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Chapter One
 
 It was just another typical day in the life of David Stephenson. That would be me. Moreover, it was another typical Friday at that.  4 pm and I was just now getting home and grumbling about poultry plants.  Too cold, hours too long and of course, my pet peeve, Supervisors!   They rushed us through the last dozen shipments, only to announce that they would be cutting hours afterward! A good way to cut pay was all it really was.
 
              Since it was a Friday night and I really had no plans, (nothing-unusual there,) I tossed a TV dinner in the microwave and started sorting through my games.  My life consisted of games, the net and scraping by on the bills.  Either, as most that know me have been told, or have guessed through seeing my lifestyle…  I am not very highly educated.  I tested out highly intelligent but college and I didn't see eye to eye.  It was something about showing up and doing homework.  How odd, right?  NO!  I don't live in my mother’s basement (mostly because she doesn’t have one)!  I have always thought that it would be nicer to have a basement to live in.  It would be better than putting out the dough for rent each month! I don't have a girl and have only a few real friends.  Yes, cyber-friends do count as real friends.  My life for the last few years has been as a gamer.  What else do I need?
 
 The ding of the microwave tore me away from my labors of deciding in what fantasy world I was going to spend the weekend. Food is always a good idea before a long trek into the already known and over done. Every game I own I had ‘won’ countless times.  If only there was more money or some free games to give me more adventure.  My pixel life was getting as boring as my real life, and that is sad.
 
              After a healthy dinner of processed meat something or other and preserved corn with a potato-like substance, I leaned back and thought for a bit.  Going outside would be nice for a change.  There are woods back behind the house about a quarter mile away.  That was always a nice place to sit and think, or mope, whatever the case may call for.  I grabbed my jacket because the early spring air still had a chill.  I am not a big fan of cold because of my size.  I am not very tall at 5’7” and quite thin being only about 125 lbs.  Cold just goes right through me.  As I went out the door, I killed the TV and the lights and locked the door.  There was nothing to steal but better safe than sorry.  I started off down the hill to the west.  A few frogs braved the early spring evening and sang their song to me as I strolled along.  I guessed that this was the closest thing to nature that a nerdy gamer could hope for.  About 20 minutes later, I found the little clearing that I visited when this mood took me.  The sun was setting and shone in my face.  It created a nice warm feeling that belied the spring chill.  I sat on a log facing west and watched the setting sun and it seemed to settle my mind a bit.  Maybe things weren’t really so bad and a different outlook was called for.
              As the sun slipped under the horizon, I adjusted my position on the log to watch a beautiful full moon that had been coming up, unnoticed, behind me.  This was a very good choice for a night to walk.  For about an hour, I sat and listened to the frogs, watched the moon and the light fog that formed around me.  My thoughts were lighter and the cares of the world seemed to lift away.  The only problem with the fog was that sort of seeped into your clothes and left you with a damp feeling all over.  Time to go back to the real world I suppose.
              As I stood and gathered myself for the trip back up the hill I caught a glimpse of white out of the corner of my eye.  I was instantly annoyed that someone had come to MY clearing and dropped trash in it.  It was about twenty feet away and in the dim light and fog, a bit hard see.  It looked like it may be a plastic bag from the local grocery store or something similar.  As I got closer, it appeared that there were other things scattered around it in a circle.  Maybe the bag had contained other trash that was scattered there as well.  People!  No respect!   The closer I got the less the big piece of trash looked like a bag and more like a large rock and on close inspection the smaller pieces of trash were mushrooms in an almost perfect circle around it.  Wow!  There was a fabled Fairy Ring.  It was just the thing to set the tone for my fantasy gaming weekend.  All the games, myths, and lore warned about Fairy Rings, so naturally I ignored all that.  I thought, just for kicks and to get the night started, I would jump on the rock and do my newly (just now) created lord of the fairies dance!  Therefore, I hopped up on the rock and spun in a circle. Lo and behold!  Nada. 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
              I felt a bit sheepish and glanced around to make sure that I was alone.  I wouldn’t want another person walking in the woods tonight to see me acting the fool.  Nevertheless, it was fun, in a juvenile sort of way.  I guessed that the fresh air must be getting to me.  I supposed it was time to head back to my modern life and my fantasy games.  Crossing real life with my game life still had me a bit embarrassed. 
              I turned back to the east and started up the hill towards home.  It seemed a bit odd that I couldn’t see the lights from the houses that I knew were there and hoped that the electricity hadn’t gone out.  That would put a major crimp in my plans.  After 10 minutes of walking, I still couldn’t see lights and now I was getting a bit confused because I couldn’t see the outlines of the houses either.  Another thing, the moon had been just cresting over the eastern horizon and now it was almost straight above me.  The full moons light allowed for a clear view of the hill all the way back to the low clearing below.  There were no houses and no electric lights.  There were no sounds from cars or barking dogs that could be heard everywhere in any city.  What was going on?  There was no reason to worry.  Ten more minutes and I would be right back in my cozy, if dark, house.  I couldn’t understand what could have happened.  Power outages were rare in our little city.
              After walking another 10 minutes, I came to the top of the hill.  I should have been almost standing in my back yard but something was missing.  I couldn’t seem to find my back yard.  My house and neighborhood also seemed to be missing.  I had made this walk dozens of times so I knew that I couldn’t have made a wrong turn.  There were no turns to make.  The trip was just down the hill and back up the hill. So either I was dreaming or the city that I lived in had just disappeared!  From the top of the hill, looking back west, I could see the river that bordered the city from the next state so not everything was missing.  I had to be in the right spot!  Maybe if I continued walking to the east I could come across something or someone that would explain this madness to me.  I was more confused by this than a man should ever be.
              The moon was bright overhead and gave a silvery glow to everything.  After the first hour of trudging along and seeing nothing of civilization, depression started to set in.  This kind of thing just doesn’t happen.  Cities, roads, houses and people can’t just disappear!  After another hour of walking, the stress, depression, and unaccustomed exertion caught up with me.  Cold or not, I had to sleep.  I found a large tree that had a good branch structure that could make me feel as though I had a roof over my head.  I curled up near the base, wrapped myself up in my coat as best I could and drifted, shivering, off to sleep.
              I woke the next morning to the beautiful sound of birds singing in the day and the not beautiful chilled joints.  I hate cold.  I guessed it was only in the 50’s or so but for me, that was cold.  I wandered in a circle around my tree for a while to get the blood flowing.  At the base of the tree, in the root structure, I found a pool of rainwater.  It looked clear enough and I hoped it was too early in the season for the mosquitoes to have found it.  It was cold, in a good way, and quenched my thirst.  
              I looked around, with no real plan, and decided to continue my eastward trek.  I felt like a confused pioneer so Eastward Ho it was.  By noon, I had found exactly…Nothing.  No power lines, highways, roads or even paths that had not been made by animals.  I used the rainwater trick whenever the urge hit me and I was almost starting to enjoy the freedom to wander.  Good thing it was Saturday!  I didn’t have to be back at work for a few more days and something would happen between now and then.              
              As the sun started drifting to the west with no sign of people, I started planning for another night in my new wilderness.  I found a small clearing so I could see the stars, and started to toss together a lean-to.  This, I found, is not exactly an easy task with only a small pocketknife and deadfall wood.  An axe or hatchet or machete would be wonderful but I guess a person has to make due when stuck in a situation.  I also decided to build a fire tonight.  Cold, you know.                
              I gathered the wood for the lean-to and a pile for the soon to be fire.  The lean-to went together more quickly than I had anticipated and it didn’t look half-bad.  As long as the wind didn't pick up or a thunderstorm hit, I should be fine.  I piled up a few sticks and went to work with my trusty little knife.  A four-inch blade with the hilt half serrated.  I was sure glad that I had it!  I started shaving ‘fuzz sticks’ to use a kindling.  That survival book I had as a kid was going to get a workout over the next couple of days!  I found a nice straight stick to use for my drill and flat piece of bark to use as my spark tray.  I pulled out a shoelace and attached it to a nice, strong stick to use as my bow, then prepped for an easy fire-starting task.  I fastened my bow to my drill stick and started to whir.  I spun the stick back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.  Two and a half smokeless hours later, I resigned myself to another fireless night.  I really thought that I had read enough on fire building to have no trouble at all.  I guess that just goes to show that books and practical application are two different things.
              I sat staring at my nicely laid out campsite with the prepped fire pit and wondered what else I could do.  What I could try that I had not already?  You know, in my games starting a campfire was a whole lot easier.  In the games, all I would have to do is get close to my campfire.  I acted this out as I thought of it.  Why not?  I cupped my hands over the pretty pile of wood and said the word that would cause a campfire in my favorite game.  Incendium!  I felt a strange lurch in my chest and heat on my knees!  My campfire had burst into flames and suddenly I realized that my hands felt as though they had been dunked in boiling oil!  I ran to the closest tree that I had seen rainwater in and stuck my hands in it.  Cold is good, sometimes.  I pulled my hands out and looked at them. First and maybe, some second degree burns on both of them.  I knew I hadn’t been close enough to that wood and the fire hadn’t been nearly hot enough to burn me that quickly.  The only thing that I can guess was that whatever started that fire had burned me also.  Nevertheless, what had started the fire?  Was it really the spell word that I refused to think again right now?  Was it some strange fluke of nature?  Was it passing thunderstorm with no clouds, wind, rain or noise?  Ok, now I am reaching.  I will have to sleep on this but at least I will be warm tonight!
              I woke a few times during the night to stoke the fire and question its existence.  I was not complaining at all, just questioning.  At sunrise, I woke to the friendly birds and a grumbling stomach.  Just as I get fire, another need would crop up.  Well, I hadn’t seen a microwave or TV dinner anywhere in these woods so something would have crop up soon.  I guessed that pizza was out of the question.  I had never been a big fan of cold pizza but now I could see the appeal.  I left the fire burning for a while as I started to tear down the lean-to.  Woodsmanship 101 is to leave the campsite better than what you found it.  Except for a bit of scorched wood, I hoped to leave this the untouched clearing I had discovered last evening.
              As I prepared to drop the logs that supported an end of my makeshift tent, something moved at the edge of the clearing.  I froze.  Thoughts of wolves, bears, lions… ok, ok.  I was new to the area so I didn’t know what to expect. I turned slowly to my left, and faced this new threat and then the rabbit hopped farther out into the clearing.  It was now no more than fifteen feet from me. After I made sure it was not a rabbit-wolf, I started to think of survival.  I needed food.  Now, I knew if bent over to pick up a rock or stick to throw at it I would just scare it away.  I had never been a sports fan let alone a baseball pitcher.  Frustrated with my lack of options I decided, to be the smart-aleck gamer, and pointed my finger at the critter like a gun.  I whispered ‘magicae telum!’ without thinking.  My magic arrow fired from my fingertip, across the narrow gap between the rabbit and myself, killing it instantly.  PAIN!  I felt as though I had lost the hand from my right arm.  I raised my hand to my face to look at it and saw that the tip of my pointer finger, my gun finger, was missing.  Blood oozed from around the tip of the fingernail above the damaged tissue.  Now, this magic stuff working was cool but I didn't like the idea of injuring myself every time I tried to use it!
              Well, there was the business of this rabbit.  I skinned it and gutted it just like a pro that doesn't know what he is doing and is favoring one hand.  I had to admit, working in the poultry plant did give me a hand up on how to take a creature apart.  I guess all critters are put together about the same way.  I slid the meat onto a sharpened stick and propped it over the fire.  All the time lamenting the lack of flour, salt and pepper but happy to have food just the same.
 After my rabbit was cooked, well done and then some, I ate for the first time in awhile.  Food really tastes good when you are hungry, even without condiments.  I started to think about what I had learned in the last day or so.  It would seem that the magic spell words from the games I so often played would actually do what was expected of them.  Second, they hurt me almost as bad as the target.  Third, I am a big wimp when it comes to having my fingertip blown off and if I didn’t get something for the pain, I may just go a tad more insane.   That was saying something for someone that could lose a whole city that was supposed to be only 2000 feet away.
              I closed my eyes and thought.  If my mage, in my game, were walking through the woods and blew his own fingertip off, what would he do?  I sat straight up.  The answer was so obvious, but I cringed when I thought of it.  Of course, my mage would HEAL!  But then again, he wouldn't blow his own finger off with a magic arrow.  And why wouldn’t he?  His wand would pull the magic away from him and focus it at the desired target!  How simple, in theory.
              Dreading what I was about to attempt but knowing that something was going to have to be done I closed my eyes again.  A few deep breaths and then I focused my thoughts on my hands and said the word consano!  Instant morphine!  My fingertip tingled as if something was crawling over it.  I looked and saw that the feeling was coming from my own flesh, and skin growing back and rejoining.  Finally, it seemed, I got a spell right without trying to cook or maim myself.  It was a joyful turn of events!
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 Due to the new developments in my life, I figured that sticking around this clearing for another day might just be fun.  When your hands aren’t burned off, you don’t have blown off fingers, and you have food in you, things don’t look so bad.  My first thing to do was to fix up my lean-to and add a few extra branches to the sides in case of weather.  My next was to see if the idea of a wand would really be doable.  I was thinking that my wand should be about the diameter of my thumb and about 10 inches long.  I admitted to myself that any ideas that I came up with about this subject would be 100% guess work, but I could live with that.  I walked along the edge of the clearing looking for green wood that could be shaped into something that would feel like a wand.  I had been into the fantasy genre long enough to have a basic idea of what one should look like, but I knew that was just fantasy.  Reality might call for something a bit different, so I wandered and guessed.  After about 15 minutes, I spotted something that might work.  Like everything else that had occurred since Friday night, this came with a snag.  I saw a small branch fifteen feet up that had a burl near the trunk and was three feet long.  If I could get that down from there and trim it down, it could look like a cool fantasy wand and a miniature wooden lance at the same time.  
It was time to talk to myself.  I always seemed to mumble and talk to myself when I had a problem that I couldn’t seem to work out.   Talking out my troubles was how I always described it when someone would say, “What?”  Now, this tree didn’t have any branches low enough to grab so that I could shimmy up and cut loose that branch, and that really was the branch I wanted.  If there were only a way that I could yank it down from the ground, but I couldn’t touch it with anything.  I thought there might be a spell that I could use to get it down but I couldn’t remember the word that would activate it.  I sure hoped it wasn’t one of those spells that would rip your arms off, but it won’t do anything if I can’t remember it.  Mumble, mumble, mumble…  I stared at the branch and mumbled to it, “If I could remember the spell word for ‘Telekinesis’ you would be mine!”  As soon as I used the word telekinesis, the branch whipped back and forth like a living thing.  Oh yeah!  The word for telekinesis is telekinesis!  Once again, I felt really dumb.  This place was really putting a crimp in my self-esteem.  I focused on the branch a few inches below the burl, and could already start to feel the odd tingle in my chest.  I muttered ‘telekinesis’
 The branch snapped cleanly from the tree.  Still focused on it, I guided it slowly to my hand, and then relaxed.  Again, I had done magic that didn't bite me back!  I just had to be more careful here and think about things before I acted.  Gamers never did that as a rule, but I needed to be both gamer and mortal it seemed.
              I wandered back over to my campfire and tossed more wood on it.  There’s nothing like a fire in the great outdoors to keep spirits up and the boogieman away.  I got out my knife and went to work.  Whittling had never been a hobby of mine but I thought that I could shape this the way I wanted it to be.  I cut off the long, dangly end of the branch to get the length I wanted.  About 10 inches seemed wandlike to me and then I shaved the bark to create a nice smooth stick.  The handle end, just below the knot, was about 4 inches long and gripped comfortably.  
              Now was the time, I decided.  I stood and made sure that I could remember my healing spell.  I was excited that this might work and scared to death that it wouldn't.  I thought that blown out fingertips may have just capped my list of dislikes over being cold.  I walked back to the edge of the clearing closer to a large oak and took a deep breath.  My chest tingled as though it knew that I was about to attempt using magic again.  I pointed my new wand at the trunk of the oak tree and muttered ‘magicae telum’.  The golden bolt of light flew straight and true to the spot on the old oak that I was aiming for.  There was no real damage except for some minor scorching exactly where it hit.  I froze there for a second and waited to see if pain was also to be my reward, but everything seemed to be intact.  My theory of the wand had paid off.  I wonder if game makers came here for their ideas, I joked to myself.
              I felt very happy and excited about this newfound magic ability; I had to try something else.  I glanced around I saw a dead tree that looked as though it had been hit by lightning forever ago.  I crossed the clearing so I could get a better look at it and to make sure it was dead.  I am not a big fan of killing for the sake of killing, even if it is trees.  Yes, very dead and a bit rotten too.  It was perfect for my next test.  I relaxed as best I could in the excitement; I allowed the now familiar tingle to build in my chest.  I pointed my wand and said ‘fulmen!’   My lightning bolt came from nowhere, out of the clear blue sky.  It struck the top of the tree, traveled down the trunk, and then exploded!  I was a good 30 yards away and it was a good thing, because, even at that distance, shards and splinters of wood pelted me.  I made a quick mental note; lightning is a very powerful force and is not to be toyed with!
 
Chapter Four
 
              As the sun began its rapid descent to the west, my thoughts turned once more to food.  I felt much more confident about the prospects now that I had a means to obtain it.  
              I very carefully checked my location against landmarks such as exploded old trees and the like, then made my way out of the clearing into the woods.  Moving slowly and as quietly as I could in the hopes of seeing some small varmints before they saw me I held my wand at the ready.  In much less time than I would have thought possible I had fired three perfectly aimed magic arrows and scored two rabbits and  a red squirrel that were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.  The squirrel caused a bit of a problem because, even though he may have been willing to be killed, he was not willing to be eaten!  I had to use telekinesis, now that I knew the word, to pull him out of the branches and down to earth.  
              I found my clearing with no trouble and built up the fire a bit.  There was now no lack of busted up wood lying around to keep the fire going strong, so I got down to the oh-so-enjoyable business of cleaning my supper.  I spitted the meat and wandered the edge of the clearing once again looking for water. I realized that I must soon find some way to carry water with me.  This, looking at tree roots and hoping for the best, didn’t seem to be the best planning idea.  I located water and drank what I needed.  Walking back to the camp, I thought I heard a noise, but when you are all alone in the woods, your ears will play tricks on you, which was something I had learned very well over the last couple of days.  I strolled over to the fire to collect the crispy critters that were spitted there.  They were nicely overdone, just as a wild rodent should be if you plan to eat it in the spring.  I would hate to catch some kind of bug out here, because I had no idea if my heal spell would fix it.  I assumed it would, but most people knew about that word ‘assume’!  I leaned up against my lean-to and started munching on my dinner.  Just as my stomach was getting full, I heard a sound that I KNEW I was not imagining.
              The loud snorting, grunting sound and snapping branches traveled the length of my clearing from the direction of the lightning tree.  It was about 70 yards away and sounded just like what I’d imagined a wild boar or a peccary would sound like.  Ever since my childhood days, I had been afraid of wild pigs. Old Yeller made sure of that!  The only thing that could take down the ‘super dog’ was a bunch of upset pigs!  I hadn’t even thought of that story in years and now it jumped from my memory with a cold sweat effect.
              I set the remainder of my food onto a piece of bark lying on the ground beside me and pulled my wand out of my back pocket.  Two large creatures burst out of the woods and into view at the far end of the clearing.  Driven into the open, I suspected, by the smell of my gourmet cooking.  The sudden appearance caused me to react, gamer style, with a yelp of ‘integumentum!’  The feeling of an odd electric tautness on my skin was instant, followed a half second later by the formation of a transparent bubble-like shield enveloping me.  Now, when trying to keep a low profile, yelping words might not be the best idea.  The sound caused the creatures to halt in mid-step and turn towards me.  They were much happier to see me than I was to see them judging by the grunts and toothy grins on their pig like faces.  The ratty weapons that they began to un-sling from their backs gave the distinct impression that they didn't track me down for a chat.  Their hunched six-foot frames appeared much larger when their hands held, what looked like a huge double-headed battle-axe for the one on the left, and a heavy spiked ball mace for the one on the right.  Saliva began dripping from their jowls and then began to move the length of the clearing in my direction.  Glittering black eyes looked at me with a clearly evil intent over the oddly pig-like snouts.
              I didn't wait for introductions.  I pointed my wand at the creature on the left.  The giant meat cleaver he carried scared me much more than the mace of his partner.  I felt tingle in my chest build in anticipation and I spoke very clearly ‘fulmen telum!’  At this point, I want no mistakes that could be cause by muttering, mumblings or whisperings!  I could feel the heat from the white-hot bolt of pure energy that flew from my wand on its way to meet the face of slobbering creature.  Upon impact, the yowl of pain rang through the forest but the effect was not the same as popping rodents.  He stumbled a bit and then a squealing yell was immediately followed by a charge!  Terrified I repeated the actions of casting the bolt of energy at him once again.  This one had a much better effect, causing him to lurch face first into the dirt about 20 yards away, twitch for a moment and then lie still.
              The mace-pig man, who had been startled and confused by my first attack, gathered his wits when his partner went down and charged me.  With his head down and moving like a freight train, he was closing the gap between us quickly.  I knelt down to offer a smaller target if he did happen to get to me, leveled my wand and sent two energy bolts in rapid succession.  The effect was exactly as I had hoped.  The first one staggered the ugly giant Orc and the second dropped him like a stone.  
              The after effects of fight or flight surged through my body dropping me to my knees.  I knelt there, tried to breathe deeply and not vomit.  Gagging was ok but I didn't want to give up my dinner, even for a couple Orcs! Near the end of the confrontation, I had figured out what I was dealing with.  Who says that gaming can't be good life experience?
              I barely even heard the whistle before the impact flipped me over into a backward summersault!  Where I had been kneeling, about three feet in front of where I was now, was the shaft of a spear that could have doubled as a telephone pole!  You may argue that it couldn't have been anywhere near that big, but you had not just been hit with the damn thing! I jumped to my feet and dodged behind my lean-to looking for the catapult that must have fired that thing, when I saw him.  About 60 yards away, walking slowly and purposefully towards me with a bit of a smirk, was a monster.  As he walked, he freed a huge two-handed sword from a sheath slung across his back.  For a human it would have been a two-handed sword, he gripped it easily in only one.  Teeth protruded from his lower jaw and curled back towards his face framing his well-defined boar’s snout.  He was about 9 feet tall and must have weighed close to 500 pounds.  The noise that drifted across the clearing from him might have been humor, but I had never heard a pig laugh.  He seemed in no hurry so I knew that I had better be!  I pointed quickly and spoke clearly incendium sphera; I launched a basketball-sized orb of fire directly at his chest.   The effect was beautiful but hardly deadly.  The fireball exploded and caught the cloth and hide clothing that he was wearing on fire.  Most living and all dead creatures I had heard of reacted adversely to being on fire and he was no different.  He stopped and dropped his sword to begin ripping off the flaming garb.  I called in my air strike.  Aiming carefully and speaking very clearly I cast the lightning spell.  The jagged bolt struck the flailing creature directly on the top of his head and caused him to glow like a candle.  I cringed and ducked behind the lean-to remembering the wood fragments that had showered me the last time I had used this spell.  Luckily, the energy passed through the Orc captain and dissipated into the earth.  Steam rose from the corpse as I looked across my nice, friendly camp clearing turned war zone.
              I stood behind the lean-to gazing around and shaking from head to toe.  I should have known that this place was too good to be true.   The feelings of safety and well being I’d had melted away as I viewed the stinking bodies that had tried to take my life.  I had a strange feeling of betrayal.  The place that had seemed to provide everything that I needed, including a change of pace, had tried to kill me.  I remembered my earlier thought of being both gamer and mortal.  Well, it seems that the mortal part of that had reared its ugly head and said hello.
              As my nerves stabilized and thoughts of a further attack melted away, I felt the odd tautness of my shield spell fade.  Thinking of events past, I believed that I had now found my new favorite spell.  If I hadn’t have had that up, I was sure that the spear from the Orc captain would have spitted me like a rabbit.   I walked, very cautiously with wand at the ready, the 20 yards to the closest Orc and put a toe into its ribs.  There was no sound or movement from the creature but I still jumped backwards about five feet.  I had been raised hearing, ‘there is a fine line between bravery and stupidity’, and I didn't want to be stupid!
              The creature was dressed in a mix of roughly cured leather and cloth items.  It wore a bright red shirt with no sleeves or neckband covered by partially rotten leather vest.  Knee length pants, if you could call them that were held up by a strap of leather that was tied on the side.  I walked around to its right side and saw a small pouch tied the belt.  The pouch looked as though it may have been made from the scrotum of a young bull.  It was held closed by a thong threaded around the top in an over and under pattern.  It must have been man made because I couldn’t give this thing the creative credit.   I nudged it with my toe and thought that I heard a metal clink that might have been made by coins.  I pulled out my pocketknife and sawed through the half-decomposed belt and freeing the pouch.  Working my fingers into the mouth of the pouch, I managed to loosen the thong enough to get to the contents.  I poured the coins into my hand and only dropped a few.  Examining the coins, I discovered two different types.  Both were stamped with very strange marks and no picture of Lincoln was on any of them.  Two things were quite clear.  The sizes were quite different and the smaller appeared to be copper.  The larger was more carefully minted and made of silver.  As I replaced them in the pouch, I counted them.  There are six of the larger silver and nine of the copper…twelve counting the three I remembered to retrieve from the ground at my feet.   I saw nothing else of interest on the body so I move on to the next.  
              The first thing I noticed about the second Orc is the scarf it is wearing across its chest.  Where in hell could you get a red, orange and blue plaid?  It had to be the most awful color combination ever thought of.  To make things even worse, as far as I was concerned, was the pink shirt that it was wearing under it.  This thing was a fashion emergency if I had ever seen one, but in its current health, I didn't think it would matter much.  I gave the creature a quick once-over and saw nothing of interest except for another pouch attached to its belt after the fashion of the first.   This pouch was not nearly as cool as the one that I had found earlier. It amounted to a square of cured leather with all the corners touching and wrapped with a thong to keep it closed.   I leaned in with my pocketknife and freed the thong from the belt.  There was more of the same type of coinage.  There were three large silver ones and three of the copper.  Taking the first pouch from my pocket, I worked it open and added these coins to it.  The square of leather and the thong I shoved down into my pants pocket.  Waste not, want not.
              The Orc captain had toppled over onto its back, the tiny, dead eyes glazed over and staring sightlessly at the evening sky.  Sticking from the top of its belt was the handle of a dagger.  I reached across the huge stinking body and pulled on it.  A fine leather sheath came out from behind the belt with it.  A small leather thong hooked over one side of the hand guard to keep the blade in the sheath.  I slipped the dagger, sheath and all into my left rear pocket to examine later.  A large bulge was noticeable behind the creature’s charred sash near the bottom of its rib cage.  I felt along the sash until I got to the lump and started untangling the object from its cloth wrapping.  By the way it was tangled and knotted I could tell the creature didn't want to lose it.  It was a small rectangular shape and quite heavy.  When it finally came free, it shone in stark contrast to my soot blackened hand.  It was a silver box with beautiful, ornate decorations carved into the metal.  A small latch in the front held the lid tightly closed.  The box looked to be about 4 inches by 4 inches by 6 inches and looked to be made of solid silver!  I thumbed the latch and found that it was almost filled with coins.  They were mostly silver and copper but glinting beautifully in the evening rays were three gold coins.  They had almost the same markings as the smaller coins that I had found but I was sure the value would be much higher, if I could ever find another person from which to buy.  Quickly counting the coins I came up with 28 copper coins, 22 silver coins, and the 3 gold coins.  I finished going over the beast in a rush.  There was nothing in the boots and no pockets that I could find.  The minor armor that it was wearing wouldn't do any human any good.  
              I walked across the clearing to the lightning shattered tree.  I gathered all the wood that I could in a huge pile and made sure that a fire wouldn't spread from the edges when I ignited it.  I used telekinesis to float the Orcs across the clearing and onto the pile of wood.  The evening was ending and night was just to close to think of moving camp.  I didn't want the smell of decomposing flesh to haunt my dreams or bring in wild, flesh-eating animals.
              I pulled my wand from my right rear pocket and quickly muttered incendium then turned to walk away.  Watching dead humanoids burn just didn't seem like a hobby I wanted to take up.  I heard the branches crackle as the flames took hold and, even with the sun still up, I could see the clearing get a bit lighter.  I had made a very nice funeral pyre, if I did say so myself. 
 
Chapter Five
 
              I built up the campfire, checked the wood supply and snuggled down under my jacket.  It had been a very long day and I was exhausted.  As I drifted off into a restless sleep, I wondered how the line at the poultry plant was running without me.  I wondered if anyone even knew I was gone.
              My problem with mornings had always been that they come too early in the day.  The slight lightening in the sky and bird song woke me more quickly than any alarm clock.  I stood and stretched, checked out my surroundings for trouble and began to plan my day.  A slight wisp of smoke still rose from my pyre but my campfire had burned itself out.  Last nights dinner still sat in the open on the ground where it had been forgotten.  
              I started rounding up the odds and ends that were lying about.  I was thankful I had grabbed my large jacket.  The extra pocket space was coming in handy and it was much warmer than some of my others too.  I used the tip of the wand to force a hole into the bottom of my inside coat pocket.  By doing that my wand would slide all the way down into the liner, but still be reachable.  I fastened the belt loop of the dagger sheath to my belt on the left side and tied a thong around the bottom of it to fasten it to my leg.  I didn’t like it just flapping there and I got more of a gunfighter look with the tie-down.  Of course, the rabbits and squirrels that I had met needed to be impressed by my looks!
              I opened the silver box, removed the three gold coins, and dropped them in my right pants pocket.  I stuck the box and the coin pouch into my left coat pocket for safekeeping.  Having the gold coins where I could feel them made me feel almost rich.  Before this, the only gold I had ever owned was found in trace amounts on high-end circuit boards!  Having the gold coins right beside my trusty pocketknife also made me feel a bit safer.
              I looked over the site and felt sure that I had gathered everything that I wanted to keep.  With a deep breath and concentration, I waved a hand toward the lean-to and my reserve woodpile, cast telekinesis and scattered everything back to the edge of the clearing.  I dragged my foot through the ashes of my campfire to be sure it was out and made my way down to the pyre.  Live Orcs stink, dead Orcs stink worse and dead, burned Orcs reek! There was very little left for the fire had done its job well, but the odor lingered heavily on the morning air.  The fire had gone completely out and I figured by the time scavengers and a rainfall found the clearing there would be no sign of this mess left.  I only hoped that there was not a huge Orc army behind these creatures that was going to be unhappy with me for upsetting their advance scout.  These Orcs didn't seem any more the military type than any other Orcs I had met but… these were the only Orcs I had met!
              I turned in a circle examining the clearing, came back to facing east and started walking.  The new of this experience was starting wear off and I was wondering if my other life was ever going to get me back!  True, there was not really much to my other life and so far this one was as good as any, but even a loner can long for a human voice after a time.  Maybe if I ran into a person or two that could tell me where I was it would help.  Being honest with myself, I knew that I really wouldn't mind staying here and never going back to a tiny house and cold poultry plant but without human companionship, this was getting tiresome quickly.  I may not have had many friends or talked to many people but at least I saw people every day.  I supposed you never missed something that was right there all the time.
              I walked, twirling my wand in my fingers, until about noon.  Then I noticed that the land had started sloping down a bit.  Another 30 minutes brought me to a large river.  It was not a swiftly flowing stream with rapids but a wide, puttering river.  I dug a hole in the gravel on the bank and let it fill with water and settle.  I still had not figured out a way to haul water around and I was thirsty.  When the silt had settled to the bottom, I crossed my fingers that there were no bad nasties swimming in it and drank my fill. 
              My straight-line eastward travel had ended.  I didn’t think that swimming the river was a good idea and northeast seemed to be almost as good as east.  It just didn't have the same ring to it as eastward-ho.  I could live with that small sacrifice.  Rivers make horrible straight line of travel aids so it was not long before it was drifting more east than my northeast trek was taking me.  Not following the river didn’t bother me much.  I figured that it might be going a different place than I was anyway.  I didn’t know where either place was, but…
              When the pheasant burst out from behind some bushes I don't know who was scared the worst!  What I did know was what I was having for supper.  My reaction with the wand and magic arrow spell was so quick it caught me off guard.  I will chock up another one to gaming being good practical life experience!  I walked along plucking the bird and thought of the irony of a lost poultry worker in the woods preparing poultry for food.  As evening approached I looked back in the direction of the river and thought I saw mountains.  From the look of things, I had been walking almost parallel to them for quite awhile. I supposed that if the river hadn’t changed my course then the mountains would have.  It all seemed to have worked out for the best.  
              I wandered into a rather small clearing just before dusk and began setting up camp.  I was starting to get the hang of this and it took no time for me to have a small lean-to set up and a fire going.  Firewood in the middle of a forest isn’t ever that hard to find. I built up a sizable stack to keep the fire going all night.  I put the bird on a spit and leaned against a tree.  Life could be much worse.   I was getting all the fresh air that I could want and exercise without having to go to a gym.  So far, the grocery store had been very prompt with deliveries and well, soap might be a problem…                After about an hour of letting my thoughts wander, I got up and gathered my food.  I was quite tired this evening so I ate quickly, disposed of the scraps a fair distance from the camp and prepared the lean-to to be slept in.  I built up the fire and then snuggled down for the night.  As I began to doze off, I swore that I heard a dog bark in the distance.
 
