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Introduction

I admit it. You've found me out. You've discovered my greatest talent... creating typos. I know better. My books are around 100,000 words long because I don't like to produce short stories. I don't know where I'm going when I start writing except in a general direction. If you find typos or want to be an early reader -- email me at ken.pence@vanderbilt.edu. I still have an appointment at Vandy as a professor through 2025 though I've quit active teaching. 




Had to give up sparring in 2022 with too much accumulated joint damage though I still teach self protection. Thanks for reading the books - leave a review. Email corrections or comments -- I listen -- I'm trying. My wife says I'm very trying.


Dedicated to my brothers: Richard and Tom who share our love of science fiction.

Special thanks to early readers who helped me correct many of my mistakes: 
                 Hank Halstead 
Stephen Meenaghan         Michael Munroe
        Chris Robertson         Kenneth Neill (read Old Jim)
     Randall Stone           Felicia Wood         
         David R Smith           Carolyn Feldman 
  Greg Tackaberry       Bill Beuchler     
                K Clarke       Rob Buckman (prolific writer)
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Story So Far

Lee Blakely grew up on the burgeoning new colony planet of Sanctuary. It was really the moon of a gas giant in the A Sirius system about 8.6 Light years from Earth. Lee’s education using the learning machines Lux had discovered, supplemented by the latest nanite treatments, granted him extraordinary physical abilities, resistance to diseases and most poisons, and proficiency in over fifty Earth and alien languages. Lee was 16 years old (age of majority on Sanctuary) and the great grandson of Prissy and Lux Blakely. You could learn a language in an hour and speak like a native with a few minutes of practice.

His great-grandfather (Lux Blakely) had developed the ability to use magnetic fields and gravity for propulsion which revolutionized the fledgling space industry of Earth. He had also developed force fields that would stop any kinetic projectile. Lux had discovered alien zero-point power supplies and the ability to use a portal to step between worlds. He had become fantastically wealthy with trading technology between planets. He did not come up with all of these innovations on his own but with the help of his sentient computer, Anna. His great grandfather developed a weapon he called a CutsAll™ knife that would cut through any matter. Lux and his son developed battle suits that gave the wearer the ability to fly, a personal force field, communications, and the ability to copy the appearance of clothing and a person. The clothing could project what was behind him on the front of the suit making him virtually invisible.

Lee was indulged as a great grandchild of Lux. Prissy, his great-grandmother was a general in the Exploration Service which protected hundreds of alien planets from slavers, pirates, or corporate raiders. She didn’t spoil Lee but did take him and expose him to many of the alien races they had encountered. She commanded starships, the military and taught Lee strategy. Lee was extremely smart and obsessed with learning his great-grandfather’s ability with throwing and fighting knives. He started carrying the three-knife sheathes with throwing knives like his great-grandfather. Lee (somehow) had gotten one of the ultrasharp knives with two-step snake venom. Lee had grown up on Sanctuary that had vicious predatory creatures and many snakes. They were called two-step snakes because that’s how long a being lived after being bitten. Lee had paid someone to get one of the ultra-deadly knives and its special sheath. He had also obtained a CutsAll knife.

Lee had used his family portals to visit many worlds. His grandfather had taken him fishing and hunting on several alien worlds and his father had taken him on business trips as a trader. Lee wanted to strike out on his own and explore some of the parallel worldlines that were at the extreme ends of the multidimensional spectrum. He also had access to Anna (his great-grandfather’s A.I.). She had Lee obtain a large amount of synthetic lamlee (self-assembling nanomaterial that responded to thought) from the family laboratories and formed a synthetic-Cougar with much of Anna’s memory as a companion for Lee. He intended to have her accompany him for his impending travel.

Lee was one of the few people that knew about other dimensions – other worldlines. He was one of the few that traveled to these other worldlines – always previously accompanied by his great-grandfather or others of their lineage. Lee had access to the family prototypes and labs. He didn’t have the original battle suits from his great-grandfather’s era but had the refined clothing that combined all the features of the battle suit built into the clothing. He had taken the recorded copy of his great-grandfather’s fighting ability with knives. He had the skill but hadn’t practiced enough to be as proficient as his great-grandfather -- yet. Lee had Anna searching through worldlines ‘til she found one that met the criteria of magic he had laid out for her. It was in one of the extremes.

Lee had appeared on Trace with all his tech and ready to wow the natives. He was robbed and almost killed his first night and only was saved due to mistakes by the robbers and Anna’s arrival. Sprann, an aging local wizard saved him and took him home to heal. His wife, Perene, healed him and cleared his blocked magical meridians. Anna took his suit so he had none of his tech and couldn’t speak the language. He learned to use magic a bit and blended his knowledge of healing and tech with it. He used his memory to memorize the magic he saw. Anna returned his suit and the rest of his tech, and he was able to learn the local language and the language of Darvist. He gave Perene and Bala, a local warrior female, the advanced 23rd century medical knowledge which allowed advances in healing beyond this world’s ability.

Darvist warriors attacked the villages and towns and Lee made high tech magical weapons and defenses blending his knowledge and magic. He took twenty local guardsmen, armed them, trained them, and fought with them against a large Darvist force of soldiers and mages attacking the royal gold mines. They defeated them and rushed toward the capital to defend the Landsra kingdom from the multiple attacks by Darvist. They later met and befriended the crown prince defeating the army of mercenaries and mages who were attacking. The King was killed by a traitorous court magician and the crown prince became King. He awarded Lee a barony in southern Landsra closest to Darvist and made Bala a noble.

Lee found out the dead King had taken out a huge loan from Darvist and never intended to pay it back. The Darvist invasions were started by the financial institutions trying to recover assets to recoup the debt owed. The new King, LisShu, had made them nobility and scattered all the heroes over his kingdom so he could flee with the borrowed monies from the loan and awarded all his most powerful warriors to delay further invasions from Darvist so he could escape. Baron Lee and Lady Bala, current companion, went to Denshu trying to drag this town and province up to some kind of civilized standard.

Lee and Bala found a mage, Lappik, impersonating the Baron. He had a magical bracer he had won in a card game in Dimmock and could mimic other mage’s mana to get the bracer to work. Lee temporarily disables the man and his magic, but Lappik is restored enough to leave with some travel gear and money since he fulfilled his portion of the bargain.








Chapter 1

Consternation

“You realize you’ve been ignoring DenShu, don’t you?” Bala said.

“What do you mean?” Lee asked.

“Are you kidding? You are the baron to all this area, and you’ve been dealing with this mansion almost exclusively,” Bala said. “You have been treating the staff better than they expected but you are in charge of all this region. What are you going to do? What are you going to do about Darvist?”

Lee sort of knew what Bala was talking about. “I have been ignoring the town because I prioritized issues. The actual Baron had to take over the manor. I had to get that straight before I did anything else. Darvist isn’t going to rush right in and invade,” Lee tried to explain.

“How do you know that? They sure were sending a lot of soldiers here,” Bala said.

He didn’t want to say she didn’t understand because it would just make her angry. “Darvist tried to get their money back the cheap way – the lazy way. They didn’t put any skin in the game. They used the Brothers of Oestum to collect money from the loan they made to our King. They tried to seize the mine and were planning to assassinate the King and the royal family to recover the treasury. They didn’t use their regular military. They didn’t want to invest more of their valued lives. My great-grandfather had people like these back on his old home world. They used debt collectors – repossession people instead of their regular military. Those people controlled the others and would get a portion of the money they recovered. Now Darvist will have to come and take over Landsra without completely destroying the infrastructure. Now we need to become known to the DenShu because – you’re right. I’ve been neglecting them,” Lee said.

“You should have just said I was right and not all the rest of that,” she said as they walked into the town. She was silent a while as they walked but he could tell she was thinking about what he said.

“So, all those attacks were the cheap way – the lazy way. What will they do next?”

“Now, that is the right question. I suspect much stronger armies and powerful mages. We fought the low end of their resources with a sprinkling of high-end players,” he said.

“Gods,” she said quietly. “Have you noticed no one is acting like they recognize us? Shouldn’t they? You are the Baron after all.””

Anna, would you meet me in DenShu? I’m with Bala on the main road with the shops, he thought to her.

There were quite a few pedestrians moving about and a horse pulling a cart would pass by occasionally. Those people nearby certainly paid attention when a huge eagle landed and morphed into a large cat-like predator. All three entered the general store. The young clerk saw them and ran into the back. A portly, balding man who looked about fifty came out of the back wiping his hands. He saw them and stopped still for a moment in shock and then came forward. “How may I help you? A collar for your beast…?”

Anna looked amused. “I am Baron Lee, and this is Lady Bala,” Lee said using their familiar names that were easier to remember.

“You look younger than the last time I saw you,” the man said.

“You may have met the imposter, Lappik. He used an artifact I made to perform his magic. He won the artifact in a card game in Dimmock,” Lee said. “This is my familiar, Anna. If you see Lady Bala or Anna with me, you will know I am the real Baron.”

“Is there something you need, my Lord?” the shopkeeper said.

“Please let me know if there are community issues that might require my assistance. What do people in town do when they have problems they cannot solve on their own? Do they meet at some common place? What is your name?” Lee asked.

“Yes, my Lord. We meet in the tavern in the evenings. My name is Fren,” the man said.

The man seemed terrified by the apparition of the animal and nobility in his store because they were unpredictable. Lee sensed that and decided he’d try to allay some of the man’s fears. “I am trying to find out the problems in and around DenShu so I may better serve and protect the population,” Lee said and knew the man was thinking that he would have to start paying taxes again. “Who should I see next? What are their names?” Lee asked trying to distract the man.

The man looked up, shook his head, and answered, “The cobbler next door is Alvaro and the blacksmith around the corner is named, Liam.”

“Thank you Fren, I will be back when I think of a way for you to make more money. See you soon,” Lee said, and they all trooped out the door and walked over to the cobbler shop.

A little bell on the door tinkled when they went in. They could smell the leather and saw an old man bent over a shoe mold, stitching the upper, insole and outsole together. “Come in…come in. Come over here to the light so I can see your feet,” the man said.

Lee motioned Anna to go into the light and expose her paws. When the man looked from his work and saw the huge paws, he gasped out, “Gods!” He finally looked up.

Lee thought he saw a smile on Anna’s cougar face. She let out a soft growl. The man nearly fell off his stool.

“What do you want? Who are you?” the man said.

Lee realized the man had severe arthritis and poor vision. He had trouble standing. “I am Baron Lee. This is Lady Bala and my familiar, Anna. We are touring DenShu to see what the region needs in the way of support and protection.”

“I didn’t like the old Baron. You are young,” the man said, and Lee realized the man looked in his late fifties but was probably just in his early forties but crippled with impairments.

“That man was an imposter using an artifact I created. He won the artifact in a card game from a guardsman in Dimmock where I helped defeat the Darvist who were trying to take over the gold mines there. You must be Alvaro. Let me see your hands,” Lee demanded.

The man reluctantly held out his hands to Lee. Lee grasped the man’s hands and started curing the arthritis. Lee knew it was going to be painful so held on tight and paralyzed the man’s vocal cords so he couldn’t scream. He tried jerking away but was held too firmly. Lee could also see that the man had presbyopia making it difficult to focus so he put the man to sleep temporarily and corrected his damaged joints. He found the infection in the joints that had caused the body to attack itself and cleared up the vision too. He rebuilt some of the man’s muscles and bones that had begun to degrade due to lack of use. Finally, he conjured a modern, commercial swivel chair that a computer artist or programmer would use and set it to the height of the man’s old stool. He released endorphins and woke the man.

The man woke in a furious state but offset a bit from the endorphin high. “What did you do to me?!” he yelled.

Lee stood there looking at him saying nothing and let the man come to his own conclusions. The man quit yelling and realized he was in a chair that swiveled. “What is this?!” the man demanded.

“You are a man that I just healed who is yelling at his Baron – a man who has the power to burn him to ash if he yells at him again,” Lee said. “Do you plan to yell more? Shall I give you back your crippling joints and poor vision?”

The man held his hand out in front of his face and looked at his fingers. Alvaro looked back at the chair. “I can see, and I don’t hurt. I always hurt. What did you do?” Alvaro asked.

“I can’t have a talented cobbler like you crippled with something I can cure. When I order many pairs of boots for the guardsmen I will be hiring – I can’t have a skilled craftsman frittering his life away in pain. I want him wealthy and pain free. Do you need more workers?” Lee asked.

“You are going to buy boots? My son would help me, but he is with my wife in the back. She is barely alive, and he has to do everything for her. He is a good son but cannot work on complicated orders,” Alvaro said. “Can you help her? I would do anything to help her.”

Alvaro went into the back room. Lee motioned Bala to see what she could do and sent her and Anna to the back to see if she could cure the woman. The son was very defensive of his mother, but Bala pushed him back and when he started to protest – Anna growled menacingly. The young man stepped back and let Bala treat her. She had louse-borne typhus caused by Rickettsia prowazekii bacteria. “She got sick after visiting her aunt’s farm,” Alvaro said.

“She has lice that caused this disease. I will cure the disease, but you must keep her clean and do not let someone from that family visit or send you clothing until we can see them,” Bala said and wanted to start scratching as she described what she found.

Lee came in and closed his eyes. He swept the room with his mind and killed all the lice and destroyed their nits in their hair. It would feel like a warm wave to the people in the town as it swept away the lice and vermin throughout the town.

“She should feel stronger in a few days. Stick to eating potatoes, rice, grapes, melon, and porridge with herbal teas. Boil any water and let it cool before she drinks it. She should be able to walk around later today but don’t let her overdo it. I killed all the lice and nits within 2,000 paces of here plus many rats and mice. That should help. We’re going to see Liam the blacksmith. Nice to meet you, Alvaro. I hope I can give you a lot of business soon. Bala is a wonderful healer, isn’t she?” Lee said to the cobbler, his son, and the wife who already looked much better.

The blacksmith’s forge wasn’t a half block away. It used something similar to coal, but the fumes smelled different. It wasn’t ‘til they got closer that Lee figured out what it was…charred peat. Then he smelled a sweet smell in the background. Beeswax was used to finish metalwork. He knew a lot about the process but had no experience.

Lee, Bala, and Anna waited until the smith had finished pounding and heating the piece before they approached so they wouldn’t distract him at a critical moment. “Liam, I am Baron Lee. With me is Lady Bala and Anna, my familiar,” Lee said to the huge man. Lee put his hand out to shake and Liam’s hand was huge. The blacksmith put a little pressure on Lee’s hand and Lee reinforced his grip and pressed back. “That is an attractive cast iron skillet. Are you going to use the beeswax and oil to finish it?” Lee asked while still holding the man’s hand in an ever-tightening grip and diagnosing his ailments. Lee cleaned out the man’s lungs where it was damaged by breathing smoke from the forge fires and cleared some near complete blockages in and around the man’s heart.

“Nice to meet you, Liam. I wanted to see your forge. Do you mind if I look around a bit. I think I can get you some better ore and a way to make better, stronger weapons. I can show you ways to make your fire hotter with less effort,” Lee said.

“I don’t care if you’re god’s king. A boy can’t just come around a man’s work – he’s done his whole life and criticize what he does. You aren’t the other man that said he was the new Baron. He said he was baron Lee also – and he could do magic,” Liam said angrily.

Anna turned into an enormous eagle and then back to a cougar. She extended her very long claws and then casually slashed a barrel of water nearby leaving four deep slits through the tough wood.

“Hey, those barrels were a lot of work!” the blacksmith yelled.

“Do you have a knife you made? I’d like to see it,” Lee asked.

Liam pulled a knife out of his boot and then threw it into one of the support posts. Lee pulled one of his three throwing knives and stuck it deeply into the wood beside Liam’s knife. Liam pulled his knife out easily but had to work Lee’s knife out after a lot of effort. He looked at Lee’s knife and the edge was still razor sharp.

“Can you show me where to get the metal for this knife?" he said holding out Lee’s knife. "I have never seen the like. We make fine weapons with the bog iron we get around here, but I’d be interested in seeing other ores,” he said and handed Lee his knife back and handed him his own knife also.

“I don’t have access to that ore here, but I can show you how to make steel that looks like water. You are incredibly skilled to be able to make this type of knife with the tools you have. Don’t you have apprentices? You need at least two for the bellows. Do you time the bellows with your heartbeat? Is your slag green glass?” Lee asked.

“You know a lot, but I am happy doing this the way I’ve been doing it even though it is getting harder as I get older,” Liam said. “You have a powerful grip. I didn’t like the other baron.”

“He was an imposter using an artifact I created to help the guardsmen protect the King’s gold mine near Dimmock. He won it in a card game and had a little magical talent that allowed him to use it. His name is Lappik. I sent him away. Have you recently been having shortness of breath with pain in your chest or left arm?” Lee asked.

“Yes, I have,” Liam said.

Bala looked at him questioningly. Lee explained to her, “He had scarred lungs and a partially blocked left anterior descending artery. He was headed for a heart attack – now he has another decade or two.”

Liam was listening but didn’t understand the explanation. He did know they were talking about him. “I do feel good now. You’re my good luck charm. What do you need me to make for you?” Liam asked.

“We don’t need anything right now, but Lady Bala and I are healers. Your lungs were smoke damaged. Tie a cloth over your nose and mouth when you are in a lot of smoke in the future. You were about to have a heart attack because the blood was not flowing freely within you. I cleared that up,” Lee said.

“Sure, you did,” Liam said sarcastically. “I’ve had healers give me things to drink and they always charged me. Why don’t you just tell me what you want me to make?”

“You obviously don’t believe me or Anna. Ask Alvaro. Do you mind if I cut up that boulder over there? I want you to understand that there is more to learn than what you know now,” Lee said. Lee turned and looked at Liam and fixed the image in his mind.

Bala and Anna both looked at him like he had lost his mind. What are you doing? Anna thought to him.

Lee walked over to the boulder and pulled out his CutsAll. He expanded his force field to protect himself from chips and started cutting. It was just like ice sculpture with a chain saw – without the noise. He cut the basic chunks out of the boulder and a figure began to take shape. Soon you could see the shape of a man. Then the man had a hammer in his hand and was hitting a sword on an anvil. The man began to look more and more like Liam. Soon the fine details began to show up. It was like a 3D sculpture of Liam working at his forge.

“Why did you do that?” Liam asked.

“Two reasons,” Lee said. “One – I wanted you to understand there is more to learn no matter how skilled you are. Two – I wanted people years from now – long after you are dead to see what a truly skilled blacksmith looks like. Nice meeting you,” Lee said, and they headed to the pewterer, the baker, the butcher, and the cooper. They headed back to the mansion in the late afternoon as it was sort of an early evening in a farming community for dinner.


Chapter 2

At the Tavern

The common room was packed with shop owners and apprentices they had seen throughout the day. Fren and Liam were sitting with the pewterer, the bookseller, and the cooper. “He cured my hands and eyesight. Then Lady Bala healed my wife, and she was on her deathbed. I tell you he isn’t like the ones before,” Alvaro said.

“But what do they want? I don’t trust the nobility. He said he wanted to increase my business,” Fren said sipping from his tankard of ale.

“He told me he wanted to buy a lot of boots for people he wants to hire,” Alvaro said.

The large blacksmith sat there listening to all their griping and then slammed his tankard down on the table. “The man came up to my forge and didn’t barge in like most would have done. He waited until I finished with the piece I was working on. Then he introduced himself and offered me his hand to shake. That isn’t like other nobles – shaking hands with a commoner,” Liam said.

“He’s just a kid. What would he know? He’ll become like the rest of them – arrogant asses,” the baker said. “He came into my place and asked if I had cinnamon…that’s a spice. It’s incredibly rare spice made from tree bark. Then he pulls a hot pastry out of some bag of holding he has and gives it to me. It was incredible. He said that spice is available in Tallen, and he’d get me a regular supply if I thought it would increase my business. I told him I’d think about it. You don’t really think he knows about baking spices, do you? I figure he’s just showing off for some reason.”

“He may be a kid, but he has manners and an iron grip. He knows a LOT about blacksmithing. He casually mentioned things that are a secret to my trade. I threw a knife into a post and a second later…that boy threw a knife right next to mine. I could hardly pull it out of the post. I thought it was going to break. It was the weirdest metal I’d ever seen. He told me he would show me how to make watered steel. My weapons are good but watered steel is better. He also knew how many assistants I needed, and he knew how we time things,” Liam said raising his hand for another ale.

“He told me some things too. He said he would get me a printing press with moveable type. He said he needed to make some different types of paper for me. He said he could add clay and make the paper shiny white. Then he said he could add cloth fiber to the paper, and he said he could show me how to print pictures,” the bookseller said. “How could a boy know so much? I don’t believe it.”

“He told me there was a lot more to learn,” the blacksmith related. “I was leaning toward believing him. Then he asked me if he could cut up that big boulder I’ve got near my forge. He said would teach me new skills.”

“See,” said the bookseller. “He says he can do this and do that and really doesn’t know how to do anything.”

The blacksmith took his new tankard and almost drained it before wiping his sleeve across his mouth. “He knows what he says he knows,” Liam said, and the others sipped their drinks and started to interrupt. “He took this knife thing from his belt and starts chopping up that big boulder. Chips of rock are flying off it and going everywhere but bouncing off some kind of field around him. He carves it up and then I see it’s a carving of me working at my forge. Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. It looks like me pounding on a sword at my forge – what better way to show people what I do? I think he’s who he says he is, and we need to support him. Besides – that Lady of his is a looker and he has that big animal.”

“I couldn’t keep my eyes off the woman in those black leather pants – she sure didn’t look like a man, but she looked tough as nails. When I stared too much at her – that animal of his growled at me. Then the animal lifted a front paw, looked me right in the eye, and extended these long, shiny claws. I swear it was warning me to stop thinking about his woman,” the butcher said. “When I leaned back scared – that animal smiled and nodded.”

“What’s that hanging around your neck?” Alvaro asked the bookseller.

The bookseller looked down and lifted a necklace off his neck and handed it to Alvaro.

“What’s this?” Alvaro asked. “It looks like your name, but all the letters are backward. What’s this second set of letters. They look different,” the cobbler said and handed the necklace to Liam, the blacksmith.

“This is made out of lead, but the letters are really clear and sharp. The person that made this was truly talented,” Liam said.

“The Baron made it,” the bookseller said almost inaudibly.

“What did you say? Who made it?” Fren asked.

“The baron made it. The second line is in Darvist. He speaks fluent Darvist without an accent. I spoke to him,” the bookseller said.

The pewterer hadn’t said much yet but he couldn't hold his thoughts any longer. “You’ve all admitted the Baron, and his Lady are real healers. He has promised to help all of us. You people sound like you are jealous we have a person who wants to help us. Everyone admits he, his Lady, and his animal are smart and dangerous. You sound like a bunch of old rich nobles complaining about their rivals. Can we not admit we’ll be better off with this person ruling this area? I look forward to him being here and I will support him.”

They all looked at each other and nodded. “I suppose,” Alvaro said reluctantly.

◆◆◆

Bala and Lee had a really tasty meal prepared by Lena – the woman they had found after firing Ruta. Lee asked Tomas to bring Lena out of the kitchen. The steward hustled out of the room and brought Lena in with him. Lena came out of the kitchen wringing her hands. She was very nervous. “Yes, my Lord?” she asked.

“Lena, this dinner was delicious. Keep doing this and I must change my mind about your salary and raise it for you and all your kitchen staff…including the serving staff,” Lee said looking over at Tomas, so he’d know he was included in the praise.

“Thank you, my Lord,” Lena said as she and Tomas went back into the kitchen. Lena turned to Tomas. “I was thinking he was going to complain about something. I’m certainly not used to nobility being polite toward the help. I keep waiting for his alcohol to wear off, but he just seems like a nice person,” she said.

Bala turned to Lee. “It’s been a good day. I think you made a good impression on the townspeople.”

Tomas, the steward came running into the dining room with a young boy. “Baron! This boy just came from the town. A mage is burning down the town.”

Lee looked at Bala and they jumped up and keyed their flying runes. Lee called Anna, Bala and I are headed to DenShu. There is a mage burning down the town. Meet us there.

They saw smoke and the tavern and cobbler’s store was on fire. Lee saw a man – Lappik with a bracer on his arm.

Lee fired a disintegration blast at him but a shield around the mage flashed. He sent fireballs at the mage and the shield flared again but looked like it weakened. How had he gotten the bracer back? How had he got it working again? Lee wondered.

“He somehow got it working again but it is not refilling with mana again,” Lee told Bala. “Keep hitting him with fireballs. I’m going to land in front of him.” Lee landed in front of Lappik.

Lee started firing a laser through the shield and burning across the edge of Lappik’s clothes. The shield grew less and less distinct. Lee signaled Bala to stop. Lee sliced Lappik’s right arm off at the shoulder and the weak glow of the defense shield disappeared. Lappik turned to run, and Lee cut his Achilles tendon and the man dropped.

“How did you get your bracer back?” Lee asked.

A great eagle landed beside Lappik and morphed into the large cougar.

“Why should I tell you anything?” Lappik said.

Lee looked at Anna and nodded. Anna extended her claws and growled. Lappik turned toward the sound, and her left front paw moved so fast it was hard to see. Lappik screamed and grabbed the right side of his head where he had just lost half his ear.

“How did you get your bracer back?” Lee asked.

“Gabija, the chambermaid got it for me,” Lappik said.

Lee walked over and removed the bracer from the arm on the ground and pushed his mana into the bracer to examine how the mage had been able to circumvent his encryption methods. Then he saw it. How could I have missed that? he thought. He looked into the bracer’s abilities. Lee created a huge fireball and placed it around the man, so it slowly cooked him alive…screaming and screaming because he’d heal him and burn him some more.

What did he do to get the bracer working again? Anna responded. I take it you know what he did.

Yep. He saw where I cut off the crystal’s ability, so he was just using his own power he had stored in the crystal. I cut off ability for the crystal to draw ambient mana from this world and the ability to pull mana with the zero-point module. He had enough of his own mana to make it work in a limited fashion. Help me put out these fires, he thought to Anna.

“Bala, see to the injured if you would. Anna and I will put the fires out,” he said.

Bala rushed into the burning tavern to make sure all had gotten out, but the cobbler’s shop next door was fully engulfed. Lee ran into that cobbler’s shop protected by the force field and oxygen producing ability of his bracer. The wife of the cobbler had a torso charred by a magical fireball. The son had burned hands and face, and it looks like he had been burned trying to save his mother. He had dragged his mother almost to the back door before he collapsed. She was definitely dead, but the young man was still breathing so Lee extended the force field with oxygen around him.

Lee pulled the young man toward the back door while trying to protect him and his mother’s corpse from falling flaming debris. Lee used the back of their clothes to pull them along toward the rear exit. Only his enhanced strength allowed him to do so. It seemed like an hour, but it was only a minute or so. He had just got their torsos out the rear door when others ran up and assisted them and carried them away from the building. Anna was enclosing flaming sections and forcing out the air knowing that wood was stronger than steel in really hot fires and would support weight where steel would deform. Somehow, she started pulling the heat out and dowsing the flames. Lee ran to the tavern, but it was merrily burning away. He put shield walls on the outside of the tavern and the cobblers shops to keep them from burning down neighboring structures. There was no fire department. Anna came out the rear door of the cobbler’s shop and took over protecting the nearby buildings so Lee could help any injured.

“Take me and Bala to anyone with injuries. Anna will keep the fire from spreading to any neighboring buildings!” Lee yelled. He could see they had formed a bucket brigade from horse troughs nearby, but it was too little to contain the fire.

Bala was repairing Alvaro and Lee bent down and continued working on the young man. A young woman came up to him. “Will Advik live?” she asked.

“He will be fine,” Lee said before ensuring the man was unconscious while fixing the thermal damage in the upper part of his respiratory tract and lungs. Lee was also purging the carbon monoxide poisoning in his bloodstream with added oxygen. He had second and third degree burns over his face and hands. Lee removed all clothing over the damaged areas with a thought. Lee cut off the man’s pain receptors and removed the layers of skin and internal organs that were damaged. He sealed all these damaged areas with a sterile field and regrew organs, muscles, ligaments, and tissues as the girl watched. He rebuilt the body a layer at a time.

The man’s face was a mess. He had lost an eye and would have been horribly scarred. Lee stripped all the damaged skin away from the face and rebuilt his nose and tried to match his ear. He carefully regrew the optic nerve and eye while repairing around the socket. He regrew the muscles and the eyelid. Then he regrew his hair out after the half-hour of other repairs. He let Advik return to consciousness.

The man started thrashing around but then he blinked and took a deep breath. He sat up and the girl ran over to him. “Oh, Advik. I thought you were dead,” the girl said.

“Why are there two of you? What’s the matter with my eye? Where’s my mother?” he demanded. “How is she?”

“She didn’t make it,” Lee said. “I wasn’t able to save her, but I was able to retrieve her body.”

“You’re responsible for this…all this happened because,” Advik said loudly until Lee touched him and he fell back asleep. Lee went over to Bala ignoring the young man’s outburst.

“What do you have going on here?” he asked.

“Take over here if you would. This is Alvaro, the cobbler we met today. What’s over there?” Bala asked.

“His wife died, and the son had third degree burns over about 20% of his body. Take care of those others if you would, while I finish up here. Most will have carbon monoxide poisoning where you need to reoxygenate their blood. Others may have superficial burns and thermal damage to their lungs,” he directed.

Alvaro looked like he had taken a fireball to the side of his face. He repaired a lost eye and the rest of his face. When he looked deeper into the body, he noticed something he had missed when he corrected his vision and arthritis earlier in the day. The man had magic meridians in his body. A few were developed a little, but many were blocked. Lee decided to fix his meridians while he was unconscious, so he repaired and enlarged them. He let him sleep.

He got up. “Who can tell me what happened? Are there any more injured?” Lee asked.

“I run the General Store down the street,” the man said.

“Mister Fren. It’s good to see you are okay.” Lee said.

“Okay?” Fren asked. “I don’t know what that means.”

“It’s just a word in my native language. It means fine, I agree, satisfactory, approval. It has a lot of meanings. I am glad you and your store are healthy and unharmed,” Lee said a bit shaken up having to kill a man and then save others. “What did happen?”

“The man that was going around saying he was the baron, came into the tavern. He threatened people with that thing on his arm. We had seen him use it before and didn’t want to try him, but Alvaro said he was a lying imposter and to get out or he’d call you,” Fren said.

“What happened then?” Lee asked.

“The man lifted up that thing on his arm and tried to do something with it. It didn’t do anything, so Alvaro walked toward him and backed that imposter right out the door. The man was out in the street. We could see he was straining really hard. He was able to make a fireball and he shot it at Alvaro. Alvaro swatted it aside and it hit his own cobbler's shop. I sent my boy to get you,” Fren said.

Fren continued when he saw he wasn’t being interrupted. “That imposter guy fired off several more fireballs, but they were getting smaller. Alvaro made them bounce off his hands, but some hit the tavern. Alvaro must be some type of mage, but he turned his head when he heard his wife cry out and that bastard snuck in one more fireball. It hit him in the side of his face, and he ran inside and collapsed. We all ran out the back. A few minutes later, you and the Lady came out the back. Did that guy get away?”

“No. He fired at Bala and me. I cut off his arm with the bracer and boiled him alive. What’s left of him is in the street out front. I tried to save Alvaro’s wife but one of those fireballs looks like it hit her square in the chest. She must have come out of his shop and got hit with one of his attacks. Her son, Advik got messed up dragging her away. I rebuilt Advik’s face, arms, and upper body but she would have been killed instantly. He’ll have double vision for a bit because I had to rebuild one of his eyes like I did for his father,” Lee said. “Where’s the tavern owner? It’s Wasrud, isn’t it? He’s the huge guy that’s always clean shaven isn’t he because he always cooks and pours drinks.”

“That’s him,” Fren said. “He’s the one with his head in his hands over there.”

Lee walked over to the big man. “Did you get everybody out? Are any of your customers hurt?”

“I’m ruined. What do you care?” Wasrud replied glumly.

“I was thinking of building another tavern anyway. I will clear out all this tavern and the cobbler’s shop next door, Then I’ll rebuild them. It usually takes two days. One I built was eight stories high. A four-story inn with a downstairs tavern should have about 36 rooms for guests, apartments for you and your family, and a couple rooms for staff. I will make you four golems to help with the cooking and cleaning. I want ten percent of the profits – only if you are making a profit but I will expect honest books. I will give you and your family training in languages and hospitality management. You willing to do that, or should I look somewhere else for someone to run the inn,” Lee said.

“I think I would like to do it, but I need to talk with my wife first before I commit,” Wasrud said.

“That is a good answer and the sign of a wise man. We have a saying – happy wife – happy life. You and your family are welcome to stay at my manor until it is rebuilt,” Lee said. “Now I need to talk with Alvaro and tell him about his wife and son.”

“I don’t wish that chore on anyone,” Wasrud said.

“Indeed,” Lee said getting up. Anna came gliding over.

I was eavesdropping on your thoughts. Do you want me there? Anna thought to him.

No, there is no need. I feel dirty having to kill people and would like the moral support of a friend, Lee thought.

Lee walked back to where Alvaro was sleeping and woke him up. “Welcome back to the land of the living. How are you doing?”

“How am I doing what?” Alvaro asked. “Oh. I feel fine,” he said until he looked around and saw the fire-ravaged ruins of his shop and the inn. “My family?”

Lee cast his eyes down a moment and then looked directly into Alvaro’s eyes. “Your wife got hit by one of Lappik’s fireballs. She died instantly. He’s dead. I boiled him alive. Your son got badly burned dragging her from the front of the shop. Your son lost an eye like you did. I had to regrow his eye and yours, which accounts for any double vision you have. That will go away over the next week as your brain adapts. Your son is sleeping over there. I was able to save your wife’s body. You both are welcome to stay at my home. I will rebuild your shop and the inn in the next couple of days. I’d like you to wake him up. You will become more powerful as a mage over the next few days too. Your meridians were closed.”

“I’ve known I had some shield abilities. He made me so mad I just pushed his fireballs to the side. My son didn’t know. I blame myself for my wife’s death,” Alvaro said.

“Blame Lappik – not yourself. Blame his greed and pride. He only thought of himself,” Lee said.

“I know my son. He won’t want to stay with you but thanks for the offer,” Alvaro said. “The tavern owner and family will want to go since they think it means months of loafing while you build. I listen. I know you can do it faster. Thank you for saving me and my son. My wife was destined to die – sometimes it just happens that way. I thought she was going to die for weeks, so I got a good day before that happened,” Alvaro said and walked over to where his son was sleeping.

Lee went over to the innkeeper and reiterated his offer to put up he and his family, but Wasrud turned him down. “I have relatives near here,” the innkeeper said. “We’ll stay with them until we figure out what we want to do. Thank you for your offer. We’re going to go through the ruin and see if there is anything worth saving.”

Lee went over and signaled Bala that he was ready to go, and they took off back to the mansion. Lee had a difficult time going to sleep because he kept seeing the burning body of Lappik. He felt no remorse over killing the man – he felt ashamed he hadn’t killed him earlier.

Get over it, Anna thought to him. You wanted to come here to learn magic. Experience tends to temper enthusiasm. It never works out perfectly. Go to sleep.

◆◆◆

Lee and Bala were still down about the death and the attack. Lee kept wanting to blame his failure to kill him earlier. Lee was surly toward all the staff at breakfast. Bala thought everything was fine.

“Quit moping around and snapping at everyone,” Bala said.

“I’m fine,” he said.

“Stop it. You are not fine. That man was a self-serving pig,” Bala leaned forward and grabbed his hand on the table. “Don’t waste any more effort over him. I found almost forty large gold with what was left of his corpse. Next time – just kill him. You knew he’d be a problem if he stayed alive. That’s why you gave him that cancer to kill him within months. Learn from that decision.”

“I feel the people will blame me for their loss,” Lee said.

“Don’t be stupid. You’re going back today and rebuild that tavern and shop better than they could ever do themselves. You could give money to everyone, and some would complain you didn’t give them a coin purse with it,” Bala said. “You are thinking about Advik, the cobbler’s son. You saved his mother from a horribly, painful lingering death. You can’t save everyone. That’s not how reality works.”

“Beating me up with logic? It’s not fair this early,” Lee said. “I’m done here. Let’s go build a tavern.”

A few minutes later they were at the site of the burnt-out tavern and the innkeeper and family had soot smeared faces where they had been trying to find family mementos not destroyed by the fire.

“Have you finished. I’ll rebuild your tavern for you, but everyone needs to get away from the building site,” Lee said loudly.

Everyone was soon clear of the site and Lee could see that anything valuable had been removed so he took off over the site and disintegrated all the burnt wood and cleared out the basement filled with wine and beer from broken casks and barrels. He added drainage that would have made a modern inspector happy and thick supporting walls. He had a four-story hotel design in mind. The walls, floors, and doors were the same as the hotel in West-Shu. He made the floors by transitioning nearby soil into the near impervious material his great-grandfather had discovered. He had the walls, floors, and roof finished by lunch time and took a short break.




Lee pulled a blanket out and was getting ready to pull the rest of a meal out of his bag of holding when locals started bringing out covered dishes of food and spreading out blankets on the meadow behind the inn. They would nod to him, bring over some dish, and ask if they wanted some. He did have pewter dishes in his bag of holding as he didn’t want to eat off the trencher boards that held the food. They ended up having a good meal with everyone around especially after Lee pulled a barrel of ale out of his bag of holding. Everyone found a mug to hold some ale and they filled them. Lee stood up, "Raise your cups to Alvaro for his bravery, and to all of us for sticking together. May our new inn remind us of what we can overcome. Here's to missing friends and a better tomorrow!"

There was a hearty cheer, and everyone drank up and got a refill as Lee went right back to work. He flew up and built the roof bar, tables, and chairs with a force field that would protect against rain and strong wind but allowed gentle wind through. He then worked his way down fitting out the bathrooms with showers, tubs, and sinks and all the necessary accessories. He added elevators and mage lights that could be switched on and off in the rooms. He fitted out the innkeeper’s four-bedroom family apartment. He built the large kitchen to support the bar and restaurant. He added a large, ever-burning fireplace with many tables and chairs. The kitchen had modern appliances that were dumbed down to make them simple to use.

Lee made a minimal number of pots, pans, and utensils but he would buy more wooden bowls, ceramic dishes, bowls, and pewter mugs from the blacksmith, carpenters, pewterer, potter, and others to stock the hotel. He supplied the means to make hot and cold running water and get rid of waste. He made simple controls to heat and cool all rooms. He then partially stocked the basement with ales, beer, mead, and ciders from his bag of holding. He made a large food storage freezer, refrigerated storage, and bins for food and grains. He made four golems for singing, serving, and housekeeping chores. He collapsed in the roughed out common room and added booths for privacy all around with meeting rooms for small groups.

Bala came in and sat down beside him. “What have you been doing all day?” Lee asked.

“I’ve been doing my Ladyship duties,” Bala said.

“What are those?” Lee said with an amused smile thinking naughty thoughts.

“None of that,” she said swatting his arm. “I’ve been healing people. You wouldn’t believe how it lifts spirits. People put up with horrible, disabling pain when they have no healers nearby or can’t afford them.”

“Like what?” he asked.

“Many people had crippling arthritis that I could fix with a touch. I am glad I don’t have to use my personal mana because I’d run out in a heartbeat. Some of the rich and hunters ate too much red meat and had gout and the poor had Kwashiorkor from lack of protein. Some had goiters from lack of iodine and others had hookworms where larvae penetrate bare feet. Some had whipworms from soil contaminated with feces – the yuck part of being a healer. Others had parasitic worms from freshwater snails,” she said watching him get uncomfortable with her detailed descriptions and animated gestures. “I’m hungry. Can they make us dinner here?”

Lee shuddered at her revolting discussion before food. “You go wash your hands – thoroughly – and I’ll work on getting us dinner. He called a golem over, “Look through what is in the kitchen and make the Lady and me a delicious meal. This is a test of your cooking skill. You have a bit more than half an hour for your team,” Lee said. “Starting now.”

The golem rushed off and Lee was hoping they could use the cooking recipes, materials, and equipment to produce something edible. He knew the golems, as the locals thought of them, would produce something. He’d see. Bala was coming back to the table. “You even remembered to produce soap and towels – I’m impressed.”

“You have clean hands – I’m impressed,” Lee said with a grin.

“What’s for dinner?” Bala asked.

“It’s a mystery dinner,” he said, and related the order he had given the golems.

“Oh dear,” Bala said. “You are brave. I hope it’s cooked and edible.”

“Come to think of it – I asked a machine with no taste and smell sensors to make me a delicious meal. I should put sensors so they could know if food was bad. I’ll add that to the list of things to do since I’ll be busy tomorrow building the cobbler’s shop,” Lee said.

“You realize you’ve set the standard for whenever a disaster strikes,” Bala said. “Rebuilding that building with magic put a lot of crafters and masons out of work.”

“You realize you’ve put all the healers out of work,” Lee said. “We need to do medical training after we find out how many healers and medicine women we have. We can upgrade the ones that are willing. I will have to find if there are any magical earth or water mages around. We should freely train any with magical talent. We need to hire soldiers to guard the village. Poke around when you are finding any with magical talent. I may be able to make more learning cylinders on different topics. I’d like to start a school system for all.”

◆◆◆

“I’m off to track down any healers,” Bala said after breakfast. “I’ll need you to prepare some healing bracelets to go with the learning cylinders. I’m off to the poorer sections of the town and also looking for healers. Are you going to rebuild the cobbler shop?”

“Yep. Should be finished by lunch. Why don’t you meet me at the new tavern? I’m supposed to meet the innkeeper there and officially turn it over to them. I’d like you to be there,” Lee said.

“Okay,” she said and gave him a quick kiss.

How soon you are taken for granted, Anna thought.

Stop that. I don’t take you for granted. She doesn’t seem to care about the nobility, but she appreciates how people will listen to her since she has a title. I think she likes me, but it isn’t love from either of us, Lee thought.

You are growing up, Anna thought. What are you going to do about portals and Darvist? You’ve been putting it off.

I want to get DenShu on a stable footing and then I plan to investigate portals and Darvist, Lee thought.


Chapter 3

Hotel Management

Lee cleaned out all the burnt lumber around the cobbler’s shop once he knew Alvaro and Advik were clear of the property. He disintegrated the charred remains cleanly and used force to retain the basement excavation before conjuring the shaped walls. He built a thick foundation and laid in a floor and steps. He added drainage around the foundation. The ground floor, walls, and windows up to the second floor were next with the interior walls and doors. He added steps and a slated roof. He had large windows throughout the building. The alien glass-like material had a bit of a greenish tint but was shatterproof and clear. It was another idea taken from his great-grandfather’s discoveries at Eridani. He made the roof as a layer of ceramic.

He went through the shell of the building and added sinks with hot and cold running water, toilets that cleaned themselves and their waste, and showers. The four bedrooms had attached bathrooms, large closets, and storage. He added lighting similar to the inn where people could turn off the mage lights when not in use. Lee made sure he could adjust the temperature in the rooms. He made sure the kitchen in the living quarters was functional and vented. He looked around and decided not to create furniture or to create the linen so local suppliers could benefit from the new buildings. He wanted to inject cash into the economy locally and this was a good way to do it.

The meeting with Wasrud’s family, Alvaro, and Advik would be a change. Bala walked into the tavern to see a mass of people around several papers. “Welcome to the Wasrud’s new tavern and inn. Let’s tour this building and then tour Alvaro’s new cobbler shop.”

“You built the shop. Do you think we work for you now? You didn’t ask us how we wanted it designed. We are freeman and have the right to departure. Why shouldn’t we just leave?” Advik asked.

“My job as baron is to support and protect the people in this region. I rebuilt your building that I was not able to protect and plan to give you seed money so you can stock it with the leather and tools you need. You certainly have the right to leave. I’m sure I can find another cobbler who will receive a shop at no cost to them. Has your father let you know he is a more powerful mage now?” Lee said.

Alvaro glared at his son. “Forgive my son. He blames you for his mother’s death. I blame myself,” Alvaro said.

“Don’t blame yourself. Blame Lappik. Practice your magic. Try making a light globe in your hand, it should be easier now,” Lee said.

Alvaro held out his hand and concentrated on a mage’s light ball and a bright ball the size of his fist appeared. “Wow…I could only make a light the size of a pea when I was a teenager but haven’t done anything with it since. I’ll continue practicing,” he said, amazed at the change.

“Let’s tour," Lee continued. He started walking over and down the steps into the basement. "Here’s where we keep the ales, beer, wine, ciders, and near beer. There is a way to move barrels and kegs over here – this is an elevator. It restricts who can go to the basement and the roof. Only staff and guests with visitors may go to the roof or other floors. Let’s go to the ground floor which most people will see,” Lee explained as he had them all pile into the elevator.

Back on the ground floor the door opened in the back of the elevator into the kitchen area. The elevator won’t come down if guests are in it. This exit goes to the kitchen,” Lee explained. The elevator opened the other door that would come out near the front desk. “We’ll tour that later. I have a learning cylinder that takes a bit less than an hour for each person I need all of you to Use that learning cylinder to give you skills to manage this establishment. Let’s tour the kitchen,” Lee said and walked out into the kitchen. Bala contacted him using her bracer communications and said she was running late and would meet him later in the day. He acknowledged and continued the tour.

Lee walked around pointing out the dishwasher and there were several small shrieks of alarm when the golems came in carrying a hundred kilos of fresh vegetables. The golem stowed the vegetables in the cooler and bins around and then came over beside Lee. “This is the golem Igor, isn’t it. Where is your nametag?”

“Sorry sir. I didn’t think the management would be in so soon,” Igor (the golem) said. The golem turned to the man who was beside his wife and children. “You must be Innkeeper Wasrud. Pleased to meet you and your family, sir. We are here to help you cook, clean, launder, wash, and serve.”

“We?” Wasrud asked. “There are more of them?”

“You have four assigned to help. They are servers, helpers, security, and entertainment – they sing,” Lee said. “They also know a large variety of recipes and can help cook for special groups.” Lee showed them the stoves that needed no firewood. He also showed them the flour bin that had been filled earlier in the day. He showed them the area for spices and the cold and frozen storage spaces. He explained that there were only minimal cooking utensils and that Wasrud would have to contract with the local weaver, pewterer, carpentry, blacksmith, and brewer for many items. He explained he’d need hunters and farmers for food, and he’d need sheets, towels, linens, blankets, and pillows for guests.

“Meeting rooms are off the common room, and you can host banquets, wedding dinners, and business meetings for extra money. Let me show you your family apartment,” Lee said and took them through the minimally furnished four-bedroom apartment with separate bathrooms off each room. There were windows with the greenish glass with curtains in only one room to show how they would work. There were large beds in each room. He showed them the hot and cold running water in each bathroom and how the showers worked. There was a large tub in the master bedroom. He explained how the water was drawn from the air and was disintegrated rather than piped away just as the toilet waste.

“How will my guests learn how to use this equipment? Even the lights that we can make bright, or dim are magic I’ve never seen, and I’m widely traveled,” Wasrud said.

“When they touch the handle to their room – there is a memory imprint that will show them how to use everything. I want it to be a fairly pricey place to stay but with good food and service at a reasonable price. Let’s see a hotel room and then the bar on the roof,” Lee said. “See how their rooms are laid out like smaller versions of your family apartment. They all have large beds, and this floor has sheets, pillows, pillowcases, blankets, towels, wash cloths. There is soap and shampoo. There are large casks of shampoo in the basement, but he had bought the soap.

The innkeeper was stunned by so much so fast and was barely holding it together. The elevator took them to the roof, and they stood transfixed looking out over the city. One golem was grilling chunks of meat and vegetables. The delicious smell hit them about the same time as the view. It was a very pleasant view, and you could see the edge of a nearby lake. Another golem was finishing setting out plates and eating utensils.

“Sit here, sir,” said the golem. “I am Mark, and David is at the grill, sir,” the golem with the Mark nametag said. “What would you like to drink?” he asked and then listed off many choices of available drinks.

“I’ll have an ale,” Wasrud replied and then Mark went around getting orders and joking with the children and with Alvaro and his son.

The golem rushed off and was back a few minutes later with a large tray of drinks. Mark set them down by each person and instructed them to take their plates over to David and tell him what they wanted from the grill. The wife with her children, Alvaro with his son, and finally the innkeeper and Lee went over to get a plate. They were soon all chowing down. As they finished up – Mark came over and started giving out cups of ice cream made with fresh cream, honey, and a fresh fruit like peaches. Everyone could not praise it enough. They had never had a dessert like this before.

Wasrud looked ashamed and crushed as he finished his dessert. “My lord, this is too much for a simple man like me. I cannot run this establishment. I do not have the money to buy all the food, equipment, and additional things I’ll need. I need stables to house horses of travelers. I don’t know how to get people to come here. This is too strange for most of the people in town. I hate to turn you down as I’ve lived here all my life but…” Wasrud said as his wife glared at him.

