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    Alec the Wanderer
 
   Chapter One
 
   I kicked up dust as I walked along the road. The weather in the late spring had been unusually dry but crops weren’t suffering yet. I was doing what no one else in my family ever did. I was walking from a town that I’d be visiting and going to where ever the next stop turned out to be. I didn’t have a plan, just a pack on my back and the world to explore. I knew the family thought that I was strange because I chose to walk instead of flying or porting everywhere. I was capable of those things but I felt that I could see more of the world if I actually touched it. 
 
   I was coming from the mining town of Clodfey because that’s where I’d found myself. There were a few cute girls that worked at the pubs that I liked to say hi to from time to time. Unlike my brothers I didn’t run off on a freedom trip when I was offered a castle. I told Father no thank you and didn’t take the job. I couldn’t even picture myself behind a desk or on a throne. I could be of more use to more people being out here with them. If they knew me, that would be fine and if they never knew that I was a famous ‘sib’, that would be fine too. My mother, Alice, is a very soft spoken lady and has the most powerful control of telekinesis known to a caster wizard. She has made quite the name for herself through her love of construction with stone. She has been known to make a huge two story stone building in a day and a half. Even one of the siblings would be hard pressed to pull off that feat.
 
   By the time that I was seven I was known as ‘the wanderer’ due to my aptitude for not being where I was expected to be. When I was supposed to be in the nursery I would usually be found down by the firing range watching the novices and giving pointers. Of course they would rarely listen to a little boy and would sometimes shoo me away. Then one of the adults would show up and make me put them back on the ground so they could learn their silly spells.
 
   Down by the intersection where the road came to a ‘T’ I saw a man struggling with a two wheeled cart loaded with freshly cut hay. I ran to catch up with him and grabbed a handle as he turned north.
 
   He grinned and said, “Hello young man, are you going to Edil this morning? It’s another five miles and my farm is a mile past that. I’m happy for the help but won’t be able to pay.”
 
   I smiled. “Edil seems to be a good place to be. Since I’m going that way there won’t be any need to pay me. Maybe I could talk you into dinner and a spot in your barn to spend the night?”
 
   The farmer nodded. “Now those are wages that I can manage. My name’s Kyle, I don’t think that I’ve seen you around Edil.”
 
   “Naw, I’m from all over. I just wander around waiting for my fortune to catch up with me. My name’s Alec by the way.”
 
   “Well Alec someday you might find that your fortune has soft skin and pretty eyes. Then you’ll be glad you had the chance to wander the world for a while.”
 
   I laughed. “I don’t think that I’ll ever meet the woman that will put up with me. She’d have to hate having a home and love to wander.”
 
   Kyle chuckled. “Women can be odd creatures sometimes. I never thought I’d find someone and now I have a wife, farm, animals and children. I think it would be nice to be rich and live in some castle somewhere with servants to take care of everything for me. You know the royal family must have it made and you’d never see them out hauling a load of hay!”
 
   I sighed. “That does sound nice but I don’t think I’d give up my freedom to wander, not even for servants. Besides, I’ve heard that the King’s Sons are hounded by all those girls that they have in the wizard’s school there. I’m a man and enjoy the company of women but I don’t know about having them chasing me all the time.”
 
   Kyle said, “Maybe when you’re older you’ll find that one special girl that you can’t live without. It happened to me and even after three kids I wouldn’t trade her for the world. My boys are a great help in the fields and with the animals but my daughter needs to get married soon or I’m going to pull my hair out. She does have some young men from neighboring farms call from time to time so there’s hope. She’s great at milking the cows and has turned into a good cook too. I guess I shouldn’t complain about her too much.”
 
   I nodded and we walked along lost in our own thoughts. I hoped that the farmer wouldn’t think that dinner and a bed of hay in a barn would be enough for me to take his daughter off his hands. The last thing I needed with my lifestyle was someone else to look out for. We trudged along dragging the cart and I thought back on my early teen years. While my brothers and sisters were working on cool spells like flamestrike and energy bolt, I was sitting in the grass with my Aunt Gwen. I knew that I’d leave the castle someday and move around the country, and maybe other countries too. I felt that if I learned nature magic from Gwen, it would help clear paths and cross through swamps more easily. I didn’t have the control that a two hundred year old elf would have, but I could use it more easily than the others could in the family. My reflections were interrupted when Kyle said, “Town ahead!”
 
   I looked up to see we were entering the mouth of Main Street. I saw a pub up on the left and asked Kyle if he’d like to stop for a drink before we finished our trip.
 
   He smiled and shook his head. “I have no coin, young man. It does sound good though.”
 
   “I have some and wouldn’t mind buying, at all.”
 
   “Well, since you’re twisting my arm, I can’t refuse!”
 
   We walked in and sat at a table. The waitress came up and I ordered ale for myself. Kyle nodded his agreement and the waitress brought us two mugs. I discreetly slipped her two silver coins and winked for her to keep the change. The girls on the stairs picked up on the signal that I was a tipper and became quite flirty. If I wasn’t helping the farmer out I might have gone over to visit, but today they’d have to survive without me. We sat and talked about everything from crops to politics, until we finished our drinks. We made our way back to the hay cart and pulled it the last mile to Kyle’s farm.
 
   We pulled up in front of the farm house and I looked it over. It was quite nice as far as some of the local farm houses I’d seen went. Kyle must have some talent with a hammer, as well as crops and herds. It was a cozy building with two bedrooms, a kitchen/dining area and comfortable living room. As we walked in Kyle called ahead, “Mitri, we have company my love.”
 
   A lovely lady in her mid-thirties came out of the back bedroom and welcomed me into her home. “Make yourself at home, young man. Are you here to call on Caroline?”
 
   I was confused but Kyle stepped in. “Alec is just wandering through and gave me a hand with the cart. I think you’ll have to look to the local boys to find a match for our daughter.”
 
   I smiled as I understood. “No, my lady, my intention wasn’t to call on your daughter. However, if she is half as lovely as her mother I might just change my mind.”
 
   Mitri smiled happily. “I hope you can stay for dinner. It is plain farmers’ fare, but it is filling and will help you keep your strength up.”
 
   I said, “Your husband was kind enough to invite me for dinner and a spot in the barn for the night. I’m happy to know that you’re inviting me also. Things can go wrong when a man speaks without checking with the woman in his life.”
 
   Kyle smiled at me, knowing my flattery for what it was. “Alec earned it by helping with that cart. I would have had to have stopped a dozen times to rest, if he hadn’t had the other handle.”
 
   There was a commotion outside and two burly boys and a cute young lady piled through the door. There seemed to be an argument going on and I went unnoticed. “Father, tell Caroline that she don’t want to take that test to go that wizard’s school. She don’t know that the trainees there all gotta sleep with the King’s sons. I’ve tried ta tell her but she won’t listen to me.”
 
   I rolled my eyes without being seen. So this was the latest rumor that was going on about Wizard’s Castle. There seemed to be a new one out every month or so. Kyle shook his head. “Alain, the King’s sons are mostly all married off now. There is that one that goes around helping folks, and no one knows if he’ll ever marry. The King put a stop to the trading of girls as bed slaves and I’m sure he wouldn’t stand for his own children being disrespectful to women. I doubt that anybody is being forced to do anything they don’t want to do. If Caroline wants to take that test and the Princess Alba is around, I wish her luck.” 
 
   “But Father! You ain’t even going to check to see if that’s goin’ on? You’d just send your only daughter off to be deflowered by some Prince that thinks, just ‘cause his father is the king, he can do as he pleases?”
 
   When we were young we were taught to notice everything. From mountains to the bumps in matter that Father called molecules, which we could only feel with our telekinesis. We were also taught to read people, and by the way that Caroline flushed and turned her head, I knew they didn’t have to worry about her virginity. Someone had already taken that sometime in the past. I decided that I should step in to uphold the family honor, without revealing myself. “Excuse me, but I’ve met James, Davie, and Seth and know they would never force themselves on anyone. They’ve all married and no longer even live at Wizard’s Castle. I’m sure that your lovely sister would be just fine if she chose to go there. But since you don’t know me, I know you’ll believe whatever you want.” At my mention of the ‘lovely sister’ I got a sly wink from her followed by a blush, and she looked away.
 
   Kyle nodded. “You see, even Alec agrees that she wouldn’t have anything to worry ‘bout. Now you need to see that the cows are in the stalls tonight and not wandering. Alec is just passing through and is goin’ to sleep there tonight and I don’t want him bein’ walked on.”
 
   Alain looked at me sideways. “Your name’s Alec, huh? Ain’t that the name of the King’s son that wanders?”
 
   I nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I believe it is. I wonder what kind of things he does when he’s on the road. Alain, you seem to know a lot about the royal family. Have you heard what that Alec does?”
 
   “Well, I heard that he just explores the country and helps folks that need it. In fact, I reckon that he’d help a poor farmer haul a load of hay if he needed a hand. There have been stories of him giving money to poor farmers and beggars just because he can. But there are also stories that he likes to play with the ladies too. I’m sure if he were around, I’d keep a close eye that he didn’t get his paws on my sis.”
 
   I smiled and nodded. “That’s what I’d heard about him too and I think you’d be right to keep an eye on him around your sister. She is a very fine looking young lady, and if a man was prone to play, she’d be a fine one to choose. I’m sure that she’d be the best guard of her virtue, and would be able to fend off that kind of man.”
 
   Caroline was blushing cutely and Alain was starting to get upset. Kyle stepped in and said, “Boys, this is all guesswork. I’m sure that the King’s Alec is a good boy and wouldn’t take advantage of a girl, just as I’m sure this young man would never force himself on your sister. Now you and Adam go out and get the cows squared away then wash up for supper.”
 
   After they went outside, I said, “I’d be happy to give them a hand. They are putting the cows up to make it easier for me to sleep, after all.”
 
   Kyle chuckled. “It is better that they do it. They’re very protective of their sister and that’s why she doesn’t have many second time callers. They’ve scared off most of the boys that have come to visit, or chaperoned by walking between them. Now if you said that you wanted to hang around and court Caroline, I’d make sure that the boys stayed clear of ya.”
 
   Caroline gasped. “Father! I’m standing right here. You can’t say things like that to a young man right in front of me. What if he said that I was too fat or ugly to court?”
 
   I shook my head and gave her a stealthy wink. “I was raised to be honest, Caroline. There would be no way that I could say that you were too fat or ugly to court. In fact, I find you quite attractive, but I’ve told your father that I like to wander and couldn’t commit to a relationship right now, if I had to stay in one place. I’ve been doing this for many years and have loved every moment on the road. Since your protective brothers aren’t here, and I don’t think your father will throw me out, I’ll say this. If you or someone that was as friendly and attractive as you would be content to live on the road, then I’d consider having a relationship. But what beautiful young lady would want to spend all of her time without a place to call her own?”
 
   Kyle cleared his throat. “Young man, that little speech almost sounded like you were trying to get my daughter to run off with you. If that’s your intention, we need to talk. You seem to be a fine, upstanding young man, but talking a young lady into sneaking off would be over the line, and I’d let my boys come looking.”
 
   Caroline shook her head. “Father, I think that he was trying to say that I shouldn’t look for a relationship with him because he isn’t the settling down and getting married type, right, Alec?”
 
   I nodded. “That’s exactly right and I’d never run off with a young lady and leave her family to wonder what had happened. If I hoped to gain a traveling companion, I’d talk to her father first before making any plans for her to join me.” 
 
   “Good. So if you and Caroline decided to leave together you’d come to me first. I’ll tell you this before the boys get back in here: if she wanted to go with you, I’d give my blessing. You seem to be a good sort and I know you’re not afraid of work. Helping me pull that wagon for six miles proved that. But here come the boys and I suggest that we change the subject before they get riled up again.”
 
   I queried, “So, do you think that we’ll get rain anytime soon? Much more of this dry weather and the crops will take a beating.”
 
   Kyle laughed. “The weather huh? We’ve seen worse and we’ve seen better. I do believe that we’ll get rain soon though. I saw a bird fly from a tree and he swooped toward the ground before he was airborne. That’s a sure sign that the weather’s changing.”
 
   “If you’re right, I better walk back in to Edil in the morning and pick up a tent. I usually carry one, but I saw a man in Clodfey who was homeless and needed a place to get out of the weather. I felt he needed it more than I did.”
 
   Kyle looked at me as if he were trying to understand me. “You’re a very unusual and generous young man. And you said that your name is Alec?” I nodded. “I don’t remember hearing your last name.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. I take unusual as a compliment right along with generous.” I looked around to see where Kyle’s sons were because I was sure blowing off the last question wouldn’t work. They had already been talking dung about the male royal siblings, and I really didn’t want to leave yet.
 
   Kyle said firmly, “Son, you didn’t tell me your last name.”
 
   I sighed. “My name is Alec Stephenson, sir, at your service.”
 
   Caroline gasped and Kyle just nodded his head. “I figured as much when you came to the defense of the royal sons. So this is what you do and how you blend in huh?”
 
   “Yes sir. I hope that you don’t plan on telling your sons my identity because they don’t seem to like me much. I don’t think that I’ve ever done anything to wrong them.”
 
   Kyle chuckled. “The truth be told, they’re jealous. You and your brothers grew up surrounded by beautiful women that would do anything for or with you, just because of your title. Out here there aren’t beautiful women to choose from.”
 
   I smiled. “Sir, I beg to differ. You found a beautiful woman to marry and I think that your daughter is quite lovely. Perhaps your sons would have to look in some of the larger towns, but this country is full of beautiful women.”
 
   Mitri announced that dinner was ready but there wouldn’t be room at the table for everyone. She filled plates and set them out on the table. Kyle and I stood back to allow the ladies of the house to go first, but the brothers had no such compunction. They grabbed plates quickly and piled onto the couch that Kyle and I had just vacated. When we all had food in hand, Kyle suggested we sit on the porch. The two ladies, Kyle and I went outside, leaving the noisy young men to discuss their day.
 