 
Chapter Six
 
              It seems that each songbird wants to be the first to say good morning to the sun.  As the eastern sky, started to lighten the false starts began.  By the time that the sun was breaking the horizon, every bird in the forest was wide-awake and singing at the top of its tiny lungs.  I had owned more annoying alarm clocks in my life, but I never set them so early!
              I crawled out of my lean-to, stood and stretched.  It was another beautiful morning but I still had to glare around at the birds, but they really didn’t care.  I checked my pockets and made sure I had everything with me.  Nothing had fallen out during the night so all was well.  I had slept soundly and my fire had burned out sometime in the night.  I was just glad that no mean critters had taken advantage of my sleeping in the dark.  
              I quickly scattered my camp as before and started back on my northeast trek.  I was very happy to find water quickly because my root pools were becoming scarce.  Soon I would have to find another source of water or locate the river again.  That was in the future though and for now the walk was all the fun.
              I took out my wand to twirl while I walked and noticed it has begun to take on a glossy black coating.  It is now very smooth and, while it is not exactly shiny, it has an odd sheen in places.  I assumed that it was caused by channeling the force of the spells that I had been using but I was no expert.  In fact, I didn’t even know if there was an expert on this subject!
              After a few hours of walking, I thought I heard a sound.  It almost sounded like talking, but perhaps it is just my imagination.  Another 20 minutes and the noise of yelling people and excited dogs couldn’t be my imagination.  I put my wand away in my inside coat pocket and began to move more cautiously.
              Suddenly the woods disappeared and I was standing on the side of a well-traveled road.  The road was running east and west and it seemed that all the traffic was moving to the east.  People!  There really were people in the world and I wasn’t the only one!  I had begun to wonder if I hadn’t just dreamed of a world full of people.  I looked myself over and made sure I didn’t look to odd; after all, I had just been in the woods for days.  Judging by the over all dress and cleanliness of the people that I found myself traveling with, I wouldn’t stand out to much, bathed or not.
              I moved out into the road and started walking with the flow of traffic.  I listened to every conversation that I could.  If I could pick up any word on where I had been, where I was or where everyone was going I would have been thrilled.  The thought of the old movie ‘Time Machine’ where people walked willingly to their deaths flitted through my mind.  I knew that there was nothing to it, but my mind can just be morbid that way.
              “… first time the Kingdom of Eredwynn has done something like this…”
              “… The King would be thrilled to be shed of all three of them…”
              “… That is a lot of money.  A man could retire happy…”
              “… The Beryglus Gwyllt Provence has been leaderless.  Scary place that…”
              I heard bits and pieces of conversations drifting from the passing groups.  Not a lot of it made much sense out of context as it was but at least they were human voices!  I didn’t realize how much I had missed hearing that noise until I heard it again.  I tried to just pace the travelers and blend in with the crowd.  I had no clue where we were going but at least it seemed they did.
              It was just after noon when we crested a small hill and saw the castle ahead.  A monstrous thing of stone and wood it seemed to take the place of the horizon.  The main road continued to the east but another road turned to the north and went up to the castle gates.  On either side of that road were colorful tents, portable shops and stalls.  It looked like they had quite the fair going on up there.  People now jammed the road and the countryside was becoming a scene from an Exodus movie.  I steered off the road to the north side and headed toward the castle myself.  I had never seen a castle and wanted a closer look if possible.  I aimed myself toward the back northwest corner where the crowds seemed thinnest and took off at a brisk walk.  I had never been a people person and dodging, bumping and swerving around people, made me quite edgy!  When I got close, I could see a small canopy with poles on four sides and just a roof, and there were a few men standing inside.  One of the men called to me and asked if I had come to be one of the contestants in the contest this afternoon.  The comment from the road of the ‘large purse’ flashed through my mind.  I told him if someone would be willing to show me exactly what I would be doing that I would be more than willing to give it a shot.  He smirked at me and told me that the entrance fee for the contest would be two gold coins but the purse would be worth the fee, if I won.  Feeling a bit irritated by his smirk I pulled the gold out of my pocket and then dropped one of the three back, and made sure he saw.  I held them up, rubbing them together, and asked if this covered his fee.  Funny how money makes people change their tune.  With a mumbled, ‘I’m sorry, sir.’ he took my name and gave me a tag with the number 14 painted on it.  He then said, ‘Match this number to the number on the row down the way.’  He pointed back to the east.  
              I looked the way he was pointing and started drifting that way.  I figured that I could get some idea of this contest if I went to where I would be competing and looked around.  I walked past roped off rows of targets with numbers on cut log stumps that were acting as tables.  By the time I got to 14 I was sure I had the contest figured out.  In each row, about 50 yards long, were four bulls-eye targets staggered at 5, 10, 20, and 30 yards.  Lying on the log tables were a dagger, a throwing axe and a bow with a single arrow.  There was a friendly looking guy that I took to be a scribe, because he is holding a pen and parchment.  I asked him the basic rules and he confirmed what I had assumed.  He said, ‘You hit the targets as close to the bulls-eye as you can.  I was to throw the dagger first and then the axe.  Then the arrow in the back targets depending on your choice.’  I started to ask about my ‘choice’ but he was pulled away and asked other questions by the crowd standing around.              
              I hung around the area so I would be sure to be where I was supposed to be when I was supposed to be there.  The crowds were thick and I kept a close watch on my pockets.  I knew that thieves would love this kind of environment where I came from and I doubt they were much different here.
              Finally, after what seemed forever, cries of “three o’clock” started ringing through the crowd and that was the signal for the contestants to take their places.  I was a bundle of nerves because this was almost like a sporting event and I don't do sports.  Of course, I did have a bit of an advantage these days that I was going to use to the best of my ability.  This was a big gamble for me because of the amount that it had cost to enter but I hoped that I could make that back and then some.  That, by definition, was gambling!
              I lined up in my spot, saw that the friendly scribe also seemed to be a judge, and was standing just off my right shoulder.  I asked him to just let me know before I did anything wrong, and then picked up the dagger.  Someone yelled, “Begin!” and the word were carried down the line by the throng.  I hefted the dagger, lowered my head and muttered telekinesis.  I let the dagger fly, not surprisingly, straight and true.  I hit dead in the center of the first target.  I turned away and looked at the scribe who gave me a slight nod and a smile of encouragement.  I turned back to my lane and picked up the axe.  It was heavy and I was glad that I was not going to have to use a lot of ’real muscle’ to throw it at the next target!  I looked around again and the scribe once again nodded.  I stepped up a couple feet back from my throwing line. Once again, I lowered my head and cast the spell just before throwing.  I actually threw this one to make it look good and that was the reason for the space from the line.  I didn't want to throw myself over it.  I used the spell to give the straight flight to the center of the bulls-eye and enough force to make a nice ’thud’ as it buried itself in the wood.   I again turned around and actually got a grin from the scribe as he jotted his score down.  He nodded at me and then to the bow as if to tell me I am cleared for that event.  I picked up the bow and already was very nervous about this part of the event.  I knew a little about archery, like which way the feathers went and that the point went towards the target but little else.  This one might be hard to fake.  I took off my jacket, laid it by the stump table, and then picked up the arrow.  I nocked it onto the bowstring and caught it with a finger on my left hand.  Holding the nock and string in my right it started to feel right.  I planned to shoot then cast telekinesis to guide it.  Better to grab it with the spell fresh and not make the flight look to fake.  I drew the arrow back and sighted down it at the third target down range.  I might be aiming up a bit much but I didn’t think so and I would fix it after I released it if I had to.  I fired the arrow and, OUCH!   The bowstring slapped my left forearm and stung!  THE ARROW!  I quickly cast the spell and located the arrow already half way between the third and fourth targets.  It was a bit difficult to make it look like a realistic flight and arc the arrow down into the bulls-eye of the furthest target.
              The guy in the 15 lane called over to me, ‘so you’re broke and lonely too, huh?’  I had no idea what he was talking about but the scribe behind me thought it was one of the funniest things he had ever heard.  I grabbed my jacket and then all 17 of the contestants were gathered up and herded up to the road entering the front of the castle.  There was a large pole canopy set up there with benches so we could sit and wait for our scores to be tabulated.  I had no idea how any other contestant had done but I did know how I did.  I wondered if they would have a one on one contest if there was a tie.  My morbid mind suggested that they would just have the two contestants fight to the death.  I was glad I rarely listened to my morbid mind!
              A man carrying a piece of parchment came from the side of the castle and then slipped into a door beside the guardhouse.  All was quiet for a few minutes and then there was a screech of metal on metal as the portcullis was pulled upwards.  A large stage-like platform was set up in front of the open doorway.  A table was set near far left side, two chairs were placed on the right rear of the stage, and the workmen withdrew back inside the courtyard.  My friendly scribe friend walked out of the crowd to the left of the stage and disappeared into the courtyard for a bit.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
              Now, this was where things started to get a bit blurry in my mind.  Things started happening that were completely unexpected. I expected to win or lose and collect the prize money or not.  As I watched a couple of guards carried a nice sized box that appeared to be heavy, I hoped that I did win!  I guessed I would have to buy a horse to carry that but lets not start counting our chickens… or gold, or whatever the case may be.
              The scribe came back out and stood on the front edge of the stage looking at the crowd and smiling.  He held up his hands and there was a wave effect as silence came over the throng.  He turned and nodded at the portcullis opening and five people walked out.  Two from the right and three from the left, they entered into view.  As they mounted the stage where most of the crowd could see them, the silence became even deeper and more respectful. All around me, people were taking a knee and kneeling before these people.  When in Rome, I took a knee also while trying to figure out who these people were.  The two on the right could very well be the king and queen judging by the reaction of the people, but the three on the left…  They were very beautiful young ladies.  Well dressed as someone would expect at a public event but why they would be present for the awarding of a sports prize was beyond me.  They stood there because they had to I assumed.  The oldest one looking resigned, the one in the middle looking depressed and scared, and the youngest was excited and expectant.  
              As the king and queen took their seats, the people around me began to stand so I took my cue from them and stood too.  The scribe cleared his throat and yelled in a voice that carried amazingly well, ‘We have come to announce the winner of today’s competition!  Once the name is announced, the king will speak.  I would ask that everyone remain as quiet as possible until after the king is finished.’  The hush over the crowd was complete.  The tension in the competitor tent could be cut with a dagger.  The scribe looked over at the tent and locked eyes with me.  He smiled, pulled out the parchment and yelled while looking right at me ‘David Stephenson, would you please come forward!’
              I knew I would win.  I cheated to win and so I felt surprised that I felt so surprised!  Now I knew that I would have to walk forward, meet real royalty, and be looked at by about a bazillion people.  That was a lot more real than I was comfortable with but I had to do it.  I was sure that someone would make me move if I didn't start moving on my own very soon.
 The scribe started down off the platform and started to come in my direction.  To avoid looking like to much the fool I walked briskly, but slightly wobbly out to meet him.  He leaned toward me and in a hushed voice asked, ‘David, are you ok?’  ‘Yes, I am fine’, I told him. ‘I’m just very nervous in front of crowds.’  He smiled, nodded and guided me with a hand on my right shoulder.  As we approached the platform, the king stood and the scribe hissed that I should kneel.  The scribe knelt also, but I believed that he was just doing it for support.  The king signaled us to rise and come forward.  I walked up to the next to the top step and stopped there at a light pressure from my scribe friend.  He was still with me but just a step behind out of the lime light.              
              ‘Congratulations young man!’ the king boomed in a voice that made me jump.  ‘From your scores that was quite an impressive display of arms.  For winning the contest this day I now, before all these witnesses, grant you the title of Lord with the holdings and land that are now assigned to Beryglus Gwyllt Province !’              
              My head was reeling!  What was this about a Lordship, lands and holdings?   What the hell was a Beryglus Gwyllt?  I tried to clear my head because the king was now speaking again…
              ‘And because your scores show that you bulls-eyed the fourth target I grant you the 500 gold coins and your choice.  So please, choose now, Lord Stephenson!’
              Without even trying to hide it, I jerked my head around to the scribe behind me with question marks all over my face!  Choose?  What did this guy want me to choose?  I didn't see anything to choose except which arm I was going to try to carry this big box of money in!  I thought the scribe was actually going to start giggling!  I was freaking out and he was amused tremendously! 
              He leaned in close and whispered, ‘you must choose your bride, my Lord.  Go over to the three girls to your left, Choose one; offer her your left arm and walk back over here.’
              I was sure I looked at him as if he was insane but he nodded reassuringly and gave me a gentle push.  I nodded to the king and started walking towards the girls.  The oldest was just looking down at the stage.  When I did make eye contact, she nodded and went back to looking down.  The next in line looked about 14.  As I approached her, she appeared terrified!  She was staring out at the crowd and I followed her gaze.  There was a young man dressed as a woodworker staring back at her and looked almost as fearful of my approach.  I had a gut feeling that there was a reason she hoped I passed her by.  When I got to the youngest, she was grinning from ear to ear.  She offered a ‘hello My Lord’ and a subtle wink.  Considering she couldn’t have been a day over 12, her actions gave away that she had no clue what marriage was about.  I walked back down the line and stopped at the first girl.  She looked about 16 and seemed the most mature of the bunch.  I touched her on the shoulder causing her to jump a bit and I said, ‘If you would join me miss, I would be honored.’  She looked at me with a slight smile, took my arm and we took our place back where the scribe had instructed. 
       The friendly scribe stepped away, the king returned to his seat, and my brain went into freefall.  Some guy was putting this girls hand in mine, I think there was a rope tied around our hands at some point and then he said ‘kiss the bride’.  Of the top 10 Oscar award winning kisses of all time, this one was not even close.  I leaned in, a quick peck just for traditions sake and it was over. The crowd went wild and the king looked incredibly relieved to have gotten rid of the 16 year old before she was too old to ever marry. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
              We walked off the backside of the platform away from the yelling, cheering crowds and I heard the workmen beginning to ready the platform for transport back to storage.  As we moved into the castle courtyard, I learned something I didn't know.  Castles stink!  The smell of enclosed people and animals with the walls to block out any kind of breeze made it stifling.  I think I was the only one that noticed.  It really was amazing what you could get used to.   I was led all the way to the back of the courtyard to a very beautifully built keep.  We climbed the stairs and went in the front doors.   My bride asked a question of someone and then led me up two flights of stairs on the left side of the building.  We went down a long hall and then stopped at a door on our left.  She opened it and I followed her through.
              We were now standing in the largest bedroom with the biggest bed I had ever seen.  She looked at me and said that I should make myself comfortable.  We would go down for supper in a few hours and then leave in the morning for Beryglus Gwyllt.  I tossed my jacket down on a couch and started looking around.  I couldn’t believe that I was in a bedchamber in a castle!  I looked out the window that opened to the west and could see vast numbers of people still gathered around.  I saw a doorway to the right and walked in to see what was.  There was another door inside that I thought might be a closet.  Well, it was a closet of sorts but I wouldn't want to wear anything coming out of there.  The stench when I opened it was almost visible.  This was a high-class bathroom.  A hole cut through the rock with a wooden seat.  It seemed as though everything just dropped through.  Not a thing you would want to be walking under!  Something that was not behind the closed door that did get my attention, there were a couple of large wooden tubs lined with cloth, full of steaming water.  A bath would be a very nice thing after a brain-scrambling day! 
              I walked back into the bedroom where the girl was sitting on a chair just staring into a mirror.  I said, “Ma’am, this being my first time inside a castle I’m not sure of the etiquette.  I would like to take a bath.  May I do that?”
              “Ma’am?” she giggled, “You were scared out there weren’t you!  Do you even remember my name?”
              I stared at my shoes feeling my ears turn the color of a stop light and shook my head.
              “My name is Isabel, my Lord…” 
              It is my turn to stop her.  “Please, just call me David.  This ‘my Lord’ stuff is going to take some getting used to.”
              That brought a wide smile, and I noticed that she, like most women, was much prettier when she smiled.  She walked me back to the bathing room, located towels and soap.  She offered to bathe me causing me to blush crimson again.  I told her thank you but no, I would manage now.  She let me know that she was going to go locate some clean clothes for me to wear to dinner and would be back shortly.
              I undressed and crawled into the large tub of warm water.  After misplacing my world, sleeping on the cold ground for about a week and other stresses the warm water was heavenly.  I soaked for a while and used the strange smelling soap that I had been given.  Isabel had dropped a couple handfuls of rose petals in the water too.  I hoped that was not a subtle hint at telling me that I stunk!  Well, I doubt that these people would notice body odor anyway.  My nose really missed the woods and the clean forest air!                
              I finished bathing and grabbed a towel, dried off, and wrapped it around me.  That is when I recalled that Isabel was going to get clothes and the garb of the people I had seen in the castle.  My brain was still working on the 21 century America fashions and I feared I was about to find out how I looked in a dress!  Ok, it would most likely be a robe but that is only one-step up from a dress in my opinion.  ‘When in Rome…’  I was sure I was going to get tired of having to repeat that line to myself!
              Isabel returned and showed me the clothing that she had located for me.  She told me they were mine to keep if they fit well and I liked them.  Actually, I liked them the moment I saw the tunic and trousers!  The short sleeve, loose fitting tunic and the loose trousers with a belt would make me a lot happier than the long ‘Merlin’s Robe’ that had been running through my head.  I went back into the bathing room and dressed quickly. I came back out and asked Isabel what she thought.  She felt that I looked much better in these clothes than I did in the strange stuff I had been wearing.  I started to ask where I could get my ’strange stuff’ washed but since I had heard we were leaving in the morning I didn’t bother.  Someone knocked on the door and announced that supper would be served shortly.  While Isabel was busy at the door, I shoved my clothes and jacket under the couch.  I didn't want to have to answer any questions about any of the items I was carrying.
              Isabel came over to me, took my left arm so I could pretend to lead, and guided me out the door.  Her guiding, with me leading, we went down the two flights of stairs I vaguely remembered and then left deeper into the keep.  We entered the Great Hall and then I knew where they got the name!  The place was HUGE!  There were only a few tables set up, and about 30 people inside but there was room for hundreds!  As Isabel led me across the hall to the tables, I could tell we were going to the head of the table.  I assumed, and hoped not, that I was going to be an honored guest.  I’d had enough of people today to last a lifetime.  She had me sit in the chair just to the left of the table end, just diagonal to a chair that looked fit for a king.   She sat beside me on my left and patted my arm comfortingly.  I guess I was getting the ‘deer in the headlights’ look again.
 Isabel leaned over and whispered to me, “You should try to relax a bit.  My Father likes you already because you took his oldest daughter off his hands.  I just hope that Chloe and Alba get a kind husband too.”
              I give a questioning look, “Chloe and Alba?”
              “My sisters, they were the other two girls on stage today.  Chloe is 14 and Alba is 12.” She sighed, “12 is no age to be given to a man.  The things some men would do…”
              “Surely your father would protect them from a man like that!”  I whispered almost too loudly.              
              “Our father has gotten tired of all the girls being here at the castle.  When he has visitors, he has us hide away from them.  I feel he’s ashamed of never having a son.”                
              “So, are you telling me that because the girls are here and underfoot he may give them to any man that calls?” I asked.              
              She nodded, “that is what I’ve gathered from the castle gossip.”
              I smiled and cocked my head to one side looking at her.  “You know, I don’t know a thing about this Beryglus Gwyllt place that we are going to but if it hasn’t had a Lord in a while it’s a safe bet that there are no ‘Ladies in Waiting’ there either.  Perhaps your sisters would like the job?”
              An ecstatic grin split her face, her feet did something like a tap dance beneath her chair, and she jumped halfway out of her chair to give me a huge hug!  I felt as though she was going to choke me to death, but I surely didn’t mind!  Chuckles and laughter flooded the length of the table.  I heard a comment that ‘the newlywed princess couldn’t wait for the wedding night’.  At that, she released me and we both turned a glowing crimson.  A door burst open and the king made his entrance and everything settled back down.  We all stood as he walked to the table.  He patted me firmly on my right shoulder and not knowing what to do, I nodded to him.  He smiled and sat down.
              Everyone sat down and then out came the food.  There was about everything you can think of.  Beef, pork, chicken, turkey…  I had to try some of the food, but with everything that had happened, I was not very hungry.  Someone filled my cup and I took a swig.  Wine!  Yuck!  I hated wine but wouldn't make a scene.  Everyone else seemed to love the stuff and I don’t think I have ever seen that much alcohol drunk in one place. 
              The meal seemed to drag on forever.  At one point, the king got up, made a speech to welcome me to the family, and wished me luck with Beryglus Gwyllt. At that, everyone gave a bit of an uncomfortable laugh and the dinner wound down.  The king said goodnight, signaling everyone that we could leave and Isabel and I headed for the door.
              She walked with me up the stairs and down to our room.  Once inside she asked if I meant what I had said about her sisters at supper.  I told her ‘of course I’d meant it.’  She told me that she was going to go ask her sisters if they would be willing.  Before I let her go, I asked her if she thought we would be able use a young woodworker when we got to Beryglus Gwyllt.  She gasped and her eyes looked like saucers.  
              She said, “My Lord does see much more than he lets on!  I am sure word could be gotten to a certain woodworker and a certain princess would be forever grateful!”
              After she left to chat with her mother and sisters, I guessed that the mother was going to be the means of getting the sisters to go, I shook my head and tried to catch up.  Yesterday I was walking in the woods killing birds with magic and today I was a married nobleman preparing to leave for my own castle and huge province.  I guess you could say my life had taken an unexpected turn since my last TV dinner!  I opened a cabinet, found a spare blanket inside, and tossed it on the couch.  I reached up under the couch, pulled my lumpy clothes out, and bundled them up.  I would be wearing my jacket in the morning but my pants, shirt and underwear could be carried.  Now, I am packed.  Talk about traveling light!  I had a feeling the same would not go for my new bride and her sisters if they went.  The king might have to call for another rental truck if he wanted the daughters gone, I joked to myself.
              I bunched my clothes up on the end of the couch as a pillow, pulled off my shoes and socks and put them on the floor.  I left the lights burning for Isabel; I wouldn't want her to stumble in the dark.  I laid down and covered up just thinking about all the craziness that had been going on.  There were so many things I didn't understand and I hoped that I would find an advisor or something when I got to Beryglus Gwyllt.  How could a man give away his daughter as a bride? I knew it when I’d met the Orcs but this really drove it home.  I was in a different world and would have to develop different views.                              
              Isabel returned and saw me on the couch.  She went around the room blowing out candles and dimming lamps.  Then she came over to the couch.  I scooted over so she could sit down and she asked if I was comfortable.  I told her that compared to sleeping on the ground as I had for the past week; this was like a cloud and was perfectly fine.  She asked if she had offended me in some way and then I figured out the problem.  I explained that I had thought that since I didn't know her well and she didn't know me that she might be more comfortable with me sleeping here and her on the bed.  She nodded.
              She told me that she had talked to Chloe and Alba and they were excited to go.  She had also talked to her mother and she was sure the king would grant permission.  Word had been sent to Cador via one of Chloe’s message routes but we wouldn't know anything about that until morning.  Chloe sent her thanks and her love for looking out for her.  The sisters knew that I didn't have to do any of this and were grateful.  Alba had decided that she was going to steal me away.  Well, flirting with me this afternoon didn’t do it; I didn’t think it was going to happen.
              After these updates, Isabel blew the remaining candles out and left only the glow of a few dimmed lamps.  She went over to the bathing room for a bit and came back out in a nightgown. She pulled back the covers, laid down, and the room was quiet. I laid there for a while looking at the ceiling and wondered if anyone had said how long tomorrows trip was going to be.  I couldn’t recall.
              “David” Isabel spoke softly.
              “Yes Isabel?  I’m awake.”  I answered.
              “David, you don’t have to sleep over there,” she said shyly.
              “You do know what will probably happen if I sleep in the bed tonight, don’t you?”  I asked.
              I rose up and looked at her.  She nodded her head very shyly and said, “Yes!”               Once again a change of plans!
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
              The next morning a carriage and a wagon were waiting out in front of the keep.  The wagon seemed to be loaded down with chests and boxes by the time I got downstairs.  The younger girls started the day early and had burst into Isabel and my bedchamber shortly after sunrise.  When they had seen the disarray of the bedclothes and the amount of bare skin showing, they had made a hasty retreat.  I stood out of the way watching the activity.  Cador walked slowly by me and pretended not to see me.  I could tell by his actions that he hoped that I would see him.
              “Cador!”  I called out.
              He jumped, startled, and turned to come back toward me.  “I didn’t know that you knew my name my Lord.”
              “I may be new around here but I do try to keep up with anything that may concern me.  So, have you decided to join us on our trip to Beryglus Gwyllt?”  
              “Well, my Lord, I received a message last night saying that I was invited to travel with your party but I wasn’t sure if it was legitimate.”
              “Yes, my friend, Isabel and I were talking and decided that we may have need of a woodworker when we got there.  I didn’t think that Chloe would mind me having her ask you if you were available.”  I smiled.
              “Having me go with you was your idea, my Lord?” he asked stunned.              
              I leaned close to him so I could talk quietly without fear of being overheard.  “Yesterday when I was asked to choose my bride from the three princesses Chloe looked terrified that I would chose her.  She was staring at you and I knew that the man in the crowd and not the man on the stage was who she would rather be with.”
              I stepped away and then spoke as if continuing a thought.  “So then we can count on you as a traveling companion?  I’ll be sure to put you to work and pay you a fair wage when we get to Beryglus Gwyllt.”
              There were tears in the young mans eyes as he looked at me. “I… um… *swallow* I need to grab a few things.  I will be back shortly.  Thank you, my Lord.”  He bowed low, stood up and ran toward the front gate.  
              Isabel came out of the door about the time he left and asked if he was going to be going with us.  Chloe was frantic that she had not heard from him yet this morning and none of us knew exactly what time we would be pulling out.  I explained that he had been concerned and that I thought that I had fixed it.  I let her know that he had said he would be back shortly.  I told her that I thought I had made a new friend.  Soon I will have to learn the story about the two young lovers but that can wait.
              The house was in an uproar with every servant in the place packing and moving things out to the wagon and carriage.  You would have thought that 50 people were going and not just the three girls!  They were going to have to stop loading soon or I would be caught using telekinesis to make the wagon even move!  Speaking of that, I knew that soon I had to talk to Isabel about magic. I had been wondering for a while now if I could teach someone else how to do it and the first person I would love to teach would be Isabel.  I had to figure out a way to broach the subject without scaring her.  I didn’t know if this place had the taboo on magic that my world did and I didn’t want to find out the hard way.
              I excused myself and went back inside.  I ran upstairs to the room we had slept in the night before and grabbed my clothes from the couch.  I took my coin purse, opened it and returned the one gold piece that I had to it.  I thought I had about 500 gold coins around somewhere and I hoped that it would get loaded on, or in, the carriage.  I put the purse in my pocket and went back downstairs and out the front door.  I had noticed a bakery shop not far from keep and I headed for it.  I had not purchased anything since I had arrived in this place so this would be as good a time as any.
              I walked in to the bakery and saw five or six people already inside.  I guessed bread for breakfast was a common idea.  I closed the door softly behind me and stood waiting my turn. The person at the counter finished his purchase and turned around to walk out.  He saw me standing in line by the door and almost fell over backwards.
              “Lord Stephenson!  Good morning, my Lord!”  He bowed low.  
 The line in front of me disappeared in bows, curtsies, and people pressed themselves against the wall to get out of my way.  I shook my head, smiled and said, “I haven’t even been a Lord for one whole day.  Not nearly, long enough to become a snob! Get back in line and I’ll wait my turn like a normal person!”
              The patrons moved back to their places in line.  Some people were laughing nervously and some looked like they really hated bread after all.  It only took a few minutes before I stood in front of a very agitated baker.  “That fresh bread smells wonderful.  Would it be possible for me to get a loaf?”  I asked.
              The baker quickly grabbed a loaf, sat it in the counter, and turned away.  “Pardon me sir, I’m not from around here and don’t know your prices.  How much is this?”  I ask a bit confused.
              “Nobility doesn’t pay, my Lord.” he said and you could feel the hostility in his tone.
              “Thank you kind sir but this ‘noble’ was a man first and this man pays his debts.”  I laid a silver coin on the counter, took the bread, and turned to the door.
              “Forgive me my Lord.  Please let me get your change.”  The baker called.
              I turned around; looked him in the eye and said, “Keep it for the next ‘noble’ that comes into your shop.”
              The baker called after me as I opened the door, “Have a safe trip my Lord and be careful out there.”
 
              An hour later, the three girls and I were loaded into the carriage.  I could think of many less comfortable places to be, but I still have not found out how long this trip is going to be.  Just before we started moving, there was a knock on the carriage door.  I opened it and Cador was standing there looking sheepish.  He had gotten the nerve to knock but didn't quite have the nerve to talk!  That didn't matter to Chloe who reached through the open door and dragged him bodily inside.  By the time his face had lost some of the red color from his blushing I was completely out of breath from my laughing!  We situated ourselves in the seats with Chloe and Cador on one side and me in the middle between Isabel and Alba.  Soon we rode out of the castle through the guardhouse gate and down to the road that followed the river.  There we turned east.  Shortly after we were on the straight road, I stuck my head out of the carriage to see in front and behind us.  I was stunned!  Not only had we brought this carriage and the wagon with all girls’ things, we had an escort of 20 armed horsemen!  We were surrounded by them!  
              I sat down and asked if anyone knew why we had such a large escort.  Cador suggested it was because someone had seen an Orc nearby within the last 3 or 4 days.  I asked why we would need 20-armed men if there was only one Orc spotted.  Everyone in the carriage looked at me as if I was an idiot.  Cador said that a single Orc could easily, and had been known to, take out a dozen men armed to the teeth and walk away looking for more.  This information made me feel quite ill for some reason, and happy to be alive!
              The morning passed quickly with just small talk inside the roomy carriage.  There was not much real information being passed, just a run-down on which kingdom girl had an eye for which kingdom boy.  Just the type of thing you would expect to hear from young girls, as Chloe and Alba kept up a constant chatter.  By the time we stopped for lunch, I’d had my fill of the soap opera of Castle Rosenwood.   
              Shortly after noon, our troop pulled off the south side of the road into a meadow that stretched down to the river. A few servants that were riding the wagon spread blankets on the ground and started preparing food picnic style. We ate quickly and Isabel and I walked to where the Captain of the Guard was sitting with his men.  At our approach, they all jumped to their feet and bowed.  I told them to sit and make themselves comfortable.  They had been riding for quite some time and didn't need to be jumping up just because I had a question!  All the men relaxed, visibly happy to know they were not traveling with a stuffy noble that demanded formability at all times.  I had to know, because I am a man, how long our trip was going to be.  Not knowing was making me a bit crazy.  We were told that in about another two days we would be crossing the border from Brenhinoedd into Beryglus Gwyllt Province.  The Captain informed me after we crossed the border he would prefer it if we all stayed close to the carriage on stops and not wander, but for now we were free to take a walk if we chose.              
              We left the men to their lunch and walked down to the river.  I didn't understand the part about danger after we crossed the border so I asked Isabel.  
              “What is it about this place we’re going to that has everyone so nervous?” I asked.                            
              Looking a bit fearful herself she answered, “Beryglus Gwyllt Province is mostly untamed! Large groups of Orcs control the southern woods and there have been reports of trolls and other creatures.  It is rumored that the last Lord of Valeview Castle was lost to a mountain troll.”  She looked at me apologetically, “I fear my father did you no real favor.”
              I smiled at her and said softly, “I disagree, My Lady.  He did me one great kindness!”  I took her hand and kissed it enjoying the blush that spread across her cheeks.
              It was then that I made a decision.  It shocked me how quickly it popped into my head and how sure I was that I was going to act on it.  “Isa, there is something that I want to show you but I don’t want to frighten you.”
              “David,” she said, “I know that you wouldn’t do anything to hurt me and that there is no reason to be afraid of anything you may show me!”
              I walked away from her about 10 feet and picked up a fist sized stone.  I looked back to where our party was sitting and made sure they were distracted and to far away to see what were doing.  I stood there facing Isa and tossed the rock into the air and caught it.  She cocked her head to the side and looked at me curiously.  My chest tingled and as the rock made its next decent to my hand I cast telekinesis and stopped it at chest level.  I held it there, just floating and Isa gasped!
              “How are you doing that?” she asked more calmly than I would have expected.
              “It’s just one of the things I’ve learned to do recently.” I answered honestly.
              I focused on the floating rock and moved it toward her.  To her credit, instead of running away, she held out her hand and I placed the rock in it, releasing my grip.
 I walked back over to her and instead of the fear that I was afraid I would have to deal with, there was excitement!  She wanted to know if anyone could learn that and if I would be able to teach her.  I explained that I didn’t know the answer to either of those questions but I would try to teach her when we got to our new home.  She didn’t want to wait but I explained that I didn't want to run the risk of everyone finding out the things I could do just now.  She grudgingly agreed that it might be for the best.  I told her that what I had shown her was one of the more simple things I knew and, by far, one of the tamest.  She wanted to see something more powerful but I talked her out of it.  As tense as the guards were anyway a lightning bolt into the trees right now might cause a rash of heart attacks!  I told her that I would show her everything when we were alone at home.
              We packed up and started back on our journey.  Isa was looking at me with a new adoration and holding my right hand as though, if she let go, I would disappear.  Alba glared for a bit and then took my left hand in her own and smiled sweetly.  I loved the way that Isabel rolled her eyes when her baby sister was attempting to be flirtatious.  After last night, I believed that Isa knew that my heart belonged to her.
 
              Time moved on, as time tends to do, and small talk melted in naps.  We stopped at dusk and camp was set up.  Supper was served and we were shown to our tents.  There were three tents set up in the area we were directed to.  Isa and I would be in the middle tent with Chloe and Alba sharing the tent to our right and Cador in the one to our left.  Chloe was not exactly thrilled by the arrangement but Isabel took her aside and explained how propriety must be observed, even in the wilderness.  Everyone retired early and for the first time sleeping outside in this place, I had no trouble keeping warm.
              The next morning before dawn, we ate and packed up. We climbed back into the wheeled box to continue our journey.  We all stared out the windows at the world going by and wished we were at the trips end.  A quick stop for lunch and back on the road again.  Dusk approached and we once again stopped for the night.  The tents were set up and almost everything is the same.   I noticed that a heavier guard is posted than we had the night before so I looked for the Captain.
              I found him giving direction to a couple of men so I waited until they left and I approached.  I asked if he was expecting trouble.  He informed me that we were now starting to get closer to the border of Beryglus Gwyllt province and that he just felt better about having more guards in place.  I knew it was his job to keep us safe and I felt better that he was doing it so enthusiastically.  I asked if there had been any word that might make him think that we were headed for danger.  I explain that if I was taking my new bride and her two younger sisters into a known situation, I would rather they were taken back and brought when the roads were secured.  He nodded, understanding completely.  He said that there had not been any reports of happenings but news didn't come often from Gwyllt and he was just being cautious.  I thanked him whole-heartedly and returned to my tent.
              The night passed with out incident and we started early the next morning.  There was another stop for lunch and we were off again.  About three hours after our lunch stop, we passed a road that turned off to the north and a road sign that announced we were now entering the Beryglus Gwyllt province.  The tension level around the carriage rose and the guard closed more tightly around the travelers.  I began to wonder if I had actually done Chloe and Alba any favors by suggesting that they come with us on this trip.  I had heard that this province was near the middle of the kingdom and didn't understand how it could be as wild as it seemed.  By the actions of everyone, it must be a very rough and tumble place!  I had a picture of a covered wagon riding alone into the very heart of Indian country flash through my mind.
              For all the hype that this place had gotten I expected to see hordes of evil creatures and dragons and demons attacking from the second we crossed the border but in reality, there was nothing but more trees.  The road continued east until just before dark when it started curving toward the northeast.  There we stopped for the night.  The guard from the night before was nothing compared to how they set up this night.  I don't know if anyone got any sleep, except for Isa and I.  We knew a very good way to fight tension and to unwind.  Sleep was not a problem.
              We were up again before dawn and the Captain informed me that, barring problems, we should be at Castle Valeview by dusk.  That was happy news for everyone.  Those of us in the carriage were tired of being cooped up and the guard was tired of the stress.
              Shortly before noon, I signaled the Captain from the window of the carriage.  He rode along side while I asked him if it would be possible to forgo our usual lunch stop.  Food could be passed out while we traveled and save an hour or two.  He beamed at my suggestion and passed the word to the servants’ wagon.  The servants got busy making cold lunches that a rider would take to the carriage and to the other horsemen of our little troop.
              Hours later as we napped in the carriage, someone near the front of group yelled back, “Castle Valeview HO!”  I almost squished people trying to get my head out of the closest window so I could see my new home.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
              This place was intimidating!  The walls were tall and thick with towers every 30 yards along them.  It sat on the south side of the road and had a cliff to its back.  Beyond it, you could see the river.  The keep was set at the very edge of the cliff.  As we rode closer, we could tell that the main gate was guarded by both a heavy drawbridge and a heavy iron portcullis.  Just inside the main wall was a smaller wall.  It had heavy double doors that could be shut in the unlikely event that some army breached the main wall.
              It was easy to tell that we were expected because the walls were lined with people and the courtyard was packed.  Isa told me her mother had dispatched a rider shortly after deciding to let the other girls go.  I’d had enough of crowds over the last week so I asked the driver to try to get us as close to the keep as possible.  I hoped to unload and get inside without being mobbed by curious onlookers.   We pulled through the guards gate and then through the secondary gate and turned to the left on a road that led in a circle around the entire inner courtyard.  We drove around the huge crowd that was gathered in the courtyard and pulled up to the front steps of the keep.  The left hand doors of the carriage were opened and Cador and I started helping the ladies disembark.  We jumped down ourselves and started up the steps toward a small group that had gathered to meet us.
              We stopped at the top of the stairs, I felt that, since the people had turned out to see us, we should at least say ‘hi’.  I raised my hand high above my head and I waved to the crowd.  Following my lead, everyone else in my group raised their hands and waved.  Even Cador made a half-hearted waving gesture.  The crowd roared its approval and I was sure I had made the right call.  
              We turned back to the small group that was waiting and it was my turn to be shocked.  The man who took the lead and came forward to greet us was the same scribe from the tournament!  He bowed and said, “Welcome to Valeview my Lord.  My name is Pariset.  I trust you had a good journey.”
              Still in shock I answered, “I was a very long trip but thankfully uneventful.  Pardon me, but who exactly are you?”  I questioned laughingly.
              He laughed, “I am the scribe, accountant, advisor, and anything else that needs done for Valeview.  I have basically been trying to keep the place running since the death of our former Lord.”
              I smiled, “Since you have been doing the job for such a long time now, would you mind me imposing on you a bit more, to continue while my party and I rest up for awhile?”
              He bowed and said, “My Lord, I would be honored.  Please take as long as you need to settle in.  When you are ready to have me step down just let me know.”
              “Please sir,” I responded, “I don’t believe that I’ll be asking you to step down but perhaps to the side.  I’ll need a lot of assistance in learning what is required to do the job that has been given to me.”
              “As you wish my Lord!” he exclaimed pleased.  He then saw Cador in the group with us, and gave me a questioning look.  “Who is the young man in your party my Lord?”
 I explained that Cador is a woodworker and my friend also.  I told him I would like to put him up in a guest room for now if that would be at all possible.  Hearing that we were discussing him, Cador moved closer.  Pariset addressed Cador and told him that the only castle woodworker had died a couple months ago and had no one to take over for him.  His shop and small apartment were his for the taking if he so desired.  Cador almost fell all over himself with gratitude, and accepted the offer graciously. Pariset then said that he, of course, could stay in the keep until he was situated.  
              Our group was then led into the keep, across an open area, up a flight of stairs, another open area, another flight of stairs and this repeated once again until we were three floors up.  The top of the stairs opened to a hallway to the right and left.  A set of doors straight ahead opened to a balcony that overlooked the valley and river.   Two maidservants led the two young princesses down the wall into a small hallway to the right and a manservant took escort of Cador down the wall into a hall on the left.  Pariset himself led Isabel and me around the stair rail to the right, the steps on our right side and a wall to our left.  He stopped beside a set of huge double doors set into the wall on the left threw them open with a flourish.  This was the Master Bedroom.
              Isabel and I were both stunned!  The room was enormous!  Upon entering, we walked a good six feet inside before we were actually on, what I would call the room floor.  The six-foot space ran around the room on three sides and was bordered by a waist high railing of marble columns.  There were openings at the main entrance and each of the four doors set into the north and south walls.  There were couches, huge easy chairs, and a small table with place settings for four.  Pariset told us to get settled in and if we needed him for anything just ask anyone and he would be summoned.  Before leaving, he turned to Isabel with a slight bow and told her that her things would be brought up and put away by the house staff if she would like so her Ladies-in-Waiting could ready their own rooms.  She agreed and he left with a bow.
              Alone, Isabel and I could look through the room without feeling so self-conscious.  She walked along the outer wall to her left and I walked to the right.  The first door I came to was a huge closet with a chair, what I could only call a makeup table, shelves and dressers.  I had not thought that one person could even own enough clothes to fill a space like this until I had seen the princesses’ wagon.  At the end of the closet is a door.  I opened it and looked through.  There was very nice apartment that was obviously vacant.  Before I left, I took the clothes that I had been carrying under my left arm, under my jacket and placed them, rolled up, into a dresser drawer.  I supposed that would have to do for now as far as staking my claim to this room.  I left and walked down to the next door and opened it.  This room looked the same as the last with a difference. Past the shelves on the west wall was a door.  Behind the door were the wonderful bathroom facilities that we had in Rosenwood Castle.  I opened the door at the end of this closet and found another vacant apartment.  I assumed that these would belong to servants of the Lord.  I guessed that Chloe and Alba were connected to the closets on the other side of the room.
              I turned my attention to the main bedroom section as the bed had caught my eye first.  The thing had to be at least a double king sized poster bed with a canopy top and drawn back heavy muslin on the three sides that  weren’t against the wall.  At the foot of the bed, an enormous chest promised to stub my toes eventually.  I took off my jacket and laid it on the chest, tugged off my shoes and socks and laid them on my jacket.  I walked around to my side of the bed and laid down on the bedspread.  The soft down filled mattress and the down filled pillows threatened to swallow me but I didn't mind a bit.  I called to Isabel and she left Chloe to go back to her own apartment.  She walked over, removed her shoes and joined me on the bed.  We look at each other and grinned.  This must be the nicest bed ever made.
              There was a slight knock on the frame of our open bedroom door and a maid walked into view carrying packages.  Isa jumped up and began assisting in putting away her items from the wagon.  For the longest time it seemed there is a constant stream of maids going up and down the stairs and in and out of Isabel’s closets.
              By the time the last of her clothing was put away, she was exhausted and I was tired from just watching all the work.  We informed the staff that we were both to worn out to eat this evening and would be calling it a night.  Alba and Chloe came in and helped Isabel dress for bed.  I think it was just as a token gesture or perhaps even a joke because they seemed to do a lot of laughing and giggling. They blew out candles and turned down lamps.  They both said ‘goodnight’ to me and went back to their rooms.  It was strange for me to see someone disappear into a closet but I’d get used to it.  Since I had no other clothes, I just shed everything I was wearing and wore only the bedclothes.  I got no complaints about my dress from Isa.  We finally ended our journey to our new home.  We would see what tomorrow would bring but for now, unwind and rest.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
              The next morning Isabel and I slept a bit later than usual. Comfort will do that to you, I suppose.  We rose, dressed and walked out of the room to the stairs.  I asked a passing maid where Cador had stayed and she showed me to the room and told me he was still in there.  I knocked on the door and Cador immediately answered.  I asked if he was ready to try to locate this carpentry shop and he excitedly answered yes.  Isa, Cador and I trooped down the stairs.  At the bottom, I saw Pariset talking to some men that appeared to be locals.   I waited until he was done, wished him a good morning and asked about the carpentry shop.  I also informed him that Isa and I would be exploring today but will not require an escort.  He was not exactly thrilled by this idea but accepted it and let it pass.  He gave us directions to the shop and begged his leave.  I smiled, said thanks, and that I knew he was a very busy man.
              We walked with Cador to the carpentry shop beside the blacksmiths.  Upon entering Cador was beside himself.  The place was fully stocked with all the tools a carpenter could imagine.  Behind the workshop was a quite nice and functional one-bedroom apartment that would be perfect for a single man.  We left him to get acquainted with the place and I pulled Isa aside.
              She was dressed in what appeared to be comfortable clothes and comfortable shoes, which suited my plans perfectly.  I told her that I wanted to walk to the river this morning, just her and me.  She reminded me gently that we were now in Gwyllt and must be careful.  I said that the river was not really that far from the castle and we would keep it in sight.  With that, she reluctantly agreed.
              We started walking arm in arm toward the main gate acknowledging the bows, my Lords, my Lady’s that we saw and heard on the way.  By the time we got to the guardhouse, we had dozens of eyes on us.  I acknowledged the guard with a ‘good-morning’ and they bowed.  When they saw that were continuing out of the gate people started to scramble.  The guard in charge of the watch called to me and asked if we would like an escort and I declined.  He looked a bit green but called back his men.  With all the activity, even Isabel was starting to look at me as if I had lost my mind, but I took her arm again and headed down the road to the west.
              I had seen a place from our bedroom window that we could walk down a slope to get to the river.  There was a gap in the cliff and it was only about a thousand yards from the gate of the castle, through the trees and then down.  As we got to the place that I figured would be about right to turn to the south and leave the road, I looked back.  There were half a dozen guards standing in the road watching us and at least half of them were shaking their heads.  It was almost as though they didn't expect to see us again.  When we entered the trees, I watched as they turned and walked back into the guardhouse.  
              Five minutes later, we came out of the trees on the south side of the stand almost exactly where the gap I had spotted was.  We walked hand in hand, just taking a stroll, down the hill towards the river.  The entire area south of the castle to the river was one huge clearing and I saw no trouble lurking anywhere.  It was only about a half mile to the river where we stopped and looked back at the castle.  Sitting atop the cliff made the castle look even more enormous and intimidating than it already did.  We stopped near the rivers edge and sat on a large boulder.
              “Alright David,” said Isabel “you wanted to come out here and I didn’t question.  Now we’re here and I’m questioning!”
              “The answer is simple, my dear!  I wanted to get you off by yourself!”  I chuckled.
              She smiled and shook her head, “since we were alone in our room before we left I think you must have another reason.”
              I shrugged.  “Ok, you caught me.  You asked me a couple questions a few days ago that I did not know the answer to.  I brought you out here to see if I could learn the answers for you.”
              She looked at me quite confused and shook her head.  “I’m sorry, I don’t recall.”
              I turned and look back towards the castle for prying eyes.  I saw none I turn back toward the river, felt the tingle in my chest and whispered telekinesis, and lifted a fist sized rock about thirty feet away and floated it up to her.  I held it about two feet in front of her until she reached out and took it.
              “Now I remember quite well!”  She exclaimed.  “Is that something that I’d be able to learn?”
              “That is the question and now we’ll try to learn the answer.  You need to focus your intent, picture in your mind what you want to happen and say the word ‘telekinesis’.  We’ll see if you can learn it quickly enough, I think.”
              I took the rock out of her hand and set it beside me on the boulder.  She was quite nervous and questioned the word that she is supposed to say at least a couple times.  Finally she took a breath, looked a bit embarrassed, stared at the rock and with an odd look, put her hand to her chest.  I smiled knowing exactly what she was feeling now.  Finally, she said telekinesis!  The rock bounced up like a rocket about four feet in the air and hovered for a second.  She gasped and back down it came to bounce off the boulder and back to the riverbank.
              “Oh my Lord!”  She cried.  “That is absolutely incredible!  Did I do that by myself?”
              “Yes, my Dear Princess, you did.  Moreover, it would seem that we now have the answer to your questions.  You can learn this and I can teach you.  That is, if you want to learn.”  I smiled.
              “You know you don’t even really have to ask that!”  She giggled.
              “True, but if I wasn’t difficult sometimes you might think that married life was easy!”  I laughed and kissed her.
              “What now?” she asked
              “Try it again, but this time you know what’s going to happen so you shouldn’t be as surprised.  Lift the stone, hold it at a level and think about bringing it, slowly, to your hand.”  I instructed calmly.              
              She located the same stone lying on the bank and stared at it.  Once again, her hand went to her chest as she felt the tingle, she took a breath and cast the spell again.  This time the effect was dramatically changed.  The rock floated slowly to the height of her chest and then floated smoothly to her outstretched hand.  It dropped and she closed her hand around it.  She turned and grinned at me, shaking her head.
              “I don’t believe it!” she gasped.
              “Of course you do or you wouldn’t have been able to do it,” I said.              
              “This could come in handy if I ever need to move fist sized rocks out of the castle.”  She joked.              
              I looked back at the castle again to check for prying eyes and then looked at her.  I told her it might be able to do a bit more than moving pebbles around.  Right at the rivers edge I spotted a boulder that might weigh close to a ton.  I let the tingle build, whispered the spell and pointed, for Isa’s benefit, at the bolder.  I lifted it five feet into the air and held it there.  I heard her gasp and lowered it back down.
              “A team of horses would be hard pressed to move that rock from its spot.  That is amazing!”  She exclaimed.
              I told her that as long as she believed that she could do it there was almost no limit to what she would be able to lift, within reason.  I said that I wouldn't try to lift Valeview, for example.  She laughed at that.
              “What else can I learn?” Isa queried.
              I told her to focus as she did with the rock and try to feel that ‘tingle’.  When she did, to picture herself inside a bubble and say ‘integumentum’.  That would give her a safe bubble to protect her from harm.
              She followed my instructions perfectly and when I heard the spell word, I instantly saw the tiny sparkles that gave away the bubble to the trained eye.  I smiled when she reached up and touched her cheeks.  I knew that she was feeling the skin tightening feeling the shield created.
              She asked, “Did it work?”
              Without answering, I hopped to the ground, picked up a handful of marble sized pebbles and threw them at her.  She yelled but was to close to move before they get to her.  They hit the shield and bounced harmlessly in all directions.  Her jaw dropped.
              “What else!  What else!”  She panted.
              “Some of the other things that I’d love to teach you we aren’t equipped for today.”  I pulled my wand out of my inner coat pocket.  “We will need to have Cador make you something like this with no questions asked.”  I said.
              We had been gone from the Castle an hour and a half so I suggested that we head back.  We didn't want to arrive to find the guard had already given us a funeral.  We could practice the spells that she learned later in our room.  Isabel agreed so we started back up the hill.  When we came out of the trees near the road there were about 20 people standing in front of Valeview’s guardhouse.  A cheer went up and Isabel and I both laughed.  Either the people of this castle were all cowards or they knew something that we had yet to learn.  As we walked to the guardhouse, I saw Isa touch her face curiously and I told her that what she is feeling was the shield spell letting go.  She just nodded and I could tell she was still slightly overwhelmed by our outing.
                