“I agree with you completely,” Lee said and looked over and saw Wasrud’s wife look like she was about to panic. Lee took a pouch of large gold coins out of his bag a holding and handed this to the wife. “You are not ready to run this yet,” Lee said and took a learning module player and cylinder out of his bag of holding and turned back to Washrud. “This will train you to run the business and educate you on everything about getting supplies, negotiating with vendors, marketing, running the tavern/restaurant portion, and hotel management. It takes a bit less than an hour. After you take it, have your wife, and all your children take it. It will not harm them and is the equivalent of going through a multi-year apprenticeship that you sleep through.”

“I can’t see myself taking this…I know everything I need to know,” said the man.

“You may be right. Maybe you have too limited vision to run this inn. Can you think of someone else that would be better? Maybe someone with more drive or ambition – someone who wants to become a wealthy business owner. Where will you go since you won’t be here?” Lee said with a concerned look.

“Don’t listen to this fool,” the wife said. “I’m the one that will actually be managing this place. I know there is much I don’t know. Show me how to use this thing. I’ll make sure he does this…you can count on me, my lord,”

“I don’t even know your name. Please enlighten me, charming woman,” Lee said with a smile.

“My name is Carrie, my lord. I do know you intend to get your money back plus some. This is a fortune for us, and we do not want to be indentured workers. You plan to lure the locals into the common room with low-cost food and drink and charge travelers and the rich for the rooms and the experience, don’t you?”

“I knew I wasn’t wrong. I’m thinking ¾ of the profit over the first two years and then half the profit with no other taxes ever. That will encourage you to make a profit and have a powerful supporter. I would expect you to become profitable in the first year and a half,” Lee said.

“You plan for us to have a big open house for everyone to get people into this place with a low first price, don’t you? Then we’d raise prices a little for the food and low-quality drinks. We’d

get some nobility and rich merchants for the higher quality food and rooms. This is doable. Show me how to use this thing and then I’ll get him to do it or find another husband,” Carrie said and Wasrud looked alarmed because even though males ruled the roost in Landsra, females had the ability to get a divorce and a new husband pretty easily.

Lee leaned over and showed Carrie how to hook up the learning device. The oldest son was paying obvious attention and frowning at his father. Lee gave the son detailed tips on hooking up the device. The son actually turned it on for his mother and she gently closed her eyes with a smile. Mark came over and showed the children how to help clear the dishes and place them in the upstairs dishwasher and start it. They thought it was great fun. They especially liked the trash and scrap disposal because it got rid of everything. Their mother woke up in about fifty minutes.

“That was wonderful. What a people you come from to have those ideas? I have so many ideas and knowledge swimming around in my head,” Carrie said. “Wasrud. Come here and sit down. Quit nursing that ale and sit right here,” she demanded.

Wasrud meekly came over and sat down. He leaned way back looking up as she put the mesh net on his head and turned it on as he started to reach up to jerk it off his head. His eyes closed. Carrie turned to the Baron. “We’ll take it from here. I’ll have one of my children bring this back to you as soon as we are finished. Thank you for everything, my lord. I’ll make sure you don’t regret trusting us.”

“Thank you, Carrie. You have enough money to pay locals to build the stable for you. I’m going with Alvaro and Advik to look over their rebuilt shop,” Lee said and turned to the cobblers. “You two ready to look over your shop.”

“You plan on taking most of our hard-earned money?” Advik asked.

“Excuse me. What money have I taken from you? I’m sure I can get another cobbler to take over a brand-new business that has been abandoned. Is that what you are saying?” Lee said angry from the sniping. He knew the boy had lost his mother but didn’t appreciate being the target for the son’s anger.

“He’s not saying that. The building looks quite a bit bigger,” Alvaro said trying to divert their attention.

“Yes. I enlarged it a bit,” Lee said and showed them worktables and lighting with dimmable light globes and focused lights at the work areas.

“You made four work benches. It’s only my son and I,” Alvaro said.

“This gives you room to expand or hire another couple apprentices or cobblers. If Advik takes over from you – he could have children or employees that work, there. This counter is where you might meet customers,” Lee explained and then showed designs for pincers, pliers, awls, hammers, and stitching frames. “This equipment will let you stitch through tough leather easier. These samples over here are new designs you might consider. My people use these buckles you could get the blacksmith to copy. The shoe designs over here show a completed shoe, its cutout pieces and how they are assembled. There are also some sandal and shoe designs for women. Women love new shoes if there is something for them to add to their fashion. There are several with stacked heels and shoes with pointed or square toes. Some of these designs use different materials than leather and decorations. These are just to give you some ideas should you wish to expand your business.”

“How can a young man like you know so much about so many different things? Why would you do this for us?” Alvaro asked.

“Can’t you see? He’s just trying to exploit our labor for his benefit,” Advik said.

Lee turned to Advik. “I am sorry your mother died. I did my best to try to save her from that horrible disease where she would slowly waste away. It would have been slow and horrible. I try not to kill everyone that opposes me. I had little idea that horribly warped man would do what he did. I still have nightmares where I burned him alive. I am more traveled than you can even imagine. I want you to have an incentive to work. I want you to know I will support you. I only make a profit if you do. You would not trust me if I was not working for my self-interest also. Do you want to see the living quarters upstairs?”

Alvaro said he would, and Advik didn’t say anything caustic for once. They went up the stairs and Alvaro saw the switch and knew it turned on lights. Alvaro made an exclamation when he saw the upstairs. There was a large family room that was open and a study off to the side. There was a fully equipped kitchen, laundry with those funny machines they had seen in the hotel, and four large bedrooms with attached baths. The beds already had mattresses, linens, pillows, and blankets. Each bedroom had an attached bathroom with the same sinks with running hot and cold water, toilets, and showers. There was a tub in every bathroom too.

“I don’t understand,” Alvaro said. “Why are there four bedrooms? There are only two of us.”

“Now there are only two of you. Here is coin to get you started buying leather, tools, and equipment contracting with the blacksmith,” Lee said and then continued his explanation. “Advik may get married and have children or he may move away since he is so angry at the world. You might remarry – you aren’t that old. Your wife would want you two happy. You may want to sell the place and move away, and a family move in. There would be enough bedrooms. Here is some of the money to hire the blacksmith for nails, buckles, clasps, and tools. It is enough for food, leather stock from the tanners, and glue,” Lee explained. “Talk with Carrie about marketing ideas. I want one quarter of your profit as long as I am here, and you will never pay taxes as long as I am here. I don’t make any money until you make a profit.”

“I still think you are taking advantage of me, somehow,” Advik said.

“I can think of no advantage you give me or anyone else. You definitely think like a politician,” Lee said, and went to track down Bala.

◆◆◆

Lee found her in the poorest part of town. She was difficult to find even with her directions which were a bit unclear. He thought he ought to design a locate spell to add to the bracers.

The smell was horrific when he found her. He tried not to throw up. To say it smelled like feces and rot would be an understatement. What had she found? he wondered.

“Glad you came. There are more sick people here than I can handle,” Bala said.

“What’s the issue?” Lee said.

“I could heal them from parasitic infections and vitamin deficiency and the like but that would just be trying to cure the symptoms. They would just get thrust back into the same conditions that caused their illnesses in the first place. I’m trying to find community leaders but all I can find are the gangs that prey on the weak and the sick,” Bala said.

“Show me around and introduce me to the ones that are the gang leaders,” Lee said, and Bala rolled her eyes.

Bala took Lee over to a family that was wretched. It was three old women and two dozen children ranging from ages four to fifteen or so. Their clothes were just rags tied together and they reeked. He could see the ribs poking out from the rags of most of them. “What do you do to earn money for food?” Lee asked.

The woman seemed ashamed of her position, but she straightened up and looked him in the eye. “Me and mine carry away the nightsoil since my husband died six years ago. My oldest there, services the men when she’s not pregnant. We get by,” the woman said.

“She’s twenty-six,” Bala said quietly.

Lee was getting mad but what could he expect from a society structured like this. There would always be poor, but this filth and squalor was worse than the shacks in West-Shu. “Show me the gang leader,” Lee said.

Bala led him over to a very large man with rotten teeth. He was clean and there was intelligence in his eyes. “This is Lezic. He says this is his area.”

“Why do you say this is your area?” Lee asked and turned to Bala.

Lezic did what he thought he would and drew a knife from his belt and tried to plunge it into Lee’s side. Lee disintegrated the man’s arm and the knife. The man screamed and grabbed his sealed stump. “This area is under my control,” Lee said, and the six men behind Lezic rushed to attack Lee and Bala.

The six men had knives and cudgels out for only a second before their arms holding the weapons, disintegrated also. One started running away until his foot disintegrated.

Lee approached Lezic again. The man must have been in incredible pain, but he was just gritting his rotten teeth with sweat popping out on his brow from the effort not to scream. Lee touched the man, and he grabbed his mouth screaming. His rotten teeth fell out on the ground, and he had a full set twenty-eight teeth without wisdom teeth and his arm was growing back. Lezic had passed out from the pain. Lee and Bala regrew the arms of the other attackers painfully – plus the one foot. A couple of them stayed conscious and just sat on the ground waiting to see what would happen. He called Anna to come join him.

Lezic shook his head as he regained consciousness. He wiggled his fingers and moved his sleeveless arm in front of his face. Then his hand jerked to his mouth and his eyes opened wide.

“Whose area is this?” Lee asked of Lezic.

“Your area, My Lord,” Lezic said.

“Think of it as OUR area – all the people who live here. This is their area. How much coin do you get from all these people in a week? How much do you get on a good week?” Lee asked.

“I get a large silver in a good week after paying my men a small silver each,” Lezic said.

“I would like to hire you and your men to protect these people from other gangs for double that. You would get two large silver a week and your men would get two small silver a week. I will provide training to give you more skills and we will keep you healthy, but you must protect these people. Lady Bala and I would protect you. These people could call on you for help. I will clean up this area and you can get promoted to higher positions and higher pay for helping. What do you say?” Lee asked.

“We should protect these people? We would have to patrol around the area. We might need more people,” Lezic stated.

“You would be responsible to keep your men sober. You may hire more people at the same pay. Come over here and I will give you the information you need,” Lee said and Lezic hesitated and then walked over to Lee. Lee put both hands on the sides of Lezic’s head. Lezic knees buckled, and he dropped down on his knees with his eyes closed. Lee kept his hands on the man’s head for five full minutes. Lee took his hands off the man and he blinked several times when he opened his eyes and stood up shakily.

“I had no idea. You can count on me. I realize what you could do. We will call on you if we are threatened by others. We will protect these people and I will eliminate those that do not support these people,” Lezic said and turned to his men. “We will now protect these people. We work for the Baron to keep these people safe.”

Whistles appeared on lanyards around the neck of all the men. “Use these whistles to call for help,” Lee said and knives in sheaths appeared at their waist. “I will closely observe how you perform.” Coins appeared in their pockets. “Work hard for me and you will earn more for your families. My goal is to benefit those that work hard. No one who works should starve. Ah, here comes my reinforcements,” Lee said looking up.

Anna flew in as a giant eagle and landed. She transformed into the large cougar. You need the information from your great grandfather on handling refugees. He used alien machinery to build housing facilities on Sanctuary for millions of refugees. You cannot give them as much as your great grandfather did, but the machinery built almost as fast as magic. What you can use are the plans. He added robots to enforce the laws because there were many gangs in the refugee camps. You need to manufacture golems to enforce your laws. I have simplified the plans for the housing blocks. Individual housing usually is better cared for then housing apartments. There is pride in ownership not found in blocks of apartments. Earth had to tear down subsidized housing because typically it turns into a ghetto, she thought to him.

I need plans for a huge bathhouse with an upstairs housing two dozen people with a joint kitchen in the living area, Lee thought to Anna.

I have something easily adapted for that. Here is that adapted plan. That is an interesting idea and very ironic. I think you are correct. Will you ask them? Anna thought back to Lee.

“Lezic, I look forward to working with you. Do not disappoint me. I will be cleaning up this area for the next few days and sending you some golems to help patrol. Please protect Lady Bala though it might be better for me to ask her to protect you,” Lee said. “Figure out what you want to do,” Lee said, dismissing the ruffians. Essentially, he did what Sir Robert Peel, the Home Secretary at the time had done in London on Earth in 1829. Of course, Lee thought, I won’t recruit 2,800 here and have to dismiss 2,238, 1,790 of those for being drunk on duty. He smiled at this history lesson he had found amusing. He’d try to avoid some of the early pitfalls with his golems run by Anna.

Lee walked over to Lady Bala where she was still healing the wretched. “I’ve hired the thugs to protect these people. I will soon create an army of golems to protect these people as well. They must learn not to steal soon after I supply housing, food, and skills. It may be the only thing they know now. I need to talk with the twenty-six-year-old woman.”

“Her name is Xercia, and her daughter is Venia,” Bala said. “They are over there, walking away.”

“Xercia ! Venia ! Wait a moment,” Lee yelled.

The two women and their horde of pitiful children stopped. The older boys moved in front of their mother in a heartrending display of protective behavior. “Boys. I just want to talk with your mother,” Lee said, and they reluctantly moved away from in front of her.

“I need you to answer a question and I’m very serious about this question. If you had your fondest wish to come true, what would it be?” Lee asked.

Xercia let out a long, tired sigh. “You can ask that while we wallow in this filth daily and I see my babies die as we muck out stalls of the lowest of society,” she said and saw he was not going to take offense. “I would wish my family and I could have a safe, clean place to lay our heads for a day.”

“That is what I thought I saw you say with your body language,” Lee said. “Meet me in front of the white building over there tomorrow with all your family.” Lee pointed to a vacant lot. “Check your pocket when you get out of sight of everyone. Bring anything precious with you as your luck has changed.”

Venia thought Lee was quite mad but had always thought that of nobility after some had visited her when she was younger.

Lee went back to Anna and Bala. “I am going to build a washhouse which will be open to the public. I have a group to manage it. After I finish that – I need to build housing for many of these people but I have to make it so it is not too extravagant compared to the middle class or they will resent it and that will cause problems later on,” Lee said.

You are learning I see. Good, but there will be more resentment from other groups which you will have to suppress. Suppressed anger won’t go away – it is like cockroaches and lice – easy to get and hard to get rid of… Anna thought to him, and he chuckled.

“Was Anna talking with you?” Bala asked. “Being a ruler is like having an onion – you said you had onions too, right? You peel away one layer of problems and there are many underlying problems,” Bala said. “Keeping them cleaner will alleviate some problems but we will need to educate people. Perene taught me a spell to clean people, but it removes their clothes and hair too. It kills any surface mites, lice, crabs, or fleas too. It gets rid of all surface dirt, grease, or odor but the skin needs lotion or oil afterward or it gets really dry.”

“I didn’t think of that. I will review the memories and see if I can’t modify the spell to be more discriminating. Show me when I get home. I’ll be building for several hours here. Anna, will you work with me and make suggestions,” Lee said.

◆◆◆

Rinse and Repeat

Lee pictured the building design in his mind. The land was unused on a granite dome of rock. It would have been near impossible to build on. It was going to be similar to an old Earth Roman design. It would have a changing room, a warm cleansing room with soap and showers, and then hot soaking areas and cooler pools. Clothes would be removed and cleaned magically if he could figure out the spell form changes that would be required. He pictured the outline of the building and then transfigured the rock for a large basement and made the rock into a lovely textured stone. He added magical heated/cooled floors in the changing room, washroom, self-cleaning toilets, and stalls for the shy. He added mirrors that would magically show your rear if you raised an arm.

Clients would have external parasites magically killed as you entered. You would change and have your clothes taken by golem attendants. You would move to a cleaning room where you would wash your body and hair. Once clean, you would move to the large wading pool, steam room, cold plunge room, or massage room. The upstairs would be for staff families with apartments and a common kitchen. He had gotten into such a focused state that he did not see Anna approach as he finished up the bath house.

I like how you built this so fast. You automatically add all the accessories now. You are getting faster and faster…it’s like magic, Anna thought.

“Getting pretty sardonic, aren’t you? I’ve done this so many times now, I can create a bed with a foundation, mattress, sheets, pillows with pillowcases and blankets in a breath. It is just a thought since I have almost unlimited mana. It’s not a new creation – it’s just fixing the pattern in my mind. Wait. Why are you here? I called you but I need you soon, not now. What’s going on?” Lee asked out loud.

There is a group of people outside waving spears and swords. They say you built on their land. I figured I shouldn’t just kill them outright, Anna thought to him.

Lee sighed and walked out the front of the building. He saw a ragtag group of six citizens. Two had spears and three had swords and one had a knife out. “What can I do for you?”

The sturdiest of the group, pointed his sword at Lee just as Anna came padding out beside Lee. Anna looked the man in the eyes growled a deep threatening bass sound that seemed to take some of the steam out of the man. The man lowered his sword and seemed to have no idea what to do next. Lee stood there just looking.

“My grandfather gave my father this land and when he died – it became mine. You didn’t ask me or nothin’ and then you put up this big building,” the man said.

“Do you have any papers or anything showing this property was yours? Do you have a name? What had you planned to do with the property?” Lee said.

“I don’t know about any papers. My father was thinking about doing something with this land, but I don’t know what he planned. My name is Dimm,” the man said.

Lee smiled at the name “Why don’t you men come inside where we can have an ale and talk about this? Oh, leave your weapons outside so I don’t have to kill all of you and your families. Right over there should be fine,” Lee said.

The men looked shocked and immediately laid their weapons down and came in without protest.

Bala came to the building as the men were leaving. They picked up their weapons, bowed to Lady Bala, glared at Lee, and left.

“What was that about?” Bala asked. “They didn’t look happy.”

“They came to throw me off their land. We reached an understanding,” Lee said.

“Did you use a mind control compulsion on them?” Bala asked.

“No, I offered them part-time jobs advertising the opening of the DenShu Bath House,” Lee answered. “I gave them ale, a tour, and told them to be the test customers until the establishment was ready to open. I explained that the cost was to be one small copper after we open to the public. People have strange ideas. They told me they expected 100 large gold for their claim on the land they weren’t going to use,” Lee said and changed the subject. “We need to redesign that cleansing spell. I know we’ll need that if nothing else to get rid of the vermin.”

“What do you plan to do with the families of Xercia and Venia in the morning?” Bala asked.

“I hope to have that cleaning spell working and so clean clothes for all those children,” Lee said. “I can give them a mini education on sanitation, health, and general management and let them run this bath house. The larger boys could be greeters. I could train men and stronger women to be masseuses – people who give massages but not prostitutes.”

“You know two of those children are Venia’s and she just turned sixteen,” Bala said. “She has a two- and three-year-old so she was starting young even for our society. Being filthy dirty and smelling like a chamber pot would put most men off but apparently not.”

Lee just nodded at her comments.

“How will you protect them? How will you protect this place?” she asked.

“I’m going to take care of that right now. Give me a few minutes,” Lee said and concentrated deeply. Anna came over and the big cat’s eyes closed also. It looked like they were communing.

Lee thrust his arms out and conjured a large golem. It was armored and had eyes in the front and back of its head. The four arms looked like pistons and it had four fingers and two opposable thumbs on each hand. He gave it a strong mental capacity and Anna programmed it with Landsra and Darvist and a century of combat strategy, PSYOPS as well as manners, cultural norms, geography of Trace (this planet from Anna’s survey), and problem solving. Anna gave it loyalty, and knowledge of broad arrays of magic and weapons. It was powered by a zero-point module that drew on mana from another plane of existence. He gave it magical defenses and some offensive ability besides immense strength. The golem stood up straight and looked around.

“What do you need to protect or serve?” the golem asked.

“This building and its occupants may need protection. You are to keep the people inside safe from outsiders or people trying to take advantage of others inside. Do not let people damage others. You may need help so stand still in front of me so I may make another to work with you,” Lee said. “Do you understand your job?”

“I will stand still in front of you, and I understand what you want me to do through Anna’s programming in spite of your vague, incomplete instructions,” the golem said. “Your visualizations were…adequate.”

“Anna, did you train this golem to use sarcasm?” Lee said to Anna.

Me? Would I do that to you? Anna asked.

Lee frowned and then started concentrating on the duplication spell. It would take a lot out of him even if he wasn’t having to supply the mana. It took several minutes and then a second golem appeared. It too, stood stock still until Lee said they could both move. “Guard the facilities at night. Test your capabilities as you see fit. I will be back in the morning,” he said and turned away only to catch both golems shooting up to fly around the building. He supposed they wanted to fly some – he didn’t blame them as he turned back to Anna and Bala. “You two ready to head back home – I’m hungry.”

Bala shot off into the sky and Anna transformed back into her eagle form and was off at once. He sighed and started flying trying to catch up. They landed at the mansion and the servants scurried to put together a meal. They always seemed confused that Anna did not want to eat meat.

They went to the study and opened Sprann’s spell book to the cleansing spell. Lee conjured several sets of t-shirts, pants, shoes, and socks. He did the same for Bala with some pretty bras, panties, dresses, blouses, and jumpsuits with many pairs of shoes.

“What is all this for?” she asked.

“We are going to have to cast these spells on each other and it may destroy our clothes too,” Lee answered. “I want to have things you might like. We’ll certainly be clean. Let’s look at the components of the spell as it’s quite sophisticated. These symbols here outline the living parts of the being and the skin. Look at this how it outlines the enamel in the teeth, the dead cells in the epidermis of the skin, the keratin in the nails but this makes no provision for hair. I think I can change that here. May I try this on you?”

Why don’t you let me try it on you, first?” Bala asked.

“You can after I perfect it. We can always get a female servant. This will destroy the clothes,” Lee said. “It looks like it scours the skin and takes the dead skin off but is designed to omit keratin in nails and hair.

“I am not leaving you in here with a naked young female servant,” Bala said.

“Is that a, yes?” he asked.

“Go ahead,” she said. ”Wait. Wait. Let me take off my jewelry.”

He concentrated on the features of the spell. It was designed to remove any bacteria and living organisms like parasites, larvae, mites, lice, bedbugs, and other vermin. “I will have to make another spell to clean clothes or non-living surfaces, but I see how I can do it now. I was having Anna run simulations and I need to make quite a few more changes. I think I can add this feature to your bracer so you could clean a patient and remove foreign matter from a wound. I’ll be able to make a spellcaster that is fixed to the front that removes all the parasites and vermin automatically as they enter.”

“I would like a spell that could be directed and adjusted to have different functions with patients: to clean wounds, to clean clothing, with cleaning the body, and general cleaning where we work,” Bala said.

Lee revised several sets of spells. He made a clean vermin spell and constructed several perpetually powered, fixed spell-casters for the bath house entrances and the tavern/inn entrances so all vendors, customers, and staff would be automatically cleaned. The second set of cleaning spells he developed was for removing dirt, scents, oils, sweat, dust, mold, and bacteria from clothing and surfaces. This complicated spell would be less damaging to fabrics since it didn’t require the fibers to be agitated with pounding or rinsing with water. He made several portable wands that could only be powered in the inn or the bath house for them to work. He thought these would be stolen if removed from either building.

The third spell was very complex. This spell would remove every trace of dirt from people without damaging or removing jewelry and tattoo inks. It was amazing that something so simple in concept was so hard to accomplish. Bala and Lee had fun casting these spells on each other because it did remove any clothing. It took a couple of painful, embarrassing tries which removed nails and hair. Keratin in the nails and hair was difficult to differentiate from dirt but they finally hit on a combination that worked. Bala made suggestions and they added a secondary spell that added moisturizing oils to the skin and hair.

The fourth cleansing spell was for patients with open wounds. It was the offshoot of a spell that magically repaired clothing. The spell stopped internal bleeds by sealing arteries, removing pooling blood, and mending tears in tissues. It accelerated tissue growth for the duration of the spell. It also realigned and knitted broken and crushed bones because of model templates of the human body. Lee micro-engraved these into his staff and Bala’s bracer. Lee used a form of micro engraving of runes, glyphs, and formulas to make it harder to copy. It was very late (actually very early) when they both were able to go to sleep on their very clean bed.



◆◆◆

Trial by Fire

Bala and Lee had an early breakfast after only a few hours of sleep. They flew to the new bath house just as Xercia, Venia and their troop came to the front as they had been instructed. Lezic and his crew also came up to Lee with Dimm and his followers tied up.

“What happened?” Lee asked.

“Two of my people were patrolling last night and saw these people all carrying torches and oil toward your new building,” Lezic said. “Did Dimm try his old ‘my father owned the property you built on’ – scam. He’s done this before and gotten money. I rallied my guys and surrounded them,”

Lezic said.

“We were just going to advertise the grand opening and build a bonfire in front to attract people,” Dimm yelled. “These thugs of yours threatened me and my men. They lied to cover up their threats.”

One of the new golems walked over and approached Lee. Lee raised his eyebrows when the golem indicated he wanted to speak. Lee nodded at him and motioned for it to go ahead.

“I was flying around the town and noticed this group lighting torches and walking in this direction with cans of oil. I flew over them listening to their conversation. They were talking about how burning down this building would make it easier to intimidate others in the future. It was led by the one named Dimm, but all the others were enthusiastically participating.”

“Are you going to believe Lezic and a damn golem over an honest…” Dimm started to protest as a wavering red field surrounded his body and everyone could feel the heat coming off it as it seared his body to ash. Dimm looked surprised before his ashes drifted to the ground and the field disappeared. Lee turned his attention to the other five men. The red field surrounded the five and they were almost instantaneously incinerated.

Lee turned to the golem and Lezic. Lee took a small gold from his pocket and handed it to Lezic. “Thank you for protecting the building. This is for you and the people involved in catching those criminals. This example should make this occur less often.”

Lee turned to Xercia, Venia, and their family. “I need to install some equipment near the door. Talk with Lady Bala if you would. We would like to offer you a position. I’ll be back in a moment.” Lee walked off the install the automatic spell-casters near the entrances so rats, mice, mites, lice, fleas, and cockroaches would be eliminated on people or inside deliveries. It also would eliminate all vermin that lived on people and their clothing.

Bala turned to the wretched group. They had at least wiped down, but they still stank, and their clothes gave rags a bad reputation. “We have a proposition for you,” she said.

“See, mama. I told you they wanted us for some filthy sexual thing,” Venia said, and the children started whining.

“No – no, Venia. Nothing of the sort. We’d like to train you and have you run this bath house. You and your family would always be able to be sparkling clean and you would earn a good portion of the money this makes. The Baron will make you more golems for servants. We stayed up most of the night making devices so you could do laundry at the flick of your wrist. You would never be hungry. The golems would answer to you and would never let anyone hurt you. We paid those men to protect people like you outside when you go to the market or when you go shopping,” Bala said.

“What’s the catch? Things like this don’t happen to people like me. What does this Baron really want? I won’t pimp my children out for any amount of money,” Xercia said.

“Baron Lee isn’t like other men,” Bala explained and realized he wasn’t. “He can’t stand to see intelligent strong women like you, forced into the work you were doing. Seeing how you survived in spite of everything against you, made him want to help you in a substantial… in a big way. I told him I didn’t want to cure people and send them back into conditions that would just cause the same diseases again. He will want your advice and knowledge when he cleans up the rest of the slums.”

“How can he do that?” Xercia asked.

“He will destroy all the slum buildings, pave the roads, add streetlights, and sewage systems so every house would have a toilet and running hot and cold water like this building. He will make sure everyone has clean water, food, training, and jobs,” Bala said.

“That is not possible. No one can do that or would do that?” Xercia said.

“What was on this land yesterday? Was Lezic protecting you yesterday? Where did that golem come from?” Bala said.

“I have little education and I have few skills. I have taught what I know to my children. Where will they live? What would they do? I don’t know how to run something like this…this…huge business,” Xercia said.

“Try one day here with your family. The entire second floor is for you and several more families you choose. There is furniture and we will make new clothes for you today after you are clean. You may keep everything and owe us nothing if you decide you don’t want to do this if you try one day. We will clean everyone, feed everyone, and give them new clothes if you stay today,”

Bala said.


Chapter 4

Trial Run

Getting the horde of children to move through the entrance was like getting pigs to knowingly go to slaughter. The first ones through acted shocked as the spell caster destroyed all the lice in their hair and parasites on their body. They all looked at their feet at about the same time. “It tickled me all over. Look at our feet,” one of the boys said.

One of the young girls carrying Venia’s two-year-old cried out, “Venia, little Wistia pooped outside and now she’s all clean again.”

The children all looked around and made exclamation sounds. Most of them had never even been 1,000 meters from where they were born. This building was full of wonder. There was a beautiful fountain spraying water up in the air. It felt so nice inside. Lee came walking back after the quick installs of the cleaning spell-casters.

“Let’s all go to this changing room on the side – the room with the sign for men on the door but I want everyone to go inside so you won’t feel abandoned. See the benches around the wall. I want you to stand by a bench as I come around and tell me what color of clothes you want. I will make you a work jumpsuit and undergarments and sandals. I will make one extra set of clothes too, but we will be destroying your old clothes and getting you clean first,” Lee explained. “Who is brave enough to go first?”

A dirty little eight-year-old boy said he would. “These clothes are falling apart. I would like tan pants and a black shirt.”

Lee turned to the boy and talked to him seriously. “I’m going to create the clothes first. They will fit you and they will be clean and sturdy, but you must show no fear, or your sisters might get scared and that might make your mom decide to leave. Can you be brave for your sisters?”

“Of course. I protect them every day,” he said and stood there stoically.

Lee created two sets of underwear, a tan jumpsuit with buttons, and tan pants with a black shirt. “Now I’m going to clean you with magic. This will destroy your clothes and tickle your skin. Close your eyes until I tell you to open them and then put on one set of underwear. Then put on the tan jumpsuit. Nod your head if you understand,” Lee said, and the boy clamped his teeth and was braced like he was ready to have his head chopped off.

Lee took his staff and cast the cleansing spell. The boy clothes disappeared, and he laughed as the dirt was stripped off. His nails were clean, and he looked like he had had a manicure, pedicure, hair wash and styled after a cut. “Open your eyes and get dressed.”

The boy was totally nude but seemed unaware since he was in front of family. He held up his hands in front of his face and looked at his nails and went running to his momma. “Look at my nails momma. They’re all clean. Look at my hair. It feels different.”

“Go get dressed. Hurry up,” Xercia said with misty eyes. Her son showed all his sisters, and several touched his hair and looked excited. The boy ran back, puzzled for a moment with the underwear and stepped into his jumpsuit and buttoned it up. Then he put on his sandals. He stood up, ran to his sisters, and then turned around to show off.

“Everyone line up around the benches as I come around. This won’t take long. I make your clothes, clean you, and then you get dressed,” Lee said. All the children looked at their brother and rushed to the benches. Lee went to Xercia next and made her a white cotton-like toga dress like a Greek woman would wear but it had a slit up the side to above the knees. The white dress came to just above her ankles. He conjured sandals with crisscrossing strapping that came over her calves. He made her a lacy bralette and lacy underwear. He made her a sculpted tan jumpsuit with a belt to emphasize her narrow waist. He also made a third dress in a deep blue that matched her eyes and light brown hair. Lee moved to Venia and asked her preferences, and she wanted what her mother had received. Lee quickly made it through the women and then the rest of the boys. For the babies, he made soft, absorbent diapers and small togas.

Bala was coming through after Lee and destroying the clothing in the cleaning. They were all soon in their working clothes though Xercia and Venia were in the Greek modernized togas. Lee came up to Xercia after she dressed. There was a lot of nervous giggling around the room, but they all were now clean and dressed. Lee went over to Xercia. “May I apply some touchups to your face so you will never have bags under your eyes. If you don’t like it, I can change it.”

“What is wrong with my face?” Xercia said angrily.

“Nothing. You are quite lovely. Trust me a little longer if you would,” Lee said.

“I said I’d try this a day. You said you would clothe and feed my family. So far, you have done what you promised. Go ahead,” Xercia said.

Lee nodded and then magically applied what his people would call microblading for the eyebrows, lip blushing pigments for the lips, and a permanent eyeliner. Xercia grunted since it must have stung a little. Lee tilted his head to the side and then added highlights to her hair along with oils for luster. He removed split ends and added a gold headband.

Venia looked at her mother and gasped. “Oh, mother! You look beautiful. Would you do that for me?” she asked Lee.

“Of course,” Lee said and minutes later Venia touched her face and hair. “What do you think mother?”

“I wish we could see ourselves,” Xercia said.

“Gather up your clothes and we will go tour apartments upstairs,” Bala said. As the group was trooping up the stairs, Bala came up to Lee. “Why didn’t you do that for me? I like what you did.”

“I just thought of it, but I think you are already beautiful. Let’s get everyone up the stairs and I’ll show Venia and Xercia what I’m doing. Everyone! When we get to the top, let’s stop for a moment so I can show you what I was doing to change your mother’s looks by doing it on Lady Bala,” Lee said.

Everyone got to the foyer that was the entrances to the upstairs apartments. Lee conjured a mage’s light. “You people close to me, sit down. What I do first is called microblading, and that puts pigment in hair-like strokes that matches her hair color into her skin. Then I embed pigment into the lips to enhance the shape of the lip and add a little color. Slightly wider lips on women are attractive to men. Then I push pigment around the eye that makes the eyes stand out. Darker pigment between the lashes gives the illusion of a fuller lash base. Lastly, I have added a keratin-oil mixture on clean hair. Fingernails and hair are made of keratin. The oils make the hair shine. The headband draws eyes to the wide beauty of the face,” Lee said as he created a platinum band with embedded diamonds. “Let’s look at the first apartment that would be the mother’s.”

The children huddled together, afraid to touch anything but one of the boys was looking up and down at everything. They opened a door and walked into the entrance foyer with closets to the sides for clothes. They walked into the living room area with soft couches with black leather-like materials. The children ran and sat or laid on the chairs and sofas.

“Don’t mess up anything. The people who live here might get mad,” Xercia said loudly, and the children all stopped immediately and hopped off the furniture.

“Let’s move to the master bedroom through here,” Lee said and reached to the side and turned on the lights. “You try it. Turn the lights off and back on.”

Xercia went over and gingerly reached up and cycled the switch to off and on a few times with wide eyes. They walked over to a closet. “What is this room for?” she asked Lee.

“This is your main closet for dresses,” Lee said. “The mirror at the end is magical. Stand in front of the mirror and look at yourself. Raise a hand on either side and the mirror will show your rear view,” Lee said as Bala stepped in front of the mirror and examined the makeup Lee had done to her. She liked the way her eyes, lips, and hair looked. She REALLY liked the platinum and diamond headband. She stepped away and Xercia and Venia came in and looked at themselves for several minutes. The children then came in and studied themselves in the mirror as most had only seen reflections of themselves in muddy waters. It was fascinating for them to touch themselves and see themselves truly for the first time.

They then left and went to the bathroom and noticed the toilet, the bathtub, and the shower. Lee showed them how the faucets worked and how to flush the toilet after cleaning themselves. One of the little boys asked, “Why doesn’t it smell? Who takes away the nightsoil? How does the water come out warm? Who carries the water?”

“This home is designed to take away the smell, poop, and pee. Would you like to live here?” Lee asked everyone. “There are many good jobs for you here helping your mother.”

“Would we just clean-up for the people who live here?” the boy asked.

“No. You would live here and this would be your home as long as you wanted it. This would be your mother’s bathroom,” Lee explained. “You would have a room your shared with another brother and you would have your own room and bathroom. Your sisters would have their own rooms and bathrooms. You would keep this clean because this would be your own home. Your mother and sister would manage this place for me and Lady Bala.”

“I keep worrying that the people that own this are going to come back and catch us here,” Xercia said. “I don’t have any idea how to do this job. I don’t have the education. I had a couple of years before I ran away with my husband – he was a lot older, but we loved each other. It all fell apart after he died.”

“Sit down here and I will train you some while Bala shows your children around,” Lee said and took a learning cylinder and player out of his bag of holding. “Venia, sit next to us here if you would. I want to teach you and your mother.” Lee placed the mesh on Xercia’s head. “This doesn’t hurt any. Watch,” he said and inserted the learning cylinder and started it. Xercia closed her eyes breathing normally. “You ready to try it? It will teach you basic accounting, handling complaints, sanitation, and how to use all the facilities here.”

“I guess,” she said. “How can you store things in that little bag?”

“Have you ever heard of a bag of holding?” Lee said and Venia shook her head with wide eyes. “This magical bag keeps things I need, and others can’t see them or take them out. It only works for me.”

Venia’s mouth made the shape of ‘Oh’ but she just stared as he took another learning module out and put the mesh over her head and started it. Venia closed her eyes. Lee could hear the squeals of delight from the children as they explored the beds and baths. They got quiet and Lee knew that Bala had taken them into the kitchen. He could tell that Bala had asked if any could cook because he was soon smelling something – grilled cheese sandwiches. She must have shown them how since there was some fresh bread, butter, and cheese. Bala had loved grilled cheese sandwiches when he showed her what they were. He could smell them and just smiled.

Soon Xercia woke up and looked around. “It didn’t do anything. What’s that I smell from the kitchen? Is someone making grilled cheese sandwiches?”

“So, you know where the kitchen is now. Have you ever had grilled cheese sandwiches?” Lee asked.

“I do know where everything is here and how to greet clients, how to charge them and give change, and where everything is located. I know how to use it. I understand the toilets, the baths, and the pools,” Xercia said with wide eyes. Venia woke up moments later. “Come daughter,” Xercia said. “Let’s go to the kitchen and see what mischief our children are making. That smells wonderful.”

Lee and the two women went to the kitchen and saw the little ones seated at the table with Bala showing them how to sit and eat politely. There was saliva coming out of the side of one boy’s mouth, but Bala had admonished them not to start ‘til their mother had sat down and started eating. There were plates and cloth wipes by each place. Each person had a mug with cider, water, or milk. There was a shandy with beer and lemon soda for Xercia and Venia. The two sat down and Xercia said, “Eat slowly. Do not gulp your food. Venia and I will make it, so you are never hungry again. Take little bites and savor what you eat.”

◆◆◆

Xercia and Venia walked through the tour of the lower changing rooms, steam rooms, and baths with new eyes. Venia whispered suggestions to Xercia. It was obvious that Xercia had an upbringing in a higher status family than when he met them. The fact they had survived as well as they had, was a testament of that. Xercia stopped and turned to Lee.

“We will take over this…establishment… I never thought I’d say that word again. Are you able to educate my children the same way? Tell me about these golems. How do they never need power? I have heard of golems in the homes of aristocrats, but I have never seen any before yesterday,” Xercia said.

“I will give you learning cylinders and a machine to play them. These will teach them basic life skills, some maintenance skills, and general education. The golems use an internal source of mana and have enough knowledge to repair each other if they break down. What do you think about charging a small copper to use the service’s here? Is that too little? Is it too much for the poorest families?” Lee asked.

“No,” Xercia said. “You must charge, or they will think it is a trick. Stock our kitchen with food and I will do what I can to make this work. What will the golems do for me?”

“The two guardian golems will patrol inside and outside and will only intervene – they will only act if someone is threatening you or hurting you, your family, or your customers. The four inside golem will do whatever you say. Give them names. I will try to clean up the slums,” Lee said.

“Good luck with that. I finally understood what you wanted me to do and even with my new knowledge – I am scared I will fail, and my family will go back to cleaning muck,” Xercia said.

“Education and knowledge will keep that from happening,” Lee explained. “The guardian golems will protect you. Bala will bring additional learning modules for you and your children. Take them all but remember to only take three a day or you will have a sick headache. I have had hundreds and yearn to learn more. The next ones will help you speak and read Landsra and Darvist. All your children should learn too. I’ll be back in a few days. Let friends know about this place and work out the opening issues before you open officially. Offer massage and drinks for higher prices than the taverns.”

◆◆◆

Lee saw one of Lezic’s men and asked him to track down their boss for him. It wasn’t five minutes before Lezic came trotting up to him – wheezing a bit from hustling. “Yes, my lord?”

“I need you to go with me for a few minutes because I plan to clean up these slums. How many people live here counting the children?” Lee asked.

“There are almost 200 here. Your Lady Bala healed many of these people. What do you intend?” the man asked.

“I want to clean up this place and make it fit for humans,” Lee said and nodded toward the reeking slums around him. “I plan to tear down houses and create them new ones with running water and proper sewage treatment. First, I will make these streets fit to walk on and give proper lighting. Then I will demolish a house and create a new one for them.”

“That sounds very nice my Lord. I would like that too,” Lezic said.

“Of course. I will build you a home better than where you live now,” Lee said. “Let your men know this is how I work through any problems. You will not need to pay a copper and I will make better homes for all your men. I will show the builders how to build in new ways too. Please follow me and tell me what the areas are called and areas that flood or have other problems. This is the main street, isn’t it?”

“Yes, my Lord. It is known as Shy Road,” Lezic said.

Lee nodded and then concentrated. He envisioned a Roman Road with it’s multiple layers. He wanted to level out the road but instead of seven meters wide – he planned eight meters in width.

He also planned magical lights like on the streets where he grew up on Sanctuary. Now he had the image in his mind, he powered his mana field to start excavating an eight-meter wide, meter deep cut in the earth. The base was filled with rubble with a layer of stones. The stones were covered with gravel with sand on top of that. The top was covered with smooth paving stones fitted together. There were drainage ditches on either side and ceramic posts with magical lights. He dug it out and filled it in as he walked along. His first road was about two hundred meters long. He turned around and looked back and he was pleased with how it looked. He walked to the closed hovel and knocked on the door.

The door opened a crack and an old man peeked out of the reeking pest hole. “What?”

“My name is Baron Lee. What is your name?” Lee asked.

“I am Pots, your majesty,” the near toothless man said.

“Get everything you want to keep out of your house now. All the people and pets outside – now. Lezic. I need your people to help. This will be a test case. Wait a moment,” Lee said and cast the cleansing spell that killed all the parasites and vermin in and around the home. The man sent out a bent old woman, four scrawny children and a dog that growled at everyone and looked like it was the healthiest of the bunch. The man came out with rags of clothes, a pot, plus odds and ends. “Leave any furniture. Get anything valuable out or it will be destroyed.”

“Why are you doing this, my Lord?” cried the woman. “We will have to sleep in the street,” she wailed.

“What color do you want your house?” Lee said while altering a housing floorplan in his head. He was trying to work through the details. Lezic came out and gave him the pre-arranged signal that it was clear. “What color outside? What color do you want your curtains?”

Pots looked totally confused. “Why are you asking my wife about color?”

“I am going to make the house a color and I’m going to make curtains whatever color she likes,” Lee said.

“Why in the hells would you do that?” Pots asked.

“I may be young, but have you ever heard the expression, ‘Happy wife – Happy life.’ That certainly makes sense to me,” Lee said.

“Uhm – well go ahead and do this thing. My wife likes anything yellow. I can’t stop you anyway,” Pots said with resignation.

Lee concentrated and pulled from his zero-point energy/mana source. He used a force spell to compact the soil until there was a basement with a thick foundation wall. He added drainage away from the house and then put the shell of the house up in moments. He added a tile roof with gutters. There were many windows in the house, and he added glass that could be opened and magically warded against insects. He added a magical fireplace that never needed wood, a kitchen with hot and cold running water, a bathroom with a similar sink, a shower that magically provided hot and cold water. He added a means to magically warm or cool the house. He added a metal plate that had memory embedded in it so residents could touch it to implant the instructions for all the devices and facilities in the house.

Lee walked into the house and created comfortable beds in three bedrooms, linens, towels, new clothes for all the residents. He looked around and created some simple furniture, kitchen utensils, curtains, and magical lights. He looked around and thought he had the design down pat, but he went into the bathroom and added a mirror in the two bathrooms and outside the closets. He created a ward that got rid of dirt when people entered through the front or rear doors. He went out to get Pots and his family.

“Come with me inside. Touch this metal plate to teach you how to use everything. This house is yours now,” Lee said.

“Now people will come and want my house. I liked living in my old house. Nobody wanted that house,” Pots said.

“Not a problem, Pots. We’ll just give this house to your neighbors who live in the hovel next door. You can live in their house. It’s bigger than the one you were in. You’ll be able to haul your own shit to dump,” Lee said.

“I really didn’t mean that. The new house is very nice. I don’t have any food though,” Pots said.

“Here is enough coin to feed your family for a month. You will have to earn the money by making pottery like you did before. You will find the equipment for that in your basement,” Lee said just as they heard a yell from the old woman inside the house.

Lee and Pots went to the entrance and the woman came out and clutched her husband. “I put my hand on that metal plaque on the inside and then I just knew everything about this house. You do what we need to do to keep it,” his wife demanded. She already looked better now she was in clean clothes.

Now that Lee had a template in his mind the homes would be faster to build with his mental template. He could conjure a home by using the tremendous supply of mana he had access to through his zero-point energy supply. It supplied energy from another dimension because there was no apparent change in the ambient mana around them except maybe a slight increase. He had no idea how he could do what he could do. He had his great-grandfather’s templates to build refugee housing with modern accessories. He built sixty-three homes before Bala and Anna joined him.

“You can’t get rid of crime and poverty,” Bala told him. “This is a misuse of your time.”

“I couldn’t stand you healing them and sending them back into the pestholes to get reinfected living in their own waste. I am going to make this town, so they don’t crap and pee in a pot and have to haul it away. I am going to make it so no one in this town dies of parasites or flea spread diseases. I plan to introduce sanitation and clean food,” Lee said.

“It smells better here already, but the reason we came was not to dissuade you but to bring you back for dinner. It’s getting late,” Bala said.

“I’m pretty smelly. Let’s go back. We have tomorrow. You wouldn’t believe that some wanted to stay in the shack rather than have a new house,” Lee said.

“You are thinking like an elite. This is familiar to them. That’s why women often go back to a man that beats them – because it is familiar,” Bala said. “These people didn’t get a chance to consider it – no one likes to have a choice forced on them. Do you?”

“I didn’t think of it that way. I just saw the filth. How should I have gone about it?” Lee asked.

You did it the right way. These people do not know how to handle the changes. You would have had trouble if you didn’t have the ability to teach them how to use their kitchens, toilets, or lights.

They would have been peeing in the street the next day if you hadn’t, Anna thought to him.

“What’s on your agenda for tomorrow? You need a backrub tonight and some personal attention,”

Bala said with a lopsided grin and a saucy walk.

Lee took a deep breath. “That sounds good. I’d like to do all the city streets tomorrow for this whole town. Good roads can survive for millennia. I want these people to learn to be heathier and live longer.”

“… and a good dinner,” Bala said.

“… a good dinner and a Bala dessert sounds great,” Lee said as they flew back to his estate.



A Modern Town

There were about one thousand square kilometers in Denshu with 180 kilometers of roads. It took Lee another three weeks to complete the roads, six plazas, and individual homes. He did not try to rebuild any homes of the elites. He did offer to modernize their bathrooms with running water and functioning toilets since it was an easy fix since he didn’t have to put in a septic section with soil stacks for ventilation. The magical production of cold and hot running water and elimination of waste was considered a necessity and was worth the five small gold he charged them. That bought food for the poorest families.

Denshu had a protective wall and a guard force as many had been hired and trained. Many of the guardsmen with any talent had been given bracers that provided mental, magic, and limited kinetic shields. The bathhouse had been a slow success. A second one was planned. The tavern had spawned other ones, the blacksmith was producing higher quality goods. Non-magical guards carried small crossbows with enchanted quarrels.

The street lighting, guards, and good jobs for everyone had created a boom. More people were out, and shops stayed open later. Farmers got paid more and brought more to market. Lee and Bala began to frequently visit the rural areas around Denshu healing the families and using learning cylinders to teach crop rotation, animal husbandry, sanitation, and farming tasks.

There were more things to buy in town and merchants who chanced to trade were amazed at the transformation.

◆◆◆

A trader from Eastern Landsra near West-Shu stopped in the town after hearing rumors of the changes. He went into the hotel/tavern.

“How much for the night?” he asked after he looked around and walked up to the front desk.

“It’s a large silver but that comes with a large breakfast,” Carrie said because her husband was managing the tavern portion this evening. “We still have a couple of rooms,” Carrie said. “You’re lucky you came in as early as you did.”

“That seems pretty expensive. I’m a merchant who might be coming through here again if I get a good rate,” the merchant said.

“A merchant. What’s your name for our registration form? You should make a killing here. We are looking for things to buy. We make weapons, jewelry, magical items, and sell technology designs,” Carrie said.

“Technology designs? I was here a few years ago and this was a sleepy backwoods little place. What changed?” he asked.

“Baron Lee and Lady Bala have healed most of the sick. Lord Baron Lee has upgraded our sanitation, rebuilt our roads, constructed new homes, and upgraded existing businesses. Baron Lee teaches us more and more skills. He is extremely talented,” Carrie explained.

“How about taxes? It would cost a lot to improve the roads, build a wall around the town, and hire so many guards,” the merchant said probing for the flaw to these changes. “My name is Deem.”