   …
 
   When we finished eating, Caroline jumped up and carried my plate back inside for me. Kyle smiled and said, “Before it gets too dark we should see about finding you a comfortable spot in the barn.” We walked out to the spacious and fragrant barn and I looked around. He had several cows that had been closed into stalls and a number of chickens that had decided to roost in a warm, dry corner. Kyle pointed to the hay loft and suggested that I sleep up there if I had no problem with heights.
 
   “I thought that you’d have a spot for me on the floor since you sent your sons out to make sure the cows didn’t step on me.”
 
   “I just wanted them out of our hair so we could get your true identity out in the open. Now I’d like to make an odd request for a father. My daughter isn’t cut out to be a farmer and is too small to handle the load that workin’ a farm puts on a woman. Stars know that we’ve tried to put some weight on her, but she stays scrawny no matter what. She’s quite smart and that ain’t just a father talkin’. I think that she would be better off in a city or even on the road gittin’ to know this big world. I wouldn’t ask this of just any young man passing through, but from all accounts you’re an honorable sort. Would you consider either taking Caroline to a city to find a job in a shop, or maybe even wanderin’ with you?”
 
   I laughed. “And have two very large farm boys hot on my trail? I don’t really know if that is something that I’d like to have happen. Maybe your daughter would be better off having her brothers escort her to Tesil or Ohana.”
 
   Kyle shook his head. “Her brothers don’t like it when she is out of their sight and wouldn’t take her to the city and leave her. I know you noticed that Caroline seemed quite smitten by you. To be honest I had hoped that there could be somethin’ between the two of you even before I knew who you were. I understand if you don’t want to have to look out for anyone else while you’re out doing what you do. I also don’t blame you for worryin’ about those boys of mine. They are quite large and I’m sure they’d want to go lookin’. I could keep them home if that would make you feel better.”
 
   I smiled and levitated my pack up to the loft. “I’m not terribly worried about them. You’ve been quite honest and open with me Kyle, so I’ll sleep on it. Maybe I’ll have a change of heart with the sunrise. I’ll let you know then, and you can tell Caroline that I’m thinking about it, if she knew what you were coming to talk to me about. Goodnight, sir.”
 
   Kyle winked. “Goodnight Your Highness. I never thought that I’d be puttin’ up a member of the royal house in my barn. I’d forgotten all about your magic until you put your pack in the loft. Now I’d certainly keep my boys from trailin’ you!”
 
   I chuckled as he shut the barn door behind him. I climbed into the loft and fluffed the hay then laid my bedroll out. I stripped off my tunic and laid it on my pack by my head and dimmed the lamp that was providing light in the barn. I let my mind wander through the events of the day.
 
   There have been many times on the trail when I’d get lonely. A man can travel thirty miles a day on foot if he pushes himself and some of the towns in Eredwynn are hundreds of miles apart. I could always fly, as the rest of my family would, but that just wouldn’t be me. If Caroline did come with me, I’d have to get gear for her, but that wouldn’t be a problem. I always carried a hundred gold and platinum in my pack, along with assorted silver and copper in my pocket. While I was thinking about it, I dug five platinum coins out of my pack to slip to Kyle before I left. He was a good man who was working hard to make his farm work. A little help would be accepted gratefully. I sighed to myself and decided that I’d ask Caroline to travel with me. If she turned out to be annoying, I could always port her to the closest city of her choice or even back home. With my decision made, I rolled to my side, cast a small dome shield and went to sleep.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   The next morning I woke with the sun. That will always happen if you share a building with a rooster. I dressed and packed up then climbed from the loft. I made my way to the house and didn’t hear any noise coming from inside. I kicked back on the steps and made myself comfortable until the family started stirring. Caroline came out of the house and almost kicked me as she stepped off the porch. She was carrying a water bucket which she gladly handed over when I reached for it. We walked to the well, filled the bucket and I carried it back to the house. She was all smiles as we entered but her brother’s mood went rapidly south.
 
   Adam grumbled. “I’da helped ya with that, sis.”
 
   Caroline grinned. “That’s all right, Adam. Alec was sitting on the porch and offered to help when I went out. A gentleman will offer to help and won’t have to be asked.”
 
   I cringed at her last comment. The conversation could have ended without her goading her huge brothers. I made sure I didn’t make eye contact with the now seething brothers and looked at Kyle. I gave him an accepting nod and he smiled. I could tell that he harbored mixed emotions about sending his daughter off with a virtual stranger, but he hoped he was a good judge of character. He steered his wife off into the bedroom and they were gone for several minutes.
 
   When they returned, Mitri’s eyes glistened and she smiled at me. I could read the plea to take care of her little girl in her eyes. I signaled Kyle. “Would you mind stepping outside for a moment? I’d like your opinion on the weather before I leave.”
 
   As he came out the door behind me Kyle laughed. “The weather again? You’re really going to have to get a new line. What did you really want to see me about, son?”
 
   I pulled the five platinum coins from my pocket, knowing that this good man wouldn’t see this much money in a year. “I’d like to give you this and you should know that I can afford to. With Caroline going with me you’ll be a farmhand short and this may ease any inconvenience.”
 
   Kyle stared at the coins. “I’d heard that there were platinum coins but ain’t seen one before. Thank you, Your Highness.”
 
   I laughed. “My name’s still Alec, regardless of how much coin I pass out. Now I just have to ask your daughter if she’d like to join me in my wanderings, or if she wants to be escorted to a city. If she does go with me, I think that your boys will have to be distracted. I could port us away, but I prefer to use magic as rarely as possible. Before you ask, my family does consider me odd.”
 
   “I’ll send them boys off to work the field and have Caroline come out to chat after they leave. If she decides she ain’t gonna leave, I’ll give ya the money back.”
 
   “Keep the money either way, my friend. You’re a good man and work hard. Just consider it a gift, or a reward for taking in a wanderer.”
 
   Kyle went into the house and I opened my pack. I adjusted and shuffled things to make carrying it easier. Actually, I wanted to look like I was doing something when Adam and Alain came through the door. They eyed me suspiciously, and then grabbed shovels and hoes from the shed. They took off across a huge field, looking back from time to time as they went.
 
   When they were out of sight, Caroline came out of the house. “Father said that you wanted to talk to me about something.”
 
   “I’m going to be leaving this morning and have an offer for you. You could join me until we reached a big city were you could get a job you’d like better than farming. If we seem to get along with each other, then maybe you’d like to just stay and join me in my wanderings. I know that my lifestyle might not be suited to a pretty lady like you, but it’s my life and I enjoy it. I told your father what I was going to ask you, so you can take it up with him if you’d like.”
 
   She stared at me for a minute and I noticed that she had the prettiest green eyes. They matched her auburn hair nicely. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d noticed any features of a woman that weren’t related to her gender. She noticed me staring back and looked away shyly. “I’d like to speak with my parents for a moment. You aren’t leaving right now, are you?”
 
   “Not right now, but soon. I’ll need to walk to Edil and grab some supplies. I need to know what you’d like to do before I do that, so I’d know if you needed road gear, too.”
 
   She nodded and went inside. I wandered around the front yard with my pack on my back. I’d been in one place for too long and was itching to get back on the road. I knew that her father would be all for her going with me, because it was his idea. I had no idea how her mother would react. A mother can be more protective of her children than a father is, as anyone that has seen an angry mama bear can attest. She wasn’t gone too long before the she and her parents came outside. The ladies stayed on the porch and Kyle came out into the yard to talk to me.
 
   “She said that she’d really like to go with you, Alec. She’d travel to the closest city and that would be Tesil. She also said that if the two of you got along and she enjoyed being on the road she might travel farther. She does have one concern, and it’s a worry for her mother and me as well. You have a reputation for havin’ fun with the ladies. We’re worried that you might think that her sharin’ your bed might be the payment you’d ask for taking her along.”
 
   I laughed. “My reputation might be deserved or it might not. That would depend on how you looked at the situation. I earned my reputation by visiting with the young ladies that work in the inns and pubs of Eredwynn. I’ve always paid well and been a big tipper so I’m welcomed back, any time. If you’re like some of the more prudish folks that think visiting a working girl’s bad, then you can judge me as you see fit. Outside of a place like that, I’d never ask a young lady that I didn’t care about to share my bed. That’s the way we were all raised, contrary to the belief of some.” 
 
   Kyle smiled. “That’s what we’d hoped to hear. Just between you and me, I’ve visited the workin’ girls myself. I’m not sure that the wife would be thrilled with that knowledge, so we ain’t gonna tell her.”
 
   I chuckled. “Sounds fair.”
 
   “I’ll let them know what you’ve said and then you can get on the road. I can tell that you’re itchin’ to get goin’ again.”
 
   I agreed and he walked up to the porch. I wandered in circles while they talked and made sure that I stayed out of earshot. I didn’t want what they had to say to each other to be influenced by my standing too closely. When I saw the hugging, I knew that I was going to have company for a while. I was glad that she was very cute, but was concerned that she was so young and petite. I knew that she’d be taking almost twice the steps I was to get to anywhere. I was a giant in my family at five feet ten inches. I walked and worked fields with farmers and even hauled hay wagons, so my muscles were well built. At one hundred seventy pounds, I outweighed my smallest brother by about ninety-five pounds. That’s not a fair comparison, since his mother is a Naiad. I was waved to the porch and walked up.
 
   Kyle asked, “What will she need to take with her?”
 
   “If she has a pack, that would be great; if not, I’ll buy one for her. All I can think that she’ll need is a change of clothes. She’ll need to wear something suited for walking and not some flouncy dress. If she stays in Tesil, I’ll buy her something that she can wear to find a job. Other than that, she’ll need whatever she wants and whatever she needs that a man wouldn’t think of.”
 
   Mitri nodded and the ladies went inside.
 
   Kyle said, “She’s very excited about going and, fair warning, she thinks you’re quite handsome. I’ve taught my kids to be self-sufficient and she does have some survival skills. I doubt you’ll need them, but she can build a fire and handle a knife.”
 
   I smiled. “I’ve never traveled with a woman on the road and you did mention once that she knew how to cook. Perhaps I’ll have better meals than I’m used to while we’re out. Has she given any thought as to what kind of work she is interested in doing in Tesil?”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t think that she’s thought that far in advance. She can read and write, so perhaps she could work in a shop. I just hope that I don’t learn that she went to work in a pub. I don’t have anything against the girls that do that, but she’s my daughter.”
 
   “I understand, sir, and don’t blame you. I know a few of the shop keepers and have some pull with them. I’ll make sure that she isn’t working in the pub. Who knows, maybe I’ll be charming enough that she’ll want to keep me company on the road. I’ve never had the best charm skills in my family though.”
 
   Kyle nodded. “Well young man, if you do decide that you’d like to keep her company, just be yourself. Trying to be someone else to win a lady is starting with a lie. A relationship like that can never work out.”
 
   I smiled thoughtfully. “That’s very good advice sir. I don’t think I’d ever thought of it like that.”
 
   The ladies returned with Caroline looking excited and her mother dabbing at tears. She was wearing a backpack and normal female fieldworker’s clothes. They were just male clothes but perhaps a bit looser in places. It consisted of a simple tunic and trousers with a drawstring. I smiled when I saw that she’d belted on a small dagger, and knew I’d be shielded if I complained about her cooking.
 
   I shook hands with Kyle and bowed to Mitri, then led the way out to the road. Caroline came up beside me. “Now that we’re not around my parents would you mind calling me Carol? Caroline just sounds like an old woman’s name and I’m only seventeen.”
 
   There was a sudden, unfamiliar twinge in my gut. “Seventeen? I had you figured at closer to fifteen, if not younger. Perhaps it’s because you’re so petite and your brothers are so protective. I certainly feel better about you going with me now, Carol. The age thing is the reason that I kept deflecting the suggestions to court you. We’re not five minutes from your home and things have already started changing in my mind.”
 
   She looked at the ground shyly. “Now that you know I’m older than you thought, you’d consider courting me?”
 
   I laughed. “I think that if we were courting I’d have to call on you. Since we’re practically living together for the next few days maybe, we won’t give it a title. How about me saying that I’m really interested in getting to know you now?”
 
   “I don’t think that walking down the road is living together. I’ll admit that I thought you were cute when I saw you talking with father. I was disappointed when I learned that you hadn’t come for me. Perhaps we’ll hate each other before we get to Tesil. But there is the chance that we won’t; what then?”
 
   “Then we’ll walk down the road holding hands, and if I felt brave, I might steal a kiss.”
 
   I heard her mumble under her breath, “I wonder if Edil has an apothecary with a bravery potion.” Since I wasn’t supposed to hear I fought off the laughter and walked along.
 
                 
 
   In Edil we went to the dry good store and I told her to grab anything she thought that we’d need. When she asked for how long, I suggested as long as she thought we’d need. That was a ploy to try to find out whether she wanted to stay on the road, or if we’d be parting company when we got to Tesil. She gathered a skillet and some other cooking items I wouldn’t have thought of, while I got a tent and bedroll for her. I’d left my pack sitting next to the door when we’d come in and Carol was close.
 
   “Carol, would you mind reaching in my pack and getting two platinum coins out for this gentleman? Then we can be on our way, if you can’t think of anything else to do.” She opened my pack and I heard her gasp as she found my platinum pouch. I chuckled at her reaction and knew that if she saw how much money I had stashed at Wizard’s Castle, she’d faint. She took the coins out, tied the pack closed and dragged it behind her to bring me the money. She didn’t want to leave it unattended any longer.
 
   As we walked out of the general goods store, there was a loud scream. I turned in the direction of the scream and saw a young woman pushed to the ground by a teenage boy. He yanked a bag from her hand and ran down the street toward me. I smiled, happy that I could be in the right place at the right time. I stepped in front of the lad and wrapped my arms around him as the guards started making their way over. Suddenly an arm came around my neck and middle and started to choke me. A voice in my ear growled, “Let the boy go!”
 