 
Chapter Twelve
 
                  We started through the courtyard and were met by a very unhappy Pariset.  
              “My Lord, I would prefer to keep you alive long enough for you to officially take your position in this province!  What were you thinking leaving the castle walls without an escort?”
              “I’m sorry to have upset you friend Pariset, but I am on my honeymoon and wanted to go walking with my new bride, alone.”  I smiled suggestively.
              He blushed slightly, “I would prefer that you take an escort, at least to the tree line if you feel the urge to visit the river.  Perhaps next time you would at least take horses in the event you had to get back quickly?”
              I promised to do just that and he bowed slightly and returned to the castle.  Isa and I veered off to the west side of the courtyard to see how Cador had settled in.  The doors to the shop were closed so I knocked on the doorframe.  He yanked open the door with a curt “Yes?”  When he saw who is at the door he mumbled a quick apology and ushered us inside the shop.
              There was no denying that the young man had drive.  The entire front of the shop area was swept and wiped down.  The tools that had been left in disarray were in their place and it almost looked as though he were ready for business.  We looked around, complemented him on his efforts and then I told him the real reason I had stopped by.  I wanted him to make a half dozen small wooden pieces for me.  I told him that they didn't have to be perfect replicas because mine was made from a rough branch and the ones he would be making would be from cut wood.  He looked a bit confused but nodded willingly.  I pulled my wand from my pocket to show him what I wanted.  I handed it to him to examine but when he reached for it, a two-inch spark jumped from my wand and caused him to yelp!  I shook my head, apologized and handed it to him handle first.  This time there were no fireworks but understandably, he was skittish to take it.  He looked it over and said that the woodwork would take no time at all but he was not sure about what I had used to get the shiny black finish, which covered most of the wand.  I told him that the woodwork was all I needed and I would take care of the finish later.  He said he could lathe out six in an hour or so but I told him that there was no real hurry.  Isa caught my eye and let me know that there WAS a big hurry.  I asked if he could do one quickly and he nodded, happy to use his new tools.
              We watched as he clamped wood into his lathe and started it spinning with a foot pedal.  He selected a tool that looked like a chisel to me and went to work. Under his skilled hands, the wand took shape quickly. When he finished he looked at it questioningly. 
              “I have to ask, my Lord, what is this thing that I just made used for?”  He queried. 
              “It’s just for a pet project that I’m working on.  Perhaps we will talk about it some other time.  I hope that you enjoy your new home!” I said evasively.  I reached into a pocket and pulled out my single gold coin and tossed it to him.  He caught it deftly and looked at it.  He protested strongly about taking that amount of money for the bit of work I had commissioned but I told him to take it as an investment in his business.  Isa snagged the finished wand and I retrieved mine, then we said our goodbyes.   
 As we walked back towards the keep, Isabel asked if I would be able to teach her more now.  I grinned and told her that we would have to get Pariset to agree to let us out of his sight again.  The things that she would be using a wand for were not things that she should do indoors!  
              Inside we followed our noses to the kitchen where the servants, surprised to see us, fell all over themselves to get bowls of stew and bread for us.  We ate in the kitchen area and then went up to our room.  Isa went first to Alba’s through the first closet and found her there still unpacking.  She then went to Chloe’s room and found her doing the same.  She let them know that we were back and that there was food to be had in the kitchen if they were interested.  Unpacking must have been more fun for them than it was for me because they chose to continue that project.  The maids must have been in because the floors were freshly swept, the bed beautifully made and the curtains pulled open.  
              Between the closet doors on both sides of the room were very nice functional and decorative fireplaces.  Because of Isabel’s excitement at learning magic, I couldn’t resist trying one more thing.  I crossed over to the fireplace on her side of the room and checked to see that it had good wood and an open flue.  I called her over to look at it.  She walked over to me and looked at me as if I were slightly insane.  After all, she had seen fireplaces almost every day of her life.  I told her that the fire was out and that we might need a fire in it this evening.  She nodded her head and looked more and more confused.  I asked her to pull out her wand and it flashed to her hand in a blur.  She grinned from ear to ear!  I cautioned her strongly to always have her wand in her hand when doing this spell.  It could go quite wrong if she didn't.  That sobered her up a bit but didn't do much to dampen her excitement.  I told her to point her wand at the wood in the fireplace, concentrate on a fire and say ‘incendium’.    She pointed her wand with her right hand and took a breath; her left hand went automatically to her chest.  She then said the spell word quietly and clearly, ‘incendium’.  The logs instantly caught fire and caused her to jump back with a joyous giggle.
              “Now,” I told her “you know another spell.  That will make three for the day.   There is plenty of time to learn more and not many of the others could be done indoors without the risk of knocking down walls!”
              “Well, I guess we wouldn’t want to do that.” she said and sounded like maybe she would want to try it anyway.  
              I laughed and suggested that we go wandering the keep.  As she put her wand back into her sash, I saw that a small area near the middle of the shaft had taken on a light black sheen.              
 
              We walked out of our room and down to the second floor.  Wandering around there revealed nothing of interest.  There were just more apartments and rooms for guests.  On the first floor, we heard Pariset talking in a large room to the east side of the main door.  Glancing in, we saw that he was sitting at a table with other men.  I guessed that he is just going along with the every day business of running a very large province. 
I was secretly glad that he was here and that I didn't have to try doing all this boring state stuff right off the bat!  I didn't mind just being a figurehead for the time being if he was happy with his job.  
We continued to wander the first floor and found a ballroom and the great hall that no one seemed to be using.  Behind the first floor stairway we located stairs going down into the ground.  We walked down the stairs into a dark area below the first floor.  There appeared to be a room carved into the rock of the mountain that the keep sat upon.  The place was full of iron cells and tools that might be used to make a reluctant man talk.  A dungeon!  Not a very pleasant place to be!  I quickly took Isabel back upstairs.
              Back upstairs, we quickly headed for the main entrance and outside.  I noticed the guard at the door shook their heads as we went by.  I guessed our wandering exploits had already spread.  I told Isa that I would love to find a tailor shop because I was wearing almost everything that I owned.  I would love to find some more clothes.  She immediately led me down the keep steps and turned right down the circular road that ran around the courtyard.  A few shops down she led me through an opened door.  Lo and behold, a noble born lady had spotted the tailors upon our arrival.  
              The tailor was a sweet, pudgy middle-aged woman.  She was thrilled to see us enter the shop.  I explained that I was looking for some simple clothes.  If they were made out of a tight fitting, stretchy material that wouldn't hang or snag on trees it would be perfect.  I told her that I wanted a couple pairs of pants and a couple shirts made out of that material for me and the same for Isabel.   I thought I would have quite the job picking up both the tailors’ and Isabel’s jaws from the floor.  A woman in tight pants?  Who had ever heard of such a thing!  I explained that she wouldn't be wearing them in Valeview.  I did warn her that if Isabel’s sisters saw the clothes and liked them to expect to make a few more sets.  The woman measured me, wrote, measured some more.  When she started measuring Isa, she shook her head the whole time.  I told her that we would like light brown if she had if because these would be clothes worn, most often, in the woods and fields of Gwyllt.  She nodded and said that brown was a very common color in use and that she had plenty of the type that I had requested… and shook her head.  We were told that since she had nothing pressing at hand that she could have a set each by sunset and the completed order by mid-morning.  I thanked her and we left.
              Outside I was assaulted!  “Do you, for one moment, think that you are going to get me to wear something like that?” Isabel growled.
              I tried to explain that it would be much more practical if we went walking in the woods or rode horses.  We wouldn't have to worry about dragging ruffles and frills!  I got an honest to goodness ‘humph’ for my explanation.  I told her that we could pick it up that evening and she could try it on in the privacy of our room.  If she really felt that uncomfortable then I wouldn't ever ask her to wear it.  That seemed to appease her for the moment.
              As we were walking toward the entrance to the keep, a rider, sweat flying from his mount, careened through the middle of the courtyard and almost halfway up the steps.  The rider dismounted and yelled, “Hello the Keep!” at the top of his lungs.  I ran in behind him and Pariset ran out from a side room.
              The man, out of breath, panted that an Orc had been sighted about two miles east and was headed in the direction of farmhouses a few miles north of the road.  I had an instant thought in my head of ‘a dozen armed men killed’ and I was off.  I ran out the door, to the left and in moments I was at the stable.  I grabbed a horse, told the groom I would return it and wheeled toward Valeview’s main gate.  Pariset yelled something behind me.  I looked back and yelled for no one to follow.  I would return soon.  I kicked the horse into motion and went out the gate and down the road to the east.
               I followed the road awhile until I figured about two miles had passed and turned the horse off-road through the fields to the north.  I rode about a mile before I saw the creature, identifiable by his hunched gait, a bit in front of me.  At the speed he was going, he would easily reach the closest house before I could reach him.  I pulled my wand, aimed and let an energy bolt fly.  It struck in the middle of his back but had lost power with the distance.  It was enough to get him to look behind him for the attack.  He saw me and changed direction directly for me.  The horse was now going berserk so I dismounted and waited for the Orc to close the gap.  When he was about Fifty yards away, I fired two energy bolts quickly and watched as they struck him.  After the second, I assumed he would fall, but he continued a staggering advance so I hit him once again.  He dropped, twitched, and lay still.  I approached cautiously and made sure the monster was dead.  He was as dead as you can get.  I started going over it for loot as I had done when I was a poor woodland mage, last week.  Old habits of gamers died hard.  I found a coin pouch, small sharp dagger and a pretty ring on a chain around its neck.  I didn't bother to do much inventory because I knew I had to return to the castle quickly.  The place would be in an uproar and Isa would be beside herself.  As proof that I had done what I set out to do I cut off the Orcs ears and stuffed them in the coin pouch.  I then located my horse, caught him and headed back to the castle.
              It seemed like a very short ride and I could barely see the front of the castle for the people clogging the road.  As I got close enough to be identified, a cheer went up.  I wondered how much money was gambled on if they would ever see me again or not.  As I approached the guardhouse through the parting crowds, Isabel stood there crying.  I dismounted and led my horse.  I walked up to her and took her hand, leading her back into the courtyard.  Pariset was standing in the middle of the courtyard approached and asked if I had seen the beast.  With out answering, I tossed him the coin pouch I had procured, coins and all.  He opened it and removed one of the large Orcish ears.  He held it above his head and a deafening cheer rose from inside the castle grounds.  People pounded me on the back, asked how I had done it, and wondered what the story was.  Beside me, my crying and very upset wife had all my attention.  I held up a hand and just said ‘later’.  I put an arm around Isabel and led her into the keep followed by Alba and Chloe.
              In our room, the two girls and I calmed Isa enough for her to hear the story.  I think that her ladies-in-waiting only stuck around because they wanted to know what had happened too.  I admonished the two young princesses that what they were going to hear was to go no farther than this room, and that got their attention completely!  Isabel relaxed noticeably when I started to recount the story and got to the part where I first used magic.  I supposed that she had forgotten, in the stress of the incident, that I could do that.  For the younger two it raised questions that had not been prepared to answer with them yet.  I had intended to try teaching them magic after I had worked with Isa for a while, but the knowledge of the existence of magic was suddenly dropped on them.  They tried asking questions during the recount but I put them off telling them that I would explain it all at another time.  I explained that, for the moment, we were there to calm Isa.
              My young bride finally composed herself and we left the room to go to the kitchen to eat.  Neither one of us wanted to deal with the people that might be in the great hall.  We had both had enough excitement for one day.  After we finished I noticed that the sun was getting low.  I wanted to get to the tailor shop and get my clothes.  I led the way out of the kitchen and out the doors of the keep.  As we got to the top of the stairs, a cheer rang out.  The courtyard was still full of people talking about the Lord who had gone off chasing an Orc.  We made it down the steps avoiding being pounded to death by enthusiastic citizens and to the tailors shop.  The door was still open so we stepped inside.  The tailor beamed as we walked in and stepped through a door behind her.  She returned quickly with folded clothes and laid them on the counter for our inspection.  
              “These,” she said laying one set to the left, “are yours my Lord.  And these,” she patted the remaining items, “are for you my Lady.”
              “Thank you very much.  I seem to have forgotten my money but if you’ll send the bill when you send our other clothes to our room in the morning I’ll see you are paid.”
              She laughed, “Surely you jest, my Lord” and shaking her head turned back to her work. 
              We left the shop carrying our bundles and went back toward our room.  On the way, I suggested that maybe Pariset wouldn't be so upset about letting us go out of the castle now that he knew an Orc was not going to eat me.  I was informed that my comment was not even funny but she agreed that he might not be overly protective.  Back in our room, I stepped into a changing room and tried on my new clothes.  I had to give the tailor credit because the fit was exactly what I was looking for and the stretchy fabric clung enough to be perfect for woodland travel.  I came out of the changing room to show Isabel and get her opinion.  The clothing style is not exactly what she had grown up with and was used to but she said it looked very nice.  As it was getting close to bedtime and we didn't plan to leave the room again, I suggested that she try hers on. With much begging and cajoling, she agreed.  She grabbed the clothes from the bed and wandered off to her changing room closest to Alba’s room.  After a few minutes, her head came around the corner and she looked at me.  She informed me that they fit and that she was going to dress for bed now.  I had to beg again for her to come out and at least show me what they looked like on her.  She walked out blushing.  Her tunic was a perfect fit and the stretchy material defiantly stretched in the right places.  I had her turn for me and she blushed even redder.  The pants clung much more nicely than mine did and I discovered she had assets that I didn't know she had!  To make her embarrassment complete Alba and Chloe showed up to see if she was ready for bed.  They gasped seeing the way she was dressed and after the initial shock, wanted to know where they could get clothes like that.  I fell over on the bed laughing and the girls went off to dress for bed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
              The next morning as Isa and I sat talking about what we should do today, there was a knock on the bedroom door.  Isabel answered it and the tailor was there bringing up our other clothes.  She asked if we had a chance to try them on and I stood up to show her that I was wearing mine.  She turned to Isabel who, blushingly, admitted to trying hers on but doesn't know if she would ever be talked into wearing them in public.  That reminded me of her sisters’ request and I asked the tailor if she would be able to measure here and now for clothes like that for her sisters.  She nodded and I was sure I heard her mumble something about losing her head for this.  I grinned at her and while Isa summoned the girls, I went to my closet and got a gold coin from the dowry chest that was located there.  I came out and dropped the coin into the tailors’ hand saying that I hoped this would ease her mind.  Her eyes went wide and she curtsied and thanked me. I asked her if she would mind making me a few sets of other clothes.  Clothing that would fit in better in the castle when she was done with these, and she agreed.  She quickly took the measure of the girls, told me that one set each should be done by noon, and backed out of our room.  The girls started back to their rooms but I called to them and said that I would want them to join Isa and me on a walk this afternoon.  They agreed and left.
              Isa and I lounged around our room and talked about the politics of kingdoms and provinces, which I know nothing about, and magic, which she knew very little about.  She was much more interested in the latter so I told her that I had not used many spells and that I knew many more than I had used so far.  I told her that the ones I had not used we could learn together.  That seemed to make her very happy, knowing that she wouldn't always have to be in the role of a student.
              I remembered my incident yesterday and got up, went to my closet, opened a drawer and took out the ring, chain, small dagger and sheath.  I took the items back to the couch where we were sitting and started with the dagger.  I handed it over to her still in the sheath and asked if she would wear it on our walk.  She took it, and said she would, but I was sure it was just to humor me.  I handed her the chain and let her examine it.  It was a very nice gold chain made by, what must have been, a master jeweler.  The links were small and perfect.  I told her it was hers if she wanted it and she beamed, fastened it around her neck and sat back fondling it.  Lastly, I pulled out the ring.  I told her that I don't know the custom of the land but where I was from; a married woman wore one on her left hand to denote status.  I said that I sure didn't have a chance to get one for her on our wedding day, at which she giggled.  I offered her this one to wear if she wanted it.  She looked at the gold circlet with the large single ruby and said she loved it.  It was a bit to large for the ring finger of her left hand. I suggested she keep it on the chain until we could get it sized.  She leaned toward me, kissed me and told me ‘thank you very much.’
 Since we were going to go for a walk today and I was worried that this walk may be our most dangerous yet, I decided to teach one more spell.  It was a safe one that could be taught indoors and without the wands, if she chose.  I asked her if she would like to learn another spell.  She sat up and leaned forward so quickly that she almost fell off the couch.  I told her that she might not like everything about the way I planned to teach it but she should just bear with me.  She informed me that she trusted me completely. I explained to her that the spell that I was going to try to teach was a healing spell.  The word for the spell was ‘consano’.  I watched her repeat the word several times under her breath.  I told her that all she would need to do was focus on the desired effect and then say the spell word.  She nodded in understanding.  I asked to borrow the dagger I had given her and that was when alarm showed in her face.  I calmed her saying that there wouldn't be any danger and that she could do this.  She handed it to me and I made a shallow slash in my left hand.  It stung a bit but nothing that I couldn’t handle.  She gasped at the sight of the blood and barely held her composure.  I put my right hand on her knee and told her to relax and give it a shot.  She looked at me with tears in her eyes, took a deep breath to relax herself, pointed her wand at my hand and softly said ‘consano!’  The small wound closed instantly even reabsorbing the blood from around it.
              She looked at me with tears in her eyes and said, “That spell is amazing but I don’t think I want to learn any more that require you to hurt yourself!”
              “Well, my love, now you know that you can do it if the need should ever arise.” I explained.  “I didn’t want to frighten you but this was the best way I could think of to show you the effects of the spell.”
              She nodded, sighed and put her wand away.  As it disappeared into her sash, I saw a small spot of shiny white on the handle.   Some day I was going to have to delve into the secret of the color changing wands.  However, for now it seemed that my wife needed comforting.  
              Noon rolled around quickly and the tailor showed up with a set of clothes for each of the younger girls.  She also brought four capes with clasps at the neck and close to the belt.  She said that with the capes we could cover our clothes if we didn't want to feel to, ahem… exposed.  She told me to stop by her shop in a few days to pick up the other set of the girls clothes and my, ahem… more appropriate attire.  I smiled, thanked her profusely and sent her on her way.
              Isa, without a word from me, summoned the girls and had them put on the woods dress and cover it with a light travel dress, so we don't cause an uproar heading out of the castle.  They hurried and dressed while Isa fixed her own clothing and I put on the cape.  It was a very nice cape and it matched our clothing nicely.  It even seemed to have some light golden threadwork along the edging.  I decided not to wear my coat for a change and stuck my wand into my waistband on the left side.  Isa saw me do this and said that she would do the same once we got to the woods, but her sash would work for now.  She told me that she had the girls wear sashes also for the same reason.  Cador had brought up the five wands I had ordered while we were out and had left them on the table.  I had put them in what had become my junk drawer in my closet.  I went in now and got out two.  I brought them out and gave them to Isa.  I told her that she could do the honors of presenting them to the girls who would have no clue what they were.
              The girls came to our room and looked lovely.  We are all wearing matching capes and that should draw some unwanted notice.  I figured the notice from the capes would be nothing compared to us getting horses and a few guards.  I had decided to let the guard ride with us to the point where we would go south to the river but that would be enough to fulfill my promise to Pariset.  Isabel pulled out the two wands and handed one to each of the girls.  They looked confused and whipped them around like riding crops.  Isa explained that we would teach them how to use them later on today and for now to just keep them tucked into their sashes.  I loved it when she said that ‘we’ would teach them.  She was such a good big sister!  Before we made it out the bedroom door, she admonished them to pay attention to everything that I told them and obey at once.  She said that this is not like taking a walk in Brenhinoedd and there was no telling what we might find.  They nodded solemnly and agreed to pay attention.  
              We headed out of the keep turning heads all the way.  I thought that many of the citizens of Valeview had decided that I was a bit insane.  We went to the stables and had four horses saddled for us.  We mounted up and rode the circle to the gate.  The tailor came to the door of her shop and waved, wishing us luck.  As we rode up to the guardhouse the Captain on duty asked if I would like an escort.  I told him that if a few men wanted to go down the road to the east with us a ways that would be fine.  However, I wanted them to wait at the road until we returned from the river.  To me, the man nodded and said ‘yes, my Lord’ but as he turned he shook his head and mumbled something unintelligible.  He waved a hand and six horsemen appeared from nowhere.  We turned to the east with the guard flanking us.  We only rode about a thousand yards when I told them they had gone far enough and we’d be fine alone from here on out.
              We turned off the road to the south and found my gap through the cliff to the river.  I wanted to look in the woods to the west and that would avoid prying eyes as I taught magic.  So far, I hadn’t heard anything about evil magic using witches being burned at the stake, but I didn't want to do anything to make myself fodder for the first of the stories!  As we approached the woods, we were back behind Valeview.  Just at the edge of the woods, the horses started to become unhappy so we dismounted.  We tied them to the trees at the clearings edge and prepared to walk.  As I unclasped my cloak, Alba was the first out of her dress and straightening her woods clothes.  I guessed modesty in front of me was not a problem at all for her.  I tapped the wand at my belt reminding her to get hers.  She untangled it from her dress and stuck it in her waistband.  Isa was a tad more modest and took her time but poor Chloe…  I thought that Isabel was going to have to undress her to get her to wear her woods clothes.  I was just to the point of giving in and letting her wear her dress when she relented, glowing red like an ember.              
              Finally ready, I led us into the woods.  I knew that if someone was watching from the castle at this point, they had just died of fright.  I was sure the people had reason to be frightened, but so far, I hadn’t discovered it.  I led us back five hundred yards to a long clearing, with a knoll on our end and a large rocky formation at the other end.  We sat on the knoll, me with Alba and Isa with Chloe.  I explained that we were going to try teaching them how to do some magic.  That raised the excitement level of both girls.  I cast telekinesis on a rock and floated it around us.  Not to be outdone Isabel did the same.  Now big sister was truly an idol!  They started to ask questions but I held up a hand.  There would be time for questions later.  We explained how to focus intent and then speak the word ’telekinesis’.  
              Alba quickly jumped up to try it.  She stared at a rock on the ground ten feet away.  It was easy to tell when she actually found her focus because her left hand moved to her chest.  Pointing with her wand, I had them use the wand for everything to avoid painful accidents, she said the word ‘telekinesis’ softly but clearly.  The rock floated smoothly from the ground up to about ten feet and slid like it was on a slow zip cord down to her waiting hand.  She was all smiles when she turned back to the group.
 Chloe was the next one up on center stage.  She was nervous even though she had just seen her baby sister perform the feat without a hitch.  She walked to the edge of the knoll, picked out a rock fairly close to the riverbank, took a deep breath and focused.  Her left hand quickly flew to her chest but still she stood there breathing.  Finally, when her nerve had built as much as her focus, she pointed her wand and quietly said ‘telekinesis’ to activate the spell.  The rock, the size of a softball, flew up and didn't stop.  We watched it fly until it was out of sight with no sign that it was slowing down. She turned to Isa and me with a confused look and we started giggling.  We were not laughing at her but at the situation and her reaction.  She realized this and joined in.  She turned back to the river and repeated her spell.  That time, now that she was relaxed, the spell worked exactly as she wanted, floating the rock to her then in circles around her just to see if she could.
              I decided that the next spell that I taught should be ‘shield’.  An Orc Captain had taught me that it could be a lifesaver.  Isabel took Chloe to the side and I took Alba.  We instructed them on what to visualize, and on the spell word to cast the spell.  I heard Isa cast the spell on herself as an example and so I did the same.  Chloe and Alba cast theirs at about the same time with perfect results.  They were not sure what the spell would do so I nodded to Isa and she nodded back grinning.  We had the girls stand side by side then we, using telekinesis, began pelting them with small stones.  When the first of the stones bounced from the shields, they both squealed with delight.  I believe that the squealing may have been what caused our wonderful outing to change.
              An enormous roar from the far end of the clearing ended all frivolity.  I instantly jumped to the top of the knoll and yelled for Isabel to get the girls to the edge of the trees behind us.  From behind the rock formation, five hundred yards away, a huge creature stood up with a growl.  He looked 9 feet tall and, at first, I mistook him for an Orc Captain.  The size of the monster was the same but he was a putrid gray color.  He was wearing what looked like a burlap sack shirt and a loincloth, from the waist of which he was pulling a short sword.  With the girls here, I didn't want to play at all.  As soon as he rounded the rock formation, I opened up with a lightning bolt.  The flash and crack caused all three girls to jump but the charging creature didn't even slow down.  Four more times in rapid succession, I summoned lightning down on the monster with little noticeable effect.  I switched to fireballs in hopes that it might have a weakness for fire but the burns I inflicted seem to heal as quickly as he got them.  I used telekinesis to throw it back thirty yards and turned to tell Isa to get the girls and run for the horses when I saw Isabel with her wand out pointing it down the clearing.  I knew she didn't know any attack spells so, for a moment, I was confused.  I then heard a crack that rivaled my lightning bolts.  I turned back to the monster in time to see Isabel, using telekinesis, uproot and slam down an enormous tree, squashing it like an ugly grey bug.
              Isabel fell to her knees and had six arms around her instantly.  We all hugged and comforted her.  She was sickened by the killing but we insisted that she saved our lives and that made her feel much better.  When she was back on her feet and comforted by her sisters I walked to the remains of the mountain troll.  My gamers mind seemed to be able to remember names of creatures when it was not busy trying to stay alive.  I used telekinesis to move the tree off the monster so I could get a better look at it.  The short sword it had looked like a serrated bronze blade from forever ago.  It didn't seem to have anything else worth salvaging so I checked the location of the girls.  They were still comforting and talking to each other and the huge tree is between them and the troll.  This was good because I was sure they didn't want to see my plan.  I picked up the sword and cut the creature’s shirt off.  I used my spell to roll him off it.  I then gripped the sword firmly and braced myself.  I swung at the things neck as hard as I could, in an attempt to remove its head from its shoulders.  The sword cut cleanly through except for the spine, which I used the serrated blade to saw through.  I wiped the sword on its loincloth and then wrapped its head in the shirt.  I hoisted the head over my shoulder and started back to the girls.
              “I think perhaps we should be going.”  I said conversationally 
              Isabel smirked and with a small giggle said, “You think?”
              We all laughed and started the short trek back to the horses.  Once there the girls quickly got back into their ‘proper’ clothing and I had Isa carry my cloak. Troll ichor was not something that I wanted to get on my new cape!  We then started back across the clearing, up the gap and through the small stand of trees to the road.  The guard was waiting and looked at my bundle curiously.  I offered no information and no one asked.  We rode together the ridiculously short distance to the guardhouse where I thanked the guard and rode to the stable.  We unloaded and turned over our horses to the groom.
              We all walked to the top of the steps of the keep together and I asked a guard at the door if he would get Pariset for me.  Moments later, he arrived at the door.
              “Yes, Lord Stephenson, what can I do for you?” he asked.
              I signaled for Isa to take the girls inside.  After the girls went by, I set the bundle down on the top step of the keep, and opened it.  Pariset jumped about three feet in the air and gasped.  “The head of a mountain troll!”  He placed a hand on it.  “And it’s still warm!  You killed that this afternoon?”
              “Well, actually my wife did, but it was on our outing.  We are just returning but I thought you would like to know that there is one less problem for you to be concerned with.”
              “Yes, my Lord!  We will have this staked and put in front of the castle so the people will know the measure of the Lord,” he paused a second, “and Lady that has come to this castle!”
              “Thank you Pariset, my friend.  I believe now that I’ll go check on my wife and relax a bit.”
              “Have a calm afternoon, my Lord.”  He said and headed inside to get someone to take care of the mess on the steps.
              I climbed the steps to the top floor and then made my way to the north end to look out the windows overlooking the courtyard.  I saw a guardsman leave the steps carrying a pike that looked eight feet long and struggle to hold the enormous head on it straight up.  I don't know how he did it but he managed to make it across the courtyard and to the gate.  Less than halfway across someone saw what he was carrying and a cheer went up.  The cheering continued until he was outside the gate where it looked like other guardsmen assisted and mobbed him for the story behind his burden.   I saw him point to the keep and I headed to our room.
              Inside I let Isabel know that the cheering was for her.  She was exhausted and really didn't care.  Even though the sun was still up the girls were helping her dress for bed and, for a change, she seemed grateful for their help.
              
Chapter Fourteen
 
              I couldn't sleep.  I was too keyed up by the narrow escape and I blamed myself for putting the girls in danger.  I got up, dressed in my outing clothes and cape and wandered the room.  When the walls of the enormous room began to close in on me, I quietly slipped out the door.  I looked around at the sleeping keep and went over to the balcony door, opened it, and slipped into the cool spring air.  It was a bit chilly but not cold and felt rather nice.  I stood looking out over the river valley and my eyes kept drifting to the forest to my left where the troll had appeared.  I tried to keep from blaming myself but, with all the powerful magic I had used to date, I needed something more to stop a creature like that.  I searched my games in my mind but the spell I wanted eluded me.
 As my mind searched spells, and I looked out over the valley, one came to mind.  It made me giddy just thinking about it but I knew that the time had come to try new things.  I hoped that this one would clear my head and help solve the block in my mind.  I made my decision.
               I cast shield, just in case this went badly, perhaps I wouldn’t be dinged up too badly or even killed.  I closed my eyes for a moment and focused, excited and scared, on the spell to come.  Quietly, but very clearly I said ‘praevolo’.  There were no fireworks or thunderclaps but to me there may as well have been.  My feet no longer felt the effects of gravity.  That feeling alone was like hitting the down slope of a rollercoaster!  I struggled to keep myself calm and focused on rising.  The next thing I knew I was ten feet above the balcony that suddenly looked tiny compared to the drop to the valley.  I held myself there for a few moments to adjust to the fact that I was actually flying and then allowed myself to float over the edge, with nothing but darkness below me for hundreds of feet.
              It was a dark, moonless night so the chance of being spotted was slim.  I aimed myself for the river and flew down towards it. There was nothing moving in the clearing and I made large circles around the area at a height of about fifty feet.  I felt like an eagle.  The freedom that this made me feel was unbelievable!  I climbed rapidly to a thousand feet.  I could see over the top of the keep and the countryside beyond.  I headed northeast toward the spot where I had the run-in with the Orc a few days ago and pushed up the speed.  My shield spell kept the wind out of my eyes and the cape from flapping much, so my movement was practically silent.  In just over a minute, I traversed the four miles to the farmhouses I had protected from the Orc.  I hovered above them trying to do the math.  I calculated that I had been traveling over two hundred miles an hour and I hadn’t even been trying hard!
              To the east was the road going north that connected this small group of houses to the main east/west road.  It continued on north and invited me to follow it for a while.  I tracked the road from 100 feet above it for five miles.  I saw ahead a moderately sized town that I hadn’t even known existed.  I determined that the girls and I should come here and investigate.  After all, this was OUR province and we should start getting acquainted with the people and the towns that were in it!  I ascended to about a thousand feet and lay on my back looking at the stars.  I still hadn’t been able to locate an enormously powerful spell, but I hadn’t given up.                
              Finally, I thought I might have a spell that would work but I hoped I never had the chance to use it.  If, some day I had to, at least now I knew I was better prepared than I had found myself earlier.  I started back to the castle flying high, and descended on the backside of the keep to set down lightly on the balcony.  I quietly opened the door, walked softly to my room and slipped inside.  
              Isabel was sleeping soundly and I was sure she never knew I had been gone.  Tomorrow would be another day and perhaps, just perhaps, we wouldn't find ourselves any another sticky situations.  I undressed and slipped under the covers.  This time sleep had no difficulty locating me.
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
              I woke before Isa and got dressed.  I raked my small pile of clothes together, emptied the contents of my jeans and jacket into my ‘junk’ drawer and added them to a pile.  My junk drawer was becoming quite cluttered with everything including a bronze short sword tossed in.  I wrapped my belt around my waist without belt loops and fastened my pocketknife to the right side and my long dagger to the left.  I remembered my ‘gunslinger’ tie downs with a smile.  I picked up my coin purse; added eight gold coins to make an even ten missing from the dowry box.  Those, along with the silver and copper, made the purse quite heavy.  I couldn’t find a comfortable way to secure it to my belt so I picked my jacket back up and shoved it into the right hand pocket. I also retrieved my wand and slipped it back into its spot inside.
              I stuck my head out of the bedroom door and saw that the guard, that Pariset insisted was there during the day, had arrived.  (I had gotten rid of the night guard by insisting we were newly-weds and didn't want an audio audience!)  I asked one of the guards what I would need to do to get my clothes washed.  Without a word, he nodded and walked quickly away.  Moments later a young maid tapped quietly on the door, entered, grabbed the pile of clothes I had set on the table, curtsied and left just as quietly.  I smiled and shook my head.  So this was how the other one percent lived, I thought to myself.
              I sat down on a plush couch and looked around the room.  I looked at the beautiful young lady sleeping across the room and realized that she was a princess and my wife.  So much had changed so quickly that I was having trouble getting it all absorbed!  I saw my jacket on the back of a chair across the room, extended my hand, and watched as it floated quickly to me.  I nodded; I had been feeling that some of the spells that I used more often were working before I said the word to activate them.  I supposed that meant I was getting, in gamers terms, more powerful.  David Stephenson, All Powerful Wizard of Eredwynn!  It was all I could do to keep from laughing so loudly that I woke Isa.
              I sat quietly for a while until Isa began to stir.  I got up, made my way to her side of the bed, leaned down and kissed her cheek.
              She smiled, opened her eyes and said playfully, “Oh, it’s you!”
              “And who were you expecting?  A handsome prince?”  I queried.
              She grinned and threw a pillow at me.  For that, I had to tickle her.  As she was catching her breath, I told her that I wanted to go visit a town to the northwest so she should dress in her ‘adventure clothes’.  I suggested that she have the girls do the same.  She said that is sounded like fun and headed off to a closet to dress.  I heard her talking to Alba and then she went to her other closet and I heard a repeat to Chloe.  
              As the girls were dressing, I stuck my head out of the bedroom door again and asked the guard if I could get breakfast for four sent up.  Again, he silently nodded, and stepped off quickly.  Mere moments later there was a quiet knock, I opened the door and a couple very happy kitchen maids trooped in, and set the table for us.  They curtsied when I thanked them and departed closing the door softly behind them.
              Alba burst into the room with way to much energy for a morning, but that was Alba.  She was full of questions.  Where were we going?  What were we going to do?  Did I think we would see any monsters…?  I just laughed and had her slow down and eat.  Chloe and Isabel showed up shortly after acting like normal people should in the morning.  A tad slow, yawning and stretching!  As we ate, I explained for Alba’s benefit, that I wanted to go to the town that was ten to fifteen miles away.  I told them that it looked like a medium sized town and we might get to meet some of the local people of the province.  
              “Looked like?” Isa queried.
              I nodded, smiled, and continued.  I didn't want to take an escort, of course, so don't forget your wands just in case.  Instantly, three dainty hands produced three very different looking wands and waved them in front of me.  They were colored with light and dark black patches.  Some patches were even glossy and Isabel’s showed a bit of white on the handle.  Since the white patch showed up when I had taught her the healing spell I assumed that it had something to do with that.  My best guess still had to be that the more the wands were used the more they would turn to a glossy black.  I pulled out mine to compare and it seemed to confirm my theory.  It was mostly glossy black now.  It had changed noticeably after our encounter with the troll.
              To hurry them along I told them that after we saw the town that I planned to teach them at least one more spell.  To add to the mystery I asked if any of them were afraid of heights.  They said ‘no’ and very quickly finished eating.              
 I grabbed my jacket for the money and wand and we all headed out the door.  We stopped by the stable, picked up horses, and then rode to the gate.  The guard Captain saw us, shook his head and asked what we were hunting today.  I said that we were just hunting a town that I had heard was northeast.  Isa looked at me curiously but didn't say anything.  I was informed that the town was named Kastan and was just a few miles east then the first road to the north.  It was roughly ten miles from there.
              We left the castle riding east.  After a short way Isa rode up beside me.
              “You’ve heard that there is a town?  I am certain that you told us that you saw a town.  What’s the real story?” she asked.
              “Well,” I began and the other two girls pulled along side to hear.  “Last night I couldn’t sleep so I went out.  I went down to the river for awhile and then to the town and back.”  I finished deliberately vague.
              “So, explain how you could get out of the castle, travel that far, and get back in without being seen!” exclaimed Isa.
              “Ok, ok!”  I said laughing at her indignation.  “You know the balcony by our rooms?” I asked.  They all nodded.  “Last night I went out on the balcony and used a spell to fly!  I flew to the river and the town.  That is why I said I thought it looked like a medium sized town.  It was a bit hard to tell from the air!”
              Triple gasps and then a machine gun fire of questions.  Alba’s question was the only one that I choose to answer because it was the easiest.
              “Is that the spell that you’re going to teach us today?” Alba asked almost pleadingly.
              “Yes,” I chuckled.  “That is the spell that I’m going to try to teach you today.  Just remember that you have to listen closely and obey quickly if I tell you something.  This could be a dangerous spell if you don’t pay attention.”
 They, of course, promised to do what they were told and we continued our trip at leisurely pace.  We turned north and rode away from the forested area around Valeview and into a grassy plain.  With small talk and sight seeing, we traveled on.  Once I mentioned stopping by Cador’s and Isa quickly cut me off and gave me a slight shake of the head, glancing at Chloe.  There was a story there that I would need to know about to keep from hurting feelings or putting my foot in my mouth.
              It was getting close to noon when we rode into town.  The girl’s dresses were not the fancy type that would yell nobility.  They were plain travel clothes but we had the matching capes that might imply money.  We tied the horses at what I would call a diner/pub and then walked through the town.  We smiled and nodded at the townsfolk that recognized us as strangers.  We stopped in shops and browsed, not looking for anything but enjoying the chance to be left to ourselves, without being bowed and curtsied to constantly.  We listened to the small talk and it seemed that the major gossip was about an enormous pack of wolves plaguing the livestock.
              After awhile we started back to our horses.  Alba asked if I had brought any money so we could stop in for something to drink before we started back.  At first I wondered at a twelve year old wanting a drink but I supposed that when you were raised on wine, it was not odd at all.  I nodded and lead the way into the pub.  Heads turned as we walked in but no one said a word.  The girls went to a table in a corner and I headed up to the bar.  The bartender looked up with a gruff “Yeah?”
 I asked for three glasses of wine and a mug of ale.  He glanced at the table and announced that he didn’t serve kids wine.  I smiled and said that he didn’t have to serve it, just pour it.  He turned a bit red at that but complied when I dropped a couple silver coins on the table.  I knew, and he knew that the drinks would cost eight copper at the most and I was paying twice over.  He eyed the silver and then the gold thread in my cloak.
              “You folks aren’t from around here are you?”  He asked suddenly friendly.
              “No, actually the girls are from out west.”  I said being deliberately vague.
              “Well, welcome to Kastan.  My name is John; just ask if you need anything.  Will you be staying long?  Need rooms?”  He asked conversationally.
              “My name is David,” I said and shook his hand “and we’re just passing through.  We will be going to Valeview Castle this evening.” 
              The man nodded and I saw the gears turning.  I gathered up the drinks and carried them over to the waiting girls.  I heard talking from a corner table across the room.  The loudest voice had the sound of a bit to much to drink.  He was commenting on us and then he got up and walked over to the table.  He had a question and asked it unnecessarily loudly.
              “You’re that guy that’s supposed to be Lord now ain’t ya?” He slurred.  I smiled, being as friendly as I could. “Yes, I am.  We’re just having a drink and will be on our way.”
              He scowled, “I heard that you’re such a wimp that you had to hide behind your little girl wife’s skirt tales to get away from a monster troll!”
               I don’t get angry often because, I don’t do it well.  I saw the bartender start around the bar, but he was much too late.  As I rose from my seat I focused on the dagger on my hip.  By the time I was standing the dagger was floating, on its own it seemed to the drunk, a few inches from his neck.  He walked backward, I walked forward and the dagger floated exactly the same distance from him.
              “Fredrick!” yelled the bartender.  “I always knew your mouth would get you into trouble but now you’ve made a Lord AND a wizard mad at you!”
              “Actually, good barkeep, it’s worse than that.” I said calmly.
              “Isabel, come here for a moment please.”  I asked sickeningly sweetly for the drunks benefit.  She was at my side before I finished the sentence.  “Would you gently place this mans back against the wall and his head on the ceiling, please?”
              She grinned and her wand flashed to her hand.  I thought drunk was going to be sick. 
              He groaned, “Oh my stars, there are two of them!”
              Feeling Chloe and Alba standing behind me to my right and left I raised a hand and wiggled four fingers in front of Fredrick.  “No, it isn’t the drink making you see double.  There are four of us.”  I nodded to Isa, heard her whisper and watched as the feet of the man left the floor, his head bounced gently on the ceiling.
              I moved to where he could see me clearly and directed my dagger back into its sheath.  I looked up at him and said, “Judging a man without knowing him or his situation and talking impolitely in front of Ladies could get you hung!  Today it’s just going to get you bounced on the ceiling by my ‘little girl wife’!”  The patrons and bartender laughed loudly.  I signaled Isa to let him down.  As soon as his feet hit the ground he ran for the door.  We could hear him vomiting loudly in the street.
              I nodded at our table and the girls returned to it.  I followed shaking my head.  The bartender was there in a flash refilling our glasses.  We all sat looking at each other trying not to laugh.  I asked softly if they burned wizards or other magic users at the stake around here.  Chloe told me that the greatest hero of the Kingdom had been a wizard.  There just hadn’t been one around for a few hundred years!  Then she asked if that’s really what we were.
              “I suppose that we are.” I said matter-of-factly.  “A wizard would be someone that uses magic and we do.  Unless, of course, you would prefer to be called a witch, and that would be accurate too.”
              She wrinkled her nose, “Witch is to close to being called a bitch!  The next thing you know someone would call us a ‘little girl wife!’” 
              We all laughed loudly causing some of the patrons to jump.  The bartender started around the bar to refill our glasses but I waved him away.  
              “No thank you, good sir.  We wouldn’t want to drink too much before we fly!” I called.
              He turned slightly pale and returned to his post.  We finished our drinks, I tossed the barkeep a couple more silver coins, and we left the shop.  I saw Fredrick standing across the street, visibly shaken and telling his story to anyone that would listen.  I knew that when we got back to the castle we’d have to let Pariset in on the secret so he doesn’t get it second hand.
 