“The Baron and Lady Bala often finance new businesses and take 5 to 10% IF the business makes a profit. Generally, our businesses profit or the baron comes and shows us how to change things, so we do make a profit,” Carrie said. “Deem…the Darvist word for scout. Everyone here speaks Darvist if you know Darvist traders, and they are welcome.”

“How could everyone speak Darvist? How could you change things so fast? How would you build so much? Did you have teams of earth mages, or did you make a pact with a demon?” Deem asked.

Carrie laughed. “Baron Lee did most of this himself. He and Lady Bala also train anyone with the gift in magic and they mandated everyone to learn Darvist. The Baron can enchant things so the non-magical can use them. Visit the tavern and the bathhouse if you want a good memory. The tavern for the food, drink, and song and the bathhouse to wash off the travel dust. The bathhouse is just a small copper for the basic services. It is worth 100 times that. Do you need any assistance with luggage? I can have a golem take you to your room. We recommend a small copper as an inducement if you do.”

The merchant paid his large silver and was given a lanyard with the number 33 on it. “Yes, I have a heavy case. I need a golem if it is on the third floor,” he said because he was so stunned. A golem? Everyone speaks Darvist? What in the hells was going on here?

A golem rushed up to the man who was startled but he showed the room number on his lanyard to the towering machine. “Right this way, sir. Did you travel far today, sir?” the golem said with a contralto voice. “There is a nice bathhouse right down the street and the tavern downstairs is known for its good food and drink. The kitchen is open for a few more hours with several selections,” the golem said and led the man to a small room – an elevator.

The door closed behind the man and the golem, and the merchant looked alarmed. “First time in Denshu, sir?” the golem asked the man who looked confused before the doors opened. “This is your floor. To go to the lobby or the tavern just push the number – one over here. Follow me sir,” the golem said as it led the man to his room. “Here you are, sir. Touch this plate to learn how to operate all the conveniences. There is a bar and music on the roof but we only open that on weekends and holidays. It has a great view but it’s open tomorrow night. It opens at sundown – the view of the town is very nice.” The golem just stood there for a pregnant moment before the man shook himself and handed the golem a small copper. “Thank you, sir. It’s for my retirement fund.”

The merchant looked around the room and touched a plate on the wall like the golem said to do. He felt a rush of information. Gods! Deem stood in front of his full-length mirror and raised an arm and this mirror showed his rear? The toilet was warm and washed him off and all his waste disappeared. It had hot and cold running water. What a place. How could such a backwards area have such advanced magical devices? How could these devices work? He would investigate. He knew the mana use detected in Landsra had gone off the charts but technology designs? He decided he’d take the…elevator?... and visit the tavern.

◆◆◆

The Tavern

Deem was a bit taken aback by the elevator. It had whisked him down to the ground floor and a golem directed him to the common room of the tavern. There was a good-sized crowd and the aroma that came out of the kitchen of fresh bread and grilling meat made him salivate. Deem was concerned that the locals would be hostile. All the tables were full, but he was invited over to join three other men who were drinking tankards of ale. “What your name, stranger? We’ll trade you a drink for your story. Name your poison,” one of the men said. “The house ale is mighty good.”

“I’ll have that then,” Deem said and the man he had been talking with raised an arm to summon another.

“Deem means scout in Darvist. Do you speak Darvist?” the local said in Darvist. “I learned Darvist from Lady Bala and I never get to use it. I’m afraid I’ll forget it all but it seems to still come easily to my lips.”

“Yes, I speak Darvist,” Deem said surprised the local spoke with a Pratha accent like he had grown up in the capital.

The rest of the table started speaking in Darvist too. “Where are you from? I heard Carrie say a merchant came in today. Have you eaten, Deem? Today is ribs day with beans and greens. You ought to try it.”

“I would like the ribs dinner please,” Deem said in Darvist to the young girl bringing his ale.

“Certainly. Good choice, sir. My dad makes the sauce for these…not the golems. They just do the grilling,” she said in accentless Darvist.

“How does everyone speak Darvist? How did Lady Bala teach you? I didn’t catch your name,” Deem said.

“I am called Alvaro. This is Fren and my son, Advik,” the cobbler said. “We were all a little shocked by Baron Lee and Lady Bala. They flitted about healing everybody and rebuilding all the roads and houses. Then they wanted us to learn Darvist for when Darvist comes to take over Landsra.”

“What!” Deem exclaimed. “Why would they think that? How could they do that? Weren’t there teams of mages?”

“The way the Baron explained it…Darvist sent thousands of troops and mages to take over our gold mines and several cities because our old King cheated Darvist on a big loan. He borrowed hundreds of thousands of large golds and defaulted on the loan - planning to skip out. Darvist sent archmages, and troops controlled by the Brothers of Oestum who brought demons with them to take back over the cities and recoup the cost of the loan plus damages. Lee and Bala were with the mages Lee trained that defeated the invasion. He was given the barony here as an award by the surviving crown prince. Lee told me the ‘awards’ were just to delay the Darvist so the crown prince, now King, could sneak away. He used his teaching machines so we could all learn Darvist in an hour,” Alvaro said. “Ah…here is the food.” A golem came in balancing a huge tray of food.

“Here you go,” the golem said. “I will bring a stack of cleaning cloths knowing you people. Good appetite,” the golem said and whisked away.

“I have a bunch of questions,” Deem said but they all waved him away and started chowing down.

“Later,” Alvaro said with a mouth slathered with barbecue sauce.

Deem was enthralled by this delicious food. He wondered if these ribs were a local specialty. After they had cleaned up, they tried the ice cream. He had never had ice cream before, but it was wonderful. Deem was distracted by how much was happening. He asked questions but he was more and more confused. None of this was possible. Two people could not have done what they said they had done. This place was a rural dump when he had been here five years ago. He turned and asked another question to the group of locals.

“I wanted to walk around. Is there any place I shouldn’t go. I don’t want to be attacked even though I can defend myself,” Deem asked.

“You can go anywhere in our town. I wouldn’t want to be a thief or robber these days. We have a good patrol that the Baron set up. He trained the Watch, and they are actually trustworthy – no, really. I wouldn’t go out last year with others and a sword and that isn’t needed now. Go over to the bath house if you have time for a soak and a steam. It’s too late for a massage unless you want one from a golem,” Alvaro said.

Deem got up and walked over to the waitress and paid her what the others had said the meal cost. It was quite reasonable. He decided he’d see more of this city. He walked out the front of the hotel and noticed all the streets were laid with heavy tile, not cobblestones. It would be infinitely easier for wagons and horses. The roads had streetlights as far as he could see with mage lights. He hadn’t seen that many mages. He looked and saw that no one was near him. He reached under his belt and pulled out a device and took readings in different directions. He jotted down notes in a little notebook as he looked around. He stopped outside the bathhouse – the beautiful bathhouse he had to add. There was so much clear glass that looked perfect. These people must be tremendously rich to have this much glass. Oops – some people came out laughing. Where were the slums that used to be here? He walked back to the hotel, deciding to stay here longer. He never saw the eagle flying above him.


Chapter 5

The Investigation Continues

Anna approached Lee during breakfast. We may have a problem. A merchant came into town yesterday with no merchandise. His name is Deem. He is measuring something with a device I have seen him use. He is communicating with one of the crystals. He told the innkeeper he was going to the bathhouse tomorrow morning. I think we ought to confront him in the morning, Anna thought to him.

Deem emerged from the bathhouse very clean and energized. Wow, what an experience, he thought. These people are a contradiction. He had sneaked some readings and there was huge use of mana all through the building as well as the golems. So many magical devices and appliances. He HAD been the one that had discovered these massive uses. The guild would want to move here to provide guidance, he thought. He wondered about this Baron Lee and Lady Bala, however. It seemed impossible they would be responsible for all the mana use. What Deem couldn’t figure out was how there was no depletion of local mana. There was no decrease in mana levels.

Deem was walking down the street – the tiled street and stopped to watch children playing with a ball and a stick. The children looked fairly clean, and all were healthy. They all looked way too healthy and none of their clothes were in tatters. They knocked the ball in his direction. He stood a moment and didn’t say anything, and they shouted in Landsra. The oldest tilted his head to the side and then spoke in Darvist. “Hey sir! Would you toss our ball back?” the boy said in accentless Darvist.

Deem was startled. He picked up the ball. “How do you speak perfect Darvist?”

“Thought you seemed a little odd… the Baron told everyone to learn. It only took an hour and I got to be near Lady Bala. She healed my father’s lung disease and fixed my mother’s eyesight and arthritis while I learned your language. Figured you were Darvist ‘cause you looked so clueless,” the boy said.

Deem was shocked… an hour to learn a language. What kind of magic was this? The boy even used a Darvist colloquialism and an idiom correctly. He shook himself and tossed the ball back. “How can I find this Baron and Lady?” Deem asked.

The boy laughed and pointed. “Look up behind you.”

Deem looked up and saw a man and woman with a giant bird of prey flying toward him. He turned on his force shield. They landed and walked toward him. The giant bird transformed into a large cat predator he had never seen before. He was shaken to his core but took out his meter and checked the mana use. It went off the scale when pointed at the three, but the local mana showed no dip – maybe a slight increase in ambient mana. His bewilderment kept him from just turning and running.

“Welcome to Denshu, merchant. Shall we go to the tavern and talk. You seem to have more than a normal interest in our little town,” Lee said.

“That sounds like an order,” Deem said and realized he spoke in Darvist.

“Take it any way you wish. Join us at your hotel if you would,” Lee said. “Excuse my lack of manners. I am Baron Lee, this is Lady Bala, and my friend, Anna.” Lee turned to the hotel and started walking that way.

Deem shrugged and followed. He felt he had no choice but felt no threat from the man or the woman but felt the intensity of the cat’s gaze and felt he was being judged. They walked into the hotel and Carrie met them as they came in. “Carrie, we’d like to use the small conference room.”

“Certainly, my lord,” Carrie said. “Morning Lady – Anna.”

Bala and Anna both nodded to her. Deem followed with wide eyes. They went into a small, drab room. Lee indicated for Deem to have a seat. Deem was feeling very nervous about this encounter.

Lee turned to him. “You said your name is Deem to others. Is that your real name?” Lee asked and saw the man cringe. “Is something the matter?” Lee asked.

“This room is pretty drab and dark. I feel very isolated, and I feel almost suffocated,” Deem said.

“My people call it claustrophobia where you feel restricted and have a desire to escape. I will say your fear and anxiety are out of proportion to your danger. Here, let me see if I can help,” Lee said when he suddenly had an idea he wanted to try. Lee walked to the walls and touched one, changing the room’s wall color from a tan to light yellow. He then closed his eyes and changed the wall to an OLED panel powered by a zero-point module with a memory core. The wall changed to a scene from an African savanna Lee had once visited with giraffes, lions, and elephants. It was one of the last nature preserves on Earth in the 23rd century. Even Bala let out a gasp as she saw the animals eating from the acacia trees. There were baobabs with lions near those. Lee changed the environmental controls to change the air flow to match the video playing.

“Gods,” Deem said. “Where is that?”

“It is a place I visited once as a child. My great grandfather took me there. I added some of my memories. It is a place that gave me great wonder, peace, and calm,” Lee said. “Tell us why you are here – be honest – we are not enemies. Do not lie. Tell us, your potential new allies, why you are here?”

“Who are you? Where is that?” he said pointing at the wall. “How can you do these things? I am a mage and I have never seen anything like this.”

“Tell me why you are really here and what you are measuring and why. I will reciprocate though you might not believe me,” Lee said.

Deem had questions swirling around his head. He didn’t know where to start. He decided to explain because these people seemed more powerful than any but the most powerful archmages. “I am an adjuster. I measure the mana use of individual mages and estimate the mana depletion in the local mana. We use this so the guild may ascertain your use tax.”

“Why are you here?” Lee asked. “We have been expecting Darvist to send troops after the Landsra King defaulted on a huge loan.”

Deem laughed. “That is what you get when you give an unsecured loan. The Darvist bureaucracy could care less. They heard people here defeated the Brothers of Oestum and their mercenaries. They are reviled debt collectors in Darvist, but some survived coming to Landsra with tales about powerful mages that had nearly endless sources of mana. I was sent to ascertain if you used enough mana to be worth opening a guild here. We train mages at our guild and then are repaid by initiation fees, dues, and a mana use tax. Realize the Brothers of Oestum will hire more mercenaries since excess population is one thing Darvist has in abundance.”

“What are you planning to report? Did you travel here by portal?” Bala asked.

“No. Of course not. I’m an adjuster, not a portal mage. It is too expensive to areas without an active portal. Those portal mages have a racket,” Deem said.

“How so?” Lee asked.

“Have you ever traveled by portal?” Deem asked.

“Why yes, quite a lot,” Lee said, and Bala looked shocked because she had never seen him travel by portal.

“Portal mages charge for every use and their mana usage. You are also charged by the distance between portals. They charge for continuous use or intermittent use. They charge exorbitant rates for guarding portals. The portal mages run Darvist,” Deem explained.

“What about mages who create their own portals? I am going to build some and leave them running since I can do so without depleting the local mana,” Lee said. “Tell me. You have used your toilet in your room with hot and cold water. How much mana did they deplete? Did you measure it? How much depletion is this wall display using?”

“The portals are a closely held secret. Many have tried but they have traps built into fixed portals. No independent has successfully made a working portal. They attack those that attempt it.” Deem pulled out a large device from inside his loose jacket and Lee decided he must have a bag-of-holding space inside it – a smart idea. The adjuster proceeded to point the device at the wall display. Tapped it, looked at it, hit it harder. “It is using mana far less than I would have thought but there is no local mana depletion. That’s impossible. How long would this display work…before it breaks down, I mean?” he asked.

“This type of display should work about one hundred of your years,” Lee said.

“How can it not deplete local mana? What did you mean by your years? As opposed to what?” Deem asked.

“These draw mana from a different dimension – there are many dimensions. Demons come from a different dimension, but this draws from one that is NOT a demon dimension. You define a year as the time it takes your planet to travel around your local sun, do you not?” Lee asked.

“That is the latest theory that is gaining support among our scholars,” Deem said looking uncomfortable.

“What do you know about the stars? What do you know about your planet, Trace? Did you realize it’s called Trace in Darvist and Landsra?” Lee said.

“There are many theories about the stars,” Deem said feeling more uncomfortable.

“Those stars are like your sun only far, far away. Most have planets going around them like Trace – I take that back – they have planets, but few have life on them like Trace. Some of the planets take a long time to go around the sun and some go around them much faster…their years vary. My planet takes a bit longer to go around our sun. The planet displayed here is almost the same as Trace,” Lee said.

Anna, who had been silent the whole interrogations so far and not even sent him a thought, walked over the wall display. She turned toward Lee. You will freak out these people if you explain too much. It is too much for them to understand – too much – too soon. Bala is getting disturbed. Let us use an orbital view of Trace instead of showing them other things that will just confuse them. We will start by zooming in to show the different countries here and then – I’ll zoom in on Darvist and Landsra capitols – then some of the other countries. I don’t know the names they give but I will add a learning program and voice activation to the display. Anna closed her eyes for a minute and put both paws on the lower right section of the display that contained the memory modules.

“What is it doing?” Deem asked.

“She…she is changing the display to show the survey she did of your planet just before I came here,” Lee said.

The screen turned black with a spinning-colored ball in the center and then it showed Trace from orbit. It showed the world turning a bit and then centered on Dwashu. It zoomed in on the town and then swung to Dimmock and then to West-Shu, before going to Tallen and zooming in on the castle and town.

Bala was excited and was pointing out different features she recognized. “That is like the globe you made for Sprann,” Bala said excitedly. The view swung to Denshu and then went to Pratha and zoomed in – showing the Darvist capital city in detail. It then went to other cities on other continents and strange cities of other nations on the other side of the world. The display even showed an island nation with sophisticated looking cities.

“Our world is a spinning ball,” Deem said. “That was our capital. What wonder produced this…?”

“What mana depletion is showing with the wall display now?” Lee asked.

Deem took his scanner and aimed it at the wall display. “It is just a trickle and ambient mana in the room has scarcely changed.”

“So would we be charged with our mana use or the mana depletion in the area?” Lee asked.

“We usually charge by the mana used but we take into account how much mana depletion there was in the area because everyone knows if an area has depleted mana – it makes magic less likely to work in that area for a while,” Deem explained.

“How much use tax would you charge me for this display? How about a major use of mana? I need to put in a road to a nearby farm that supplies much of the town’s milk and many of the vegetables we use. Follow me and we’ll build a road, then I’ll buy the drinks and dinner. What do you say we do that?” Lee said.

“A good test,” Deem thought. That would be enlightening since he was marveling at the high quality of the roads in town. He wondered when the earth mages would join them.

They walked to the edge of town where the paving stones ended. “Here we go. Get your instrument ready,” Lee said, and Anna was observing Deem.

Lee pictured the road in his mind and then started conjuring the excavation, hardening the sides, and layering the rocks, soil, gravel, sand, paving stones while contouring the drainage ditches on each side. He was constructing while walking briskly for two and a half kilometers to the farm. Deem had stood there stunned for a moment before following behind taking readings. It was so interesting, Deem never felt tired from the walk. Lee extended the road all the way to the farm’s house where he made a small plaza outside the barn. The occupants came rushing to him and hugged him and danced around. The rough road did not do the raw milk any favors.

Lee smiled and waved them away and went back to the turnoff on the road. He continued building the road another kilometer to another farm. He made several short side routes to smaller farms but didn’t go all the way to their homes. Lee turned to Deem. “Mana use, and mana depletion levels?” Lee asked.

“Your mana use was off the scale, but I find no mana depletion in the area,” Deem replied.

“Obviously, archmages use more mana than generalist mages, but they are using stored mana or mana pulled from the local area. How long will it take you to get back? How would that be received in Darvist?” Lee asked.

“They would charge you for your mana usage. I’m sure they’d disregard the lack of local mana depletion because they’d see the money they’d receive in mana usage fees. They’d say you were somehow cheating the system and have you jailed for non-payment,” Deem explained.

“How do archmages pay those higher fees?” Lee asked.

“They get a highly discounted rate from the guild, and they charge the people who hire them as a cost in the contract. It’ll take me about three weeks to get back to Pratha from here,” Deem said.

“Do all the mages join your guild or do any skip paying the usage rates?” Lee asked.

“Adjusters like me track down large mana usage and direct enforcers to encourage mages to join the guild or be blacklisted, which makes them unable to secure contracts. Some skip paying but the law tends to favor the guild in any dispute,” Deem said.

Lee and Anna turned to Deem. “Now tell me the real reason you are here. I believe you are an adjuster, but you have implied a lot of things while skirting the real reason. Your guild has no members here and we have few strong mages here though we are developing a few. Give me a reason not to disintegrate you where you stand. Your guild has no financial incentive to come here since there are few mages.”

Deem thought he had them lulled by his non-confrontational image snapped on his shield. “I suppose it is time for me to go,” he said.

Lee disintegrated his shield buckle which dropped his force field. “Wait. I’m just a merchant…”

Deem said.

Lee went to him and numbed both legs from the waist down, making him fall down.

“What have you done? I’ve never hurt you. I’m an adjuster and a merchant!” Deem yelled.

Lee went forward and Deem thought he was going to kick him or something, but Lee listened to Anna. Anna told Lee that Deem had been communicating with one of the crystals in his right pocket. Lee removed it and dropped it into his bag of holding.

“You can’t make me talk,” Deem said.

Lee disintegrated Deem’s right ankle but he wasn’t in pain yet. “I’ll just keep removing appendages every time you lie. My companion over here has not eaten in a long time,” Lee said, and Anna played along by growling menacingly while baring her fangs. “If I say so, Anna, make it slow so the vultures here can pluck out his eyes while he’s still alive.”

“You’ll just kill me anyway if I tell you the reason I’m here,” Deem said.

Lee disintegrated his other leg up to the knee. “You know I can manifest a huge amount of mana – without lessening the ambient mana. I’m a healer and I can regrow amputated legs.”

Deem lay there for a full minute. He touched the severed parts of his leg to prove it wasn’t an illusion. He knew he’d die here and wouldn’t be able to call for help. The animal terrified him.

“Will you regrow what you removed and let me go if I tell you the truth?” Deem asked.

“Yes, I will regrow your body parts where I removed them and let you go with a travel pack with three weeks of food if you tell me the whole truth. I will know if you don’t and turn you over to my companion,” Lee said. “I am all ears.”

“All ears? I don’t understand,” Deem said.

“That’s just an idiom from my home. It means I am listening intently. You have my rapt attention,” Lee said, and Anna growled again.

Deem jerked his head over at Anna again, licked his lips and closed his eyes for a moment. He was thinking how much he should tell this man – he decided he wasn’t going to risk messing with a guy this powerful. His employers could deal with him. He realized he wasn’t being paid enough to lie. “I am working for the Portal Mages.” He paused. "They were hired by the Brothers of Oestum who lost a good portion of their reputation by not being able to recover the huge, defaulted loan. They plan to loot Landsra and sent adjusters to measure the strength of the mages here. They didn’t think there were any mages in this country that could stop them since they even had a couple of demons working for them. They would enslave the population they didn’t ravish and kill.”
 

Deem seemed to have trouble talking. He grabbed his throat and Lee took a canteen of cold water from his bag of holding and gave it to the man. He gulped down half the container and continued.

“I and other adjusters have been going to cities across Landsra measuring the mana use to ascertain risk from mages after the last fiasco. We are also getting readings that the portal mages would use to make portal destination plots. That’s mainly it.”

Lee reached forward and regrew Deem’s right ankle.

“Hey, I told you everything,” Deem said.

“No, you didn’t. Where are the portal destinations you mapped here? Who in the portal guild hired you – their name and names of the leaders? When is all this to take place? You are the closest adjuster to Darvist. What other cities were targeted? Names of any of the other adjusters? How many? Any other preparations you know about? Mercenaries, demons, mages, brothers?” Lee asked.

Deem broke down like someone asked the time and Lee had a hard time getting him to stop talking. He talked like it was to save his life. He told how many adjusters, how they trained and recorded destination points. He described the portal destination locations here and even gave Lee notations for the portal origin points and hints on how to decipher the glyphs and runes on a portal. He regrew his other leg from the knee down and had him hobble back into town barefoot to pick up new shoes, socks, pants, and a backpack packed with food for three weeks. Lee gave him no containers for water or pans for cooking. Lee sent him on his way and had Anna escort him out of town. He knew it’d be a long three weeks back before the invasion.

◆◆◆

Lee explained to Bala what had happened while Anna was escorting Deem out of town.

“Gods!” Bala exclaimed. “He had me completely fooled. I thought he was just a nice merchant.”

“A merchant with no stock taking mana measurements? I was always suspicious because I couldn’t see how their guild would charge us usage fees or get to join their guild for that matter. You don’t send merchants off without trade goods or mages without offering services,” Lee said.

“How do you know he was a mage?” Bala asked.

“Anna felt him activate his measuring devices and communications. He was reporting what he saw,” Lee explained.

“What do you want to do about it?” Bala asked.

“I plan to contact all our allies by bracer and warn them about the adjusters and the impending invasion. Then I’m going to experiment on the two portals we captured and reverse engineer them,” Lee said.

“Reverse engineer? Do you mean you’ll figure out how they work?” Bala said. ‘What will you do IF you can learn to use portals?”

“I’ll travel to Darvist and throw a monkey wrench into their plans,” Lee said.

“A monkey wrench? Another one of your weird expressions, I assume,” Bala said. “You plan to portal to Darvist and upset their plans, don’t you? I will stay here and fortify this position as much as I can. They listen to me only because I have healed so many and you have put them in clean homes with jobs. They will fight to protect their homes. I have about forty that have enough power to make a mage light. Alvaro is by-far the strongest. Would you duplicate those bracers for those forty?”

“Sure Bala. I can knock off copies really quickly since I already have the pattern. I will embed the disabling code so you would be able to disable any of them. Liam has latent skills. I will ask him if I can increase his mana pathways. I want you to train him. He will be as strong or stronger than Alvaro I think.”

◆◆◆

Liam was pleased to see Lee again. He had never been as prosperous until Lee had carved the rock into Liam’s statue. “Customers are coming to me from nearby towns. I’ve had to hire four helpers and two more apprentices,” Liam said. “What do you need?”

“Let’s talk inside,” Lee said and walked into Liam’s room he used as an office. Lee looked around and checked to see no one was within earshot. “I detect you have magical ability whether you know it or not. I need you to pretend to make me forty-five bracers and I need them ahead of anything else you’re doing.”

“Baron, I can’t do that. I have work stacked up for the next month,” Liam said.

Lee pulled out a sack of large gold coins. “Here is three large gold. I’ll give you the other three the day they’re brought to me.”

“What is this? You haven’t asked me for much of anything and now you have to have it right now? What’s up?” Liam asked.

“Remember Deem?” Lee asked.

“The merchant? Yeah. Didn’t have any merchandise – found that odd,” Liam answered.

“He was a scout for mercenaries and portal mages in Darvist planning destination locations for portals. Three weeks or so from now we are going to be invaded. I need the bracers yesterday. I plan to take everyone with magic talent and make them powerful artifacts to fight off the mercenaries and Brothers of Oestum who plan to come and enslave everyone here – everyone in Landsra. You have hidden talent with your smithing – that’s one of the reasons you are so good because you feel the flaws,” Lee explained.

“I couldn’t even make mage light when I tested. No one knows that I have talent, but I do feel the flaws in the metal,” Liam said.

“I want to widen your meridians – the magical pathways in your body that are keeping you from your full talent,” Lee said. “I need you and Alvaro to learn from Lady Bala and defend this town.”

“How long would this treatment take?” Liam asked.

“Just a minute or two but it’s very painful,” Liam said.

“Go ahead. You’ve made this town a better place to live. I trust you,” Liam said, and it warmed his heart.

Lee touched Liam and found the narrow pathways in many of the meridians. He, as gently as he could, stretched the pathways like Perene had done with him when he first arrived. Liam arched his back and gritted his teeth so hard with the pain that Lee thought he ought to stop but he pushed the blockages open all over the man’s body. He had passed out with a sweating brow, but color was coming back into his knuckles and face as he regained consciousness. Liam blinked and worked his jaw around and flexed his huge wrists and fingers.

“Do you remember how to try to make a mage light? Hold out your palm and close your eyes. Concentrate on a ball of light over your palm. Imagine a little glow and have it hover in your mind’s eye over your hand. Open your eyes,” Lee said.

Liam opened his eyes and saw a golf ball sized ball of heatless light hovering over his palm. It winked out in a few seconds, and he slumped. “I feel like I’ve run a race. Why am I so tired?”

“When you first picked up a hammer, did it feel like it does now,” Lee asked.

“I could hardly lift it,” Liam said.

“Magic is like a new muscle. You have to use it and try to strengthen it. See Lady Bala and let her teach you while I experiment on portals,” Lee said, and turned and created 45 brass bracers.

“You didn’t need me to make them. Why pretend?” Liam asked.

“I’ve annealed them. Have your helpers sand and polish them. Bring them to me when you’re ready in a couple of days. I want people to see you with them first. I’ll be in my lab at my home. Practice with Bala and get Alvaro to come with you. I have asked her to work with you and Alvaro. Any questions?” Lee asked.

“Why do people ask that when they know that we will have thousands of questions once we understand what the heck we need to do? You want me to pretend to make these bracers and bring them to you in two days. In the meantime, I am to find Lady Bala and get her to show me magic while you are off by yourself trying to figure out portals – which no one outside of the portal guild has been able to do in hundreds of years. Is that the gist of it?” Liam asked.

“Yep,” Lee said. “Think you can do that?”

“Well,” Liam rubbed his chin. “It seems doable and the money’s good…also I don’t mind being around Lady Bala. Never met anyone like her.

“I‘ll tell her you’ll be contacting her,” Lee said and flew back to his estate and the lab.

◆◆◆

Portal Pointers

Lee extracted the two confiscated portals and started studying them for the first time. He couldn’t believe he had waited this long. He knew about the dimensional portals like he had used to get here.

Anna came to him. "I have not been able to decipher many of the strange symbols. There are so many that don’t make any sense."

Lee memorized all the ones and reviewed the guesses that Deem had mentioned. What had his great-grandfather done? He had taken a camera and made it show magnetic fields around the Earth. Maybe he could do something here to show mana. He conjured some spectacles.

What are you going to do with those? Anna asked. They look grotesque.

“I’m going to make them so I can see mana with them,” Lee said aloud.

I won’t stop you. I didn’t think your great-grandfather could see magnetic fields, but he couldn’t use magic to make matter out of mana. Good luck. Shouldn’t we be working on portal tech, Anna thought to him.

“You are not helping. See if you can decipher those runes and glyphs,” Lee said. “We have two destination points in Denshu. I have the latitude (north-south position) and the longitude (the east-west position) and the elevation above sea level, but I don’t know if I have to worry about Coriolis Effect. The planetary rotation and movement through space shouldn’t be a factor here since we are all on the same planet and not traveling between planets.”

Good luck, Anna thought. I will just lie here and enjoy watching the master work.

Lee snorted and then projected a spell with the concept of imbuing clear glass with the ability to see mana. He took the glasses off the table and put them on – no change. Maybe he had to give a power source and amplify the projection. He fixed the concept in his mind and created a power source and amplifier. He cast the spell, put on the glasses, and saw gold and green lines of force all swirling around him. He looked at Anna and saw a golden glow that emanated from her, but it only projected about a hands width around her. He took off the glasses and put them on Anna.

You have a thick aura around you that is very bright, Anna thought. Can you hide it? That would be very useful to hide your power.

“I never even thought of that,” Lee said still thinking. “I’ll try,” Lee said while trying to tamp down his aura.

Dimmer… but still spreads out a pace around you… that’s dimmer. Better – now you’re doing it. Try to make it so it doesn’t show outside your clothes. That’s it but your head is glowing like a beacon. Walk around…no…it flares every step. Keep walking and put it in the back of your mind. That’s it. You got it. Here you go. You take these things before someone puts me in a cute cat commercial, Anna thought.

Lee took the glasses and couldn’t see where he was walking and almost walked into the side of one of the portal frames. He looked at it and noticed that some of the runes and glyphs glowed and some didn’t. That’s it. Anna! He thought.

Don’t shout. I can hear when you think at me – quietly.

He started talking aloud at a normal volume. “That’s it. Some of the glyphs and runes are dummies and have no function in the portal use. They might create some hum or something, but it is all to throw people off how the damn things work. Over half of them do nothing, I’ll bet. I am writing down the ones I see that are active since this portal still has a power jewel.”

It was the third day when they had a breakthrough. They discovered several small runes at the back. The portal guild had done a good job of obfuscating how the portal worked. One of the portals they had discovered in the King’s castle looked like it was set to receive only. He knew its location from the preview scan Anna had made of Trace before Lee arrived on the planet. He knew the exact location they had recovered the guild portal. What helped on figuring out about the elevation glyphs was the castle portal in Tallen was 20 meters above the surface ground level and the guild portal in Tallen was about 8 meters below surface level. He could check the global survey Anna had done and pinpoint the longitude and latitude. Now he had six points on the globe where he knew the exact location. Anna was able to discern what glyphs were for what.




Now Lee had to figure out all the other variables. Liam had an assistant bring up the forty bracers for him. Liam was studying with Bala, and he was a quick learner. He could cast fireballs without a bracer showing he was even more powerful than Alvaro the cobbler. Lee took all the bracers out and laid them on the table. He already knew what to add to them so they couldn’t be compromised like Lappik, the imposter, had done.

It was cut-n-paste enchantment engraving at its best. He inscribed glyphs and runes into the bracers for the following magical spells:

Magic Mental shield runes

Magic Shields runes

Gravity shield formulas (adjustable to thicken or widen)

Magnetic shields formulas

Runes with Ignore me spells

Memory wipe runes – forget me spells

A rune for a Silence spell

Oxygen overpressure spell runes and formula

Fireball spell runes tied to oxygen generation runes to make fireballs hotter & air in the            force field

Disintegration projection beam (changes matter to hydrogen gas)

Popper disintegration directed spell producing marble-sized balls

Zero-point module formulas producing power and mana embedded in a crystal

Strength & stamina rune pair

Sole user rune with shock for unauthorized user glyphs

Communications glyphs

A Hide inscriptions glyph

A hidden disabling all spells rune

He then added a small quartz crystal to provide a sort of zero-point mana power. Bala sent four would-be students to carry the bracers for her.

“How are you doing?” she asked.

“I’ve figured out the destination and origin coordinates and the way to power them. Now I’m looking at the security features built-in, so you have to say, sign, or produce mana in a certain way to allow passage. I will add other security features,” Lee said.

“I’m amazed by everything you do. It is hard to believe you could complete them in a few hours. It scares me sometimes,” Bala said.

“Will you have any trouble training the new guardsmen?” Lee asked.

“Liam is helping, and they look up to him a lot. He is getting powerful. I am going to train Alvaro and Liam to help me train the others,” Bala said.

“I think I’ll be able to start testing tomorrow. We’ll see,” Lee said. “Be careful.”

Bala smiled and headed up the stairs. Lee realized they hadn’t been intimate in a while and missed having free time, but he had his fief to protect, and he needed to stop a war.
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Chapter 6

Portal Ploys

Lee created another portal frame and listed the destination frame as the one of the proposed destination points for the upcoming Darvist invasion. He inscribed the origin and destination loci using his own figures for latitude, longitude, and elevation. He set it so he and Anna were the only two mana biosignatures that could initiate this portal. His servants wheeled it down to the side of the town plaza and put signs all over it, in the local language and Darvist. The signs listed many of the main businesses in town that welcomed visitors to Denshu. He was trying to use distraction like the guild did. His great grandfather once took him to an ancient town in East Tennessee and it had signs like this coming into the town. It certainly didn’t look like a portal – it looked like welcome to Denshu. He chuckled as he flew back to his estate because he added a feature to his gate that would cast a fireball at any unauthorized user.

Lee waited until after supper and told Bala he was going back to his lab to work. He extinguished all the lights in his lab and activated the portal. He could see the streetlights of the plaza, so he knew the location was correct and his symbols for longitude and latitude worked. He tossed the housecat through the opening, and he could see the cat crouch, look around, and run off. He stepped through avoiding the edges of the signs. He stepped back into his lab. He changed the destination latitude slightly to the south so there would not be a anchoring destination portal. He wanted to see if there indeed had to be a receiving portal to work. What would happen if the destination wasn’t anchored?

He activated his lab portal and didn’t see the expected building at the other location but somewhere east. He stepped through and found he was east of his intended location, and he could not go back through. What happened? Ah! Coriolis Effect since they were in the Southern Hemisphere of Trace and that would make us go east when the end was unsecured. He flew to the town plaza, saw no one around and gated back to his lab. He conjured several more gates and got Anna to give him the longitude, latitude, and elevation of Dimmock, Tallen, Dwashu, Sashu, and Leeville.

Lee activated his bracer and called Sprann. He had almost an instant reply. “Lee, I thought you had abandoned us. I thought since you didn’t call me – you didn’t want to see me and Perene again. I decided not to call you and disturb you.”

“Where are you? Are you okay?” Lee asked.

“We’re fine. Had to run a few Darvist off who were skulking around here, but Perene and I just settled down in Leeville. We keep getting refugees from Dimmock and surrounding towns. When are you coming to visit me? What’s going on to the south – it’s been mighty quiet around here. This is a pretty little town with a nice tavern now. I bought a lot of crossbows you designed and I hear you armed a lot of the people here. I magic the arrowheads to make them work against mages,” Sprann said.

“Go out to the little town plaza you made. Is it a nice night? I remember it’s layout well,” Lee said.

“Oh, you’re close. I’ll bring Perene with me and let the guard know since I made some of the bracers for the ones with any talent,” the rejuvenated wizard said.

“Be there in a minute,” Lee said and began guessing the error in a long transit with an unanchored end. He set the elevation 500 paces in elevation to make sure he wouldn’t run into anything and put on his flying disk. He called Anna and he told her to use her eagle transformation and they were going to visit Sprann and Perene. He changed the coordinates on his lab portal and stepped through into the air above Leeville – the city he built for the refugees. It had mage lights around a few of the streets and the valley looked lovely. He saw the couple standing in the plaza and landed a few steps from them with Anna right beside him turning back into a cougar.

He took a few hurried steps and enveloped Sprann with a back slapping hug. He then smiled and nodded at him and went over to Perene and gave her a hug and a kiss on both cheeks. She flushed enough to be seen even under a streetlight. Anna came up to Perene and rubbed against her and let out a contented purring sound.

“Let’s go back to our house. I’ve improved on what you showed me, and it might not be up to the Lee standard – it’s a cut above the King’s residence. We can talk there,” Sprann said.

The house they approached was made of the same conjured material Lee had used for the taverns. They entered and Lee noticed a warm fire burning but there was no smell of burning wood.

“Ever-burning fire,” Perene said. “I wanted a fireplace, and he made one that doesn’t use wood but uses your power supply – we don’t have to chop wood or haul out the ashes. He even made it, so it looks like a fire but doesn’t heat the house in warmer weather.”

“I have helped the villagers and have improved my ability to create matter out of mana. Why were you so close? Is anything the matter?” Sprann asked.

“It’s good to see you. I’ve figured out portals and we can now go anywhere on Trace. I wanted to warn you about adjusters and give you the way to make portals yourself,” Lee said. “Those adjusters were sent by the Portal Guild in Darvist to map out destination portals. I have found we don’t need destination portals. I was in Denshu a few minutes ago. I have a portal frame I wanted to give you. I thought I’d give it to you and show you how to visit me in Denshu and go anywhere you want on the planet. I suggest you put it in a tiny room to make it harder to access. Want to visit me in Denshu. We have a bathhouse you and Perene would love.”

“Bathhouse. We can take baths here,” Sprann said.

Lee grinned and let out a little laugh with his eyes closed picturing Sprann expecting a simple bath. “Our bathhouse has changing rooms where we clean your clothes while you clean and then steam – we have a steam room that clears your head. We have cold plunge pools and heated pools and massages with music and healing sounds. You can get a facial and a manicure, makeup lessons. Of course, we have a high-class hotel and tavern like in West-Shu. Bala is training forty-five locals with talent to join the local guard.”

“So, Lady Bala is still with you?” Perene asked.

“For now. We’ve been growing apart, I get the feeling,” Lee said.

“She has always had a penchant for older men,” Perene said. “…but that’s just an old lady’s observation.”

“Quit that. You don’t look like an old lady anymore – I can see why Sprann chased you until you caught him all those years ago. How is the healing going?” Lee asked.

“The locals are all healthy now. I just treat visitors and people come to me from other towns. The portals will let us travel like we always wanted. How will you get back? Doesn’t it take an origin portal from what you are explaining?” Perene asked.

“Right now, I am carrying a portal aligned from here to my home in Denshu. I suppose there should be a way to create a portal without a physical portal. Let’s go to my home and work on it a while after I set up the portal here,” Lee said.

Sprann went to his basement lab and hollowed out a section of wall to create a room for an origin portal. He strengthened the walls around it and began inscribing the remaining location runes and glyphs. Sprann copied down the formulas and Lee showed him how to relate the locations from the globe Lee had made from Anna’s prearrival survey of the planet. With these formulas and the globe – Sprann could travel anywhere on the planet. Lee set it to his lab destination portal. When they activated the portal, they could see the inside of another lab – this one in Denshu at the barony.

“Perene, I’m glad you’re coming with us? I know Bala will love to see you again. Sprann and I will keep working there. You go upstairs and surprise Bala. I told her I might be gone a day or so. She’ll want to show you around while the guys piddle in the lab. That way you won’t be bored out of your mind,” Lee said as he stepped through and Sprann followed.

Perene stepped through and looked around. “You boys are just the same,” she said looking at the disorder from the odd bits and pieces scattered around on tables. “Sprann almost left me once when I ‘cleaned up’ his lab while he was gone, so I’ll leave you boys alone to play.” She saw Anna hop into the room through the portal. “Anna, show me where to go, please.” Anna and Perene went upstairs to surprise Bala.

Lee turned to Sprann as Lee listed the absolute minimum needed for a portal. He explained Coriolis forces Lee thought about water swirling down a drain but that is more affected by the sink’s shape and existing water motion, but then he thought of a Foucault Pendulum. He conjured a heavy pendulum with a spike stick out the bottom, so it made a mark in sand and set it swinging freely on a long wire from the very high ceiling of the basement. “When this swings over hours, the pendulum swings will appear to rotate but since the pendulum’s swing is actually swinging back and forth in the same direction. It is the floor beneath it that is moving because of Trace’s rotation.”

“I don’t understand. Why are you telling me this about a pendulum? What does it have to do with portals?” Sprann asked.

“I discovered unanchored portals are affected by this force over long distances. I used an unanchored portal with no destination location and since the distance wasn’t too far – I came out close to where I wanted, but it is something I can calculate. Anna and I can give you a chart, I think. It makes a difference how close you are to the equator and whether you are in your world’s northern or southern hemisphere when you do long jumps to other continents,” Lee said.

“It will be a while before I will be using a portal to other continents but when Darvist invades again like you described to enslave us – we may have to do that. How will we shape the portal if we don’t use a frame?” Sprann asked.

“That is the problem, isn’t it? I don’t want to send my upper body and not my legs – that would be… problematic. Oh!” Lee said and hurried to a table across the room and picked up his special glasses and handed them to Sprann after showing him how-to put-on spectacles.

Lee went over and got his staff and turned on a mind shield. “Try looking through the glasses.”

“Gods!” Sprann said. “I can see… mana.” Sprann turned to look at the portal and saw the mana wrapping around the portal frame. He took off the glasses swiftly. “You would have to define the door with a specific size – probably define a shape by one of your mathematical formulas.”

“I’ll do that…hum-m…x2/a2 + y2/b2 = 1 so, if 2a is the longest diameter of the ellipse and 2b is the minor axis (the shortest diameter of the ellipse) and I want it 2.5 paces high so it will fit in a room and 3 paces wide so two people can go through at once, then x2/2.25 + y2/1.5625 = 1. This will configure our field like we want. I can engrave this on anything, but we would need the security access, destination, defense, and duration,” Lee explained. “I developed that navigation feature for our bracers when we were flying to the mines, remember. I could add that in to automatically get the origin point. This might work after all. I have a couple of translucent rose quartz crystals I’ve been saving to power something – this is it. I’ll make you and me one. Is there a way for us to change destinations mentally with a spell? That way we wouldn’t have the components out there for people to copy?”

“There is an odd spell that was designed to produce musical tones from thought. The spell may be adaptable to destination coordinates if you can hold them in your mind under stress. It will take some practice. I thought it was unusual and bought it from a stringed instrument tuner since it was so unique. I will often play a note to amuse Perene when she does something funny or bright,” Sprann said as he made a tone sound in the room that was really low frequency. “Maybe that could form the destination coordinates in the portal spell. You wouldn’t need to carry anything if the bracer had it engraved on the inside and outside of the bracer since it already has the power source.”

“I’ll engrave my bracer here and we can test it,” Lee said.

◆◆◆

Perene and Anna Surprise Bala

Perene and Anna had rushed up the stairs, but Bala wasn’t in her bedroom or in other rooms. They searched and found servants, but everywhere the servants suggested was empty. Finally, Anna lifted her head and growled gently to get Perene’s attention. Anna nodded toward outside.

“Do you need to go outside? I haven’t seen you go anywhere, here’s the exit to the garden. You can surely do your business out there,” Perene said talking like to a baby.

Anna rolled her eyes but was amused. At least Anna directed Perene toward the open door to the garden. A servant rushed up and suggested that Bala might be in the study, but Anna was adamant and showed her teeth at the servant who stepped aside. They went outside and Anna went toward Bala’s scent. In the back corner of the garden Anna padded around a corner. Anna and Perene a moment later, saw Bala and Liam engaged in… they weren’t wrestling. Bala looked up in shock to see Perene and Anna. The color drained from her face and then began to flush as she struggled on her clothes. Liam too struggled on his clothes but had a bit of trouble with his pants for obvious reasons.

“I didn’t want Lee to find out about this,” Bala said.

Perene took it well though Anna seemed shocked. “I won’t say anything, but you should tell Lee soon…don’t you think? It’s good to see you. I just came to tell you that Lee has figured out the portals and you can go anywhere now. I’m going to go back downstairs now but you should be the one to tell him. The servants tried to stop us, so they know. I won’t say anything while we’re here, but you should talk to him. You owe him that much,” Perene said and stalked off.

Anna, turned to go, looked back over her shoulder, and then trotted off.

◆◆◆

Perene went into the kitchen and the cooks initially looked alarmed until Anna walked in beside her. “I’m Perene, an old friend of Lee and Anna from Dwashu. Would you mind taking the boys some food and non-alcoholic drinks down to Lee’s lab?”

“Where did you come from? Boys?” the cook asked and then blushed. “Pardon me. My name is Lena. We thought the Baron was going to be gone at least overnight and possibly several days. We didn’t see or hear you come in.”

“That’s quite all right, Lena. The Baron and my husband, Sprann, who is Warden of the Western Lands are together down there. I’m a friend of Bala,” she said with pride, and then felt ashamed for saying so much.

Lena looked around and then looked toward the door to the garden. “I’ll have something right down. You just surprised us.”

Perene looked at Lena with a crooked smile. “It seems we surprised several people,” she said and chuckled.

Lena blushed again and Perene could tell because she could feel the heat in the woman’s face despite her dark skin. Perene walked with Anna back down to the laboratory. She’d seen situations blow up, but she wasn’t about to say anything. She’d said enough. She wondered what they’d come up with this time. They always did better together for a while so their ideas could simmer a bit.

Lee turned to Sprann. “Do you have any scrying spells?”

“To listen or watch from a distance. I have one but I’ve never really had a need for it. They are very mana intensive. Why do you ask?” Sprann said.

“I thought I might open a mini portal so we could hear someone from a distance. The portal is invisible and could be shaped to amplify sound or allow vision. We might get more ideas if we saw the spell formations. I think I can make the portals I create so no one can trace our origin. There are a lot of possibilities – let’s get this working before I take us off on too many tangents,” Lee said. “I think we’ve got all the components we need to make this thing. Shall we try getting you back home – I do suggest you wear your flying harness in case you come out above ground.”

“That gives me a lot of faith when you say that. I’ll take Perene and go through the portals with the anchored ends while you try your other method. You call me if you get into trouble,” Sprann said. “Perene, we need to head back. Lee may be joining us later.”

Lee saw them step through to their house. Lee pictured the destination coordinates in the air above Sprann’s home in western Landsra. He applied mana to the bracer's runes activating the portal and he could sense it. He put his spectacles on, and he could see the elliptical shape of the portal – wider than tall like he designed it. He stepped through into the air high above Sprann’s home at Leeville. He flew down and knocked on the door. Perene answered and hugged Lee. “It works,” Perene said. “We always wanted to travel. Did you forget Anna?”

“I did. I have to go. See you soon. Find those scrying spells,” he said, and he was portaling back to his lab. He stepped and stumbled into his lab as there was a little drop when exiting the portal.

Bala was coming down the steps and saw him pop out of the air. “Where have you been? Why didn’t you tell me you’d be back so soon,” she said a little acidly.

“I figured out portals. We can go anywhere right now. I was visiting Perene and Sprann in Leeville where they’ve settled and made sure they were home okay,” Lee stared at Bala’s face for a minute. “Something is bothering you,” Lee said.

Bala looked very uncomfortable. “Did Perene say anything to you?”

Lee knew she didn’t want to say something – something was wrong. “Just say it.”

“I’ve really enjoyed being with you. I’ve learned a lot and I like it here, but I think I need a little space,” Bala said, and Lee saw her pupils dilate and she was breathing rapidly.

“Who is it? I’ve felt you growing distant lately and I felt lucky to have had any time with you. Just let me know who so I won’t be blindsided when in the village. I’ll be going to Darvist soon and I wanted you to stay here and manage the town defense. Just move to any of the other bedrooms. It’s okay. Come here. I want to give you a final kiss to remind me what I’m missing,” Lee said, and she gave him a very passionate kiss.

Bala stepped back and then frowned. “You aren’t angry. I expected all kinds of things you’d do. I thought you’d shout at me or try to hunt down who I’m seeing…I didn’t expect this…”

“Bala. I care for you a lot, but I will live thousands of years if I’m not killed. It is better this way. Who is it? Alvaro’s too old – Liam – is it Liam?” he said and saw her jerk. “Liam’s a good man…he’s going to be a good mage. Teach him well. I think I’ll head to Darvist in a few days and see if I can stop this invasion. You stay here and handle the defense of this town. Call me if you need me or it gets bad. The portal over there is set to go to Western Landsra where Perene and Sprann live. Flee there if you have to. The barony should make good money in the meantime, and you can handle that well. I’ll take some with me, but money isn’t really a problem for me anymore,” he said knowing he could conjure gold or platinum if he needed any.