   I tried to wiggle free, because I’m too hardheaded to do what I’m told by a bully. I jumped at the loud sound of a gong in my ears and the arm around my neck loosened. The approaching guards were laughing so hard I didn’t know if they would keep their feet. I was glad when they got to me so I could learn what was so funny. They finally arrived and took the thief into custody. I turned and looked behind me and saw a bear of a man lying unconscious on the ground. Carol was standing over him with a very determined look and the skillet that we’d just purchased still in her hands. 
 
   One of the guards looked at me. “Alec, I always wondered when you’d wise up and get someone to watch your back. It seems like you made a wise choice with this bodyguard. She may be tiny, and she did have to jump to do it, but she cracked your attacker right upside the head with that skillet. He’ll have a splitting headache when he comes to in jail.”
 
   I turned to Carol and traded the bag that had been stolen for the skillet. She returned it to a very grateful women and I packed the skillet in my pack. As Carol came back I said, “The skillet’s in here if you need it. Thank you very much for looking out for me. I guess I owe you one now.”
 
   “I just didn’t want to see you get hurt, Alec. I haven’t had much of a chance to get to know you yet. If you turn out to be a jerk later we can come back and you can play with your friend again. You must have been friends considering how much of a hug he was giving you.”
 
   I laughed. “I’m really starting to like you, too. Now let’s get out of town before more trouble finds us.” We left town and started down the long, four day road to Tesil.
 
    
 
   For three days we walked and talked. By noon on the second day Carol would come up and offer her hand, which I’d happily take. Something had happened to me and I hadn’t seen it coming. I had a feeling that the nervous twisting in the pit of my stomach would change my life forever.
 
   Late afternoon on our third day I started to slow my steps, because Carol was lagging back. She often did by the end of the day and I understood why. She was barely five feet tall and actually did more walking than I did.
 
   Suddenly she yelled, “Alec! Stop!”
 
   Because of her tone and volume, I froze in mid-step. I heard the sound of something rushing through the air and a flash beside my boot. Carol said, “Okay, now walk straight back.”
 
   I did exactly as I was told and looked where I’d been about to step. The rattlesnake was still alive and wriggling, but couldn’t free its pinned head. Carol’s dagger had nailed the reptile to the road. She walked over and carefully placed her foot on its head, freed her dagger and removed the snake’s head from its body. She cut off its rattle, wrapped it in a bit of cloth and stuck it in her pocket. She threw the head way off the road so it wouldn’t accidently be stepped on. She then smiled sweetly. “We can go now.”
 
   I walked to her, wrapped my arms around her and kissed her firmly. “I guess that’s two I owe you. Sorry about kissing without asking, but I felt it was something I had to do.”
 
   She caught her breath. “Oh, that’s quite all right. I think that a person should definitely do what they feel they should. The sun will be down in half an hour and there is wood close by. Should we stop here or do you want to continue?” 
 
   “Here will be just fine.” I walked a dozen yards off the road. She tried to hide the sigh of relief, but I knew she was tired. If she stayed, I decided that I’d travel at her pace from now on. I’d pushed her to test her resolve and she’d more than passed.
 
   I set up the tent and gathered wood while she laid out food for dinner. I stacked some wood in a clear area and sparked it with a thought. I sat back and watched her while she was cooking and noted how she’d become more beautiful every day we’d been together. I’d met her brothers and feared that their sister would be like them. I was happy to find that she was very smart and thoughtful. I’d decided, since this was going to be our last night on the road before we made Tesil, I’d ask her to stay. I’d like for her to be my traveling companion, or more if she chose.
 
   We sat and ate as the sun set. I helped clean up afterward and repacked our dishes. I kept trying to find the right time, but brave Alec the wanderer was having trouble finding the courage it would take. I knew that if this delightful creature would have me, I’d take her as my wife. We sat and watched the fire and held hands but I still couldn’t talk. Finally Carol said, “I think I’ll call it a night and turn in. That way we can get an early start tomorrow.”
 
   I nodded, “Goodnight and sweet dreams.” She crawled into the tent and I kicked myself. I was the son of the king and turned into a mute by a pretty, smart, enchanting young lady! Tomorrow, come rain or shine, I was asking her to stay. I was staring at the fire alone when Carol called from the tent.
 
   “Alec, would you come here for a minute? There’s something about this seam you might want to look at.” 
 
   I got up and opened the tent flap. She was lying with her head away from the door, looking at something along the bottom edge of the tent. I crawled in and up beside her to see what she had found. She pulled the arm that I was balancing on toward her, causing me to flip to my back. She pinned my lips with hers and crawled on top of me. When I saw how she was dressed, I knew I should dress to match. She helped as I struggled out of my clothes and she slipped me inside her as if we’d known each other forever. We made love until we both saw orgasmic fireworks. I held her to me, not ever wanting to let go, but she finally rolled to the side. We caught our breath and she said, “I’ve decided to try to find work in Tesil. I wanted to make love to you once, before you left for your next town.”
 
   My heart twisted in my chest and a lump formed in my throat. I slid my trousers on and crawled out of the tent. I almost made it without the tears showing, but not quite. I sat in front of the fire abusing the burning logs with mini-flamestrike spells that would flare up four feet and die back down. Carol came out behind me and sat down.
 
   “What’s wrong, Alec?”
 
   I couldn’t talk and couldn’t look at her. I just shook my head and kept her to the side.
 
   “I’ve been holding you back and I know I have. I don’t want to be a burden and I couldn’t ever hope to keep up with your long strides.”
 
   The dam broke and I couldn’t hold back the tears. “If you need me to crawl I will! I don’t wander on a timetable; I wander because I enjoy it! I can help people and meet people. Now I think I’d hate it if you aren’t there to share it with me. I love you Carol and I don’t want to be without you. I know the way to the mayor’s office in Tesil and am good friends with him, actually. If you’ll have me, I’d love to make you my wife.”
 
   Carol stared at me as if I’d grown orc tusks! Finally she said, “Alec, have you been drinking? Do you know what you’re saying? You’re a Prince and I’m a farm girl. These things only happen in fairy tales and I know that there aren’t any little people that have wings and fly.”
 
   Despite my mood and wounded heart, I had to chuckle. “I won’t tell my pixie friends that. It might ruin their day and throw off their strict rounds.”
 
   Carol huffed. “That’s the second time since I’ve made love to you that you’ve teased me and it isn’t kind.” 
 
   I sighed. “Ok, I can see how the pixie thing could be considered teasing because many don’t even know they exist, but I can’t figure out the other thing I teased you about.”
 
   The snap of her voice caught me off guard. “That cruel joke about marrying me. That was very unkind, and I didn’t think you were that kind of a man.”
 
   I pulled her to me, accidently knocking the blanket from around her. Her naked body glistened in the moon and fire light. I kissed her and said, “It was no joke. Marry me, Carol.”
 
   She whispered, “By the stars, I think you’re serious! Of course I’ll marry you and I’d be happy traveling with you, too. If we are blessed with children, they’ll just have to learn to walk young.” 
 
   I picked her up with one arm and the blankets with the other. I carried her and them to the tent where we consummated our engagement. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   The next morning I woke and realized that it hadn’t been a dream. Carol was cuddled against me sleeping peacefully. I dressed as quietly as one can in a two man tent and went outside. I stoked up the fire and pulled out the skillet. I then thought that I’d better pass on learning that skill. I could use a knife, sword or a sling. I could make snares and catch fish, but I’d probably burn down the province if I tried to cook with a skillet. I started to look through her bag to see what food items she might be carrying, but it felt like I was trespassing. I opened mine and began pulling things out that might make for a passable breakfast. There was a tap on my shoulder and a smiling Carol was shaking her head. “Pack the bedding and take down the tent. We should each do what we know best and it’s obvious that cooking isn’t your strong point.”
 
   I laughed, kissed her good morning and began packing. She was right of course; I did feel much more comfortable dealing with my camping gear than trying not to burn water. I packed up everything that we weren’t using and sat down to a better breakfast than I would have thought we even had in the packs. We ate and cleaned up, I put out the fire, and then we hit the road.
 
   I deliberately walked slowly and held her hand. We were in no hurry and I’d pushed her too hard up to this point. Pushing her had almost pushed her away and I didn’t want to risk that again, because of the feelings I’d discovered I had for her. The warm breeze coming from the west seemed to lighten my steps as I thought of what awaited me in Tesil. I knew the mayor would be shocked that I’d given up my solitary wandering to make it a duet. The ladies that worked at my favorite pub wouldn’t be happy about it at all. Every time one of my brothers had met that someone special, they’d sworn that they didn’t want or need Consorts. The thought of having Consorts with my lifestyle conjured images that made me chuckle to myself. I could see me with Consorts like those that my father had. All thirteen of them with fifteen children, loaded up in a wagon train. That wouldn’t work for me at all.
 
   As mid-day approached I asked Carol, “Would you like to stop for lunch or continue on to town?”
 
   “I’ve never been much farther than Edil so I don’t know how far it is to Tesil from here. I’m not terribly hungry yet so if it isn’t too far I’d like to get there.
 
   “We’re only about three miles out and should be there in an hour. So, how are you enjoying your first trip away from home?”
 
   She smiled happily. “It was all I’d ever dreamed it could be and more. I managed to get the man that every girl I know would throw her clothes at, to propose! The odd thing is that I did it by just being me, and you loved me anyway.” 
 
   “A wise man once told me, ‘Trying to be someone else to win someone over is starting with a lie. A relationship like that can never work out’ and it sounded like good advice. I’m glad you were just being yourself.”
 
   “Who told you that? Was it your father?”
 
   I laughed. “No, it was your father! He told me that just before we left his house.”
 
   “I just had the strangest feeling when you said, ‘his house.’ It made me realize that the farm won’t be my home anymore. I’m glad that I’m not going to live out my life as a milk maid, but I was born there.”
 
   “Are you having second thoughts about marrying me?”
 
   She stopped in the road and pulled me down to her. She kissed me and said, “I’ll never regret my decision to be your wife. I want to get to Tesil and meet your mayor friend so we can make this official. That way I’ll know that you’re not going to back out on me!”
 
   I pointed down the road that was starting to fill with people, horses and wagons. The afternoon traffic from Tesil was just resuming. “There is the city. It’s only another ten minutes away so you better start running back south or you’ll be Caroline Stephenson before the hour is up!”
 
   She got a silly grin and I could see the giddiness flow through her, like a shiver. “Come on young man and try to keep up. I’ve waited my entire life to find a man worth marrying and you’re not getting away now!”
 
   Laughing, I caught up with her and took her hand. We walked through the gates of Tesil like the sightseeing travelers that we were. The guards all smiled and waved when they saw me. I was the royal son that was one of the people. Everyone knew that I didn’t live in a palace with servants waiting on me hand and foot. I was the approachable sibling. 
 
   I pointed out the sights to Carol as we walked down the street. We passed the apothecary and I mentioned that she might be able to buy a bravery potion in there. She blushed fetchingly and we continued down the street. We passed a jeweler’s and the proprietor called out, “Alec, tell your father I could use some stones if he has them.” I nodded and waved and he knew that I’d pass the message on if I happened to see my father.
 
   We approached the end of the street and I led us to a bench. I took off my pack as we sat down and Carol asked, “What are we doing? Have you gotten cold feet?”
 
   I laughed. “No such luck, young lady. I love you and I’m keeping you. I’m just getting out some gold for whatever fees the mayor may have.”
 
   “You have gold in there too? I saw enough platinum to buy my father’s farm ten times over!”
 
   “I usually carry a hundred of each of the larger coins and I have a bunch of silver and copper in my pocket for this and that.”
 
   She sighed happily. “Father used to tease me about making myself look pretty so I could land a rich man. Here I am, dressed like a farm hand and about to marry the richest man I’ve ever met.”
 
   I kissed her gently. “There is a tailor’s shop right behind us. If you would like to find something that would make you feel like a bride, I’d walk you over.”
 
   “You wouldn’t mind? I wouldn’t want to spend your money on something that we really didn’t need.”
 
   “If I have my way, you will be my wife in an hour or less. Then everything I have will be yours, as well. If you want a dress, let’s go find one. Maybe you could get something that you could wear today that wouldn’t be too frilly for the road later. This is all up to you.”
 
   She stood and we walked into the tailor’s. The tailor greeted us, “Good afternoon Alec; what can I do for you today?”
 
   “This young lady is looking for a dress. Just something off the rack because we don’t have time to wait for something to be made. Take good care of her and give her anything she wants. I’ll be back shortly.” I quickly kissed Carol and went back out of the shop. 
 
   I backtracked to the Jeweler’s and went inside. He was surprised to see me back so quickly but greeted me warmly. This man had known my father since shortly after he came to Eredwynn. “I need something that you probably never thought that I’d come looking for.”
 
   He laughed. “What could that be? I’ve seen you buy all kinds of things in here that I later see on the girls at the pub.”
 
   I grinned. “Well, those days are over and I want your word that this won’t get out. I’m looking for a wedding ring for that lovely lady I walked by here with a moment ago.”
 
   He nodded. “I’m sure we can find something and I’m sure you can adjust the size if need be. Who is the young lady marrying?”
 
   I laughed loudly, startling the man. “She’s marrying me, sir. She is at the tailor’s at the moment picking out a dress as we speak.”
 
   The jeweler chuckled and shook his head. “I’m not telling a warm body a word. The mourning that this news is going to cause all the girls in the pub, and both inns, will be terrible. Here, this one is dainty like your lady friend and only one hundred gold.”
 
   I nodded. “That looks just fine. Where would you like the money?”
 
   He pointed to the desk behind him. “Right there will be fine, as usual.”
 
   I focused on the vault by Wizard’s Castle and on my section, where I kept my gold and platinum bagged up in bags of one hundred coins. I wrapped my remote teleportation magic around one bag of gold and ported it to the desk.
 