              We mounted up and headed south out of town.  After we rode a few miles I turned east into a field.  We rode east two or three miles and I reined to a stop and dismounted.  The girls were off their horses in a flash and Alba was already starting to loosen dress strings to wear her ‘adventure clothes’.  Isabel asked if this was where we’re going to try the new spell.  I nodded and she removed her wand from her sash and pulled off her dress.  While the girls were straightening their capes and fixing wands into their waistbands I stepped away.  Breathing deeply to relax because I didn’t want anyone hurt I remembered the spell for levitation.  It made me feel better knowing that if something happened I could catch the girls and get them safely to the ground.
 
              I walked back to them feeling much more confident and relaxed.  I had them gather around and told them to cast shield.  There were slight pops and sparkles and a bit of outrageous wand waving, followed by giggles.   I was informed that if they’re to be wizards they must wave the wands around! 
 
              “Alright, now we’re going to attempt to fly.” I said.  Suddenly there was a sober silence.  “The word is ‘praevolo’.  When you cast it you’ll feel light, and then just think where you want to go.  Be sure to focus!”
 
              Alba was first, of course.  She was absolutely fearless.  She cast the spell and slowly rose to about ten feet and hovered there giggling.  Seeing little sister in the air emboldened the other girls and they cast about the same time.  They floated up to join Alba, made a circle and started going around and around.  Grinning I tried an experiment of my own.  I concentrated on the shield spell and was surprised when it activated around me.  Next I tried the flying spell.  I concentrated hard but nothing happened until I said the word.  I supposed that I’d have to use that one a bit more before I could do it silently.  I flew up to the girls, cut into the circle between Isa and Chloe, took their hands and led up.  I kept climbing until we were a thousand feet above the ground.  You could see the town in miniature and the open fields for miles.  I asked what kinds of crops were grown in the province and was told that with the threat of monsters no one would grow anything.  There was history that told about oats, wheat, and barley being grown along with a host of veggies. But that was when there was a wizard to keep the creatures at bay.  The last part started the giggling again.
 
              We lay on our backs watching the wispy clouds.  It was very relaxing laying on nothing and cloud watching.  Finally, after about an hour, I suggested that it was time to go. There was a slight dissent from all the girls but I said that we would be racing sunset as it was.  They gave in and we started back down toward the horses.  As we got close to the ground we noticed the horses were behaving strangely.  They had circled, head to head with their hindquarters facing out.  At about three hundred feet up we saw why.  Stalking, in the tall grass, was a huge pack of wolves!  I quickly counted twenty.  They were slinking closer and closer to our horses that were snorting and kicking out wildly.  I pulled out my wand and saw the girls do the same.  I pointed my wand at a large wolf closest to the horses and yelled, mostly for the girls benefit, ‘fulmen telum’!  The energy bolt flashed out, striking and killing the wolf instantly.  I heard ‘fulmen telum’ repeated around me and light flashed from the sky hitting and killing wolves left and right.  The energy bolt spell was powerful enough to kill them with one shot.  I briefly wondered if I should have used the magic arrow spell, but with the horses in danger, time was of the essence.  Soon there was no movement on the ground other than our horses.  We landed and I went to the closest wolf to examine it.  It was much larger than what I thought a normal wolf would be but I’m no expert on wolves!  Even though it was still early spring, the wolves all seemed to have a touch of mange and ticks, making their hides useless.  The girls didn’t much care for the carnage we’d caused, but they loved horses much more than wolves, so they used that to make themselves feel better.  We all hugged, mounted up and trekked southwest to intersect the road home.
 
              After about twenty minutes of silence Alba spoke up.  “I suppose we learned our first combat spell today as well as flying!”
              I laughed, “That wasn’t exactly in the plan but it made for a good learning experience!”
              Chloe sighed, “I didn’t like killing them but that spell made it very easy.  It must be a very powerful spell!”
              I agreed and said, “It is.  I’ve used it to kill Orcs.  I only had to hit those two or three times to finish them.”
              All the girls gasped and Isabel said, “That’s why you rode out after that one.  You knew you could kill it quickly and not risk the guard!”
              I just nodded. About thirty minutes from the castle we dismounted so the girls, who had forgotten in the excitement, could cover their adventure clothes. We then continued to Valeview without any further incidents.  We dropped our horses and walked into the keep.
              I asked a guard at the door where Pariset was located.  He pointed to the room to our left where he usually worked.  I thanked the guard and he bowed slightly.  I supposed guard duty was more important than formality.
              We walked to the door and looked in. Pariset was sitting alone at a desk, writing.  I knocked lightly on the door frame and he looked up exasperated, until he saw who was knocking.  He then beamed and waved us in.  I told him that we’d been to Kastan and he nodded knowingly.  He told us that he was informed by the guard as soon as we’d left.  He asked how our trip was and I said it was interesting and mostly uneventful.  He smiled and nodded.  
              I then took a breath and said, “While we were in town we did have a bit of a run-in with a drunk.”
              His head snapped up and eyes locked with mine.  “We can have the gallows set up by morning, my Lord!”
              I laughed drawing a confused look, “He may have wished that I’d had him hung but the situation was handled.”  I sighed, “Something did come out that you should know about.  I feel that it’s better that we tell you than you finding out through the local gossip channels.”
              “My Lord,” he began, “If there is just idle gossip…”
              I interrupted.  “It’s more than idle gossip, it’s the truth.  You see, I lost my temper a bit and some of my, umm… abilities came to light.”
              He looked at me questioningly and understandably confused so I continued.  “You see Sir, I’m a wizard and the girls have been training with me for awhile now.  They can do some surprising things.  At the pub my dagger,” I floated it from its sheath and set it spinning on its point in midair. “Floated around and threatened the drunk, and I then had Isabel pin the man to the ceiling.”
              Poor Pariset held the side of his desk as if he were about to fall over.  I heard him mumble.  “I KNEW there was something strange about the shot at that fourth target!”
              I had to laugh.  I sheathed the dagger and turned to Isa.  “My dear, could you get that book from the top shelf for me?”
              She smiled, nodded, and pulled out her wand.  I almost laughed again at Pariset’s reaction.  She mumbled ‘telekinesis’ and gently floated a large book over to the desk and set it down.
              I informed the Scribe that all the girls could do that and much, much more.  He just stood there shaking his head.  I believed that he might be in shock so I walked to him and put a hand on his shoulder.  “Pariset?  Are you alright?” I questioned.
              He jumped slightly when I touched him, then he looked at me and his eyes glistened.  “My Lord, you have to understand.  We’ve grown up for generations knowing about wizards.   Wizards were, for the most part, benevolent forces in the world.  I just didn’t think that I’d live to see the day that one would return to Eredwynn, let alone take on apprentices!  I’m just very happy to meet you all!”  He dropped to his knees and bowed his head.
              I took him under an arm and helped him to his feet.  “Friend Pariset, I’m still David!  The same frightened woodsmen that you helped introduce to a king, and prodded to choose a wife!  I wanted you to be the first to officially know about us because, honestly, without your guidance I wouldn’t be here today.”
              He nodded and smiled then said, “I suppose I should stop being so difficult with you and yours when you inform me of one of your outings!  I assume that you can take care of yourselves better than a troop of the guard could.  I would prefer that you would inform me anyway, if you’re going to be gone for awhile.  If a king’s messenger showed up I’d hate to tell him that I had no idea where you’d gone!”
              I promised to inform either him or the guard if we were going to leave the castle grounds and then bid him goodnight.
              He bowed and said good night to me, turned and bowed to the girls.  “Goodnight to you too ladies.  Sleep well.”
              We exited his office and all four of us went up to our room.  The instant the door was closed behind us Alba floated off the floor with a cute wave of her wand and sat/floated on top of a post on the canopy bed.  We all broke down laughing at her antics and with relief that our report had gone so well.  She floated down to the floor and announced that her bed was calling.  Chloe agreed and they both went off to bed.  Happy but exhausted Isabel and I called it a night also and undressed for bed.  Sleep came quickly.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
              The next morning early there was such an incredible uproar from the door of the keep that I rolled off the bed, and grabbed my wand as I hit the floor.  I pulled on my shirt and pants and ran, barefoot, to the bedroom door.  I threw it open and the guard there stopped me.  He informed me that there was a crowd looking for me and that I might want to stay inside.  Not being one who took advice well, I ran downstairs to the main doorway.  Pariset met me there and said there were half dozen men trying to get in to see me and they were quite persistent.  I told him to let them in and lead them to the empty office next to his.  I would be back in a moment after I put on some shoes and could look a bit more presentable.
              I ran back upstairs and located my shoes, belt and cloak.  I quickly strapped on my dagger and tucked my wand into my waistband.  Isabel was sitting on the bed looking concerned.  I let her know that some people were down there looking for either me or the wizards.  If she would like, her and the girls, or just her, could come down but to wear the ‘travel clothes’ with capes and no other disguise.  After all, we were wizards now and could wear whatever we wanted!
              I moved quickly back out the door and down the stairs.  I walked into the office that Pariset had moved the villagers into and went up to the front behind a large desk there.  It was silent as I took my spot.
              “Good morning, gentlemen.”  I said.  “I heard that you might want to have a word with me.”  There was a smattering of laughter because with the noise they had been making half the kingdom knew they wanted a word with me!
              One of the men took the lead and spoke.   “My Lord, for about a month, twice a week, a group of five Orcs and an Orc Captain has been raiding our village.  They take our food and anything they think is valuable.  Any of our men that have taken a stand against them has been killed or badly injured.  When we heard that a wizard had returned to Valeview we knew we had to try to get help!  We are sorry for the ruckus.” he finished looking at the floor.
              I asked when the next time they thought that the Orcs would attack.
              “That’s the reason for our rush my Lord!  They usually attack at dusk and they are expected today!”  He exclaimed.
              I told him that I’d be there and he should get back now.  He was to get the women, children and injured to a safe place guarded by whatever able bodied men were available.  I said that I doubted that they will have to do any fighting, because a man hasn’t much chance one on one against an Orc but in case they got past me there would be a second line of defense. I dismissed the men and watched them file out.
              Pariset was standing at the back of the room just staring at me.  I looked at him quizzically and asked, “What is the matter my friend?”
              “Did you hear what those men said?  Six Orcs and one of them a Captain!  You think you’re going to handle them alone?” he asked.
              “I think that I’m willing to try however I do believe that my darling apprentices won’t hear of it.  I’m sure they will insist on going too.” I answered.
              “You are going to take those girls out with you to fight monsters?!?”  The outrage in his tone wasn’t even masked.
              “My dear, dear friend, those girls can fly!  That isn’t a feat that I’ve seen an Orc do yet.  They’ll be safe enough if they are careful.  Do you honestly think that I would put them in harms way if I didn’t think they would be alright?” I asked heatedly 
              He bowed his head, “I’m sorry my Lord.  I didn’t think about it like that.”
              “I thank you for looking out for the girls Pariset.”  I put a hand on his shoulder, “Just never doubt that I love them and will look after them.” I said softly.
 
              I walked out of the office and back to my room.  Isa and both girls were there fastening up capes.  Their wands were already in their waistbands and they looked ready to travel.  The always modest Chloe didn’t like the idea of going out with out a dress to cover her travel clothes but Alba, who always took my side, was saying that these were perfect clothes for a wizard to be out in.  Chloe finally and grudgingly relented.
              I explained what the men had come for and that I’d told them that I would go.  I said that it wouldn’t be a safe adventure like we’d been on over the past few days and that they could stay here if they wanted.  The reaction was exactly what I had expected and been afraid of.  I was told, in no uncertain terms, that if I was going into a dangerous situation that they would be there to help in any way they could.  I nodded in acceptance because I knew a losing battle when I saw one. I told the girls to meet me at the top of the stairs when they were ready and I stepped back out the doors.
              I went quickly downstairs and stuck my head into Pariset’s office.  I told him that we were ready to leave and asked him to have the guard close the main keep doors for a bit.  I didn’t think we needed prying eyes watching us leave. He jumped up and followed me out.  With a simple hand signal to the guard the doors were shut.  I started up the stairs and he saw the girls waiting for me.  Still following me he told me to please be careful because he’d gotten quite attached to us.  I opened the door leading out to the balcony and the girls stepped through.  Pariset looked completely confused but I told him we’d be safe and would be back as soon as we could.  Alba, as usual, was the first one in the air.  She turned and waved goodbye to Pariset and I thought he almost fainted.  The rest of us joined Alba and we headed lower into the river valley and turned east following the river.  We traveled about fifty feet above the ground at pretty good clip when I slowed because my eyes were watering.  Not a good mistake to start this day off with.  I reminded the girls to shield up and did so myself.  The soft pop of shields and we were off again.  Clipping along at around sixty miles an hour we made the trip to Jaoca village in about twenty minutes.  We crept up on the road across from the town at treetop level.  Once we were near the road we landed back in the trees and walked out onto the road.  
              We walked, arm in arm toward the village.  I had Isabel on my right arm, Alba on Isa’s, and Chloe on my left.  As we approached the village a bell rang and people filled the little square at the heart of the town.  We walked into the square and an older man, who must have been the town elder, came forward to meet us.
              “Well Met Wizards and thank you for answering our call for help!  We are honored to have you here.  You are the first wizards to set foot in this place in hundreds of years.  I hope that you’ll be able to do as much good for us as history tells us he did back then.” He said in semi-longwinded speech that I’m sure he had practiced all night.
              I thanked him for his welcome and told him that the riders that had been sent to us had said that there were many wounded here.  He said that they did have wounded and would show us.  He then stopped and leaned toward me asking in a conspiratorial tone if the girls should see something like this.  I smiled at him and told him that they could wait outside if it was too much for them.  I quickly caught Chloe’s eye and she gave a curt nod.  He led us to a barn and let us inside.  There were about twenty men lying on pallets with all kinds of wounds.  Large cuts, scrapes and broken bones.  The smell of the place wasn’t exactly sanitary but they were making do with what they had.  I glanced again at Chloe who looked slightly ill but determined.  She immediately walked over to the man laying to the right of the door and knelt beside him.  I heard her asking where he was hurt and he tossed back a light blanket that was covering him revealing a large gash on his leg.  I took a step toward her; she shook her head at me and pulled out her wand.  I smiled supportively and moved to the next man in line beside her.  I turned and saw Isabel and Alba using a leap frog pattern moving down the row on the other side of the barn, healing as then went.  I asked the man in front of me where his injury was and he showed me a compound fracture in his upper arm.  I cringed and told him that this might hurt.  The elder, standing behind me, handed the young man a leather strap that he put in his mouth to bite on.  I pulled my wand, to be a good example to the girls, concentrated and the spell activated silently.  The bone pulled back through the skin, lined up and then the skin itself quickly knitted.  All the while the young man was grunting and sweating.  Finally the spell ran its course and the man sat up.  He moved his fingers and nearly knocked me down hugging me.
              Chloe and I used the leap frog technique and soon reached the end of the barn to join up with Isa and Alba.  We looked at our wands and the handles of all of them had turned a glossy white.  The rest of mine was solid glossy black and the girls were still mottled glossy and hazy.  I guessed that if the fight occurred today that they would also have solid black wands.  I didn’t know the reason but spells affected the color of the wands.
              We looked down the length of the barn and watched the men getting to their feet.  Wives helping and crying with joy, brothers, sisters… the whole village celebrated the recovery of the men.  Many of whom they had given up on.  I hugged all three girls in a bear hug (or the best someone my size can imitate) and we all grinned from ear to ear watching the happy people.  When the barn had emptied enough we followed the crowd out the door.  A cheer went up as people remembered the reason for their celebration and the elder had to step between us and the mob that moved forward to show gratitude.  
              “I believe that the wizards will be with us all day.”  He looked back at me and I nodded.  “There will be plenty of time to thank them, but please show respect and remember who they are!”
              I leaned over and all three girls put their heads next to mine.  “Who are we again?”  I asked laughingly.  I kissed Chloe on the cheek, “I am incredibly proud of you!  I know you didn’t want to go in there but you did an amazing job!”  
              She blushed down to her toes and gave a whispered, “Thank you.”
              I turned and scooped up Alba who squealed, “And you!  What am I going to do with you?  Always in the middle of everything! That was very well done in there.  Not a squeamish bone in your body.”  I raised her up, kissed her on the forehead and put her feet back on the ground.  No blush from her, just an enormous grin.
              Now I turned to Isa and hugged her gently.  I leaned close to her ear and said, “I have an idea of what to do with you.  You were great in there too.”  I believe that her blush outshone Chloe‘s.
              We wandered over to a shop and sat on the bench in front.  The sun was shining warmly and we just sat quietly trying to blend in.  We waited for time to pass and at the same time dreaded the dusk that held the threat of attack.  We heard the thunder of running horses and heard someone yelling to the crowd, “They said they would come!”  The crowd started laughing and moved aside for the riders to come through.  It was the men from this morning’s disturbance at the keep.  I smiled and raised a hand in greeting.  The man was so confused he nearly fell from his horse!
              A young boy ran up as they dismounted.  “Father!  They have been here for awhile now!  They healed all the wounded in the barn!” he exclaimed excitedly.
              The man walked over to me and I stood at his approach.  “You have my thanks, my Lord wizard!”  He said.  I nodded to the girls sitting on the bench.  He bowed deeply and said “And my thanks to the Lady wizards also!”  The girls smiled sweetly and nodded.
              The man asked, “How is it, my Lord that we left before you and you’ve been here long enough to heal our whole village and sit relaxing in the sun?”
              “A wizard does have ways of getting around.” I said cryptically.
 
              I had an idea for another experiment and since we were going to be here all day and there were people around to experiment on this might be a good chance.  I pulled Isa aside and asked what she would think about taking on more apprentices.  She smiled and said that it would be perfectly fine with her and that the more wizards we had helping to clear the problem with monsters the better.  I told her that since we could do telekinesis without wands that I was going to use that to test some of the local young ones for talent.  I was going to see about using the barn that we’d emptied for privacy and get permission from the elder before I did anything.  She agreed with all that and said it was a good plan, so I started it in motion.
              First I walked towards the crowd in the square and caught the eye of the village elder. I signaled for him to talk to me and he practically knocked people down to get to me.  I told him that the Ladies and I were thinking of taking on more apprentices, and that I, with his permission, would like to test some of the younger villagers for talent.  I told him that I honestly didn’t know who would or wouldn’t have talent but if we found someone with it we would offer them an apprenticeship and a home in Valeview.  I told him that before we made the offer to, or tested the young ones we would take it up with their parents. 
              He thought that it was a wonderful idea and asked how young they would need to be to start an apprenticeship.  I told him that I’ve had good luck with sixteen and under but I don’t want them to young.  I don’t like the idea of the girls being turned into babysitters for to young wizards!  He agreed and told me he would start talking to parents.  I asked to use the barn for privacy for our tests and he nodded agreement again.  He moved off back through the crowded square and I returned to where the girls were sitting.
              “I told the girls of your plan and they are excited to have more friends that they could help the way that you’ve helped them.  I‘ll accept any that you choose also and will do my best with them.” Isabel said before I even took my seat.
              As the morning progressed I saw people leave the group in the square and go sit together under the big tree in the center of the square.  I then saw the village elder go and address the group.  He was just out of earshot so I couldn’t make out what he was saying but after a short speech he walked over to where we were sitting.  He bowed and informed me that he had gathered some young people and talked to their parents.  I asked him to be in the barn during the testing because, if someone doesn’t pass, I didn’t want angry parents blaming me or saying that I’d cheated them.  I wasn’t sure if he agreed because he thought it was a good idea or because he wanted to watch the testing!
              I stood up and the girls joined me walking quietly to the barn.  The elder got his group and led them over and I had everyone step inside.  I hopped up on a chopping block so I could be seen and held up my hands for attention.  When it was quite I started the partially formed speech I had thrown together.
              “Good morning, everyone!  You’ve been told that I’m going to test for magical abilities today.  Passing or not passing the test has nothing to do with whether a person tries or not.  It’s just like having blonde hair or brown.  It’s just the way it is so if a friend or loved one doesn’t pass, just so it’s known, it’s no ones fault.  Now, if you would step outside we’ll get this thing started.”
              Isabel walked up to me and said, “Very well done!  That should help to avoid hurt feelings and angry parents if we have to tell them their kid can’t do magic.”
              I nodded and asked her to stand inside the door and have Chloe and Alba stand outside to keep the crowd in check.  I moved to the back of the barn away from the door so the waiting crowds’ noise wouldn’t interfere with what I was trying to do.  I had the Elder come with me and had him stand behind me out of the way.   I then nodded to Isa to let the first one in.
              A young boy of about 13 entered.  He was quite frightened and walked slowly back to where I was sitting cross-legged on the barn floor.  I asked him to sit and he did.  I asked if he was scared and he just nodded slowly.  I told him that there was nothing to fear and that this would be painless.  Either something would happen or it wouldn’t.  I told him that if nothing happened that it was perfectly fine and it didn’t mean there was anything wrong with him, just that magic wasn’t his calling.  He nodded again.  I stood and moved away from him a bit so there was a space of five feet between us.  I picked up a rock that I’d carried in from the street and showed it to him.  The Elder, off to the side, had his head bobbing back and forth to see this ordinary rock.  I told the lad that I wanted him to lift the rock off of the ground without touching it.  He wrinkled his forehead and I continued.  You’ll try it like this.  First you’ll focus on the rock and on lifting it into the air.  You’ll then say ‘telekinesis’ to activate the spell.  Either something will happen or it won’t.  Is that simple enough?  He nodded again and stood up.    I tossed the rock to the ground between us nodded to him.  The boy took a deep breath and stared at the rock on the floor.  He stared long and hard at it and I remembered Chloe’s rocket on her first attempt.  I smiled and looked up at the roof wondering if a rock would go through it.  I then heard the boy say the word and nothing happened.  He repeated it.  Once again nothing happened.  He shrugged his shoulders and said “I’m sorry my Lord.”
              I smiled and went over and patted him on the shoulder.  “There’s nothing to be sorry for!  Some can and some can’t.  Thank you for trying!”
              He seemed a bit comforted and walked to the door.  I shook my head ‘no’ at Isa and she opened the door to let him out and another young boy in.  The instructions were repeated, the attempt and the same negative results.  He left and was replaced by a boy that was barely a boy at 17. Negative.  A young girl of 12 is next.  Negative!  She left and before the next one is let in I called to Isabel.  “Did I do something wrong?  Did I give the instructions incorrectly?”  She frowned and shook her head.
              A 15 year old girl was the next one through the door.  I was so discouraged that my instructions sounded a bit flat.  I tossed down the rock and she looked at it calmly.  Her left hand then went to her chest and my attention was back in the barn!  She softly and clearly said ’telekinesis!’  The rock rose smoothly to the top of her head, which was pretty close to five feet.  To her credit, she held it there even through the loud gasp from the Elder.  She glanced at me and I smiled and nodded.  She then let the rock fall back to the floor with a soft thud.  I looked over at Isa and gave a nod.  She grinned and walked over.
              “She seems to be a sweet and very pretty girl.  We can have her call her parents to her and wait over by the tree.” she suggested.
              “Good idea.” I agreed.  I turned to the girl, “Gather you folks and wait by the tree but don’t say anything about what happened in here.  I don’t want you having to answer a bunch of questions that you may not know the answers to.”
              The girl said ‘thank you’ to Isa and me and with a curtsy turned and left the barn.  I looked at Isabel and smiled, “I guess that this talent may be rarer than I’d assumed!  I’m now amazed and thrilled that you and your sisters have it!”
              Isa nodded, smiled and said, “Let’s just finish this testing so we can move on to planning what lies ahead.”
              I agreed and she went back to the door.  Two more girls and a boy are sent in and back out with negative results.  A young girl with blonde hair, barely older than Alba and with the same energy and bounce came in next.  She passed the test, only bobbling a bit.  I smiled, sent her to Isa for instruction, and waited for the next one.
              A young girl with blonde hair, barely older than Alba…  I felt that the world just hit the instant replay button!
              “Pardon me miss, but weren’t you just in here?” I asked confused.
              “We get that all the time.” She laughed, “That was my sister Emma, and I’m Elizabeth!  We’re twins.”
              I laughed with her, gave the instructions, watched a repeat of the last performance and sent her to Isa.  Isabel was grinning and shaking her head as the girl walked to her, listened, and then out the door.
              Two more boys were ushered in and back out with negative results.  Isabel walked over and the Elder joined us.  She let us know that we were done.  I was relieved because that was much more stressful than I’d thought it was going to be.  I asked the Elder if he agreed that the tests were fair.  He did and commented that it was all so unbelievable that he was going to have dreams about it for months!  I asked him to dismiss anyone that might be crowding the front of the barn and to send in the two families of the three girls that passed.  I asked Isa to wave Chloe and Alba in so we could all meet together.
              Isa and her sisters were back first.  Isabel hugged me, laughed, and said, “This almost feels like we had babies!”
              The other girls and I laughed but then I said, “We just have to be careful and make sure our ‘babies’ don’t get cocky, think they’re wizards and get themselves killed this evening.”  That sobered the mood quite a bit as the new girls and their families showed up.
              
              The new recruits and their families walked into the barn, and closed the door behind them.  As they walked to the back of the barn toward us the tension was palpable.  I supposed walking up to four ‘wizards’, dressed exactly alike, could be a bit intimidating.  I did my best to put them and ease and it was really hard to be scared around Isa, Chloe, and Alba when they were smiling like they were!  I explained that the three village girls had passed the test and that I thought I’d be able to teach them magic.  I went on to say that this evening, after whatever events transpired, we’d be going to Valeview and they’d be welcomed if they chose to join us.  I’d provide room, board and whatever other care they needed.  They just had to agree to listen, obey and work hard on whatever tasks they were given.  I said that we’d step away and let them discuss it, but we didn’t get a chance to move.  The hands of both fathers shot up.  I nodded to the closest and he asked if they would be staying in Valeview for an extended time or if this was a weekend or week long thing.  I explained that they should expect Valeview be the girls home.  Chances were that the training would take a very long time, to which my three girls nodded.  After that, if a situation arose, coming to the village to round them up would be very inconvenient.
              The fathers nodded and smiled, the mothers got teary eyed and weepy but they agreed that it would be for the best.  I told them that they should pack some things but pack lightly.  I’d supply everything they would need.  I then faced the new girls and very sternly informed them that they were not wizards yet and if there was a fight this evening they were to stay far away from it.  They nodded a bit pale.  Being spoken to sternly by a Lord and a wizard wasn’t something that happened every day!
 With curtsies and bows they took their leave.  I put my arms around my girls and suggested that we go look at where the baddies would be coming from.  They sighed and nodded.  
              As we walked towards the south end of town I laid out a plan.  I suggested we spread out in a line.  I had Alba on my left, Chloe on my right and Isabel on the end.  That way I could help cover the younger two and Isa could cover the east flank.  It wasn’t a perfect plan but I hoped it will work.  I told them that if things got hairy, to Fly.  The only thing they would have to worry about then would be a spear and a moving target as small as they were would be hard to hit!  Energy bolt was a tried and true spell with Orcs, I told them.  So, use it and don’t worry about hitting them to many times!  There was supposed to be an Orc Captain and I would watch for him personally.  Lightning was effective against those and they hadn’t learned that one yet.  Telekinesis could throw them back if they got to close.  I sighed and told them that plan was the best I’d come up with. They, all three, hugged me at the same time.  They assured me they’d be fine.  I wished I felt that confident.
 
              Dusk approached quickly and we took up our positions.  There was no guarantee that anything would happen but the villagers seemed convinced.  There was not a person to be seen on the streets.  We used the buildings on the south end as cover.  We could see between the buildings across an open field to the road and tree line beyond.  As the daylight dwindled we didn’t have long to wait.  Five Orcs walked into the road and stood there staring at the village. They waited for a couple minutes and then, as if on a signal, started moving toward their favorite target.  They got ten yards into the field and the Captain made his appearance.  He looked much larger than I remembered them but this one is much more alive than the last one I’d seen.
              As they drifted closer I waited for the Captain to come into range.  I knew that the girls were waiting for me to open up first and I could feel the tension building down our tiny defense line.  At about sixty yards out it was time.  ‘fulmen!’  And lightning streaked down onto the head of the Captain.  I heard energy bolts being cast on both sides of me.  The Captain staggered but stayed on his feet.  I brought down the lightning again and he toppled forward on his face.  I looked around and saw one Orc down on my left but another still coming.  My energy bolt and Alba’s hit it at almost the same time.  He dropped like a stone.  Now I had lost track of the rest.  I knew that two were down but that would leave three somewhere!  Alba ran up to me and said that our side was clear but the other three had gone to the east side where Chloe and Isa were.  We went that way on the run.  The scream will haunt me forever.  Alba and I saw an Orc standing over Chloe. She was lying perfectly still on the ground, and the beast was raising a claw to strike.  Alba and I cast at the same time and our energy bolts barely beat one from Isa coming in from the other side.  It crumpled and then fell backward.
              Isabel was on the scene first.  Chloe was bleeding from a wound to her head but had her shield up and I was sure that was what saved her.  Isa healed the head wound, which only amounted to a small cut.  We then checked her for any other injuries and found none.  She stirred, brought sighs of relief from all of us, and came around.  We helped her sit up and she saw the Orc near her feet.  She shook her head and looked at all of us.
              “I’m really sorry!  I don’t know how that one got to the building but he came down the side and got behind me!  I saw that huge paw swing and he slapped me into the building.  That’s about all I remember.  I did get one though!”  She smiled. 
              I did a quick count.  Isa got one, Chloe got one, the three of us got one, and Alba and I got two.  And with the Captain, that would make the whole attack force.  I told Isa to take the girls back to the center of the village and wait there for me.  I let her know that I was going to go salvage what I could from these things.  She wrinkled her nose, smiled and nodded.  With Chloe gathered up between them Alba and Isa headed off.  
              I started off on my looting run.  I quickly checked the Orcs and found nothing very interesting.  All they had was just the typical coin purse that the each carried.  Not a knife, dagger, or sword worth salvaging.  I was a bit confused because if they had been raiding so often I would think there would be more loot.  I then trekked across the field to the Orc Captain.  He was quite dead with his feet and boots melded together.  There was no telling what strangeness you’d discover when you used lightning!  He was wearing a large backpack.  I worked it over his arms and lifted it.  It was quite heavy but still wouldn’t account for a twice a week raid.  There was something to this that bore investigation.  For now my room at Valeview was calling, and getting Chloe back so we could make very sure she was alright, topped my to-do list.
              Hauling the pack onto my back I walked back to the village square.  The inhabitants had realized that the fight was over and were now pouring out into the street.  I told the Elder that the beasts were dead and that he should round them up and burn the bodies.  I warned him that Orcs stunk and he assured me that he knew that very well.  As I started over to the girls I saw that our new recruits and their families had gathered around them.  Good, I wouldn’t have to round them up before we took our leave.  I walked up, put a hand on Chloe’s shoulder and asked if she was ok.                
              She looked up at me, smiled and said “I was just shaken up a bit.  A building is harder than my head!”
              “That’s debatable!  The villagers might make us replace that wall!”  I teased.
              She smiled and shook her head at me.  I felt much better knowing that she was alright.  I caught Isa’s eye and signaled that it’s time to go.  She nodded and got to her feet.  
              “Alright everyone.”  I addressed the group of new recruits and parents.  “I assume that items have been packed and goodbyes said?”
 There was a general assent and with a few last minute goodbyes and tears the three new girls joined our group.  I led the group to an open spot to the north of the beautiful tree in the center of the square.  I looked at Isa, Alba and Chloe and said that I was in a hurry to get home and we couldn’t fly so I was going to use a spell they hadn’t seen before.  I didn’t want them to try it until we could discuss it later.  They nodded, confused and excited and that caused even more excitement among the new girls.  I had everyone gather in a circle, arms over the shoulder of the one beside them.  I made sure that everyone was holding on to everyone else and then closed my eyes.  I focused on the open field twenty yards across the road from the gate of Valeview Castle.  When I had the image clearly in mind I said ‘receptui’!  
              With a loud ‘crack’   the village of Jaoca was gone and with another loud ‘crack’ the gates of Valeview came into focus.  The guards in the guardhouse exploded to the outside drawing weapons!  I stepped between them and the girls, holding up my arms.
              “Hold on!” I yelled.  “It’s just us.  Sorry for our sudden appearance but we were in a hurry to get home!”
 The Captain of the Guard walked up as weapons were sheathed and nerves settled.  “My Lord!  You scared the starlight out of us!  Please tell me that this kind of entrance isn’t going to become the norm!”
 I shook the Captains hand, and eased his mind, letting him know that we wouldn’t be using that spot as a return spot often.  He sighed in relief and had the gates opened.  I led our troop through the darkening courtyard and up the stairs.  Pariset had been keeping a worried watch for our return.  He saw the new girls and asked if he should have rooms prepared.  I explained that they were new trainees and would be staying with us.  With no sign of dissent he signaled for maids and sent them up to prepare the empty rooms on my side of the top floor apartments.  He asked if I’d need two or three rooms and I told him that I thought the sisters would be fine sharing a room.  That made him even happier.  I asked if he was going to be in his office for awhile and he said that he would be there for a couple hours.  I let him know that I might be down in a bit to talk but if he was ready to go before I made it to not hang around.  He nodded and we went on our way.
              We all went up to Isa’s and my room.  As we walked in I recalled that the three new girls with us had never been outside of the tiny village they had just come from.  They were staring around in wide-eyed wonder at things they never even knew existed.  When they saw the bed they were astounded!  Emma wanted to know how many people slept there.  When Isa told her that she and I were the only ones, her mouth gaped and she shook her head.  I could understand.  That bed looked like it could comfortably sleep eight!  I told Emma that she could lay on it if she wanted.  She was hesitant but made her way over sat on the edge and laid back.  As she sunk into the mattress she sighed and giggled.  I saw that Elizabeth and Alice were staring at me and could barely contain themselves so I grinned and nodded at them.  They ran across the room and joined Emma.  Sighs and giggles filled the room.  The three other girls were just looking at them.  They had no idea what could be so wonderful about a bed!  I laughed, told them I had something to do and walked to my closet. 
 
              I pulled the backpack off and set it on the dresser that housed my trusty ‘junk’ drawer.  I opened the pack and looked inside.  There was a large bag and a large box.  I pulled out the bag and found it quite heavy. I opened it and it was packed full of gold coins.  I dug around in it and made sure that is all that it contained.  I had no idea how much was there but I knew what I would do with it!  I was planning a meeting with Pariset already because I was starting to feel bad about room and board, since he was still running the place and I was just a figurehead Lord.  I had planned to work out some kind of payment, especially now that I had brought more people to the castle.  I set aside the bag and pulled out the box.  It was even heavier than the bag!  The box was, I guessed because I didn’t have a ruler, twelve inches by eight inches by six inches.  It was beautifully made of engraved solid gold and filled, to the brim, with gemstones.  I knew I was rich!
              I stuck my head around the corner into the room.  I called to Isabel and asked her to come over.  She walked to me questioningly and then into the closet.  I couldn’t do anything more than just point at the top of my dresser.  Her jaw dropped!  A princess rendered speechless by wealth?  Now, that was a good sign!
              She turned to me and said, “Is that yours?”
              I laughed, “Wife, I believe that is OURS!”
              “Where did it come from?” she asked.
              “I found it in the backpack that the Orc Captain was carrying” I replied.
              She ran her hands through the gems.  In a hushed voice that I could barely hear she said, “We could buy our own castle with this!”
              I put my hand on her shoulder.  “We’ll talk about this later.  For now, I have to talk to Pariset and discuss finances we’ll need to stay here without offending his budget and then we can get the girls tucked in.  After that we’ll discuss being rich!”  I took the box and put it in the top ‘junk’ drawer.  That left the dowry box of gold and the bag.  I lifted the lid on the dowry box.  Isa looked in and saw the piles of gold inside.  She looked a bit confused.  I told her that we still had all this too!  I pulled ten coins from the bag and put it in the box.  “I borrowed that from us.” I laughed.
              “We actually have more money than we know what to do with!” she exclaimed quietly.              
              “I’m going to take some to Pariset, I’m sure he won’t have a problem knowing what to do with it!”  We both laughed, I grabbed the bag and went downstairs.
              Pariset was sitting in his office, writing away like a scribe, when I walked in.  He started to get up but I held up a hand.  “I’m sitting too, if you don’t mind.”  I said.
              He nodded, “Of course my Lord.”
              “David, please!  We’re the only two here and all the formality is overwhelming!” I protested.
              “Ok, David.  What can I do for you this evening?”  He asked.
              I told him that lately I’d felt that I had been relying too much on him and not paying my way.  I held up a hand to stop a protest and continued.  I explained that I wasn’t really a Lord and knew nothing of the business of running a keep.  I was happy with the title and the privilege but would feel better if I could, at least help with the finances of the castle.  He nodded and said that he could understand.  He told me that he knew when the tournament was held for the job that he could get someone that either would know nothing, or would think they knew everything.  No offence intended, he was happier with the ‘know nothing’ type as opposed to the ‘know everything’.  I told him that with the six girls and I taking up five rooms it might cost a bit for upkeep.  He nodded and said, cringing a little, that it would cost roughly thirty gold coins a month for the room and board.  He said that if we couldn’t afford that he could always write it off on the Lord’s account.
              I’d been waiting for a number and the number I heard, I liked.  I lifted the bag from the floor beside me and poured it out on his desk and laid the empty bag beside the pile.  His eyes went wide and I think mine did too!  There were a bit more than the one hundred gold coins I’d guessed at.  Down at the bottom of the bag there had been ten platinum pieces worth a hundred gold coins by themselves!  Pariset, with skilled hands, began stacking and counting the coins.  230 gold and 10 platinum coins was the final count.  I looked at him and said, “Orc Captains sometimes carry a large purse!”
              He shook his head, “the age of the coins would say they come from the old dragons hoard!”
              “Pardon?” I asked.
              “Somewhere in this province, over run by the Orcs, trolls and other unfriendly creatures is rumored to be an old hoard of a deceased dragon.” he explained.
              “I guess that the Orc Captain found it or some other creature that had it and acquired it from there or them!” I commented.
              “That would make sense” Pariset nodded.
              “So, you’ll put that on my account then?” I asked.
              “David, I’d be honored.  Actually, now that I think of it, this is the first real financial contribution that has been made to the castle by a Lord in decades!  This will clear your account, if we kept one, for almost a year!” he exclaimed.                            
              “Well, my friend, it has been a long day.  I’m calling it a night.  Now I need to get everyone’s battle nerves calmed and the new girls to their places.  Goodnight!” I said.              
              “Good night, David.  Sleep well.”  He returned to his chair and grabbed a quill.
                            