“You don’t hate me?” Bala said.

“Gods, no,” he said. “I think you are a sexy, smart woman with a warrior’s heart. I am very proud to know you and I will support you as long as there is a breath in my body. Liam’s a lucky man. Your title is hereditary so any children would be nobility. It’s not dependent on me.”

Bala starting crying and ran up the steps. Anna came down the stairs.

“You heard all that didn’t you,” Lee spoke to Anna.

I didn’t see you leave and went upstairs, Anna thought to him. Darvist in a few days? Where are we going? Do you want me in this form, or do you want me in a humanoid form?

“Darvist is a whole order of magnitude of strange for us. I know so little. What humanoid form? Do you miss saying sarcastic quips and watching all the human’s reaction?” Lee asked.

I could be a little blond bombshell, but I don’t have much mass. The cougar form is useful to scare people with the teeth, claws, and growl. There is another humanoid form that is alluded to in Darvist literature – dark elves. That were said to be powerful, deadly, and beautiful, Anna thought to Lee.

“Will you still be able to think to me? Let’s see this transformation,” Lee said to Anna aloud. Saying things allowed him to think through what he’d say while thinking to her was great when he wanted silent communication that was superfast. “Try it or have you already… I know you’ve already tried it. Let’s see what you’ve come up with.”

Anna’s form began to morph, and it looked like she was standing up on her rear legs and getting taller and skinnier. She looked like a young female elf. She had jet black hair and a milk chocolate brown skin coloration. She was dressed in a tight green huntress outfit and was slim and tall. She was wearing knee high, black leather boots and a wide brown leather belt around a tiny waist. She was very pretty in an exotic way with larger than normal human eyes which were accented without needing makeup.

Anna wobbled a bit when Lee spoke to her. “Anna, can you hear and see me?” Lee asked as he saw her body turn her head and hold her arms out in front of her face.

Disoriented… difficult operating vision, hearing, Anna thought to him.

“Take your time. I like the look. I imagine you will get used to handling all the different inputs. Human normal blink rate is eight per minute, female human respiration is twelve to twenty breaths per minute. Do not blink or breathe often to freak out others. You are an elf in peak condition and should be stronger and faster than a normal human. Speaking, tasting, and smelling are intricate bodily functions – I imagine even you will take a bit of time to master speaking and those two senses. I assume you shouldn’t eat or drink anything until you can convert ingested substances into other forms because you do not want to eliminate them like humans,” Lee explained.

Anna walked around and the stumbling lessened very quickly but she walked like Lee. She started doing the patterns of movements Lee used when he practiced with knives. You could see the improvement as she dipped, slashed, and jumped. She was a very sophisticated engram of a sentient A.I. She could flex in any position and soon was smooth and graceful.

“You should be breathing a bit faster after all that. Flare your nostrils a bit when inhaling and take a breath at least four or five times a minute. Add an eye blink at least four times a minute. Turn your eyeballs without moving your head even if you can sense what is around you. Turn your head toward the stairs like you heard something. Turn your eyes at the same time – they should not look at two different things in different directions. I think you are a consummate cougar. Where did you learn about this idea there are elves on this planet? I have not heard of it,” Lee said.

I overheard several mothers threatening their children – they said if they didn’t do, what she said, she would let the elves carry them away. It is a prevalent meme here. I heard adult males talking about elves after a comment by a wife, but the males seemed afraid of even talking about elves and started looking around before whispering about them. One said they were only seen in Darvist. I can always change back to a cougar or eagle – you should have seen me learning how to fly at first, Anna thought to him, and Lee was shared clips of botched landings and dives.

“I talked to Sprann a lot and he gave me several places to search when we get to Darvist. We will arrive at a fairly high altitude, so we won’t face any obstructions. Here is a bracer. Copy these runes and glyphs into tattoos in your body. Your cougar form couldn’t project any ranged attacks. You should be able to fly so copy the runes from my flying disk also. You can power it from a large crystal. I have a large ruby you can insert into yourself Like I did for me to provide nearly unlimited power for shields and weapons,” Lee said to Anna.

“Where will we stay?” Anna said just opening her mouth using the golem’s speech mechanism.

“I like the voice, but you will need to learn to synch your mouth with what comes out of it. Make it a little deeper and be sarcastic. If the natives are truly afraid of elves, we can certainly work with that. Speak in English and we have a ready-made Elvish dialect,” Lee said. “I’ll make that leather bag into a bag of holding for you. Clothing?”

“My clothing is just a different color manifestation of me. I’d be thicker but this is all the mass of nanites I have. I suppose I could be hollow. I can eat or drink anything as I will just internally disintegrate food and drink and release the hydrogen gas. I will practice everything the next few days.,” Anna’s voice said though her mouth didn’t move.

Lee snorted a laugh and grinned. “You need to learn to do facial expressions so you can convey threats, anger, or sarcasm. Just work on those right now. We can work on seductive expressions later,” Lee said. “Oh, add looking shocked, disgusted, and amused. The seductive is just for manipulating others.”

Anna presented a horrible rendition of a shocked face.

“Work on looking more humanoid and don’t let the staff or Bala see you. It needs work,” Lee said and went back to producing a bag of holding for Anna. Then he was going to add runes to a piece of inscribed metal he could insert into Anna to give all the features of the bracers with shields and weapons, but also the ability to fly and use portals. He had added some titanium metal for an internal power source with inscribed runes, formulas and glyphs for himself too.

Anna transformed into her cougar form. Moving is much more stable with this form but each form has benefits, she thought to him and ran up the steps.

Lee went back to work. He was concerned that he knew so little of Darvist and realized he should have recorded all Deem’s knowledge of Darvist. Lee also knew his great-grandfather’s secret that learning cylinders could incorporate conditioning into their training so they could prevent the recipient of the training from telling others the information or performing actions. He had the servants stockpiling a tremendous amount of food, drink, and equipment. He made extra flying disks and a few bracers he might need.

◆◆◆

Preparing for Darvist

The staff of the barony was acting very jumpy with the thought that Darvist was about to invade. They had heard enough that people were stockpiling food and hiding it in different places. Everyone was arming as they could, and Bala was training the forty-five guardians. There were just fifty-five formidable battle-trained warriors in Denshu, counting the guards at his mansion.

Lee used a portal to go to Royal Mage’s lab where he had confiscated the portal last year. He trained Mage Porly in use of the portals and made it so he could coordinate with Sprann in the West. Lee alerted Porly to the imminent threat posed by the moneylenders, mercenaries, and Brothers of Oestum from Darvist and their plans to loot and force the populace into slavery.

Lee made it so Sprann, and his warriors, Porly and the Knights of the Realm – the ones that had helped defeat the Darvist last time, were working with Bala. Sprann and Porly had duplicated simpler bracers that offered shields and some weapons for additional personnel. Lee made a learning cylinder that trained the users to maximize the effects of the shields and weapons. It also taught some conventional spells that Sprann and he had thought would be useful. They could perform the difficult spells using the zero-point mana sources imbedded in their bracers.

Lee went through the town with Anna one more time to talk with the townspeople. Some were leaving to go to the mountains to escape but it was not many. Lee wished them luck. Lee also came up with an idea to curtail the impact of incoming portals. He made portable power supplies that would disintegrate anything within two paces around them. The devices could be turned on and off remotely and were designed to be placed near a portal. The current policy according to the intelligence from Deem was that a three-man crew would come into town and set up the portal. One of the three would power it up and report the area safe. One would return to Darvist. The two remaining scouts were to be killed quickly, the device placed near the opening and all coming through the new portal would be killed until the destination portal was moved.

“I feel like I’m deserting the people here,” Lee told the steward at his manor as they loaded the last of the supplies into Anna and his bags of holding.

“Just come back to us, my Lord. Everyone in and around Denshu is better off because you came. Lady Bala will take care of us. She said you have other friends who may come from the West and the capitol,” the steward said.

“Thank you, Tomas. I hope to be back in one piece. I shall ‘turn their world upside down’ as we say where I come from,” Lee said.

◆◆◆

Darvist

Anna, in the form of an eagle, and Lee were in front of the portal in his lab. Bala was there too.

“You’re sure about this?” she asked.

“Of course not,” he said. “I have to persuade these money lenders that going to Landsra will cost them more than invading is worth.”

“Won’t letting them see advanced techniques of magic and science just drive them to come here even more. They just have a surplus of mercenaries and have suffered a strike to their reputation. Seeing portals opening without a portal frame will show them it is possible. Knowing something is possible is half the battle to new technology,” Bala said.

“I have to find out who is pulling the strings. We have no idea about anything there. This is the only way to learn enough to pull the plug on this invasion,” Lee said.

“Pull the plug? What does that mean?” Bala said.

“It just means to cancel their plans,” Lee said thinking of the ancient idioms sprinkled into his speech. “Take care of the barony. Anna and I will watch out for each other.”

“See that you do,” Bala said. “You’re not on some suicide mission because of me and Liam, are you?”

“No, Bala. I wish you all the happiness in the world,” Lee said, as he turned to Anna. “Let’s go. I’ve placed us a short distance from the capitol of Pratha. We’ll come out about a kilometer high and scope out our route from there. Deem couldn’t get there for another week at his best time.” Lee turned back to Bala. “You have the portal settings for Sprann’s home or Porly’s in the castle in Tallen. Plus, you have a few other locations you can change it to. Remember to change it after we leave.”

Bala nodded. Lee and Anna flew through the portal with their shields on. It was raining when they came out into the clouds. Lee talked to Anna mentally, these are nimbostratus. They can last days. Let’s find a place to land.

They came out of the clouds and could see plowed farmland near a road a day’s walk out of the city proper. They had their shields up. Anna had morphed back to the female elf visage since no one was in sight. They started walking toward the city. There were occasional people walking and carrying bundles or pulling hand carts. Everyone stared at them and muttered to each other on seeing Anna. Lee had his staff – no one spoke to them. A carriage pulled by four horses came down the road and everyone made way for it. The carriage stopped a little way past them, and a middle-aged man stuck his head out as they walked up.

“May I offer you a ride to city, young mage… and your companion?” the man with dark, bushy eyebrows and ruddy face said.

“Yes, thank you,” Lee said as the man opened the door. Anna climbed in first, followed by Lee and sat across from the man. The man stared at Anna with wide eyes, his mouth hanging open.

The man tapped a little window toward the driver and the carriage started up again. “My name is Listoi,” the man said expecting them to recognize him.

“I am Lee, and this is Anna,” Lee said and cast a sleeping spell on the man while Lee was still talking. Lee pulled out a learning machine recorder and draped the mesh over the man’s head. Lee partially awakened him enough to give instructions and recorded contacts, associations, rumors, and business affairs about Darvist from the man. Forty-five minutes later the man started to regain consciousness and Lee stripped off the mesh and started talking. “…we then started walking since our horses had been stolen and we were headed back to Pratha before we set out on another trek. I hope my diatribe didn’t bore you. Wandering mages can be pretty drab compared to what you do. Have you lived in Pratha your whole life, Listoi?” Lee asked.

Listoi blinked several times and shook his head. He coughed a few times, blinked some more. “Sorry, it has been a long day for me. Uhm… yes, I’ve lived here almost my whole life.”

“Would you recommend a hotel where we would stay that is not too prejudicial of elves. Anna here has faced a lot of fear from the rural community. Money is no object,” Lee said. “We have been outside of Pratha for a long time.”

“I will have my driver drop you off at one of the best hotels in the city. Two nights from now I will send a carriage by to bring you to my home where you can meet some of my friends and you can repeat your story for them. I’m sure they will not find you boring,” Listoi said. He wanted to hear what they said to him when he was asleep. The female elf was as beautiful as she was scary. He didn’t remember anything she said, and she appeared stoic – never showing emotion. He felt she understood everything that was said. He told the driver to take the pair to the Tower Hotel. He turned to them. “The Tower is the place where I recommend all my friends. It has a good restaurant nearby and many foreign travelers stay there. Remember, I will send a coach in the early evening to convey you to my home. It was nice meeting you.”

Lee thanked the man and stepped out of the carriage after Anna. The carriage drove away, and they walked up the steps to some very suspicious guards or doormen who walked in front of them to bar their way. Lee and Anna just manifested their fields and forced the guards backward. They kept walking forward and walked to the front desk.

“A gentleman named Listoi suggested we stay here to rest up from our travels before visiting his home. Do you have a room with two beds or two adjacent rooms for me and my companion?” Lee said.

“Do you have a bank account we can debit as I’m not familiar with you or your companion,” the clerk said haughtily.

Lee placed a Darvist sovereign on the front desk.

“Sir, rooms here are one large and two small per day,” the clerk said.

“Very good,” Lee said and laid seven large gold in front of the clerk. “Let’s see. Let’s start with five days. One large is for you to remind me if you need more and to give us recommendations for restaurants. I haven’t been in the capitol in years. That’s six sovereigns for five days the extra one is for you to give us guidance. Do you have a decent room for us? Your name?”

The man seemed flustered for a moment, but he looked around and pocketed the heavy gold coin. “My name is Camund,” the clerk said and paused. “Very good sir. Your names for the registration?” the clerk asked.

“Baron Lee and Anna. Her name is unpronounceable in her native Elvish language, so I call her Anna,” Lee said.

“Your room is 301,” the clerk said and hit a little bell. “Manfreed will escort you to your rooms. Your luggage?”

Lee patted his side. “We have our trunks and wardrobe with us…just the escort is sufficient.


Chapter 7

The Tower Hotel

Manfreed, the bellhop, or whatever you call them here, led them to their room, opened the door, and walked in gesturing like it was a palace. It was a modest room with running cold water and a drain. It had some type of primitive flush toilet and there was the ugliest bathtub, Lee had ever seen. Lee gave the man two small silvers and explored the room. Lee and Anna looked for scrying devices or magical surveillance artifacts. Anna found one and disintegrated it.

Lee went to their balcony that was nice and it overlooked a garden in the back of the hotel. There were two wrought iron chairs and a small table. It was very nice, but he couldn’t stand the bathroom. He sealed off the pipes, and disintegrated the sink, bathtub, and toilet. He had the template from his previous hotels and taverns to replace all the fixtures. He added a modern sink with hot and cold running water and a power supply for all the bathroom devices. He did the disintegration drains and added a washlet toilet/bidet that lavished your rear with warm water and used warm air to dry you. He added a step-in shower-tub with a sliding glass enclosure. Then he made a laminated card with instructions in Darvist on how to use all the features with the Tower Hotel logo on top. He took a long shower, and he did like the hotel’s supplied towels. He added a full-length mirror.

Anna made a small sound. “I took the learning cylinder we made from Listoi. I need to clean up too”, she said to Lee without moving her mouth, and a ripple went down her body from head to toe. She looked pristine in a different set of boots and a new outfit. “I have reviewed lip-reading lessons,” she said with her mouth mimicking speaking movements pretty well.

Lee laid down on the bed and plugged in the new learning cylinder from Listoi. Forty-five minutes later he woke up refreshed. “You, Anna, need to learn to speak, preferably with an accent of some kind, however slight to maintain the air of mystery about you. I got from the learning cylinder that there are some myths about elves being fierce warriors and powerful magicians but nothing recent. Listoi did have a lot of contacts and married minor nobility because he is so wealthy. His wife, Dame Barres, appears to be mildly talented. I thought I’d craft a small necklace amulet that would produce shields and oxygen to protect against most magic, mental, and kinetic attacks, or poison gases." He micro-engraved the runes and placed a tiny emerald in the center of the gold droplet. He made it so the device would activate automatically when it sensed a large build-up of mana nearby or with mana from the authorized user.

“Listoi has some contacts we can use to get to the brothers and the portal guild. His wife may know some about the adjusters since she’s a mage, but I’m hungry. You ready to mimic eating?” he asked. “Just nibble and drink wine. Let’s go.”

They took the fancy but crude elevator down and walked to the front desk. “Where is a close-by restaurant that is any good? Listoi suggested there was one adjacent to the hotel,” Lee said.

“You must be Baron Lee and Lady Anna,” the clerk said. “Camund said I couldn’t miss recognizing you two,” the clerk said proud of himself. “It is just outside. Do you want me to call over and make sure you have a reservation? It is no trouble,” the clerk said when Lee nodded.

The clerk pulled up a crystal and manifested a little mana to a particular spot on the crystal, spoke into it like a cell phone and then set it down. “They are expecting you now.”

Lee looked at him with wide eyes not realizing that they used crystals commonly. He’d have to ask Listoi about it. He slipped the clerk a small gold. “Thank you…”

“Doland, sir,” the clerk said.

Lee nodded to him, and they walked out. Anna added a bit of provocative hip and looked back at Doland to see if he was watching. He was staring and Anna laughed. Lee looked at her and chuckled too. “Be careful you don’t taunt too much,” Lee cautioned. They made it to the Noble Feast restaurant. There was a doorman that opened the door for them and a maître de that looked up when they came in.

“You must be Baron Lee and Lady Anna. Right this way.” He led them to a side table with a glass window that looked out at the garden behind the hotel. The window glass was wavy and had a few bubbles in it, but you could see the garden. “Your waiter tonight will be Halis,” he said and left.

Anna scanned the table and tapped twice and pulled her ear to show she had discovered a surveillance artifact. Anna casually reached for the small sculpture on the table and crushed the artifact before nodding. A young woman came up and asked if they’d like some water. She was small and seemed nervous, but they nodded, she poured two goblets of water, curtsied, and left.

The waiter came and introduced himself as Halis. “Would you like a bottle of wine?”

“You don’t have a list of your wines?” Lee said and the waiter just looked confused. “Bring us a young red wine that is popular.” Lee assumed they didn’t have many or everyone just ordered the house wine.

The waiter came back and cited three different meals that were available that evening. Lee chose one of the two and ordered another for Anna. The waiter came back with a jug of wine, removed the stopper, and poured it into the goblets. Evidently, wine here was treated differently than Earth or Sanctuary, but what did he expect. “Not what I expected,” Lee said when the waiter left.

“Duh,” Anna said with a huge grin.

The food came out together and covered the table. Anna stopped the server and asked a question while showing her mouth as little as possible. “Point to each dish and name it for me. I am trying to memorize all the local dishes.”

The server named each dish and named the major components of them for Anna and then quickly retired.

The waiter came back over a bit later, “Is everything acceptable?”

“Yes, thank you,” Lee said and took some of the bread and dipped it in a sauce like he saw others do around them. He copied the manners of the fanciest dressed couples in use of utensils. The meal was decent, but he was used to the trained chefs at his manor or at his taverns. It might have been that the food was just bland, and the presentation was nothing special. Lee looked at Anna and grinned hugely at how she minimally ate or drank.

The waiter came over, “Would you like anything else?”

“No, thank you,” Lee said while thinking he’d like a pepperoni pizza and a soft drink as the waiter gave him the check which he paid with 3% extra like Listoi’s learning cylinder had informed him.

Lee paid the waiter with the 3% extra in small coins on the table. They left and decided they’d walk a bit down the street – with their shields on.

They had only gone a block before four men swept out from between two buildings and surrounded them. One had a wand and the other three had knives. Anna disintegrated the three with knives and as wand wielder turned his head, Lee snatched the wand out of his hand. He slapped the man hard, grabbed him by the rear of his belt, and took off straight up into the still cloudy overcast. Anna swung around in front of the man struggling in Lee’s grip.

“Why did you attack us? What was your intent? You want to be safely released on the ground, don’t you?” Anna vocalized without moving her mouth which seemed to scare the man more than being up in the air.

“I was supposed to stun and take you where you could be examined,” the man said. “I won’t tell you more unless you release me unharmed.”

“I give my solemn oath that I will grant your wish if you tell me who sent you to capture us and how you even knew who we were,” Lee spoke into his ear.

“All I know is that a Baron Lee was supposed to be here, and I was given a good description of you. They said you might have a beautiful female with you, but she doesn’t look like Bala’s description. We could do whatever we wanted with her,” the man said.

“Who sent you and how did they know?” Lee asked.

“The portal guild master, Xerim, had one of his people contract with me. I heard that an adjuster named Deem was at a rally point on the way back from Landsra when another adjuster met him, and they contacted the guild. Deem was almost dying from lack of water when the other adjuster used his crystal to give the information,” the would-be kidnapper said casually.

“You are a magic user? What is that wand supposed to do?” Lee asked.

“It will put even a shielded magic user to sleep if the tip is touching the shield,” the man said, and then smiled at Anna. “You are a pretty one…are you an elf?” he asked.

“I am an elf,” Anna said and looked at Lee. “Have we harmed you?” Anna asked the man.

“No, I…” the man said and dropped away screaming. He had lost consciousness before he reached the ground at truly ‘terminal velocity’.

They landed and continued their walk though Lee’s clothing and hair were wet and took a spell to dry out. They walked ten blocks and circled around to come in through the rear entrance to the hotel through the garden. They went to the front desk and startled Doland.

“Oh! You startled me,” he said. “You came in the back. It is not safe walking alone at night in Pratha, Baron – even around here. There are too many unscrupulous people,” Doland said.

Anna started laughing and Lee realized she had an intense, quiet laugh that was very disturbing.

Lee grinned at Anna. “We’ll be all right. Do you have any maps of the highlights? I’d also like to find the Portal Guild headquarters.”

“We do have a map showing where we are. We give it to delivery people. I didn’t think tourists or visitors might like it too. Here you are, Baron.”

“You ought to make maps of the best places to see around the city…maybe a brochure – a booklet with things people like to do and sell them for a couple of small silvers. Get a printer to print some for you and get others to sell them. Make them buy them from you for twice what it cost to print. That way you’re always making a profit. Get the other staff here to help sell them. Print a price three times the cost of printing them on the booklet,” Lee said taking the vendors map. “Here’s a small gold to get you started. I want one of the first ones. Put drawings of the different places if you can.”

“Thank you, Baron – my Lady. Have a nice evening,” the clerk said, and they went up to their room.

“That was enlightening. We’ll need to be more on our guard,” Lee said. “Let’s check out this wand and make a defense for it first. I’m sure they have more spells we haven’t encountered. They are a bit more sophisticated in some ways than Landsra though the toilets are abysmal. Tomorrow, we need to kidnap and transcribe the minds of someone from the Portal Guild and the Brothers of Oestum. I want to have their information before we go to that dinner at Listoi’s home.”

They went to their room and Lee extracted the wand from his coat. He sat down and conjured a mage’s light to replace the flickering gas lights in the room. He replaced all of them and made so they would be permanently powered with a chip of a crystal and could be adjusted dimmer or brighter with a wall control. He sealed off all the gas ports into the room. The desk light was much brighter and focused. The chair was uncomfortable, so he disintegrated the uncomfortable wooden chair and produced a modern, plastic and metal swiveling office chair. He made a lighted, magnifying glass and studied the small glyphs on the wand.

“That’s clever,” he said. “How…oh…look at this Anna. They made it so the wand absorbs the mana from a shield, making the shield collapse when it lost power. Then it uses that mana to give a shock to the nervous system to stun a person. That’s very clever though it wouldn’t work with our system – or would it – no, it would just explode the wand with excess mana but that is a cute circumnavigation of the rules. I can give this to Listoi because you don’t have to have mana to use it. I’ll add it to our inventory though,” he said satisfied.

◆◆◆

On the Prowl

The morning brought an adequate breakfast at the hotel - nothing outstanding or even memorable – it was hotel food.

They took the map with the guild location marked by the desk clerk and headed toward the guild house. Lee had on his battle suit set to look like the normal city clothing. Anna wore another design of her huntress clothing. We saw the guild members were wearing black capes – no kidding – friggin’ capes with little dorky hats like a stunted fez. There were a lot of them purposefully striding around the area. Anna stepped into an alley near the guild hall. She grabbed a middle-aged guild member with a fancy cape and pulled him into the alley. Anna stunned the man and Lee sealed the end of the alley with a solid wall that matched the color of the adjacent walls. He also sealed halfway down the alley. Lee put the mesh of the learning machine recorder over the man’s head and  recorded everything the man had learned about portals, experiments, and politics involved. As the man was rousing after recording – Lee touched the man’s head and added a memory wipe and obfuscation engram to cover the last 90 minutes. Lee disintegrated the two walls he had created, and they walked out the back of the alley allowing the man to wake up on his own. The pair walked calmly away and headed toward the seedier part of the city the night clerk had pointed out.

The buildings looked shabbier as they progressed toward the waterfront near the river. There were increasing numbers of pedestrians, and their progress drew more and more stares and whispered comments. The shops and bars looked like they had been here fifty years too long, but they were solidly built. There were some guys hanging around a bar named appropriately, Warriors. A very large man stepped in front of Anna. He was clearly double her weight. She grabbed him before he could do anything and lifted him off the ground with one arm and just looked at him. She had taken a wide stance but if she hadn’t grown spikes into the ground – she would have fallen over as she shifted him and placed him back to the side. She felt this might be the right place to get information.

The inside of the bar was packed with about fifty large, tattooed men even this early in the day. Most had knives, short swords, or cudgels. The inside was really clean compared to the neighborhood and boded a well-managed establishment. The noises dropped as they walked in but didn’t stay quiet except for a minute before picking up to a noisy level – not loud. Lee sensed a noise abatement spell on the walls. One wall had a well scarred throwing target and a lane for knife throwing. Lee walked over to the bar and placed a gold sovereign on it. The bar tender went over and tried to scoop it up since it was only held down by one finger. “Tell me who can tell me about mercenaries or Brothers of Oestum and this is yours,” Lee said.

The bartender nodded to the group of men sitting at a far table. Lee walked over while Anna stayed at the bar and ordered a couple of ales. Lee walked over to the table. “I need to know who has been hiring mercenaries for the Portal Guild and the Brothers of Oestum these last few months because they are just getting those people killed.”

No one said anything, of course. They would want to know what was in it for them and why I wanted to know, Lee thought. He grinned. “I’ll challenge anyone here to a match with throwing knives on that target. Winner gets five sovereigns if you best me but if I win you have to answer my questions and you still get five sovereigns.”

They had to think about that for a second and there was a discussion around the table and the bar as it was discussed.

“Someone shouted. You’re a damn mage,” the voice yelled. “You’d use magic.”

“No magic with knives – just skill against skill. A youth against experience,” Lee said. “Either way you get five sovereigns.”

The talking intensified for a minute until a grizzled slim man with numerous scars to all visible parts of his body stood up. “All right, boy. Throwing knives. We play that differently around here. One stands against that wall there and the other stands back and throws three knives. If you flinch, I win. If I cut you anywhere when I throw, you win. If you get a turn, and you cut me or don’t get as close, I win. Either of us do a serious cut – you have to buy a round of drinks for the house and you have to pay for a healer. Get as close to me as I did, and you win.”

“I accept. Anna will hold the five large gold,” he said and threw the handful of coins in her direction. The coins spread out as they flew toward her, and she swept them out of the air without spilling her ale. She nodded at Lee and took a sip of her ale. There were ‘oohs’ of astonishment from the crowd. Lee walked to the target wall and held his arms over the scarred drawing of a body holding hands to the side. The slim man walked to the line with three sharp-looking throwing knives in his left hand.

“My name is Lee. What is yours? I want to know the name of the man that beats me,” Lee said.

“My name is Eeyore,” the man said, and it was all Lee could do to keep from laughing out loud.

Lee stood very still as the man threw the knife under his left armpit between his arm and the body. The second throw was beside Lee’s ear. He didn’t flinch even though the sound was tremendously loud that close to the ear. The third knife was almost touching his neck. The man pulled out the three knives and put them in sheaths around his body. Eeyore looked around the room. “Kill them both if he kills me,” Eeyore said.

Lee grinned and pulled a knife from his shoulder sheath and threw as hard as he could. The knife went a full five centimeters into the hardwood target, quivering right between his legs. “Oh damn. I was aiming near his head,” Lee said with a grin. The room roared with laughter and side bets were popping up all around him. Lee pulled out his second knife and snatched a piece of paper off a table nearby. He held the paper up with fingers and passed the knife slowly across the paper and cleanly sliced the paper in half. “Sorry, I was just making sure my knives were still sharp. Here you go,” he said leaning out to put the two halves of paper back on the table beside him. He tripped on the rough floor and threw the knife as he was stumbling so the blade imbedded beside the man’s neck with the handle almost touching where his jugular vein would be.

The bar roared their approval and blood lust and the betting upped around them. Lee took the third, razor-sharp knife and flipped it up in the air and caught it by the handle. There was a lot of buzzing from the crowd. “I wonder if I can throw close enough to you that I pin your shirt to the wall without breaking the skin,” Lee said. He made a few practice motions and then threw really hard. The knife pierced the man’s upper bicep to the wall. “Shit,” Lee said. “You win. Drinks for the house,” Lee said. The man’s arm was pinned to the wall, and he was gritting his teeth, but he never made a sound.

“Anna, give this man the five gold, please. He’s earned it.” A roar went up when he pulled the knife out and held up the bloody blade, but everyone rushed to get refills on their drinks and pay off bets.

“Hold still, Eeyore,” Lee said commandingly and touched the wound. He felt the other damage, cancers, arthritis in the man, fixed his early onset glaucoma, fixed the abscessed tooth, and healed the wound. The skin had already stopped bleeding and sealed without a scar. “That should help all your other problems too.”

Anna walked over and handed Lee the coins and a tankard of ale. “Here, my friend. You have nerves of steel and are damn good with blades. I don’t mind losing to a better man.”

Eeyore flexed his shoulders and neck. He stretched, clenched, and unclenched his fists and looked around the room. “What did you do to me?”

“I fixed your teeth, your eyesight, your arthritis, some internal damage that was just starting to mess with your digestion – and fixed that cut on your arm. I would have jerked like some child if someone messed with me like that. You earned those five large gold sovereigns, and I wanted you in good shape because having five large gold would be tempting to some of these others,” Lee said.

“What is she?” Eeyore said, indicating Anna standing behind him sipping on an ale.

“Her? Anna is an Elvish woman… a fierce warrior and a close friend,” Lee said.

Eeyore looked at them. “Come join us and we will answer your queries if you answer what you can for us.”

“That is good,” Lee said as the table made way for them. They sat. Lee raised his tankard, “To Eeyore… a man with nerves of steel and a mighty knife throw,” Lee said, and the others nodded and drank.

“Why do you want to know about mercenaries, and the Brothers of Oestum?” Eeyore asked.

“Someone has been hiring mercenaries, mages, and Brothers of Oestum to attack Landsra to recover money from a bad loan made by the former King of Landsra. That King never paid back the money, and someone here hired thousands, supported by mages to recover the debt. Small bands of the Landsra mages defeated all the Darvist troops, mages, and Brothers of Oestum. I know the Darvist mages summoned two demons to them when they attacked – even those demons were taken back to their home dimension and killed. I’m trying to find who sent them. They are planning to do it again and try to enslave all in Landsra. I don’t want thousands to die on both sides,” Lee said as honestly as he could.

“You admit that Landsra’s King stole the money and never intended to pay it back,” Eeyore said.

“He was a criminal and died at the hands of Darvist,” Lee said. “No great loss.”

“Where did she come from?” Eeyore said looking at lovely Anna in her elf persona.

“I have known her since I was born. She is from far away,” Lee said.

“Maybe from the island continent of Ethralin. There are supposed to be an Elvish people there and they had made a very advanced, populated city,” Eeyore said.

“Much further than that,” Anna said with a slight smile and a deep sultry voice. “Tell us about who is hiring all those mercenaries and mages.”

Eeyore looked around at his friends and they all nodded. “It’s like this. Lots of mercenaries are just out of work laborers from around here and the rural provinces. Portal guild members are the ones hiring them with promise of food and easy money. They’ve been saying they’ll have mages protecting them and those bastard Brothers you see flying around here. Everyone is told they are just coming to scare the yokels in Landsra and there would only be token resistance.”

“Anna and I were there and all the Brothers, two demons, with most of the mages and soldiers killed, captured, or sent packing. Some of the captured ones were given citizenship and have homes there now. We saw the Brothers of Oestum but never saw any flying,” Lee said.

“It’s only the Brothers who have archmages that fly though a few of the Portal Guild do too,” another man around the table said.

“Do the Brothers have a guild? Who is in charge of hiring at the Portal Guild? Have they been doing it recently?” Lee said.

“Yes, they do. You go three streets North and then follow the road west ‘til you come to a big tower. They hang around that tower,” Eeyore said. “They are setting up a big encampment East of the city. Xerim, the guild master, is who is supposed to be running the recruiting again. Now they are promising looting and slaves.”

“Well, thank you for the information,” Lee said.

“Why do you want to know?” Eeyore asked.

“We’re trying to stop them sending so many people to their death. We want to create more trade here, so workers don’t have to sign up to get killed. There are better ways of earning money,” Lee said. The men seemed to accept this explanation since they nodded just like they did back home. Lee thanked the men and said goodbye to the group after paying the barkeep for all the drinks.

◆◆◆

Lee and Anna walked down the street and eyes followed them. They walked the three blocks and started following the road West. The streets were cleaner, the buildings appeared better maintained, and more buildings were over three stories. These looked more like the earlier 19th century on Earth than the buildings near the river. They saw the tower Eeyore described and kept walking. They even saw a person flying into the tower. They found a street café within eyesight of the building and sat and ordered a drink and light snack while they observed the goings on at the tower. They saw a couple more ‘brothers’ fly into the tower and lessor ones coming and going constantly.

The waiter came up. “Do you wish for anything else?”

“I imagine you’ve seen a lot of things while working here,” Lee said.

“The lady here has made my day,” the waiter said. Anna and Lee both laughed a bit.

“Thank you,” Anna said and smiled at the man. “Do those Brothers ever eat here?” she asked, with a smile.

The waiter stammered a bit, “Yes, my Lady. The high-ranking ones treat the lower ones here to a meal.”

“How do you tell them apart? Are there rank marking somehow or are you just as perceptive as you are handsome?” Anna asked.

The waiter gulped and tried to explain. “The high-ranking ones have tattoos on their foreheads. The more tattoos – the higher the rank I’m told,” he said. Anna was still looking at him and smiling.

“Any regulars?” she asked while batting her long eyelashes at him.

The waiter fidgeted from one foot to the next. “Uhm… one old one comes in about an hour from now…he likes our ale,” the waiter said nervously.

“Thank you,” Anna said. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“I’m Demoxi,” the waiter said a little embarrassed. Lee paid the check and Anna left a small gold for a tip which the waiter found.

“Well, I’ve never seen you do that before and you talked too,” Lee said.

“Humans are pretty easy… I was just practicing my feminine wiles,” Anna said with a lopsided grin.

“If he only knew,” Lee said, “…that you would be a tiger in bed… not a tiger but close.”

They both chuckled and walked all around the brothers’ headquarters to see the layout of streets and buildings. They were looking for a place to ambush the guy. “I think we ought to get him in the bathroom. I bet he uses the bathroom if he drinks one of those ales. I might be able to give him the urge if he doesn’t – if he’s old, he probably pees more often,” Lee said.

Anna had placed wireless electromagnetic nano-cameras as they entered the restaurant, so they could see anyone who came in or left through the front. The two Brothers of Oestum came in and sat where the waiter indicated was their normal table. One was wizened and looked ancient. The old one had the markings of an archmage on his skin and uniform robes. The other kept looking all around and was obviously a bodyguard. He sat with his feet under the chair with his feet side-by-side with toes resting on the floor so he could jump to his feet and shove the chair back out of the way with his calves if he needed to spring to his feet. He also sat facing the door so he could observe any threats.

They ended up in the alley behind the restaurant. Anna transformed into a stepped brick support wall which indicated how Anna had stayed hidden from him when he was first on the planet. Her brick looked the same color as the original brick, as worn as the old brick. It would even provide him an easy step to the cracked open window of the restaurant’s bathroom. Lee climbed in when the bathroom was unoccupied. He was wearing his high-tech suit that could mimic the background and he looked invisible and stood in the corner. So that was how you hid from me in Dwashu when we first got here. I thought you were prowling around the countryside, Lee thought to Anna.

When you are a wall, you don’t have to fake eyeblinks, eating, facial expressions, walking, or breathing. It’s actually very restful, Anna thought to him. I transformed into a trash can once…that was a mistake.

At least most of these homes and businesses have progressed past chamber pots…that would have been an unpleasant transformation, Lee thought to Anna. The old guy has gotten his tankard of ale. Can you hear enough of his speech through the bugs you planted to simulate his voice? I want you to simulate his voice under strain of a bowel movement.

Ah, I was wondering how you would keep the bodyguard occupied for an hour for a recording.

Sure enough, the old geezer got about halfway through his tankard and got up. The bodyguard got up too and searched the stall and the rooms before stepping outside the door. Lee rushed over to the stall and reached over the top and stunned the unsuspecting mage while he was taking a calm dump du jour. He put the mesh over the man’s head and flipped it to recording mode. He revived him enough to give instructions and started the device. The guard must have heard something, so he stuck his head in. “Is everything all right?”

Lee grunted and conjured some hydrogen sulfide gas. He used a pinch of mana to push it toward the door.

“Don’t be rude. I felt that. At least, aim it at the window,” the guard left fanning his face.

Anna, have you gotten a phrase you can say and direct this way – maybe a hypersonic projection? You know he’ll be back in. I don’t want anyone to know about this. I want to wipe his memory about what’s happening now,” Lee thought to Anna.

Yes. I expect he’ll be in. I have seen him about to come in once before but then he stopped, Anna reported. I am monitoring him. You just worry about your present patient.

The guard came in looking concerned. He started to talk…

“Old bowels are slow bowels,” the simulated voice of the old man said. Lee released a touch of conjured tertiary butyl mercaptan and butyric acid to give that hydrogen sulfide smell a little kick. He didn’t want to empty the restaurant, but it did get the guard to leave.

Another fifteen minutes went by. The guard came in again and the smell had diminished a little. “Almost finished,” Anna had the old wizard’s voice pegged and the guard stepped back out. Lee stripped the mesh off the old wizards head as he shoved the learning machine in the bag of holding. He put his fingers against the old man’s head and wiped the area of the brain for short term memory similar to the effects of the Midazolam (Versed). He would have been out the window but huddled in the corner – motionless. Lee felt like his thudding heartbeat would be detected.

The guard came to the stall as the old wizard pushed it open. “I’ve been in here long enough that my feet are asleep. I think I’ll just go home now and forego the rest of the meal,” the old wizard said.

“Don’t worry about that. You had one hell of a bowel movement. I thought something had crawled up in you and died. We’ll get the food to take with us,” the guard said.

“I’m a little woozy. Take me home and don’t tell anyone about this if you would. They already think I’m too old to make decisions,” the old wizard said.



◆◆◆

Lee slipped out the window without being seen and Anna returned to her female elf form. It was always jarring for Lee to see her change. One moment she’s a brick wall and the next she’s a svelte huntress.

“Let’s head back to the hotel. I can find some carry home – they don’t call it takeout here. I’ll pick up something to eat and we can kick back and find out what’s on these recordings. That should help us figure out how to handle Listoi’s dinner invitation.

They found a place that sold spiced, smoked meat and some type of slaw that looked and smelled good. It had more flavor than any of the mundane places they had tried earlier. Lee placed the food in his bag of holding when no one was looking before they entered the hotel.

The night clerk tried to warn them about the two men waiting for them.

“Well! About time you got here,” a rotund man semi-shouted in their direction. "I’m manager of this hotel. This is Adjuster Plim.”

“Why should we care? You do have a nice hotel – now. Pretty primitive when we got here,” Lee said.


Chapter 8

Consternation and Condemnation

The manager looked like he’d been slapped. The adjuster puffed up like a toad and was spitting he was so mad. “You…you…I’ll have your license. You’ve expended a lot of mana here. I detected it and we think it came from your room,” Adjuster Plim said.

“Why by all means? I often expend a lot of my mana. When we flew here, we used a lot since we flew from a different country,” Lee said.

“You flew,” the adjuster said, and sputtered a bit because that would put them at archmage level, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to go down a confrontation with an archmage but maybe this man was lying. “You have a Pratha accent,” the man said like it was an ah-ha moment.

“I speak about eighty languages but only a couple from this side of the world. Let’s go up to our room,” Lee said. “I’m sure we can work this out. Let’s see – as an adjuster you can register mana usage and you can tell the level of the local mana. Your organization was formed for the ostensive purpose of not depleting the ambient mana level of an area by too much syphoning of local mana – is that correct.”

“That is correct. We charge you for how much local mana you use. We can see how much dent you put in the local mana. Can’t have those mages sucking up all the mana and not have any left in an area,” Plim stated.

They got to the room and opened the door. “Go in. Flip on a light,” Lee said.

“You mean turn up the gas, don’t you?” Plim asked.

“This room doesn’t use dangerous, dim, gas jets anymore. I didn’t want them to burn me up in my sleep,” Lee said.

“That’s a mage light. They don’t work like that,” he said and flipped the spotlight on at the desk. He sat down in the modern office chair and spun around. “This is marvelous. I will have to get one of these myself. Where did you buy it? I just have to get one of these,” Plim said.

“Tell you what, Adjuster Plim. I have another one in the bedroom I will give you if you say, we are even,” Lee said, and Anna just stood to the side and watched the human antics. She loved watching humans because they did such silly things.

Plim stroked his chin. “I don’t know. There still is a lot of mana usage here.”

“Check the ambient mana level,” Lee suggested. “Click on all the lights.”

Plim looked at his meter. “These are all mage lights. Where is the mana coming from? Do you have to charge these every day?”

Lee didn’t want him to see but he figured it was inevitable. “These never have to be charged. They pull mana from another dimension. I imagine you will see a slight trickle of mana increase in this room with all these on – that is just leakage. I made these quickly. I might use large amounts of mana, but it is generally not pulled from this dimension.”

“That’s impossible,” the man said. “I’m going to report you for this. My superiors will want to know all about these devices.”

“You are such a good employee. I’m proud to know someone who only desires to make his superiors rich with no thought to himself,” Lee said.

“Wait…what? What do you mean?” Plim asked.

“What will your superiors say about an inexpensive product that would sell for hundreds of times more than it cost to make and wouldn’t wear out for decades? Do you think they’d let you handle all that and make the profits?” Lee asked.

“No, they’d bury me, and I’d never see a coin,” Plim said. “Wait. I don’t have the money to start a company making anything.”

“Right…right,” Lee said. “You would need a partner with money. I’d only want ten percent of the profits, after you started making profits, for showing you how to make them. You two could split the rest. Plim – you would know how to work around the regulations and you – manager – you never told me your name.”

“Baron…my name is Sisselli. How much would it cost to make one of these lamps?” the manager asked.

“Probably could make one for a large copper. You’d need a little square of metal and a switch for these – make them for a small silver. For a simple light, you wouldn’t need the switch. You could sell the simple ones for a small gold and the one with a remote switch for a large gold. Later you could sell them where you could vary the light if you wanted a romantic evening or quiet dinner and bright light for business or dancing,” Lee said.

“I need to take one of these with me,” Plim said.

“With no agreement? I don’t think so,” Lee said quietly, and Anna was suddenly right beside Plim.

“What about the chair? You said I could have a chair,” Plim said.

“Let me go get it for you,” Lee said and walked into the bedroom and rolled out an office chair, hot off the conjuring line since Lee had just made it. “Here you go,” Lee said. “Your first impulse is to tell everybody, but that is just a way to lose the opportunity. If your bosses find out, you may be out of a job. There are two secrets in business. First, never tell everything you know,” Lee said and never said anything else. Plim stood there waiting for the other pearl to drop. Sisselli started laughing. Plim didn’t get it, which didn’t bode well for the future. “Find a run-down warehouse to buy and some waifs with the talent and then come see Manager Sisselli tomorrow if you want to start a business.”

“I can find my way out. This is so easy to move. Did you invent this?” Plim asked. He trundled it to the door.

“No, Anna here was around then and did that. She’s older than she looks,” Lee said and wondered what type of copy Plim could try to make of that chair. Lee wondered if they’d ever see him again.

Anna tilted her head to the side and chuckled. He wouldn’t believe it if you told him how old that chair design is. I don’t look two-hundred and fifty years old, do I? she thought to him.

Not a day over two hundred, he thought to her.

As soon as Plim left the room, Sisselli turned to him and said, “How long before that is spread to ten people? That’s a clever adaptation of a wizard’s ball. Would the person’s making these have to produce them this big with their own skill. That would limit who could make it.”

“No, Even the littlest waif that could produce a flicker could make them. That’s who I’d like to do it and give them a piece of the enterprise,” Lee said. “I wasn’t kidding when I said we could make these using street waifs.”

“That’s a good idea. I hire good boys for the front desk and pay them well. You get a better return when they have some stake in the enterprise,” Sisselli said.

“My people would say ‘when someone has skin in the game’ they do better,” Lee said.

“I like that. I will use it if it’s okay with you?” Sisselli said.

“It’s fine. Go right ahead,” Lee said.

“You want to show me what else you’ve done to my hotel. I own half of this place and I’m not accustomed to guests calling it primitive and rearranging all the furniture, lighting, and fixtures. My housekeeping staff thinks you are a secret designer I hired to test new features for the hotel. You seem to know hotels well – have you designed any I know about?” Sisselli asked.

Anna and Lee laughed. “None in this country. Let me show you the bathroom,” Lee said. “You go in and look at the features and see if you can puzzle them out.”

The large man walked into the bathroom and stepped back in shock. He looked at the lights and mirrors and the shower. He slid open the door to the shower and turned on the steaming water with a glyph for hot on the left and cold on the right. It only took him a few seconds to figure out how set the water to the correct temperature. “Where does the water come from – where does it go?”

“It is made at the spigot and is entirely pure. It is heated there with a permanent heating component and is disposed of by turning to gas and being recycled. That is why you need no pipes or costly installations of piping infrastructure. The toilet washes you. I’ll step out while you use that while I change the closet,” Lee said.

The man shut the door, saw the toilet, and read the instructions printed on a card. Sisselli, who had hemorrhoids, thought he had died and gone to heaven when he sat on the washlet in the renovated toilet. Lee wandered over to the tiny closet in the hotel room and thought he’d change that.

“What are you doing?” Anna asked.

“Do you like this tiny closet?” Lee asked her. “I want to play around a bit.”

“Never really thought about it,” she said when she saw what he was doing. “I never would have thought of that.”

Lee copied some of the script from his bag of holding and engraved it into the frame of the closet. Suddenly, the tiny closet was the size of a palatial walk-in closet. Lee produced a makeup table and a large mirror surrounded by lighting and a comfortable small chair. There was also a smaller mirror that could magnify. One full length mirror to the side could show the person’s back if you raised a hand to the side. Lee let Anna try it out and she seemed to like looking at herself a lot. She really appreciated the rear view looking straight at the mirror. “Those are nice features,” Anna said. “This pleases me, and I am enjoying the interplays between the humans.”

“Remember we still review those learning cylinders tonight,” Lee said.

Sisselli came out of the bathroom. “Could you do this for all the rooms in my hotel?” he asked.

“I take it, you don’t mind me rearranging your hotel,” Lee said.

“Are you joking? You did this without dust and noise and from your point of view – this hotel was primitive. These innovations are not crude prototypes. That type of design looks like it’s at least a hundred years ahead of everything in this country. It was easy to use and understand – making things simpler is much harder than making things work. These designs are refined. What did you do to the closet?” Sisselli asked as he walked over to the closet and opened the bifold door. He looked first at the door in wonder and then sucked in a breath as he walked into the closet. It had originally been a pace deep and wide. Now the closet was four paces wide and ten paces deep. “How? Is this like a bag of holding? Bigger on the inside than the outside. What a brilliant idea. This mirror…it lets me see my rear from the front. Men and women will love this.”

Sisselli turned to Lee. “Who are you two? What are you? I’ve never seen – or heard of anyone with your powers and your companion is exotically beautiful and scary at the same time. You said you flew here – are you really a baron? Your stay is free here whenever you visit. What would it take to induce you to upgrade the rest of the rooms? What service can I provide?” Sisselli fawned.

“We will have a better idea what we need in a day or two. I will need your help. We’ll see if Plim comes back tomorrow. We have a dinner party to attend with Merchant Listoi and his wife tomorrow. I need to bid you good night this evening. It’s been a long day. We have matters to discuss,” Lee said ushering Sisselli out the door. “Whew, I thought he’d never leave.”

“So, you can be with me,” Anna said.

“Ease up on the cougar acting. I liked you as a feline, too. Which cylinder do you want first?” Lee asked.

“I’ll take the guild one. You take the old Brother,” Anna said.

“Suits,” Lee said and took the recorder/player and set it to play the cylinder from the Brother of Oestum. He laid down on the bed, slipped the mesh over his head, and drifted off.

He awoke with a vile taste in his mind. He noticed Anna was awake. “I don’t go to sleep when I take these like this. Lots of information here about portals – they are struggling to keep their monopoly. See what you think,” Anna said as she handed him the portal guild cylinder and took the cylinder from the old Brother.