   The jeweler sighed. “Well, all good things must come to an end. I doubt if your wife is going to be allowing gifts to working girls now. I suppose I’ll tell you that every time you go into your remote whatever it is, I wave my hands around in your face to see if you really do go blind.”
 
   I laughed. “My half-sister Celina calls it a man’s inability to do more than one thing at a time. All the girls seem to be able to keep track of what’s going on around them. You might want to know that before you wave your hands in Lia’s face.”
 
   He nodded. “Thank you for that information. You may have just saved an old man’s life.”
 
   I bid him good day and went back to the tailor’s. Carol was there waiting and she was stunning. She was dressed in a knee length pleated dress with a tie at the waist. It had two inch shoulder straps but was otherwise sleeveless. The light green color set off her hair and made her eyes seem to sparkle. I was speechless.
 
   The tailor smiled. “I think that means he really likes it. That dress is only one gold coin for you today.”
 
   I walked to the counter, laid two coins down and offered Carol my arm. We walked out the door, turned right and went to the end of the street. I could see the homeless shelter that Father had sponsored and knew I had to see him soon, too. We walked up the steps to the mayor’s office and the guards bowed out of the way. As we walked into the office, the mayor looked up and bounded out of his chair. He bowed and said, “Alec, how good to see you. Are you sightseeing or protecting us from petty thieves?”
 
   I chuckled. “Actually I’m here on more official business. This young lady, Carol, has agreed to be my wife. She knows that I’m not the easiest man to get along with, but seems willing to overlook that. Maybe she’s marrying me for my money, my title or just wants to drown me in a river somewhere. If that’s the case, then so be it. I love her and would like for you to marry us.”
 
   Carol cut her eyes at me. “Do you actually think any of those things that you said are true?”
 
   I laughed and kissed her. “No, My Lady, I don’t think any of that is true. I know you love me as much as I love you. I’m a Wizard’s Castle sibling, after all, and we can feel what people think. What do we need to do, Your Honor?”
 
    
 
   A short ceremony, a ring, a document we both signed, a kiss and the farm girl became Princess Carol Stephenson.
 
   Carol looked up at me with her eyes shining. “I want to tell my parents.”
 
   I nodded. “When would you like to tell them, my beloved wife?”
 
   “I want them to know as soon as possible, so they can be as happy as I am.”
 
   I smiled as I looked at her, feeling nothing but love and happiness all over. I closed my eyes for a moment and we were behind the barn at her parents’ house.
 
   Carol yelped at the sudden change of location and then looked at me. “I have to remember that I not only married Alec the Wanderer, but one of the most powerful wizards in the land! I was expecting to walk back.”
 
   I laughed. “I can always port us back, if you really want to walk. You told me ‘as soon as possible’ so I brought us here. Before we tell them, why don’t you help me? I have a small pouch in my pack somewhere. If we can find it, I think I want to give your father another twenty-five platinum. That way, I won’t have to worry about my in-laws while we’re roaming the world.”
 
   Her eyes went wide, but she nodded as she hunted for the pouch. I counted out the money just as she found it. I poured it in and she pulled the drawstring. She asked, “May I give it to them? I’d love to see the look on their faces when they see five years of hard work in one small pouch.”
 
   I nodded. “Of course you may. Are you ready to meet my in-laws?”
 
   She grinned and walked around the corner of the barn. As we walked across the yard, I heard a sound that was a cross between a growl and a roar. The front door slammed open and two snarling monsters flew across the yard toward me. This wasn’t entirely unexpected, so I raised my hand for them to stop. They were in a blind rage and charged on, so I gently lifted them a foot off the ground and held them there.
 
   Kyle came running from the house. “Boys, I’m sure that if you’ll calm down, Alec will put you back on your feet. There’s no need for you to be angry just because he escorted your sister to Tesil. We told you she was going up there to look for work.”
 
   Carol walked to her floating brothers. “Please calm down, because I want to talk to everyone and I can’t do it with you two acting like fools.” Finally the boys took deep breaths and Carol nodded to me. I lowered them back to the ground and set my personal shield high enough to keep me from any major damage.
 
   Everyone was standing in the front yard now and looking at Carol. She’d said that she wanted to talk and now she was the center of attention. She took a deep breath and announced, “Mother, Father, Brothers, I have some things I want to tell you. Just let me finish and don’t talk. The first thing I’d like to do is say that Alec and I want you to have this, Father.” She tossed him the pouch and continued before he could open it. “Alec and I did a lot of talking and had some interesting things happen while we were out. I got to knock a man unconscious with a pan, and that was exciting; then I got to practice my knife throwing skills when Alec tried to walk on a rattler. Adam, I saved the rattle for you and have it in my pack. Two more interesting things happened that I hope you’ll be happy about. One is that Alec and I both fell head over heels in love with each other…” the boys started to growl again, “…and the other is, we were married by the Mayor in Tesil this afternoon!”
 
   Kyle was beaming as he walked to me. “Well, son, I told you about soft skin and pretty eyes. I wasn’t gonna take that much coin from ya, but since you’re family now, I suppose its ok.”
 
   The brothers walked up beside me and offered me their hands in turn. Adam said, “I reckon you won’t be takin advantage of her if she’s your wife. Since you’re a prince and all, and from what I hear you’re pretty rich, she won’t want for nuthin. Promise you’ll be good to her.”
 
   “You have my word that I’ll do everything I can to make Carol happy. She is a wonderful and kind person, but has no experience in the world, as the three of us have. That means that I’ll have to work extra hard to make sure she’s safe. I’m sure that I can do it, since I can lift two charging, young bulls off the ground with one hand.” 
 
   They nodded, offering apologetic smiles.
 
   Kyle asked, “So where are you headed on your honeymoon?”
 
   I laughed. “To be honest, I hadn’t even thought of a honeymoon until you mentioned it. I’ll show you the way my father makes the hard decisions. Carol, my love, where would you like to go next? Do you have a place you’d like to visit for our honeymoon?” Kyle just chuckled.
 
   Carol looked at me shyly. “Did you know that I’ve never even seen the outside of a castle, let alone the inside of one? Do you think you could get us in a castle for a few nights?”
 
   I nodded. “I actually know a few people who have castles. If you don’t have a preference, we could go to Wizard’s Castle. I could introduce you to my mother and father. You could watch the wizard trainees’ work on magic and if my Aunt Alba is there, you could take the test. Of course if you pass, I’ve heard that you’ll have to sleep with one of the King’s sons.”
 
   Everyone laughed and Caroline rolled her eyes. We all went inside for an early dinner and chatted about the adventure that Caroline had during our short trip. Her mother was concerned that if two scary things happened in just four days, what her daughter’s life on the road full time would be like. I had to explain that I’d had months of walking without a single thing happening, and that our experience was out of the ordinary. 
 
   A few hours before dark, Carol came to me and sat on my lap. She asked, “Are we going to walk to Wizard’s Castle or are you going to do that thing that you did to bring us here?”
 
   I chuckled. “I can port us if you’d like or we can walk. We’ll do whatever would make you happy.”
 
   Her family all smiled at my response and she said, “I am really looking forward to the castle and the magic that you spoke of. If it isn’t too much trouble, I’d prefer to port.”
 
   I kissed her gently and said, “If you’ll say your goodbyes, we can be off.” I turned to face Kyle. “We can travel anywhere that I’ve heard of in the blink of an eye. Any time she wants to come home for a visit, I can have her here.”
 
   Kyle nodded, even as his eyes were filling. “I know you’ll take care of her, son. Just don’t be a stranger and plan on bringing some grandchildren with you some day.”
 
   Carol blushed, and then went around hugging everyone. I shook hands and got a hug from Mitri. We gathered up our packs, I nodded to the family and we were on the road leading to Wizard’s Castle. Carol stopped and stared in awe at the huge buildings that I’d grown up in. I tugged a bit to get her moving and we made our way toward the gate. The guards smiled and bowed as we passed, causing Carol to grin up at me. As we walked through the courtyard, her head was on a swivel. She was trying to take in as many shops as she could, in case we needed something later.
 
   I pointed and explained, “That’s the tailor’s shop. The lady that works there used to have a shop in Valeview Castle on the cliff, but Father convinced her to move down here. Before we leave, maybe you can get some clothes that are suited to the road and are flattering, too. I can barely tell you’re a woman when you’re in that field worker’s get-up.”
 
   She smiled and nodded, then I led her into the receiving chamber. I whispered to the herald and then had to confirm what I’d told him. He stepped around the corner and in a loud voice announced, “His Royal Highness, Prince Alec and his bride, Princess Carol Stephenson!”
 
   Carol gasped and said in a breathless whisper, “My stars, I think that is me, isn’t it?”
 
   I chuckled. “Yes, my Princess, it is you.”
 
   We walked into the throne room and my father met us half way to the dais. He hugged me and proclaimed, “I never thought I’d see the day. She must be quite the woman to have snagged the wanderer.”
 
   I grinned. “Father, you have no idea. I’ve seen her take out a man three times her size with a skillet and a rattlesnake from fifteen feet away. Both times she acted to save my tail. I thought she was going to get away from me, so I bought a bravery potion from the apothecary and asked her to marry me. She might be a touch insane, because she said yes.”
 
   Carol spoke up softly, “It’s either that or she found that she was head over heels in love with a very kind man. Perhaps she was willing to do whatever it took to spend the rest of her life with him.”
 
   Father laughed. “It seems that this young lady knows exactly what she wants and gets it. It’s good to see you’ve found the one who will love you back. Have you told your mother yet?”
 
   I shook my head. “We just now arrived. I thought I’d go looking for her and show Carol around a bit.”
 
   Father nodded to a boy in the corner and he was off like a rabbit. “Jake will find her and send her this way. He’s better than a bloodhound when it comes to finding people to deliver my messages to. He’s only eleven and already has to fight off the novices when they notice him. I say, in a few more years he won’t be fighting quite as hard.”
 
   I laughed, and then turned to my Aunt Isabel. “Do you think that you could spare a maid to walk with Carol to the tailor’s? I’d like for her to get a couple sets of clothes for the road. I’m thinking that we could go with uniform style in a light green. She has beautiful eyes and green really makes them stand out.”
 
   Isa said, “Actually, I think that I’d like the honor of escorting her over.”
 
   Carol looked terrified and curtsied low. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
 
   Aunt Isa hugged her. “You’re family, young lady. You don’t have to be afraid of us and you don’t have to curtsy. I’m just Aunt Isabel or Isa if you prefer. Those are names that I’d only let family call me.”
 
   Carol looked at her shyly. “Thank you for accepting me as family, Aunt Isabel. If I’m accepted by the rest of the family, I’m afraid I’ll never remember everyone’s name. I can barely remember Alec’s three brothers’ names.”
 
   Isa laughed. “That’s fine, my dear. We can’t always remember everyone’s name, either. Alec has thirteen aunts and most of them have children, so you can imagine that it is challenging. But let’s get you to the tailor so she can get started. I doubt she has time to get a set done before noon tomorrow, as it is.”
 
   Carol kissed me gently and I watched her leave the throne room. She wasn’t gone a full minute before the runner returned with my mother right behind him. She came to me and threw her arms around me. In her soft voice she stated, “It’s been three months since you’ve stopped in. You know I worry when too much time goes by.”
 
   I kissed the top of her head and replied, “I’ve brought news this time, Mother. I think that my wandering will have to slow down now. You see, I’m no longer wandering alone. I met this wonderful young lady and fell in love with her. We were married this afternoon in Tesil. She wanted to come here for our honeymoon. It’s a bit odd for me, because it seems I’m going home for my honeymoon, but it’s what she wanted and I enjoy making her happy.”
 
   She shone with happiness and pride. “I knew that you had too much love to give to only take care of strangers all your life. I knew that there was a special girl out there that you’d run across and wouldn’t be able to resist. So, what’s she like and when will I get to meet her? Does she want children? Is she a good cook and housekeeper?”
 
   I laughed. “Slow down, mother. She went to the tailor’s with Aunt Isa and should be back soon. She has mentioned something about being blessed with children some day and she is a wonderful cook. She was living with her family when I met her, so I don’t know if she’s a good housekeeper. Whew! I think I got all the questions answered.”
 
   The herald stuck his head around the corner and signaled that there was someone waiting. Mother and I caught the signal and with a nod to Father, we went out the front of the castle. Mother took off for the tailor’s without a word and I could barely keep up. Just before we made it to the door, Isa and Carol walked out. Mother stopped in her tracks. “Oh, my stars, son, she is quite the beauty! Where did you say you found her?”
 
   “She’s a farm girl and her family’s farm is a mile north of Edil. Do you know where Edil is?”
 
   “Sure, when we cleared the old dragon’s horde cave that you’ve heard of all your life, there were people inside. Those people were from Edil and one of them was your Uncle Roger’s Consort, Kiena.”
 
   Carol walked over and stood by me, waiting to be introduced. “Mother, I’d like you to meet the love of my life, Caroline. She actually prefers to be called Carol.”
 
   Carol curtsied slightly as if unsure of what she should do. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, My Lady.”
 
   Mother smiled. “I’m very happy to meet you, too. My name is Alice or Mother. I knew I’d meet you someday and I’m happy that this is the day.”
 
   Carol looked confused. “Did you know me before, Mother?”
 
   My mother glowed at having a female call her mother. “In my heart I knew that there was someone that could steal my son’s affection. It would seem that you are that someone.”
 
   Carol grinned and happily accepted a hug. I had to break up the party because it would be dark soon and I thought Carol would enjoy watching the casters practice at the range. I told everyone where we were going and Aunt Isabel informed me that my room on the dorm’s fifth floor was still open. She suggested that I use the roof entrance, since the trainees had gotten used to not having men around. They’d turned the bottom four floors into clothing optional areas. I acknowledged the information and thanked her. At least I knew where we would sleep on our honeymoon. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   As we walked to the range, I gave her a rundown on the way things worked. I explained how the different classes lined up from right to left and the fact that I’d shield her for safety’s sake. I explained the skin-tightening sensation that she’d feel then shielded her so she’d know exactly what I meant.
 