              I walked quickly upstairs and found all six girls piled in the middle of the bed talking and getting to know each other.  They hardly acknowledged me when I walked in.  It seemed that they had calmed down just fine with out me.  I took off my cloak and dropped it on the dresser in my closet.  Then I wandered over and sat on the foot of the bed to listen to the conversations.  As soon as I did I knew I would never be able to keep up.  To me it sounded like a record on high speed.  I’m sure they were talking but it must be that secret girl language that a man will never understand.  I waited for what appeared to be a lull and cut in.
              “Would you girls like to see your rooms?”  I asked.
              A trio of “Yes, my Lord” grated my nerves.
              I took a deep breath.  “Ok, here’s a new rule.  When we are alone, we are now all wizards and wizards in training.  The ‘My Lord and My Lady’ needs to stop. I became a Lord at a tournament and really don’t know what it is or how to act.  When I’m with people I care about I don’t want to be reminded.  My name is David!  Do we have a deal?” I ranted mildly.
              Isa, Alba and Chloe giggled and the three others, with ashen faces, chanted ‘Yes, David.’  I looked at the three sisters, smirked and shook my head.  
              “Ok, let’s go look at these rooms.  I haven’t seen them either but judging from other parts of the castle, they should be livable.”  I led through the closet closest to my side of the bed and opened the door at the end of the short hall.  The maids had been in and lit candles and lamps and turned down the blankets on the bed.  It was a very nice room.  Nice décor and plenty big for two sisters to share.  I told Emma and Elizabeth that this was going to be their room.  I asked if the bed would be big enough for both of them and they giggled.  At home they had lived in a one bedroom cottage with their mom, dad and older brother.  They’d slept on the floor.  The idea of having a bed to share was thrilling to them and the fact that it was a king sized bed was over the top.  
              “David, we love it!  Thank you very much!” they exclaimed.
              I nodded, told them that they were welcome and turned back to the closet as they walked to the bed.  I walked the length of the wall to the other closet, made sure my junk drawer and dowry box were closed, and continued to the door.  I opened it and let Elizabeth in.  She gasped looking around.  I guess it was about the finest thing she had ever seen.
              “Who will I be sharing with, M…? David?” she asked with a slight red flush.              
              I laughed, “Good catch!  This room is all yours.  I had the twins share so I could keep all you girls on this side of the castle and to myself.”
              At that the flush deepened and I had to let her know that I was kidding about the ‘to myself’ part.
              “For a moment I thought there may be parts of this wizard training I didn’t know about!” she said a bit shakily.
              “I’m sorry,” I said “I didn’t mean to frighten you.  I was just being my silly self.”
              “Oh!  I wasn’t frightened.  Just caught off guard!  I’ll learn when to take you seriously sooner or later, or so I‘ve been told.” she said.
              “Well, good night Alice.  Try to get some sleep because, around here, you never know what tomorrow will bring!”  I suggested sleepily.
              “Good night, David.  Sleep well.”
              
              I returned to my room in time to wave to Alba and Chloe as they headed off to their respective rooms.  Isa was already in a night gown and had blown out the candles.  I dimmed down the lamps, went to my side of the bed and undressed.  I slipped into bed and wondered what I had forgotten.  I hated that nagging feeling I got just before sleep that would tell you your day wasn’t really done.  I rolled on my side to talk to Isa.
              “So, what do you think of the new girls?  You got a chance to talk to them a bit.  Do you think that they’ll fit in with our little group?” I asked.
              “They are very nice and friendly enough after we got them to get over the royalty thing.  Alice did ask how many of us you were sleeping with.  I told her just me for now.” she giggled.              
              I groaned and told her about telling Alice that I had them rooming on this side of the castle to keep them all to myself.  Now I knew why she blushed so deeply!
              “Just so you know,” said Isa more seriously, “multiple consorts are quite common and accepted for noble lords but the wife does have a say in the choices made.  Just so you’ll know, I’ve thought about it and any of our group so far would be acceptable with me.”
              I was taken aback!  “Well, thank you, I think.  I haven’t thought of anyone but you in that way since the day I met you.  I love you very much and am happy with our life under the covers!  However, if thoughts like that did crop up, I would let you know.”
              “Honestly, that is what I thought you were thinking about when you asked to bring in other trainees.” she said.
              “What I was thinking about when I decided to bring in new trainees was the group of six Orcs that were about to attack and had us outnumbered!”  I exclaimed.  “Besides, we wouldn’t need trainees, Chloe is really cute.” I teased.
              She grinned.  “You’re terrible.  Now go to sleep.”
              I do go to sleep but not until she was completely convinced how much I loved her.
              
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 The next morning, as soon as I woke, I dressed, grabbed my spare travel pants and my jeans that had been returned cleaned and folded, and headed for the tailors.  She was open and I walked into the shop.  She grinned upon seeing me and bid me ‘good morning’.  I asked her if she would be able to put pockets on the pants she’d made me. I then gave her my jeans as an example of what I wanted.  She looked the jeans over and decided that it wouldn’t be a problem at all.  I asked if she had more material to make the travel clothes out of she said yes, that she’d had plenty brought in after she finished with the clothes for the girls.  She had planned to make replacements if we tore those up traipsing through the woods.  I asked about capes.  She said that she could make plenty of those too. She figured that they would be the first to hang up.  I asked if she would bring my pants to my room when she finished and her measuring tool.  I had another order for her.  She grinned and wanted to know if I planned on everyone in the kingdom wearing her ‘travel clothes’.  She’d be rich and famous!  I told her that the famous we would work on later but for now, I dropped a gold coin on the table, she would just have to work on the rich part.  She grinned and told me that she’d be up soon.
              I went back to the room and saw that Isabel was already dressed like the pretty wizard that she was.  She hadn’t heard from the others yet and I suggested that we got them up soon.  At least the new ones so the tailor could take measurements.  She said that she’d wondered where I had run off to.  I told her it was a toss up between the tailor and Chloe’s room and dodged a punch.  She laughed and told me to stop picking on her.  I grinned and said that I would… for now.  I suggested that she get the new girls up, I wouldn’t want them to wake on their first morning here with me standing over them, and I headed for the kitchen.  I asked the cook what I needed to do to get three more chairs and another table moved to my room and was told, ask.  So I asked for three chairs and a table and breakfast for seven.  I told her not to rush as some of the breakfasters hadn’t crawled out of bed yet.  She bowed as best as she could while bending over a kettle and I left.
              When I got back to the room all three new girls were there and still in their nightgowns.  There was a scramble for the blankets to cover themselves.  I told them that living in close quarters like we were I was sure to see them in night clothes from time to time.  And, I threw in just to be ornery, sometimes even less!  If it had been night we wouldn’t have needed a night light with the red glow but I still had to dodge a quite accurately thrown pillow as Isa started laughing. There was a knock on the door and it opened slowly to admit maids with a table, chairs and food.  They looked at the bed then at me, blushed, and made a hasty retreat.  Well, there goes the rumor mill I said to Isabel.  She nodded and giggled.
 
              The tailor came up and showed me the pocket work she’d done on the pants.  It was exactly what I’d wanted and Isa said that she’d love that done to hers too.  The tailor, always eager to please had her get a pair that she wasn’t going to be wearing today and said that she’ll get it done after she made a set of clothes for the new girls.  I asked the girls, still hiding in the bed if they would feel more comfortable if I left while the measuring was going on and they all three nodded sheepishly. I told Isa I’d be on the balcony and stepped out.  Looking out over valley and the river below I pictured a small castle keep just for me and wizard apprentices.  We would be out of everyone’s, namely Pariset’s hair and the entire castle wouldn’t be bothered if some village decided they needed to wake me up!
              I stared off in day dream land until the door opened behind me. Isa told me they were done and we went in. While the new girls were off dressing Isa and I sat down to eat.  We might as well get that done since it was already here.  Alba showed up, in her nightgown of course, came to the table and grabbed a plate.  Isa heard a noise behind her and turned to see Chloe come in.  She hopped up and went over to her, whispered a bit, giggled a bit, and whispered some more.  Chloe was bright red when she came to the table.  I asked what her mean sister had been saying to her and she wouldn’t say a word.  Alba was just looking around the table as if everyone had gone nuts.  The other girls came out and we all finished breakfast together.
              After breakfast the three sisters wanted to go outside but I wanted to wait until the tailor returned with what had become our wizard uniform.  I suggested that if we let them dress in that when we left it would avoid most of the questions about who they were.  I had the three new girls sit on a couch while I headed for my closet.  I grabbed the three wands out of my junk drawer.  I walked back with them hidden in my waistband next to my own.  I went over and stood in front of them.
              “Ok, let’s talk for a bit.  You showed that you possess talent.  To use that talent you have to learn the spell words, how to focus and visualize what you want to happen and discipline to not use magic whenever you want.  Showing off to a crowd would be an example of doing something you shouldn’t.”  There was a spatter of giggles around the room. “Learning magic can sometimes have some unexpected results so we’ll do most of our training outside.  That way if, for example the rock that you’re attempting to lift takes off and heads for the moon,” I turned and winked at Chloe and was rewarded with a return of her beet red glow. “You won’t make a huge hole in the ceiling that Pariset will have to yell at me for.  If you’re going to learn this you have to promise me that you’ll do exactly what I say when I say it regardless of how strange you think it sounds.  Can you all agree to do that?”  I finished my long winded speech with a question.
              All three girls nodded agreement.  I hoped that I’d gotten the point across that this wasn’t a game and some abilities that they would learn could be deadly.  Killing with a word isn’t something that should be taken lightly.  I reached into my waistband and pulled out the three wood colored wands.   Slowly, trying to instill the importance of what I’m doing, I handed a wand to each of the girls.  They looked at them like they might bite.  I told them that the wand on its own was just a stick but in the hands of a trained wizard it could be an incredible tool.

              Elizabeth, I think, spoke up.  “Back in Jaoca we didn’t use a wand when we took the test.  Why is that?”              
              “Some spells work just fine without the wand.  Telekinesis, Shield, Heal and Fly for example, you don’t have to use a wand.  But there are a lot of other spells that will hurt you badly if you try to cast them without having a wand.  Believe me, I know.” I explained.
 
              I sat and let the conversation flow.  The sisters telling what it was like learning the few spells they knew and the new girls getting more and more excited and impatient to learn for themselves.  Finally, after what seemed to be ages to all of us, there was knock on the door and the tailor entered.  Each of the new girls got one set of what we’ve decided to call wizard clothes and a cape.  The three sisters and I got the pocket upgrade so now we all have a better, more secure place to carry our wands.  The tailor asked if I had gotten my other every day clothes and I honestly didn’t know.  I hadn’t seen them in the room so I looked in my first closet and, yes they were hanging in there.  I supposed a maid hung them for me when they had been delivered.  I said ‘yes’ and thanked her for that too.  The tailor said, as usual that she would deliver the remainder of the order.  She curtsied and left.
               I told the girls to go dress in the wizard clothes and when they were ready to meet me downstairs by the doors.  It was time to go for a walk.  They scattered and I quickly changed into my new and improved clothes.  I’d have to get the ones that I’d been wearing to the tailor sometime to have them altered too but that could wait.  I stuck my wand into my pocket, grabbed a handful of coins, copper and silver, and headed downstairs.  Pariset was in his usual spot and I knocked on the door frame.  He looked up and waved me in with a smile.  I sat across from him and said that we’re going to be going for a walk.  He just nodded.  I told him that even though I said that I’d have the guard follow me around and take horses I hoped he’d forgive me for not doing so today.
              “That suggestion was made before I found out all the facts, David.  Naturally that rule no longer holds.  I’m sure you and the girls can handle yourselves just fine on a walk, or a small war for that matter!” he chuckled.
              “Sounds like the story of our Orc encounter has made it to Valeview?” I asked.
              He laughed loudly, “I don’t know if the true story has gotten here yet but by the end of the week you and the three girls will have killed a hundred Orcs just by looking at them.”
              “Five Orcs and an Orc Captain and Chloe took a knock to the head but it was healed before any of the villagers could see it.  Funny how these things get blown up so quickly.” I stated simply.              
              “That is no small feat, David.  That Orc force would have been a handful for fifty of the guard.” he said.
              “Oh, while I have you I have a question.  Is your staff here trustworthy?  Nothing has ever come up missing but I now have items in my room worth thousands of gold.  I wouldn’t want anyone to be tempted but I don’t know a place to store it.”
              His eyes look like dinner plates. “Thousands?  We do have two vaults in the castle and one isn’t even being used.  Please move your valuables down to it as soon as you can.  I trust my staff implicitly but would prefer to have something like that locked up.  I’m sure you understand.”
              “Certainly.” I said.  “You can show me where when we return.”
              He nodded and then looked behind me, “It would appear that there are a bunch of wizards at the door of the keep waiting for you.”
              “They look intimidating don’t they?”  I laughed.  “I’d better go before they turn me into a frog or something.”
              Pariset gave a forced chuckle and wished us a safe journey.  
              I went out to meet the intimidating force.
 
              We went out through the open doors of the keep and straight across the courtyard.  I saw Chloe’s eyes shooting daggers at the woodshop but didn’t comment.  Better that I stay out of that kind of drama.  We went up to the guardhouse and the Captain of the Guard asked if we’d need an escort.  I could tell by his attitude that he knew I’d decline the offer but he had to ask anyway.  I told him no of course, and he asked if we’d be popping in or walking in.  I laughed and told him that we’d be walking.  He sighed and bid us good day.
               I turned to the west, down the road, through the trees, into the gap and the open field beyond.  It was a beautiful day for a walk.  The sun was shining and the birds were singing.  We walked down to the river and sat on the boulders.  About fifty yards to the south of the river was the other side of the canyon wall.  I decided that, later, it could be used for target practice.  But for now I got everyone to gather around and I had the three sisters teach the basics.  The new girls knew telekinesis but had only done it for the test.  I had each sister take a new girl and work on healing, shield and a bit more telekinesis.  We used the telekinesis spell quite often.  
              While they were working on that I walked toward the woods.  I’d spotted an old tree stump that was sticking out of the ground about four feet.  They were working on spells, I figured I should too.  Fifty yards away I pulled out my wand, focused and said ‘columnae ignis!’ Much, much more than I’d expected!  A column of incredibly intense fire flashed down from the sky, struck the stump, and exploded!  I lowered my wand and stood there staring.  Yes, that was definitely the spell that I was thinking would help against a troll!  I looked at where the girls had been working.  There was no work being done now, they were all staring at me!  I walked back over to them and Isabel was the first to speak.
              “Excuse me kind sir, but what the hell was that?” she asked with a sweet tone.
              I laughed, “Sorry about that but, you remember that troll?  He made me want a spell that was a bit more powerful.  I believe that I may have discovered one.”
              “There’s no doubt about that!  We all about jumped out of our skins!  Will you please, please warn us if you’re going to do something like that again?”  She begged.
              “Yes my dear. I’m very sorry but in my defense I really didn’t know it would be that noisy.” I said humbly.
              “That is some spell.” she said “But we do have work to do, so…”
              I took the hint, stepped back and watched.  Healing went fine.  Nothing really to heal but they went through the motions and learned the word.  Telekinesis came easily because they already knew they could do that.  Pop, pop, pop of shields and then the squealing of being pelted with rocks.  I rejoined the group for an update on progress.  Everything was going just fine, I was informed.
              I had everyone join me on the river bank and lined up side by side.  I told them all to aim for the wall of the canyon fifty yards away.  I popped my shield just in case of a misfire. I had them focus on sending a small magic arrow at the wall and gave them the words ‘magicae telum’.  There was a brief moment of silence and then I heard the words repeated down the line.  A swarm of six magic arrows crossed the gap to strike the far wall.  I applauded and the sisters, who aren’t terribly shy, turned and bowed.  The other three just grinned.  I said that we’ll do one more here for our new members and then one before we leave.   I had each of the sister’s pair with a new girl and teach her the energy bolt spell.  I stood back and watched as they talked for a bit, wands were pointed and an energy bolt flew from each wand.  I applauded again and then asked them to come with me.
              “Once again ladies,” I said when we were a ways from the river, “you’re going to be the instructors and this time I’ll be watching very carefully, so be good!  Get your partners and teach them ‘fly’.”  I drew my wand.  “I doubt if you need me but I’ll be on the ground until I’m sure they have the hang of it.”
              I stepped back, watchful and nervous.  I checked shields and saw everyone had it activated.  Emma, I think was the first up.  She rose slowly at first then more confidently.  Alice then started up, got to eight feet and dropped like a stone.  subvolo!  I cast levitate and caught her setting her gently on the ground, I walked up to her.  
              “Are you ok?” I ask.
              “I’m sorry, David.  I was so excited about really flying that I forgot to keep the thought in my head!  I won’t let myself be distracted again.” she said apologetically.              
              “Alright,” I laughed. “Try again and hang on to it.”
              She whispered and floated up, under my even more watchful eye.  Elizabeth, I think (there had to be a way to tell them apart!) went right up behind her with no problems.  I looked at the sisters and said loudly, “Watch out!  We are being hovered over by wizards!”  Everyone laughed.  I nodded to the girls and we headed skyward to join the others.  I told them to follow me and climbed making circles.  I could hear almost constant giggling behind me as we looped through the air.  I could understand because that was exactly how I felt about flying too.  I led the way down to the balcony at the back of the keep and the girls landed in pairs so we didn’t get too crowded.  We walked through the balcony doors into the keep and I led the way to our room.  
              When we returned to the room I announced that I needed to go talk to Pariset once again.  I said, “There is something in the room that I have to show him so expect him to be coming up with me.  Don’t be flying around the room naked or anything.”  I was rewarded with three blushes and three smirks.  I stepped out of the room. 
 
              I went quickly down to Pariset’s office where, I was sure, he was a permanent fixture.  He wasn’t with anyone so I asked him if he had time to show me the vault that wasn’t being used.  He said he had plenty of time so I asked him to come up to my room to see what I wanted to store.  He was thrilled.  I knew that he was curious but was too honorable to appear nosy.  We headed up the stairs and I stopped and knocked on the door.  I looked at him and said that knocking was a good idea when there were a half dozen girls running around.  He grinned and agreed.  Alice answered the door and curtsied to Pariset.  
              “Miss Wizard, there is no need to curtsy to me.  If anything I should be bowing to you!”  He did so, and caused a flustered Alice to back away.  
              He chuckled and we walked inside.  I turned to the right and led him to my closet.  I opened the dowry chest and told him that there were still five hundred gold coins in there.  I then opened my top draw and took out the gold box.  He gasped when he saw it and said that he could understand why I’d want it under lock and key.  I smiled at him and opened the lid.  I honestly thought that the man was going to pass out.  He reached out, stopped and said “May I?”
              “That is why I brought you here.  I wanted you to know that I wasn’t over estimating the worth when I said I had valuables I wanted locked up.”
              He reached out and plucked three stones from the top of the box.  “David, these three stones, just lying on the top, alone would easily sell for fifteen thousand.  I have no doubt that you would find that you have millions in this box if you find the right buyer.  I want this locked up and I’m posting extra guards on the vault.”  He dropped the stones back into the box.
              I was slightly in shock but was able to whole heartedly agree.  I closed the junk drawer and both boxes.  I told him that I’d carry them if he would lead the way to the vault.  He asked if I’d be able to manage both boxes.  They were quite heavy, but I said that I’d manage.  He turned and walked out of the closet.  I cast telekinesis and stacked the boxes.  I lifted them with the spell and had them float in front of me.  Pariset smiled, shook his head in amazement and opened the bedroom door.  He led me down the stairs to the bottom, turned right toward his office and then right again.  A quick left and we walked beside the second downstairs office.  We were almost to the wall before I saw the stairway going down.  It had a heavy iron door that he pushed open with some effort.  Inside, a guard snapped to attention.  There were two huge doors, one on the right and left of the tiny room.  Both had huge iron doors and very large locks.  Pariset took out a key and opened the one on the right.  He stepped inside and I followed.  The vault was enormous!  If I could ever fill it I’d never have to worry about money again! (Like I did now anyway, I thought to myself.)  I floated the chests to a shelf cut into the rock that the chamber was made out of and sat them down.  I turned around to go out and Pariset handed me the key.
              “That is the only key to this vault.  Please keep it in a safe place.”  I nodded and put the key in my pocket.
              As we went back up towards his office he looked at me and asked, “David, with that much wealth, why do you stay here in this place?  You could take the girls and live anywhere comfortably and safely!”
              “If you had seen how thankful the people of Jaoca village were then you’d understand.  I MUST do this because, if not me, then who?”
              He stopped walking and looked at me.  He smiled and said, “David, you really are a good man.  I don’t even mind that you cheated to win the tournament!”
              “Sir!” I gasped with mock indignation.  “I won on pure talent!  No one said that the talent had to be archery!”
              He laughed, turned, and walked toward his office laughing all the way.
              I returned to the room and quietly let myself in. The girls had gathered in a circle and were practicing spell words.  They were holding their wands, pointed at the ceiling, just in case of a misfire.  Isabel was leading out and quizzing the girls in turn about the spells they had just learned or already knew.  I was glad that I’d had years of online training to get the spell words into my head!  I suppose that online schools weren’t worthless, I thought to myself cynically.
              Someone blonde looked up and saw me.  “Hello David!  Care to join us?”
              I started over and said, “Ok, there has to be some way to tell you two apart.  This is starting to make me a bit crazy, not knowing who I’m talking to!”
              She grinned and said, “I’m Elizabeth!  Look here.”  She turned her head slightly and pointed to the right side of her neck.  There was a small freckle there.  “That is almost the only difference between us and the only difference that can be seen while we’re dressed.”  She suddenly blushed as she realized what she’d just said. 
              The rest of us, other than her blushing sister were grinning.  I said, “We’re all family here so don’t be too embarrassed.  I’m sure we’ll all say or do something that will embarrass us sooner or later.”  I winked at Chloe, just for good measure.  She added to the number of blushing girls.
              As everyone calmed down they returned to their spell practice.  The day was drawing to a close so I stuck my head out of the door and asked the guard to have dinner for seven sent up.  With a nod he was off.  I sat close to the door so I could open it when the maids show up.  I was sure they’d have their hands full.  When the knock came, I opened the door to allow them in.  The girls had made a game of floating the pillows around the room, passing them from one to the other.  I had no idea how the food wasn’t spilled everywhere.  The maids were so busy watching the flying pillows that they didn’t even look where they were going and ran into the table.  That snapped them back to reality and they set the table quickly, watched for a few moments and left.  
              We had dinner and I told the girls that we should call it an early evening.  I let them know that I needed to visit a big city.  Isabel told me that the closest big city would be Tesil.  It was about a hundred miles north.  When the girls start getting up from the table I wished them a good night and told Isabel that I’ll be right back.  
              I walked to the vault and opened it up.  I lifted the lid on gem box and grabbed a dozen gems from the top.  The box was so crammed full of gems that you couldn’t even notice that any have been taken.  I was sure there were still hundreds left.  I closed up the box and left the vault, locking it and nodding to the guards on my way out.  When I got back to the room it was cleared out except for Isa who was dressed for bed and sitting on the couch waiting for me.  I went to my junk drawer and emptied a coin purse into the drawer.  I put the gems into the pouch and joined Isa on the couch.  
              I told her that the reason that I wanted to go to town was because, when Pariset had seen the gem box, he had estimated the value in the millions.  She gasped and almost fell off the couch!  I didn’t blame her, that was how I’d felt too!  I gently poured the dozen gems I’d grabbed out of the pouch onto the cushion between us.  I hoped that, as royalty, she’d seen stones and could maybe identify them.  She looked them over but couldn’t really identify or appraise them.  She explained that a princess wore jewelry but didn’t buy jewelry!  I told her that if we could sell the ones I brought up in town tomorrow for ten thousand or so then Pariset’s ‘millions’ estimate would be accurate.  I bagged them up and stuck the pouch back in my pocket.  I asked if Isa was ready for bed.  She was as it had been a long, uneventful day.  She headed for bed while I killed the lights and then followed her.  Hopefully tomorrow would be more fun! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
              I woke early and dressed.  I put my wand in my right pocket with the vault key and the pouch with the gems and my bull coin pouch with five gold coins and assorted silver and copper in my left.  Isabel woke and asked if she should wear wizard clothes or something more suited to Tesil, the city we were going to today.  I suggested that if we were to be the wizards of the kingdom then we should dress the part.  If we went to a big city we would become more quickly recognized as wizards, our clothes would be a big part of it.   I said that I was going down to put an order in for breakfast.  It might be a good idea if she looked in on the girls and made sure they were getting around.  She said she would and I stepped out.
              I walked out of the bedroom and the guards snapped to.  The one I usually sent on my errands looked at me expectantly, but I told him that I’d do the walking for him this time.  I walked down stairs and saw Pariset standing by his office.  I waved and walked over to him.
              “We’re going to be going out again today.” I informed him.
              “Nothing new there!  A village to rescue or just a training run?” he asked.
              “Actually, I was going to have a few gems appraised.  Isabel had said that Tesil should have someone that would do that for us.” I said.
              “Tesil, huh?  That’s a large enough city and the jeweler has a very large shop marked with a wooden gemstone cutout.  How long will you be staying and what day should I expect your return?” he asked.
              “We should be back here before dark.  While I’m thinking about it let the vault guard know for me that if they hear anything coming from inside the vault, not to worry.  I might send something back if I find anything worth having.”
              “Umm… My… Umm… David.  You do know that Tesil is a bit over a hundred miles away, right? What noises from the inside of the vault?  I don’t mean to be nosy but I’d really like to know what that’s about!”
              “Just between me and you, my friend, I could make the round trip in about forty-five minutes but with the new girls we’ll take our time.  The noise in the vault would be me sending something there using a teleport spell.  It’s in Tesil one second and the vault the next.”
              Pariset shook his head and chuckled, “I wonder if I’ll ever get used to things like this!  It’s like living something out of the history books!  Valeview and all!”
              “I’m glad to have you with us in making a new history, Pariset.  I hope to either completely clean up the Gwyllt or leave a wizard to continue protecting it.”
              He put a hand on my shoulder, “Just be careful and don’t plan on leaving us any time soon, my friend.”
              
              I took my leave and walked over to the kitchen.  And the cook greeted me. “Good morning, my Lord!  Seven this morning?”
              I smiled nodding and said, “I’ve become predictable!  I hate it when that happens!”
              She grinned and told me, “with the things that have been going on in the castle and the rumors, that of course I don’t listen to, you’ll never be predictable my Lord!”
              
              I bade her a good morning.  I returned upstairs and found the room was full of girls rubbing their eyes and stretching.  Everyone saw me come in and greeted me with cheerful good mornings.  I let everyone know that breakfast would be delivered soon.  Alice and the twins shook their heads.  They just couldn’t get used to having maids take care of them.  We talked back and forth about the trip to Tesil while we were waiting.  I suggested that we try to locate an inn, pub or something like that go get something to eat at noon.  Isa laughed and said it sounded like a good idea as long as it wasn’t like the last pub we’d stopped at.  Chloe and Alba laughed and then had to explain the story to the other girls.  By the time the story was through, breakfast had arrived and we all sat down to eat.  I asked around if anyone was going to have any trouble flying for an extended period of time and no one said anything.  I reminded everyone that we’d be flying rather quickly so be sure to shield up.  I said that I’d like to fly point with a wedge like geese at about a thousand feet, so there would be plenty of time if something happened.  Everyone just nodded.  I guess they still hadn’t fully awakened or I just worry too much.
 
              We left the room and went down the stairs.  Alice and the twins were extremely excited and I sent them ahead, and told them to meet us in the middle of the courtyard.  Alba looked at me with a ‘me too’ look so I sent her with them.  I felt better with one of the girls that had been training longer being with them anyway.  Just before we walked through the keep doors Chloe’s face turned a bit pink and she called me back to her.  Isa stopped just outside and waited.
              “David, you have to do me a favor.  Just put your arm around me while we walk out into the courtyard.” she said pleadingly.
              Isa looked around then came back in to walk out with us.  I had an arm around both of them and had no idea why.  As we were walking down the steps I saw Cador sitting in front of his shop.  There was a very pretty young lady sitting beside him.  (I reminded myself that she wasn’t pretty.  She was a hideously ugly creature.) And then I understood!              
              We got to the center of the courtyard and Chloe and Isa took their arms from around me.  I said “Alright, shields up everyone”, and lightly swatted them on their bottoms.  Gotta play along, right?   I listened to the pops of shields and then nodded for them to take off.  They rose slowly to ten feet and hovered.  I cast Fly and went up behind them, moved to the front and climbing slowly led the way north over the wall.  As we were climbing Chloe caught up with me.
              “What was that all about!” she asked indignantly.  
              I was confused, “What was what?”
              “You swatted me on my bottom!  What was that all about?”
              “Well, either that you have a cute bottom and I couldn’t resist or that I wanted Cador to think that we had a very close relationship!” I replied.
              “Which is it?” she asked turning red.
              “I’ll leave that up to you to decide!”  I winked at her and told her we’re going to be speeding up so she should get in line.
              I saw her go straight back to Isa and they were watching our flying wedge out of the corner of their eyes while talking back and forth.  I focused on speeding up and keeping an eye on the girls.  They were pacing me perfectly so I continued accelerating.  I watched the ground below flashing by and tried to gauge our speed.  I could only guess, but estimated that we’d passed a hundred and fifty and were still accelerating.  I pulled off the speed-up focus and locked in the speed we’re at in my mind.  I looked back and made sure the girls weren’t having any problems.  On the contrary they were looking around at the ground and sky whizzing by having the time of their lives.  I kept a sharp eye on the sky.  I hadn’t heard of any flying critters but it seemed that I never heard about anything until after it has tried to kill me!  Right now I thought that the only flying thing that might want to kill me would be Chloe!  I chuckled to myself.  Chloe and Isa were flying out of formation and practically on top of each other so they could talk over the wind.  I began to worry that I might have made a gaffe.  All I could do was fly and wait for the city to show up.  I was sure when my feet were back on solid ground I’d hear about it!
              After close to an hour I saw the city in the distance.  I started slowing down watching that I didn’t get run over by a girl not paying attention.  I shouldn’t have worried about that because they’d all been really good at taking direction.  We slowed and descended until we floated to a landing.  I didn’t put us on the road because the main road into town seemed crowded and I didn’t want to throw the town into chaos.  We walked across the field that we’d landed in and joined up with the main road.  We got more than a few stares but we’d gotten used to that by now.  We made our way into the city.  It was quite a place compared to the little towns and villages that I’d been to.  There were shops for everything and the girls, especially the previously poor girls were beside themselves.  I told them all to let me know if they found anything that they would like to have.  I brought some money so they could do some minor shopping if they felt like it.  I did ask them to stick together and to avoid conflict if at all possible.  Isa told me that she’d like to stay with me while I looked for the jewelers.  I said, “Have fun and be careful.  We’ll meet up before noon so start looking for us before that.”
              Everyone agreed and Isa and I went one way and the five others, the other way.  We didn’t have far to go, it turned out.  Just two blocks down I saw the sign that Pariset had described.  We walked through the door and were greeted by a heavy set man behind the counter.
              “May I help you sir?
              “Yes sir, I hope you can.  First I’d like to have a ring appraised and sized.”  I had Isabel take the ring I’d given her off and hand it to the man.              
              He looked at the ring.  Turning it around and checking the stone and set and whatever else a jeweler would look at.  Then he looked up at me.  “If you were selling this to me, right now, I’d give you twenty-five hundred for it.  It is worth about three thousand but a business man has to make a profit!”  He measured Isabel’s finger, then went about doing some more of his jeweler stuff.
              I nodded, said thank you and retrieved the ring.  I handed it back to Isabel who now had a perfectly fitting ring and then turned back to the jeweler.  “I also have some loose gemstones that I’ve heard you might buy.  If you’ll give me an appraisal on them then we’ll see what we can do.”  I took the small pouch out of my pocket and placed it on the counter top.
              The man picked it up, untied it and poured the contents out onto a cloth.  He looked at me with a hard stare and said, “Did you steal these?  These gems aren’t some of grandma’s old gems.  I haven’t seen anything like these in ages.”
              “Let’s just say that I took them from an Orc Captain that didn’t need them anymore” I smiled.
              The man shakes his head.  “A man doesn’t kill an Orc Captain.  I think you made up that story to cover a theft!  I’ve half a mind to call for the guard!”
              I’d had enough.  I floated my wand out of my pocket and laid it in my hand that was on the counter.  “Good sir, calling me a thief is way out of line!  I did kill the Orc Captain and I’d be happy to show you how I did it!”  Isa put her hand on my shoulder and I turned my head away from the man to wink at her and then back to him.
              “Are you a wizard?  You are, aren’t you!  You’re a wizard!” the man exclaimed excitedly and the color drained from his face as he remembered what he had just been saying.  “Good Wizard, I beg your forgiveness but in my business one can’t be too careful.  I believe that you killed the creature and require no demonstration.  Let me look at these gems for you…”  He started examining the gemstones with a skilled eye.
              He finally looked up and took a deep breath.  “If you’re selling, right now, today I’ll give you thirty.  I’d have to pay in platinum but I’m sure that a man of your stature would be able to handle that coinage.”
              “Thirty would be fine.  We’ll take it and platinum would be no problem at all.”  I said calmly.
              The man stepped toward the back of the shop and I turned to Isa.  “Thirty thousand.  That means millions!  What in the world could we do with so much money?”  I asked.
              “You could afford a consort, or maybe even five!”  She giggled.
              “Speaking of other women, you are going to tell me what Chloe was so upset with me for, aren’t you?”
              “As soon as we are done here and can find a nice place to wait for the girls I’ll tell you what we talked about.” she promised.
              The jeweler finally returned lugging a very heavy bag.  “Here you are, sir.  Three thousand platinum as agreed.  Would you care to count it?”
              “You counted it, correct?” I asked.
              “Yes sir!  I did.”
              “Then that’s good enough for me.  I know you wouldn’t cheat me.” I said with a touch of a threatening undertone.
              “Absolutely not sir Wizard!” he exclaimed.
              I opened the bag and took out six coins and handed them to Isa.  “Take this for the apprentices.” I told her.
              The jeweler gasps, “You’re a Master Wizard?  And you say that you’re training apprentices?”
              “I am.” I said.  “This is my wife Princess Isabel. She and her sisters, Chloe and Alba are apprenticing under me with three others.  The other five, dressed as we are, are exploring the town as we speak.  I have a lot more business to bring you if you are interested and can afford it.”
              “Stars be praised!  With the wizards back, maybe the kingdom will be better off!  I would love to have your business, how much are we talking?”  He asked.
              “Honestly, it would be in the millions.  I’m in no hurry for gold on hand but would do business with you when ever you were able.  We are in Valeview if you ever need to get us a message.  Just ask for the wizard or Lord Stephenson.”
              “Millions…” he whispered almost like a prayer.  “I would be able to handle that volume but would have to do it over time.  I could get a message to you and then wait… how long for you to arrive?”
              “This morning we took our time so it took about an hour to get here.” I said matter-of-factly.
              “Amazing!  Wizards!  Well my…” he stopped suddenly and bowed, “my Lord!”
              “I think we’re beyond that.  Just let me know when you’re ready for more stones.”  I then looked at him and asked him to please step back from the counter.  I slid the bag over in front of me, closed my eyes and pictured the shelf in the vault.  I then tapped the bag with my wand, for dramatic effect and said transporto.  With a bit of a ‘crack’ the bag disappeared.
              “What…  Where did it go?”  The jeweler exclaimed.
              “It’s now in my vault in Valeview.  We must be off.  You have a wonderful day!” and I headed for the door.
              I heard behind me, “Wow! And he doesn’t have to carry that all the way back!”
              “I want to learn that spell too!” said Isa.
              “I assumed you would.  You heard the activator word?  Just focus and picture exactly where you want to send something and say the word.  The wand tap was just for the jeweler.” I grinned.
              “That’s funny, but should you be picking on the poor over-awed shop keeper?”  She asked.
              “He almost accused me of stealing!” I protested jokingly.
              “Ok, ok.  He had it coming.  Let’s sit over here and wait for the girls to find us.” she said leading me to some benches under a tree.
 
              We sat and I smiled happily at Isabel.  Thirty thousand gold coins for just a few stones.  We could quit and live happily ever after with just the money I’d sent to the vault but I didn’t want to be rich for the sake of money.  I wanted to help, like we’d helped the village.  It was fairly easy for us and was something that no one else could have done without loss of life.  No, retirement wasn’t in our near future.
              “So… Chloe.” and I left it at that.
              She took a deep breath and began. “You’ve been flirting, playfully, with Chloe for quite some time.  She knows it’s been playful, Alba and I know it’s been playful.  Today, when you swatted us, she wasn’t sure if it was still being playful or if you were really flirting.  I knew you were playing and she learned you were when she asked you about it.  She saw your joke for what it was but realized that she didn’t want it to be playful anymore.”
              I put on my best hangdog look. “I’m really sorry.  The last thing that I’d want to do is offend you or your sisters.  If she wants me to stop the playful flirting, I will.  Think she’ll forgive me?” I asked.
              “David, I don’t think you understand!  Chloe came to me and asked to be your consort!  Cador found someone else shortly after we arrived at the castle and that had her down for awhile but she’s getting over that.  During our trip here she was making the closest thing to a formal request that one can make flying through the air at a thousand feet over a hundred miles an hour.”
              I was stunned.  I didn’t have a clue what I was supposed to say or do.  Culture clash!  Back in my world having a wife and a girlfriend was taboo; here it was the accepted norm.  I was quite flattered but was more concerned about how this would make Isabel feel.  The best way to learn something is to ask.
              “If Chloe was my consort, how would you feel about it?  Would you be jealous or have your feelings hurt?” I ask uncomfortably.
              “I would be thrilled!  Both for Chloe and for you.  Chloe really likes you and that’s why she would blush so much when you would flirt with her. Being your consort is something she really wants.  For you, aside from the obvious, I’d know you were always taken care of.  You see, women know how helpless men really are, even though they think we are the helpless ones.”
              I asked, “So what should Chloe be told?”
              “She should be told that you want her as your consort!  That’s my honest opinion.  I’ll tell her when we find them if you agree.” said Isa
              “Alright, it sounds like a plan.  You’ll have to talk me through how all this works but I’ll follow your advice My Lady.”  I said smiling.
              “Thank you, David!  You’ve made me very happy and I know Chloe will be too!”  She leaned over, put her arms around me and kissed me.
              From across the street a man yelled, “I see now!  I have been watching you two for a while but, by the way you’re dressed, I couldn’t tell who the man is and who the woman is!”
              I flipped him off.  I knew he didn’t know what the gesture meant but he was sure it wasn’t a friendly wave.  He came storming across the street towards the skinny man in the funny clothes.  He was saying something about stomping me into compost.  That didn’t sound like fun and my mind was occupied with other things.  I saw Isa’s hand drift to her wand and I shook my head at her.  We didn’t need to cook some poor misguided fool in the middle of the biggest city I’d been in!  I waited until he was about ten feet away and I raised my hand and said, “Stop.”  My command and a touch of telekinesis made him obey, even though his feet were still moving.  I held him there until he realized that he wasn’t moving.  I heard someone run up behind me and got ready for more trouble but it was the city guard.  
              “Master Wizard,” he addressed me, “is there a problem?”
              Upon hearing the guards greeting, the man went ashen.  His feet stopped and I let him go.  I looked at the guard and smiled. “No, I don’t think that there is a problem at all.”  I looked at the bully. “Is there?”
 The bully shook his head, “No sir, there’s no problem at all.  I’m sorry sir!” 
              Just at that time the girls found and swarmed around us.  One would be bully found himself surrounded by people dressed as the man that was addressed as ‘Master Wizard’.  He turned and ran headlong down the street.  Isa and I couldn’t help but laugh.  I turned to the guard and asked how he knew I was a wizard.  He said that the news that the wizards had returned to Eredwynn was spreading through Tesil like wildfire!  I thanked him for his assistance and sent him on his way.   Out of the corner of my eye I saw Isabel nod to Chloe.  She turned scarlet and sat down quickly.  I pretended not to notice and said that we needed to hunt food!
              We headed off down the street in search of an eating establishment.  On a corner I spotted another guard and walked up to him.  I asked if there was a good place to eat close by and he answered, “Yes, Master Wizard.  About half way down the block on the left is a very nice place.”
              I smiled and thanked him. We turned and continued down the street and into a finely decorated place.  A young lady met us and took us to a long table.  She told us what was on the menu and asked what the wizards would like to drink.  Three waters, three wines and ale.
              I looked at Isa and said, “this ‘wizard’ thing could get on my nerves more quickly than the ‘my lord’ thing did!”  Everyone at the table laughed.
              Or drinks were brought and our orders taken.  We ate in silence.  I think that the princesses were the only ones that were comfortable in the city.  The rest of us were ready to get out of there and back home.  We finished quickly and I went to the counter to pay.  I tossed a gold coin on the counter, turned to the young lady that had served us and slipped five silver coins into her hand.  The proprietor smiled and thanked me as did the server.  We walked out the door into a crowd.
              It seemed like half the city had located us.  I raised a hand and it got quiet.  I said that we had business in town today but needed to be getting back to Valeview.  We would try to return to Tesil soon.  There were sounds of disappointment but I was tired and ready to go home.  
              “Shields please.” six pops and then my own.  “Fair well, good people.  We will be seeing each other soon.  Twenty feet, please.” And the six girls whispered and popped straight up to ‘ohhs and ahhs and a single scream.  I made sure they were stable, waved, and popped up to join them.  We turned south and climbed fast.
              When we were a short ways from town I brought us down for a landing near an easily recognizable stand of trees.  I told the girls I wasn’t in the mood for flying. We were going to take a short cut and they knew what I meant.  They got into a circle and we joined hands.  I was not at all surprised when I saw that Isabel was holding my right hand and Chloe, looking shy, was holding my left.  I made sure everyone was hanging on; focused on the field by the river, and receptui!  The loud crack of displaced air and Valeview castle was right above us.  We cast fly and entered through the balcony door.  I suggested that it was nap time and we could discuss the trip after.  I went to my room and crashed.
              