They inserted the cylinders and started them at about the same time. An hour later they sat up to discuss the knowledge.

“Oh, what a tangled web they weave when first they practice to deceive,” Lee said, and Anna actually chuckled at the paraphrase.

“I didn’t realize how minor this invasion of Landsra was to them. It was almost not mentioned by the Brothers though they have designs on the local monarchy. It is mainly the guilds doing the bidding for the crown prince, but he doesn’t know the extent of what the guilds or the brothers are doing for him. Did you get who was pushing this circus? I can see where resources have been assigned but not who is pulling the strings behind the scenes,” Lee summarized.

“That is about what I got but I got the impression the Prince they were talking about was looking for a way to invest money and the Guild master suggested he double his money by investing. He told the Prince he could double his money. Then the Portal Guild took the loaned money to invest with the King of Landsra because that King had a new gold mine,” Anna continued. “When Landsra’s King defaulted on the money, the Portal Guild approached the Brothers of Oestum to mount an operation to get the money back rather than show he had lost the money. That snowballed into this situation.”

“What a clusterfuck!” Lee said. “All because the Portal Guild didn’t want to lose face at first. Then the Portal Guild was looking for ways to recover its expenditures. No wonder few people really know what is going on. Did you get the inference from the portal guild that the researcher named Doven wants to break the monopoly?”

“I did but there was no clear indication why. Are you going to manufacture those lights? Don’t you think the zero-point power supply might upend this society if that gets out?” Anna asked.

“Probably, but I may have to destroy the Portal Guild and the Brothers of Oestum to save Landsra. I don’t want to kill all the mercenaries and mages going to Landsra. Exposing the Prince might just make him double down since he may not know what is happening because of the Guild Master’s bad investment and the Landsra King’s fraud,” Lee said. “We need more information.”

“You need some sleep. Tomorrow portends an eventful day,” Anna said with a grin.

“Colorful phrase my good elf,” Lee said.

Lee had so many possibilities running through his head, that he had a bit of a hard time going to sleep. He did feel he was getting a feel for what to do. He finally drifted off.

◆◆◆

They awoke early and went down to the hotel restaurant for breakfast. Their breakfast was bland but decent quality and filling. They went back to their room and Lee sat with Anna to finalize the production of the switches and strips for the production of mage lights. A person with even a modicum of talent could activate the device with a chip of quartz crystal to continue powering the light. They refined it until Anna could conjure the magic circuit, the light base, and switch. They would then only need to train people to insert the chip and cut-n-paste the script containing the glyphs and formulas.

A knock on the door soon revealed the hotel manager, Sisselli and an excited Plim.

“I got the warehouse and know where we can get the street urchins to do the work. They’ll work for food,” Plim said excitedly. “I didn’t tell anybody. I quit the Adjusters. I found the perfect place,” Plim said practically hopping from foot to foot.

Lee stood at the door with his mouth hanging open. Lee closed his eyes a second and shook his head. “Let’s go see this place, shall we?” Lee turned to Anna behind him and raised his eyebrows. I didn’t expect Plim doing anything. We might be able to work with this, Lee thought to Anna.

Sisselli, Lee, and Anna followed Plim about ten blocks. He talked the whole way about how he found waifs living in an old warehouse and they said they’d work for him. They arrived at the rundown structure. “Who owns this?” Lee asked.

“The owner is waiting for us.” Plim said and they saw a little man wearing clothes that were much too fine for his apparent status. The man had two scarred, bruisers for bodyguards doing their best to look intimidating.

“You own the building?” Lee asked before Plim could start talking. The man nodded. “How much do you want for this pile of scrap?”

“Don’t you want to see the fine features of the building?” the man asked.

“No. I’m afraid if you rattle the door – the whole structure will fall down,” Lee said. “Do you need bodyguards here, so you won’t get mugged – nice area this is in? Does it have running water? A well nearby? It looks like the water from all over the street floods the building where that wood rot starts,” Lee said pointing out the obvious rotting wood.

“I decided I don’t want to sell it,” the man said.

“Fine. Plim. Take me to the next two places you found,” Lee said, and they all turned to walk off.

The man saw them walking away and then said, “Wait. Eight hundred large gold.”

Lee laughed and kept walking while shaking his head.

“Five hundred,” the man yelled.

Lee stopped and said, “Four hundred.”

“Four-fifty,” the man said.

“One hundred now and three-fifty more the moment we sign over the deed if there are no delinquent taxes owed on it,” Lee said.

“Four hundred then,” the man said, "and you pay the fifty large gold in delinquent taxes."

Lee signed the paperwork realizing they would never have allowed Anna to sign as a woman. He got the deed and the late taxes bill after giving the man a sack of 400 large gold coins. The man walked off without a word. Lee turned to Plim.

“Tell me about the urchins you’ve found.”

Plim hopped around from foot to foot. “This is where they normally live. Some of them have the talent and they have no parents.”

They entered and saw children running around, some of the roof obviously leaked but it was amazingly clean. “Why is it clean?” Anna asked.

A little boy and a girl running by saw Anna and stopped dead still with their mouths open. “Are you a fairy?” the little girl in a ragged sack of a dress said. She had a tangle of brown hair, and her face was smudged.

“No, dear. I am an elf. Have you ever heard of elves?” Anna asked.

The little girl shook her head with her mouth wide open. An older boy, barely a teenager came over. “I’ve heard of elves, and they are supposed to be cruel with strong magic. Are you the owners now?” he asked and a girl about his age came over too and grabbed one of his arms and stood beside him.

“Yes. We want to hire all of you to work for us,” Lee said stepping up beside Anna.

“We don’t do that type of stuff,” the boy said with disgust.

“We will teach you magic, and you will make magic things to sell. I will make this so you can live here comfortably. I am Lee and this is Anna. What are your names?” Lee asked.

The girl pushed in front. “I am Mannie, and he is Diddle.”

“These two are our partners – Sisselli, the hotel manager and Plim who will have an office here. Diddle, Would you line up everyone we have so we can inspect our new employees?” Lee asked.

The children started coming out shyly at first but faster after encouragement from Mannie. They lined up by size with Mannie and Diddle being the tallest. There were seventeen children counting the two older ones. The smallest was about six or seven.

“How many of you have the talent?” Anna asked because she knew children here checked to see if they had talent from the day they learned the term. The two older children and six others produced mage lights from a flicker to a golf ball size.

“That’s perfect. Lady Anna and I will help you become more powerful,” Lee said and turned to Sisselli. “I’ll square away this building to make it fit for human occupation and add a store in the front. Would you arrange food deliveries and a cook? I will build a kitchen when I renovate this building today. See if you can hire one today. I will make an apartment for them. You two,” Lee said to a startled Mannie and Diddle. “Show me how people are sleeping here now and where you go to the bathroom.”

It took about forty-five minutes to tour the drafty old building. They explained how they had survived by running errands for people and charity. Lee and Anna had a good idea how it functioned. Lee got Plim’s attention.

“This was a good find, Mister Plim,” Lee said and gave him two hundred gold. “I have an important job for you. Take all the new employees, the children, and buy them two sets of clothes. Get them a little large because they will be eating better. Get them one pair of comfortable shoes. Sisselli is hiring a cook.”

“That will take me the rest of the morning and all afternoon,” Plim said.

“Exactly,” Lee said. “I need the building empty,” he mumbled hustling them out the door. He nodded to Anna.

Lee decided to destroy the entire building and rebuild it. He started disintegrating the building from the top down in huge swatches. People walking down the street stopped and stared. Soon others came by – some brought food so they could watch. Lee excavated down so there would be a large basement area too and started building up like he had built the taverns before. Soon, thick foundation walls began to grow. He added interior walls that Anna had suggested in the layout of rooms. Instead of a tavern section – the downstairs front became a storefront where they would be able to sell the products they would make. The second floor was divided into living quarters for Plim, the cook, and all the children.

The second-floor layout was set up with separate apartments and bathrooms. A modern kitchen was added with access through a rear loading dock. The roof was partially covered, and a play area and garden were laid out. Lee went inside and finished the bathrooms with his standard modern designs. Lee added the furniture and fixtures in all the rooms. He and Anna added the mage lighting fixtures on the inside and Anna added the lighting around the building with accent lighting shining at the building though that wouldn’t be apparent until evening. Anna started laying out and crafting tiled streets out front and had to shoo some people back as she walked along and replaced the muddy streets in front of the building.

To Lee, this was a cut-n-paste operation since he was just recreating what he had done in the taverns in Landsra and the Hotel here. He did add some of the larger-inside-than-outside closets because he thought that was a cute feature he had created. Anna was going through adding fabrics – towels and linens. For some reason, she could only produce small items even though she had the same mana access.

The furniture was standard for Lee and Anna but replaced the piles of rags and straw on the floor. Anna and Lee went to the storefront section of the building and started creating different styles of mage lamps. They went around and made lighted display shelves and cabinets to store stock. Lee made a strongbox and an alarm system. Lee made some sleek cylindrical mage lights to carry – essentially powerful flashlights that would never run down. Lee made some other portable versions that could be placed anywhere in a home or office. Anna adapted the magic circuitry so some of the mage lights could be dimmed or brightened. The samples were finished and inside of the store looked bright and cheery. Lee put automatic fields that could be initiated to protect the building from vandalism or robbery.

Lee and Anna walked out front. There were a lot of people outside. Lee made six street light poles in front of the building and the spectators all started clapping and whistling. Two Pratha guardsmen came up to Lee as he was finishing, and Lee introduced Anna and himself to them.

“What is this building supposed to be? We didn’t know anything about a new business going in here,” one of the guardsmen said.

Lee laughed and got their names. “Will you two be the ones guarding this section of the city?” Lee asked.

“Yes,” the other said. “This is our assigned area.”

“Great. Come in for a second. I want you to see the layout for the store part in case you ever need to respond here,” Lee said and escorted them inside. “You fellows need first look at this because I want you to come by every day.”

“What? You want us here?” one said.

“Of course. You protect me and I want you to benefit – so, when we get going, I will have a cook for a hot cup of tea in cold weather for you and a cool drink in hot weather,” Lee said and reached over and got two flashlights he had just made and handed one to each.

“What are these?” they said together.

“Push that switch forward and you’ll have a bright mage light. Push it backward and it will turn off,” Lee said.

“I don’t have any magic at all. My partner here has a tiny bit,” the guardsman said.

Lee snorted a laugh. “Not a problem. Try it.”

The guardsman flicked the switch and a bright light shone out of the front of the device. The other one flicked his on too. “Whoa! These are bright. How long will the light last? Does it use a lot of mana? I don’t want to pay a mana tax.”

“They will last as long as the switch is on. It runs on mana but not mana from the air. Whenever you use these – the mana around you gets stronger. You shouldn’t pay any tax unless they are trying to cheat you.”

“These are clever. I can’t believe how bright these lights are. Why would you help us?” the guardsman asked.

“You would want someone trustworthy guarding your family when you were away wouldn’t you? You are protecting my interests and I want you to benefit too. Imagine how safe we will be if everyone watches out for each other here,” Lee said.

“Thank you,” the guardsman said. “We don’t hear that very often.”

“The children that were here will be working for us as will Mister Plim – a former Adjuster as well as the Hotel Manager of the Tower Hotel – Sisselli,” Lee said, before the two guardsmen went on down the road.

Lee conjured a sign over the door that read MAGE LIGHT. Lee then made pictures of all the products on conjured plastic. He put prices over all the items and put a poster-sized sheet showing all the new products. He then made another sign that said, “GRAND OPENING this Two-day.”

The children came back with Plim carrying sacks of clothes. Sisselli showed up with a large woman and her daughter. “This is the widow Moni and her daughter Mol – the new cooks.”

“Welcome Moni and Mol. We have a nice apartment for you if you want it to go along with the new kitchen. It is yours as long as you work for our company,” Lee said.

“Everyone,” Lee said. “Follow me and Anna as we tour your new building. This is the new store. Mister Plim and others will work here. This is Mister Plim’s new office. Look at all the lights we will teach you to make and sell. We will make your magic stronger and teach you skills about math and life.”

“How will you do that?” Plim asked. “I was never the best student in school.”

Sisselli looked interested as did all the children. Anna decided it might be better coming from her. “We have ways to teach you years’ worth of school learning in an hour while you sleep. We will teach you languages and strategy.”

“I started to say, that’s impossible,” Sisselli said, “…but I’m learning that I should say – that sounds wonderful.”

“Thank you. Everyone. Play with the lights and turn them on and off. Make them dim or bright – you shouldn’t hurt them,” Lee said, and the children ran around playing with the lights. Two little boys were pulling on the same one when they dropped it and the light turned off.

One of the two said, “I’m sorry. I’ll pay for it. How much does it cost?” he offered bravely.

“We will charge two large gold coins for that model,” Lee said.

All the color drained from the boy’s face and both boys started crying. Anna went over and gathered them both in a hug and blew raspberry buzzes on their neck which had them laughing in a second.

“You will learn to make these. Accidents happen – just be careful. It’s not hurt – it’s just designed to turn off if dropped,” Lee said and polished the light and put it back on the shelf. “Let’s go to where we’ll make these,” he said and led them out the back of the shop into the shop floor where there were some long tables and empty cardboard boxes Lee had made.

“Let’s go upstairs where the kitchen, dormitories, and apartments are located,” Anna said as Prim and Sisselli all just stared around them. They walked up the flight of stairs and into one of the bedrooms.

The children were holding hands as they went through the rooms with big eyes swiveling from one wonder to the next. “Will the people that own this place mind that we are here?” a little girl said.

Anna turned to the child. “These will be your rooms. Mister Plim, Mannie, and Diddle will assign the people to the  room they’ll get.”

“Oh,” the little girl said with a frown and then a big smile.

The children looked around with wide eyes as they saw the bright showers and toilets. Lee had to create some small step ups so the smaller children could reach the sink controls. They enjoyed adjusting the water until it was warm and not hot. They giggled when they had their hands under the warm water.

Moni and Mol could not believe that their apartment was so upscale. Mol was grabbing her mother’s arm and dragging her into the larger inside than outside closet. It was hard to drag the pair out to see the rest of the apartments and dormitory. The kitchen had all the necessary pots, pans, and utensils. Touching the ovens, microwaves, refrigerator, freezer, or dishwasher for the first couple of times taught the person how to use the devices. Moni shrieked the first time she touched the stove, but she went back and immediately placed her hand on the stove again until the magical instruction finished. The cook encouraged her daughter to touch every appliance. Of course, all the children did the same once the cooks were finished.

Plim said, “What are you doing?” he went and touched the oven too. “Oh,” he said.

Sisselli had gotten curious and touched the dishwasher and chuckled. “What a marvelous idea?” he commented.

Plim had an apartment for his use. “This is for me?” he asked.

“Yes,” Lee said. “I’d get movers to help you move in here if you want.” Lee turned to Mannie and Diddle. “I need you two to keep the children under control – you are the surrogate family. Let’s go up on the roof.”

Lee escorted everyone up to the roof and held the door open. Mannie stuck her head out and then waved the children out. There was a safety fence around the entire roof and one third of the roof had a roof over it with picnic type wooden tables. The rest of the roof had slides, jungle gyms, seesaws, and a little merry-go-round. The children ran out and started playing.

Lee turned to Mister Plim. “Yes. You need to look at Manager Sisselli for ideas and try to implement solutions to the problems that will come up. You know the city government, so you try to handle those. Turn to him if there is something you can’t handle. Help the cook pick up stocks of food and we will come by tomorrow and give you all some training to do your jobs easier. Figure how to get them fed and to bed tonight. They are excited and over stimulated. Here is money for food and expenses Mister Plim.”

Sisselli came over to Lee and Anna. “I thought I was going to have to do all this for us. You solved half the problems I didn’t even consider. I thought what you did with the guardsmen was brilliant. The next couple shifts I will have Plim give out flashlights – that’s what you called them, isn’t it? What a brilliant idea? Having the guardsmen coming by regularly for coffee will tend to keep the protection rackets away. I will let you know if we get serious pressure. You mentioned shields in the store and that is a great idea to stop sabotage from anyone threatening the business. You have a dinner invitation to attend, I believe. I have sources of information too. Listoi’s wife is very powerful and connected, so bring her some of your samples. I’ll take it from here. You two run along,” the hotel manager said with a wink.

Anna told Plim, Mannie, Diddle, and the cook that Sisselli was in charge until they came by at breakfast. They hurried back to the hotel to get ready for the evening’s dinner.


Chapter 9

Dinner at Listoi’s

Anna turned to Lee as soon as they got back to their hotel room. “What do you intend to do with this Mage Light Company? You realize that small technological additions will not affect the Darvist economy to any great extent. We will receive pushback from the locals whenever we affect the status quo.”

“Yes, but after reviewing the learning cylinders from the Portal Guild and the Brothers of Oestum, I realized that Darvist does not even know about the previous invasion attempt, and no one knows that they intend to capture and enslave their Northern neighbor. We may be in a position to alert the locals to the danger of what they are doing. I’m still trying to figure out if they will even care,” Lee explained.

“Clean up and change into some nicer clothes. Make the cloth out of that soft, black graphene with an Ontario Slim fit jacket and leather belt. Yes – that’s good with a Mandarin collar – a little taller and open. Good. Formal but some ballistic protection. You will need to make a bag of holding into a ring… just like you are doing,” Anna commented. “I like the jade stone in it.”
 

“I made the volume large. It can’t hold as much as my original bag of holding but it has all the features of my first one. I transferred the necklace amulet, wand, and a box of the mage lights we will produce as a gift for Dame Barres and Listoi. I see you’re wearing your huntress embroidered outfit with the high boots. You look wonderful in it. Where will you say you are from and your rank?”

“As I appreciate when people defer to me – I shall tell them I am from the island continent of Ethralin. I thought the seventh princess would be low enough to not be of pressing importance. We would need to actually visit there, kidnap a local, and record the local language and cultural clues to really pull off the deception,” Anna explained.

“Shall we go,” Lee said. “I feel like I should know all of their friends after using the Listoi recording.”

“Do you still intend to tell them what happened in Landsra?” Anna asked.

There was a knock on their room as Lee nodded to confirm what Anna asked. Lee opened the door and saw the night clerk, Doland, standing there.

“The Listoi carriage has arrived for you,” Doland said.

“Thank you, Doland. How is the map project coming along?” Lee asked.

“I found a printer and have produced a brochure with a map. They should be available next week,” Doland said.

“Great. We are off to dinner with Listoi,” Lee said.

“Ah. Did he tell you it was Dame Barres’s birthday and also the couple’s anniversary?” Doland said. “It’s a pretty big celebration in Pratha.”

“No, Listoi implied a dinner invitation only but no problem,” Lee said. “Thank you for the warning.”

The carriage was the same as the one they had ridden in before. “Garl isn’t it. Thank you for picking us up,” Lee said.

The trip to the Listoi’s home wasn’t but a half hour but there was a large gatehouse with three guards that waved them through. There were a large number of ornate coaches beside the mansion. There were a LOT of guests. Garl stopped at the front and servants in elaborate livery ran and opened the coach door to assist Anna down. They walked up the steps and two doormen opened the large doors for them. The women had hair up in ornate coiffures with elegant ball gowns. The men wore frilly shirts and the most uncomfortable looking jacket, trousers, and shoes they had ever seen. They looked miserable.

As they went further, there was a man in an elaborate uniform announcing guests to a large room past the foyer. The man looked at them like he had smelled something bad.

“Names and Titles… if you have any,” the man said dripping with disdain.

“Baron Lee and Princess Anna,” said Lee.

“Baron Lee and Princess Anna from…” the herald said intimating that she really wasn’t a princess from anywhere.

“…from the island continent of Ethralin,” Anna said.

The herald coughed and said, “Princess Anna from the island continent of Ethralin.”

Anna touched the herald’s bare wrist as she went by causing the man to have strabismus where his eyes were crossed.

Many eyes turned toward them as they walked across the room. They appeared to be one of the later arrivals. Lee and Anna had taken Listoi’s learning cylinder, so they knew many of the people. They saw Listoi and his wife and made their way over to them.

They stood there for a moment until Listoi seemed to recognize them from somewhere. “Baron Lee and Princess Anna at your service,” Lee said and bowed slightly. Anna smiled and bowed toward Dame Barres. “Your husband gave us a ride on the way to Pratha and we shared stories. He asked us to repeat what we told him.”

“You were easy for us to recognize from your husband’s description. We are enjoying our stay at the Tower Hotel though we had to upgrade the primitive facilities,” Anna said.

“You have an old-fashioned Pratha accent. What country are you from?” Dame Barres asked.

“I am Elvish from the island continent of Ethralin. Hyvää syntymäpäivää ja hyvää vuosipäivää teille kahdelle ihanalle ihmiselle,” Anna said in Finnish which is close to high Elvish in Earth stories. “It means happy birthday and happy anniversary to you two lovely people. I am the 7th princess, and our species lives many times longer than your race, so we are encouraged to go portaling.”

“We were flying from Denshu in Landsra,” Anna said.

“Why were you walking? My husband said he had picked up two people who were walking on the road which is terribly dangerous in this day and time,” Barres commented.

“Yes. We had never been to Pratha and were flying from the Baron’s estate in Denshu. With all the mercenaries, mages, demons, and conscripted soldiers attacking Landsra from Darvist – we didn’t know what we would run into,” Anna said.

“Oh, I don’t know anything about that. Why would anyone attack Landsra? Isn’t Landsra just full of savages and wild animals?” Dame Barres asked.

“No…no…it’s like here with less people. There is no portal guild, adjusters, or Brothers of Oestum. We didn’t find out who had been sending all the warriors to Landsra until this week though we knew they sent the first forty thousand troops,” Anna said.

“Wait. You said Darvist sent over forty thousand troops to Landsra. Why and what happened to them?” Barres asked and Listoi came over to hear better.

“It appears that the Portal Guild Master Xerim, approached one of your princes with a scheme to invest 500,000 gold of the prince’s money with the King of Landsra. The Landsra King had discovered a gold mine in Western Landsra near Dimmock. The Landsra King kept the money and didn’t pay it back. Xerim lost all the prince’s money and was trying to recover it and take over the mine and all of Landsra to make up the losses. He was using the guild’s money to pay to the mercenaries, mages, and Brothers of Oestum. The troops were narrowly defeated by the Landsra mages,” Anna explained.

Listoi came up to his wife. “I think our guests have a fanciful imagination. Let’s see to our other guests. You will excuse us, won’t you?” Listoi said.

A woman came up to Anna. “I couldn’t hear all you said but I did hear we sent soldiers to Landsra. I really like your outfit. It looks really comfortable. Are you really an elf? I heard elves change into other forms and are immortal.”

Anna turned to the woman. “This is one of my forms I take,” Anna said. “A female elf. We are not immortal, just long lived.”

“Is your companion long lived too. I think he is very handsome. Are you two a couple?” the woman asked.

“No. I worked with his great grandfather until I was bored. The baron and I are more associates and business partners. He has only been on your planet for two years,” Anna said knowing she would not be believed initially.

“On our planet? He cannot be more than seventeen,” the woman said and laughed. “My fiancé said I should come act like I believed you to see what tale you would tell.”

“That’s quite all right, Daphne. I realize you are engaged to Prebus, and you have been friends with Dame Barres’s daughter, Monika,” Anna said displaying some knowledge from Listoi’s learning cylinder.

“How could you know that – I didn’t even introduce myself?” Daphne queried.

“That’s all right dear,” Anna said. “I don’t expect the young to have manners,” Anna said and walked off while Lee went to investigate a group of men – one of whom looked familiar from Listoi’s learning cylinder.

“Gentlemen, I’m Baron Lee. May I join you?” Lee asked.

“Baron Lee,” one of the older men said. “You must not have been a Baron long for me not to know of you. I pride myself on knowing all the barons in Darvist and I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of you.”

“Indeed, you would not. I was only raised as a Baron as a reward by King LisShu of Landsra once the old King was assassinated by the Brothers of Oestum. That was less than a year ago. My fief was the city of Denshu, near your northern border to Landsra. We manufacture portals, bags of holding, artifacts, and modern buildings. Are you not Viscount Pommerall? Don’t you rely on the Portal Guild to move your produce? The portal guild has had some reverses lately and may try to increase your rates to make up for their losses of the Prince’s investment,” Lee explained.

There was the sound of a little bell being rung. “Presents! Everyone.”

Lee and Anna stood off to the side as everyone scurried off and came in with boxes and carts. It seemed that they were trying to impress this couple more than their apparent social rank. Lee noticed an obvious military person from his bearing who had lost his right arm above the elbow. He went over to him.

“You in the military for that?” Lee asked. “Can’t your healers regrow arms in this country or is your condition because of some punishment?”

“You insult me, sir. It is not polite to speak of disabilities. I would take you out and beat some respect into you if I cared enough,” the man said.

“I mean no disrespect but if you want to step out for ten minutes, I can fix that while the nobles try to impress their neighbors. I am not from your country, and I greatly respect the military who protect the unknowing from all manner of depravities. Tell me your name and title good sir and let us go fix this,” Lee said. “Truly. My name is Baron Lee of Landsra, and our healers do this all the time. I train the other healers,” Lee said.

“I would not consider this if I didn’t have so many aches and pains,” the man laughed. “I am Brigadier General Hychek, and I have had too many drinks. Let’s go as I have nothing to lose.”

They stepped off to a side room that had several chairs and Lee indicated that the General should have a seat. He touched the man on the neck and the man fell asleep. Lee knew he needed to do this with as little fanfare as possible for maximum effect. He unclipped his shirt and jacket sleeve and touched the man on the neck and began the process to regrow his arm and repair his other medical conditions. The arm bones started growing first with his unlimited mana. It took almost no time to regrow the arm, heal the general’s ulcers, high blood pressure, arthritis, pre-diabetes, fatty liver disease, and muscle atrophy. He fortified the man’s bones and rebuilt his physique a bit. He slowly brought him out of it.

“I apologize that I had to neutralize a lot of your alcohol,” Lee said as the man regained consciousness. “How do you feel? Anything hurt. I got rid of your ulcers, arthritis, and cataracts while your arm was regrowing. Don’t tell everybody or I’ll get a million requests to cure their hemorrhoids.”

The man flexed his hand in front of his face and then gave Lee a big hug while crying. The man offered to pay him gold, but Lee just said he was honored to help a veteran. The General was so emotional that he staggered a bit as he reentered the room. The nobles had been giving presents to Dame Barres and Mister Listoi when Lee had been out of the room. There were sculptures, cheap jewelry, dishes, pottery, atrocious artwork, wine, and foodstuffs.

Pommerall had already given his presents to the couple and came over to Lee. “Did you mean that you have working portals that don’t belong to the guild? Your claims that you flew here from Landsra are hard to believe. The Portal Guild has been raising prices on us lately. How would you know about their rates?” the viscount asked.

“Portal Guild Master Xerim encouraged your prince to invest 500,000 gold with the King of Landsra. That King had a new gold mine in Dimmock in west Landsra. The King decided to keep the money. Xerim hired 40,000 mercenaries, mages, and Brothers of Oestum with demons to try to capture the gold mines and many other cities plus the capital. The Darvist troops were killed, captured, or run off. The Guild is planning to send a larger force to destroy the Landsra government, capture all the valuables to make up for the last losses, and enslave the populace. I plan to offer portals at rock bottom costs. Portals are cheap to make and maintain,” Lee said.

“Is there anyone else with presents for our hosts?” the herald yelled.

“Yes, here!” Lee said and he and Anna walked forward.

“We didn’t expect anything from you. Don’t be embarrassed if you don’t have anything,” Listoi said to them. “We saw you didn’t bring anything.”

Lee laughed. “We appreciated your kindness in giving a ride and advice to strangers. Dame Barres – this is for you. He took a beautifully wrapped present out of his ring-of-holding and handed it to her. She ripped off the wrapping and uncovered the velvet box. She opened it up and took out the amulet. The gold chain was reinforced with graphite strands. The gold pendant had an emerald jewel in the center.

“It’s lovely,” Barres said. “Thank you.”

“Push your mana into it to link it to you,” Lee said.

“I’m not a strong mage,” she said but gasped when she did it. “What does it do? Will it drain my mana badly?”

“No…no…the amulet has it’s own mana source and will increase the mana level. It will produce shields and oxygen to protect against most magic, mental, and kinetic attacks, or poison gases. The device will activate automatically when it senses a large build-up of mana nearby or with mana from the authorized user,” Lee explained.

Lee handed a slightly longer box to Listoi. Listoi ripped open the package and opened the case. “I have no magic. I can’t use this,” he said.

“It is for non-magical users. This is a weapon that collapses a mage’s shield and puts them to sleep when they are touched. It will not work on your wife with her new amulet but will work on most mid-level mages and weaker. It pulls mana from a shield and uses that to produce a sleeping spell,” Lee said.

Anna stepped forward. “This is not all. We have some new artifacts we are manufacturing now. I think you’ll like them,” Anna said, as she pulled a huge box from her ring of holding. There were gasps from the crowd when they realized the pair had bags of holding. Whatever the guests had been thinking about these two was going through a reevaluation currently. Anna opened up the box and waved Dame Barres over to set out items from the box to a low table off to the side. “Turn them on when you set them out.”

“Are these mage lights? Do we have to recharge them?” Barres asked.

“They are mage lights that never need outside mana. Listoi, why don’t you help your wife and turn these on too?” Anna said.

“I have no magic,” he said dejectedly.

“These don’t require outside mana at all and increase the mana levels in the rooms where they are used so adjusters shouldn’t charge you for increasing the ambient mana levels,” Lee said.

Lee kept pulling lights out of the box until twenty lights were all around and over the table giving off a bright light. The guests went to look at the gifts and were amazed how some of the mage lights could be adjusted dimmer or brighter. Dame Barres was so pleased, she reached out and touched Anna’s hand – Anna gasped. Anna caught her hand so she could not let go and leaned forward to whisper in the Dame’s ear.

“You have twins. One boy and one girl but the boy has a genetic defect that I am fixing – there. He would have been slow in thought and look, but everything is good now. Eat a bit more red meat for the iron – not a lot but once a week at least. Congratulations. They’ll be healthy now – limit alcohol as much as you can,” Anna said.

“How can you know these things?” Barres asked.

“We are powerful healers,” Anna said. “Also, your children both have the talent, and your meridians are mostly blocked. Lee can repair those easily if you’d like. I can also check Monika if you’d like.”

There was a growing murmur from the guests at the side of the room. “Dame Barres. I am Archmage Atmos with the Portal Guild. Who are these people? General Hychek is telling people that this supposed Baron Lee regrew his arm a few minutes ago. I have never heard of elves and others here say elves are supposed to live on the other side of the world and can shift to other forms. They give out expensive gifts and no one has heard of them before. Are we just being toyed with by a mind mage? Not me…I am immune to these tricks,” the man said.

Lee and Anna walked out to the center of the floor. “You called me a liar and a fake. You called Anna an imposter,” Lee said. “Let’s start with your first allegation – can I restore a severed arm? Does anyone have a severed arm? No – maybe we can settle two of his claims at once to his satisfaction. Anna here has been in this form as you see her, but she can take other forms – don’t be alarmed.”

Anna walked out into the floor and morphed into her cougar form. Lee looked out in the crowd and noted the girl that had given Anna comments earlier. “Daphne, come here,” Lee ordered and used a compulsion spell to force here to come out and start scratching behind Anna’s ears while looking terrified, but Anna leaned over and purred at the girl as Lee dumped a bit of endorphins into the girl’s system. He removed the compulsion when she calmed. “What does her fur feel like?”

“It’s packed really tight and she’s so warm. I like her purring,” Daphne said and blushed.

“Thank you, Daphne. That’s all. Do you still say Anna cannot take other forms?” Lee asked.

“It’s all fake and nothing but a glamour,” the archmage said. “I will dismiss this glamour,” the man said and pointed at Anna who lashed out with her extra-long, razor-sharp talons and cleanly slashed off the man’s arm.

Lee conjured a tourniquet around the man’s arm and placed a field that sound-proofed the guests from the man’s screaming. “Now let’s work on the man’s claim that my healing is fake. I so do not want to duel this man and have to kill him. I have to concentrate so silence would be best. Do you mind if I put him to sleep so he won’t die from shock? No – good. Someone bring us both a chair,” Lee asked, and chairs were rapidly produced. The archmage was unconscious and they were both seated. “Everyone take five paces back, and I’ll make it so you can all see better. That’s good.”

Lee conjured a semicircle of tiered, padded bleachers. He made some bright mage lights around and invited them all to come have a seat. Lee had realized that since this era was so brutish and inured to violence – they might find this interesting. “Please come and watch. It will be worth a few minutes of your time to have a most interesting story to tell.”

The guests came and Listoi and Dame Barres were right there on the front row. Barres seemed to get aroused a bit, but some people are excited like that. “I’m going to make sure there is no cloth in the wound and I needed to do this fairly often during the Darvist-Landsra War a few months ago.” He actually did it slower than usual while telling his story of arriving in Dwashu and not being able to speak the language to being attacked by the mages from Darvist. He explained how he spoke their language after learning from the former ambassador’s son.

“Now I’ve folded the cloth out of the way – I am growing the bones down to the elbow. Now we have the radius and ulna bones, wrist bones and these all have names, and then all the fingers.” Then he explained flying to Dimmock and fighting there. He then explained the trip back to Dwashu building taverns. “Most humans are generally the same body structure with small variations. Now I’ll build the layers of muscles and blood vessels to supply oxygen and nutrients to the muscles and ligament,” he said and then mentioned the fight at GenShu, before getting to Tallen. He was finishing the nervous system in the arm and testing while discussing the battles in and around Tallen. He was testing the hand, waking the man, while discussing the assassination of the Landsra King. He mentioned how shocked everyone was when they found out that Landsra had kept the Prince’s loan money and all the violence that followed.

The crowd of guests had been captivated by the show of magical and medical prowess. “I hope this answers questions about us. We feel honored to be invited and in the presence of so many talented and successful people. Let’s see if Archmage Atmos still doesn’t believe we can regrow limbs,” Lee said in finishing. “Everyone should realize that Anna can change forms – back to your Princess form please,” Lee said, and Anna changed back to her elvish persona. “The mage lights never run out and are manufactured in the Nuevell District at our new store.”

Archmage Atmos regained consciousness and looked at his bare arm and wiggled his fingers. “How?” he asked looked stunned.

“Realize that just because it is beyond your experience – does not make it impossible. I did not want to duel you, but I do not take kindly to unkind slurs against my associate or myself,” Lee said.

Atmos looked at the severed arm on the floor near a puddle of blood. The hand on the floor had his portal guild crest ring on it – further indication that he was in error. “Is Anna – Princess Anna your consort?”

Lee looked at Anna and laughed. “Hardly. I like older women but 200 years older is too much even for me. She says she likes me because I do unusual things and I’m not boring.”

“I was mistaken about you. I apologize for what I said,” Atmos said.

“Quite all right,” Lee said. “I thought I was hot stuff when I first got to your world and nearly died the first day I was here because of my naïve arrogance.”

“Our world?” Atmos said.

Lee laughed. “I’m staying at the Tower Hotel. Let me treat you to lunch one day and we can get you up to speed on what we’re doing? Are you dead set on staying with the Portal Guild? There are other jobs out there where you can progress faster.”

“You use odd turns of a phrase. Are you offering me a job?” Atmos asked. “Why would you do that when I insulted you publicly?”

“I think you were feeling your oats – I discerned that you thought you were at the top of your game and realized you had more to learn and are feeling a bit more humility now. I think you had a shock to your ego along with your body and you want to learn more,” Lee said and looked at Anna who nodded in affirmation to his judgement.

“I will do that. I bid you two, goodnight,” Atmos said before saying goodbye to his hosts.

Lee and Anna went up to their hosts. “Thank you for inviting us,” Lee said.

“I didn’t think inviting you two to the celebration would be so…entertaining,” Listoi said. “My wife was quite impressed, and your gifts were perfect. I needed some type of weapon, and my wife needed a shield. Thank you for coming, I’ll have Garl give you a ride back.”

“No need, sir. We’ll just fly since it’s a pretty night,” Anna said as Lee turned and disintegrated the bleachers they had made. A few people saw Lee destroy the bleachers with a wave of his hand – it would add to their prestige. Lee and Anna walked out of the mansion and nodded to some of the departing guests before flying up into the night sky – back to the Hotel.

◆◆◆

Xerim’s Wakeup Call

Archmage Xerim, Portal Guild Master got more bad news this morning. Recruitment of mercenaries had fallen off to practically nothing. They had nine thousand but somehow reports had trickled in from Landsra about their defeat. The local mercenaries knew what happened now. It wasn’t a marginal defeat – it was a rout – another rout at GenShu, at Dimmock, and Tallen. Even the demons they had arranged to support the Brothers of Oestum had been killed. Demons couldn’t be killed in this dimension, yet they had been driven to their home plane and killed there. The Brothers of Oestum and Darvist Mage Guilds demanded the promised pay as did two mercenary guilds. Now he heard that two of the main culprits in their defeat were in Pratha revealing all the background intrigue.

What if the Prince finds out how my tip to ‘double his money’ had not only lost his money but nearly crushed the Portal Guild finances. Deem’s report had warned him, but the assassin hired to ‘rob’ Baron Lee had failed. The assassin’s body had turned up and his death was from a fall of great height – with no ‘great heights’ anywhere near. To top that off – the report of a party in Pratha society where a portal guild archmage challenged this same Baron and his companion. The reports were confusing and unbelievable at best, but they came from several sources. All the sources agreed that an Elvish female – supposedly a princess from Ethralin – changed into some type of cat-like large predator and slashed off the arm of the archmage.

Xerim sighed since Archmage Atmos had just earned his elevation and was somewhat of a prodigy. All sources agreed that this Baron Lee had regrown the arm and healed Atmos completely. The severed arm was recovered with the portal guild signet ring still on it. It was unfathomable that these mages – this Baron Lee and Princess Anna were so much more powerful than an archmage. The witnesses had reported that Baron Lee had recounted all of the attacks on Landsra. Xerim knew he would have to raise rates for portal use to keep the guild solvent. At least, they had a product, portal travel, where they had the monopoly that no one had the knowledge to challenge.

◆◆◆

A Pommerall Problem

“Sir,” Clerk Doland said as he came up to them as they were eating breakfast in the hotel’s restaurant. “Viscount Pommerall is here to see you and insists it is important.”

“Escort him back here. I’m just starting on this breakfast, and I don’t function without fuel for the day,” Lee said.

The Viscount came in and Lee said, “Please join us for breakfast. It is adequate. What brings you out at this ungodly early hour?”

The Viscount came in and looked a little flustered when everyone did not jump to their feet when he came in, but he just stopped for a moment, snorted a laugh, said, “Don’t mind if I do. Thank you. Morning Princess – Baron.” He sat down as a waiter rushed up. “I’ll have the same as they are having.”

Lee tapped his chest twice to indicate for the waiter to put the extra breakfast on his bill. “What’s on your mind?”

“Did you really mean it that you know how to build portals?” Pommerall asked.

“An associate at the Portal Guild confirmed what you said about Archmage Xerim, and he had indeed sent troops to Landsra. How often do you have to power your mage lights? What is your mana usage? I don’t want to be hit with a huge mana usage tax,” the viscount commented.

“I can produce a permanent portal from anywhere on this planet to anywhere else on this planet,” Lee said. “I can make them any size so wagons can drive through, and the ambient mana increases with my portals because they have a different energy source.”

“Do they use necromancy or demons to power them?” Pommerall asked seriously.

Lee stopped mid-bite and leaned back as if struck. “No and I have no idea how to do that. I use ordinary crystals and knowledge Darvist doesn’t have – apparently.”

“How much would you charge me to build one?” Pommerall asked.

“I’d need to build two – one at each end of the portal. Let’s see where you want it and how big. Show me where you want them to come out and then on a map where you think they should start. Then you make me an offer. How about that? We can do it today?” Lee said and turned to Anna. “Would you train the people at the factory today? I’d like to start making portals.”

Anna nodded and smiled knowing this would start stirring up the pot in Darvist.


Chapter 10

Portals 101

They finished breakfast and Pommerall laid out the facts that the Portal Guild was raising prices again and it would put a serious dent in his produce deliveries from the nearby and distant farms. I asked him what he was being charged to use portals now and gasped at the costs to use the portals which were also not conveniently located.

Anna went ahead to the Mage Light Factory and Lee rode in the overly ornate coach to Pommerall Produce – which happened to be a huge series of like new warehouses bustling with huge wagons pulled by teams of horses to hundreds of workers pushing handcarts after unloading and loading vegetables and slabs of frozen meat. All of them were moving foodstuffs.

Lee saw fifty ways he could make this cheaper and more efficient, but he wasn’t here to solve all the problems. He was here to produce the first cracks in the portal monopoly.

“Did your associate at the Portal Guild confirm the involvement of the Prince?” Lee asked.

“He did say that Prince Ferris had invested a large sum with Guild Master Xerim, but didn’t know the outcome,” Pommerall said.

“It was a half million gold sovereigns and he was supposed to double it because Mason at Dimmock in Western Landsra had discovered a gold mine. The King of Landsra decided he’d keep all the money and his son, currently King LisShu, decided he’d keep the rest and flee when Darvist attacked again since his father had been assassinated,” Lee said.

“Are you sure of all that?” Pommerall asked.

“Yes. I was there,” Lee said. “I got ‘elevated’ to Baron as a way to split up all the mages who defended Landsra because we were too much of a threat to the new King (a crook like his father).”

“So, you’re here to prevent the Guild from sending another expedition into Landsra,” Pommerall said.

“I don’t want tens of thousands to die on both sides and be enslaved because the head of the Portal Guild would be embarrassed by giving the crown bad advice and losing all his money,” Lee replied.

Pommerall laughed. “Money which Crown Prince Ferris needs to show King Tossis because he is his biological son born out of wedlock after his first wife died and his mistress died in childbirth. The council decreed that Ferris must make a million gold sovereigns before his father’s death or the throne will pass to his cousin, Jarl,” Pommerall said. “Build me a portal and I’ll get you in to see Crown Prince Ferris.”

“Deal,” Lee said. “Where do you want this portal to go? I assume you want multiple portals. Where is there a clear space you want the wagons to come out?” Lee said.

“Let’s go to my office inside. I have maps of all the known portals – I had to pay a pretty price for that,” Pommerall said.

They went inside and, indeed, Pommerall had a map on the wall showing the portal guild routes. “Why did they lay them out like this – it hardly makes sense?” Lee commented.

“I was told they had to be on ley lines, or it would drop the ambient mana too low,” Pommerall explained. “They also buy the land they build them on because only the highest royalty may build on public roadways.”

“Good deal. My portals don’t use ambient mana and I plan to build on public roadways for the Prince and send him money from the portals. Everyone would be able to use the portals at dirt cheap prices. That way, it makes him the money he needs and helps the public,” Lee explained.

“How much were you going to charge to move a wagon and horses?” Pommerall asked.

“I was thinking a large silver for a wagonload, horses, and driver. A small silver for a group and a large copper for individuals or a family,” Lee said.

“The Portal Guild wants ten times as much and few can afford to travel. How could you make any money? How can you enforce people paying and guarding the portals?” Pommerall asked.

“Just introduce me to Prince Ferris and I’ll build you a network where your transportation and shipping costs will be reduced to almost nothing. You will be able to reach new markets. You could ship to other countries for the same cost. You could acquire products from other markets,” Lee said.

“I hear a lot about portals networks, but I have yet to see one. Show me something,” Pommerall said.

“I need to consult Anna,” Lee said. “Give me a few minutes.”

“You want to go talk with the Princess,” Pommerall asked. “It seems like you keep putting it off.”

“I am talking with her now – give me a few minutes please. I just sent her the Portal Guild map and am planning the network,” Lee said.

What do you think about a network to put the Portal Guild out of business? Lee thought to Anna. I would use the same method I used with Archmage Porly when I thought he was cheating. The portal would have some decision-making ability and would remove the correct fee from the persons passing through the portal and automatically go to a bag-of-holding type repository that I would make for the Prince.

You would need to put signs up on each portal to see the destination, fees, and rules, Anna thought back to him. You could put the same knowledge into the frame on the portal. Use golems to protect portals that might be attacked. Make sure the portals cannot be used to send troops to Landsra. Send the people somewhere to ostracize them and send the weapons somewhere else, Anna suggested. Here are the most efficient routes from what I know currently. You will need to start at the one I’ve marked ‘start’ and jump from one to the next all over the system. Each one will need to be tweaked to get them centered. Mark the portal frames with the royal colors and flag. Give them the ability to defend themselves with shields and disintegration beams. Make it so golems can be sent to repel large scale attacks.

How is the training going? Lee asked Anna.

They are all gobbling up the knowledge like little chicks. I have started showing them how to manufacture the lights. I have expanded all their meridians, and they are much more powerful now. I’ll leave it with you. Rest when you get tired, Anna thought back to him.

“Hey! I’m talking to you,” Pommerall said.

“Yes. I hear you. Did you not hear me say that I was planning with Princess Anna? I was planning a network – not a single portal route,” Lee said. “I should have the portals ready this evening.”

“I just need that one route,” Pommerall said.

“I will have the routes laid out by this evening. Come back late this afternoon,” Lee said to Pommerall as he created a temporary portal to the starting point in eastern Darvist, near the mouth of the Rout – though it was called the Burble in Darvist. The beaches were charming and the town here was on land about ten paces higher than sea level. It was a lovely area. He created a golem with memories from Anna to provide information about the portal system and showed a map with names of towns all around Darvist. Most of the towns and cities were grayed out. Dest, this beach town would be on the edge of the network.

He conjured the huge portal frame and went down to the bedrock to secure it in place. He also built a shield that would protect the frame from the elements and added the defenses, offensive weapons, and memories to enforce rules for the portal. Several new scripts were etched into the ceramic of the portal that were not visible from the outside. Lee jumped and the next portal exited in the high mountains near the town of Argele. He created another portal arch and anchored it to the bedrock. The map now showed two lit points – Dest and Argele. The color map of the network showed eighty prospective portals grayed out with only two nodes being lit.

Lee got better at placing the exits close to the named towns using Anna’s preliminary planetary survey maps. He also sped up popping from one portal to the next node and expanding the network. The first one had taken seven minutes, and he shaved a little time off of consecutive ones. He spent extra time creating twenty armored and armed golems to respond to threats to the system.

He finished all the peripheral portals and then started putting ones toward the interior of Darvist. People came near him to watch as he created portals on the side of the road. The portals were very broad so horses and wagons could easily pull off to the side of the road. He was only challenged once when he put a portal near a town with a large military base nearby. A sergeant and two guardsmen approached him.

“What do you think you’re doing? (Pause) Sir mage?” asked the sergeant.

“I am completing a low-cost portal network for Prince Ferris,” Lee said.

“I don’t know anything about a portal network,” the sergeant said.

“Do the royals check with you before they do anything?” Lee asked. “Should I check with you before I do the bidding of the Prince.”

“He’s just a bastard and he’ll never get the money to retain the Crown Prince title,” the sergeant said.

“In that case I should alert him to your prediction…what is your name? I’m sure the Prince would reward you properly for this information,” Lee said deadpan. “Don’t you want to be able to go anywhere in Darvist for less than the cost of an ale?”

“Well, that would be nice and all, but no one let us know,” the sergeant said – not as abrasively.

“Exactly…no one tells the workers anything…that’s why the Prince made me put this button for information on every one of these portals. You just touch here – try it – it’s free for information. He wanted everyone to know how to use it and spent all his money so the people could travel anywhere they wanted even if he didn’t retain the crown prince status – I think that’s commendable from someone in the nobility who usually just try to get money and power. Try it and make sure it works – I know soldiers wouldn’t be afraid.”

The sergeant touched the white circle labeled information and jerked his head back when the information was shoved into him. It explained how to use the portal to go to any location with a lit icon on the map. International locations were not available yet. Lee stepped through the portal and headed to the final locations for the day. He saw some cities that he would like to explore in the future. He finished up in the late afternoon after eight hours of hopping about and popped out at Pommerall Produce as the last stop of the day. Pommerall was waiting for him. He had popped out of the temporary portal arch and destroyed it and created the larger, complicated arch with all the eighty-two nodes now lit on the map.

“It took you long enough. I’ve been waiting for you for over an hour. You don’t make a viscount wait,” the man said angrily.

“Touch that white circle before you let your mouth say something you will regret,” Lee said and pressed his mana onto the man whose knees started to buckle. “Right there,” Lee said.

The Viscount seemed quite shaken when facing resistance. Lee was sure everyone kowtowed to him his whole life and he wasn’t used to people putting him in his place. The Viscount shook his head and walked up and touched the white information spot on the large portal. Pommerall sucked in a breath as the information flooded him.