   Carol said, “I feel like my forehead is trying to pull back to my ears. It doesn’t hurt, but feels strange.”
 
   “You’ll get so used to it you won’t even know you’re protected. I have my shield on almost all the time.”
 
   As we drew close to the range, there was a wave of silence that washed across the crowd of trainees gathered there. I was known by most and my reputation was known by all. Aunt Alba got everyone back to business and came over to greet us.
 
   “Alec, we’ve missed you around here! You shouldn’t stay away for so long; your mother has been pacing grooves in the floors for weeks now. Ok, that’s enough small talk; who is this lovely young lady on your arm?” 
 
   I grinned because my Aunt Alba was famous for cutting to the chase. “Alba, I’d like to present the Princess Caroline Stephenson, my wife.”
 
   Alba’s eyes went wide and she giggled. “So you finally found the perfect young lady. You always swore that you’d never marry until that perfect girl showed up.” She hugged Carol. “You’ll have to tell me all about how you met and fell in love. I want all the mushy details. Have you ever given any thought to seeing if you could do magic?”
 
   I laughed. “I know why you and James’ Halfling, Ivy, get along so well. You both skip all over the place in a single conversation! She did mention once that she was interested in taking the test, but she was told that she’d have to sleep with the King’s son or sons, I’m not sure which. Now that she knows that isn’t exactly a bad thing, she might be interested, but I’ll leave that up to her.”
 
   Carol smiled and replied, “Nice to meet you, Alba. I would like to take the magic test, but I’m worried that it will be hard. If I passed, I don’t know how I’d train, because I’ll be on the road with Alec; and being away from him isn’t an option. I couldn’t ask him to stay, because that would be punishment and his wandering feet might steal him away.”
 
   Alba nodded kindly. “I’m glad you love my nephew and seem to understand him. As far as training goes, he could always teach you the basic usage of magic and then you could come by here and learn new words as you needed to. I wouldn’t give you a list of spell words, because that’s never worked well for us. If you’d like to take the test, it would only take a few minutes. It isn’t hard at all, and either something will happen or it won’t. Either way, I can tell you have Alec’s heart.”
 
   Carol looked at me nervously and then back at Alba. “All right, let’s do that test. Today is my wedding day and so I already have everything I need. If I don’t have magic, I’ll still have Alec and I’m happy.”
 
   Alba smiled and took her arm. She guided her away from all the noise of the firing line and to an open patch of grass. She sat down and invited Carol to join her on the ground. I took up a position behind Carol out of the way where I wouldn’t distract her, but could see her clearly. I adjusted my vision so I could watch for magic building in Carol and I waited. I’d seen the routine dozens of times, where focus would be explained and how to picture the desired result. The trainee or potential would be given an activator word and presto, something would happen, or not. I didn’t understand how Aunt Alba could go through the instructions, week after week, without pulling her hair out. Of course she didn’t know how I could live on the road without family around for weeks on end either. I supposed that proved that everyone had his or her own niche in life.
 
   Carol leaned forward slightly and focused on a fist sized stone that was on the ground between the two ladies and I moved closer to watch and listen. I scanned Carol for a buildup of ‘caster magic’ and saw nothing. I sighed softly hoping she wouldn’t be too disappointed. On a whim I scanned for psionic magic as well, but saw nothing.
 
   I began to move toward the ladies in case I needed to comfort my wife, when the stone between them began to rise slowly from the ground. I heard Carol softly say ‘telekinesis’ but the stone was already in the air! It shouldn’t have moved at all before she activated her spell! I looked at Alba and she was already staring at me. Carol turned to me and grinned, and the stone hovered. I smiled back as if nothing was out of the ordinary.
 
   I exclaimed, “That is fantastic, Carol! Go ahead and drop the stone, because I want to see something.”
 
   The stone fell to the ground with a thud and she smiled. “What do I get to try now, my husband?”
 
   “Since you’re my wife and I’ll be working with you on your training, I’d like to try skipping to phase two. It shouldn’t be much more difficult than what you just did.”
 
   Carol was giddy with excitement. “Ok, tell me what you want me to do.”
 
   Alba was listening and watching intently while I instructed. “I want you to do the exact same thing, except skip the word that you used. If you can work the spells without the words, we’ll be close to advancing you past ‘Novice’, and right in to ‘Adept’.”
 
   Carol grinned and nodded; she turned back to the test stone and focused again. I scanned in every way I knew and looked around for a novice that might be playing a game that would get them reprimanded or expelled. This time there was no sound and the stone popped three feet from the ground, and hovered once more. I applauded and said, “Now let’s head down to the far end of the range with the novices. I want to try another spell that you might like.” We walked, hand in hand, with Alba following closely behind. She caught my eye and gestured her confusion. I discreetly shrugged and shook my head.
 
   At the firing line, I kissed Carol on the cheek and explained, “I’m going to show you a spell and then I want you to try to duplicate it. It’s a simple, level one spell and you’ve shown that you pick up on those quickly enough.” She nodded and I looked down range. I fired a magic arrow at the closest target, causing a red hot spot to appear on the metal plate. Alba gasped when she saw what I was trying to do, but I signaled her to wait quietly. I prepared to cast healing and make a huge apology if I were wrong, because this spell could be quite painful to a wandless caster. 
 
   Carol looked at the target for a moment and focused on what she’d seen me do, she then raised her hand. A golden streak of energy flew from her and struck the target. She turned to me and hugged me, laughing happily.
 
   Alba declared, “All right, that’s enough, Alec. I’m getting your father, Gwen and Della. There has to be an answer somewhere.”
 
   I laughed. “I hope you’re right, because my wife has gone out of her way to surprise and amaze me since I met her.” I turned to Carol and kissed her firmly on the lips, drawing whistles from the girls on the range. “You’re an amazing woman, did you know that? In the known magical history of Eredwynn, no caster could do that spell you just did without a wand. If they’d tried, it would have caused a painful burn at the very least. I can see magic in people and when it’s being used, in everyone that I’ve met, except for you. Aunt Alba has gone to get Father, Gwen and Della in the hopes that they’ll know why you can do what you do. I already know how you do it; you’re just an amazing woman!”
 
    “If I’m doing something so out of the ordinary that it can shake up the famous Princess Alba that badly, I’d like more of an answer than just being amazing.”
 
   “It’s just not ever been seen before. I hope they get down here and resolve this quickly because, in case you’ve forgotten, this is our wedding night. I can think of nothing more important than making our wedding completely legal and binding.”
 
   Carol blushed. “Don’t worry, Your Highness; if I remember correctly, the first time I had to convince you. You won’t have any trouble tonight convincing your wife to play games, all night if you’d like.”
 
   I looked up at the castle. “Now they really better hurry and get down here or this mystery will have to wait until tomorrow!” I’d hardly finished the sentence when the four of them ported in, ten yards away.
 
   My father walked toward us. “So what is this I hear about this beautiful young lady working some unusual magic?”
 
   I answered, “Well, Father, it would seem that she has the same abilities as a psi user but I can’t read psi magic at all. She cast magic arrow a bit ago, wandless, with no ill effects and just from watching my example. It seems that she can learn spells the same way that we sibs do.”
 
   Father nodded. “Carol, would you mind repeating that spell you fired earlier, so I can see what everyone’s talking about?”
 
   She curtsied. “Of course, Your Majesty.”
 
   Father laughed. “Daughter of mine, I’m Father, Dad, or David to you. You did the impossible twice today, so let’s make your welcome to the family complete.”
 
   Carol looked confused. “Twice today, Father?”
 
   He chuckled. “You married the elusive Alec and you shook up Alba. You have quite an impressive record already. Now, let’s try the spell.”
 
   As she went to the line, I saw everyone shift his or her vision to scan for magic. Carol fired the magic arrow like a pro and walked back. Everyone was looking confused except for Della, who was cackling as if she’d gone mad. We all turned to look at her and Father asked, “When you catch your breath, my lovely little Consort, perhaps you’ll let us in on the joke?”
 
   Carol whispered, “Your father has a twelve year old Consort? I’d heard he quit taking Consorts long ago.”
 
   I whispered back, “That is Della the Naiad. She may look twelve, but she’s more like a hundred. She won’t tell anyone her real age, not even Father.”
 
   From ten feet away Della stated, “And a gentleman would never ask a lady her age.”
 
   I nodded with a grin, because I’d heard that line my entire life. “Aunt Della, is there anything that can you tell me about my wife’s magic? What would be the best way to train her?”
 
   “It would seem that we have the honor of meeting the first human user of air magic that I’ve ever heard of. We’ve all taught the casters, and we are psionic users, that’s spirit magic. The kids were born to psionic magic, so it comes easily to them.” She looked at Aunt Gwen the Elf. “The Elven people use nature magic and some use earth magic. It would seem that our newest member uses air magic. Alec, you asked how to train her and I’ll give the best answer I can. Teach her the spells that you use. Shield, teleportation, energy bolt and the other spells that you rely on daily. Her specialty and affinity to air will show itself when it does. Some of the abilities of an air user will amaze all of us. When she starts to manifest powerful spells, I’d take her to the wilderness until she gains control. I know that won’t be asking much of Alec the Wanderer!” Della turned to Carol with a tender smile. “Pay attention to your dreams now that your abilities have been triggered, my dear. I come from a race that uses water magic so I can’t be sure, but I believe that your dreams will teach you wonderful things. Air is the symbol of knowledge for a reason, after all.”
 
   Carol moved to Della, dropped to her knees and hugged her. “Thank you, Aunt Della. It would have been scarier to know that I was different but not know why and how. I’m sorry I thought you were twelve.”
 
   Everyone laughed and Della replied, “Don’t worry, child, that’s been happening for the last fifty years. You should meet my son. It’s not bad for a lady to look young, but my eighteen year old son looks maybe ten. It wouldn’t be a big deal, if he wasn’t also the Lord of an entire province.”
 
   Carol looked at me as if looking for confirmation, and I nodded. “Seth had to overcome a lot of challenges due to his size. Maybe we should go to Starford Stronghold when Carol needs space. There’s plenty of it there!”
 
   Father nodded. “I’m sure Seth would enjoy the visit too. Isn’t that setting sun signaling the beginning of your wedding night? I think that I’d put all of this magic aside for now and go make some magic of your own!”
 
   There were giggles, Carol blushed and I agreed, “You are so very right, Father. We should get right on… We should go… Goodnight, everyone!”
 
   I led Carol to the back of the five story dorm building. My room was on the top floor and the best way for my brothers, sisters and I to get to our rooms was through the rooftop access door. My siblings that had shared the dorm with me had all moved away, but our rooms were kept for visits. I kissed Carol and announced, “I want you to learn a new spell.” She nodded excitedly. “I want you to feel yourself get really light and then float off the ground. You can control what direction you want to go by thinking yourself that way, and your speed of travel will work the same way. I’ll be right here and can catch you if anything goes wrong. This is a bit more advanced than magic arrow, but for an air user, it should be easy.” I didn’t know if that was true, but I figured that some self-confidence wouldn’t hurt.
 
   She gave me a nervous smile and started to focus. It was disconcerting to me to know that she was using magic but I couldn’t see it. I kept looking and looking for the white light that indicated magic, but there was nothing. Carol left the ground with a lurch fifteen feet straight up. I went up beside her and smiled at her excited giggles. Side by side we went up to the roof and landed. I guided her down the access door and to our room. I carried her over the threshold so she wouldn’t trip, as per the old tradition, then kissed her as I set her down. I showed her around, and then showed my father’s pride and joy. It was the water closet with a shower that had hot and cold running water.
 
   Carol laughed out loud as steaming water came from the showerhead. She asked, “Would it be all right if I bathed in here?”
 
   I smiled and tossed her a towel. “That’s what it’s here for, but you’re going to get spoiled to it very quickly. Trust me, I know, because it’s happened to all of us.”
 
   I checked my closet and found two robes that had ties at the waist. I knew that my robe would swallow her, but it would be warm and comfortable after her shower. I stripped off my clothes and started to put on my robe, when I heard a contented sigh come from the shower. I decided that a shower sounded like a very good idea. I walked into the water closet, naked, with the robes over my arm. “Excuse me, my lady, but would you like some company? I could wash your back for you.”
 
   “Get in here, my husband, and you’d better do more than wash my back!”
 
   As our marriage was consummated in the shower, I knew that I’d made the right choice.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   I woke the next morning with a beautiful young lady in my arms. We were both lying in the middle of the huge bed, wanting to be close. I kissed her gently and woke her. “Would you like to get dressed and try learning a few more spells this morning?”
 
   She stretched adorably and exclaimed, “I think you’ll have to show me where the kitchen is first so I can fix you breakfast. I’m sure that you’re as hungry as I am after all the energy we burned last night.”
 
   “You’re so right! Or maybe I should find something for us and you could stay in bed. We could eat and then burn off some more energy.”
 
   She snickered. “Young man, you should know that there is more to life than just making love. I can’t think of a good example right now, but I’m sure there is.”
 
   We got up and had just finished dressing when there was a light tap on the door. I opened it and a maid brought in two plates for us. I thanked her; she curtsied slightly and closed the door behind her. Carol just stared at the table and finally asked, “I suppose this means I don’t have to fix breakfast this morning?” 
 
   I laughed. “The castle has a huge kitchen staff and a couple dozen maids. I don’t think that a single member of my family remembers how to cook. While we’re here, you can relax and learn your new magic. I know there is one thing that I’m really interested in knowing. Come here and sit on the bed with me.”
 
   She stuck out her tongue. “You don’t have to try to trick me into bed. If you want me there, I’ll come willingly!” She walked over and sat by me.
 
   I took her hands in mine. “My brothers and sisters can talk to each other just by touching and talking straight mind to mind. I want to see if you can, too. It might startle you if it works, so I wanted to warn you what I was going to try. If it doesn’t work, then there was nothing lost.”
 