Chapter Nineteen
 
              I woke from my nap after a couple hours.  Isabel was still asleep and I supposed that the other girls were too.  I decided to go out by myself for awhile.  I checked my wand, fixed my clothes and quietly went out the door.  I told the guard that I was going to be leaving the castle for awhile and if my wife asked I’d be back before it was very dark.  He nodded his understanding and I walked to the balcony door.  I was shielded and flying before I really noticed.  It’s amazing what you can get used to.  I turned east and flew along the river.  I was flying about twenty feet above treetop level scanning the river bank and the trees for Orcs, trolls or other unfriendly critters.  My real hunt was for the dragon hoard that was supposed to be out here somewhere.  It wasn’t that we need the money; it was more that I need a break from being the ‘Master Wizard’.  In the city the recognition had been fun, for about five minutes.
              Below me there were trees.  There were just lots and lots of trees.  I was tempted to go to ground and walk along the river but it wasn’t like it was when I first got to this place.  Now I had a half dozen wizard trainees and an unknown number of villages, towns and cities that were counting on me.  So I soared along, watching the ground, lost in thought.
              Fifty miles, approximately, down river I saw a large clearing to the south.  It led all the way up to the canyon wall.  It looked like there may be a cave!  Could this be it?  I dropped lower to get a better look and closed in on the southern canyon wall.  That was when the hole in the wall erupted!  There was a loud horn and from the cave mouth poured Orcs and Orc Captains!  There were too many to count and I was so busy getting altitude that the only numbers going on in my head are the number of feet I was putting between me and the monsters!  Huge spears filled the air and I was struck three times extremely hard!  I felt my shield giving way and had to get out of there, now!  A quick focus and receptui!  I returned to the valley below Valeview, but without a shield or an active Fly spell, and I was about twenty feet in the air!  By the time the valley came completely into focus the ground rushed up to meet me, and the world went black.
 
              Some time later, I had no idea how much time, but the sun had started to set. I woke with my head in the lap of a crying Chloe.  She was using the heal spell to set and heal a compound fracture in my upper left arm.  The tear stained face of Isabel was down by my right leg fixing fractures there.  I couldn’t see how many or how bad it was but judging by the pain of the healing, it was pretty bad.  I started wishing for unconsciousness again or maybe amputation.  I didn’t think that cutting off an arm and a leg could be worse than feeling the bones grind together as they set.  I clenched my teeth and looked around.  All the girls were there and Pariset was holding the reins of a horse a few feet away with a look of genuine concern on his face.  The bone in my leg ground and popped and with gratitude I saw the world fade, once again, to black.
              I woke lying in my bed, undressed with a sheet covering me.  I thought, for a moment, that I just had a pretty realistic nightmare.  Then I moved and ached everywhere.  Chloe and Isabel were there instantly!  Was I ok?  How did I feel?  Did I need anything?  I said that I was alright, just sore all over.  Ale would be nice if they wouldn’t mind.  Chloe nodded toward the door and Alba was off like a shot.  She returned very quickly with a large mug of ale and Pariset.
              Pariset walked over and drug a chair to the bed.  He looked at me and shook his head.  “So, what happened, Master Wizard?” he asked semi-playfully.
              “I was patrolling the river to the east of here and about fifty miles down I met an Orc that wanted to play.” I led into my story.
              “An Orc, one Orc caused that to happen to you?  David, I know better.  What really happened?” he asked with a slight smile.  
              “Well, it seems that this Orc had a horn you see.  And this horn called probably fifty or so of his buddies and more Orc Captains than I had the urge to stick around and count.  The Captains nailed me three times with spears before I could get away.  Then I popped in about twenty feet or so off the ground and gravity did the rest.”  I rattled off the short version.
              “Fifty miles?  That many all grouped together?  We have to get the guard and…” he began
              “NO!  I forbid it!  Going after that camp with the guard would be suicide!” I exclaimed loudly bringing the other three girls running from their rooms.
              “Then what can be done about them?  They’ve already almost killed our ‘Master Wizard’.  If you were killed where would that leave us?  The girls are impressive but not completely trained.  We’d be back to where we were before you came.  And personally I didn’t like where we were.” he admonished me and brought tears back to Isa and Chloe.  I even thought I heard Alba sniffle.
              “I’m sorry that I scared everyone and sorry that I got into that situation.  I know you’re all relying on me.  I don’t know what we can do about the problem of that camp.  Give me some time to think about it and I’ll get back to you.  For now I think that I’ll heal up a bit and see what tomorrow brings.”  I sighed and leaned back on the pillows.
              “I’ll talk to you more when you’re feeling better, David.  Get some rest.  You were really banged up before the girls went to work.  That was the most impressive thing that I’ve ever seen. And then they floated you up through the balcony window and to your bed! You have some wonderful apprentices.”  He smiled at the girls and headed for the door
              I looked at all the girls and told them that I knew I had wonderful apprentices.  I thanked them all for being on the ball and doing what needed to be done.  I told them that maybe I shouldn’t have wandered off by myself like that but this was one time that I was really glad they weren’t with me.  I didn’t know what I’d do if I were to lose one of them!  I let them know that I was going to try to get some rest if they would grab the lights for me and maybe tomorrow we’d go out and wrestle bulls or something.  Everyone laughed and Alice and the twins headed out one side and Alba the other.
              I called Isabel over and asked if Chloe wanted to stay with us tonight. I strongly doubted that there would be anything intimate because I was in no way, shape or form up to it.  She said that it would a wonderful idea and if I didn’t pass out again Chloe and I could get to know each other better.              
              I watched as Isabel walked across the room to the table where Chloe was putting up Pariset’s chair.  She put her head against Chloe’s head for a moment.  Chloe turned pink and nodded.  She then looked at me and smiled.  I returned the smile and winked.  She went off to her room and while she was gone Isa put on her night gown, grabbed a towel from her closet and set it on her nightstand.
              “Just in case you’re aches and pains die down tonight.  She is a virgin and we should protect the sheets.”  She explained.
              Now it was my turn to blush.  Chloe returned in her nightgown dimmed the lamp, waited momentarily while I moved my, not so speedy self, to the middle of the bed and laid down. Isabel lay on my other side and as if on a signal they both moved over against me and put their heads on my shoulders. 
              Chloe whispered, “David, please don’t scare us like that again!  Isa and I were crying so hard we could barely remember how to heal!”
              I promised to avoid getting beat up whenever possible and that brought giggles from both girls. It was good to hear happy noises from them after the stress of the day.  I was sure it wasn’t any fun for them.  They told me that Alba had stepped out on the balcony for some fresh air and had seen me lying on the ground.  She had screamed for help bringing the guard, the house staff, all the girls and Pariset running.  The girls had all flown down and Pariset had run to the stable, grabbed a horse and had almost flown down himself.
              I pulled my arms out from under the sheet and put them under the girl’s shoulders. I pulled them close and told them that I was very lucky and very happy to have them.  They did that sister synchronized thing again and both kissed me on the cheeks. I looked at Chloe and said that this might not be exactly how she’d pictured our first night together, but I thought that it was very nice!  I asked Isa and she agreed.
              “All we need now is Alba!  I wonder how long it will be before she is begging to be a consort also!” Isa exclaimed jokingly.
              “I’m pretty sure that Alba is perfectly happy teaching the new girls everything she knows.  I’m sure that she likes me but I’m not sure that she likes me like that.” I said matter-of-factly.                              
              Chloe said, “I don’t know.  She told me that she was flirting with you on the day of the tournament because she thought you were cute!  On the trip here she would grumble that it should be her in the tent with you when we would hear, umm… noises!”  She giggled and we all laughed.
 I rose up the best I could, being penned on both shoulders, leaned over and kissed Chloe softly on the lips.  She sighed and smiled.  I turned to Isa and kissed her and she whispered, “I love you.”
              “Ladies, forgive me but I’ve had a bit of a tough day.  I think I’m going to try to get a little sleep.” I whispered tiredly.
              They both laughed softly and said ‘goodnight.’
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
Keeping the Family Together
              
              I woke early the next morning and smiled.  The girls didn’t look like they’d moved all night.  It was sweet and a loving gesture, but had my arms sound asleep!  I quietly pulled my arms free and let the blood circulate until I get feeling back.  I then closed my eyes, focused on the heal spell and my dented self, just as I was about to whisper the word for activating the spell I felt it take hold.  It moved through me repairing cuts and bruises that were passed over for more pressing things last night.  My silent activation the spell made me think.  As I used magic I got better at it and more spells activated without an audible.  I explained it to myself as being similar to a muscle memory.  The more you did something, the easier it came to you without thinking about it.  As a gamer I knew many, many spells but there were quite a few that wouldn’t have any practical use in real life.
              I stopped and shook my head with a half smile.  My gaming spells, application in real life.  The thought had just struck me as funny and not something I’d ever considered before, when I was at my console.  Chicken plants, TV, locking the door of my house when I left all seemed so long ago and, to be honest, weren’t missed at all.
              Last night had been a reality check.  I was quite mortal!  If I hadn’t made it, the girls would have been left without an instructor and, since all magic information was in my head, no way to learn more.  I wasn’t being fair to anyone if I kept this in my head without a hardcopy backup.  If only I knew a scribe… I smiled to myself.  I would have to see if Pariset was busy and could get me quill, ink and parchment and teach me how to use it.  Ha!  Learning how to write at my age!  If not taken in the context of using tools a thousand or more years behind what I was used to it could be quite a jab at the public schools!
              The healing spell had run its course and I felt much better.  I slid between the girls down to the foot of the bed, made my way to my closet and dressed.  My cape had to be retrieved from the couch and the tunic and pants I’d been wearing yesterday would be good training tools for the ‘repair’ spell.  The contents of the torn pants pockets, except for my wand, went into my junk drawer of course.
              Since it was early, I kicked myself regularly for not wearing a watch; I slipped quietly out of our room and made my way down to the kitchen.  The news of my injury had spread castle wide, it seemed.  The staff was surprised and excited to see me.  I asked to have breakfast in the kitchen and they about scrambled about preparing me a place to sit and food.  I opened myself up for questions and there was only one.  ‘What happened?’  I told the story, downplaying the size of the small army of Orcs.  I’d rather make myself seem more vulnerable than have a panic.  Some of the staff had seen me floated, in blood-soaked clothes, to my room.  They commented that there were rumors that I’d been killed.  I explained that killing monsters wasn’t the only skill that a wizard had and that the princesses had done a wonderful job patching me back together.  I had lost blood but the good cooking of the kitchen staff should have me as good as new before long.  That comment brought the grins that I’d been hoping for.
 I asked if breakfast for six would be taken to my room in a couple hours and went on the hunt for a scribe.  I couldn’t run the risk of losing everything if I were ever taken down without healing available.  I walked out of the kitchen and across, what I’ve come to think of as the ‘foyer’.   I came to Pariset’s office door and looked in. He was, of course, sitting at his desk, ink stained fingers and all.  I smiled and shook my head.  The man was devoted!
              “Don’t you ever sleep?”  I asked loudly causing him to jump.
              “David!  What are you doing out of bed?  You were almost dead the last time I saw you!”  He exclaimed.              
              “Well, didn’t you know?  I have access to the best doctors in the kingdom.  They are also slave drivers and don’t want me just lying around all the time.” I joked playfully.
              “But you’re really ok?  Forgive me, but you did look horrible last night.  I thought we’d lost you.”  He asked with heartfelt concern.
              “I am fine, really.  I’m feeling a bit weaker than I was at this time yesterday but considering, I’m doing wonderfully.”  I said, and tried to comfort him.
              “That is fantastic news!  So, what brings you down here this morning?  Not bad news I hope.  I only accept bad news once a week” He said with a smile.
              “It isn’t bad news, exactly.  This incident made me think about things and there is no magical knowledge written down that I’ve been made aware of.  If something happened to me I’d like for the girls to be able to continue what I’ve started.  It would be a shame to go back to exactly where this started.  I believe that is just what you were telling me last night.” I stated.
              He grabbed a quill and parchment.  “Written down?  Well, My Lord,” he winked playfully “that it just happens to be something that I know how to do!”
              “You seem so busy all the time that I thought I’d just get pointers on the use of quill and ink and do it myself.  I know how to write but not with these tools.  Don’t ask.”  I smiled.
              He looked crestfallen.  “David, my first job is to put to parchment anything that the lord of the castle asks for.  I find work to do because it makes me happy!  Nothing would make me happier than to work with you on preserving whatever arcane knowledge you would have me pen.  We could save it in the vault and have the only wizard information, other than Ohana, in the kingdom!”
              “Ohana?” I questioned.              
              “There is a shrine there built to the wizard of old that I’m sure you’ve heard of.  I’ve heard that there are a few tomes that he wrote stored there.  They are filled with words and phrases that are similar to what I’ve heard you and the girls whisper from time to time.  I doubt that the governor would allow them to be sent here because it is about a fortnight away by horse and they are considered sacred!” he explained.
              I nodded, “I’ll want to be seeing those, of course.  But that is a topic for later.  If you really aren’t busy it would be easier, I think, for me to tell you what I’d want written and for you to write it for me. I just don’t want to keep you from your work!”
              He beamed, “David, this IS my work!”
              And so we began.
 
 
 
Spells commonly used by Wizard David Stephenson
 
Transport:  This spell can be used to transport an object to a location, regardless of distance if the location is known and visualized.  The word for activation is - transporto
 
Fire: This is a basic spell.  Wonderful for use on campfires.  Must be cast with a wand.  The activation word is -  incendium
 
Fireball: An attack spell that launches a ball of fire, about a foot across, at a target.  (Wand) The activation word is - incendium sphera
 
Lightning: Attack spell that brings a bolt of lightning onto a single attacker. Use with a range of at least twenty yards.  (Wand) Activated with - fulmen
 
Energy-Bolt:  Attack spell that launches a bolt of energy at an attacker.  Proven vs. Orcs (Wand) Activation words - fulmen telum
 
Shield: A lifesaving protection spell.  Protects from both melee and ranged attacks.  Activation word - integumentum 
 
Heal:  Repairs wounds and broken bones.  A true lifesaver.  Activation word - consano
 
Repair: To repair a broken or torn object.  Activation word - renovo
 
Magic Arrow:  Launches an arrow of golden magic.  Not a powerful spell but comes in handy for small creatures.  (Wand)  Activation words - magicae telum
 
Levitate: Similar to Telekinesis but without the precise control.  Activation word - subvolo
 
Fly:  A fun and impressive mode of transportation. Activation word - praevolo
 
Acquire: Summons an object to you.  Activation word adepto
 
Telekinesis:  A much used and much loved spell for manipulating objects.  Activation word - telekinesis
 
Recall:  Instant transportation to a visualized location.  Can move groups of people as long as they are touching.  Activation word - receptui
 
Flamestrike:  A very powerful attack spell that calls down a column of fire on an attacker.  Use at range.  (Wand).  Activation words - columnae ignis
 
 
             Pariset laid down the quill. “Well, that didn’t take long!  I’ll set this aside for the ink to dry and then you can do what you will with it.”
             “PARISET!”  A female voice cried.              
             I supposed I was still moving slowly or that man was quite fast.  He was in the foyer looking up.
              “Have you seen David?  I woke and he isn’t up here!”  Isabel called in a panicked voice.
              “He’s down here my Lady, I’ll send him up.”  He returned with a grin.  “Looks like you’re going to be on a short leash for awhile, my friend.”
              I chuckled and headed upstairs to take my lumps.  “Thank you for your assistance, kind sir.”
              “Anytime.”
 
 
              I walked up to my room, braced myself and open the door.  “Oh, by the way, did I mention that I’m going to Ohana?”  I blurted out startling all six girls at the table.
              I was almost tackled by Isa and Chloe and they jumped up and hugged me together.  I was informed that I was going nowhere except back to bed.  I explained that they were such wonderful healers that I was feeling perfectly fine today.  I’d eaten, but to get them back to the table I went over and took a seat.  I thanked the other girls for their help and especially Alba for spotting me.  I leaned over to her, kissed her cheek and said “Thank you for saving my life.”
              She blushed and said, “Well, all I wanted was fresh air!  You didn’t have to mess up a pleasant trip outside!”
              I apologized for ruining her jaunt but thanked her just the same.  I then told them all that Pariset and I had written all the spells that I normally used down with the usage and spell words.  If someone was done eating…  Everyone at the table jumped up.  “Alice, would you mind going to Pariset’s office and ask him for the page we drew up?”  She spun and was out the door.  It was just a matter of minutes before she returned with the page.  I handed it to Isabel and told her that she could use it to teach or just put it in a safe place.  That way if anything were to happen…
              I wasn’t even allowed to finish the sentence before I was besieged with protests of my immortality and warnings that I shouldn’t even talk like that.  So, I changed the subject to Ohana.  I let them know what Pariset had told me about there being writings from the ancient wizard there and that I was very interested in seeing them.  Evidently Ohana was an enormous city that everyone had heard of but no one had been to.  Since it was about a thousand miles north, it wasn’t someplace that you would walk to on a spring afternoon.  I wasn’t sure exactly when we’d go but I felt that it was something that I should do.  It might aid in magical research, give some idea of how he drove the Orcs back as far as he did, or just be interesting reading.  I also had the dilemma of how that the army near that cave could be approached.  Me, being knocked out of the fight before I even got the chance to make it two sided, was really bothering me.  If there was some way that I could learn or remember to fight a crowd, it would really be helpful!              
              
              “So, I understand that I’m not going on a four day journey but does anyone have anything that they would like to do today?”  I asked smiling.
              “David?  Is that money that Isabel gave us when we were in town ours, or would you like us to return it?”  Alice asked hesitantly.
              “That is yours to do with as you wish.  Did you want to buy something that you can’t get here at the castle?  Would you like to go to back to Tesil?” I asked.
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
              “Well, it’s just my family as well as Emma and Elizabeth’s are quite poor.  This money could feed our families for months.” she explained.
              “Then by all means, we should go there.  Anyone that wants to learn how to travel places that they’ve been before should go too.  I’ll explain the spell as I’m casting it so you’ll better see how it’s done.  But a good rule to remember would be, don’t cast the spell when flying!”
              Everyone wanted to go, which didn’t surprise me at all.  I don’t know if it was because they were all interested in the spell or they were still babysitting me.  I told everyone to get dressed in their beautiful wizard clothes and prepare to meet the families again.  I suggested that the girls that were going to their home town keep their spell casting to a minimum, but they could do some as long as they are safe.  They should show that they were doing well and learning a lot.  It wasn’t long before everyone was ready to go.  Isa had put the spell list up and we were on our way to Jaoca.
              I had Alba run to Pariset’s office to let him know we were going to out for awhile.  When she returned upstairs we headed for the balcony that had become our back door, cast shield and fly and dropped down to the river.  Once there I had everyone join hands and then I explained that all they would have to do to cast this for themselves, was clearly focus on where they were going. It needed to be a place that would be clear of people and animals.  And they should remember that upon appearing there is a loud ‘crack’ so away from towns, and guardhouses, was usually a good idea.  And when they had that clearly in their head, they were to say the activation word ‘receptui’.  And then I cast the spell.
              We were in the field in Jaoca where the fight had taken place when the world came back into focus.  I heard someone yell, ‘the wizards are back!’ and the way between us and the nice tree in the center of town quickly became blocked. 
              
              I thought that we’d been here less than a week ago, but from the families of the girls you’d have thought we’d been gone a year!  Tears and hugs everywhere made me think that they thought they would never see them again.  I then decided that it made some sense because they had never heard of me until the day before I left with their daughters.  I watched as the girls slipped coins into their mother’s hands and received thanks and more hugs.  The princesses and I stayed out of the way.  The lime light was all for Alice, Emma and Elizabeth.  When the tears started to dry up Alice’s father leaned down and asked her something.  Alice then looked at me and subtly gestured to her wand.  I smiled and nodded mouthing the word ‘careful’.  She drew her wand, waved everyone back, and with telekinesis and deft precision stacked a pile of split firewood.  Her skill impressed even me!  I don’t know if I could keep track of as many airborne objects, at the same time, as she’d done.  Not to be out done, the twins shielded, and flew up until they were just dots in the sky, and let loose with volleys of magic arrows.  The magic arrows made impressive golden streamers.  They then floated down and landed softly next to their parents. The princesses and I wandered off into a grassy meadow and sat down.
              “It looks like their homecoming is a success.” I said. 
              “They sure are having fun!” exclaimed Alba and sounded a bit jealous.
              “Alba, do you want to go home too?  Show your Father what you can do?” I asked.
              “No!  This may be wrong of me but I don’t care for my Father very much.”  She confessed.              
              “I just had a thought.  Do you have any brothers at all?  I know you mentioned once that there were girls getting underfoot as far as the King was concerned.” I asked Isabel.              
              “I’m the oldest and there are no brothers.  The doctors said that mother couldn’t have anymore children after Alba.”  She replied.
              “Now, I’m not sure how it works here but, where I’m from, if there if there is no male heir, the oldest daughter is in line for the throne.  Is that correct?” I asked.                            
              “Yes,” Isabel sighed, “when my parents die I’ll be Queen of Eredwynn.” 
              “You don’t want to be Queen?” I asked.
              “No!  I want to be the wife of a wandering wizard.  I want to help and protect people and not have to sit in Court all day, every day.  I want to recall half way across the kingdom on a whim!”  She ranted.
              I nodded quietly.  I guess I’d struck a nerve!  I looked at Alba and Chloe with a questioning look that asked if they wanted to be Queen.  They both very solemnly shook their heads.
              “So the princesses of Eredwynn don’t want to be Queen.  All they want is to be the spouse or consort of a wizard?”  I teased.
              Their responses surprised me.  Isabel and Chloe both smiled and nodded while Alba cocked her head to one side, stuck her tongue out at me, and shrugged.  
She then turned beet red and looked away, making me question my matter-of-fact statement from the night before.
 
              I stood up and waved Alice and the twins over.  When they had gathered around, with the families standing a respectful distance back, I asked if they thought they could use the recall spell to get home.  The twins looked hesitant but Alice nodded.  She said that she had paid very close attention when I had given instructions and had fixed an image of the river valley in her mind.  She was very excited to try it.  I told them that the princesses and I were going to go home and they could return when they were ready.  I asked them not to terribly late because, since they were my charges, I’d worry!  They promised to be home before dark.
              I then walked over to the families and told them that I thought that their daughters were wonderful people and very good students.  I said that the things that they had already learned were very impressive and they should be respected.  I was assured that they had seen enough to understand they were wizards and now of a different class.  I said that I, personally, would make sure that their families were well taken care of and if there was ever a need for money, they should send a message to Valeview.  They thanked me profusely and I begged my leave.
              I walked to where the princesses were waiting then turned and waved to the people of the village.  I put an arm around the waist of Isa, another around Chloe and followed Alba out into the field.
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
              
              I asked Alba if she felt that she could cast ‘recall’ and she said that she was sure she could.  I told her that this was her chance to take us home.  She took each sisters hand in one of her own, closed her eyes and spoke receptui.  The world faded out of focus and we arrived at our destination with a ‘crack’.  The world faded back into focus and alarm bells rang wildly!  This wasn’t Valeview!  My dear Alba had taken us to Rosenwood!  Guards rushed towards us and ordered, “Halt and be recognized!”
 
              We were quickly surrounded by guards and the Captain of the Guard marched up to us.  He quickly recognized the girls and bowed low.  “Princesses!  We are so sorry!  You weren’t expected and the way you appeared from nowhere, startled us! We will, of course escort you and…umm him, to the King.”
              I couldn’t blame him for not knowing who I was.  I’d only been here once and that was in a huge crowd for the tournament.  I’d had my back to everyone most of the time.  I didn’t feel slighted, just amused.  I was amazed at how much I’d changed since the last time I was here.  I wasn’t the terrified, lowly woodsman that I had been and my magical abilities had grown.
              We were marched through the castle gate and into the keep.  We stopped outside the throne room so we could be announced.  Alba looked at me and whispered that she was really sorry.  We had been talking about her Father and the thought of the castle had jumped into her head just as she had cast the spell.  I put a hand on her shoulder and told her that it was alright.  Mistakes happened, even to the best wizard.  She smiled slightly but I could tell that she still felt horrible about the mistake and having to see her Father again.
              We were finally called for and entered the throne room where the King and Queen waited.  We approached the thrones and then bowed until we were recognized.  The King welcomed the princesses with, “So, did Lord Stephenson decide that you were more trouble than you’re worth and think that I’d just take you back?”
              Anger is a dangerous thing and when someone you love is attacked with hurtful words, it will rear its head.  “Your Highness, your daughters are far from ‘more trouble than they are worth’.  I would ask which of your soldiers has single-handedly killed an Orc.  Every daughter you have now has at least one kill.  They are no longer simply princesses of the realm; they are now wizard apprentices and deserve some respect!”  I stopped and took a breath, and waited for the order to cut off my head.
              The King stood and everyone in the room bowed.  He walked toward us and stopped five feet away.  “I have heard the rumors that wizards had returned to Eredwynn.  Could it be true that my daughters are those wizards?  Can this claim be proven?”  He asked.
              “What would you ask of us, you’re Majesty?  What would you have us do to prove that what I say is the truth?” I asked in return.
              “Anything!  Anything that would show me that you have the powers that you claim.” he challenged.
              “Alba,” she looked at me a bit timidly. “See the chandelier?  I think a candle is out on it.  Would you mind going up and lighting it?”  I asked with a comforting smile.
              She brought out her wand whispered for shield and fly and smoothly drifted to the ceiling.  There were gasps and muffled screams from around the room.  She didn’t even notice.  She was doing what she loved, and that was magic.  I saw her lips move and a spark came from her wand and lit the candle.  She then drifted back down to face her shocked Father.
              Again I spoke up, “You majesty’s throne must weigh what, five hundred pounds?”  He nodded.  “Perhaps, since you are up here talking to us you would like your throne closer.”  I nodded to Chloe who was grinning.
              With great flare she produced her wand.  She pointed it at the throne, lifted it five feet in the air and then set it back down behind her Father.
              “Perhaps your wife would join us?”  I grinned at Isabel who was already twirling her wand. 
              She looked at her Mother and mouthed ‘it’s ok’ and very carefully lifted her, throne and all and moved her up to a position beside her Fathers new throne position.  She set her down like she was handling eggs.  You could tell that her Mother had been the one that had always been there for the girls.
              The King was awe-stricken.  He took two steps backwards and sat in his relocated throne.  “My Daughters!  How is this possible?  Who is your Master?”
              As one, all three girls pointed to me and I bowed.  “On our trip to Valeview I told Isabel what I could do.  When we got there I tested her and found she had abilities that could be trained.  I then tested Chloe and Alba and found the same abilities.  We have been working on our skills and protecting the local farms and villages ever since.”
              The King asked, “Why am I just now learning about this?  I had heard rumors but thought that it was just hopeful superstition.”
              “The land we now live in is quite wild and dangerous, as you well know, your Highness.  With Orcs, Orc Captains and trolls, there is little time for visits.  Today a situation arose that allowed for this visit.” I explained.
              “How can you allow my daughters, and your wife, to fight those creatures with only those strange clothes that they wear now?  I could commission them armor so they would be safer!” he exclaimed.
              “My King, if you would allow one more demonstration.”  He nodded and I continued.  “If you could call forward a swordsman, I’ll show you how your daughters are protected.”
              The King looked around the room while I quietly cast shield.  He saw someone and called them forward.
              I raised my hands above my head, nodded to the swordsman and he drew his sword.  “Now, good sir, I give you permission to cut me in half!”
              Men gasped, half the women screamed, my girls smirked, the King nodded.  The swordsman looked at me, whispered ‘goodbye’ and swung his sword.  The impact was slightly painful and the force slid me sideways a good six inches.  The ring of metal on magic was quite impressive.  I looked at the swordsman and said ‘thank you for your assistance, good sir.’
              I turned back to the King, “Your Highness, I love your daughters, all three of them, and would never knowingly put them in a dangerous situation without protection.  There have been times when things did get a bit hairy but we looked out for each other.”
              The King was once again astounded.  I think that he was still waiting for me to fall into two pieces!  He then recovered his wits and stood, “Lord Stephenson of Beryglus Gwyllt Province, I grant you the title of Master Wizard and shall have proclamations sent to the four corners of the Kingdom.  You’re word shall be law and you will be answerable only to me.  Train your apprentices Master Wizard.  Any funds, equipment or training facilities will be granted to you on the royal account.”
              I bowed, “Thank you your Majesty. Now, if the Ladies are ready to go…” All three girls ran to their Mother who stood quickly.  They hugged and whispered to each other for a few minutes and then returned to me.
              “Be well Master Wizard and my beloved daughters!” said the King.
              I looked over at Alba.  “My sweet Alba, would you please take us home?”  She smiled sheepishly, we all joined hands and ‘crack’!  What came into view was the welcome sight of Valeview from the river valley.  We flew to the balcony and went inside.  Pariset heard us come in and waved from the foyer, and we waved back.  We then ducked quickly into our room. 
 
              “Well, that was entertaining!” I exclaimed.
              “David, I’m so sorry!  That was entirely my fault.  I didn’t mean for any of that to happen.” Alba said close to tears.
              I turned and walked toward her with a threatening posture.  She cringed, but stood her ground.  I reached for her, took her face in both hands, tilted her head up and kissed her on the lips.  We broke after a second and she pulled back.  “What was that for?” she cried blushing to her toenails.  “If that’s what happens when I mess up, well…” she faded off.
              “Did you not hear what the King said to me?  I am now answerable only to him.  Any resources or facilities that we need, he’ll supply.  That means we could have our own place built for training and wouldn’t have to rely on the resources of Valeview.”  I replied excitedly.
              Isabel chimed in, “I think that all we heard was that we’d gone from ‘being underfoot’ to ‘beloved daughters’ in the space of a few minutes.”
              Chloe added, “Men are such difficult creatures to understand.  Present company included!”  She winked playfully.
              It was then that we heard a muffled ‘crack’ from the south.  We walked out and opened the balcony door to watch Alice and the twins fly up.  There were hugs as if they’d been gone for ages, not just a few hours.  They say men are difficult, I say men will never understand women!  It was still early evening so, while the girls went back to our room, I slipped downstairs and out of the keep.  I walked to the tailor shop and it was still open.  The tailor was happy to see me and asked what project I had in mind today.  I told her that the King had made our group an official addition to the kingdom and that I would like to have badges to show what levels the girls had attained.  I suggested that we could have shoulder patches with lightning bolts, one for each level.  She thought it was a good idea and grabbed parchment and pen and sketched out ideas.  We looked at a few and finally decided on one.  A blue patch with silver lightning bolts embroidered in a top to bottom pattern.  For myself I asked if she could embroider lightning bolts into a star pattern.  I’d decided that it could be the generals, my, symbol.  It also looked amusingly like a pentagram!  I told her that I’d need two for each uniform, so twelve with two bolts, twelve with three, and four with the stars.  I also suggested that she keep plenty of the cloth for our uniforms on hand because, if the laundry couldn’t get out blood stains, I might need another.  She tisked and shook her head at that but said she had plenty and would order more in case we stumbled upon new additions to our group.  She told me to have the girls come down tomorrow morning with their uniforms and she would sew them on for them.  I thanked her and wished her a good evening.
              I left the tailors and went across the courtyard to Cador’s place.  The shop was open so I walked inside.  Cador stood with his back to me and informed me that he would be right with me.  He finished what he was doing and turned around.  His face lost all color and he put out a hand to balance himself.
              “I knew this day would come My Lord and I have no one to blame but myself.  I met Mary shortly after we arrived and it was love at first sight.  I love my shop and Valeview but I’ll prepare to move as soon as possible.”  He blurted out.
              “Move?  Why would you move?  I’d just have to find another woodworker that would be willing to come to this dangerous country.  I have no intention of asking you to resign as our woodworker!”  I said comfortingly.
              “Oh…well…but I thought…  How can I help My Lord today?”
              “Remember the wands that I had you make for us awhile back?  I’d like for you to make me another dozen, if you could.”  I stated simply.
              “Oh!  Alright, I can do that for you and have them ready by sunrise if you need them.  My Lord, about Chloe, we…” he began and I interrupted. 
              “That is between you and Chloe.  I’ve found that mixing business with personal matters is a recipe for disaster.” I said.
              “Thank you My Lord.  You have no idea how relieved I am that you feel that way.  The uncertainty has been eating at me for awhile now.  I’ll start on your order as soon as possible.” he said with the relief he felt spreading over his face.
              I said to him, “Thank you Cador, have a wonderful evening and say hello to Mary for me.”
              I turned and left the shop.  I felt sorry for him because it is the nature of the beast known as love to always throw wrinkles into a smooth life.  I headed into the keep and stopped by one of my favorite places, the kitchen.  I looked in and the cook looked up, smiled and held up seven fingers questioningly.  I nodded and she smiled and signaled the maid staff.  I returned upstairs where tired, but excited girls were telling stories and recounting the day.  I went into my closet area and sat at the small desk.  I looked at myself in the polished metal mirror and hardly knew myself!  My beard had grown out and was looking bushy.  I’d always been a clean shaven person in my other life, so this bothered me.  I sat and thought for a moment and something came to mind that was a bit ridiculous. In a game, I’d had to follow a quest to learn a spell to defeat a Samson-like character.  The spell caused him to lose his hair, thus weakening him so I could win.  The idea was ludicrous but perhaps it would work.  I pointed my wand at my face hoping I wasn’t about to blow my head off, cringed and said ‘capillus remotio’.  A spot of hair about the size of a quarter just disappeared!  I focused on the spell a bit more intensely and it continued to cause the hair to disappear on the entire right side of my face.  Since I was experimenting I decided to see if the spell was wandless.  I focused on my left hand and activated the spell.  There was a tingling in my left hand, and as I moved it over my face the hair was gone.  Perfectly smooth skin that every razor company claims to offer but never comes through with.  I grinned at the transformation that happened so quickly, gathered my wand and stood up.
              I walked out of my closet back to my room and into utter chaos!
              “Hey, who are you?”
              “Can we help you?”
              “What are you doing in here?”
 There were six hands on six wands.  Six very confused faces.  I couldn’t help but laugh.  When I started laughing Isabel said, “David, is that you?”
              I walked to her and hugged her.  I told her it was me and apologized to everyone for startling them.  I explained that for all my adult life I’d been clean shaven and the beard was bothering me.  I had forgotten that no one here had seen me with out the beard but I had to admit, their reaction to a strange man in the room had been funny.  I sure wouldn’t want to be someone that came in here and tried to start any trouble!
              Dinner was served and everyone started drifting off to bed.  Isabel and Chloe, of course didn’t drift.  They just changed into nightgowns and sat on the couch chatting for awhile.  It had been a very long day so I told them goodnight.  I went to the bed, undressed and crawled between the sheets.  I laid there for awhile just wondering what the future would bring.  I wondered what the Kings proclamation would mean for all of us.
              Isabel crawled into the bed on the right side, as usual.  Chloe came over to the left and asked if she could join us.  I smiled and said that she was very welcome, but she didn’t really need her nightgown tonight.  She turned very pink, smiled and pulled it over her head.  I looked over at Isa and she was beaming!  Chloe lay down beside me and I had to be my ornery self.  I explained that in some cultures, where I came from, hair under the arms was accepted.  In my part of the world, hair in many places was frowned upon.  I offered to help her match my culture a bit better and she giggled and nodded.  I told her that I’d teach her a new spell that she could learn, or not.  I focused and said, ‘capillus remotio’.  I had tingling hands and gently ran them up her side and under her arms, hearing the slight sizzling noise of disappearing hair.  I then slowly ran my hands down, past her ribs, her belly button and beyond.  I smiled at the slight moan from my touch and also at the sizzle.  From behind me where Isabel is lying I heard the sizzling sound also!  She wasn’t going to wait to be asked!  Isabel then sat up, spread the towel over the sheets and pulled the bed curtains.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
              For a fortnight everything was quiet.  We would wake, eat, train, and go to bed to sleep, go to bed to stay awake…  It was a wonderful time. 
               I’d taught everyone a teleport spell. It could teleport you, line of sight, from one spot to another.  Alba called it her ‘blink’ spell.  She explained that by the time someone saw her and blinked she would be gone!  She had specialized in it and could silent cast it so quickly she was hard to watch!
                I’d remembered and taught the chain lightning spell and even though everyone thought it was cool, only Isabel mastered it.  It amazed me that she could silent cast such a powerful spell.  It almost made me jealous!   She could actually pick multiple targets to hit with it and she kept the people in the castle on edge for quite awhile with the constant thunder!  
              Alice specialized in telekinesis, which I wasn’t jealous of because I could silent cast that one myself, however what she could do was shocking.  All of us could lift an object but she could crush huge rocks into powder or pluck the seeds from dandelion fluff.  I was sure that an enemy, being her target, wouldn’t stand a chance.
              The twins, working side by side, seemed to amplify their spells.  A simple fireball, when cast by both, would meld together, double in size and take on a white hot glow.  Upon hitting its target it would explode actually knocking rock from the canyon wall that we used as a target.  Their energy bolt was the most impressive to me.  They would look like two white balls of energy, as usual, except they would orbit around each other leaving a comet-like tail.  The effect on impact was devastating.  Huge holes were gouged into the canyon face until I had to call off the use of that spell to protect the river.
              It seemed that Chloe and I were going to be the ‘jacks of all trades, masters of none’, but we were fine with that.  We all sported our new rank badges and there had been some talk among the girls of expanding our ranks.  It would be easier on me now than before because the girls were well versed in the use of magic now.  They could be the teachers and I could sleep in!  Ha!  Well, it was a nice thought.
              The sun was setting and we all gathered in my room as always.  We ate and chatted about nothing.  All the girls knew the story of my origin but I’d asked them to keep it a bit quiet.  People might not like me as much if they knew that I wasn’t even from this universe!  We finished eating and were preparing to retire to the couches to chat some more when our quite world ended.
              An alarm bell sounded, we could hear the squeal of the portcullis as it was dropped into a defensive position and the yell of, ‘call the wizards!  We are under attack!’              
              Instantly and without direction everyone scrambled for the door and down the steps.  I heard the pop of shields and cast my own as we crossed the foyer.  Into the courtyard with out slowing we rushed, trying to see what was happening.  Huge spears were coming over the wall and there were several men down.  Without a word Chloe rushed to the closest man and moved her wand over his wound.  He instantly sat up, grabbed his sword and headed back to the battle.  She then moved to the next man.              
              I waved for the five girls still with me to follow and we flew to the top of the wall.  There we saw twenty Orcs, working hard to put ladders on the wall and five Captains, with loads of spears, bombarding the courtyard.  The twins struck first with a combined energy bolt.  Their hapless target was one of the Captains.  The creature exploded spraying the area with blood.  An Orc, riddled with arrows but hardly noticing them managed to get a ladder on the wall, right in front of Alice.  With an evil grin, she plucked him up and lifted him over his fellow combatants.  She then, with deliberate malice crushed him like she was juicing a lemon.  A group of five had clustered together near the end of the wall to the west.  They were under attack from the castle archers but the arrows seemed to have little effect.  What did have an effect was when they were spotted by Isa.  She cast her favorite spell, chain lightning, twice in rapid succession.  She killed the entire group leaving the archers in the tower shaking their heads.  Alba and I stood together and fired energy bolts at anything that moved.  The battle continued like this until everything with Orcish blood had stopped moving.  We all then returned to the courtyard to help with the causalities.  Chloe informed us that she had healed and sent back to the wall everyone that was injured.  Her wand was now about three quarters white and she said that every time she had healed someone it had turned a bit whiter.
              We walked back to the keep allowing the guard to dispose of the bodies.  As we entered I looked into Pariset’s office.  He was sitting at his desk with his head in his hands.  It almost appeared as though he were crying.  I walked to his door with the girls behind me.  He heard us approach and raised his head.
              “It’s entirely fault My Lord.  I brought them here through my foolish, greedy actions.  You told me of the Orc cave and I thought that it might be the dragons hoard but I knew that a normal man, such as myself, couldn’t even get close to see.  I had made myself a copy of your spells, just in case something happened and we needed them.  I then went to the town of Soya and did the testing the way you had described when we were just visiting one day.  I probably tested three dozen boys and never once got a positive test.  A sixteen year old girl was the first girl that took the test.  I was hoping for a boy because, well, I didn’t know if a girl could do what I would ask of her.” He began.
              The snorts at the implication of girls not being able to handle it had to be quieted.  There was a feeling of anger building in the air as they picked up on what he had done.  He had taken it upon himself, out of greed, to be a master.
              He continued after taking a few deep breaths.  “The girl passed with flying colors and I only tested a couple more, and then I sent everyone else home.  I then put her up in a cabin, some distance from town, and went back and worked with her often.  I didn’t want to stay gone from here for to long because I didn’t want to raise any suspicions.  I took horses out to her and we rode to where you had described the cave.  I then had her dismount and sent her in to scout it alone.  I heard her spells as she ran away.  I don’t know how she was seen, nor do I know how she survived to make it back to me and the horses.  We rode here as quickly as we could and I brought her in without being seen.  My Lord, she is badly injured.”  He finished in a near whisper.
              “Where is she?” Demanded Chloe.
              Pariset rose and led us up to the second floor, to the left and down a narrow hallway between meeting rooms.  At the end was a small room on the right.   He opened the door and Chloe looked in.  She gave Pariset a glare that made him quiver and then looked at Alba, “She’s going to need a nightgown.  She is about my size so get one of mine.”  There was a pop and Alba was gone.
              I moved over behind her so I could see what had happened.  The girl had been mauled horribly and lost a lot of blood.  Chloe pulled out here wand and passed it over the girl.  The wounds healed and even the scars disappeared!  It happened so incredibly fast that I couldn’t believe it!  Chloe said, “It would appear that I’ve gotten quite a bit better at that spell lately!”  She was the mistress of understatement.  The girl stirred and started to sit up, but Chloe asked her to lie still for a bit longer.  She wanted to make sure that she hadn’t missed anything and to get her into a nightgown since her clothes were soaked with blood and ripped to shreds.  Alba passed Chloe the nightgown and everyone backed out of the room leaving Alba and Chloe to dress her.
              I asked Pariset where her parents thought she was and he answered, ‘Valeview wizard training school’. I said “Then, if she would like to continue her wizard training after this fiasco, she will be at Valeview.  She will have a new master though!” 
              Alice stepped forward and said, “David, I wouldn’t mind having her in my room.  It gets a bit lonely after being used to the family around all my life.”
              “It’s settled then,” I said.  “Unless anyone has a problem with it.”  I looked at Pariset who just hung his head.
              “You’ll have my resignation in the morning My Lord.” Pariset mumbled.
              “No, I won’t.” I snapped.
              He looked at me with resigned fear, “So, it is to be the gallows?  It’s no more than I deserve.”
              “No, my friend.  Tomorrow will see you where you are everyday.  You’ll be sitting behind that desk with ink on your fingers.  You were misguided and greedy but have, I hope, learned the error of your ways.  I can forgive you as long as this girl is ok.  If you’re in need of anything you can always come to me.  You know the wizard vault contains more money than we can use!  I want your solemn word that nothing like this will ever happen again and you will hand over your copy of the spells.”
              “I know that my idea was foolhardy and ignorant.  Thank you for a chance to redeem myself.  I won’t disappoint you again.” he promised.
              “Pariset, if anything like this were to happen again I wouldn’t send you to the gallows.  I would send you to the river valley, with the girls.”  I stated menacingly.
              Chloe and Alba came into the hall leading the no longer wounded girl.  She was quite weak but, with the girls help, could walk.  I said ‘goodnight’ to Pariset as a dismissal and led the way upstairs.  We all went into my room and I sat on a couch while the girls escorted her to Alice’s room.  After a few minutes everyone except Chloe and Alice returned. 
                Isabel filled me in on what she knew.  The girl was from Soya and her name is Elaine.  She was a sixteen year old orphan that had hoped the wizard test could get her out of there. She had told Pariset that she had parents because she didn’t think that the wizards would want an orphan.  She was hardly trained in magic and had to carry notes to remember what spell words went with what spells.  I was told that Pariset was a very lucky man.  If it had been my sweet Isa’s call, slow hanging with disembowelment would have been in his future.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
              Things returned to as normal as they ever got at Valeview.  Two girls, Melodie, age 13 and Calla, age 15, showed up with their parents.  Evidently they had been told that they had talent by Pariset and were supposed to be contacted again.  Isa had quickly taken them upstairs, tested them and came back all smiles.  We accepted them and moved Melodie in with Alba and Calla into Chloe’s room.  I had the parents settled into guest quarters for the night and in the morning gave them each a platinum coin and bid them farewell.
              I had construction started on a housing keep and great hall for the students. We were to have a kitchen, indoor training area, offices and servants quarters. A defensive wall was being built around it.  I didn't think that it would have to be very thick but twenty feet high was important.  The twins and Alice aided the construction crews by blasting out rock from the south side of the canyon, giving it the basic shape needed and moving it to where it was needed.  A job that would have taken thirty men and mule teams, the girls handled without breaking a sweat.  It was located in the river valley above the high water line.
              The princesses worked with the new girls training them properly.  There was none of that three days and combat crap that Pariset had put Elaine through.  I worked with Elaine who had come to us with an ability to see places, in detail, that she had never been to.  Remote viewing was what we had called it in my world.  I was hoping that she could get a clear picture of Ohana and could recall me there from the image.  Selfish?  Maybe.  Lazy? Perhaps, but I didn't like the idea of leaving Valeview for days on end.
               It took quite awhile but she did finally come through.  One evening, just before our end of day get together I found her sitting in a chair in my room she had the glazed look and relaxed attitude that I’d come to realize was her remote viewing posture.  I sat on the couch across from her and waited for her to acknowledge me.  When she raised her head, she smiled.  “I’ve found it, David” she informed me.
              I was thrilled!  I had wanted to make the trip for a very long time and now it was possible!  When the other girls had gathered and giving their reports for the day, I announced that Elaine and I would be leaving in the morning.  I had no idea how long I would need to examine the books, but we would be back by dark.  If I needed more time I’d be able to go back by myself.
              After my announcement Alba had one of her own.  Her birthday was coming up and it was a very important birthday for her.  She would be a teenager and therefore she would just remind everyone not to treat her as a child.  There was a lot of hiding behind hands and choking back laughter.  The last thing that anyone ever did was treat a wizard as skilled as Alba as a child!  We all promised that we would be careful to avoid treating her as such, and our little meeting broke up.
 