He started stammering…”You mean I can now go anywhere on this map for those ridiculously low prices?”

“Yes – or take a wagonload of produce to or from any of those locations for the prices quoted,” Lee responded. “How about us going to the town of Dest for early dinner. I bet they have a good place for seafood. While we’re there, I bet you could start arrangements for daily fresh fish before anyone else.”

“Really. I’ve only got a couple of gold sovereigns on me,” Pommerall said.

“I’m sure they don’t spend that for a meal there. Try selecting where to go,” Lee said and told Anna what he was doing.

“I just touch the Dest icon and step through with you, right?” Pommerall asked.

“Yes, let’s go,” Lee said.

Pommerall touched the Dest button, Lee nodded and stepped through the portal as did Pommerall. “Why did you nod?” Pomerall asked.

“The portal asked me to confirm that I wanted to go to Dest, and I nodded,” Lee said. 

“Oh!” Pommerall said as he looked to the west and saw the sunset. “It’s later here so we really are much further east near the mouth of the Burble.”

“Let’s walk into town,” Lee said, and they walked the quarter kilometer into the town and saw a tavern off to the side with good smells of cooking wafting their way. They walked into the inn and all the noise stopped as the locals swiveled to check them out.

“Where the devil did you two come from? You’re too fancy to have walked any ways in those big city clothes,” an old sailor said.

“I wanted some fresh fried fish. What’s good here? We just stepped from the new portal system that goes everywhere in Darvist. We were in Pratha about five minutes ago. It’s only a large silver to take a wagonload of fish through the portal each way or a large copper for a couple or family. You can go to the Southern mountains for a night or the western plains the next night,” Lee said and pulled out a color map he had just conjured into existence. “Can we order dinner? Barkeep, drinks for the house. Viscount Pommerall here can arrange a contract with you for any seafood and since we can get the fish to the capital in an hour or less – you’ll be able to sell all you catch.”

No one believed him until he put a gold sovereign on the bar and took a seat. The next plate out of the kitchen was fried fish with a spicy sauce and something like hush puppies on the side with slaw. It was delicious and the ale was different and tasty. The locals stared at the map that showed the 82 locations around Darvist and pinned it up next to the bar for everyone to see.

“You mean I could go the capital with my wife for a large copper?” he asked.

“Yes,” Lee said, “… though you’d need two coppers because you’d need to be able to come back if you wanted and prices are a lot higher in Pratha than here, but you could stroll around for a day and come back the same day. You could travel to the parks or monuments and see anything. This is really good.”

The meal went well and an hour later they were headed back to Pratha with a tentative contract and a satisfied viscount. “I can’t believe you built this in a day. It makes me wonder why I’ve been paying the Portal Guild for so long – and so much. I will try to get you an invitation to see Prince Ferris tomorrow, but you can’t count on anything with royalty. The Portal Guild will be all over him to shut these portals down,” Pommerall related.

“You operate the portal and get us back. I want to explain a feature you might not have been aware of…” Lee said.

Pommerall touched the correct icon and returned near Pommerall Produce.

“Count any money you have on you. Remember I paid for supper,” Lee said.

“If you want to split expenses or me to pay for the meal and drinks…hey. I’m down two large copper and I got a lot of change in my pocket. How did that happen?” Pommerall asked.

“How much did the portal indicate to you that it would charge for a pair traveling to another destination?”

“It said it would charge one large copper per pair…” Pommerall started laughing. “The Portal collected the money and gave me change. What happened if they do not have any money?”

“The portal doesn’t work, and you have to barter or explain your emergency – it recognizes true emergencies,” Lee explained.

“That is hilarious and most efficient…done with magic…you have quite a talent with scripts,” Pommerall said.

“Thank you,” Lee replied.

“Where may I reach you tomorrow?” Pommerall asked.

“At the Tower Hotel or the Mage Light Company if I’m not fighting off guardsmen,” Lee said.

◆◆◆

Xerim Queries

Archmage Atmos had been summoned to the Guild Master’s Office. He was more than a little nervous going in.

“Tell me what happened. I do not like ‘second-hand’ information,” the Guild Master ordered.

Atmos complied and related all he witnessed – when he was conscious. He had retrieved his signet ring from his severed hand and retrieved the sleeve of his best clothes and was having them repaired…it was cheaper than a new top.

“So, you saw this person change to animal form and it really did sever your arm,” Xerim said.

“Yes, and he had made bleachers with padded seats in the blink of an eye as well as bright lights. Several reported them both flying away after the party,” Atmos reported. “I saw him destroy the bleachers before he left. His presents to the hosts were most unusual and special also. He had a ring of holding and she must have had a bag-of-holding because she produced a large box full of perpetual mage lights for homes or offices,” Atmos said.

“That is not the most disturbing thing that has happened. Are you aware there is a new portal in the city?” Xerim asked. “I got inquiries if we built it. It is near here at Pommerall Produce. Check it out and report back to me,” Xerim ordered.

Atmos nodded and wondered if Baron Lee had built it. He said he was going to build portals, but they take months to set up and align. He hadn’t been in town very long.

He decided he’d fly over since he got his flight ring back from the severed hand. He would have caught grief if he had lost that – he had just earned it but Baron Lee didn’t appear to use one and he and Princess Anna both flew if reports were valid. He saw the large edifice of an arch as soon as he got in the air and a four-horse team with a heavy wagon emerged as he got closer. The wagon was loaded with produce. Another smaller wagon with iced fish came out right after the first but the fish looked huge. He landed and asked the drivers where they had come from.

“We just came from the southern rim. My that’s convenient. Five minutes ago, I was leagues and leagues away. This is so handy and cheap,” the driver said.

Atmos wasn’t sure if it wasn’t some trick. Portals couldn’t handle wagons and horse teams. He ran over to the second wagon, but these men looked totally different with rugged, weather-beaten skin and odd caps.

“Where did you fellas come from?” Atmos asked.

“Bet you saw these iced fish and wondered how long it has been since they were caught…well I’ll tell you young man. We bought them an hour ago before they could sell them at the local market,” the man said. “We were in Dest, five minutes ago. This system you put together is the smoothest thing I’ve ever seen and sensible too,” the old guy said. He looked startled a moment and then reached in his pocket and started laughing after he pulled out some coins.

“What’s so funny?” Atmos asked.

“I’m a large silver less than five minutes ago. That portal charged me to pull a wagon through and left me the change,” the old driver said.

Atmos stared at the fish as the wagon went by and he saw the salt all over the wagon and the large fish that were not from any lake or river – they were ocean spawned. He walked over to the portal and saw a man before him touch the white circle for information – start chuckling, touch the map and step through to Argele. Atmos touched the white circle and marveled at the flood of information about using the device. He now knew there were 82 different locations listed. He reached in his pocket, and he had four gold sovereigns, some large silver, small silver, and a large copper or two which would let him travel the extent of Darvist.

He touched the node for Argele, got a confirmation and stepped through to the cool mountain air. He visited the plains, the beach, the swampland near the great marsh, the ruins of Artful, and the monuments of Balist. He had lunch at a charming little street café and was back in Pratha by mid-afternoon. He flew over to the Mage Light Company and stepped inside the store. It had young children in odd uniforms inside. He walked over to the older girl standing to the side.

“My name is Atmos and I’d very much like to see Baron Lee or Princess Anna. I met them two days ago,” he said.

“Shall I tell him what this is about?” the girl asked.

“He will know me,” Atmos said but the girl frowned and tapped an even younger boy. He saw her talk to him a sentence or two before the boy ran off.

Lee came in the back of the room a few minutes later. “Archmage, how are you? What can I do for you?” Lee asked.

“Baron…it’s a personal matter. May I talk with you privately?” Atmos asked.

Lee frowned for just a moment before deciding that Atmos posed no threat to him. “Let’s go up to the kitchen and have some tea. We can talk privately in one of the side rooms.” Lee led Atmos out the back of shop, through the shop floor and up the stairs to a room near the kitchen. Lee ordered one of the golems get them some tea. He indicated for Atmos to sit down. “What’s on your mind?”

“Did you build this too?” Atmos asked.

“As opposed to what else?” Lee asked and took the tea the golem had brought. “Careful – it’s hot.”

Atmos sat there with his mouth open as the golem winked at him while walking away. He took a sip of the tea and nearly burned his mouth before blowing on it to cool it off. “Did you build that portal system? It is marvelous. When did you build that? How did you build that?”

“Yes. I built that yesterday, but I used Anna’s locations – I can’t claim all the credit,” Lee said.

“You built that golem too, didn’t you?” Atmos said.

“Yes. I built him too,” Lee said and sipped his tea looking at Atmos and thinking. “You want to jump ship. You’ve used the new system, haven’t you?”

The purpose of his visit to the Mage Light Company crystallized for the young archmage. “That’s exactly what I want to do. The Portal Guild is an obsolete institution that has outlived its purpose. It is trying to hoard and prosper off meager knowledge. You have fifty improvements over our system at less than a tenth of the cost. I walked up to that strange portal and touched it. I know how to use it and I am completely comfortable traveling all over the system. There is no range limitation if what I suspect is true. You need not be on ley lines, and you use a different power source that is permanent. Money is automatically deducted from travelers – that is a marvelous innovation. What about criminals fleeing or attacking the frames?” Atmos asked and saw Lee smile.

“You’ve already considered that – what would I have to do to work for you? I can be useful, and this is exactly the job I want to do. Tell me and I’ll do it,” Atmos said.

“That depends on Prince Ferris contacting me in the near future,” Lee said. “I built on royal roads, and I need to get Prince Ferris’s approval.”

“That is gutsy. I could go around and encourage people to use the system. It wouldn’t be long before the Portal Guild dissolved. What about going to different countries? I would love to do that,” Atmos said.

Lee found Atmos’s enthusiasm refreshing. He was excited about the possibilities. He could help them pull business from the Guild.

“What would you have to do to leave the guild?” Lee asked.

“I would have to give back the ring and we swore an oath not to reveal any secrets of the guild, but your system is more advanced than anything we had – they would try to kill me, but I can protect myself,” Atmos said.

“Pommerall is supposed to get me in to see Prince Ferris,” Lee said.

“Well, if anyone can get you in to see him – the viscount has the political clout to do so. He is known as the man who feeds the kingdom,” Atmos said. “Let me know because I intend to leave the Portal Guild one way or another and I’d like to work with you.”

“Consider yourself hired until the Prince keeps you or otherwise. I want you to go around the new portal network and encourage companies that use the portal guild system to use the Prince’s system and look for additional routes to add,” Lee said. “I will pay you the same salary as the Portal Guild – whatever that is…?”

“I was paid a small gold a day – or four large gold a month,” Atmos said.

“Good deal, five large gold a month then,” Lee concentrated a moment and pulled out an unusual gold coin. “I was going to give this to Prince Ferris, but I’ll give him a duplicate. This lets the holder travel free throughout the system. Find interesting places where people would like to go to eat or sightsee. Find out where there are festivals that would be fun, and I’ll make travel brochures.”



◆◆◆

Viscount Pommerall arrived in the front of the Mage Light Company in his ornate carriage. He exited the coach and came into the store with a number of unknown men. The children alerted Mister Plim and Princess Anna. Mister Plim knew Pommerall and the man with him. “Your Royal Highness… Viscount. Welcome to the Mage Light Company, I am Manager Plim.”

“We’re here to see Baron Lee,” the Viscount said just as Anna came out of the back.

“You must be Princess Anna. I can see the description I received was inadequate because you are lovelier than words can describe. Do you know about this portal system? Maybe we can talk with you until Baron Lee returns,” Prince Ferris said.

“Certainly, your Royal Highness. I laid out where to put the 82 nodes. Won’t you come upstairs where we can have a private room and some tea. The Baron should be here shortly. He is at Argele, building a resort at the moment. I just talked with him, and he should be back in less than an hour. Right this way,” Anna said with a smile and noticed the prince’s increased heart rate, dilated pupils, sweating, and flushed skin. He’s attracted to me – What now? she thought. Lee, come back here as fast as you can…I have hormone Harry – the randy royal, breathing down my neck, Anna thought to Lee.

I may dawdle just to watch, Lee thought back to her.

“Princess. I have heard of the island of Ethralin. How many people live there? I know nothing about it,” he asked as they walked up the stairs.

Anna was doing a fast analysis of the population centers from her pre-arrival planetary survey of the area. She could see one large ship building area at a Western harbor, three large population centers, and a very large capital with an extensive castle. She reviewed the activity and the apparent population density.

“I think the last projection showed there were around eighteen million people,” she said.

“When was the last time you were there? Did you come to Darvist by ship?” the Prince asked.

“We have a large ship building facility on the Western side of the island, but I flew first to Landsra and then used a portal and flying to come to Pratha. I was over there about two years ago,” Anna said. “What have you heard about the new portal system?”

“I heard that you built this system in a day, which I find impossible, but I am open-minded enough to want to listen to your explanations. I also heard it was built on royal land without royal approval and you are claiming that fees are being collected in my name. Do you deny any of that?” the prince asked calmly.

“No. That is exactly correct. Have you even seen the extent of the network? Did Viscount Pommerall tell you about his experience with it?” Anna asked.

The prince closed his eyes and sighed – “He has not shut up for a second about it. I am hoping this visit will get him over his obsession.”

Anna produced a map printed on NuRiz that folded out as a golem came in. The two bodyguards pulled their swords and squared off with the golem. “Princess, what would you like to serve your guests?” the golem said.

“How about a couple of large pepperoni and sweet apple pizzas with some ice-cold dark ales?” Anna said.

“Right away, your highness,” the golem said and hustled off.

“All the golems I have seen are crude. Did you make that one?” Ferris asked.

“No, Baron Lee makes them – I just designed their memory core,” Anna said.

The Prince had been sitting there a moment with his nose lifted as he turned his head. “What is that smell? It smells delicious,” the Prince said.

“That’s the pizza, your highness,” Anna said.

“Call me Ferris while we’re in private,” the Prince said.

“Certainly, Ferris but you must call me Anna.” Anna spread out the color map of Darvist with the 82 existing nodes. “This is for you. We’ll add more.”

“You mean to tell me that Baron Lee built the portal network in a day? I cannot believe that because all the archmages I know could not do that in months – never in a day,” Ferris said.

“Lee tore down this building and rebuilt it in a day. Have you seen the mage lights we make here?”

Anna said.

“My mages can make mage lights,” Ferris said unimpressed.

“Didn’t you notice that people without magic can turn our lights on or off, adjust their brightness, and they never wear out,” Anna said.

“That’s impossible,” Ferris said.

“You really ought to get out more,” Anna said as a golem came swooping in with two large pizzas and a tray of tankards of amber ales.

“Let me show you how to eat this and blow on it when it’s this hot or the cheese will stick to the roof of your mouth,” Anna said while demonstrating by picking up a piece, blowing on it and giving a perfect imitation of a teenager gobbling a hot piece of pizza.

The Viscount hadn’t said a word, but he did grab a pizza slice and tankard.

One of the bodyguards grabbed a piece and bit into it like Anna had shown. “Shaw is my taster, too. Shamr, is the designated non-eater.” Ferris watched as Shaw devoured the piece and nodded to the Prince.

The Prince took a tentative bite, closed his mouth, and let out a ‘yum’ sound. “Goo-d,” he said.

Anna took a sip of the ale to show it was drinkable. Shaw soon had a foamy lip licked off with his ale and he was grabbing a second piece.

“What kind of food is this? Pizza, I’ve never heard that word before,” Ferris commented.

“It is one of popular dishes that is easy to make where Lee comes from,” Anna said. “He’s on his way back from the mountains. The nearest portal from here is near Viscount Pommerall’s warehouse. He’ll fly from there, so he should be here in a minute,” Anna said hearing Lee coming in the front with her sensitive hearing.

Lee came running up the stairs. He was breathing heavily.

“Hi folks. I was in the mountains of Darvist building a resort. Did you know they had hot springs up there and weren’t using them? I built a resort. Here is a photo brochure, your highness,” Lee said and handed the royal a color brochure with photographs of a modern resort.

“How do you make this drawing so real? There are more drawings inside. Wait? You have a way of capturing what you see and fixing it on this material. That is brilliant. You were right Pommerall. I thought everything you said was impossible but that doesn’t change the fact that you built those portals on royal land without permission and used my name. I haven’t seen a small copper from it either,” the Prince stated as he started eating another slice of pizza.

“Forgive me your highness, I am starving after building that resort,” Lee bowed and then leaned over the table and snarfed a piece of pizza. He realized the Prince was sharp to recognize a photograph. Lee practically inhaled the pizza and took the tankard from the golem as it came out. He chugged down several swallows and stifled a burp. “Whew…better.” Lee drew out a duplicate of the coin he had given Atmos the day before. “This is for you, your highness. With this with you – you and anyone near you will never be charged when using the portals…”

“What!” the Prince exclaimed. “That paltry gift will not…”

“No…no…your highness. This is the important part that goes with that,” Lee said handing the Prince the small bag. “This is a bag of holding. Push a bit of your mana into it. I understand you have a modicum of power. You will feel a little tingle,” Lee said.

“You better get to the point quickly or you’ll get the point through your guts – I tire of this,” the Prince said.

“Put your hand over the table and concentrate on seeing large gold sovereigns in your hand,” Lee explained.

The Prince concentrated and a mound of gold coins pinned his hand to the table. It looked to be about two hundred or so.

“It makes gold coins?” the Prince asked.

“Not really, your highness. Now move your hand a little and visualize small gold coins from the bag,” Lee said.

A pile of small gold coins appeared in a much larger stack.

“Now do the same with large silver, small silver, large copper and small copper coins,” Lee said.

The piles got bigger and bigger as the value of the coins got smaller. “I don’t understand,” the Prince said.

“Your highness. Any time a person uses your new portal system, money is automatically removed from the users, and it appears in your bag. It even makes correct change for them. That was from two days, and it will keep doing that. No one else can use that bag but you. I could because I made it, but I made it for you. I figure with expected growth; you will have your million large gold in four months. If anyone asks, you sent for me from Landsra to recover the bad faith loan Xerim had encouraged you to make five years ago. I’m not sure he didn’t plan with the then King of Landsra to keep the loan. We were appalled the King of Landsra would put his kingdom at risk for such an unethical reason.”

“What will you get out of it?” the Prince asked.

“I will keep Landsra from being invaded again by the Portal Guild and the Brothers of Oestum. Xerim promised them ten per cent of what they could recover. They brought necromancers and even summoned two demons I had to kill in their home dimensional plane. Xerim is rebuilding a larger force to capture Landsra and enslave all the populace they don’t kill. I don’t want that. Your portals are much better. I can add a portal anywhere you want. You can travel and explore other lands without riding in a leaking, dirty ship, and riding leagues on a horse.”

“How do I say this, tactfully? Is Princess Anna your partner? Do you cohabit?” he asked, and Anna knew enough she was supposed to be embarrassed so she made her ears flushed. The Prince stared hard at Lee.

“She has not been my partner. She is much older than me and even though I like cougars, I don’t like that much of an age difference,” Lee said.

“I’m sure that was very witty among your people, but it answers my question. You have my blessing on the portal system, and I will use my influence to try to dissuade Xerim, but it is my cousin, Jarl, who is the real threat. What you told me confirms my suspicions about the Guild Master’s part in this. Jarl would have some involvement in this, and he has access to a portion of the army,” Ferris said. “I expect Princess Anna to show me my new portal system over the next week. I will pick you up after breakfast and we can tour wherever you recommend.”

Anna now knew why humans rolled their eyes a lot.


Chapter 11

Whirlwind Tour

Right after breakfast Pommerall’s coach rolled up without the viscount.

“Good morning, your Highness…Anna. You don’t have any attendants or ladies in waiting to go with you?” Ferris asked.

“It will be much easier to travel without a menagerie,” Anna said.

“I’m not familiar with that word,” Ferris said.

“Just common in my language but comes from the French language. It just means ‘household.’ Isn’t that why you borrowed Pommerall’s carriage to be less conspicuous,” Anna explained. “You would need more protection if you were overt. I imagine you took your royal coach over to the viscount’s warehouse and left quietly in this one.”

“You perceive a lot,” Ferris said, and he was impressed by the elf.

Anna explained, “All royals have to look beyond the obvious situation and perceive the environmental context. You do realize your cousin set you up on the loan through Xerim to Landsra and will attack you as soon as he realizes that you have the means to earn the council’s approval before the deadline. I expect him to attack you through Portal guild proxies first to just try to delay you accumulating the wealth you need.”

“You are not intimidated by the fact I am a mage, a crown prince, and have two powerful bodyguards?” Ferris asked.

Anna laughed. “That’s good because it means I don’t have to do as much to protect you if we run into large groups of brigands or soldiers who have been given orders to tear down or inhibit trade through this system.”

“You aren’t afraid of me?” the Prince asked.

“Hardly,” Anna said and grinned.

“What are your plans if the portals are attacked? What would you do if you were attacked?” Ferris was accustomed to women feigning passivity and weakness. He wondered how powerful this young-looking, attractive woman was…

“If attacked,” Anna paused like she had to consider the question. “I always strive to keep the more important ones alive for a while.”

Anna’s cold-blooded smile sent chills down Ferris’s neck and excited him at the same time.

Oh, God, Anna thought to Lee. He gets off on torture…or BDSM.

You know lots of famous or wealthy people go into that stuff – they get off on the compliance or helplessness I suppose. You are an attractive entity and since you said you were this exotic princess from an unknown land – you have your first true admirer…stop this invasion and save this guy IF it looks like he’ll not let this invasion go ahead, Lee thought back to her.

“You think you are powerful enough to do that?” Ferris asked.

“I don’t like killing tens of thousands of beings, but I have to do it every seventy-five years or so. Here we are,” she said and hopped out as the carriage pulled up to the portal.

Ferris bodyguards were out before the coach stopped too. “What do we do?” bodyguard Shaw asked.

“Touch the white circle that says information. Have the driver come down and as well as Sharm and the Prince for this first time,” Anna said.

They all touched the ‘information’ spot and got the quick dump of instruction to use the portals and they all complained until they touched it. “Does everyone have to touch it each time?” the Prince asked.

“No – the information is reinforced if you touch it more that once but there is no requirement. You just have to pick your destination,” Anna explained.

“What if brigands decided they’d just lay in wait for someone to come through?” the Prince asked.

“The gate has sensors and can enforce safety if attacked. If groups are reported to be attacked further away from the gate, then golems are dispatched to rout out the threat. If that threat is too much, then traffic is rerouted around the problem area until troops are sent to restore order,” Anna explained.

“So now you are sending royal troops to defend your portals…” the Prince said.

“Your portals. Wouldn’t you send your troops if a harbor or supply route is attacked now?” Anna asked.

“Where should we go first?” the Prince asked.

“Your country. Where have you been that you liked or wherever you haven’t been but have always wanted to go?

◆◆◆

A Visit from Xerim

Lee was amused and alarmed at Anna going off with the crown prince. He didn’t want them to get attacked and overwhelmed. Anna had been hurt by Sprann casting lightning and fireballs at her when she first arrived, but she did have shields now. He wasn’t particularly surprised by Xerim working with another against the Prince. Duplicity in royal courts was worse than the House of Commons, the U.N., or the US Congress. Whenever you get a group of people together that have access to power – they abuse it. Especially if there are no standards for the representatives. In the US – you can run for Congress from your prison cell as long as you are twenty-five years old and were a citizen for six years. Sometimes Lee thought his great - grandfather was kidding when he described the politicians in the United States and thought their IQs were 25 or 30 instead of their age.

A young boy ran up to Lee when he was eating lunch on the second floor of the Mage Light Company. “Archmage Xerim is downstairs with two other mages, and he looks really mad. He ‘demands’ to see you right away…that’s what he said.”

Lee created a portal to downstairs but thought it might intersect with the display cases, so he set the exit for near the ceiling, and he’d fly down. Hope he didn’t destroy the city block to get a flashy entrance. Luckily, this old warehouse had super high ceilings. He set his flying disk and flicked through the portal.

Xerim was furious when he had one of his people give him a hasty drawing of the portal system map that had been created. He’d show this upstart not to mess with the portal guild.

Lee appeared overhead and drifted down directly in front of the archmage who had raised a heavy mana shield. His two companions had raised shields also.

“How may I help you, gentlemen?” Lee asked. “Archmage Xerim, I presume. I am Baron Lee.”

“Where did you just come from?” Xerim asked.

“I heard you were here and demanded to see me immediately so I transported myself here to see how I may serve you. What is so urgent?” Lee asked.

“There is a lot of mana here. Should I call the adjusters?” Xerim threatened.

“Yes, there is. All my devices produce more ambient mana. Would the adjusters pay me for creating more mana?” Lee asked. “The manager over there that just walked in used to be an adjuster. Mister Plim, what would the adjusters say if your shop is producing more mana?”

“They would applaud your efforts, I think,” Plim said.

“This is preposterous. That is impossible,” Xerim said.

“Like teleporting from room to room?” Lee said. “How may I help you? You never introduced yourselves or told me what this is about.”

“You damn well know what this is about. It about your portal system. It was built on royal land, and you didn’t check with us first. Portals can be very dangerous if put up shabbily,” Xerim said almost through gritted teeth.

“Oh, it is not my system. It is Prince Ferris’s system,” Lee explained. “The Prince currently gets all the money from the system until he reaches some arbitrary amount in a month or two. I am quite aware of the danger of poorly constructed portals because I have seen yours. Have you used the Prince’s system? You can go to a resort in the mountains and have dinner on the beach for the cost of a short hop on your system. The upper and middle class are using the Prince’s system a lot, and many are moving wagon loads of goods through it. That should make profits go up for producers and distributors while lowering costs for consumers.”

“You couldn’t have made yours like ours,” Xerim said.

“Oh, I assure you I didn’t want to copy your system. I wanted our users to be better protected and informed when using the Prince’s system. At least, try the Prince’s system and go to the mountains or the Western plains before you go stomping around complaining about something you’ve never used. We have plans to go to other countries around Trace soon. It would be better to trade with other countries rather than trying to invade them – don’t you think?”

“Do you realize what amount of mana you would use to travel to other countries?” Xerim asked.

“Why yes, I do. You would understand that if you knew our origins,” Lee said. “Look around, I will give portal guild mages half off on stock today. Remember these devices produce more ambient mana so you pay no overuse tax.”

“That’s impossible,” one of the accompanying mages said.

“My great-grandfather always says that if it happens it probably is possible,” Lee said.

“Don’t you mean said? Always says means he is still alive,” the persnickety mage said.

“Oh, he’s still quite alive because he’s only two-hundred and fifty. Like Elves, my people live a long time,” Lee said.

Xerim snorted, turned, and stalked out with his two sycophants in tow.

“You realize the guild is going to be trouble,” Lee said to Plim just as two guardsmen came in.

Lee had seen these two before and given them flashlights. The two guardsmen came up to Lee and looked back over their shoulder at the door. “What’s got those mages shorts in a twist?”

“You fellows seem to have something on your mind. Are your flashlights working all right?” Lee asked.

“That’s just it. I’ve been offered ten large gold for mine and my mate here got offered eight for his, but we don’t want to sell them – they are so damned useful. We shine the light in people’s eyes, and they drop their weapons and give up. We’ve made more apprehensions in the last week than we had in the last month,” one of guardsmen said. “I’m Guardsman Tobi, Baron.”

“Tell you what, Tobi. These sell for one large gold apiece. I’ll give you one each to sell. Bring me back two large gold if you sell them and you keep the rest of the money. That way you could take the family on a trip somewhere and still have money left over. Have you seen the Prince’s new portal system?” Lee asked.

“We saw it, but portals are too much for the likes of us to use,” Tobi said.

“It’s just a large copper to take a family anywhere on the system and a large copper to come back. Take your family up to Argele in the mountains or Dest by the sea. Prices are cheaper there than taverns and restaurants here in the capital,” Lee said. “Touch the white circle on any of the Prince’s Portals and it will give you information at no charge. Here are two flashlights. If you can’t sell them – just bring them back.”

“Thank you, baron,” Tobi said, and they rushed out.

“You just lost two large gold worth of flashlights,” Plim said.

“I doubt it. People are generally honest. They start stealing if they think they are being mistreated or feel others are cheating them. I’d like to hire those two and have them guard this place. It’s hard to care for a family with prices like they are in the capital and breakeven wages here. Think about that economics and marketing cylinder Anna gave you,” Lee said.

“I haven’t taken it yet…I’ve been putting it off because I know about that stuff,” Plim said.

“Take it just to please me then. Then you can explain what wasn’t covered in that cylinder. You can critique it for me,” Lee said.

"Okay – I like that word. I’ll take notes on what I know that isn’t covered on that learning cylinder,” Plim said.

Lee nodded knowing that most people could put all they know on a very – very slim brochure.

◆◆◆

“The gall of that man. I’m surprised you didn’t just strike him down, Archmage. Are we really going to try their portal system? Do you think it is safe?” one of Xerim’s protégés asked.

“I was able to hold myself back,” he said shuddering at the thought of the power of the man to casually teleport into a crowded room and fly down with an ancient flying ring. Well, they would see what defects were in this system. Here it is. He read the instructions. “One of you touch the white circle and tell me what it does.”

One of the two reached and touched the white circle – “Gods!” the mage said.

“What happened? Did it shock you?” Xerim asked.

“No. Now I know how to use this portal and all the rules and prices. It says you need not put any money in – select a destination and it will remove the funds enroute,” the mage said.

Xerim encouraged the other mage to touch it and he gave the same response. Xerim touched the circle and just grunted because it gave him the location of all eighty-two nodes plus other information. He went up and tried to see any runes or glyphs on the device and he could see none. He didn’t see a power source either. Could it work? he thought. He decided to touch a destination node that had a portal guild node nearby if they needed and they all stepped through.

◆◆◆

Prince Ferris was enjoying traveling with Princess Anna. He thought he was impressing her with his wide knowledge of the world because she was saying, How nice and Isn’t that interesting to him. He thought she must long for him since he was such a vigorous male specimen, and she was just holding back. They had just emerged from the portal to the western plains town of Dubin.

A group of twenty men-at-arms appeared near the dunes and scrub trees ahead.

Three of the men road horses in front of the coach. “Everyone out of the coach and on the ground!” the large man on the horse demanded. Seven none too professional looking archers and ten scruffy men with short swords and polearms stood with them.

Prince Ferris turned to Anna who had a queer little smile on her face. “My Lady, I did not anticipate this. We are heavily outnumbered. The driver says he can see a tree blocking the road ahead.”

“This is perfect, your highness. Step out with me and I’ll show you another feature of your network,” Anna said. “Step out so you can see this in action.”

Anna stepped out before the Prince could stop her. She faced the men.

“Oh, ho! Look what we have here. I told you we would catch rich prizes men. I had no idea…” he stopped talking as he saw the Prince step out with his two men at arms.

Anna turned to the Prince. “I have been preventing the portal from enforcing its protective effects so you could see what it does. Just say, when.”

The Prince looked perplexed for a moment – then grinned and said, “When.”

The portal frame sent out disintegration beams and destroyed the heads of the seven bowmen,  the next ten men, and finally, the two men as well as the leader. The portal only destroyed the men’s heads and didn’t damage the horses. The portal then destroyed the portion of tree obstacle where it was over the royal roadway.

“What should we do with the bodies?” the two bodyguards asked the Prince.

Anna laughed. “Loot the bodies and drag them out of the way, take the horses if you want, and split the spoils between you.”

The driver and the guardsmen quickly looted the men and found several gold and a couple of decent swords and a nice bow. The three horses were a cut above a peasants steed, so they had stolen them from others they had robbed. They found the bodies of a merchant, his ravaged wife, and a guardsman, right past the tree blockade. They found a signet ring on the leader. Anna cremated the bodies of the merchant’s group with a modified fireball which opened the Prince’s eyes a bit. Anna hadn’t acted like a love-struck young woman, but her actions made the Prince just admire her more.

“Shall we go somewhere else or just go ahead, your highness?” Ferris asked Anna.

“Why don’t we go ahead? Your men can sell the three horses or return them to the family of the merchant. You haven’t been to this area so this would be a good way to restore rapport with them,” Anna said.

“I take it that rapport means affiliation or understanding…is this another one of your words from your home?” the Prince asked.

“Yes,” Anna said not thinking about how many English words had French and Latin roots.

They rode into the town about five times the size of Denshu. The locals all stared at them, but the stares didn’t look hostile. Some people pointed to them as the carriage rolled through the streets to a large livery stable. They realized they had been pointing to the horses trailing the carriage with blood all over the tack.

“We’ve got some horses we think belong to a family here. A merchant, his wife, and a guard apparently were killed by a group of about twenty robbers at the new portal,” the driver said.

“Gods,” the stable hand said. “I’ll bet that was our mayor. He was so excited about using the new system. Those are their horses. Are they really dead? What about the robbers? Twenty is more than we can handle. We’ll have to send for help from the capital.”

“We disposed of the bodies killed by the brigands, but the bandits tried to rob us, and the portal killed all of them. The portal removed all the heads of the outlaws. The mayor apparently met the cutthroats on the way to the portal,” the driver explained.

“The portal killed all the outlaws? How did it do that?” the local asked.

“It is designed to protect users. If reports arrive about outlaws stopping people out of line of sight with the portal, troops will be sent through the portal to destroy the threat,” the driver said explaining what had been learned touching the information circle on the portal. “Is there family, so we can return the horses?” the driver asked.

“No,” the stable hand said. “I’ll buy them off you for four hundred large gold because I can sell them for enough to cover their clean up and feed. That would include their tack.”

“Oh, please, said the driver. “You will sell all that for 1,000 gold easily.”

The haggling went on for a while and they finally settled on paying four-hundred forty large gold and five small gold for the horses and tack. Prince Ferris divided the money between the five of them. Anna paid for their five rooms at the large tavern – the nicest one in town. It had flush toilets and cold running water with gas lighting – really swank for this era.

The hotel manager was thrilled to have the Prince stay at his hotel and recommend the food at a nearby restaurant that was actually pretty good and better than food in Pratha – not a high bar. The rooms were clean. There was a waterfall nearby that was a local draw and they went there after breakfast the next morning. It was…a waterfall…for this area it was…nice. They headed back to the portal to go to Dest and Anna was supposed to scope out a place for a new resort there, but the seafood was good. They toured the beach coves and Anna found a secluded cove that would be perfect. She bought the land while she was in the area, and they headed for Argele in the mountains.

◆◆◆

Awkward Arrangements at Argele

They had had a good time in Dest and Ferris became more and more familiar with Anna. They took the portal to the mountains and the scenery was spectacular. The resort Lee had made was not filled since it was so new, but there were already tourists coming who had seen the brochure Lee had produced. They obtained two penthouse suites. Ferris had a room with two bedrooms for him and his two guardsmen and Anna got her own room. Both rooms had nice private balconies that showed the snow-covered mountains in the distance. These rooms had the ‘touch-the-doorhandle’ information built in that explained how to use the features in the room. There was even a biometric activated, magic safe in the room for storing valuables.

The restaurant in the hotel was a cut above and reasonably priced. There were even a few of the locals eating there when they went to dinner.

Ferris was more and more suggestive as the trip continued. He tried to put his arm around Anna at some of the scenic locations and Anna had to push him away. His two bodyguards were giving the Prince more ‘alone time’ also.

They were on the Prince’s balcony. “Have you checked the inventory in your bag of holding?” Anna asked to distract the Prince. “You need only hold your hand over your bag of holding and think ‘inventory’ and the quantity of money will be displayed. The amount will be projected to you in whatever manner you wish – in large gold or small coppers.”

Prince Ferris frowned as this wasn’t what he had in mind while sitting on the balcony of his hotel room with wine and a pretty girl. He nodded and concentrated on inventory in large gold. The response indicated: nine thousand forty-three large gold.

“It is only nine thousand forty-three large gold,” the Prince said.

“It has only been five days,” Anna said. “The population doesn’t know about the new portal system. They don’t know how cheap it is compared to the original portals and you have made nearly 10,000 gold. You will have to let people know you offer this service.”

“You should just marry me, and we could announce the portal system at our royal wedding,” Prince Ferris said out of the blue. “I respect you and having a powerful mage would aid my rule.”

Anna was rarely as surprised as she was at that moment, so she contacted Lee. Lee, the Prince just proposed.

Congratulations, Anna. I hope you two are very happy, Lee thought back to her.

I am serious. He hasn’t fully approved the portal system on royal land. I wasn’t expecting this. What do I do?

Tell him he is too young for you. You are over 200 years and cannot bear children, Lee suggested.

“I was a little stunned. You have to realize that I cannot bear children and I’m over two hundred years older than you. I am flattered you asked but you know nothing about me. I morph into different animals,” she said and turned into a great eagle, a cougar, and then back to her elvish look. “I will outlive you a thousand years.”

“You had me on the fact that you cannot bear children as that would be your main obligation,” the Prince said. “The other part is a bit scary – and exciting at the same time. I’ll say good night if you are not into anything else?” he said letting the question linger with a look of anticipation.

“No, nothing else,” Anna said, and Ferris looked like someone stole his candy. “You realize your cousin probably prompted Xerim to propose that 500,000 large gold deal to the King of Landsra,” Anna said. “He just wanted you to fail so he could inherit the crown. I wouldn’t put it past him to split the loan money between your cousin and the King of Landsra.”

“You would have made a great queen,” Ferris said with a sigh, “…but the regent council probably would have rejected it. You think I’ll make the one million before the deadline? Why should you help me? What do you and Baron Lee want? I’ve learned you don’t get anything for nothing – there is always a cost,” Ferris said.

“I think you can. We need your help keeping Xerim and your cousin from raising an army and invading Landsra again,” Anna said. “He has raised thousands already and he is planning another invasion. He lost 40,000 troops last time, but he never paid their full wages.”

“That gives me something to think about. We should probably head back tomorrow,” Prince Ferris said with a frown. “What do you think my cousin will do next?”

“I think he will encourage Xerim to push attacks against your network,” Anna said.

The Prince escorted the Princess to her room and bowed minutely to her as she shut the door.

Lee, I’m not so sure of the Prince. I think he is lazy enough that he will do nothing. We just need to keep it running when the Portal Guild inevitability tries to destroy it. Get your golem response teams ready. Add pricing in pictograms on our portals so everyone can see the cost of using the system. We had groups of people who weren’t using the system because they thought it was too expensive. We also need pictograms on the portal frames to touch the white circle because many in rural areas can’t read, I’m told. Literacy is only about sixty percent among men – lower in women, Anna thought to Lee.

◆◆◆

Sanity Delayed

The next morning, Anna and Ferris left the resort with little fanfare. It had been pleasant up to ‘til then. The breakfast was good – a sight better than in Pratha but that came from three golems in the resort’s kitchen. They got back to the portal and noticed the remains of the brigands had been removed. Ferris pointed to the portal frame.

“I don’t remember that being here before. It shows the rural folk that they should touch the white circle. It also shows pictures on how far you can go on a large copper,” Prince Ferris said.

“Do you want a personal portal and to be exempt from the tracking feature? We can put them anywhere you want – the palace or a hunting lodge or anywhere you want. These can be private but could still tie into the network.”

“I want one at the palace. I haven’t decided if I should allow this network or if I should just allow the portal guild to invade Landsra since you won’t marry me,” Prince Ferris said.

“That is exactly why I can’t marry a person that is contemplating such childish actions. You have two days to decide. Choose the portal guild and Brothers of Oestum and give up inheriting the throne or choose expanding trade and becoming King,” Anna said as they passed through the portal back to Pratha. The carriage took ten minutes to arrive at the Mage Light Company where there was a line of people waiting to go in and two guardsmen standing outside.

Anna was out the door as soon as the carriage stopped. She held the door open for a second. “Let us know if you decide you want to keep the system.”

◆◆◆

Lee met Anna as she came into the store. “How was your time with our Prince?”

“It was awkward and gave me a better appreciation of the hormone driven urges you organics endure,” Anna said as they walked upstairs. “I think the cousin, the portal guild, and the Brothers of Oestum are going to attack us. The portal guild will realize that they can’t compete with a superior system that is cheaper and more robust.”

A small boy ran into the kitchen alcove where Lee was drinking some tea and talking with Anna.

“There are two adjusters downstairs that demand to see you,” the boy said.

Lee went downstairs with Anna as her Elvish persona. Anna walked out with Lee to see the two men. “What can we do for you today?” Lee asked.

“You are using a lot of mana, and we have a bill that we have estimated. You must pay or cease and desist all operations of this shop and the portal network,” the adjuster said.

Manager Plim came out polishing a globe. “Hello Tobler,” Plim said.

“So, this is where you landed. I wondered how low you’d sink – and now I know,” Tobler said.

“Will you answer one question for me? What is the stated goal of your organization? I forgot since working here and making these very nice, perpetual mage lights?” Plim said.

“We make sure no one uses up the mana in a different area, so we regulate the use – this place uses more than anyone in the city and those portals use tons more mana. We have an accounting of over 15,000 large gold with us for estimated use. You either pay us or we’ll shut you down,” Tobler said with a snarky smile. “We don’t need wastrels and half-breeds in our city.”

“Please take a reading of the ambient mana and see what happens when we manufacture a large mage light. Baron Lee, would you be so kind?” Plim asked. “Tobler, take a reading of the ambient mana in this room.” Plim took out an instrument just like Tobler was using as well as the second adjuster. They showed each other the ambient readings and they were the same. “We all agree this is the current reading – correct?”

“Yes, this is the current reading. What’s your point Plim?” Tobler said.

Plim nodded at Lee and Lee proceeded to conjure a mage spotlight – the brightest mage light the company made.

“Gods!” Tobler yelled. “My meter just went off the scale. We have underestimated your fine.”

Plim laughed. “Oh! Now it’s a fine. What is your ambient mana reading now after this huge use of arcane energy?”

Tobler and his partner looked at their meters and tapped them on the side. “The ambient mana is higher now. That’s impossible,” Tobler’s partner said.

“What trick is this? Are you and these two trying to subvert our authority?” Tobler asked.

“Do the adjusters pay us for increasing the mana levels wherever the Portals or mage lights are working?” Plim asked. “Have you tried the Prince’s portal system? It is much more extensive than the Portal Guild system and much – much cheaper. You can travel to Dest for a great seafood dinner for the cost of coach ride to the market.”

“You know what happens when you don’t pay, don’t you?” Tobler threatened and stomped out.


Chapter 12

Enforcers

The dozen enforcers came that afternoon. They walked into the mage light shop and asked to see the manager. Plim came out to meet them. The rest of the staff escorted out the current customers to a side room to get them out of the way and Plim pressed the amulet Lee had given him for trouble. Force fields manifested over the entire stock, furniture, walls, and windows.

“You can just pay me, and we won’t have to do this…” the man said while slapping a cudgel into his palm.

Four golems came out of cubby hole closets around the showroom and started walking toward the men.

“You were warned,” the man said as he turned and nodded to his men. The men spread out around the shop and started smashing their cudgels into the tops of the display cases to no avail. Nothing broke or dented. In fact, their weapons could not hit the surfaces due to hidden force fields. The leader of the enforcers changed his tactics. “Beat up any customers you see walking with a mage light from this shop and help me kill the manager. We’ll send a message. Come back and do the people that work here,” he ordered. “Give them the thorough lesson – especially the women.”

Some of the enforcers started to leave and the leader went toward Plim but never reached him. Plim moved back to his office as per the emergency plan. As soon as he shut the door, a golem disintegrated the leader all the way to the floor – leaving no trace. The doors locked and the golems marched toward all the intruders and the men started attacking the golems. The golems disintegrated all the intruders and then retreated. It was not a battle – but an extermination. All the doors unlocked. The customers were escorted back out and offered half-price specials on anything they wanted today. The attack had only lasted about ninety seconds.

Plim asked Lee, “Where did all the enforcers go?”

“The golems convinced them this was a major error and they just disappeared,” Lee said.

“Good. They tend to go after the customers and families next. Beatings, stabbings, rape and arson are their normal pattern,” Plim said.

The two adjusters came by an hour later and looked all around the inside of the shop. Lee, Anna in her Elvish form, and Plim met them in the showroom this time. “Won’t you come with us to Plim’s office. If I were to give you a huge sum of money in public – you might get robbed. Plim, would you see how much cash we have on hand. I’m going to make a portal so these people can go home safely.” Plim stepped out.

“So, our enforcers came by, did they? They must have made an impression on you to change your mind about us that quickly?” Tobler said.

“I’m going to make a portal so you may leave here safely. Those enforcers know you’ll have a lot of money when you leave a business, don’t they? Do they know how much you wanted to get from us? Isn’t that a lot more than normal? Would they attack you? It’d be tempting if you did that type of work – maybe the leader wouldn’t think like that – he had a lot of guts, but I don’t know about the other eleven. They convinced me they’d do anything in less than a minute. I’m going to create a small private portal like I did for the Prince. Take readings so you can report back to your organization,” Lee said.

Lee turned and made a portal frame that he had been thinking about for a long time. The frame grew before their eyes and then the swirling portal stood waiting to be used. “How much mana used? Tell me about the ambient mana in here while this is active?”

“It’s incredible – I’ve never seen anything like this. Your casual use of huge amounts of mana but the ambient mana is increasing slowly. It must be leakage and you use mana from another source,” Tobler surmised.

“Plim will be back in a moment,” Lee said. “One of you step through and make sure those enforcers aren’t spread around ready to jump you and then come right back. Anna, won’t you step through and check it out and come right back.”

Anna nodded and stepped through and disappeared. Thirty seconds later she came back. “I saw two groups of three strange men, but I didn’t see those people that came in early very clearly. It could have been them. Do either of you know them well enough to recognize them? I’m not sure it’s close enough to either of your houses either. Which one of you knows these men best?”

“I do,” Tobler said. “I’ll only be gone a minute,” the adjuster said.

The second adjuster walked and stood directly in front of the portal and Anna used her enhanced strength and shoved him through. Lee collapsed the portal.

“It looked nice on the other side. The homes in that area looked like a mix of organic shapes with light and airy structures. The detailing is intricate with everything designed to blend in with their surroundings. There is a lot of use of stone, marble , and crystals,” Anna explained.

Plim came in with a sheet of paper. “Where did the two adjusters go? Did the portal work? Did you send them home? Do you know where they live?”

“Oh,” Lee said. “I sent them to Anna’s home in Ethralin on the island continent on the other side of the world.”

“They don’t speak the language, have no local money, and they may have had a slight issue with the drop of two paces at the exit. I hope he wasn’t a really good friend,” Anna said.

“No,” Plim sniffed. “He was the lowest piece of trash a human could be. He liked the extortion part where he could suck money from people over and over again. We think a lot of the money didn’t even make it to our organization, but he kept it rolling in. Did you really send him there?”

“Yes, we did,” Lee said.

Plim was thoughtful for a moment. “You got rid of those enforcers too, didn’t you? Disappeared, huh. Good riddance to bad rubbish,” he said and paused. “We have 17,023 large gold. That is a good week. Our lights are extremely popular.”

◆◆◆

Portal Obstruction

The attacks on the portals started the next day. Lee got four alerts that portals were under attack. Lee went through to the first portal listed as being attacked. He stepped out under the portal’s force field. Mages were flinging fireballs and mana darts at the portal frame from all sides.

There was a momentary cessation of attacks when he appeared. One of the mages stepped forward. “Step away from the portal or you will be destroyed also,” the mage said.

“Why have you been ordered to attack the Prince’s portal system?” Lee asked. “I assume Archmage Xerim ordered you to do so.”

“That’s correct. These are unauthorized,” the mage said.

“Why is that? Is there some law that the Prince violated by establishing his more advanced system than your portals and operates them much cheaper than your system,” Lee explained.

“Step away from the portal. I’m not here to debate with you,” the mage said.

“You have a portal near here, don’t you?” Lee asked and took off toward the portal guild system.

An archmage from this group followed him but had a hard time keeping up. Lee saw the portal for the guild directly ahead. He landed and immediately went to the areas that designated the destination for this portal. He etched new coordinates into the device and flew back to his portal while disregarding all the attempts to damage the portal frame. He punched a button designation and stepped through to the second portal being attacked. He immediately flew to the nearby guild portal and etched the same destination into that portal.

Lee flew back, reentered the portal under attack, and went to the third portal that was being attacked. He altered the guild portals and did the same with their fourth portal. He was not worried about attacks on his portals since they were holding up well to the continuous bombardment. What the portal guild had not realized was that the Prince’s portals that Lee conjured were running on arcane power from another dimension and they could attack it ‘til hell froze over and it wouldn’t run out of power. Lee went back to the Mage Light Company to await the next iteration of the Guild’s dysfunctional methods to hold on to power.

He walked in and Anna came up to him. “What did you do?” she asked.

“They were so busy trying to overwhelm our portals that they left the nearby Guild portals unguarded,” Lee said.