   “All right, Alec, you know that I trust you.”
 
   I smiled and reached for her mind with my own. I smiled when I felt her through the link and I softly thought, “Hello, my beautiful wife; you have a lovely mind, too!”
 
   She gasped and then relaxed, thinking, “I knew I’d never feel alone again when I married you. Now we can share everything, even each other’s thoughts. I love you, Alec!”
 
   I stood and helped her to her feet, led her to the table and pulled out her chair. We sat and ate in silence until Carol spoke, “What are we going to do after breakfast?”
 
   “I think we should go on the roof and I can teach you to shield yourself. Then we can go to the range and see what level spells you’re able to pick up on. Usually one of the psi users would come out while you were doing level three spells and monitor you, so your magic didn’t drop too low. Running out of spirit magic will knock a wizard unconscious, sometimes for days. None of us can see your magic, so I don’t know how we’ll do that.”
 
   “Maybe you can do that mind connecting thingy and show me what I’m supposed to look for? I don’t know how any of this works, but that’s just an idea.”
 
   “That’s just a very good idea; give me your hand and we’ll see.” She placed her hand in mine and for the first time, I noticed callouses and scars from the farm work she’d grown up with. I ran a healing spell through her and smiled as the skin smoothed and the scars faded away. I connected with her mind again and found the inactive ‘caster’ section and inactive psionic section there. I then located something I’d never found in any of my siblings minds. A section of her mind appeared similar to the magic sections, but instead of having the white light of spirit magic, there was a swirling mist or cloud. I didn’t feel that I had the exact words to describe it. The nice thing about mind-to-mind communication is that images pass even more quickly than words. I showed her where I thought she should look and what it would look like. She signaled that she’d located it and we broke contact.
 
   Instead of studying the mist in her mind as I would have done, she looked at her hands. “A farm girl marries a prince and gets the hands of a princess in two days. It makes me wonder what tomorrow will bring!”
 
   I kissed her and said, “I suggest we let tomorrow take care of its self. Let’s go onto the roof and learn a bit of magic.” She nodded excitedly and we walked to the roof. “Now I want you to try to duplicate the shield that I put around you yesterday. Do you remember how if felt?”
 
   “I think I’ve got it. Let me try and if not, you can show me again.” She stood perfectly still for a moment then smiled. “I have it now; what’s next?”
 
   I scanned her and couldn’t see any shielding whatsoever. I looked around for something to toss against her, but on the roof, there was nothing. I cast a tiny signaling sparks spell and smiled in amazement as it glanced away from her shielded body. “Well, it seems that you remembered that part perfectly, so let’s try to fly for a while.”
 
   She nodded excitedly. “So far, that is my favorite thing to do. The other stuff is fun and impressive, but not nearly as fun as flying. Can we do more than just fly down from the roof?”
 
   “We can fly where ever you’d like. Today is your day to learn about magic and my day to learn about your magic. Start slowly, lift off and I’ll follow. Take your time and make yourself light….” She was hovering ten feet above the roof with a cocky smile, as my instruction was cut short. “Well, since you don’t seem to need a refresher course, we’ll just get on with it then.” I shielded and joined her, taking her hand. “Lead on, fearless Lady.”
 
   She took off straight up so quickly that I almost lost my breath. She was dragging me behind her as we passed three thousand feet. She stopped there and looked around. “How high can we go? I’ve seen birds that I thought were this high but I feel we could go higher!”
 
   “When we go above a mile it starts getting cold. That won’t be a problem if you can heat your shield. Over two miles, the air starts getting thin and we won’t be able to breathe as well as we should. Much higher than that, I guess you’d pass out, and that’s a long drop to the ground.”
 
   She nodded happily. “Can we try going higher?”
 
   I laughed. “I said that this was your day to learn; if you want to test your flying limits, then by all means, let’s do it.”
 
   She took off skyward like a shooting star in reverse. Her flying speed straight up impressed me and I heated my shield as the cold started sinking in. She didn’t slow and I knew she must have heated also, because she wasn’t shivering. That’s when trouble began for me. I started seeing bright spots in the corner of my vision and my breathing became rapid. Worried, I called out, “Carol, we have to stop. The air is too thin and I can’t breathe. Much higher and we’ll black out!”
 
   She stopped and hovered in front of me. “I don’ have any trouble breathing. Maybe it’s ‘cause of that air magic? Can I try somethin’?”
 
   I smiled at her willingness to experiment with her new magic and the way the excitement affected her speech. I nodded, and suddenly I was warmer and could breathe! My vision cleared and my wonder grew. “Carol, what did you do?”
 
   “I just made my shield bigger so it would go around both of us. Did it help?”
 
   I nodded, amazed that my novice wife had thought of that on her own. “I’m fine now. What are we going to do?”
 
   She grinned. “I bet we can go higher and I want to see!”
 
   I shrugged. “All right, but if you start feeling funny, you let me know. If you pass out up here, I will, too. I don’t think Father will like the mess we’d make if we landed on the castle.”
 
   She grinned and took off again. I watched the world recede below us and still we climbed. To the sides, I began to make out the curve of the world and knew if my eyes were better, I could see both oceans from here. We finally began to slow and I looked up at Carol. She was staring in rapt amazement at the stars above us that were visible even though it was early morning. She pulled me close and kissed me. She whispered, “These can be the stars that will guide our future together. We’ll know that they are always here, day or night.”
 
   I hugged her tightly. “Thank you for showing me this. I thought that I’d show you the wonders of magic, but you’ve shown me.” We began descending.
 
   “This is as high as I can go, so that must mean it’s time to go back. I’d like to learn healing and some combat spells, just in case. I do want to learn how to stun someone, too. In my past, it might have come in handy and with the clothes I had Aunt Isa order for me, I might need it.”
 
   “That reminds me, you’re a student of Wizard’s Castle now, for all intents and purposes. You could wear the uniform, if you’d like.”
 
   “The clothes that I’m getting are in that style, but the color is that green that you said you liked on me. I’m not going to be staying at the castle; I’m going to be staying with you. For the school trainees and the instructors the uniform is fine, but I’m not sure that we’d always want everyone to know we were magical. We might go places where magic isn’t welcome and that could cause problems. Besides, I wouldn’t want to wear that one lightning bolt novice patch.”
 
   I laughed. “Trust me, my dear; you wouldn’t be wearing a novice patch. You’ve already graduated to Adept and I’m sure that with a few more spells, you’ll be Apprentice.”
 
   She smiled happily and we finally found the ground again. We landed near the Apprentice end of the range and talked while we waited for a few young ladies that were working on the targets.
 
   After a few minutes, Carol suddenly gasped. “Your mind glows!” She looked up and down the row of trainees that had gathered for their morning practice. “All of their minds glow, too, except it’s different and Aunt Alba is in the middle of that group over there. I can’t see her, but I can feel her!”
 
   I smiled. “It seems like now that Aunt Alba has showed you the way, your mind is discovering the magic on its own! Maybe that was what Della meant when she said air is the symbol of knowledge. Perhaps it teaches itself and that would be amazing, just like my bride.”
 
   …
 
   Over the next week, Carol continued to amaze us all. She was picking up on level three and four skills just by walking by and seeing them done. Since hers was a nature type skill, she surpassed my nature magic ability in one afternoon spent with Aunt Gwen. Her mornings were often spent with Aunt Della, because she was our expert on most forms of magic. Being a Naiad, she had a lot of information that she could pass to Carol. Aunt Della had recently made up with her father after two decades apart and he’d taught her the magic that had driven them apart. Her father had given his permission to teach the Naiad skill of ‘telepathy’ to the family. Carol and I were taught how to use it, in case we were ever separated in our travels together.
 
   Our evening meals were taken in the kitchen with Father. Carol was fascinated by the other realm and couldn’t hear enough about life there.
 
   Carol seemed uncomfortable at dinner one night and finally managed to say what was on her mind. “Father, before I met Alec, I was afraid that my only option was being a working girl in a pub or inn. Do they have those types of things where you come from?”
 
   Father nodded. “They do, but the legal ones are few and far between. Girls have to be eighteen to legally work in those places. You know as well as I do that girls often find themselves in the street much younger. Those girls are preyed on by men who force the girls to work and then take their money to keep them dependent on them. They also will get them hooked on drugs that they then have to have or they’ll get sick. It’s just another form of control.”
 
   Carol was shocked. “People know this happens and they let it? Don’t the guards step in and help these girls?”
 
   Father gave a humorless laugh. “Usually the girls are the ones punished when they are caught plying their trade. The ‘guards’, that are called ‘police’ there, will throw the girls in jail. They will usually be released to the man that has the girls working, and the cycle just continues.”
 
   Carol shook her head. “Those girls shouldn’t have to be subjected to that! No one should! I still can’t understand why they let that happen.”
 
   Father shrugged. “Things there aren’t like they are here. For one, the population of the country that I came from is over three hundred million people. I doubt there are that many in our whole world here. The job is just too large and not many want to take it on.”
 
   Carol sighed. “If just some of them could be helped, and I could do it, I’d have to try.”
 
   Father gave an understanding smile. “I think you need to have your husband take you to visit Seth and Tabitha. They are our humanitarians. They run a huge women’s shelter that was created to keep the girls who don’t want to do that type of work off the stairs. There are some girls that do enjoy that type of lifestyle and I feel they have the right to do it. I don’t want some of the things that Seth’s reported happening in my kingdom. That’s one of the reasons that I support their work.”
 
   Carol gave me that look. “Husband of mine…”
 
   I laughed. “Yes, my dear. I’ll take you to Starford Stronghold as soon as you’re ready.”
 
   Father chuckled. “It sounds like my stories may have sent you on a mission, son. The good news is, west of Starford there are wide open plains without people. Della tells me that it might be time for you and Carol to be away from folks for a while.”
 
   Carol nodded. “I had a very vivid dream last night about the wind circling in a tunnel to the clouds. Aunt Della warned me to listen to my dreams and I wouldn’t want to cause that thing near Wizard’s Castle!”
 
   Father agreed, “It sounds like you’re describing a tornado. They are very destructive and I don’t think I’ve even heard of them in this realm before. If you think that you might accidently create one, an open area would be advisable.”
 
   I nodded. “Aunt Alba has told me that she’s learned about everything she can at Wizard’s. Anything else she should be able to do through visualization. I’m sure that I can help her with that. It’s how the ‘sibs’ have always done everything!”
 
   Carol smiled. “I’ll miss our dinners together, but I’ll get the packs ready. We can leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
   Father laughed. “She makes up her mind and then acts on it. That must be how she captured the wanderer. We all love you, Carol. Any time that you need the family, we’ll be here for you.”
 
   Carol winked. “Thank you, Your Majesty. It’s nice knowing that I have a king at my beck and call.”
 
   Father laughed. “Now you’re going for Alba’s ornery title! You two get out of here, before I get too attached to let you leave.”
 
   We took our leave and went different directions. Carol went up to begin packing the packs and I went looking for my mother. I located her in her room and let her know that we were leaving in the morning.
 
   Mother spoke softly as always, “Be careful out there. I know you will, but it’s my job to say that. Don’t stay gone as long as you have been, because there are two of you I’ll have to worry about. The nice thing is, now we all have telepathy and can contact each other. Della told us that she didn’t think that the skill had a maximum range. I should be able to receive updates from anywhere.”
 
   I smiled. “I love you, Mom, and will check in often. After all these years, one would think that you’d quit worrying about me.”
 
   “That will never happen, my son. I’m your mother and a mother always worries. Take care of Carol for me too. She’s a wonderful girl and she will be good for you.”
 
   “I will, Mother, and I’m happy that you get along so well with my wife.” I kissed her goodbye and went to the roof of the dorm.
 
   In our room I learned that Carol had both packs ready to go with the tent attached. She’d loaded plenty of dried edibles in case we found ourselves out for longer than we’d anticipated. I was proud of the job she’d done, considering that she’d only been in the wandering business for a short time. 
 
   As we lay in bed I decided to find out her plans. “Carol, I know that the conversation you had with Father has you upset. What are you thinking about doing?”
 
   “I want to go to Starford and talk to your brother about the shelter. Your father said that some of the girls around there had been forced into working in pubs or inns. Then I want to go talk to your brother Davie, since he’s the only one of the sibs to have visited the other realm. If you deem it possible, I’d like for us to go there and explore. If we happened to run across girls that were being forced into the sex trade, I might want to try to help out.”
 
   I laughed. “All of those, ‘if I deem’ or ‘I want’ and ‘you might try to help’, make me think you have the plan laid out and expect me to go along with it.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows. “How about I soften you up a little? Well… perhaps you can soften up when I have you convinced.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You win, as usual. My beautiful, little manipulator.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   We woke with the sun and dressed quickly. I finally saw what she’d gotten for road clothes, and didn’t know if I wanted to leave yet or not! She’d gotten the tight uniform style as I’d suggested and I guess Aunt Isa wanted to add to that. She wore a pleated skirt of the same color that came just above her knees. It was slit at the front of both legs half way up, to allow for fast movement. It very nicely covered any assets that she didn’t want to show the world, but was sexy enough to make my imagination work overtime.
 
   We flew from the top of the dorm to the road that turned to the north. I followed her in for a landing and asked for plan updates.
 
   “If you’d port us to Starford, we could visit with your brother and Tabitha. I know that porting isn’t your style but with these dreams, I don’t want to camp near the little towns between here and there. We can walk from Starford to Perlsea, since we will have mostly open country. If one of my dreams became real, I’m afraid it could be quite damaging. I’m actually afraid of the power that I’ve seen in my dreams.”
 
   “Then that sounds like a good plan. I’m sure that you’ll learn to handle your power once you get used to it. Just think about how quickly you picked up on all the skills and spells. Keep calm, don’t panic, and you’ll get a grip on it.”
 
   She hugged me. “I’m just glad you’re going to be there with me. Thank you for finding me, Alec.”
 
