient and others think that he’s not. Either way, the BHB likes him, and so do we.”

The dark-haired woman smiled which transformed her look of shock into something that was immensely attractive. Most of the men in the room straightened up and focused more on her, but her attention was all for the spiderkat in her lap. As she petted the animal, an audible, harmonic hum could be heard that immediately eased the nerves of everyone around it.

Tal looked especially intrigued, obviously trying to figure out how that special effect had been generated. It would have to wait. Madrik needed to finish what had been started so long ago.

Once again, he picked up his glass. As he opened his mouth for his toast, the BHB responded in the explosion of energy and action. Directly next to the bar, a swelling in the floor flashed up into a plant that immediately displayed the intense colors of tropical flowers. In the space of just a second, those flowers morphed and faded into fruits.

The alcove on the Remembrance Wall became visible once more, its light flashing in the reduced illumination of the shadowed bar.

In the shadowed light, the people around the table could see that the drinks on the shelves in the Remembrance Wall alcove had all risen in the air as if raised by unseen hands to join the rest of the team in a toast.

Grabbing his glass, Madrik raised it in the air, and those around the table joined him. He could see the ghostly-supported glasses raised in response as he said, “I have a toast. I give to you this…”

Freezing momentarily, the Anchor for the Badger Hole Bar, Keeper of Memories, felt the weight of his promises on his spirit. As he opened his mouth to finish his speech, he saw the shadowy image of a tall, pleasant-faced man and the short figure of a white miniature schnauzer through the opening. 

They were backed by other figures of people great and small, all with their hands in the air, frozen by Madrik’s voice. As Madrik finished, he saw a smile on the big man’s face and the approving wag of the stalwart little dog as he said, “I drink to the Badger Hole Bar and salute the future of our pasts.”
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Author Notes

This story has been a blast to write and continues the fun and exploration that the Badger Hole Universe has been designed to host.. 

This is the second in a large series of Badger Hole Bar stories, with four more books planned for release in the immediate future. This story contributes more about the people that will form the core of the ongoing stories and adventures while working in the bar itself. 

The next few books will introduce key characters that anchor the sentient buildings that are awakening as Madrik and his team prepare for some major challenges.

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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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

Battle Cadre Rises - Mar 2018

Frozen Hands -  Early 2018

Maritime Madness - TBD

Badger Hole Bar

Thru the Badger Hole

Grand Opening -  Feb 2018

The Remembrance Wall - Early 2018

Raise a Glass - Feb 2018

Treasured Knowledge - Feb 2018

Echoes of Knowledge - Feb 2018

The Brewmaster and the Beekeeper - Feb 2018

Skittering Shadows - Mar 2018

Passage Beyond - Mar 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 - Early 2018

A Confluence of Covens -TBD

Familiar Magic

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

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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Contributing Authors

It is far more enjoyable to read stories when you have some idea of who is behind the story. That knowledge adds an extra dimension to any readers enjoyment. Rather than me creating that introduction, each of the authors was asked to create an introduction of themselves so that you can get to know them a little bit better. We also asked them to identify the books and stories that they think you might enjoy.

It is my fond hope that you will find the authors interesting, the books and stories intriguing, and the whole experience worthwhile.
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Author Introduction – Nathan Howe

Nathan is a writer of science fiction and fantasy. He has superhero stories as well as dystopian, apocalyptic. time travel, and YA fantasy. Nathan loves writing across many genres as they allow him to create varied and interesting stories. 

His hobbies are vast but include reading, exercising, video games, Netflix, and going to movies. Outside of writing, Nathan is proud of his time in the Military. Nathan also loves his cat, Luna. She spends her days plotting to distract him and is usually successful. 

Website

Facebook

Twitter

Instagram
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The Ardent Saga

Not all heroes are equal

Djinn Park

Burning Out

Power Sink

The Gadget King

Frozen Aura

The Ardent Saga Volume One (1-5)

The Stone of Azuria

The Butcher of Djinn Park

The Ascension of Natalia

Remy’s Aghast

Enter Assassin

Assault of the Mechajunks

Even Superheroes Fall in Love

Collab with Kris Endicott - Mysterious Hearts

Rise of Lacerate – Coming Soon

Emerge

Origin. Superheroes. Apocalyptic.

Emerge: Cataclysm

The Cretun Chronicles

Young Adult. Survival. Adventure.

Phoenix Galactic (Harper)

Jeremiah

Miles

Aiden

Philip

Mason – Coming Soon

The Elementalist

Young Adult Elemental Magic

The Prophecy - Phoenix Prime FO Anthology

Flight of the Phoenix (Scheme of the Wind)

The Goblin and the Grocer (The Draft and Her Mother)

An Absent Gale

Time Marshal

Time Travel. Cops. Protection.

Time Marshal

First Trip - Ticking of the Phoenix Clock - Coming Soon

Urban Fantasy Series

Supernaturals running for their lives

The Shattered Veil

First Dawn – Coming Soon

Alastair – Badger Hole Bar – Coming Soon

Boxed Sets/Collections

The Ardent Saga Volume One

The Ardent Saga Volume Two

Anthologies

Phoenix Galactic

Flight of the Phoenix

The Goblin and the Grocer

Snapshots of Life I

Haunted Hearts I

Phoenix Fantasy II

Phoenix Galactic II

Prime Fiction II

Primed for Action: Defending Home
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Author Introduction – Stacey Nelson

Stacey Nelson is a delightful author of several books while being a mother of nine children. Writing has been her goal since her children were very young, often telling her children stories as a form of entertainment. Over the years those stories grew. 

The Ubiquitous series is her first published. There are many more to follow. 

She enjoys books new and old and says old books often call to her from neglected book store shelves.

Stacey's writing goals are to many too list, but the greatest are to write stories until she is 100, to see the spark of imagination and wonder as a result of sharing her stories with others, and to teach her children anything is possible with constant effort toward a goal.
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Publications

Ubiquitous; The Grey-Hearted

Ubiquitous; The Black-Hearted  

Anthologies

Sensorium I (Coming Soon)

Prime Peek II
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Author Introduction – Ryland Thorn

Ryland Thorn is a bookworm and movie nerd who lives in the spectacular Nelson-Tasman region of New Zealand with his wife and two crazy cats. When not in front of the computer or reading, Ryland can be often be found on the beach near his home, or out on the water in his kayak.

He loves writing unsettling tales of magic and darkness where the characters have real depth and the stories can shock. Shorter tales are a specialty, and he enjoys teaming up with other authors in anthologies of all types.

Stay in Touch

Email

Amazon Author Page

Twitter

Website
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Anthologies

Phoenix Fantasy

Phoenix Galactic

Prime Fiction

Flight of the Phoenix

Prime Shadows

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Force

Fairy Ointment

Shippietaro

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

The Imp Prince

Phoenix Imagining

Prime Peek I
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