“Did you destroy their portals?” Anna asked.

“No…no…I did something better. I rerouted everything that goes through that portal to an alluvial plain to the far west. They can be lords of creation there. The portal receives just as it always did but anyone going through it ends up at that land to the far west with only a one-way trip and a two pace drop at the end,” Lee said.

“Maybe you ought to make portals all over Landsra to encourage the Darvist to use the Prince’s system as an easy way to invade but make them smart enough to have more complicated rules about weapons and numbers,” Anna suggested.

“That is a great idea. I’ll add a private portal from here and we’ll set them up all over Landsra. I will wait until they are complete before I let them show up on the portal frame maps,” Lee said and made a portal frame in the side of the workshop in the Mage Light Company. He opened a portal to Tallen, Dwashu, Dimmock, Leeville, West-Shu, East-Shu, and Sashu before finishing by adding a portal at DenShu.

Lee flew through the portal at the plaza outside the tavern as he called Bala over his bracer. “Hi, Bala. Would you come down to the plaza? I need to get you up to speed.” He put the finishing touches on the portal frame and activated the map enlargement showing the eight more portals he had added in Landsra to the ones in Darvist. The signs were in Darvist and Landsra languages and prices were in both country’s coinage.

Bala came flying with Liam and about ten of the new guardsmen. “Are you ahead of the invasion?”

“Whoa! Let’s go have a beer. I’ll catch you up on what’s going on,” Lee said. “The invasion has been delayed. I’ll buy but first inspect that Portal frame over there and touch the white button – then we’ll go get a drink.”

The group all seemed put out that the prediction of the invasion was off by a month or so. Bala was upset after the hour of Lee explaining about him setting up a company and Anna riding around with the crown prince. She was upset that he had set up this portal system.

“So, you’re telling me they are having trouble recruiting mercenaries, but the same people are trying to organize an invasion still and you are giving them a means to enter Landsra en masse?”

“Yes and no. Their supplies don’t come with them. If they come in the form of an invading army, their supplies go to an island on the other side of the planet, and their weapons go to another warehouse. The first three-man teams can go through unharmed and unchanged but large forces are misdirected to other parts of our planet and the portals are only one way. Is that what you’re saying?” Bala asked.

“Yes," Lee said.  "Essentially that’s the plan so far if we can’t keep them from coming. We are still working on destroying the rival to the prince who may be sympathetic. Meanwhile, you should travel around Landsra and Darvist, if you want. Here are three learning cylinder copies for you to use to get the feel for the opposition – a powerful merchant in Darvist, a portal mage, and a Brother of Oestum.”

“That’s it, so far?” Bala asked.

“Yep. I’m heading back. The portals are handy, and they do limit armies moving,” Lee said and headed back to the portal on the plaza. He knew the portal mages would be going crazy when they weren’t able to destroy the Prince’s existing portals in Darvist.

◆◆◆

Escalation in Darvist

Anna met Lee as he exited the private portal he had constructed in the Mage Light shop. “I see you added several more portals in Landsra. I take it you added some new scripts to the portal frames to deter soldiers and mages.”

Lee laughed at her comment. “I allowed the scouts with three or four to come through, but their crystal communicators will not transfer. Any large groups following the scouts are cleaned.”

“Cleaning them…I don’t understand,” Anna asked.

“Large groups of men are treated differently. I used that cleaning spell that removes their clothes, their communicators, any wands, any magical artifacts, removes any weapons and sends those to a storage area. Any coins or valuables go to my bag of holding. Oh…I also trigger those death tattoos the mages were wearing. The nude bodies are dumped at the end of the Southern continent with a little two pace drop at the exit,” Lee said. “Their policy is for three or four scouts to go through and one reports back. The scouts will lose their communicator crystals and will send one back to report it’s clear. Then the portal is only one-way, from Landsra to Darvist, after one goes back to report.”

“And I thought you were too naive. What about the wagonloads of supplies? What if those go through?” Anna asked.

“Horses, wagons, and supplies are fine, as is the driver. We can always use supplies so those go through just fine to the designated destination. What’s been happening here?” Lee asked.

“The portal guild sent earth mages through our system. They tried to dig out under the frames but the neutralization within sight of the portal frames frustrated them. They dug out the roads near the portal frames and I sent golems out that fixed the roads after killing the earth mages. It was only a few and that stopped. I suspect they will threaten us here soon. What next?” Anna asked.

“Let’s redirect all traffic passing through guild portals to go to the Southern continent – one way,” Lee said.

“That’s cruel by human standards, isn’t it?” Anna asked.

“Not really…Putting the portal exit five hundred meters above the Portal Guild building would have been a messy, noisy, and cruel way to handle it. People sent to enslave and kill other innocents doesn’t elicit much sympathy from me. An undeclared war is a criminal act in human society – maybe not on this planet but it means that to me,” Lee said.

“Shall we go tonight then and add the scripts that send everyone using the guild portals to the southern peninsula at the far end of this continent. It’s got a decent climate. We’ll split it up to do it faster. Use your stealth mode because some will be guarded.

◆◆◆

Lee was tired from his outing – Anna had faced little resistance also. They had put the modified scripts into the metal portal frames where it could not be discerned visually. There was no feedback from users unless they had a communication crystal, and those people would not know where they exited the guild portal. The portal guild would lose all the repeat business. Lee was enjoying breakfast with Plim, Mannie, Diddle, and the younger kids. “When the men behind the scenes send people to stop us in force – when they surround this place and threaten you and not just me – take the kids and you all go to Denshu and ask for Bala. She will take care of you.”

“Baron?” Mannie asked. “Don’t you mean if they come for us?”

“No, Mannie. They will realize that threatening Anna and me, means nothing. They will threaten people we care about. It will just mean that you get to see more of the world. It will be soon because we have twisted the nose of the ones behind the scenes,” Lee said.

“Ah, I get it. You didn’t really tweak their noses,” Mannie said. “You did things that upset your enemies so they would attack us? Ah – so you know who to retaliate against. It forces your enemies out in the open,” Mannie said.

“You are very smart, Mannie and very right. I expect them very soon so be prepared to travel,” Lee said.

◆◆◆

Cousin Jarl

Later that morning, six heavily armored men came clanking into the store. Two had swords drawn and though the swords looked big enough to necessitate two hands – these two knights were big enough to handle the swords like they were holding a flyswatter.

Lee rushed ahead and went right to the two with their swords drawn and touched his shield to the point of the sword and walked forward, forcing the knight to step back several steps. Lee raised the temperature in their suits of armor a lot.

“What do you want?” Lee said, as he kept raising the temperature in their armor. “Who are you? Do you often enter stores with weapons drawn? What are your orders?” he said and raised the temperature even higher.

The brighter one in the group told the two to put up their swords. Lee lowered the temperature in their armor.

“We have orders from Duke Jarl to arrest Baron Lee and Princess Anna. We were told to threaten you and we are to say we will kill all the people in this building if you don’t come with us,” the knight said. “I am Knight Protector Krocus. We work for Duke Jarl.”

“Will you and your people leave the people here alone and unharmed if we go with you quietly?” Lee said.

“Yes. We will have to bind and blindfold you,” Krocus said.

“Is that your orders or will us giving our word we will not resist be enough? Let me see your face,” Lee said.

Krocus took off his helm and the other knights shook their heads at him. “Gods alive. Can’t you tell this man is an archmage and she is Elvish, and they could snuff us out in a breath! Your word is fine, Baron – Princess. You have my word of honor that the people here will be unmolested as will this shop if you come with us quietly.”

“Did the Duke give you a reason for our arrest or is that something you will make up later? I’m just being rhetorical,” Lee said. “Shall we go?”

“This way, Princess – Baron,” Krocus said. and two lined up in front, two in the rear, and one on each side to escort them out.

They went through the storefront door and there were hundreds of soldiers with crossbows and mages lined up in front. Two archmages were flying over the street and Lee saw two more above the rear of the building. Lee triggered the shield around the building. Lee changed the sign above the door to ‘Closed by Duke Jarl while he attempts a coup.’

“You can’t leave that sign up,” Krocus said. “We will remove it if you don’t.”

“Not happening. Be aware that the building and golems will retaliate if attacked just like Prince Ferris’s Portal System. Have you tried that yet?” Lee asked.

The knights realized they couldn’t force these two to do anything. The six knights walked to their transport, which was a cage on wheels pulled by two horses. “Do you mind if I fashion something for the Princess to sit on?” Lee asked Krocus.

One of the other knights said, “Sure. Oh, this I have to see. Be my guest, Baron.” 


Lee closed his eyes and the cage, cart, and wheels morphed into an open modern body with padded white leather seats. The wheels disappeared and the vehicle floated off the ground because Lee made it into a magnetic lift vehicle that would be no effort to pull. Lee directed the driver to stand up and changed his hard seat into one heavily padded. The driver sat back down with a long sigh. 

“That’s better,” Lee said and opened the door to the floating gravity carriage. “Your highness,” Lee said and held out his hand as Anna took it and stepped up. Lee followed. “Sir Krocus, Where are we going?” Lee asked as the man as he brought his horse beside the carriage.

“We were told to bring you to the palace dungeon,” the man said looking like someone out of his depth.

“Fine,” Lee said. “Not a problem.”

It looks like we are dignitaries being escorted instead of prisoners in this thing, Anna thought to Lee. There are a lot of people in the street.

I wonder if I could project adrenaline and endorphins into the passersby as we go forward? Lee thought back to Anna. I’m going to try that.

Why in the world would you do that? Anna questioned.

Let’s just see if this works, Lee thought to her.

Lee concentrated and felt the aura of all the people ahead of them a block and started producing adrenaline in their bodies to get them agitated and excited. As the carriage, surrounded by soldiers, started to pass them – he added spurts of endorphins, so the spectators felt high when they saw the carriage. He also gave them a very mild compulsion to wave and cheer. One or two started cheering and clapping as they started passing and soon the people up the street were wondering what was coming their way. They saw the two people surrounded by hundreds of soldiers and started cheering and whistling. The passersby were enjoying the spectacle so Anna and Lee started waving. Lee and Anna would point at people, wave, and Lee gave them another shot of endorphins when they were looking directly at them.

Lee gave the soldiers around him a mild compulsion to act regal and gave them a shot of endorphins too…why not he thought. It would keep them from thinking about the repercussions of not degrading them for Duke Jarl by transporting them in a straw strewn cage.

◆◆◆

Designer Dungeon

They arrived at the castle and were escorted down to the dungeon. Anna was thrown into a rock walled room next to Lee’s cell and the iron reinforced wooden door with a barred viewport was locked. Lee immediately cast an illusion that they were in their cells, huddled in a corner. Then Lee proceeded to clean all the dungeon. He got rid of vermin, mold, muck, and smells. Lee wrapped the glamour around the cell viewport in the door so it would look the same from the outside and then he set to work.

Lee used the bigger-on-the-inside-than-outside spell and changed the walls to a thick antique white color. He put in a modern bath-shower-sink-washlet combination with full-length mirrors. He made the dining area with bright mage lights and a lovely set of tables and chairs. He made a couple of large bedrooms for privacy, a small conference room, and a private study with overstuffed recliners. He tied Anna’s cell to his and spread the illusion so anyone on the outside would only see the abject desolation of a person in the cell. He added a memory wipe and compulsion on the lock that gave anyone who touched it with the memory of feeding the prisoner slop and slapping them. Lee stepped out of the cell and went down inspecting all the prisoners – many were murderers, robbers, thieves, or rapists. At the very end he found Crown Prince Ferris.

Ferris had been severely beaten. Lee put him to sleep even though he was in a semi-conscious state. Lee touched him and healed the broken arm, broken foot bones and bloody bottoms of his feet. He had obviously been tortured. He strengthened all his bones, added muscle mass, and swept the stress and fatigue hormones from his system. He cleaned out the Prince’s circulatory system and healed the cranial damage last by curing the subdural hematomas from blows to the head. He carefully removed the bloody, torn clothing and boots from the Prince, cleaned the Prince, and conjured new clothes and shoes. He roused the Prince.

“Baron…you’re really here. They got you too. Soldiers grabbed me yesterday…my cousin’s soldiers. My guardians, Shaw and Shamr, died defending me. You look…clean…how did…you healed me. Thank you but they will just torture me worse tomorrow. My cousin Jarl wanted my bag of holding and it wouldn’t empty, no matter what he did. He’s got it and it will empty after I die. That’s next.”

“Let’s get you to a better place. Let me leave something in your place,” Lee said. He conjured a dead body double and put the damaged, bloody clothes on the broken clone. He took the Prince and led him down the line of cells before magically opening his cell and stepping inside. The Prince looked around with wide eyes. He started laughing – half in irony and half hysteria. Tears were running down his face. “How about a mug of ale and a hearty meal?”

Ferris took a seat at the table and just stared around him at the large room with his mouth hanging open. Lee pulled a cauldron of stew out of his ring of holding. Lee placed it on the table and ladled out three bowls of thick stew with vegetables and spices with a lot more flavor than the meals they had elsewhere in Pratha. “How do you feel now that you’re healed?”

“I feel wonderful. Why didn’t my bag of holding empty when I concentrated on it emptying? I would have done anything when they were torturing me?” Ferris asked.

“A feature of your bag of holding is that it will not empty when its owner is under duress,” Lee explained.

“I don’t even know where it is now. I’m sure Jarl has it,” Ferris lamented.

“Not to worry. I have learned a few things about dimensional spaces – bags of holding. There is resonance between the owner and the bag – a string of mana. I first noticed it when I made glasses to see aether and saw the string of mana tying me to Anna. Your bag of holding empties when the owner dies because it severs that link. I am creating another bag of holding here now. Push your mana into it like you did before, until you feel the tingle,” Lee said.

“I feel it, but this bag is really small,” Ferris said.

“This cell is small. Your bedroom is on the right. Size only matters in bed. I am now directing the contents of your old bag of holding into this new bag…it will take a little bit of time,” Lee explained. “I am leaving one hundred gold of value in your old bag, but in the form of many large coppers, small silvers, less large silvers, and a very few small gold coins, plus a large gold or two. I’m going to empty that bag Jarl has, so he thinks you have died. He will send someone to check your body and recover it or destroy it. He will also think your portal system isn’t effective or making money. Ask this bag for an inventory summary now that it has the contents of your old bag. The bag will report an amount in large gold – the way it was set up.”

Ferris concentrated a moment. He started laughing. “Twenty-seven thousand, five hundred, and ninety-two gold. Why aren’t we escaping? My portal system is still making money.”

“Deniability, your Highness. You aren’t ready to fight your cousin yet. Am I correct in assuming the headquarters buildings of the Brothers of Oestum and Portal Guild are housing the upper echelons of those organizations?” Lee asked.

“Yes. Archmages get lavish lodging and many other benefits as they rise in rank. The higher ranked in both organizations live in the building. Families do not live with them though there might be a consort or two there with the middle-aged or younger mages. Servants live in buildings around the base. Why do you ask? Deniability?” the Prince asked.

“Have a good meal and you take the bedroom on the right. I’m going to step out for a bit of air about midnight,” Lee said. “Get some rest. This is the safest place for you to be right now.”

The Prince ate three large bowls of stew and two tankards of ale. He yawned hugely and staggered to the bedroom on the right and collapsed on the bed. Anna went in and pulled off his boots and took off his clothes. He was out.

Anna came out of his room and turned off his light and shut the door. “I left a night light on for him in the room and the toilet so he wouldn’t panic when he wakes and doesn’t remember everything. He would love to know I stripped him and put him to bed naked – a male dream.”

“You going to do damage while we are securely locked in our cells?” she asked.

“Yep,” Lee said, just like his great-grandfather.

◆◆◆

The Tower of Rubble

Lee flew to the headquarters building of the Brothers of Oestum. He knew they had killed hundreds in Landsra and were planning to kill and enslave thousands more if not stopped. He set aside all the doubt and flew to the large eight story building tower. There were no sentries on the roof, and he observed no wards. He concentrated and began disintegrating the upper floors. He cast a wind spell to disperse the hydrogen gas produced by the  disintegration. He swept back and forth and was almost down to the second floor before two Brothers flew at him. He strengthened his shields and kept destroying the building until he had destroyed it down into the bedrock.

There were three brothers now – two were flying so they must have been archmages. The one on the ground had started with fireballs and mana darts but must have realized that they could not wear me down by using up my mana. The one on the ground started some complicated arm movements and chanting but got interrupted with a laser pulse through his forehead. The two archmages saw that and started to fly away but a couple of quick laser pulses through their backs with a follow-up disintegration ball through the head did the trick.

Now Lee flew to the Portal Guild Tower. There were already three archmages flying around the tower. A pair came out with some type of staff that produced a sickly yellow beam that pierced right through Lee’s shield. It had barely missed as Lee was destroying the top of the Guild building. Lee cut the flying mages access to magic, and they flailed all the way down to their deaths. The ones on the ground with the staff artifact seemed drained, but they were trying to build up the mana potential to fire again. Lee fired a disintegration pulse at them, but it was absorbed by their odd shield. Lee tried the laser and aimed at the artifact itself. It penetrated their shield and cut into the staff artifact that was building a charge.

There was a blinding flash of light and a tremendous explosion that slammed Lee’s shield. His whole shield – with him inside, was thrown against the building and almost failed. The blast had destroyed the base of the building. The building lost a third of its base in the blast from the artifact and began to tilt before toppling over into the buildings beside it, right on top of Lee’s shield. He and his shield were buried under the rubble of the collapsed building. He felt something wet on his face and discovered blood running out of his nose. He felt his body healing and started disintegrating a path out which caused another explosion from the released hydrogen compounding the debris under which he was buried. He sat in his dark bubble considering how he would escape.

Lee considered how many would have died in the collapse and decided not many Portal Guild members would have survived the building collapse. He created a portal to the dungeon and stepped out looking a lot worse for wear.

“What happened to you?” Anna asked.

“I destroyed the Brothers of Oestum and Portal Guild buildings. Ran into more than I expected. The stress and exertion made me ravenously hungry, and I am tired of pizza. I can’t understand why those mages, were so much more powerful than the Portal Guild archmages,” Lee told Anna.

Ferris, who had been listening as he groggily came out of the second bedroom, answered him. “You must have run into the few battle mages of Jarl’s army. They aren’t necessarily more powerful than archmages, but they have some of the royal ancient artifacts and those are tremendously dangerous. You lived through it – that’s a good sign.”

Lee nodded and paused – just when he thought he had the problem mastered – he realized he always had more to learn. He returned to eating.


Chapter 13

Battle Mages are not Portal Mages

Duke Jarl was ecstatic when the bag he had taken from his cousin emptied. His uncle, King Tossis, would have to make him the heir now and then he’d poison the man to hurry him along. Tossis was right about how the powerful make the rules. He wouldn’t try to destroy the new portal system that had been created at the perfect time for him. He’d get the fees from that system now. He shouldn’t have worried about Ferris making a million gold from that system. Jarl thought he might use the system to move his troops around Darvist. He had his scouts checking it out right now.

The Duke had the military scouts report to him as soon as they returned. They had been ordered to see if they could use the Prince’s portal system. They were due in later today. He had sent them to see if they could go to any location on the new system and come back. It had taken them much longer than he thought but they had finally returned.

The leader of the three-man team came into Jarl’s command tent when summoned. He came in and his eyes were brimming with excitement.

“Where did you go? Did it work?” Jarl asked.

“Yes, your Grace. We went to the portal near Pommerall Produce because it is close to the Palace. We took the portal to ten stops at random in Darvist and back. You can drive wagons through these portals. We could move catapults through them with almost no disassembly. They are cheap and easy to use. You touch the white button on the frame and the portal teaches you everything you need to know to use them. You touch any of the 90 locations and it takes you there. We only went to those ten locations in Darvist your Grace, but there is more,” the scout reported.

“Tell me more, don’t keep you liege waiting!” the Duke demanded.

“Your Grace. After testing all those locations in Darvist, we went to all the locations in Landsra just as easily. There were a few guards in Landsra but that is all. We won’t need the Portal Guild for anything. We would need the Invoker Mages from the Brothers of Oestum because they can safely summon demons if you still want them,” the scout said.

Duke Jarl was having a good day. First, he need not seek the cooperation of the Portal Guild. Archmage Xerim was a weight around his neck he could do without. Being able to skip at least five weeks of travel for the supplies to travel by portal with his army would speed everything up. Recruitment would be easier if the mercenaries knew they were going to use portals to travel the major distance instead of marching. “Where did you go in Landsra?”

“We went to the capital of Tallen and Dimmock, your Grace. We even saw the gold mines that were being worked. We went to several smaller cities. It will be easier,” the scout said.

“Most of my people thought it would be a walk over last time and we got handed our asses and sent packing,” the Duke suggested. “What were the transitions like? Did they make you sick? Some of the Guild Portals make everyone who use them sick when they step through,” the Duke asked.

“No, your Grace. Our ears popped a bit in the higher locations, but it was like stepping through a door. We saw wagons with horse teams going through at Pommerall Produce and the drivers said they had never had such a smooth transition. The horses liked not being tired from long, dry hauls,” the scouts finished.

“Good job men,” Jarl said. “I’ll remember this good work.”

“Send in my advisors,” the Duke yelled, and the scouts backed out and left.

The advisors came in and looked nervous.

“Don’t keep me waiting. You look like you have more bad news for me,” Duke Jarl refused to be in a bad mood after Prince Ferris died, releasing his bag of holding and he now had a way to accelerate his expansion into Landsra through the portals.

One of his advisors came forward, pushed by the other two. “Your Grace. The Brothers of Oestum and the Portal Guild buildings were destroyed last night. It was a flying archmage like Baron Lee or someone like him. It was in the dark of night and the only witnesses still living were a good way away. They only saw a flying mage. We still don’t know but it killed most of the higher ranks of the Portal Guild and the Brothers,” the advisor said looking at the floor.

“Don’t hold back. Tell me the rest,” Jarl demanded.

“Your team of battle mages loaned to the Portal Guild were killed – we think. Their bodies have not been discovered. They used the Staff of Talon, and it didn’t work on the attacker – the staff exploded and that destroyed what was left of the building. The building seems to collapse on top of the attacker,” the man said.

Jarl smiled hugely. Two potential shaky allies, potential rivals for power, were eliminated and the attacker died too. The loss of one powerful artifact was a small price to pay to take over a kingdom. “Go to the dungeon and recover the body of my poor cousin. He died in his sleep from a heart attack – do you understand. Make sure the Baron and the Princess are secure – why are you still here? Go!” Jarl said with a smile.

◆◆◆

Advisors at the Dungeon

“That’s definitely Ferris. Whew! This place stinks. Are these the same clothes he was brought here in? Good. Jailer, wrap the body in some canvas or a rug or something and then carry the body upstairs and we’ll have it taken to the palace for a proper burial. Show us the cells with Princess Anna and Baron Lee on the way out.”

The advisors looked into the cells for Anna and Lee. Anna’s form had tousled hair and ripped clothing with filthy, bare feet. She also looked like she had been beaten. Lee, Baron Lee, the so-called archmage didn’t look so high-and-mighty now, they thought. His face was bloody and swollen, with cracked dry lips and an awful stench came from his cell. It smelled like his wounds had turned putrid. They put handkerchiefs across their mouths and rushed out.

◆◆◆

Ferris turned to Lee as they finished the large breakfast. “How did the advisors not see anything when they walked up to the cell, stopped, and walked on. What did you call these things on the wall that show the front of the cell?” Ferris asked.

“Those are called viewscreens. The cells showed them what they wanted to see. I had a mage, Porly, that taught me illusion magic. They saw the beaten and dejected, stinking people they thought they’d see. I gave them suggestions and they saw our bloody bruises while we wallowed in filth. Even the smells were enhanced,” Lee explained. “I need you to explain to me about ancient artifacts and battle mages. I almost got killed because I thought my shields would stop anything they could throw at me.”

“Ah, that is a closely guarded secret, and I am sworn not to tell another soul about them,” Ferris said.

“Remember you are dead in their eyes. Do you have any troops loyal to you or your memory? I see you’ve decided to stay here then since you are not cooperating with me,” Lee responded.

“The royal family has a few powerful artifacts found in the ruins that we have learned to use. Battle mages are archmages that have had special training in the use of artifacts. These weapons are hidden so enemies will not learn to counter them. Which one did they use on you? What effect did it cause?” Ferris asked.

“It was a staff that produced a yellowish bolt of energy, but it took two archmages to power it and a long time to recharge. It seemed hard to aim but the bolt went through my shields like they weren’t there,” Lee explained. “When I pierced their shield – the artifact exploded and knocked over what was left of the building.”

“That was the Staff of Talon. That isn’t even the most powerful,” Ferris said. “Cousin Jarl had three artifacts with his army. I haven’t even been with my army in a month. Most will go over to Jarl as soon as I am confirmed dead.”

“How many in your prospective armies?” Lee asked and Anna leaned forward.

“I had about 9,000 but they were the best of the best. Only a few have left since it was rumored, I wasn’t going to obtain the million gold. Cousin Jarl had about 27,000 troops but lower quality. If what you said was true – he will have lost the monetary support of the Portal Guild though they moved him around for free. That was one reason he was so strong because his troops didn’t want to march as much. He will pick up those 9,000 mercenaries the portal guild was planning to use. I wonder if Archmage Xerim survived?” the Prince asked.

“Do you have any of those artifacts I could study?” Lee asked. “We’ll need something. Even with me as a force multiplier, you would have trouble defeating an army that is four times our size.”

“Then we need to move to where my army is to let you examine the artifacts. I can pay the troops out of the money my portal system is earning. That counts toward the million when my father need not fund the troops. The kingdom has been receiving less and less money from the aristocrats. That is another reason the King wanted me to raise a million gold to prove myself,” Ferris said.

“In that case I will rebuild a wall covering this extension I made in the dungeon, and we can portal to wherever you think your army is located. You need the ability to fly so…” Lee said and pulled a flying disk out of his bag of holding that he still had with him.

“How did they let you keep your bag of holding?” Prince Ferris asked.

“I told them it was my own ass wipe rag – I liked to use my own over and over. One of the poked it open with a stick, and I created some butyric acid smell and they let me keep it. They did take my ring of holding. I’ll create a duplicate ring of holding now and transfer the contents from my old ring. Then I’ll sever the link like we did with your bag of holding, Prince. Everyone will think we are dead too,” Lee said as he created a ring of holding. He added a small ruby to the ring for a power source and closed his eyes and pushed mana into it to activate it. He then felt for the link to the older ring. It was faint but it was there. He pulled on the link and filled the new ring with the contents of the far ring.

Lee created a gold bracer. He inscribed a complicated spell of mind control into the bracer. He sent the bracer to his old ring of holding that had been taken from him. He sent back ten large gold and twenty large silver coins to the old ring of holding to show there was limited space and some wealth. He also sent his razor-sharp dagger with the two-step poison on the blade with no sheath. He enchanted the knife also so that anyone who held it would trigger the same spell as the bracer. He then created a body duplicate for Anna in her jail cell and a lump of flesh body double for him too. He made sure the dead clones had festering wounds and reeked with foulness. He then cut the link to his old ring, and it would empty the bracer, knife, and coins that were now stored in it. He created a portal to the area Prince Ferris thought what remained of his army was located.

◆◆◆

Jarl Gets Good News

Duke Jarl was gleeful since his cousin Ferris was reported dead and the archmage Lee and Princess Anna were locked in the palace’s dungeon. Then he got news of the near destruction of the Brothers of Oestum and the Portal Guild – two potential rivals eliminated or weakened. One of his advisors came running to the Duke’s room carrying a large tray. The soldiers guarding the Duke stopped the excited advisor as he jabbered a story. Jarl waved the two soldiers to approach with the advisor.

“What have you got there, Festi?” the Duke asked seeing his advisor carrying a tray.

Advisor Festi was thrilled that the Duke even knew his name. He stammered out the news. “The ring of holding just emptied just like Prince Ferris’s bag of holding did when he died. Remembering your orders – everything was immediately inventoried, and I brought it right to you.”

“What was in it? A ring of holding cannot hold much. What was in it? Is this what was taken off Baron Lee when he was arrested and thrown in the dungeon.”

“Yes, your Grace. It had ten large gold, twenty large silver coins, a knife without a sheath, and a golden bracer. We think the bracer and the knife have a weak enchantment,” Advisor Festi said.

“Bring me the ring of holding. If I understand these correctly, the ring serves whoever first pushes mana into it after it loses its last master. Bring me the ring, Festi.”

Festi rushed up to Duke Jarl and presented the tray to him. Jarl took the ring in his hand and pushed his mana into it. He felt a tingle. He put his hand over the coins and concentrated. The coins disappeared into the ring. Jarl put his hand over the dagger, and it disappeared into the ring. He placed his hand over the bracer, and it disappeared into the ring. He held his hand over the tray and the coins all reappeared on the tray. “You three, split the coins equally between you,” Jarl said to Festi knowing that they could not easily figure out to divide it ‘equally’ between the three. He was in too good of a mood to quibble about a paltry sum of a few gold coins.

◆◆◆

Where Did I Put My Army?

Lee had squared away the dungeon, so it looked like he and Anna had died from the beatings, starvation, and infected wounds. He had hidden the extended section he had added – he’d be amused to see the face of some prisoner in the future if they discovered it through the thin wall in the back. The portal Lee had made from the dungeon exited high above the land east of Pratha. Lee talked to Prince Ferris over the flying disk communicator. Ferris was flying using the ‘follow-me’ mode since he hadn’t learned to control it himself yet.

“Where are they supposed to be?” Lee asked the Prince.

“General Fashall said he would move them east of Lower Pratha. There was supposed to be good water and forage. He swore he’d only move them unless he was threatened,” Ferris paused. “He was here for two weeks. We should be able to see where they stayed. They would have left spoor we can follow from the animals and the cooking fires,” Ferris suggested. “Let’s get lower when we see any indication.”

They spent hours paralleling the river. They finally found a section of fields and pastures. There were quite a few trees that had been cut down, for firewood, by the size of the felled trees. They should be able to see the smoke if they were burning green wood. It was finally getting toward dusk when they saw a large encampment in the distance. Ferris indicated to where the general’s tent was located. Lee kept control of the Prince’s flying control and put him down gently near the tent. The soldiers who saw them land started drawing weapons and a mage with a staff ran up until he saw Prince Ferris behind Lee and Anna.

“Your highness!” the Mage yelled and bowed deeply with glistening eyes.

“Why did you move from where General Fashall said you’d be?” the Prince demanded.

“We were told you were dead and had to purge traitors planted by your cousin. General Fashall fell ill and many of the troops fell ill. The supplies stopped arriving and we had to forage further and further afield.”

“How is the General? These two with me are healers. This is Baron Lee and Princess Anna,” Ferris said. 

The mage bowed to slightly to Lee and Anna. “Let me take you to the General.”

They walked into a large tent that smelled like sickness. Lee went to the man’s side and took his hand. He looked in bad shape. “He’s being poisoned,” Lee said after smelling the container of medicine next to the bed.

Lee pulled a container of pure water out of his bag of holding. Anna went and gave him a big container. Lee closed his eyes, and the mage came forward and tried to pull him away but touched Lee’s shield instead. “Who brought this medicine? It is poisoning your general.”

The mage ran out of the tent and enlisted the aid of three soldiers and ran off.

Lee turned back to the general and began to flush out the general’s stomach. He stabilized the general’s cardio-vascular system and repaired the damage to his brain and organs. The general started throwing up a vile, bloody brown mess which was caught in the container held by Anna.

“What was it?” Anna asked. “I don’t have the sensitivity to smells in this body.”

Lee pointed to the container on the table. “It’s a mixture with something like digitalis and belladonna – or this world’s equivalent. If he died quickly, they’d know he was poisoned. Belladonna contains alkaloids and smells musky and earthy. The digitalis smells slightly sweet and floral. He would die just more slowly. I am rebuilding lost muscle mass and replacing the blood in his system. He’s going to be okay in no time. He’ll be fine tomorrow. Let’s see to curing any illness in the rest of the camp and get the explanation on what happened here.”

Anna went out and got the Prince who had been talking with the soldiers outside.

“The General is going to be fine,” Lee explained. “He’ll be throwing up some until he gets the poison out of his system. He should be fine tomorrow though a little weak and woozy. He was being poisoned with two common plants, so it would kill him slowly. Either would kill him with a heavier dose. What’s been happening here?”

“You tell him, Sergeant,” Ferris said.

“Our supplies dried up and we got word our shipments were being targeted by Duke Jarl’s soldiers. He knew when and the routes of supplies. We had to forage wider and wider for food. Then several soldiers from Jarl’s troops showed up with a terrible sickness, the Blue Death, from putting their toilets too close their water supply or eating river shellfish. We got that under control but had to move to forage. We got word that Prince Ferris had died of a heart attack in his sleep and General Fashall was struck down. The mage that ran away started treating him and was by his side all the time,” the sergeant explained. “That’s all we know, Baron.”

“Line up the wagons you have and about 100 soldiers and we’ll grab some supplies from Pommerall’s Produce. Have the quartermasters give me lists of supplies you need. The Prince has money to pay your soldiers and buy supplies. Have Princess Anna enchant your arrows and spears to they can kill mages and penetrate many of their shields – the same with your spears and swords. She can enchant their clothes so they can stop one or two arrows or strikes." Cloth is not durable for enchantments like metal or ceramic, but Lee had learned the danger of cloth glyphs in Tallen. Experience was a harsh mistress in war.

Anna, I need you, he thought to her.

Anna came over to him a few minutes later. “They had a handle on the cholera and the healers they have were doing a good job. What do you have for me?”

“I need you to teach Prince Ferris to use his flying disk AFTER you enchant the arrows, spears, swords and catapult ammunition to pierce the shields and injure mages or explode,” Lee said.

“What will you be doing?” Anna asked and arched an eyebrow like a human.

“That’s really good,” Lee said. “Realistic reaction. I’ll create a portal and buy supplies at Pommerall’s place with 200 soldiers.”

“I have a better plan,” Anna said. “I’ll take 200 soldiers and buy the supplies after you create a private portal, and you enchant the hell out of everybody. You have to realize there is probably a spy or two in camp and you are better at enchanting,” Anna said and turned to the officers and sergeants nearby. “Would you bring all the empty wagons you have and a couple hundred soldiers and their officers, so I can buy high quality supplies? Just have them bring water and travel rations for a day. We are just taking a short hop and coming right back.”

“Okay. I’ve learned never to argue with a female – it’s an effort of futility,” Lee said and smiled.

Prince Ferris came over to talk with Lee privately. “What is the plan?”

“These people are in no condition to fight a battle, much less a war. I am going to build a portal to Viscount Pommerall’s Produce and send Anna and 200 to get supplies and a few good meals into your troops while your general heals. I will teach you to use that flying disk,” Lee said and touched the shield portion – “Keep this on at all times. I will enchant your people’s weapons to make them more deadly to mages and all else. I will make their clothing into personal magical shields that will withstand several types of attacks. I will also tend to your camp followers.”

“I realize we don’t have the supplies, but we could raid neighboring farms – that is how the King said to get supplies in war,” Ferris said.

“I didn’t see many farms near here and they couldn’t supply 11,000 people,” Lee said.

“There are only about 8,900 soldiers left – not 12,000,” Ferris said. “I asked.”

“Yes, but you have about 2,000 camp followers that are with you. You need to take care to feed them too. Raiding poor farms just kills off your kingdom that much faster. You have to realize that a monarchy gets its power from the people. If they rise up due to poor treatment, they outnumber you a thousand to one. Make it so everyone prospers, and they will lift you on their shoulders. We’re burning daylight. I have a portal to make. Find me a brave man with a crippled hand. I will give a demo or three for your troops.”

It took an hour to get a reluctant volunteer who had a crippled left hand and Anna was still rounding up wagons and they were getting the horse teams of four or six ready. Several officers were squaring away two-hundred soldiers for the supply run.

Lee walked out into a flat field next to the encampment. He flew to where there were two sentry nests and ordered them to move because he was going to level the area for the wagons. He flew up in the air about thirty paces and started turning the dirt into a green and brown concrete that blended into the surrounding area. He covered a space two hundred by two hundred paces. He then landed in the middle and asked for people to come out and get where they could see. Obviously, many could not see so he asked the ones within magnified earshot to sit down.

The men had never seen anything like this before. He walked to an area clear of people and conjured one of the Prince’s portals. He made it private, so it did not show up on the other routes, but it showed all the 90 nodes in Darvist and Landsra.

Lee then asked the volunteer with the crippled hand to come out. He asked him his name and he responded with Willaker. Lee amplified his voice.

“Willaker, I want you to show that crippled hand and roll your sleeve up. I am going to fix it. Here is a large gold coin. Hold that in your strong hand. How long ago did that happen? Does it present difficulties in battle?”

“Yes, Sir Mage. I use a shield on my left because it is useless for anything else,” Willaker said.

“I can regrow you hand in just a few minutes, but I need to numb your arm from the elbow down. Can you look away until the feeling comes back? You will have to be brave and trust me,” Lee said. “Roll your sleeve up above your elbow.”

“Will it hurt?” Willaker asked.

“No, but you must look away until I tell you it is fine to look. You might faint otherwise, and I don’t want to embarrass you in front of your friends. Here’s a chair,” Lee said and made a comfortable office chair like he had made for Plim in the Tower Hotel. It was much easier to conjure something when he already had a pattern he had used before. “Sit here and let me put this strap around your arm,” Lee said as he cut off the nerves from the elbow on his left arm as he applied a tight tourniquet. “Count to twenty when I say start – you know your numbers.”

“One, two, three, …” the man counted as Lee took his CutsAll and sliced off the man’s left hand. “The men watching moaned as a group, but the man kept counting, “four, five, six, …” the man kept looking away and counting as Lee poured energy into the man’s body and regrew the complicated bones, the circulatory, muscular, lymphatic, and nervous systems before adding the skin and keratin of the nails and hair follicles. “Twenty,” the man said. “Can I look yet?”

“You may as soon as you can feel your hand. It will take a minute,” Lee said and released the tourniquet and felt the blood flow return. He released the numbing effect. Your hand will feel like it was asleep with that horrible stinging feeling for a bit and it will take you a while for your brain to work those fingers that had been inactive for years. Go ahead and look and try to start wiggling your fingers. I rebuilt you muscles in your hand to match your right hand.”

“Hey, it looks right but the skin color is different from my wrist to my fingertips. I had a tattoo on that hand. You removed my tattoo,” Willaker said and got up. “It looks better, but I can barely move my fingers yet.”

“Look on the ground,” Lee said.

Willaker looked down and saw his former tattooed hand on the ground and fainted dead away. His buddies rushed over laughing. One of them picked up the hand mentioning he was going to put it in a pickle jar and save it for his friend as a souvenir.

The two hundred troops slotted to go for supplies marched in formation to a spot on the mottled green and brown concrete like material in front of the portal. The equivalent of a sergeant-major had them spread out arms distance apart. Lee had a sergeant direct the troops to present their weapons as he came by each man. Lee and Anna went from man to man and etched their spearpoints, arrows, or swords. The magical engravings enabled their weapons to cut through mages’ shields. Man-at-Arms Willaker was walking behind Lee handing out strips of cloth Lee had imprinted with imbued glyphs for mental shields and kinetics. Willaker explained that having these on their person would protect them from several strikes and mental attacks.

Lee was almost through the troops when one soldier took his sword and tried to stab Lee in the back after he had inscribed the man’s sword. The sword was not able to penetrate Lee’s shield because his shield worked on a different frequency than the Darvist shields. He turned and reached through the man’s shield and put the man to sleep. He kept empowering the next soldiers in line until he had done the rest. The sleeping attacker was dragged out and searched. He had a communications crystal and death-if-captured tattoo. Lee took one of his ultra-sharp throwing knives and cut off the skin with the death tattoo – healing the skin afterward.

Willaker had become somewhat of a hero after he had volunteered to have his hand repaired. He explained to each man how the shield only protected them for a week from objects thrown or shot at them and protected them from mental attacks. It had to be imbued with mana to renew its protection but Baron Lee or Princess Anna could do so. Their swords would stay enchanted for several battles before losing its sharpness, durability, and magical penetration ability since they were metal which had the ability to hold the mana longer. Anna and Lee covered the two hundred pretty fast.

Lee wished Anna luck as the two hundred marched through the Portal followed by a long line of wagons going to Pommerall’s Produce. Lee then went to where they had taken the soldier that had attacked him. They strapped him in a chair and Lee woke him up.

The soldier lifted his head and struggled against the straps. “I’m not going to tell you anything!” the man yelled.

Lee held up the communication crystal they had found on the man. The man struggled and looked at his chest where they had cut off the anti-interrogation tattoo. He struggled some more until Lee cast his strongest mind control spell on the man and imbued it with more and more power. The man’s eyes glazed over and he looked straight ahead.

“How many others have not been caught?” Lee asked.

“One other – Mage Griffin. I saw him riding away about an hour ago,” the man responded and shook his head like he was trying to get rid of the fuzziness he was experiencing. “When was the last time you contacted your controller or others?” Lee asked.

“I know Mage Griffin contacted his handler when Prince Ferris showed up, but I didn’t get a chance to tell them what you were doing,” the man said. Lee turned over questioning the soldier to Archmage Pool – one of the few mages remaining in this battalion. Lee turned to Prince Ferris. “Do you have any more questions for this man?” Lee asked the Prince and then turned to Archmage Pool who only asked a few more questions. Lee raised his eyebrows.

“Kill him. I do not want to waste time questioning him more or guarding him. “we’ll see if we catch Mage Griffin, but he probably has a death tattoo also that will kill him if captured.”

Lee turned and disintegrated the man and the chair on which he was sitting.

“I wish you hadn’t done that,” the Prince said.

“What!” Lee exclaimed. “You just asked me to do that.”

“That was a good chair,” Prince Ferris said.

Lee and Pool looked stunned for a second and they both started laughing. “That is dark humor, your highness.”

“In war, you have to find humor in the darkest places – it’s the only thing that keeps you sane from the depravity of the action,” the Prince said.

◆◆◆

Anna and her troops found a squad of Duke Jarl’s troops positioned near the Pommerall Portal when they emerged. The soldiers with Anna shot arrows into all the enemy guardsmen within seconds of emergence. Viscount Pommerall came out to see what the commotion was about and saw the line of empty wagons emerging from the portal and the troops setting up a perimeter around his warehouses.

“What is the meaning of this, Princess Anna? I thought we were friends and you come to steal my goods with soldiers,” the Viscount said.

“Let’s go inside, Viscount. Business is best conducted in private,” Anna said and Pommerall stalked off to his office.

Pommerall had worked up a good head of steam by the time he reached his office. He stomped inside and sat behind his desk – his safe place. “You of all people…” he started to wind up for a tirade – he was sputtering, he was so mad.

Anna cut him off. “Prince Ferris sent me to buy this list of supplies,” she said and handed him the inventory of items they needed.

Pommerall looked at the list he had been given and then looked up at her. “Buy? Duke Jarl just gave me a list too and he had papers saying he would pay me the amount in gold since he was the crown prince now.”

“I have large gold coins for you for all that on the list given to me by Prince Ferris. The Prince collects on every use of his portal system. Jarl threw him in the dungeon, but he escaped. I am here to replenish his soldiers supplies. We will continue to pay for anything we buy. All of these monies go toward the million gold he is required to earn by next year. How soon can you fill that order?” Anna said.

The Viscount touched a crystal on his desk. “Get in here!”

A man came running into his office panting a few seconds later. Pommerall handed the list to the man. The man scanned it quickly. “Get this filled immediately. They have priority over everyone else – everyone.”

“Even Duke Jarl?” the man asked.

“Put Duke Jarl’s list on the bottom of the pile. Anything already gathered for him goes to these people instead. They are paying in solid coin and not fiat paper. Use our first priority. Go!” he ordered, and the man shot out the door.

“I will give you a good price,” Pommerall said and saw the expression on Anna’s face. “The Prince’s portals have saved me a load of transportation costs. I can now get fresh items from the borders or even from Landsra. Many items were never available before. Food will improve in this city because we are able to get spices for a tenth of what they cost before. We don’t worry about robberies. The golems came and fought off bandits – heavily armed bandits in uniform – in one location and saved me a caravan of spices. Tell Baron Lee, thank you for the portals. Will you travel back to Ethralin?”

“We sent some adjusters there the other day,” Anna said with a grin. “I’m sure we will travel there before long.”

“Before long? That is a good expression. I don’t think I’ve ever heard it in Darvist before. Is that a common phrase in your native language?”

“It is,” Anna thought and smiled thinking of the computer languages that had been originally used for her programming: C++, Scala, Julia, Python, Java, R, Haskell, Lisp, and Prolog. She smiled.

“You must be remembering your origins,” the Viscount said.

“You are very perceptive,” Anna said.

“Would you like to share some tea with me while you wait? I gave it first priority which means my people stop whatever else they are doing to fill your orders.”

“Yes, that would be nice,” Anna said thinking how she could get rid of the fluid later.

◆◆◆

Two days later

“What do you mean that they haven’t filled my order yet?” Duke Jarl raged at his quartermaster.

“They said that they must have the cash because of the false claim that Prince Ferris was dead and out of money. He was, in fact alive, and had paid cash not two days ago for his army’s provisions,” the quartermaster said.

“Take men with you and take the supplies. We will pay him when we take over the kingdom.”

“Your Grace. We were escorted to the Viscount’s office by ten soldiers, or we wouldn’t have been able to approach the warehouses.”

“Take twenty of our roughest soldiers and get him to deliver the provisions to my army. They have had the order for three days.”

“Your Grace. Ten soldiers were just a small detachment of over 2,000 heavily armed mercenaries. Prince Ferris hired them and already paid them in gold. It would be a major battle within Pratha and near the Palace. King Tossis would then unleash the royal guard on us, and we would have a good portion of the thousand troops stationed around the castle at our back.”

“That can’t happen. Where are they? Find the Prince and what is left of his army. We can’t do anything until we find them. Send pairs of people through and search the areas around all their Darvist portals. Where are all the spies?”

“Your Grace,” Count Wilki responded. “We should not talk of our spies with so many ears.”

“Everybody out, except the Count!” Duke Jarl yelled.

A few minutes later, they were by themselves. “Where are my spies?”

“We haven’t had contact with any of them in days. We had good reports up until that time. Our mage with their general had been giving us when and where the supplies were coming and the route they were using. We shut down supplies several weeks ago. Then we sent the ten infected with the blue death and two made it to their camp and caused an epidemic. Their general moved them before we could poison their water supplies. Our mage poisoned their General and he was dying when Baron Lee, Princess Anna, and Prince Ferris showed up. They were all flying, and all our plans went to hell. Mage Griffin, our man, ran for it when he saw Baron Lee and the other man stopped reporting that day too. Then several hundred of the Prince’s troops come through the Pommerall Produce portal and loaded up food. The Viscount said the Prince paid for all the supplies with gold coin. Thousands of mercenaries showed up a day later and surrounded Pommerall Produce. We just found out that they were hired by Prince Ferris from the river companies and paid a third of their pay in coin already as a show of good faith,” the Count explained.

“What happened to Mage Griffin?” the Duke asked.

“He reported that he was being chased down by teams of soldiers from Prince Ferris’s encampment – then he went silent. I sent a pair to where they were last reported but I have not heard from him.”

“Send trustworthy pairs – unobtrusively, through all the Portal Guild portals and the Prince’s Portals. Have them search two day’s rides from every portal,” the Duke said.

Count Wilki was thinking what a tremendous area a two-day ride would be from every portal and was about to object that it would take way too long.

“Your Grace – my Count. We found them sirs. We know where they are!” a voice said from outside the tent.

“Enter then!” the Duke yelled.

A bedraggled soldier came in covered in road dirt. “This is Sir Ki, your Grace – my second cousin,” Count Wilki said.

“Your Grace,” the man said on one knee with his head bowed. “They have not moved from their last location. They only have about eight or nine thousand troops. It’s about a day and a half from the Eastshaw.”

“How could you get here so fast if it was a two-day ride from a Prince’s portal? Weren’t you given communication crystals? Why didn’t you contact us through the communication crystals?” the Duke asked.

“Your Grace,” Sir Ki said. “We couldn’t find our communication crystals after transitioning. We went to where they were supposed to be and moved so we could observe the encampment. They have an unregistered portal there that does not show up anywhere else. My partner had me take both horses so when my horse tired – his horse could carry me a way longer. My partner stayed there observing so I could have his horse.”

Duke Jarl laid out the maps with the 82 new portals marked on in. “Where are they located – mark it?”

“Right here, your Grace. Almost a day’s ride between these two,” Sir Wilki drew on the map.

“We should split my forces in half and come at them from both directions. We will never get there at the same time so they will think we are only coming in one direction. They will engage us totally or fight a delaying action and by then, the second half will hit them from the rear. Did you have any problem with their portal system? Did it work as promised?” the Duke asked.