   I chuckled. “Thank your father. He’s the one that was hauling hay that day. I just got lucky. This is a long cast for Starford, so don’t let me fall over. Maybe you can teach me how to do viewing and talking at the same time.”
 
   She shook her head and stood close. I went looking for Starford by letting my vision travel almost due north. I located a friendly, empty spot a short distance from the castle and ported us there.
 
   Carol smiled. “I see how you did that now! It’s not nearly as hard as I thought it would be, and I bet I can do it now.”
 
   I chuckled. “Pretty soon you won’t need me around at all! I think it’s fascinating how quickly you pick up on the different spells and skills. Before we know it you’ll be teaching me!”
 
   She nodded. “Perhaps, but I’ll always need you, Alec.”
 
   As we approached the front gate, I pointed out the shelter. Carol was amazed. “That thing is enormous! Do they ever get close to filling it?”
 
   “It has beds for close to three hundred and last winter, the first that it was open, they had almost two hundred and fifty women housed there. A lot of them left in the spring, but I heard that nearly seventy stuck around to work the fields and make sure they have a place this coming winter.”
 
   Carol sighed. “If there is that much of a problem here, it’s no wonder that Father’s realm has the problem they do. I wonder if I’m not on a fool’s errand.”
 
   I hugged her. “If we do go to that realm and help even one girl, we would be doing something. I don’t know what we could do to help a girl from there, but you want to try and that’s commendable.” 
 
   We walked to the gate where I’d put on a show last fall. I had trained my brother, sister and two others in the use of swords and other weapons. It had been quite a job to teach Seth and Celina, who are both half-sprites and very dependent on magic. So much so that their bodies had grown weak from lack of use. They had hated me as I had them drill and run, but in the end, they understood. They managed to pull off a miniature war against giant ants without a mishap. The guards bowed and let us pass without a word.
 
   Carol giggled. “I’ll never get used to walking through any guarded gate in the kingdom and having the guards rush to get out of the way. This royalty thing does have its perks!”
 
   As we entered the castle, the herald greeted us, “Good morning, Alec. The Regent is in the courtroom, but I believe Lord Seth is in his room. You can use the side entrance if you’d prefer.”
 
   I thanked him and we took the door bypassing the courtroom. I thought that having a castle wouldn’t be so bad if I could get a regent to do all the boring stuff and I could do whatever project I felt like. Of course, Seth hadn’t picked a nice relaxing project. Taking on the care of all the female homeless in Eredwynn didn’t sound like relaxing to me. 
 
   I knocked on the door of the master suite and a tiny creature answered and hugged my legs. “Alec! We didn’t expect to see you again so soon, but I’m glad we get to. What brings you to Starford and who is this vision beside you?”
 
   Carol dropped to her knees. “My stars! You’re a Halfling, aren’t you? I would have sworn that you were one of the children I’d been told lived here. Forgive me; I’m Carol Stephenson, Alec’s wife of just over week.”
 
   Tabitha laughed. “I get that all the time and sometimes it’s nice to be mistaken for one of the kids. So, Alec got married; come on in and tell that to Seth! You might have to tell him twice, once to start the shock and again when he recovers.”
 
   We went inside and made ourselves comfortable on a couch. Tabitha went back to one of the side rooms to let Seth know we’d arrived. Suddenly a black-haired meteor came flying from that room and almost strangled me with her enthusiasm! 
 
   “Alec, we’ve missed you! I don’t think that Seth will admit it because he’s a man, but he missed you too. Thank you so much for the training and not actually killing us, even though we often thought that was your goal. Oh, hello Miss, I’m Raven, one of Seth and Tabitha’s Consorts.”
 
   I laughed. “I’ve missed you all too, Raven. I’ll introduce you to this young lady as soon as my brother decides to quit playing with the Consorts and gets out here.”
 
   Raven giggled. “Unfortunately that isn’t what we were doing. Tina is taking over some bookwork and he was helping her with her numbers. Usually Anne would do that, but she’s been getting sick in the morning quite a lot lately.”
 
   Seth finally joined us and I got up to meet him. “How’ve you been, brother of mine? You’re looking fitter than I left you, and that’s a good thing!”
 
   Seth smiled. “Celina, Warin, Raven and I get up and go for a run every morning. We then come back and work out in the courtyard. The captain offered to have men spar with us.”
 
   I shook my head. “With the swords your grandfather gave you? I hope you declined.”
 
   He nodded. “I did. I didn’t want to have to replace all the guards’ weapons when we cut them up.”
 
   Carol spoke up. “How could you cut up their weapons if you’re just using swords, too?”
 
   Seth looked surprised to see her. “Our weapons are enchanted, you pretty, young lady. Where did you come from?”
 
   I gave a faux growl. “Back off, Naiad, she’s all mine. Let me introduce Carol Stephenson, my wife.”
 
   Seth looked confused and then a bit more confused. Finally, he muttered, “I must have water in my ears; did you say, ‘wife’?”
 
   Tabitha and Carol both started giggling and I nodded. “I met Carol when her father asked me to escort her to Tesil. She pointed out that I needed a woman in my life and I couldn’t argue. We were married just over a week ago. Now she is on a mission to save all the women in this realm, and Father’s, from misuse and injustice. She thought that you or some of the women that you’ve worked with might have some insight. She is also brand new to magic.”
 
   I watched Seth and Raven both scan her. Seth looked at me. “Brother, she can’t do magic. I scanned for caster and psi; both are dormant.”
 
   Carol laughed. “I bet I’ll get that from every psi user I meet. I seem to have a rare ability. One that made your mother cackle. I’m not a spirit user, like most of the others in Eredwynn, but an air magic user. It can be picked up in mind to mind contact, if you’d like me to show you.”
 
   Seth nodded and reached for her hand. I watched and enjoyed the look of confusion when their minds touched and then shock as she guided him to the section of her mind that housed her air magic power. As they released, he looked at me. “Well, I would have never…”
 
   I grinned. “Neither would anyone else. It about drove poor Aunt Alba crazy when the stone floated before she activated her spell. We’ve been warned that she might manifest very powerful spells that can be destructive as her mind learns the magic. Your mother said that she’ll learn in her dreams, so this could happen without her knowing. She wants to learn about young ladies that are forced into being working girls. Then she wants to go to Father’s realm and try to help some of them, if she can. It’s a noble quest, so I’m up for it. Since I won’t be visiting the working girls anymore, I guess she can shut them down.”
 
   Carol gave me a sideways look. “You’re darn right you won’t be visiting working girls. I’m sure I can take care of you all by my little ol’ self. Or should we pick up a dozen Consorts for us to wander with?”
 
   I grinned. “I don’t even need one, my love. As long as I have you.”
 
   Seth rolled his eyes. “Okay, you two, get a room. The guest room across the stairs is yours for as long as you’d like. Let me send for one of my Consorts, Heather. She was an unwilling working girl and can tell Carol a lot about it. She usually works as a maid, too, but since she’s pregnant, Tabitha pulled her from that duty.”
 
   Tabitha cut in. “If Seth doesn’t get a hobby, we’re going to be swamped with children around here. He has the three adopted girls, Little David and three pregnant Consorts. Maybe you should take him to the other realm with you, just to protect the girls that aren’t expecting! Well, on second thought, we’d miss him too much to have him out of touch for too long.”
 
   I laughed. “Seven nieces and nephews from just this one brother, so far. My family was big enough before all these babies started showing up. I’ll never keep track of them all now!”
 
   Heather walked in the room and her first comment was, “Miss, I love that little skirt over the uniform style trousers like that! I’ll have to talk to our tailor about getting something like that! Hi, I’m Heather, by the way.”
 
   Seth stepped up. “Heather, this is Carol, Alec’s new wife. She would like to talk to you about the working girls, and especially the ones that don’t have a choice.”
 
   Heather nodded. “That’s something that I do, unfortunately, know quite a bit about. I need to stretch my legs, so if you don’t mind walking, we could go wander by the shelter.”
 
   Carol laughed. “If I have a problem with walking, I certainly married the wrong man. Thank you for taking the time to visit with me.” Carol kissed me and went out the door with Heather.
 
   As they walked away I turned to Seth. “I don’t know how long that her research will take, but I doubt it will be long. Has anyone traveled into the swamp to check out that metal from the meteor that your grandfather mentioned?”
 
   Seth shook his head. “You can see by looking at the fields by the shelter that we’ve all been pretty busy. If you want to wander up there, you should take Raven with you. I know you won’t run off with my girl, because your girl would come looking! But with Raven there, you’d be safer if you did run across that stuff. She could recharge your magic, and she doesn’t seem to ever get drained.”
 
   I laughed. “A Consort that never runs out of energy, huh? I guess you never have to look hard for company then.”
 
   He grinned. “Energy like that would be my darling Tina. I don’t think she could get tired of playing in the bedroom.”
 
   I laughed as Tabitha and Raven rolled their eyes. Then I asked, “Raven? Would you mind taking a walk in the swamp with me? That surely isn’t the most romantic question I’ve ever asked a pretty lady, but since you’re taken, it will have to do.”
 
   She smiled and nodded. “Getting out of the castle and doing anything that isn’t farming would be nice.” She turned to Tabitha. “You don’t mind me going, do you? Did you have anything you needed done first?”
 
   Tabitha shook her head. “No hun, you go out and have a good time. Watch out for gators and try to be back before dark. I’ll worry if you aren’t, Alec or no Alec.” 
 
   Raven and I left the castle and levitated across the river. We headed north into the swamp and out of the country Eredwynn. As the ground became soggy under our feet, I used my nature magic to cause it to firm up. I’d asked the grass and mosses that were nearby to make a path with their roots, and they were happy to comply. We walked on for a few miles in complete silence when Raven finally had to talk. “Alec, you’re a lot nicer doing this than you were as our instructor.”
 
   I laughed. “This last fall I wasn’t here to be friendly, I was here to make sure you stayed alive. It was very much out of character for me to act like that, but I had to. Seth and Celina wouldn’t have listened to me being a nice guy.” 
 
   Raven nodded. “I’m sure you’re right. So what exactly is the plan if we find any of the meteor shards that Grandfather said were all over? He was quite concerned, because the sprites were having a very hard time traveling in the swamps now.”
 
   “I have an idea or two, but we’ll have to locate some of it to see if they will work.”
 
   Raven just smiled and nodded. We continued our walk for another hour before Raven stopped me. “Scan in that swampy area ahead of us and to the left. I think I see something there.”
 
   I switched my vision and saw what she was talking about. In about three feet of water, there was a black area that my magic couldn’t focus on. From talking to Davie, I knew that was what I was looking for. It was the same as the ‘hot ball’ ammo that some of the crazier people in Gormesol used. I couldn’t understand why someone would use ammo that was just heavier for its size at the cost of their lives. People often do strange things.
 
   We approached the spot until I started feeling the leaching effect that the metal had on magic and magical creatures. I squatted down and worked my fingers into the damp soil of the swamp that encircled the pool. I felt for the trees that bordered the depression and woke them. The trees welcomed my touch, but were lethargic in their responses. I asked if they would be able to surround the poisonous metal with their roots and shove it as deeply as they could into the ground. They were tentative but felt that having it buried, and not in the water they used, might be a good idea.
 
   I came back into myself and laughed at Raven when she was startled by the moving trees. She helped me stand and looked at me strangely. “You don’t even know that you were crouching there for over two hours, do you?”
 
   I smiled. “You can’t rush nature and that is why so few humans use nature magic. With our lifespan being a tenth of an elf’s, we’ll never master it like they have.”
 
   We watched as the trees knotted their roots around the metal and tunneled it deep into the earth. We could both feel when it was buried deeply enough to not affect us anymore.
 
   Suddenly, we were both startled by a voice behind us. “Hello, Alec and Raven, I’m Elle Mosslight. This is my section of the swamp. I’d like to thank you for removing that blight for me. It’s been quite a hindrance in my duties!”
 
   We turned and saw a tiny, young lady clothed in patches of moss. It seemed that swamp sprites weren’t terribly concerned with modesty! She looked way too young to be out in the middle of a swamp by herself, but I knew that she could be a few hundred years old and still look like a tiny teen.
 
   I bowed. “It’s very nice to meet you, Miss. I don’t think that I’ll be able to get too many of the shards, but I did want to try that experiment.”
 
   She smiled sweetly. “We hadn’t figured out how to be rid of them at all. You’ve shown us the way, and we can take it from here. The Wood Nymphs have already passed the word about what you’ve done and are spreading out all over. The entire swamp should be cleaned of the plague the shards have caused by nightfall. Thank you, both; the swamp creatures will forever be in your debt.”
 
   I bowed again. “Thank you, Miss. I’m just glad that I could help and return some of the kindness I was once shown in the swamp.”
 
   She curtsied and vanished without a trace. Raven shook her head. “I’ll never get used to hanging around you Stephenson boys! There’s no telling what kinds of things that I’ll see when I’m around any of you.”
 
   I chuckled. “Hang around with Davie sometime. He’ll introduce you to Niruth and that will be a meeting you’ll never forget! A several thousand year old dragon makes quite an impression!”
 
   Raven grinned. “See what I mean? No one else in the kingdom meets sprites, nymphs and dragons. I feel honored that I can be part of this family.”
 
   She hugged me and we began making our way home. Since my experiment had been called a success, I felt free to go back to Starford. After a few uneventful hours, we made it back to the castle.
 
    
 
   Upon our return, Seth greeted us. “Well, how did the poisonous metal exploration go? You sure weren’t gone as long as I thought you’d be.”               
 
   Raven grinned. “You should have seen it! It was the strangest thing that I’ve ever seen. He had the trees bury the metal so deep that it wouldn’t leech magic from a passer-by and then a sprite showed up. She told him thanks and that wood nymphs would take it from there.”
 
   Seth smiled happily. “Grandfather will be pleased! Nice job, Alec. I hope that your wife is learning all she needs to know. An adventure to Father’s realm might be in your future.”
 