              The next morning I woke early.  I dressed quickly and walked to my closet on the way to Alice and Elaine’s room.  I checked my clean-shaven look that was quite rare in the kingdom, smiled and continued to their door.  I knocked quietly and waited for a ‘yes?’, then entered.  Elaine was already up and ready to go also.  I asked if she needed to take anything and she shook her head.  We walked out the door to her room to avoid waking Isa and Chloe.  I double checked my pockets to make sure I had my pocketknife, wand and some money.  We went to the balcony cast shield, fly and a quick drop to the valley floor.  The work crews hadn’t started for the day and their camp was far enough from us that I doubted our recalling would disturb them.  I asked Elaine if she was ready to cast recall and she nodded.  I smiled, after being around Alba for so long it was strange to hear so much silence!  We joined hands and she bowed her head, focusing on the image she had gleaned from her mental travels.  After a few moments I heard her whisper and ‘crack’.  The world faded back in and I could see a huge city across an open field in the distance.  Elaine had landed us away from people and roads to avoid confusion.  It was a perfectly planned move and execution.  I informed her of that and she beamed with pride.  We walked to town and joined the crowds moving in and out of the gate.  I thought that if this was the early morning traffic, I’d hate to see rush hour!  We wandered around for awhile just looking at the sights and the people.  I finally decided that I should locate what I’d come to see.  I found a guard and asked where I could locate the shrine.  He informed me that it had become quite the tourist attraction since the king’s notice of a ‘Master Wizard’ in the kingdom.  He, personally, didn’t believe it but he gave us directions anyway.
              We went where he had said and found enormous crowds in front of a heavily guarded building.  It looked like it was set up so people could enter through doors on the left side, examine whatever was inside, and come out the right.  It also appeared that, if we got in line now, it would be lunchtime before we got to the front.  I had waited far to long to be thwarted by tourists!  I tugged at Elaine to get her attention and we stepped to the right and walked by the line as if we were going on down the street.  I then turned back and angled to one of the guards in front of the shrine.
              I asked where we could find the governor and was informed that he received requests for special treatment in the lines all the time.  There was no chance of us getting in without standing in line.  I asked the guard if they had received the notice from the king about wizards.   The guard said that they had but he’d also seen Princess Isabel before and, even though it was a nice touch, the young woman with me was not the princess.
              I didn’t want to use force and didn’t want to have to deal with another guard to try to get in to see the governor.  I quickly thought of a plan that would convince the governor to come to me.  I put my head against Elaine’s and whispered for her to go get the girls, all of them, recall back and fly to this spot.  She grinned, loving the mischief of it, and with a crack that startled everyone for a block, recalled home.
              “What the hell was that?  The guard wanted to know.
              “That was the sound of an apprentice wizard leaving to gather proof for you, good sir.” I smiled
              “Where did she go?  I know she was just standing here.” he questioned, as much to himself as to me.
              “She went to Valeview Castle to see if Princess Isabel would come to personally ask you to let me in!” I replied.              
              “So, you are going to stand here, bothering me, for over a fortnight?  I’ll see you in chains first!”  He grumbled.
              “Oh no!  I’m sure that will be here long before that.  I’ll stand back out of your way until they get here.”  I smiled my most cooperative smile.
              
              I found a nice comfortable stair to sit on, out of the way, and waited.  The whole time I sat there the guard grumbled.  He started passing the word down the like that he was expecting trouble from me.  I looked like a skinny guy in funny clothes so the other guards weren’t worried.  The unit Captain did move to my end of the line, just in case.  I doubt that I could have heard the noise if I didn’t know what I was listening for.  When I heard it, I stood up.  I grinned at the guard and told him to expect company.  He rolled his eyes and ignored me.
              I knew they were close when the screams started.  Flying people weren’t something that the good folks of the city are used to!  The guards all drew weapons and I calmly suggested they put them away.  I would hate for the girls to think I was in danger!  The girls showed up twenty feet above me, checked the area for any real danger, and landed softly beside me.  Isabel came to my side, put a hand on my shoulder, and asked if everything was alright.  I nodded and kissed her gently.  The pilgrims were on their knees and the guard unit was visibly shaken.  The Captain and my friendly guard had knelt begging forgiveness.  I said that, although they had been doing their job, perhaps they shouldn’t be so quick to pass judgment!  I asked to speak with the Governor and the guard that had been with me this whole time took off to deliver the message himself.
 We waited and the Governor soon arrived, out of breath and red-faced.  He bowed low and introduced himself as Governor Ridley, Keeper of the Shrine and the grower of the best hemp in the kingdom. I questioned the growing of hemp with a smile.  He explained that hemp was used for the creation of all the parchment in the land.  He grinned and said that, with a little hand-picking of the seeds, it could have much better uses.  He informed me that, unfortunately, the majority of the land around the city was dedicated to the parchment variety.
              We were all quickly ushered into the shrine and I asked if I would be able to examine the books.  You could see the protective instinct kick in and he wanted to know who would be handling them.  He quickly informed the girls that he trusted them completely but he didn’t want too many hands on them.  He said, in all honesty he didn’t even want my hands on them but it wasn’t really his call.  I comforted him by saying that I’d be the only one touching them and I wouldn’t actually be touching them at all.  
              I knew from the National Geographic Channel that the oils from a persons hand could damage parchment.  I didn’t know what the effects of telekinesis would be, but I’d find out.  I told the girls that they could wander the city as long as they didn’t cause a disturbance and would go in at least pairs.  Then I had Ridley lead me to a doorway where one of the books was on display.  I entered and felt like an animal at a zoo.  The shrine tours were still continuing and when people came to see the books they now had a real live wizard to ogle too!  I took a chair that was passed through the door and sat down.
              I cast telekinesis and floated the book to me, holding it at reading level as carefully as I could.  I looked at the cover and laughed.  Of course they were arcane books that no one could read!  They were written in a language that could only be read by wizards!  The title of the book I held was:  La Vida de un Mago llamado Jorge!  I’d grown up out west and had worked often among Spanish speaking people.  I was, by no means, fluent, but could understand quite a bit and also knew that Spanish and Latin were quite similar. I knew that a lot of game spells were taken from Latin! I focused to open the book and slowly flipped the pages.  Alice could have done this blindfolded but I was having a bit of difficulty reading in Spanish and keep the focus of my telekinesis.  This ‘sacred text’ was the diary of George.  It told how he had wandered into the woods and spun in a fairy ring.  He was then in this place.  He had to be careful because when he focused on something and called for it, it happened.
              I laughed again and made some of the onlookers jump.  It seemed that the magic of this land loved Latin.  The poor Spaniard would invoke spells by simply speaking if he were focusing his intent.  It must have been great to not have to remember spell words from a video game!  There was some information that was useful for reminding me of spells that I had forgotten.  He used invisibility a lot and he also mentioned that, if faced with a big crowd, he would ‘call down the stars.’  I translated that into a ‘meteor swarm‘.  I finished skimming the large book very quickly, closed it and set it back on its stand.
              I walked out of the viewing room and asked to see the other tomes.  I was led to another room and saw that this was diary volume two.   The next turned out to be volume three.  I was a bit disappointed it but, hiding it, I informed the Governor that I was finished with my examination at this time.  It had been well over an hour and I thought that the girls might like to be going home.  I told the Governor this and that the girls were, more than likely, spread over the city.  I asked him if it would cause too much unrest if I went above the city and called the girls to me.  He thought that it would be great for tourism and gave his blessing.
              I walked out of the shrine, strolled to a place in front of the line of guards and waited until everyone was quiet.  I then raised an arm in salute, bid everyone a good day, cast shield and fly and rose swiftly over the city.  I scanned around to see if I could see any of our capes but there were too many streets to scan.  I popped up to five hundred feet and started casting magic arrow while turning in a circle.  The pinwheel effect was very pretty, the twins had been right about this display.  It didn’t take long until I was spotted and the girls started lining up below me.  They positioned themselves one on top of the other spinning clockwise and counter clockwise with magic arrows flying everywhere.  It was beautiful but I was concerned about low flying birds!
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
              When we were all together I flew south to a field just outside the city.  We all joined hands and I cast recall.  Back in the river valley, away from construction, I told them to meet me in our room.  I flew to the courtyard of the castle and entered through the front.  I found Pariset in his office and asked if there had been any messages that demanded my attention.  He said that a messenger from the Tesil jeweler had shown up.  The message was simply; his employer was ready for more.  It was a common message and we’d been exchanging gems for platinum on a regular basis. We had well over twenty thousand platinum coins in the vault and had hardly dented the vast number of gems in the box.  I gave my thanks to Pariset and went upstairs.  I said that I needed the vault key and laughed at the race that commenced.  We kept the key in the rafters of the room now and a playful airborne wrestling match ensued.  I was finally delivered the key and asked Alba to accompany me to the vault.
              Down in the vault I opened the box of gems.  Alba grabbed an empty pouch from the shelf and asked how many we would be taking this time.  I said that we should just stick with the normal twenty.  Last time I’d been at the jewelers he’d shown me one of the gems that I’d brought that was worth ten thousand gold coins by itself.  I’d come back and sifted through the box, finding fifty of them.  Those I put into a pouch by themselves to save for a rainy day.
              Alba bagged up twenty random stones and passed the pouch to me.  I asked her to find a half dozen of her favorite stones and put them in a pouch too.  Her favorite color was blue so it came as no surprise that six fine sapphires went into a second pouch.  As we walked back upstairs I asked Alba if she wanted to come with me to Tesil or had other plans.  She gave me a look that suggested that I was clueless and said that she would prefer to go to Tesil.  When we got to the room I announced that Alba and I were making a gemstone run and would be back shortly.  I said that the girls could go back to their usual duties and thanked them for assisting me.  They all laughed and said that it was their pleasure.  That had been the most fun they had been part of in quite awhile.  Isabel and Chloe came over and kissed me goodbye.
              Then, quite unexpectedly, Alba asked if she could show me something.  I was a bit confused but nodded.  She threw her arms around me in a big hug and there was a ‘pop’!  We were standing in the clearing that we used as a recall landing pad.
              “How in the world did that happen?”  I gasped.
              “I figured out that teleport didn’t have to be line of sight!” Alba exclaimed.
              “How far can you go?” I asked confused and impressed at the same time.
              “I’ve used it to go a thousand yards or so.  I would come out and take a bit of a tumble when I tried to use it like we do recall.” she explained matter-of-factly. 
              “You are an amazing young lady.  I commend you on your mastery of the spell but ask that you be careful with your experimentation!  You are more important to me than a spell!”
              “I love you too, David.  Let’s get to Tesil.” she said anxiously.  
 
              We held hands and I cast recall, coming out near the city.  We made our way to the jewelers nodding and smiling at the city folk that recognized us.  When we arrived the jeweler seemed very happy to see us.  He explained that he had some orders that he hoped my gems would be able to fill.  I told him that, before we got to that, I had an order.  I pulled out the small pouch of sapphires and asked if I could have these set in a gold necklace.  He poured out pouch onto his cloth and examined the stones.  He said that he would make it his first priority.  I was glad because it was to be a birthday present.  I then gave him the stones we’d brought to sell.  Alba had gotten a good selection this time and he bought them for fifty thousand gold.  He went to the back, returned with five thousand platinum and set it on the counter.  He then took a step back and watched, fascinated.  I sent the bag to the vault using the transport spell and the jeweler stood and shook his head, as always.  I bade him farewell, and told him I’d return for my order in three days.  He nodded and returned to work.
              I asked Alba if she would like to stop by a pub before we went home.  She did and I could tell that something was on her mind.  She was putting together thoughts and ideas and needed some time to think. We found a small pub and went inside.  We walked to a table in the back and I amused myself watching some of the patrons relocated a bit farther away.  I ordered wine and ale and we sat quietly until the drinks arrived.  In silence we sipped our drinks with me watching Alba and Alba staring off into space.  Finally, to break the silence I asked.
              “So, what do you want for your birthday?”  I unwittingly opened the floodgates and the answer came flooding out.
              “You, David!  I want you for my birthday!  I have been waiting, what seems like forever for you to ask me to become your consort!  You married my oldest sister and then took the middle sister as your consort but not a word to me!  I am quite old enough but you often treat me like a little girl!  Is there something wrong with me?  Am I not good enough for you?” she exploded then hid her face in her hands.
              I tried to comfort her by explaining the wife/girlfriend culture thing but she cut me off.  “You have been with Isa and Chloe long enough for that ‘culture’ thing to have worn off.” she stated simply.
              I didn’t have another argument.  “As soon as we get home we, together, will talk to Isabel.  She does have the final say after all.”
              Her head popped up in shocked surprise.  “You mean you do want me?” she gasped.              
              I replied, “You are a wonderful, beautiful person and I’d be a fool to not want you!”
              She downed her glass of wine and said, with a grin that lit the room, “Let’s go home!”
              I dropped some coins on the table and we left.
 
              Alba and I walked into my room.  Several girls were sitting around on the bed, chairs and couches.  Alba called to Isabel and led the way to her room.  As soon as the door was closed behind us Alba began.
              “David said that he would be willing to take me as a consort but that the final say was up to you so we came back as quickly as we could to find out what you had to say on the matter.”  She rattled out in one breath.
 Isabel looked utterly confused and asked me, “Is she saying that you want to take her as a consort?”
              I nodded, “That is what she said that she wanted for her birthday and I agreed.  She is a wonderful young lady and I’d be honored to have her as my consort as long as we had the blessing of my wife.”
              Isabel grinned, “Well, it took you long enough!  I thought this would happen weeks ago.  Some day, David, you’re going to have to get over your old-fashioned shyness!”
              Alba was ecstatic, “You mean that you agree?”
              Isabel nodded, “You are now an official consort of David, but I want you to wait to consummate the position until your birthday.  I want you to wait to make the position and your birthday more special.”
              Alba and I nodded in agreement and I took my leave returning to the noise of my room.    
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
              Over the next couple days I had to relocate our training ground farther west down the canyon.  The spells we were working on wouldn’t be safe around the construction crews.  I’d be very glad when the work was done and we could move in to our new home but that was still in the future.  The spells that I’d decided to teach were the ones that the Spaniard, also known as, the wizard of old, had reminded me of.  With spell words like, invisibilities, and meteoron turbella, it would take a while for them to get comfortable with them.  I was incredibly fortunate that all the girls had such good memories!  
              They absolutely loved the invisibility spell because it was ready made for games.  There could be nothing better than a game of hide and seek when the hider could become invisible!  They didn’t think that it was fair when they first snuck up on me and I cast ‘manufesto’ and taught them the reveal spell!
              After the fun and games of invisibility I gathered them up and had them face west.  I told them to aim for a spot fifty yards away and cast meteor swarm.  I showed them what was expected so they could focus on intent.  I focused on the spot and cast meteoron turbella!  Huge balls of fiery rock plummeted from the clear blue sky, exploding with extreme force upon impact with the ground.  Everything within a twenty yard radius was pulverized!  After my demonstration I had everyone shield up before we continued with practice.   I didn’t want anyone making a simple mistake and killing us all!  All the girls, even the most experienced ones were awe-stricken with the power of the spell.  I liked that because I wouldn’t want them to take the power of magic for granted.  That is when accidents would happen.  I left them to practice with the admonition to be very careful and walked toward the construction site.
              I checked with a crew leader to find out how things were going.  He informed me that, because of the girls help, things were way ahead of schedule.  He also told me that he didn’t know how he would ever do another rock job.  With the rock brought to them and the pre-shaping done by Alice all they had to do was touch up and placement.  He asked playfully if they would be looking for a career in the mason business anytime soon.  I said that I didn’t think so but he was free to ask.  I informed the crew leader that there was going to be a birthday party for Alba in a few days and that he and all the construction crews were invited.  He thanked me and then commented on how strange life was.  A construction crew invited to a Princesses birthday part by a Master Wizard while burning stone fell from the sky in the background.  He walked away shaking his head.
              I flew up to the balcony and then walked to the kitchen.  The staff was happy to see me, as always.  I told them that they might be happy now but it might change shortly.  Everyone became quite and somber, waiting for the axe to drop.  I told them that in three days time Princess Alba was having a birthday and I wanted a birthday feast.  If there was anything they needed, from anywhere, at any cost they were to let me know.  They instantly returned to excited and giddy.  Cooking was what the loved to do and a feast… for how many?  I estimated between one hundred and a hundred fifty, because I was inviting all the staff too.  Yes, that included them.  They could go to the local town or farmhouses and recruit wait staff if they needed to.  If Pariset asked, the money was coming from the wizard’s personal fund.  They were to bill me personally.  As an afterthought as I was leaving I called back, “don’t forget a very large cake!”
              I stuck my head into Pariset’s office and let him know about the party and that he was invited.  I told him that any expense would be handled by the wizard fund.  If he was accidentally slipped a bill that was from the party he should let me know.  He nodded and thanked me.  As I walked away I wondered if our relationship would ever be the same.  I doubted it and that saddened me.
              I walked into the tailors shop and she said that she was way to busy to deal with me.  I turned to go and she laughed and said that she was kidding!  She asked if there were new recruits or if I needed new patches or replacement uniforms.  I told her none of the above at the moment.  Alba was having a birthday party in three days and all the shop keepers, staff, guard and anyone else that we dealt with on a daily basis was invited.  It would be around dinner time and we’d love to see her there.  She accepted and said that she would spread the word around the courtyard shops for me.  I thanked her and left.              
              I went to the guardhouse and located the Captain who asked if I needed an escort, and then laughed.  I told him that I’d pass on the escort but I would like to invite him and all the guard to the party three days hence.  The guard on duty could be rotated so that everyone would get a good dinner.  I told him that if anyone attacked while there was a skeleton crew the girls and I could hide until they made it back to their posts.  He almost fell over laughing and accepted the invitation.              
              I walked to the woodshop and the door was closed.  I knocked and waited for a few moments.  The door finally was opened by a very attractive young lady.
              “Mary?”  I asked.
              “Yes, My Lord.  How can I be of service?” she asked.
              “Is Cador home?”  I queried.
              “He is My Lord but he is ill.  He is in bed.” she said sadly.
              I stepped into the room.  “May I see him?
              “Follow me.” she stated simply.
              I walked into the small apartment and back to the sleeping area.  Cador was lying on the bed burning with fever.  I looked at Mary and said that I’d return shortly.  I walked quickly out of the shop, and took to the air.  I landed behind Chloe and asked her to follow me.  Together we flew over the keep and landed in front of the woodshop.  We walked in, with me leading, to the bedroom.  As soon a Chloe saw Cador’s condition she whipped out her wand.  Cador cringed and I knew that something like ‘a woman scorned’ was going through his head, but I knew Chloe better than he did.  She walked over to him, focused for a moment and passed her wand over him from head to toe.  The effect gave me chills.  Color returned to his face, he quit shaking and sat up instantly.  He threw his arms around Chloe’s neck and thanked her.  He also asked her to forgive him for his treatment of her and she just smiled.  She told him that things had worked out for the best and she hoped that he and Mary would come to Alba’s birthday party in three days.  He accepted and we found our way out.              
              “We are going to have to change your name to ‘Chloe of the White Wand’ my love.” I teased.
              She looked at her wand and said, “It seems that no matter what spells I cast now, the only color change is to white when I heal.”
              “Would you prefer another one?  I have plenty of blank ones in the room.”  I offered.
              She said, “No, everyone knows that I’m the healer of our group, even my wand.  I’m perfectly happy with it the way it is.”
              I put my arms around her, “A beautiful wand for a beautiful spirit.”  I kissed her and let her go.
              I told her that I was going back to the room and would have dinner brought up.  She could come with me or go out with the other girls and remind them to wrap it up before it got too dark.  She chose the latter and I headed for the kitchen.  I looked around the corner and the cook held up ten fingers.  I grinned and nodded, she grinned back.  I went to my room and lay on the bed.  It had been a good day.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
              The big day arrived and I woke early with a million things to do.  I stopped by the tailor and asked if she had time to make at least one patch of two, three, and four lightning bolts.  She smiled and told me that she knew I would need them some day and embroidering lightning bolts had become a hobby.  I took three of each to present at the party.
              I went to the smiths where, with the help of Cador and the tinker, there were three daggers with four silver lightning bolts inlaid on both sides of the handle.  Cador had provided the handles and the tinker made clips for the sheaths.  They were beautiful and functional.  Promoting the students I’d had the longest was a big deal to me.
              I popped in on the jeweler and collected the sapphire necklace that I had him make.  He did exceptional work and I was quite pleased.  I told him that we would settle up what I owed him when I brought the usual gem delivery.  He said that would be absolutely fine and that he trusted me completely.  He also said that I should tell the lucky young lady ‘happy birthday’ for him and that he’d give her ten thousand if she wanted to sell that necklace.  I grinned and agreed to pass that on.
              Back at Valeview I had the ball room candles prepared and hunted everywhere for musicians.  Finally from among the construction workers and the guard I found enough people to make a decent band.  I hoped that I didn’t have anymore of these afterthoughts because they made things more stressful than they already were.  Just as that thought occurred another problem arose.  As her magic instructor and role model, a scary thought in itself, I might be expected to have the first dance with the guest of honor.  Have I mentioned that I was a gamer?  I didn’t know how do dance.
              I rushed upstairs, opening the door so quickly I made Isa and Chloe jump, and said I needed their help.  They both grabbed their wands and started for the door.  I laughed and said that they don’t have to kill anyone although they may want to before long; I needed to learn to dance.  They broke out into fits of giggles.  Silly man that didn’t know how to dance, that was why we needed women to take care of us.
              They didn’t kill me and I did learn some basic steps.  I was no medieval John Travolta, but at least I didn’t think that I would embarrass myself too badly.  I had the bonus of having two lovely ladies with their arms around me for a couple hours too!   Sadly, as the day was moving on, I had to finish making my rounds and checking on progress.  I asked Chloe and Isabel to have all the girls meet me in the room in an hour and I’d have lunch sent up.
              I stopped by the kitchen and didn’t want to go in!  It looked like a madhouse in there.  I worked up the nerve and asked if I would be assaulted for asking to have lunch delivered in an hour.  I got a curt nod from the usually friendly cook and a wave.  I checked the great hall and it was full of tables and chairs.  I don’t know if they came from storage or if Cador had worked overtime to prepare them.  I knew that I was going to get one heck of a bill from many sources, but Alba was worth it.  Turning thirteen in this culture was comparable to turning fifteen in a Hispanic culture or eighteen for an American.  It was something that only happened once, thank goodness!
              I returned upstairs for lunch and all the girls were waiting.  I announced that since this evening was special, the girls should dress up and not wear their wizard uniforms.  The princesses were thrilled, the other girls were not.  Elaine was especially depressed because she only owned her wizard uniform.  I said that I remembered a piled wagon following my carriage to Valeview and I was sure that there were more beautiful clothes than anyone would ever need.  The princesses giggled at that and agreed.  They offered to dress the other girls and they instantly set to work.  Each princess grabbed girls that were the closest to their size and dragged them away to closets.  I finished eating alone.
              I wandered the silent construction site for quite awhile.  It was coming along beautifully and I’d been told that it would be ready for furniture and occupation in a month.  I’d had it built with many, many rooms.  There would be plenty of space for any new magical recruits that we happened to adopt.  My room, if I could call it that, was even larger than the room in Valeview and the closets didn’t lead to other apartments.  Bathing tubs were in the plan and I was working on putting in a windmill to pump water.  The smith had written me off as insane when I’d asked for pipes and other items that I’d need, but he supplied what I needed.  I hadn’t completely figured out how to drill a well but, being in a river valley, I wouldn’t have to go very deep.  Maybe I’d work with Alice on an idea.   I was excited to be moving.  There were things about Valeview that I’d miss but having a place that I could truly consider home would be better.
              I popped shield, and fly, and went to the balcony.   I knocked on my door and was let in by Melodie.  She looked beautiful!  All the girls were stunning in clothes that most of them had only dreamed about.  Ruffles and lace were everywhere and I certainly felt out of place!  I found my way to my closet, located some of the new ‘appropriate clothes’ and quickly changed while I had a moment’s privacy.  I then fixed my hair and checked my shave.  I walked out of the closet a changed man.  There was sudden silence as I entered the room.  It had been months since anyone had seen me not dressed in my wizard uniform.  Most of the girls had never seen me out of it and had come to associate me and the clothes as a unit.  I chuckled and asked if I was so scary looking that they were at a loss for words.  The princesses ran to me and began hugging and kissing me, telling me that it was just the opposite!  They had forgotten how handsome I could be when I wasn’t worrying about being the ‘Master Wizard’!   That got a very good blush from me and started the room talking again.  I told them that they should make their way down to the Great Hall as soon as they were ready.  I then left them to go there myself.
              Guests were starting to arrive and were milling around in the courtyard.  I watched the crowd grow and the sun set until my internal clock said that it was time to seat everyone and bring in the girls.  I waved at a couple guards that were moonlighting as ushers and got the parade started moving to the great hall.  I went back upstairs and said that the girls should wait until the crowd died down and then we could go to our table at the front.  They agreed and I said that I’d call when we were ready.  I went back down to greet and watch everyone take their seats.  As the influx slowed to a trickle I went back upstairs and complained a bit about stairs.  The girls giggled nervously and I suggested that I escort Alba and the girls could follow two by two.  My idea was accepted and we started down the stairs with Alba on my arm.  I did well on the trip down until Alba stood on her toes and said quietly, ‘you do remember what Isa said could happen tonight.  Don’t think that I’ve forgotten!’   I almost missed a step and she giggled.  ‘It’s ok, David I’ll be gentle.’  
              We arrived at the doors of the great hall without further incident and everyone stood while we entered.  We made the length of the hall nodding and smiling at everyone there.   We finally took our seats and someone signaled the wait staff.  Tray after tray of food was brought in, goblets and mugs for ale and wine, and finally a gigantic cake was wheeled to the front.  I stood and raised my mug, ‘To Alba!  A wonderful and possibly the most ornery wizard of all time!  Happy Birthday!’
              Amid laughter there were calls of ‘happy birthday’ and ‘to Alba’!  Everyone began eating and talking.  It seemed that everyone was having a wonderful time, especially Alba.  The only incident was alcohol related, when someone had a bit too much to drink, pointed at Alice and asked what that worthless commoner was doing up there with the wizards.  He was quickly removed before the construction crew members or the girls could get to him.  He may not know how lucky he was.
              After everyone had eaten what they could and drunk probably more than they should I stood up and waited for quiet.  I called for the cake to be cut and served.  When that was finished I said that I had a gift that I’d like to give Alba.  She stood and I presented her with the sapphire necklace.  I whispered that the jeweler said that he’d buy it for ten if she wanted to sell it and her eyes went wide.  I then said that I had something for the three princesses and that got looks of surprise from all three of them.  I told them that I was promoting them to Expert Wizard and then presented them with the daggers and patches.  I whispered during the clapping that the tailor said she would sew the patches on for them if they would bring them and the uniforms.   I then had Alice, Emma, and Elizabeth stand.  The poor girls were terrified but did what I asked.  I announced that I was promoting them to Apprentice Wizards.  I had them remain standing while I had Elaine, Melodie, and Calla stand and promoted them to Adept Wizards.  Everyone applauded as I handed the girls their patches.  Alba, who can always be relied upon to get a laugh yelled, ‘Now we have to go hunting for novices!’  I had everyone adjourn to the Ball Room and watched as a line formed with people leaving gifts on the empty table beside us.  Alba was nodding and thanking people quite graciously.
              The room emptied and we joined everyone in the Ball Room.  Just as I’d been afraid of Alba and I were called upon for the first dance. Luckily, when the band struck up the song, it was the one that the girls had been humming while teaching me some dance steps.  I thought it was luck until I saw Chloe standing beside the band.  We made eye contact; she smiled and mouthed ‘you’re welcome’.  I am very glad that I’m so well taken care of, even when I don’t know about it.  We danced and everyone joined in.  There were a lot more men than women so my poor wizard girls were constantly on the floor.  I could tell that they didn’t mind in the slightest.  As night rolled into morning the girls and I took our leave.  I left it to the guard and overworked wait staff to either clear the place or find room for folks to sleep.  Alba asked Alice to help her get the gifts upstairs and Alice just lifted the pile as if she’d wrapped them in a net.  She then deposited them on a couch in my room and went to bed.
 
              After all the girls had been accounted for and turned in I went to my bed.  It had been an extremely long day but I’d survived.  The party had turned out better than I’d expected, but I never wanted a job as a party planner!  I undressed and crawled between the sheets while Isa and Chloe got the lights.  They then undressed, to tired to bother with nightgowns, and crawled in too.              
              We heard a door close quietly and Alba came around the corner from her closet entrance, buck naked!  In a very formal tone she said, “My dear sister, I would formally request that I be allowed to join you in bed as your husbands consort.”
              Equally as formal but with the sound of fighting back a giggle Isa replied, “Of course, my sister!  Join us with my blessing!”
              Alba dove across her sister and landed on top of me.  She wiggled under the sheets and said, “I told you that I’d be gentle, but I might have lied!”
              I said softly, “Perhaps you’d like for me to show you something before you decide to abuse me or to be gentle with me.”  I rolled her off of me and I then slid under the covers.  In just a matter of moments I had her voicing her decision to do exactly whatever I asked her to do.  The last Princess of Eredwynn joined me as a consort.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
              By the time I got around the next morning, the clean-up was well under way. I wandered around for a time trying to stay out of the way.  I could feel the deep bass of the booms the twins were causing to blast workable rock from the canyon walls.  I thought of Alice and her wonderful skill, slicing the rock down to size and then gently floating it to the constructions crews.  Those girls had the construction running ahead of schedule and the crewmen loved them for it. Alice.  What ass had yelled at her last night and called her a ‘commoner’, suggesting that she didn’t belong with us?  I had to know so I stepped outside and flew to where she was working.
              “Alice, might I have a word with you when you put that down?”  I asked pointing to a five ton boulder floating across the riverbed.
              She nodded, “I had a feeling that I’d be seeing you today.  This is about the man at the party, isn’t it?”
              “It is, would you like to tell me what that was all about?” 
              She shook her head, “Honestly David I don’t think that I’d feel comfortable talking to you about it.  I’d be willing to talk to one of the princesses perhaps, but not a man.  I hope you understand.”
              Of course I didn’t understand but nodded my head dutifully.  We men have to pretend to understand women even when we know it will never be possible.  I said that I’d have one of them talk to her and if she gave permission they could pass on what I needed to know.  I wanted to know something just to put my mind at ease.  She smiled and nodded, and then with a wave of her hand sliced the boulder in half.
              I flew to the balcony and went to my room.  All three princesses were there and I called them to me.  I said, “Alice is willing to tell the story of the outspoken man at the party.  She just doesn’t want to tell a man.  Since I’m sure that none of you are men, I’m asking you to find out for me.”
              Chloe said that she would because being a good listener was her claim to fame.   Isa and Alba agreed that she would be the ‘man’ for the job but they wanted to know who he was also.  Chloe agreed to pass the information on to the other girls and I, then went to the construction site.
              Twenty minutes later Chloe returned in a red-face huff.  She was adjusting her wand for easy access and said that she would be leaving the castle for awhile.  We were all in instant shock!  Our healer never lost her calm demeanor and seeing murder in her eyes was scary!  She told of a young girl walking down a road.  She was on her way to visit friends and the trip wasn’t very long.  Before she made it to her destination an armored man showed up claiming to be a knight.  He asked the girl if her parents were peasants and when she answered that they were he dismounted.  He said that he had been on the road awhile and needed the services of a woman.  Since she was a peasant girl and he was a knight she was ordered to submit.  When she refused he threw her down, ripped off her clothes and raped her.  When he was done he tossed her two silver coins and said that they were for the dress.  He replaced his armor, mounted up and rode away.  She hadn’t seen him since, until last night.
              “David” Chloe cried, “She was only 12 and a virgin.  He used her and threw her away!”
              I stood up and said that, on horseback, he could have gone no more than a hundred miles.  I would follow the road to the east and they could check roads to the north and west.  I said to stay above attack range of Orc Captains and if they spotted him recall him back to the castle.  I warned them against letting anger control them and the importance of returning him in one piece.  I said to approach him shielded and if they really had to, they could get his attention.  Regardless, I wanted them home by dark.
              I told the other girls in the room that they could go down to the construction site to work on spells and help with any lifting they may need.  I knew that the men there weren’t crazy enough to get out of line with them!  We walked out of the bedroom and I asked the guard on duty if he knew what had become of the troublemaker from the party.  He told me that the man had been given his horse and had ridden out late last night.  Unfortunately that gave him a huge head start.  He couldn’t fly at over two hundred miles an hour so I was sure that we could catch him.
              We left from the balcony.  Isa and Alba heading north, Chloe west and I went east.  I flew quickly and saw no one for the first thirty miles.  I then saw a rider traveling west who seemed to be in no big hurry.  I landed twenty yards in front of him, startling his horse.  His only comment was, ‘I thought I was getting close to the wizard castle.’  I asked him if he’s seen a lone rider going east and he told me that the only people he had seen were fifty miles behind him.  They were burying the dead from an Orc attack.  There had been a dozen men, women, and children murdered for the sake of killing.  I thanked the man and asked him where he was going and if I could assist in speeding him on his journey.  He said he was going to Rosenwood and didn’t know if I would be able to help.  He hoped to be there in a week.  I asked if it would be acceptable for me get him there now.
He laughed and said ‘if you think that you can wizard!’  I put an arm around his horse’s neck and grabbed his wrist.  
              ‘Crack’ and we were at the gates of Rosenwood, a bit farther away than Alba had brought us, faded into existence.  The man let out a whoop and said ’you really are a wizard!  Sorry for doubting you, kind sir!’  I nodded and recalled back to Valeview. 
              The girls were still out on the mission that I hoped remained a search and not a search and destroy mission!  I informed the Captain of the Guard that the Orcs were restless and had attacked eighty miles from here on this very road.  The guard was doubled and more watchmen were put on the towers. I’d had a line run from the gate through my bedroom window and attached to a bell.  The guard was to use that to inform us that ‘the wizards’, as they referred to our group as a whole, were needed.  I flew down to the construction site and told the girls about the attack and that I was going to plan a counter attack.  When the princesses got back we’d get together and figure out the details.  I asked them to keep an eye out for my signal.
              Back inside the castle I looked up Pariset.  Our relationship had become quite strained since his inept attempt at teaching magic.  When I found him in his office I let him know about the Orc attack down the road and that I had added guards, just in case.  He agreed that it was a good idea with the annoying ‘my lord’ stuff that we’d slipped back into.  I also informed him that one of our party guests may have been a rapist.  He wanted to know if the rape had happened on the night of the party and if one of the wizard girls had been involved.  I told him that it had been three years ago and a wizard girl was involved.  He reminded me that the king had given me the power to make laws and punishments.  I said that I was considering giving the man, if he were caught, to his victim for punishment.  He asked that I tell him which girl was involved and when I said ‘Alice’ he went white!  He asked if I had any idea what that girl could do to a man and I had to laugh.  Of course I knew what she could do!  I was her Master after all and taught her magic.  He hoped that if I did give him to the girl that I wouldn’t do it in front of the castle residents.  He was sure that whatever she would do would traumatize everyone.  I comforted him by assuring him that I was a compassionate person and wouldn’t punish the people of the castle like that.
              I went back to the courtyard just as Chloe followed by a man and his horse came in.  She was holding her wand on the man as if it was a gun and the man was terrified.  I knew he wouldn’t run so I signaled her to lower her wand.  He relaxed slightly as soon as she did, but tensed again as I walked toward him.  I asked Chloe if she had asked him any questions and she shook her head.  I turned to the man and asked him where he had known the ‘common girl’ that was sitting with the wizards last night.  He sighed and said that he had met her a few years back when she was walking.  I asked if anything untoward had happened between them and his answer infuriated me.  He said that nothing had happened that wasn’t his right as a knight of the crown toward a commoner.  I told the man that he could now explain that to the ‘common girl’.  
              I saw Isa and Alba flying in over the keep and signaled them to call everyone up.  They fired energy bolts over the valley and then flew down to join us.  The five of us waited until the other six girls came over the top of the keep and landed, surrounding us.
              I called Alice over and asked, “Is this the man that raped you?”
              Alice looked at him and the man protested, “Rape?  What do you mean by that?  I was within my rights and I paid for damaged property!”
              Alice looked grim, “But did you pay for the damage you caused me?  The theft of my virtue without a thought and the pain and indignity of the act was not paid for.  It can never be paid for.”
              “But it was my…” the man began before Alice lifted her hand and he found himself floating thirty feet above us.
              “David, what should I do?  I’ve lived with this for a long time now and shouldn’t do what I feel right now.” Said Alice.
              “What do you feel like doing?  What would make you feel that justice had been done?” I asked.
              With a sad little smile Alice said, “What I feel like doing would make everyone loose their lunch and make a mess of the courtyard.  Do I have to make a decision now or can I mull it over for awhile?”              
              “The castle has a dungeon and we can hold him as long as you’d like.  You were the victim and should be the one to decide his fate.  I think that you’ll need to let him down though.  We can not do anything with him up there.”  I said.
              Only Alice could be using telekinesis and forget.  She looked up as though the floating man had just appeared, grinned and brought him gently to earth.  She asked, “David, will you please just hold him for a little while.  I need to think.”
              The captured knight protested, “You see!  This commoner speaks to you with a very familiar tone!  She needed to be taught to respect her betters!”
              I cringed and Alice smiled slightly, “My betters?  I am a Wizard Apprentice and as such answer to my Master and the king.  You, toad, should be honored to stand on the same grass as any one of us!”
              The man gasped and I realized that Alice had been choking him silent through her rant.  I signaled for a couple guards and they came on the run.  I told them to lock him up and to keep him fed and healthy until Alice passed judgment.  He was led away protesting his rights until we couldn’t hear him anymore.
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
              It was closing on noon so I suggested we all go upstairs for lunch.  Once there I told everyone about the Orc attack down the road and that we needed to launch a counterattack if we were ever to tame this place.  I explained that I’d only seen Orcs early in the morning or just at sunset which made me think they were nocturnal.  If they didn’t move around much during the day then that was when we should hit them.  I had decided that this afternoon would be the perfect time and we would go right after lunch.  I told Alice and the twins to go to construction site after they ate and inform them that they would actually have to do some of the work themselves.
              I then laid down my plan.  We would fly rapidly to a spot in the road fifty miles from here.  We would land due north of the camp that had nailed me awhile back and walk in from there.  As we got close we would spread out into a semi-circle fifteen yards apart.  Shielded, shielded, shielded.  I couldn’t stress that enough.  I told them that I loved them all and didn’t want anyone hurt.  So, shielded they would cast invisibility and move within fifty yards of the camp.  When everyone was set I would signal and everyone would carefully open fire with ‘meteor swarm’.  I stressed the careful part and that I didn’t want anyone hit by friendly fire.  Our shields were strong but I didn’t want to test them against our own spells.  I told the twins not to double the meteor spell because we hadn’t tested that and didn’t want to blow up all wizards in the kingdom with an underestimation!   They could take down any Captains that broke through faster than any of us and that would be their job after the repeated meteor attack.  I said that Alice should do what Alice does and that I hoped we didn’t have to use Chloe’s skill.  Everyone nodded and made sure of the plan.  This was our biggest attack ever and we were all excited and scared. I suggested they eat what they could and rest for a little while.  I would come get them when we were going to leave.
              