“Yes, your Grace. It gave us no problem,” Sir Ki said.


Chapter 14

The Battle of the Burble

“That’s a stupid name for a river – Burble,” Lee said.

Prince Ferris laughed. “Folklore says it was named by the first princess of Darvist because it made that sound.”

“You know it’s called the Rout on the Landsra portion of it after a failed invasion by Darvist at West-Shu was thwarted.”

“Well, I think the Burble is better than the Rout – that is a stupid name.”

“We know where Jarl’s army was two days ago. It’s early but I think they’re ready. He’s got almost 40,000 men and thirty mages. He is low on supplies. I think we ought to hit him now,” Lee said. “General Fashall agrees now he is up and around. The troops are ready. We should move through the portal and prepare for battle.”

“I will give him the word to move them out. I like your idea of moving to face them in battle and then you and Anna go in behind and destroy their supplies and steal their treasury when they focus on us,” Ferris said.

“We have confirmation. Battle ready and move toward our portal,” Lee said.

Lee heard the horn blast to move forward – battle ready and a moment later he heard the horns for an attack on the west flank.

“What a screwup – don’t they know the horns as much as we’ve practiced,” Prince Ferris said. He was going to chastise somebody as he shot up into the air to see who screwed up. Lee followed him and saw a phalanx of soldiers moving toward them from the west.

Lee saw the massive formation of soldiers coming from the west. He looked elsewhere and saw no others approaching. He called General Fashall. “General, I see about 14,000 heavy foot soldiers, 3,000 archers, and 2,000 cavalry.”

“How did they get here so fast?” Prince Ferris asked. “Didn’t you fix it that they couldn’t send mass troops against us through our portals?”

“$%*t,” Lee cursed. “The friggin’ gold pass coin I had on me for you. I had a duplicate they took off me during our arrest. Jarl would be able to send troops through the portals with no charge and not diminishing of forces. I hope the other half of his forces went through the portal on the East side because those boys would be populating an empty continent with no clothes, weapons, or supplies,” Lee told Ferris over his communicator. “Stay behind the General.”

Think we should head to the rear of their column and use the same plan we did before. Destroy one of their supply wagon wheels on every wagon and go after the wagon that is heavily guarded in the rear because it has their treasury, Anna thought to Lee.

◆◆◆

How could they be battle ready? Duke Jarl thought. They hadn’t caught an unexpected foe unawares. These soldiers were in formation and ready for battle. He knew to be the presumptive heir; he would have to slay Prince Ferris. Why couldn’t the incompetent just lie down and die like he was supposed to? The Duke was well in the back with his archmages and the ancient weapons.

The Princes’ troops were standing and fighting, Duke Jarl thought. Luckily, they would soon be hit from the rear and then we’ll mop them up. I ought to bring up my mages with the ancient weapons and mow down a chunk, but I need to keep them concentrated on me. Jarl yelled into his communicator crystal. “Stop pressing. Fall back a little. We don’t want them running away. I’ll move our mages to the flank opposite the river.”

“Acknowledged – you want us to fall back a little while you have the mages attack their side opposite the river. Will comply,” Count Wilki responded.

◆◆◆

Lee streaked in from the rear of Duke Jarl’s supply column, destroying random wheels on every wagon. He came to the heavily guarded wagon near the rear that would keep the treasury for the Duke and his men. The non-mage soldiers were swept away with disintegration beam. Lee touched the treasury chest and transitioned it into has bag of holding. Lee then disappeared up into the sky.

◆◆◆

A runner came up from the rear. “Duke Jarl – Duke Jarl! The supply column has been hobbled and your payroll has been stolen!” the young runner yelled.

“You stupid peasant!” Duke Jarl yelled and sent a fireball he conjured and killed the lad horribly where he stood. Stupidity to yell that in public. “Set all the mages to kill Baron Lee. Archers. Shoot him down if he flies over. One hundred gold to the man that kills him.”

The Duke’s mages finally arrived back at the Duke’s position. “Take the ancient weapons and see how many soldiers you can kill. When Baron Lee tries to stop you – cut him down.”

They nodded and were off. Most of the mages were thinking – duh – you think.

◆◆◆

Lee landed next to Prince Ferris and produced the Duke’s treasury chest on the ground. “Put this in your bag of holding. This will get you closer to your million gold coins.”

Lee flew up in the air and considered how he could change his shield to stop those ancient weapons. He examined what he knew about the yellow pulse from the weapon, and he only knew this world’s magic, the demon’s portal, and the magic from the alternate plane were different. He recalled the glyphs and runes to call the demons in previous attacks and saw the similarity in the power runes he had made for the zero-point power supplies. Different planes of magic instead of different frequencies? Maybe that was it. Maybe he could…   Lee was dazzled by the explosion from the front lines of the Duke’s battle line. The bright, sickly yellow blast took out several hundred of the Prince’s troops and their defensive line would collapse if another hit it.

Anna, I need your help! They have an ancient weapon, and our shields won’t stop it, Lee thought to his partner.

Lee swooped down and fired his laser at the team of mages hurriedly trying to recharge the device similar to the Staff of Talon. He fired his laser directly at the staff and there was a tremendous blast. The shock wave was larger than the one at the Portal Guild Tower and he was closer. It knocked him up in the air and he fell to the ground. His weakened shield collapsed as he hit the ground, and he was dazed. As he staggered to get up, several of Jarl’s soldiers spotted him in the distance and shot arrows at him. Two hit him – one in the abdomen and one in the shoulder. The razor-sharp points penetrated his graphene top since he wasn’t wearing his battle armor, but the top gave some protection now that his protection field was gone.

Anna landed near him and lifted him away. She carried him back behind their lines. She pulled the arrows out and his nanites rapidly started repairing his damage. Lee searched inside himself and found the crystal had cracked on his power source from the concussive shock of the blast. He took a new crystal from his bag of holding. Anna destroyed the cracked crystal inside his power source and transferred the new crystal to restore power.

Lee was just recovering from the blast concussion and arrows when Archmage Pool unleashed their ancient weapon at Jarl’s forces. A frost blast fully covered three hundred of the enemy troops – they died from the extreme cold as rigid statues of frozen agony. Any soldiers that touched the frozen men lost fingers and hands to frostbite that crept up their arms causing excruciating pain.

Jarl’s mages were not through and fired that necrotic green pulse similar to the pulse that had killed the old King of Landsra. This necrotic pulse killed many of Ferris’s troops but went in an eerily straight line through the troops. Prince Ferris’s troops still had many enchanted arrows that would pierce a magic shield, and their 350-meter range was enough to reach those mages. The enemy mages died looking like porcupines.

Duke Jarl was screaming at his commanders over his crystal communicators and issuing more and more intricate commands that were too complicated to execute. He had his surviving mages start to summon a demon to attack the Prince’s forces but that would take time. Jarl ordered his troops to charge forward straight toward where Baron Lee had been taken but Lee had recovered enough and fly high in the air. Lee and Anna flew over the massed body of the Duke’s troops and they both started disintegrating swaths of the Duke’s soldiers as they fired arrows straight up at them trying to get the reward for killing the Baron – many arrows wounded their own people as they returned to the ground.

The Duke’s summoner mages finally were successful in summoning a huge demon who was, at least, nine paces high, and three paces wide. This demon had bright red skin and a long, thick, spiked tail. He had solid black eyes with no apparent pupils and a wide, flat nose. The Duke’s soldier spread wide to provide a path so the demon could access the Prince’s troops. It came lumbering forward. Arrows shot at it did nothing and would not penetrate its rocklike skin. Lee could see mana coming to the demon through the summoning portal. He projected a field around the demon and forced the ever-shrinking bubble enclosing the demon who raged against the barrier. Lee forced the bubble back through the summoning circle, killed the summoning mages and destroyed the summoning runes.

Lee followed close behind the force bubble into the demon realm so he wouldn’t lose control. Lee knew that time ran slower in the demon realm, so he just concentrated on forcing the sphere of force around the demon to collapse,  to smaller and smaller proportions until it just disappeared. It took much longer than the last fights because the demon was not wounded.

Finally, he forced himself through the closing portal back into Darvist reality to see what the outcome of the battle had been. Lee knew that Duke Jarl had already lost almost 35% of his 20,000 troops before Lee had entered the demon realm and Prince Ferris had already lost over 1,400 troops. The Prince’s troops were more resilient because of the enchanted clothing and weapons.

Lee looked around as he emerged from the rapidly closing portal. There were broken wooden pieces, and the ground was bare in places from many feet trampling the native grasses. There were places where there had been fires and two places where there had been explosions that gouged out craters in the ground. Lee went over to the portal he had created and added a long script that would propagate through all the gates. The portals would no longer allow Duke Jarl free passage with his stolen gold disk. The portal system would now treat him as any commercial traveler unless he went through with an army – then the earlier protocols separating supplies and weapons would initiate and soldiers would be cleaned of their clothes and dumped in the far south of the continent. Lee called Anna and she answered immediately.

“Took you long enough. We kept Duke Jarl’s treasury, and our army has grown from mercenaries snagged from the ones recruited by the Portal Guild that were staged outside of Pratha. Prince Ferris and I went to the mercenary camp and got 13,000 troops now. I healed those not killed and Jarl broke off contact after you killed his summoner mage and took the demon back to the demon realm. Meet me back at the Mage Light Company. No one touched the place and ordinary citizens aren’t aware there was any battle,” Anna responded to Lee over his communicator.

“Where is Jarl and his army? What size is it? Where are you?”

“Oh, that. He only has about 10,000. We’ve heard that Jarl had a lot of desertions. I’m at our store in Pratha. We’ve been invited to the palace tomorrow now that our army is larger than his army.”

“I’ll be back there in a little bit. Give me the scoop when I get there. I want to know what I’ve missed.” Lee looked around at the ravaged land and knew it would have recovered in a year at most. He chose a destination, added this location to the network and stepped through.

◆◆◆

King Tossis

Lee came out of the portal near the produce warehouses of the viscount and was hailed by Prince Ferris’s soldier stationed around the perimeter of the portal. They cheered when he emerged, and he had to explain to senior officer on the scene about the time differential in the demon plane and briefly how he had defeated the demon. He could remember the details because it had just happened to him, and he had been in a heated battle, just an hour before. He flew away waving at the soldiers – he was starving with no food for almost a day. He headed to the Mage light Company.

Upon arriving, Plim came rushing out to greet him as did Mannie, Diddle. The children rushed out to hug him when they heard he was here. “We thought you were dead,” Diddle said.

“I tried to tell everyone you had done this before and you’d be fine, but it had  been a week without hearing from you,” Anna said.

“What’s this about the Prince’s army is larger than Duke Jarl’s now? How could that be?” Lee asked. “What’s different that the King finally wants to see you again?”

“Ah – that’s a tale I’ll turn over to another guy – remember him?” Anna asked as Archmage Atmos came out from the back of the store.

“Baron, it is good to see you,” Atmos said. “I caught the end of that conversation and heard those questions. King Tossis summoned me to him right after you took me under your employ, and I became obligated to report to him on your activities after I left the Portal Guild. He has had me reporting to him on the extent and usage of the Prince’s network. He also had me follow the antics of his nephew, Duke Jarl.” Atmos paused and saw they were waiting for him to continue.

“Duke Jarl had scouts find your army’s encampment. He split his 40,000 troops in half and only half came out to fight you. I don’t know where the other half ended up. His 20,000 were to attack you and the other half were to hit you in the rear when you were distracted by the first half. He lost about 5,500 fighting you and about 1,500 died from no medical care as most of his healers were in the group that didn’t show up. Did you really kill a demon?”

“Yes, Atmos. That was my third. Go ahead.”

Atmos stood with his mouth open – just looking at Lee for a moment before clopping his mouth shut and continuing. “Jarl had 13,000 until they used the portal to escape the battlefield and over 3,500 deserted the first night since they had never been paid and they knew the Duke had lost his treasury. Jarl’s troops that were left were the ones that had no money to escape by portal – not even a large copper to travel anywhere in Darvist. You wonder why they didn’t catch me. I have a stealth spell that works well and like zipping around Darvist encouraging businesspeople and tradesmen to sell their wares since they can now cheaply travel to new markets.”

“Why does he want to see us?” Lee asked.

“The King knew his adopted son had a good portion of one million coins. He started suddenly pressuring the regent’s council that had been around since King Tossis was a child, to make Ferris the rightful heir. He didn’t know about you except that you were fighting a demon and you disappeared,” Atmos stopped talking and tilted his head up with his eyes closed and sighed. “I suspect he wants Anna to marry his adopted son now that you were out of the running.”

“Anna. Do you need a manservant with you? I will go with you wearing an illusion. I don’t trust Kings after our experience with LisShu.”

“I let Ferris know that I was barren and changed into a cougar and eagle in his presence – he got all excited…humans are weird. I welcome your company – that’s a good idea,” Anna said.

The royal coach arrived outside the next morning after a hearty breakfast. Anna and Atmos got in while Lee flew using the stealth spell Atmos had shown Lee the day before. Atmos had warned Lee that there was a mana dissipation ward placed around the palace. Lee could see it and could ease through it without setting off the overlapping alarm wards. Lee saw the coach enter the open plaza inside the castle’s keep. Lee landed behind them a bit as they walked into the long, ornate corridors of the inner palace. The walls were lined with statues and portraits of the inbred trolls of the ruling families.

It is clear that the first cousins had a lot of action in the back bedrooms of this place if the portraits are even close to accurate. Ferris is lucky to be born out of wedlock, Lee thought to Anna. Have you noticed this ten-man team escorting you is heavily armed, and half are mages?

I have. I notice Ferris was not here to greet us which could be ominous. Have you figured out how to deflect those yellow pulses and green necrotic blasts? I think I can get away, but they would have more of these ancient weapons here because they’ve had lifetimes to collect them – looking at the dates on the statues and portraits show the kings do not reign here very long, Anna thought back at him.

They walked a long way and the escort rapped on the iron reinforced double wooden doors off to the side. An “Enter” was heard and they proceeded through into a small throne room, but Atmos was kept outside with two of the escorts – both mages.

King Tossis was a man as tall as Lee with broad shoulders. You could see he had been athletic in his youth but had let himself go. He looked like he thought of himself as still handsome – but came off as a 160 kg fleshy doughnut with his shirt unbuttoned down so you could see his chest hair. He wore bling like a rapper with layers of gold chain and a ruby in a heavy gold pendant. You could tell he was wearing a girdle, his hair was receding badly, and he had it combed over. He had some type of powder makeup on to cover his pallid complexion. His sagging double chin made him look even older than he was.

“You must be Princess Anna. My dear, you could only be Princess Anna and more lovely than my son described. I am King Tossis, my dear. Call me Tossee in private. May I call you Anna?”

“Of course, your Majesty…Tossee.”

“I can see what Ferris sees in you. What do you think of him?”

“I think he’s a fine boy…not my type.”

“Boy? He’s a strapping young man.”

“I am over 200 years old, Tossee…he’s a boy. I am Elvish and barren.”

“Oh. He didn’t tell me that but no matter…you’ll do fine. He has several maidens who he has gotten pregnant. We’ll claim one of their children as yours and eliminate the mother.”

Lee, little help here. Get the ones with the artifact first, Anna thought.

“Relax, my dear. You will want for nothing. We’ll parade you around a little. The boy defeated his cousin and is making good at earning the coin to get the council approval.”

Anna turned and the three mages were starting to cast some type of spell – ah – a mind control spell. She smiled at the mage waving his arms which made him concentrate a little harder and wave his arms in more elaborate motions. She felt the taste of it but that was all.

“One of my mages has cast a nullification of magic spell on you and you will soon comply with our every wish,” Tossis said.

Anna pointed to the mind mage and pierced his skull with her infrared laser, and he fell like a stone. She then raised herself off the ground and disintegrated the mind mage’s body on the ground. Another mage pulled some ancient artifact out and pointed it and fired it at Anna. the yellow pulse hit a wall between Anna and the mage. It reflected off the wall right back at the mage and the weapons and dissolved them into a pile of bloody goo. The non-mage had pulled their swords and were hacking at Anna but could not hack through her shield.

The last mage ran for the door before Anna disintegrated him. The guards hacking at her with swords were disintegrated totally – leaving no one in the room but Tossis, Anna, and Lee. Lee had locked the King’s muscles into position. Tossis had to helplessly watch as his guards and mages were slain effortlessly – the ancient weapon wasn’t even effective. The King was compelled to walk over and sit on the throne.

I’m going to affect his pre-frontal cortex – the right inferior frontal gyrus and remove his inhibitions. Ask him his plans. This should be better than a lie detector. I don’t want to kill him yet, Lee thought to Anna.

“What were you going to do with Ferris? Why all that work for a child?” Anna asked.

“Oh, ho. Kings don’t last very long in this kingdom once the Crown Prince is named. Most die from poison, a hunting accident, or a heart attack. I would proclaim Ferris as the true crown prince with a lovely princess. You are a rare beauty that I would sample frequently. Ferris would have a son, supposedly by you and the council would be pleased until Ferris died unexpectantly or killing his cousin in man-to-man combat. I will have them both confined here and controlled by a mind mage. I would be named regent. If you pleased me enough you could be queen until I tired of you.” Tossis sat there with a silly smile on his face.

“Good grief. Humans can have twisted personalities, but royalty can get really screwed up. Polar bear males kill and eat their cubs to encourage the female to go into estrus again. Male chimpanzees eat their babies if they don’t think they are the father,” Anna said.

“I didn’t know that but thanks for that visual dump that adds to the ambiance here. If he dies here, we may never get out of here alive. Clean up the residue here with a cleaning spell and I’ll walk him over to the door so he can talk to the guards under my control before his massive heart attack.”

Anna cleaned up the blood, boots, and gore as Tossis walked over to the door with a smile on his face. Lee hovered invisibly above and to the side.

“I dismissed my guards in here,” the King said confidently to his mage guards outside the door. “Walk with me as I escort Princess Anna and Archmage Atmos back to their coach,” the King said and watched the coach drive away.

◆◆◆

Lee had flown back to the Mage Light Company and met the coach when it returned from the palace.

Anna was out first. She pulled Lee aside, away from Atmos. “How did you stop that ancient weapon? I appreciate it – that first mage diverted my attention and the other ones fired that weapon at me.”

“It was energy from the demon plane – remember how I cut off the mana flow from the demon plane with a special force field. The demons use that flow through a summoning circle from their plane to heal any wounds incurred here. I was able to make a wall – I’m glad it worked. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“How did you control the King? If he has multiple ancient weapons, there is no telling what he could do – I can see where he might be able to overwhelm us. What about Xerim – the Portal Guild grandmaster? Are we sure he is dead? Duke Jarl? We still don’t know where Jarl is…maybe in the far southern peninsula where you transported the remainder of his army,” Anna said.

“That incident shook you up, didn’t it? I heard what he said to you, and I can’t imagine that man as a ruler,” Lee said shaking his head. “It reminds me what my great-grandfather explained to me once and it never made sense to me until lately. Great gramps said that people in positions of power often can only see things from their viewpoint and anything bad happening to them is because others are persecuting them…they truly see themselves as the victim. Others are just trying to thwart their plans out of spite and not because what they are doing is evil or self-serving.”

“You never said what you did with the King.”

“I saw he had coronary artery disease and a lot of plaque buildup. I added more. I expect him to last a few months and then have a massive coronary. He also has a compulsion (an Irish geas) to name Ferris as the heir to the throne but I’m not sure that will hold. We should find Ferris and relay what we heard Tossis say he intended to do. I also need to make sure he doesn’t try to send troops to Landsra.”

“Let’s go back and talk with Atmos he will think we are talking about him if we don’t include him soon. Can you think of a way to evaluate the amount of revenue the prince is making?” Anna asked as they walked back over to where Atmos was standing and then they all walked inside.

“That looked like a serious discussion,” Atmos stated. “I notice you didn’t say anything on the way back from the palace. The King acted…odd when he came out.”

“Let’s go up and have a bite to eat where we can talk privately. You should hear this anyway,” Anna said and waved at Plim and Mannie as she walked through the shop and went upstairs.

◆◆◆

King Tossis shook his head like he had a bug on his head. He had never felt like this before. His memory was fuzzy about what happened yesterday. What had happened? He rang for Aesip, his Lord Chamberlain.

Aesip appeared in moments. Aesip waited but the King said nothing, so he said, “Your majesty.”

“What transpired yesterday? I am at a loss. My memory may have been touched. Would you fill me in on current issues,” Tossis said.

Aesip hesitated only a moment before frowning a bit and then speaking. “Your highness. You hosted Archmage Atmos and Princess Anna. Atmos is not a mind mage, but we know little about Princess Anna except she is a very attractive Elvish female. She was usually in the company of Baron Lee – the Baron was not here because he was reported killed fighting a demon summoned for your nephew, Duke Jarl. Jarl has not been seen after the battle. Three of your archmages that were inside with you, disappeared along with an ancient weapon. You told mages escorting Archmage Atmos, that you had dismissed the guards that were with you. That was odd because you had always referred to them as mages before that time.”

“Thank you, Aesip. Get me my strongest, loyal, mind mage…no get two mind mages and some powerful battle mages. I want one mind mage to monitor the other while they examine me. The battle mages should have powerful mind shields and they can monitor the mind mages – ready to kill them if they misuse their power.”

“Right away, your Majesty,” Aesip said and hurried away.

◆◆◆

The four mages King Tossis summoned were uncomfortable because soldiers escorted them with weapons. The mages were uncomfortable because the King’s guard all wore strong shield artifacts. They were escorted into a private room with the King sitting in a chair facing them.

The mages all bowed deeply before the King. They waited. “I think I have been ensorcelled. One of you find out if I have and remove it if you can. The other mind mage should monitor the first one to see that nothing else occurs. You two battle mages monitor the mind mages. Do you understand?”

The four mages nodded vigorously, especially after the King’s soldiers drew their weapons. The mind mage waved his arms, said a phrase, and cast a spell to examine the King. The mind mage was sweating and grew weak after a few minutes – the mage let out his breath in a gasp and released the spell. The mind mage that had probed the King acted like he had a horrible taste in his mouth as the King shook his head and stood up.

“Well!” bellowed the King.

“Your Majesty,” the mind mage cowered in front of the man. “You had a compulsion. I do not know what it was, but I have removed it. You are back to your glorious self again. I have restored your memory though it may be fragmentary.”

“Leave me!” the King yelled. He had some memory of the beautiful Elvish princess. How had his mages been killed? They had fired the ancient weapon at the Princess, and she was unharmed. Was Baron Lee there or am I just focusing on him. Could he still be alive? Who had given him a compulsion – Princess Anna? Baron Lee? He would send heavily armed troops and mages to arrest everyone at that Mage Light Company and kill any who resist.


Chapter 15

Battle near the Mage Light Company

Lee had conjured many magnetically propelled drones and placed them around Pratha. He gave them complicated instruction like he would a computer algorithm. The drones would report any mass movements of troops and could show persistent surveillance. They would store video for weeks and groups identified could be traced  back to their origin – like having a time machine to pinpoint headquarters of thugs or mercenary barracks. He used a scrying feed that would alert him of mass movements.

Lee got a message from two drones that there was a massing of troops at the royal barracks. A third drone hovering above the Mage Light Company reported personnel forming a surveillance perimeter around their large warehouse. With his scrying video, he saw a clump of mages carrying artifacts surrounded by more mages. He knew previously attacking mages had been susceptible to infrared laser fire. He thought he had figured out how to block the artifact if they were using the yellow demonic energy blast. The energy that feeds demons seemed to cause damage if sent in a plasma and would go through ordinary magic shields. Lee was able to block demonic energy, but he had never been able to do more than deflect the necrotic blasts  that had killed the King of Landsra.

He sent Anna out to remove the surveillance. Anna broadcast a strengthened ‘forget-me’ and ‘nothing-here’ spell powered by her unlimited supply of mana. She exited through the roof staying to the shadows. The first mages she encountered were using a device to enhance their distance vision with a spotter and the other had a staff weapon. Anna killed the two before they knew what was happening. She flew away and came in behind the next team. She was able to surprise the spotter in the next pair, the one with the visual device but something alerted the one with the staff. The staff wielder rolled around and pointed the staff at Anna before her narrow laser pierced his skull. Both groups had communicator crystals so the troop reinforcements would be alerted.

Lee herded up the children in the Mage Light Company: the cook, her family, Plim, and Atmos and sent them all to Denshu through the internal portal. Lee called Bala and let her know to set these people up in Denshu. He placed a triple layer force shield around the building and street in front and then went to meet Anna.

Lee flew down beside Anna in front of their warehouse and turned to her, “I don’t want to kill 1,000 troops and mages because the King is trying to hold on to power a little longer. I think we could just roll over them except for any summoners or necromancers. Jarl’s troops will have lost thousands because I was being cute. I don’t hate his troops because he is ambitious. His soldiers were trying to show loyalty to their pack – humans are social animals. Many do not want to think for themselves.”

“You want to go right in front of these troops and stop them, don’t you?” Anna said and realized again why humans rolled their eyes. “Okay but don’t hesitate to go for those with the ancient artifacts first. We are both vulnerable. You realize Prince Ferris is leading them, don’t you? I recognized him in the feed.”

“Do you think he’s doing it of his own volition or is he being controlled?”

Anna was conflicted for an AI. “I don’t think so. I think you’ll need to shield him from mind mages. I’ll be inside as your backup near the portal. If it goes bad, we can adjust the portal and escape that way.”

“How should I approach this army? Stand in the street like high noon in an old western?”

“No – silly. Use that semi-stealth mode and come in behind the mages. I’m not sure they can detect you when you are using the hybrid tech from home powered by mana from a different plane of existence.
 

“Okay,” Lee said. “I’d like to just abandon this place, but Tossis is crazy for power. Unfortunately, it seems a common affliction of inbred royalty. I think I’ve stymied the invasion of Landsra.”

“I’m going near the portal,” Anna said. “Call me if you need me.”

Anna flew to the roof of the Mage Light Company and went downstairs as Lee shot up over the massing army.

Lee wasn’t at all sure about this – he would have left it all alone but either the King is pushing this or someone else. They are focused on him though he had made himself the fly in the ointment. He soon flew over where the army was massing, and he saw the group of mages and all their artifacts. He decided he’d try to disrupt them by surprise. He fired a disintegrator beam at the group and two of the ten or so mages dissolved. There was an almost instant blast of yellow demonic energy at him, which he barely dodged. He fired his laser, and it killed one of the mages before another yellow blast of energy followed by a focused green blob of necrotic energy was barely deflected.

A pressure hit him that caused him to gasp and lose altitude. He was headed for the ground into the center of the soldiers about 100 meters from the mages. He still had his shield engaged or he would have been killed but the shield did not transmit the shock. He fought the urge to just relax his shield – you are among friends – pounded his brain. Lee shook his head and added the third layer of demonic shielding and felt the mind pressure lessen. It was still gnawing at him on his knees, but he bit his lip for the pain and that helped. He shakily stood up. He looked at the mages who were focusing on him and disintegrated the soldiers standing in the way.

There was one mage holding a glowing ball in front of him that looked as bright as the sun. It was sending out waves of energy that controlled the soldiers and all those around him. This tall mage wore a hooded black robe covering their head. He couldn’t see the person’s face. The mages around the mind mage were acting like automatons and would fire necrotic and demonic energies at Lee at intervals. Often the ill-aimed pulses would kill groups of their own soldiers when the necrotic energy was diverted. Lee dodged pulses but he no longer had access to his power source and would have to rely on his much more limited internal mana core.

Lee decided to try a desperate tactic and disintegrated the ground under the mages. The sudden drop distracted the mind mage enough that the mind mage lost concentration for a split second. The mind pressure and shield dropped just for that moment. Lee flew toward the distracted mind mage, touched the orb, and sent it into his bag of holding. The mind mage in the shallow pit turned to the other mages and they all whipped around to face Lee. The mind-controlled mages stopped trying to climb out but began to aim their artifacts at Lee who was struggling to overcome his loss of unlimited power source.

Before the mind-controlled mages could fire – Lee’s laser punched a hole in the edge of the mind mage’s cowl which fell away revealing the head of a scarred woman. The woman had flung her hand up where the laser had burned a furrow across the side of her face. The mind mage glared and disappeared. Anna grabbed Lee off the ground and lifted him away from the mind-controlled mages who were disoriented and struggling to climb out of the pit. Anna flew toward Prince Ferris who was just sitting on his horse looking glassy-eyed and stunned. The Prince shook his head and looked around as the collar dropped away. His eyes refocused.

The Prince saw the confusion around him and saw the mages climbing out of the pit. He shouted to the officers around him, “Stand down, provide aid for the wounded, help the mages, and return to your barracks. He slid off his horse and unsteadily walked over to Anna. “Did she teleport away or was she killed?”

“She disappeared, and the orb is gone,” Anna said as Lee was wobbling to his feet.

Ferris turned to Anna and Lee as he explained, “The mind mage is my sister…my twin-sister Mari…Tossis said as she died at birth, but she was instead sent to a convent and was a talented mind mage. She was manipulating everyone with the orb – even my father. She could teleport too. When she got access to the mind amplification orb – I couldn’t fight her.”

“Are you going to be all right? Will the soldiers follow you? Aren’t these troops sworn to follow your father?” Lee asked.

“My father is dead. Killed by the sister I didn’t know I had. Baron, will you two protect me ‘til we stop my sister?” Ferris asked.

“Yes, but how far can she teleport? Can she go anywhere or only places she knows intimately? How often can she jump?” Anna asked.

“Only spots she can see or know intimately,” Ferris said.

“We best hurry then. Let’s go to the palace. Before we do – let me add some protection for you,” Lee said and pulled a spare bracer out of his ring of holding and added runes and glyphs that would add a third level to the mind shield for the Prince. He gave it to the Prince. “Don’t take this off for any reason. Wear it bathing and scrub under it at least until you catch your half-sister.”

“Really? I suppose you’re right after this episode. Can you produce shields for my troops if they have talent?” Prince Ferris said. The Prince turned to his personal troops and signaled them to turn back toward to the barracks.

Lee and Anna flew on either side of the Prince, much to the disgruntlement of the prince’s personal bodyguard.

“I doubt it would be worth the effort. Your sister can cause widespread disruption since she can teleport too. Luckily, that takes much of her mana, so she couldn’t do it very often. Is the convent where she lived close to Pratha.”

“No, but that convent is near Argele. She may have ported to Argele and used my portal system to get here. She is not very strong without the Mind Amplification Orb,” the Prince responded.

“You said she killed the King. Will the council of regents make you King? Do you have proof for the council that you did not kill the King?” Lee asked.

“That is not an issue since my father walked in front of the Council of Regents, proclaimed that I, Prince Ferris was his heir, and then he pulled a stiletto he always carried with him and shoved it under his chin – into his brain,” Ferris said. “Then Mari took over me, the mages, and my officers with that mind amplification orb and we marched to kill you.”

“How did she know about me? Why try to kill me?” Lee was perplexed.

“She presented herself to me and said she needed me to be King so I could promise not to send her back to the convent,” Ferris explained. “She said she became powerful enough at teleporting that she could get to the horizon and wasn’t caught the last time she escaped. She asked me who was the most powerful mage in Darvist, and I told her about you. She asked me if I thought I could kill you if I had help from the mages with the ancient weapons. She said she found the mind orb and wanted me to have the power as the King. Suddenly, I was leading the entire royal guard with the battle mages and my sister.”

“Where do you think she is?” Anna asked.

“She met me in my room in the castle. We should start there, but she could be anywhere,” Ferris replied.

“We will search for her. Do not go to your room ‘til we have cleared the castle. Will the Council abide by your father’s request?” Lee asked.

“They are five old men who were put in charge when father was underage and stayed in the background but two leaned toward Duke Jarl as heir. The rest favored me – doubly so since the Portal System you erected. I don’t think they will try to usurp power,” Ferris said.

◆◆◆

The Saga of Mari

I lay dying in my brother’s room from the cuts on my wrists and saw my life unfold as I grew weaker. This escape went so differently from my hopes and dreams at the convent. I had plotted and tried escape after escape from the convent, but I was always recaptured. I looked back at my life. The personnel at the convent educated me enough so I could read and write but I had discovered my ability to teleport by accident. I had wanted to learn more so badly but they wouldn’t let me into the convent library. I was lying in bed one night and wishing so hard I could be in the library. I had seen thousands of books through the door – I awoke on the library floor in the middle of the night. I couldn’t move back to my room until in the morning and my body was wracked with pain from mana depletion.

I learned to control my jaunts and started reading the books about geography and the world. There were some books on magic that I studied during my nocturnal visits. I mastered the basics of a mage light and there was a primer on mind control. I wasn’t powerful, but I could influence people a little. I found a book listing ancient devices and this tattered book talked about the artifacts that Darvist had captured that were kept in the royal palace. I overheard the abbess of the convent discussing my case when I was about fifteen and found out I was the fraternal twin to the crown prince, Ferris, and I had been sent here to be kept out of sight – out of mind.

Then I had finally teleported to a stand of trees on the horizon with coins I had scrounged over the years and survived the night without being found. It was the furthest I had gone, and I nearly died from mana depletion. The King had taken the boy at birth and burned the home, killing our mother. I had been found outside the burning home with burns on my face. I decided I’d go to the castle somehow and convince my brother that I was his sister and father had killed our mother in a fire that scarred me as a baby. I didn’t remember any of this, but a merchant’s wife had arranged me going to the convent.

I had eventually realized that I had teleported as a baby when the flames, which had killed mother, struck my face. I had been found and sent to the convent. They had named me Mari because the merchant’s wife had been friends with my mother and knew what she planned to call the babies if she had a boy or a girl. She knew her friend had been having assignations with a royal. I had educated myself, learned aspects of magic and saved coin so I could escape. They were going to marry me off to a farmer – so, I ported – and it worked. I then ported to Argele and found meat pies and pastries I could buy with my meager funds while I planned what I would do. I talked with people, and they bragged about the crown prince that had traveled to their town with an Elvish companion.

I then found the portal frame and could afford to travel to the capital. I ported short distances once I got to the capital and could finally see places in the castle I could reach. I stole food and listened and turned attention away from me. I grew stronger and listened to the gossip of the servants. I learned King Tossis was planning to name my brother, Ferris, as heir until he sired a child and then was going to poison him. I prowled the palace and discovered the secret passages within the walls of the castle. I discovered the cache of ancient artifacts and discovered the mind amplification orb. I took it and made others forget me. I could even affect the King with the orb and make people do what I wanted.

I wanted to make the King declare my brother the heir right away. I just egged him to do that sooner rather than later. I saw him do it in my mind’s eye and when Tossis had declared Ferris as heir – I had him take out his knife and stab himself. When I finally confronted Ferris in his room, I explained who I was and how I planned to help him. Ferris started to get upset when I asked him who was the strongest people who could affect the kingdom. The prince had talked about Baron Lee fighting his cousin, Duke Jarl and how he was here to stop Darvist from invading Landsra. Then I maybe jumped to conclusions and sent the Prince after Baron Lee. Maybe I wasn’t thinking right but I saw him as a threat to my brother.

My brother didn’t agree but he had to repel the Baron or people wouldn’t respect him as the new King. The Baron had already gotten rid of the other contender, Jarl, somehow but I had to get my brother to lead the army – at least, I thought I should, but I had misjudged everything. I pictured my brother throwing his arms around me and us ruling the country together, but…the mage was so much stronger than me. He burned me. I misjudged everything. My brother resisted me – I was so stupid. I thought I was so powerful. What was I thinking? Now I’m just an embarrassment. That’s why I cut my wrists. It hurt more than I thought. This will show him, and he’ll feel sorry he didn’t work with me.

◆◆◆

Discovery

Anna sensed Mari as she was scanning the castle. She felt, not a powerful mind mage, but waves of sorrow and shame. The sorrow was palpable. Lee felt it a moment after Anna, and they headed toward where they felt the source.

Anna thought to Lee, How do you want to handle this? Do you think she’s a threat?

I don’t feel it, Lee thought back to Anna. Cover me while I face her.

Lee came to the open door to the room and saw the figure sprawled on the floor next to an expanding pool of blood. He rushed to the figure and touched the girl. She was unconscious. He poured healing energies into her and knitted her skin and veins to stop the blood loss. He felt the old scars from burns that covered the left side of her face and neck. He reformed the skin which would have been very painful if she was awake. He removed the fresh laser scar while smoothing her skin. He was surprised that the woman was actually very pretty without the scarred scowl he had seen on her at the battle. He healed numerous deficiencies and rebuilt atrophied muscle and ligaments.

Mari slowly roused and the room was bright with floating mage lights. Two people were sitting watching her. A handsome young man and a beautiful Elvish woman. Wait – she wasn’t on the floor, and she was lying in a bed. There was no blood on the floor. She felt…she felt good…she felt strong. What happened? Did she dream everything? The people didn’t say anything – they just sat there. She sent out a questing mind probe and met… a blank wall. She pushed harder.

“Don’t try so hard, you’re very weak and your mana hasn’t recovered. I healed some problems you had. Tell us what happened and why you did what you did,” Lee asked.

“You’re that baron from Landsra. I’m Ferris’s twin sister though you probably can’t tell from this…” Mari said as she touched her face and didn’t feel the scars. “What did you do to me?” She jumped to her feet and ran to the mirror in the room. “This is what I look like, but my arms aren’t the thin sicks they were – I have muscle. Why did you do this to me? I deserved to die.”

“Sometimes our duty in life is just to keep living. There is someone here who wants to talk with you,” Lee said as Ferris walked in.

“Hello sister,” Ferris said as he walked in. “Let’s talk without you trying to control us. You are quite pretty. My friend, Baron Lee here said you had some health issues that would have affected your decisions. I sent investigators to track down your story and found you were really a prisoner in that non-religious convent. When the merchant’s wife died and quit sending money – they were trying to marry you off to some farmer almost like a brood mare. I’m glad you escaped. I can see why our father fell for our mother if you look anything like our mother. Baron Lee did fight Duke Jarl – for me. I would have lost without their help. I asked Anna here; to marry me, but she turned me down because she’s so much older than me.”

Mari was taking it all in. “What about the people who got killed in the battle? Do you just forget their deaths?”

“Yes,” Ferris said looking down at her. “That is exactly what we do. I need you with me to help me as we expand into other countries. You thought the baron was my enemy, yet he was my only support even though I knew he just wanted my support so we wouldn’t invade his country – again. They defeated us the first time and they are much stronger now. Will you work with me?”

“Oh, yes. That is all I wanted. I wanted you to…” she said as Ferris walked forward and threw his arms around her in a powerful embrace. Mari started crying and clung to her brother just sobbing.

“We’re going back to Mage Light Company. Are you going to have the crowning ceremony anytime soon?” Lee asked.

“I’ll send you an invitation,” Ferris said. “We’re going to be okay here. I may ask Anna to take Mari shopping soon. She will need lots of new clothes.”

◆◆◆

Coronation and Beyond

The coronation was resplendent with lots of rich clothes and finery. Mari was presented as his twin-sister, and she was positively beaming in a lovely blue dress. The soldiers looked magnificent in their dark-blue and white dress uniforms. King Ferris had earned over half of his million gold and established trade relations all over Darvist and Landsra and business was booming. King LisShu accidently fell down some stairs and a good portion of the 500,000 gold coins were returned to Darvist.

◆◆◆

Missing Legion

Duke Jarl had tried to take control of the men that survived the first week with no clothes, no tools, no food, and no water but the naked man was unable to assert his superiority since he had a bit of a gut and no girdle to hold it in. Very few of his followers would listen to him. He tried to command some men that had fashioned fish spears out of available materials before they bashed his head in with a stone. There were almost 4,700 men still alive that hadn’t deserted through the portal system before new programming classified the armed men in uniform as soldiers and stripped them of uniforms, weapons, and supplies and sent them to the southern peninsula of the country.

Lee sent drones with communication systems through the portal to the southern lands where the soldiers from Jarl’s army were located and all he found initially were corpses where the soldiers emerged with their Duke. Lee had the drones broadcast a message over an area ten kilometers in diameter. Soldiers were told to come to a location under a drone in formation and they would be returned to a secure location under guard. Groups of fifty were common and they arrived at staggered times and were under the watchful eye of golems who would disintegrate any who broke ranks.
 

Lee had them go to the warehouses that had Duke Jarl’s supplies of food and medicine.

This took several days, and Lee set up an interview process where soldiers were given a chance to reenlist if they swore an oath to King Ferris. Mari sat through the interviews, alternating with Anna to determine truthfulness. Some were killed on the spot and others were sent back to the peninsula with clothes and simple tools if they failed the loyalty test. Most didn’t care who they fought for as long as their leaders treated them well. Ferris ended with a standing army of ten thousand that were stationed all over Darvist to handle emergencies, riots, or thefts. They became primarily guardsmen for their communities and were monitored closely by the throne.

◆◆◆

DenShu – Five Months Later

Bala and Liam met Lee and Anna as they stepped out of the portal. Lee gave Bala a hug and gave a backslapping man hug to huge Liam.

“Well, I see you have been busy since it doesn’t look like there will be an invasion after all. How far along are you, Bala?” Lee asked.

“About five months, we think. We got married three months ago before I showed. We were pleased you came back. There have been a lot of developments. Did you realize King Porly elevated me?”

“Congratulations Baroness - you too Liam. Can you see if it’s a boy or girl?” Anna asked.

“Boy,” Bala said. “He’s developing just fine. Liam is developing his talent too. He’s stronger than Alvaro now and he’s no beginner. Your group from Darvist set up a company to make mage lights here and we are exporting them all over Landsra. Some of your people are ready to go back and Atmos and Xercia are getting married. Atmos is taking over the Mage Light Company here. Advik, the grumpy cobbler’s son is interested in Venia, Xercia’s daughter, even though she’s had two children already. Advik is a new man and a good father – who knew?”

“Are Plim, Mannie, Diddle, and the kids ready to go back or do they want to stay here?” Lee asked.

“They are chomping at the bit to go back. They heard that the old King Tossis is dead, and King Ferris is in charge now,” Bala said.

“A lot of that going around. Kings don’t seem to last very long unless they are smart and beneficial to their ‘subjects’. How is King Porly doing after LisShu fell down those steps?” Lee said laughing. “What are you planning to do now that you’re not having to defend against an invasion?”

“Since we have a copy of the learning machine with medical knowledge and the English cylinder and others – I am going to start a medical college and turn out real doctors. What are you planning to do?”

“Anna and I are going to expand the portal system to areas in Landsra, make a few hunting lodges and trading posts to encourage people to expand to all the unexplored land in Landsra and Darvist. We also want to explore other continents on Trace,” Lee said.

They walked over to the hotel/tavern where Plim and the kids were staying and walked in. The children were working in the tavern. They ran to Lee and Anna when they came in and threw their arms around them.

“We thought you’d forgotten us,” one of the youngest girls said as she threw her arms around Lee and buried her head against him. The boys grabbed Anna and did the same with her as she knew enough to smile down at them.

“We came back. You about ready to go home? Go pack your things and we’ll go back,” Lee said.

Plim too had found a young lady who seemed inclined to care for him. He too was ready to go back now that things had calmed down in Darvist. All the children had backpacks and Plim and his squeeze had trunks carried by golems – ready to go in an hour. There was a lot of weeping, hugs, and cheek kisses with all the locals as they piled over to the portal.”

They came out inside the Mage Light Company in Darvist. Lee put an open for business sign outside and set up a mage spotlight rotating on the roof to draw attention to the store again.

Lee turned to Anna. “Ready to go to Ethralin? We’ll need to put some toff  to sleep and get the language and cultural norms.” Anna nodded.    


Epilogue

They came out in Ethralin at the side of the largest city and used stealth to wait for the first well-dressed person to come by. They were waiting in an alley on a branch side road near the better side of the city. Lee was wearing his battle suit that could blend with any background and Anna was disguised as a wall stanchion. A man in fine clothes came by looking back over his shoulder. Lee paralyzed his muscles and put him to sleep. They carried him into the alley and sealed off both ends of the alley to make it seem there was not an alley at all. Lee placed the learning cylinder recorder on the man and told the man in two languages what he wanted when he was near consciousness. The recording took every bit of two hours. They didn’t know what they’d get. A group of people came by right after they captured the man and Lee felt a questing mind probe pass by the wall he had created. They seemed to be chasing this man. Lee put the man outside the wall and awakened him. He woke up shaking his head and ran off looking behind himself.

Lee readied the recording and took it immediately. He drifted off for two hours and came abruptly awake. He turned to Anna. “That man was a spy from a neighboring country. We couldn’t have picked another person better suited for our purpose. Your disguise is not a bad one because there is an Elvish colony near Ethralin that is threatening the neighboring country Floxin. Our spy was from Floxin, and the recording explains the complex dynamics within Ethralin. He also speaks fluently in all three languages. The Elvish colony is called Yore. He even has a glamour where he can pass as an Elvish male. You will fit in perfectly since you are from Yore – originally from Yor-tel. High Elves are long lived also. His country is called Asurland. It’s analogous to Nazi Germany. You take the cylinder – Lee said, and Anna absorbed the information without falling asleep.

They had arrived at night, and it was becoming morning when Lee disintegrated the two walls he had use to hide and they stepped out of the alley. Lee had adapted his clothing to upper middle-class attire. He used the spy’s knowledge to find a jeweler that would exchange gems and gold for local currency. There were still newbies to the society and had little idea of the level of magic in this society. Lee had learned many towns and cities in the Ethralin kingdom, so he had that going for him. The spy had little knowledge of magic, so the spy gave them no idea about how magic was perceived in this kingdom.

The jewelry shop was easy to find so he walked in and greeted the proprietor as he thought was the custom. “Good day to you, sir. My name is Lee and I need to exchange gold for local currency.”

“Where are you from that you would have gold but no local currency?” the proprietor asked.

“I’m from Darsh and my cousin brought me some gold coins from some foreign kingdom. I think a good portion of them is gold, but I heard you’d give me a fair price,” Lee said. He didn’t say but thought of a lot to say. Saying too much was always a sign of lying. He considered saying -- Don’t know where he got them. He said he won them in a card game from a sailor that said he got them from across the sea but who believes tales like that?

The jeweler rubbed them against a piece of slate that left a streak. He then put a drop of liquid on the streak for each coin. He then weighed them in a little glass container of water. He wrote that down and did a calculation or two.

“Is that liquid nitric acid?” Lee asked, though that sounded weird in the Ethralin tongue.

The shopkeeper looked a little surprised.

“Then you weighed it in water to get its specific gravity, didn’t you? Should be about 19.3, shouldn’t it?” Lee said.

“How do you know the secrets? Are you a member of the craft?”

“No – no, good sir, but I am traveled. What can you do for me? I realize you might get more than the raw weight of the gold for rare coins, but I will not deprive a fellow craftsman of a chance to make a reasonable profit. You give me a fair price and I will not haggle,” Lee said since he had learned that locals did not like haggling.

“For these five – I can give you four large gold,” the jeweler said.

“Just give me two large gold and the rest in change if you have it. I would not want to go into a tavern and display a handful of large gold,” Lee said. “I don’t want to be set upon for carrying too much coin.”

“Funny, there was another man from Darsh here just today,” the jeweler said. Lee couldn’t wait to get out of that shop. Lee bet the other from Darsh was that spy he had waylaid when they arrived. It probably wouldn’t be a good idea to be tied in any way to this other fellow.

They went to an open-air café that looked upscale. Lee found he could read the menu, but it didn’t explain all the names of the dishes. Lee ending up ordering something like the daily special and an ale. The waiter brought two cold ales in frosty glass mugs and a crustacean of some kind that had a shell, sort of like a lobster, but Lee had no idea how to eat it. He tried to break it, but it was like he was trying to break an iron bar and there were no implements. He finally raised an arm to get the waiter to come over to help.

“Sir?” the waiter said and noticed Lee and Anna’s consternation. “Oh, you are handicapped. There is a small extra charge for me to help.”

“Yes, please…for both of us,” Lee said, and the waiter leaned back like he was slapped but he recovered quickly.

“No problem, sir. Hold the cloth in front of you,” the waiter said.

When Lee held the cloth in front of him – the carapace lifted off the plate, snapped in two, and then the meat peeled out of the shell and settled next to the dip. The same thing happened to the dish in front of Anna. Somehow the waiter had broken the shell and stripped the meat out of the shell and Lee had detected no magic. How?

The meat was incredibly sweet and tender, but Lee thought a hammer would have had a hard time breaking that thick shell. The waiter had done it with a thought. Lee was going to have to rethink Ethralin when he saw two children playing catch with a ball – except they were trying to hit the other person with the ball without touching it. The ball would fly at one and stop in midair and fly back toward the other person. They were doing it without touching the ball. An adult called the children, and one caught the ball as both children flew home. Lee detected no magic in use.

Lee was going to have to reevaluate what was happening here.
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