              Time passes to quickly when you’re dreading something.  Finally it was time and I gathered everyone in the courtyard.  Word had gone out that we were attacking a large Orc camp and the entire castle, staff, shops and guard included came to see us off.  Everyone gave their blessings and wished good luck and then we shielded and took to the air.
              I went up five hundred feet so we didn’t have to worry about trees and turned on the speed.  I checked, because that is who I am, to make sure that everyone was behind me and keeping up.  Less than twenty minutes later we arrived at the point north of the camp.  I landed in the road and everyone joined me.  I went over the plan again with one added idea.  I wanted Alba, very carefully, to cast invisibility and use her ‘blink’ skill to scout ahead.  She grinned and as we turned to walk into the woods I heard a quiet ‘pop’.  Alba was gone but was out there somewhere.  Someday I’d stop worrying when I couldn’t see what my girls were doing… someday.  We walked quietly until we got to the river.  There I had everyone make sure their shields were up and we cast invisibility.  We teleported across the river and made our way up the slight incline.  Alba dropped her invis close by and I dropped mine so she could find me.  She walked over with a scared look.  ‘There are at least fifty Orcs and ten Orc Captains in the clearing ahead’ Alba told me.  I told Alba to take her position in the line and go invis again and that my plan should take those guys out easily.
              We moved closer and made our horseshoe around the camp.  The girls let me know their location with a subtle shaking of a branch or moving leaves.  When we were all perfectly positioned I raised my wand.  I pointed in right in the middle of the huge Orc gathering and opened up with ‘meteor swarm’.  As the first flaming rock appeared in the air it was joined by the spell from nine other wizards.  The effect was catastrophic!  The entire camp was instantly scorched earth, Orc bodies, and pieces of bodies.  Nothing in the area moved.  I focused on the cave entrance because I knew that Orcs had come from there the night I was attacked.
              Suddenly, from out of the mouth of the cave came three little girls and five little boys!  Alice had them all scooped up and pulled to her at once.  That gave away her position and made her the target of spears thrown from inside the cave.  Throwing spears at Alice is like throwing bullets to a man with a gun!  Now that we knew that there may be more hostages we had to be careful.  Our area of effect spells had to be put on hold and we prepared to go one on one.  I called to an invisible Alba and told her to meet me by Alice.  I made my way to Alice and heard the pop of Alba showing up.  I asked her if she thought she could blink the children to the road and come back.  She said that she’d never tried moving eight before, but she was game. She had the children hold hands and ‘pop’, they were a hundred yards away.              
              I yelled across the camp so all the girls would know and wouldn’t accidentally kill me, “I’m going in.  Cover me as best you can but try not to hit me!”   Giggles across a battlefield might be odd but my girls weren’t exactly your every day soldiers.  I invisibly moved forward towards the mouth of the cave.  A huge spear flew from the cave in my general direction, stopped in midair and was added to the stack away from the cave.  I got close enough to see inside and saw a Captain standing with a spear hefted and waiting for a target.  I focused and repeatedly fired energy bolts at his face.  He roared and charged out of the cave looking for his attacker.  I ran backwards quickly, and remembering my instructions, I dropped to the ground.  Sure enough, a super powered energy bolt exploded the Captain ten feet from me.
              I walked back to the cave and got closer.  I could see nothing inside from where I was.  I thought hard because I needed light but knew that would give away my position.  This spell every dungeon gamer knew.  It was a must when it was nighttime in some games but I’d never thought of a need for it.  I focused and ‘lux’.  My wand lit up with a bright light.  From behind me I heard a loud whisper from Alba.  ‘I want to learn that spell!’  I grinned because she was back safely and wanted to learn EVERY spell that I popped up with.  I moved forward slowly and stuck my wand into the cave.  It was much larger than I’d thought and had curves and tunnels.  Dungeon style adventuring in my pixel life had never been my forte but I decided to move forward.  Just inside was a large room and there was nothing in it.  I moved forward and checked the room carefully for hidden creatures or traps.  Since I was going to have to look this thing over with a light I canceled my invisibility.    I walked cautiously to the mouth of the cave so the girls would know it was me and not something that should be shot.  I yelled for everyone to check their area, drop invis and come help me clear the cave.  There were a few seconds of silence and the girls started appearing all around me.  Naturally, they all had to know the ‘light’ spell and ‘lux’ was an easy one to remember. 
              With every one of us holding lit wands it looked like the sun had landed here.  We pushed forward into the cave.  There was nothing in the room I’d cleared and there was a large tunnel going off to the left.  I started down it, watching for traps and openings on the side that could hold baddies.  The tunnel opened up into another large room.  I stuck my head around the corner and saw that there were torches burning inside.  I told the girls to get ready and I stepped inside.  A small army of ten Orcs saw me and charged.  I let energy bolts fly and watched them fly over my shoulders in a deadly barrage.   There were ten dead Orcs in a matter of seconds.  I thought about being told that one Orc was more than a match for ten soldiers.  Well, ten Orcs were no match for ten wizards!
              I watched the downed creatures to make sure that they were dead and moved forward.  Around a corner, under the torches were a large group of humans tied up and looking quite feeble.  I carefully made my way to them and untied them.  All of them were weak and had been poorly treated.  From rope burns to broken ribs, they were pretty messed up.  I waved for Chloe.  I stood and watched her perform her specialized magic with the same awe it always caused.  Where there had been fifteen men, women, young men and young women lying injured there were now fifteen healed and whole people that had hope in their eyes.
              I asked the rescued people if there were more Orcs and was told that one had gone down the tunnel on the left but that was all they’d seen.  I asked the girls to stay with the people and I’d either yell or be back shortly.  I took off down the large tunnel and watched for the Orc that was supposed to be there.  I saw a room at the end of the tunnel and prepared myself for confrontation.  I moved to the opening of the enormous room and saw the Orc on the other side.  I focused and before he even knew I was there he was hit twice.  He staggered and turned toward me so I hit him a third time taking him out.  I walked toward him to see if he had anything worth looting and noticed that it wasn’t a rock floor beneath my feet.
              The floor was crunching and a bit slippery so I held my wand a bit closer.  The floor was sparkling with gold and platinum coins.  I wandered in farther and saw another room to my right.  This room contained a pile of gold and platinum coins thirty feet in diameter and over six feet high in the middle.  I searched around and found six boxes like the one the Orc Captain had been carrying and they were all full of gemstones.  It was wealth like I’d never imagined.  I walked back down the tunnel and called for my wife and consorts to please join me.  They came running with wands at the ready leaving the other girls to protect the people.  I told them that I was about to show them something that they wouldn’t believe.  They gave me a funny look because I’d shown them so much they didn’t think they would believe already.  I had them close their eyes and led them to what must have been the dragon’s bedroom.  When they opened their eyes I thought they were going to pass out.  The enormity of what they were looking at was overwhelming.
              We continued searching the cave together and found wondrous things.  Some of the things we found, such as a huge bag of only platinum coins, I sent to the vault.  I tried to focus on where things were and where I put them with the transport spell so I could avoid making a huge mess.  I knew that getting this wealth from here to our vault would take some work but with bags and the other girls to help it would happen. 
              We went back to where the other girls were with the people and asked them where they were from.  They told us that they were from the town of Edil.  Luckily Elaine knew where the town was because it wasn’t far from her home town of Soya.  She said that she would be able to recall us there if that is what we wanted to do.  I explained to the people that they needed to hold on to us and asked Elaine to let me cast first.  She nodded and I cast recall with a focus on the road due north.  We arrived with the normal ‘crack’ ten yards from a group of kids.  The reunion was touching but after a few minutes I broke it up so we could get them home.  We gathered in a large circle and I suggested that, with this large group, she should avoid putting us close to buildings.  She nodded, focused very hard and then cast the spell.  We came out of the spell in a field a short distance from town.  We started walking in and were spotted.  A bell started clanging and people poured from houses.  As the people started approaching they recognized me, or perhaps it was a description of my clothes, and started bowing.  I don’t like that groveling stuff so I asked them to please stop.  There were handshakes and hugs for all the returned people.  The girls and I received more thanks than we were comfortable with and were quickly ready to go.  
              I announced that we had to be moving on and four girls that we had rescued approached me.  They asked if going around and helping people was what we did.  I told her that we tried to help anyone that we could.  They said that they would love doing that kind of thing.  They enjoyed helping people and making people happy like we did them.  I said that I’d talk to my group and if it was decided that we were to take on novices someone would come and test them.  They were thrilled with that and I called the girls to me.  We held hands in a circle and I recalled us below Valeview.
 
              I asked the girls to follow me and act like we were just wandering.  Six of the girls were quite confused and I enjoyed that.  If I didn’t confuse them from time to time they might think I’d taken ill!  We flew into the courtyard and then walked to the bakers.  I asked for empty flour bags and he had plenty.  We grabbed twenty and I thought that would be good for a start.  We flew back over the keep and landed in an open area.  I then told them to be on guard when we came out of recall, gathered together and I cast.  We came out on the south side of the river just below the cave.  We walked up carefully in case a raiding party had been out.  That was highly unlikely because of their usual nocturnal habits but better safe than Orc food.  We arrived at the cave and found no stragglers.  I hoped we had put quite a dent in the Orc activity around here.  As we started down the tunnel into the cave I explained that any treasure that was found when we were doing something like this would belong to all of us equally.  We all did equal work and so should be rewarded as such.  Everyone agreed whole heartedly.  Most of the girls had never even had a single gold coin to call their own and would be happy with one should we find it.
              I had the six girls that hadn’t been to the bottom close their eyes and Isa, Chloe and Alba led them to the door of the dragon’s bedroom.  We had them open their eyes and they screamed!  This wasn’t possible, not in their wildest dreams had they seen such wealth.  And we were really sharing it?  Oh!  Their parents could have a house with a floor!              
              I asked Alice how hard it would be to separate the platinum and the gold.  She said that it would be pretty easy.  With her telekinesis skill she could focus on exactly what she wanted and it would come whether she could see it or not.  She showed me by focusing on the huge pile of gold and platinum and the platinum coins began flying to a pile.  I grabbed one of the huge bags that held a hundred pounds of flour and walked to the pile that Alice was creating.  I started scooping coins into the bag when Alice asked me if I’d like her to do that.  I was starting to feel a bit guilty about having her do so much and said so.  She just grinned, took the bag from my hand by looking at it, stood it up and began filling it with the coins she was sorting. 
 
 It took us five days to bag the coins and to box up the gems.  We decided to teleport everything to Isa and my bedroom and we would float it down to the vault from there.  I told the guard that no one was to enter that room because we were working on magic in there and someone in the wrong place could be hurt.  Emptying the cave was fun but tiring work, from dawn to dusk.  When we finally had everything at Valeview it was a happy day.  We all had more money than we’d ever need, but that was a problem that we were willing to suffer with.
 
              The afternoon that we finished with the cave we were all sitting in my room I was replaying the day of the attack.  I remembered telling the rescued girls that I’d check with my girls and see about taking novices.  I threw out the idea for discussion and found that there was no need.  All the girls loved being joined by new people.  I suggested that since the princesses were all Expert now that they should plan on being the primary instructors.  They suggested that if that was to be the case then they should be the ones to test the girls.  Fair was fair and I agreed.  I asked them when they would be going and all three stood up.  Now would be as good a time as any!
              I told the remaining six girls that they should take some money to their families.  I cringed the moment I said it because I remembered that Elaine was an orphan.  I apologized to her and was told not to worry.  She felt that she had a family now and was perfectly happy with it. She said that she would like to spread some gold around to the families that had helped her.  I hugged her and continued with the others.  I suggested that they not flood the local economy with to much at once.  I said that there would be no reason that they couldn’t put there families into better housing and increase their quality of life considerably.  Alice flew to the rafters and got the key and they went down to the vault.  The girls returned an hour later with bags of gold coins.  It was defiantly enough to change the lifestyle of the poor village and townsfolk that were their families. It was no more per bag than they had picked up in three or four handfuls from the cave.  I estimated that the families that received it could have fine homes built with it.  I figured that it would provide work for wood cutters and carpenters.  Smiths would have to make nails where wooden pens weren’t used.  Hopefully it would have a positive effect on the entire community.  Everyone left for their respective destinations.
              Alice was the first one to return home and that worked out well for me.  The first thing that I had to ask Alice was what she planned to do with the man we were holding in the dungeon.  She told me that since it had happened quite some time ago that she couldn’t feel the vindictiveness that she honestly felt she should.  She asked if it would be possible; since he was the king’s man after all, have the king pass judgment on him and whatever punishment was called for.  I smiled and told her that the king would do pretty much whatever I asked of him.  I didn’t know if it was because my Father-in-law respected me or was afraid of me, but he certainly had given me plenty of political power.  I suggested that we take the knight to the king tomorrow.  Just she and I could go to avoid turning the capital into a circus.
              We then talked about her love of the telekinesis spell.  She explained that she could actually ‘feel’ the object that she is handling.  That was how she could shape rock or anything else that she was moving.  I could see it differently than how she had to describe it because my science classes had been more advanced than hers.  When cutting up or crushing a rock she could actually feel the molecules and cut at a molecular level!  That would explain the perfectly smooth cuts that the construction crews loved her for!  She became the teacher for the longest time.  I was almost ashamed, but proud, that a student knew so much more than the Master!
              Finally the princesses returned with a fourteen year old girl named Kiena.  She was the only one of the volunteers from Edil that had passed the test.  I suggested that she could stay in the room with Calla since Chloe rarely went in there anymore.  That brought a slight blush to Chloe but she nodded in agreement.  I asked who wanted to get her fitted for clothes and a novice patch and everyone volunteered at once.  I told them to figure it out in the morning.  We all talked and did our best to put Kiena at ease.  When the girls all returned from their home towns I could relax and headed off to bed.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
              In the morning I woke and roused Alice.  I rarely went to the girl’s rooms while they were in bed, for appearance sake, but I wanted to get an early start.  She woke quickly and said she would be out as soon as she dressed.  I went back to my room and fumbled around in Isa’s closet until I found a simple but pretty cape that would be long enough to cover Alice down to her ankles.  I was taking her to the king’s court this morning and wanted her to not reveal that she was a wizard until we’d had a chance to make our case.  Alice came out and I had her put it on, then the two of us went to the kitchen.  We ate and chatted with the kitchen staff and then prepared to collect the third member of our trip. 
              We told the guard that we would be taking the prisoner to see the king and that I hoped he wouldn’t be returning with us.  I didn’t want Valeview to be a long term penitentiary.  We went up to the balcony and opened the doors.  The knight made some comment about throwing him off the balcony not being justice.  At that moment, from the look on her face, Alice might have thought it would.  I asked Alice to grab him, gently, so we could fly down to our recall point.  She did and we lifted off together.  Alice and I grinned sadistically at his panic.  Having nothing under your feet does take a bit of getting used to but we made it to the recall spot without ‘accidentally’ dropping the man.  Alice and I joined hands and each put a hand on the shoulder of the man and I recalled us to Rosenwood.
              We arrived away from the gate by a quarter of a mile and walked up.  The guards didn’t question our presence.  We continued on to the keep and on up to the doors of the throne room.  We were only waiting for a matter of moments before we were escorted in with the herald announcing, ‘The Master Wizard and company!’  The king rose and moved to the end of the dais to meet us.  When we were close the prisoner and I bowed while Alice curtsied.  
              “Sir Erik, what have you gotten yourself into this time?”  Was the king’s first question.
              “Your Majesty what I stand accused of I feel was within my rights as a knight of the crown.” Erik answered.
              The king then looked at me and asked exactly what the charges were.  I explained how he had raped a twelve year old girl, stolen her virtue and torn her clothes.  I added that to add insult to injury he had thrown her two silver coins to pay for the clothes.
              The king asked, “Sir Erik, since when did rape become a right?”
              With his head down he answered, “She was just a commoner my king.”              
              “Rape is rape regardless of commoner or noble.” the king rumbled.  “And Master Wizard, how did this become your affair?”
              I nodded to Alice. That was the question I was waiting for.  She unclasped her covering cape and took it off, revealing the wizards uniform underneath.  There were gasps and murmurs throughout the courtroom.  “Because she is one of my best, you’re Majesty.” I said.
              The king gave Alice a slight bow and said, “And how would you like this man to be punished for his crime against you?  I am certain that you are capable of exacting whatever revenge you felt necessary!”
              “Revenge is not what I desire you’re Majesty, all I want is justice.”  Alice said in a barely audible voice. 
              “Well said, Lady Wizard!  And justice you shall have.”  The King made a slight hand gesture and guards materialized beside Erik and took him away.  “Is there anything else that I can do for you while you are here Master Wizard?”  The king asked.
              “Yes, my King.” I answered, “It is about my scribe Pariset.  He has been doing most of the work of a Lord at Valeview while I have been training and building the training facilities.  The work is about finished on the keep and we’ll be moving out of Valeview proper to the school keep.  If your Majesty agrees I think that it is only fair that Pariset is rewarded for his hard work and granted the Lordship of Valeview.  To be honest, I have my hands full with seven students.  Your daughters are now teachers of magic by their own right.”
              “My daughters instruct magic?” asked the king and he swelled with pride.  Grinning from ear to ear he said, “Pariset, huh?  Certainly!  Anything you want.  When can you have him here?”
              “If you will allow me to leave Alice here and allow her to keep this space,” I gestured in a circle behind me, “clear.  I can have him here from Valeview in five minutes.”
              “To Valeview and back in less than five minutes?  My stars man!  I have to see this!  Yes, to all of that.”  Said the king, slightly stunned.
              “Then by your leave…”  I bowed to the king and looked at Alice.  She nodded her understanding and I recalled directly to the steps of the keep in Valeview.
              I knew the guard hated that and had to laugh when they yelled about the cruelty of wizards on guards nerves.  I rushed through the door and told Pariset I needed to show him something. He got up and came around his desk.  I handed him a cloth and suggested he get some of the ink off his fingers.  A few seconds later he set the cloth on the table.  I looked at him and said ‘don’t hate me’ then recalled directly into the throne room.  The stunned look almost had me giggling like one of the girls.  He turned and faced the king and bowed low.
              The king said, “Pariset, the Master Wizard has been telling me things about you.”
              Pariset looked at me and colorless lips mouthed ‘I’m sorry.’
              The king continued, “He has made a suggestion to me, and as you know, I tend to listen to his suggestions.  So, Scribe Pariset please kneel” the king brought out a sword and I knew that Pariset thought he was to be decapitated by the king himself for his misguided actions with the spells.  He jumped when the sword touched him on one shoulder and then the other.  “I dub thee Lord Pariset.  Lord of Valeview answerable only to the Master Wizard who resides in your province and me.  Rise Lord Pariset!”
              I helped to support his wobbly legs as he stood.  He was ghost white and in shock.  This was the exact opposite of what he thought he had been brought before the king for!  I smiled and whispered, ‘now who isn’t good in crowds’!  That brought a smile to his face and he said ‘thank you, Your Majesty!’
              The king looked back at me.  “Are there any other matters today good Wizard?”
              “No your Majesty, that is all that I have today other than to report that the apprentices and I killed sixty Orcs and at least eleven Captains.” I replied.
              “Stars above!  Keep up the good works and give my love to my daughters!” the king gave Alice a slight bow.  She nodded and smiled.
              “Then we shall be on our way, by your leave.”  The king nodded and took a step back. 
              I held out a hand to Alice and the stunned Pariset and once again recalled to the steps of Valeview keep.  I waved to the guard with a grin.  Pariset released my hand and pinched himself.   He looked at me and said, ‘that really did happen didn’t it?’  I told him that it did Lord Pariset but he couldn’t have my room until the school was done.  He laughed and said that there was no hurry; it would take him a month at least to adjust to being a Lord!  I told him, ‘I know what you mean’.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
              I walked upstairs with Alice and we went in to my room.  Everyone was up and sitting around.  They had wondered where we were and we had to give a full report on the trip to Rosenwood.  I let the princesses know that their father sent his love, which got a round of eye-rolling started.  They didn’t care for the attitude change their father had.  They were underfoot when they were princesses, beloved when they were wizards, and were sent his love as instructors!  They thought that the conditional love he gave wasn’t at all real.
              I told the instructors that I had a project that would be really good for them to have a novice do.  If they were able to teach shield, energy bolt, and telekinesis, the project would be simple.  Between the main road in front of Valeview and the gap in the rock that led to the valley, there were a lot of trees.  We were going to need a road there for people that couldn’t fly to get in and out easily.  They grinned knowing that this project was going to be destructive!  I told them they should blow out those trees, pull up the stumps, and shape a road down the gap.  They all grinned, gathered Kiena, who was having to wait until noon for her uniform but had been give a wand, and headed out.
              I asked Alice if she was needed by the crews yet and she said that she was still a bit ahead of them.  I asked her to go with me to look at a project I had in mind.  She nodded and I suggested that the rest of the girls lend a hand at getting the keep built.
              Everyone left followed me to the window and popped shield, and fly.  Alice and I dropped straight down the wall to the ground and the others glided over to the construction site.  I asked Alice if there was any weakness she could detect in the rock canyon wall that Valeview was sitting on and if she would be able to carve a vault out here, just above the school keep.  I stood back and let her focus.  I don’t know exactly how she scanned like she did but I didn’t want to distract her.  After a few minutes she turned to me and said that it was perfect.  No cracks or faults as far as she could see.  I wasn’t exactly sure how far that was but was willing to take her word for it.  I asked about the vault because she would have to do the work.  I didn’t want the twins blasting rock right under the castle.  I was told that she thought she knew what I wanted and would see.  She was always quite humble for such a powerful talent!  She pulled her wand and sited along it.  She moved her head as if she were mentally drawing a square and began to focus.  Standing five feet from her I could feel the tingle of power in the air as lines began to form in the rock as if cut with a laser.  Then I saw nothing except for her standing frozen with her wand pointed at the rock face.  She stood there for quite some time then put down her wand with an audible ‘whew!’  She looked at me and said, ‘I’ll deserve a short break when I’m done with this one!’  I grinned and told her that she was her own boss when it came to things like this.  She took a few deep breaths and walked to the center of the ten by ten square that she had drawn.  She put her hands against it and took a posture like she was pushing the mountain.  She stood there for a good five minutes without moving, just breathing deeply.  The air in the area had turned electric with the power she was calling on.  Suddenly she started walking backward slowly.  The entire ten foot by ten foot block following her as if attached to her hands.  She continued backward pulling an enormous plug out of the solid rock eighteen feet long!  She then walked the length of the plug cutting it at six foot intervals with her wand as if cutting butter.  She stacked the cut blocks to the side and walked over to me.  I bowed to her and told her she had just earned her four lightning bolts.  She grinned and wanted me to look inside. After all that she wanted to make sure that she’d done what I was hoping for.  I walked inside the perfectly smooth ten by ten by eighteen foot room that had been solid rock minutes before.  I told her it was beautiful and I wouldn’t have believed it possible!  She informed me that to disbelieve wasn’t the right attitude for a Master Wizard!  We both laughed and she went up to her room to lay down, with my blessing!
              I went to the site where the new road was being built to see how that was progressing.  It was fun to watch someone unfamiliar with magic work.  After blasting a tree with an energy bolt she was required to lift the tree and stack it neatly in a pile.  She was to pull the stump and place it in another pile on the other side of the ‘road’.  When I got there the poor girl was still trying to remember what word did what.  I reminded the instructors that it had been a game for them using telekinesis to toss pebbles and pillows.  I didn’t want them to forget what it was like being unsure and having people watch them.  They laughed and went to talk to her.  I’m not sure what they said but she relaxed and improved greatly.  I told them of Alice’s feat and they were impressed.  I said it was time for her to get her Expert ranking and they wholeheartedly agreed.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
 
              The long anticipated and dreaded move was upon us.  The Wizard’s Keep was finally finished.  Every room was furnished with new furniture and king sized beds.  Chloe, Alba and Alice were given rooms on the third floor as instructors.  Isa and I knew that Chloe and Alba would rarely be in their rooms, but it gave them their own space.  They also had their own closets, and I’ve learned that they are very important!  Isabel and I had an enormous double king bed in a bedroom that was separate from the rest of our living space.  As you came into our room there was, what modern people would call, a living room.  We had couches and chairs, a long table for our get-togethers, and a beautiful balcony door.                
              My windmill pump was connected to a well, that Alice had no trouble digging. It filled a water tower that was on the roof.  I was sure that we were the only keep in the kingdom that had running water.  I hoped to have hot running water if I could just think of a way to do it.  I didn’t like the idea of burning wood and I wouldn’t introduce coal, if it even existed, to this beautiful place.  Perhaps some sort of geothermal thing could be worked out.  It was just another thing on my ‘to do’ list.
              There were some people that I planned to hire to do jobs around the keep.  I had hopes of getting a lady to work on the first floor in a dean-like position.  I was sure that there would be times that the girls would need the advice of someone mature and not male.  The idea of hot water nagged at me constantly.  I was, after all, a spoiled city boy from a modern age!
 
              I went up to our room and found Isa finishing the packing.  I told her that I was going to go work on a project.  I hoped it didn’t last long but, since I wasn’t sure how to do it, it might take until evening.  She asked if Alice was going to be helping on this project and I said that she was the logical choice.  Her skill came in very handy with a lot of the projects that I came up with.  I found Alice in her room and asked if she was busy.  She had moved everything she owned in a very short time and was just looking out her window.  When I asked if she would be willing to help with another project, she jumped at the chance.
              We left the keep and went behind it and to the east.  I asked her if she could ‘feel’ if there was a place that was hot underground.  I explained that if we could find a subterranean fault that we might be able to tap the heat.  That, in turn, would heat water for the keep.  At least that was my theory.  When I was working on a project like this, it always made me wish I’d paid more attention is school!  She said that she might be able to feel something like that and we walked slowly down the river towards the woods.  I don’t know what she was looking for or even how and so I didn’t complain that we moved at a snails pace.  After a couple hours she stopped.  
              “I think I’ve found what we need.” she said.  “It is a hundred feet down but I’m sure I can get to it.”
              She looked back toward the keep and the pipes that I’d had the smith make for this project came sailing over the wall and landed close by.
              She asked, “So you want me to dig a hole wide enough for two pipes that are connected at the bottom like a horseshoe?”
              I nodded, “And then lengths of pipe will have to be connected and run to the keep.  From there connected to the water tower and a valve that I have ready.”
              She acknowledged that she understood and braced her feet more comfortably.  I knew that posture and settled in for a boring wait for me and long job for her.  The first few feet that she compressed rock, sand and dirt to make a hole was cool to watch. After that it was just watching someone staring at a hole.  Secretly it made me glad that we hadn’t found boys that could do magic.  At least I had nice scenery while watching her work.  After an hour she finally said that she had reached the spot that she had felt.  She then started lowering pipe into the hole, melding them together as she went.  Modern drillers would have been jealous of the way she could connect pipe at the molecular level!  
              She reached the bottom with the two pipes, bent them at the top of the hole and we began walking toward the keep.  She would stop at the end of every pipe, fly in another, connect it and off we would go.  This project was more time consuming than I’d thought but it might, just might be worth it.  We got to the back of the keep where we had a pipe with a valve coming from the water tower.  She connected one pipe to it and the other to the valve I had waiting.
              Now was the moment of truth.  I stood aside and asked Alice to do the honors.  After all, it might have been my idea, but the labor was all hers.  She opened the unattached valve first so the water could fill the pipe without compressing air and opened the water tower pipe… and we waited.  Finally, we heard the sound of approaching water coming from the valve.  Water came pouring out, and it was hot!  I hugged Alice and laughed!  We’d done it. Not only did we now have a keep with running water, but running hot and cold water!  We were, unknown to everyone in the keep or kingdom, the classiest place there was!              
              I congratulated Alice on a job well done and told her that she deserved a rest.  I said that I would go up to tell Isa what we’d done what we had been working on.  I suggested that, if she was up to it, we could connect the hot water in the morning.  She agreed and I wished her a good night.  I flew around the corner of the keep and up to our balcony.  I opened the door and walked side, excited to tell about our latest technological advancement.
              Isabel came from the bedroom.  “So, when you and Alice finished you came in through the back door, I see.”
              “Yeah, we just got …” I started.
              Isabel interrupted me.  “I thought we had an understanding!  I didn’t mind if you had consorts, as many as you wanted.  But as tradition states, the wife has to grant permission before the relationship is consummated!”
              Confused I ask, “What are you talking about?”
              “With as much time as you’ve spent with her lately did you think I wouldn’t figure it out?  It wasn’t that difficult, David.”  She accused. 
              I know it isn’t the best way to handle this situation but I was suddenly angry.  We had innocently been working on a project for the betterment of everyone and now I’m accused of being unfaithful?  So, my immature response was, “I’m out of here.  We might talk when I calm down.”  And with that I cast fly and was off the balcony.  I popped my shield and headed south toward the mountains and out of the kingdom of Eredwynn.
              I was angry and I don’t do angry well.  On top of that I was consumed with the righteous indignation of the falsely accused.  My wife that knowingly and willingly had permitted her sisters into our bed, and knew that I was in no way sexually neglected would think that I would be unfaithful?  Faster and faster I flew as the thoughts whirred in my head.  She didn’t even ask me about it, but went right to the accusations.  Perhaps I had spent a lot of time with Alice but we were always visible and never did anything that could be construed as flirtatious.  I might understand if it were one of the other girls, perhaps.  I do flirt with them all from time to time but we all know that it’s just a game.  I pushed myself faster, as if speed could drive the anger away.  Even with Chloe I’d flirted, but Isabel herself had told her I was joking.  Faster and I was no longer going down the mountains but level across a snow covered expanse of a much higher elevation than I had started at.  It was silent except for my racing mind.  I couldn’t even hear the sound of the wind and I looked behind me.  I was five hundred feet above the ground and behind me I could see the sonic boom hitting the trees.  At some point in my race from anger I’d crossed over the eight hundred mile per hour mark.
              The level area then dropped off rapidly into a warmer plain.  I saw movement and what appeared to be a camp but I wasn’t in the mood to socialize.  As I flew over I saw that the camp was quite large and of the Orc race.  They didn’t appear to be the nomadic creatures that we had on the other side of the mountain, but more ‘civilized’ if that were possible.  I continued my headlong flight south but was beginning to simmer down some.  I passed over dozens of Orc villages and began a slow ’U’ turn.  I saw giants, ettins, ogres and trolls scattered across the landscape.  It looked like a nightmare I’d once had but this was very real.   I was just glad that we had that mountain range between our country and this.
              The sun set and I had thought that I’d seen some aerial creatures in the dusk light, so I no longer wanted to be here.  I slowed myself down, scouted the area and then dropped to the ground.  As soon as my feet hit I recalled to the roof of the keep.  We had designated a recall point on the roof that was a no walking or standing zone.  I walked down the stairs and went to the door of my room.  I knocked and waited for it to be opened.  
              Isabel answered my knock and opened the door for me.  Her eyes were red and swollen; it was obvious that she had been crying for quite some time.  In a quiet voice she asked if I wanted to talk.  
              I walked to a couch and sat down, and waited for her to join me.  When she did I looked her in the eye and told her, “I love you very much.  You have granted me two wonderful ladies to be consorts and I’m very happy.  At one time you said to me that a man can have as many consorts as he could afford but the wife had to agree to the arrangement.  I don’t recall any such arraignment being made with Alice.  With as much liberty as you have given me, why would you think that I would be unfaithful?”
              “David, I don’t know!  I know that you would never do anything to hurt or upset me!  When I was saying those things to you it was as if I was watching myself do it and couldn’t stop!  I love you and am very sorry!  I probably owe Alice an apology too for including her in my madness.” Isabel sobbed.
              I had to stop and think for a moment.  Irrational anger, crying, the feeling of being out of control, they all had one common cause that I knew.  I took her face in my hands and softly said, “my love, when was your last period, your last menstrual cycle… um… the last time you brought flowers?’  
              Her eyes brightened with recognition at my last fumbled guess.  Then her bright eyes widened, “It was shortly before Alba’s birthday!  Oh my stars!”  She raised her tunic above her belly button and the slight bulge in her midriff of a pregnant belly showed.
              Now I felt weak…
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
              A baby!  This was certainly … news.  I didn’t know exactly how I felt about that.  Daddy Master Wizard just didn’t sound right.  Isabel was ecstatic!  I was told that I was not to say a word about this to anyone until everyone could be told together.  Her sisters were in their own rooms for a change because of how upset she had been.  She said that she would get them and Alice if I would get everyone else.  I agreed just glad that the idea of Alice and I had been completely forgotten.  I went downstairs rounding up all the girls.  I simply told them that Isabel wanted to see them, and then I went back up and made myself small in a corner.
              Isabel walked in from our bedroom and made the classic ‘ahem’ for attention.  Everyone got quiet and I waited, wishing for earplugs.  “Ladies, I would like to make an announcement.  I may have to ask each of you for some extra help from time to time… over the next six months or so.”  She clasped her hands over her tiny belly.  For a moment there was silence, and then everyone realized what she was saying.  There were squeals and clapping, congratulations and hugs.  These were all the things that I had wished for the earplugs to avoid.  Then the girls remembered that I had something to do with it and all came over to hug me.  
              I knew that I didn’t need to be here so the first chance I got I whispered in Isa’s ear and said I was going to tell Pariset.  She just nodded and went back to the giggling mass.  I slipped to the balcony and flew to the front of Valeview.  I walked in and stopped by the kitchen to have someone get two mugs of ale.  Armed with those I crossed to Pariset’s office.  He was happy to see me and asked if he could be of service.  I asked if he would please have a drink with me.  He nodded and asked what the occasion was that called for this.  I had never done anything like it before.  I told him that I’d just found out that I was to be a father.  He told me congratulations and shook my hand without squealing, the way it should be done!
              I then asked if he knew what was over the mountain range to the south.  He told me that it was a no man's land and he didn’t think that anything lived there.  I told him that he was right; it was a no man's land but things certainly lived there.  I told him about what I’d spotted all the different types of monsters and organized Orcs.  He was as thankful for the mountain as I was.  If those critters ever decided to migrate we all might be in trouble!
              We sat and chatted about guy stuff for an hour.  I hoped that by that time the girls had decided to settle down.  I had one more question.  I asked if he knew where there was an educated woman that was mature and would be willing to work as a dean for the school.  She would have her own office, bedroom and wages were negotiable.  He promised to look into it and would get a message to me.  I thanked him and left.
              I landed on the balcony outside of my room and looked through the door.  It appeared that all the girls except for one had gone to their own rooms.  I walked in and said hi to Isabel and Alice.  Isa told me that she had asked Alice, since she was the oldest girl in the place next to her, to be the baby’s primary babysitter when it was born.  I asked if it wasn’t early to be looking for a sitter and got shushed.  Isa also said that she had told Alice about her blow up and had apologized to her.  Alice had said to her that she had feelings for me that had started just after Alba’s party with my concern for her, but would never have acted on them.  She knew the noble’s acceptance with consorts and knew that she would have to be approached by the Lord or Lady.  Isabel then informed me that she had asked Alice to be a consort and, if I agreed, had accepted.
              I was in shock!  After the blow up of this evening about Alice and I being together to much and then asking her to be a consort?  I asked how the complete reversal of her attitude could happen in such a short time.  Was she sure that she wasn’t asking Alice out of a hormone imbalance (she had no idea what that meant) or some other craziness that was caused by pregnancy?  She reminded me that the day Alice and the twins had arrived she had talked to me about consorts.  She had told me then that she would be willing to have any of the other five girls we had in training.  Her blow-up this afternoon must have been caused by pregnancy because she felt none of the strong emotional turmoil that she’d felt before.  I asked her, since the twins had been there that night too, would she be asking them next?  She laughed and said that when they moved to the third floor she just might consider it!  Alice cut in and said that if her being asked to be a consort was going to cause us to argue, then perhaps we should rethink it.  I walked over to her, put my arms around her, kissed her, and told her that we just had to get that out of our system.  It really wasn’t because of her at all, and that if she really wanted to be my consort, I’d be happy and honored to have her.  She smiled and said that we would have to be gentle with her.  Her only other experience with a man hadn’t been a pleasant one.  I promised to do my best to make up for that unpleasantness.  Isabel came over and hugged her too, welcoming her to the family.
              Later that evening I told Isa that, since Alice was going to be spending evenings with us, we should take away her long, granny nightgown and put her in one of her new ones.  I had talked to the tailor and together we had worked out a gown that was much friendlier to the eye.  It was a simple, low cut, middle of the thigh, spaghetti strap design.  It was similar to the kind that most of the women in my world wore.  Isa agreed and took a dubious Alice back to the bedroom, where they picked a color for her.  They both changed into the gowns and came back to the living room.  They were beautiful.  Alice had picked an emerald green and Isa was in, of course, royal purple.  They were much better than the long, to the ankle, white things that everyone else in the kingdom wore!  I also noticed by her underarms and legs that she had learned the ‘shaving spell’.  I’d find out later how far she had taken that!
 
But that would have to come later…
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