   I nodded. “I think that she’s already made up her mind about that. She just wants to be as prepared as possible. I’m just worried that the information that she gathers here won’t even apply there. From what Davie has said, our worlds are very, very different.”
 
   Seth shrugged. “At least she has a heart. Most people don’t seem to care, even in our world. That’s why I have these huge buildings to the west. Do you have any idea what she’ll do if she does find girls to rescue there? I don’t know if there are places like mine in that realm or not. She could bring them here, but would they fit in or go crazy?”
 
   “I’m afraid that she hasn’t thought that far in advance. The first thing we have to do is find out about her magic. I’m skittish about taking that much power, so much that it concerned your mother, to a realm that has no magic. I guess she could go there and start a cult or something.”
 
   Seth cut his eyes at me. “Not funny. But now that you mention it, that would be something that you’d have to be wary of. It could happen and you’d be surprised how quickly things like that snowball. One ranged stun spell that was seen by someone could cause a sudden following that you don’t even want. I know that you and Carol won’t be able to pass up sick and injured people, just as I couldn’t. Be careful with the healing and watch each other. You wouldn’t believe how easy it is to get power happy in those kinds of places.”
 
   I smiled. “That’s another reason that we’re making a couple stops before we head out. So we can get ideas from my siblings on what to watch for and make plans. I would have never thought of the cult possibility until it came up in a teasing context.”
 
   “So you’re going to visit Davie next?” I nodded. “Be careful there, Alec. Don’t forget what happened to the wife that he brought back. That’s going to be a very painful subject, even after all this time. If he starts glowing too brightly, back off.”
 
   I chuckled. “Yeah, the last thing I want is the mage upset. Even before he learned his powers, he was scarily powerful. Nowadays… I’ll be careful and warn Carol, too.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   The next morning, Carol and I packed for the road. This leg of our trip would be made on foot. We didn’t have a timetable, and that was the way I liked it. It would take close to a week to walk from Starford to Perlsea and I hoped we’d learn about air magic on the way. The trip that Carol had planned for us had two very large unknowns: One being her magic and the other being the other realm itself. No one knew exactly what to expect from her magic except that it would teach itself in her dreams. Della had been afraid that while she was dreaming, the magic would manifest itself into the real world and would be powerful. I just hoped that we’d be able to survive the learning process. Carol had suggested that I let her go out on her own until she gained control, but that wasn’t going to happen. She was my wife and regardless of what happened, I’d be there for her.
 
   The second unknown was Father’s realm itself. I’d grown up with the stories and they had played a part in making me who I was. The way that people treated each other badly, lied and cheated, had made me want to be helpful and honest. From the hints that Davie had dropped over time, I knew to expect the majority of the people we met to take advantage of us. Being new and not knowing how many things worked would make us easy prey, if we weren’t very careful.
 
   We said our good-byes, there were hugs all around and we were on the road headed west. We held hands and Carol told me all about Heather’s situation and how she’d ended up on the stairs of a pub. I doubted that the situations that caused girls to be working would be like hers, but it wasn’t a wasted trip. It gave Carol even more drive to save at least one girl.
 
   For three days we walked toward the western ocean. Every night when we made camp we wondered if that would be the night. We made love to unwind and, I hoped, to induce dreamless sleep. It seemed to be working, too, until that third night out.
 
   I woke to Carol’s tossing and muttering. It seemed as though she was trying to fight someone off and wasn’t having much luck. Suddenly she stiffened and moaned as if in pain! I tried to wake her, with no luck, and the world all around us seemed to explode!
 
   I crawled to the opening of the tent and looked out. The sky over us was a mass of low black clouds, swirling directly above us. Lightning was flashing from the clouds to the plain all around the tent. I was afraid to step outside due to the number of strikes and the sheer power behind them.
 
   From inside the flap of the tent, I used magic to put out fires that were started by the storm. I kept calling Carol’s name, hoping that I could wake her and stop the storm. She was caught up in the dream world and for an eternity, I couldn’t wake her.
 
   Then the storm was gone. There was no tapering off and dissipating, it was simply gone.
 
   Carol rolled to her side and smiled at me. “It’s still dark; what are you doing awake already?”
 
   I laughed. “Come outside with me; I have something you might want to see.”
 
   She followed me out of the tent and I sent up a large light orb to illuminate the area around the tent. The grass was scorched all around the tent and the fires that I’d put out were still smoking.
 
   She looked at me with confusion. “I had a dream that I should tell you about. You know that I wasn’t a virgin when we first got together. One of the rare times that I got away from my brothers to go with a young man caller, things didn’t go well. We went to his family’s farm a few miles from my father’s place. We were in the barn, kissing and being friendly. Then he decided that he wanted to do more than I was willing to do. He was much larger than I was and forced himself on me. I cleaned up, dried my tears, and hid what had happened from my family. Especially my brothers, because you know what they would have done. That’s what I was dreaming about, but in the dream I fought him off and ran to you. Now that I have you, Alec, I don’t need that memory anymore.” She hugged me with a happy sigh.
 
   “Well, perhaps with that dream out of your mind, you’ll not cause another storm like this. That was impressively powerful, but did you learn anything from it?”
 
   She smiled. “I can create an awesome lightning storm like that at will now. I know how to do it and how not to do it, too. I guess I can do about anything with lightning now. I can make small balls of lightning or large bolts. The chain lightning that we had here is pretty simple and I could do it without the clouds.”
 
   I chuckled. “Well, Miss Lightning, do you think that we can go back to sleep until sunrise?”
 
   She nodded. “I’m sorry for waking you; come cuddle me. I feel much better than I have in years, now that I have that secret off my chest.”
 
   I laid by her. “You don’t have to be sorry. I enjoy being here for you. Sleep well, wife of mine.”
 
   With the sunrise we woke and examined the damage from the magical storm. The ground around the tent had been struck dozens of times. I could only imagine what it would have been like if she had been targeting the tent, or a person, with that power. There wouldn’t have been much left!
 
   An uneventful day on the road led to another camp set up. It was the way my life had been before I met Carol. Now it was much nicer, because my camps had a woman’s touch. Sleeping was also nicer because cuddling is always better than sleeping alone. Except now, whenever my lovely little bride would dream, half the province would know about it.
 
   …
 
   We chatted and kissed each other goodnight, then dozed off peacefully. Around midnight, my sleep was shattered by the sound of a thousand dying revenants! I sat bolt upright and then dove for the opening of the tent. Circling the tent I saw dark, moving shapes that looked like the clouds in Carol’s mind. The difference was these clouds went from the ground to the stars. Or at least that’s the way it looked to me. The shape could be made out in the flashes of lightning that came from nowhere and everywhere at the same time. They looked like four giant, narrow funnels that were sucking up the grass and small trees from all around the tent. All four were circling around and around us, as if they were following each other.
 
   I called for Carol, and when she didn’t answer, I went in the tent and shook her awake. She woke with a start and crawled out of the tent with me. She looked in awe at the destruction and then gave me an apologetic smile. She raised her hands and focused and the funnels collapsed.
 
   “My stars, Carol! What were you dreaming about that time?”
 
   She looked at me shyly. “Have you ever been in a field in mid-summer? Have you ever seen when the dust turns circles and causes the grasses to fly into the air? One of my favorite games as a little girl was chasing the whirls through the field and feeling my hair get pulled up and spun around. I was just dreaming about a lovely summer day, playing in the fields.”
 
   I chuckled nervously. “I have a feeling those things could have done more than twist your hair! Could you have controlled them?”
 
   “Of course! You saw how easily I turned them off when I saw what I’d done. I’m really sorry for putting you through all of this, Alec.”
 
   I pulled her to me and held her. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. I love you and want to be with you, even if we have wind funnels coming to visit every night.” She pulled me down so she could kiss me. “Thank you for loving me that much. The good news is, I’m done with those types of dreams and manifestations of power. The magic had to show me that it could be done and how. Now they won’t happen again, unless I need for them to, of course. We’re safe to go to the other realm as soon as we get tips from Davie. I’m looking forward to meeting the mage and I hope he has some insight into my magic. Since it’s so rare, he might not know anything about it either.”
 
   …
 
   The next few days were uneventful and we traveled in peace. We would meet an occasional traveler on the road, greet them and continue on. It was easy to tell when we started getting close to Perlsea and Seamore. The road traffic picked up and consisted of many large wagons of dried and smoked fish being hauled to the different markets in the country. It made me happy to see the industry, which I’d had a hand in building, thriving the way it was.
 
   A couple hours out of the city, I reached out with my new telepathy skill. “Davie, are you home?”
 
   There was a brief pause and I felt three other minds join me on the link. Davie’s cheerful thoughts rang in my mind. “Well, this is a pleasant surprise! I didn’t expect to see my big, wandering brother around until spring! What brings you and the… bless my stars! I’m not waiting to meet the young lady whose mind is with us here!” 
 
   In less time than it takes to blink, Carol and I were standing in the courtroom of Perlsea Castle. Davie was coming off the dais to meet us and we could hear Mira scrambling through the doors at the back, coming to greet us, also.
 
   Davie grinned as he shook my hand. “I was going to ask if you were just coming on a leg of your wandering, but when I saw her mind, I knew what had brought you.” He turned to Carol and bowed. “Welcome to Perlsea Castle, Sorceress. Your confused expression makes me think that you’re in the same boat I was the first time someone called me ‘Mage’. I can’t claim to be an expert, but you can’t spend as much time with the centaurs as I have and not pick up on things.”
 
   Mira forced her way into the conversation. “Davie, you’re scaring the girl. You don’t even know her name yet and you’re throwing confusing titles at her.” She turned her compassionate gaze on Carol. “I’m Mira, Davie’s wife. Welcome to our home! If you’ve been traveling with Alec, I’m sure you’d like to rest and have a hot shower.”
 
   Carol smiled and curtsied shyly. “Thank you, Mira. I’m Carol, Alec’s wife of two weeks or so. We’ve just walked from Starford and I am ready for a rest, but I knew what I was getting into when I married Alec.”
 
   Davie smiled. “Alec is married? I don’t know which surprises me more, him being married or bringing a Sorceress to Perlsea. Carol, I have to ask, you have gotten your power under control, haven’t you? What I know about your abilities tells me that you are fully capable of destroying the castle, city and most of the province if you don’t have them in check.”
 
   Carol nodded. “Yes, Your Highness, we took our time coming from Seth’s home so I could gain control. We did have a couple instances that occurred in my dreams, but I’ve been taught by the magic. I can control it now.”
 
   Davie muttered in fascination, “Taught by the magic.” He called to the herald and told him he was closing up shop and to send for him if he was needed. “Oh, that’s enough of that ‘your highness’ stuff, sister of mine. My name’s Davie and my wife is Mira. We rarely use titles inside the castle and most certainly not with family members. Let’s go upstairs, get you two settled in and washed up, then we can discuss what has brought you to my humble abode.”
 
   Davie and Mira led the way upstairs and to the guest room. It had been used for a very long time by our Elvin sister Baissel, but she finally married and was living with her husband in Seamore. We settled in, took long, hot showers and changed our clothes. Carol took our dirty clothes, waved a hand over them and they were pristine and pressed as if they’d never been worn.
 
   I grinned. “That is a trick that I would have liked to have known years ago!”
 
   She smiled sweetly, “You don’t have to learn that trick, because you have me! A typical wife would be in charge of laundry; even though I’m not a typical wife, I can still hang on to some of the traditional roles.”
 
   I pulled her to me and kissed her. “You are most definitely not the ‘typical wife’. Now we need to go find out everything that Davie can tell us. Both about your magic and Father’s realm. He’s the only one, other than Father, that’s been there. Just remember to let him tell about it and don’t ask questions about the girl he met there. Her murder shook up the entire country and I’d hate for him to have to relive it.”
 
   We went to Davie’s apartment and knocked softly. An eager Davie answered quickly and had us sit. “Now Carol, how did you learn that you had a Sorceress’ air magic?”
 
   Carol replied, “We didn’t know anything about being a Sorceress, but I tested for magic with Aunt Alba. I could lift the test stone without an activator word and it confused her. Then I fired a magic arrow without a wand and everyone got excited. Alba got your father, Gwen and Della to help explain it. Della said I possessed air magic. That’s about all we know on the subject.”
 
   Davie chuckled. “I can just picture my mother seeing that stone rise before you said anything. Priceless. She’s been teaching for over two decades now and I don’t think that anything like that has ever happened to her before.”
 
   I laughed. “Yeah, she was pretty shaken. So what do you know about air magic that you can teach my wife? Since you’re the family expert on magic, I thought that visiting you would be a good plan.”
 
   “I can give you an idea of a few spells that we don’t use that will be second nature to her. These are things that I picked up from centaur research. There have been a couple centaur sorcerers in the past and they got the information from them. She’ll be able to call up a fog that will block the view of folks if she was trying to hide. Of course, just casting invisible would have that effect. She should be able to walk into the air without casting a flying spell, and that could be interesting to see, but my mother did that through psi visualization years ago. Her control of lightning will be unprecedented and controlling the weather will be easy compared to the energy it takes me. I don’t know if you know what a whirlwind is, but they are supposed to be a monstrously destructive force. If you use that spell, be careful!
 
   I laughed. “That one we are familiar with. It was one of her dream learning spells and scared the starlight out of me. I hope she never has cause to use that again!”
 
   Davie nodded and continued, “Some of these might come in handy, since you’ll be traveling so much. Carol, you should be able to understand any language you hear, endure being in hot or cold weather and calm others’ emotions.”
 
   Carol smiled secretively. “With my near future plans, calming emotions might come in very handy.”
 
   Davie looked at us questioningly, but finished up, “You’ll be able to cast a circle of light, sixty feet or so around you, that will be as bright as daylight. It should be really helpful when you’re camping on those dark nights. And you’ll be able to detect falsehoods, not like the sibs do, but you’ll actually know for a fact if someone is lying to you or not. There are dozens of other skills and spells that you’ll be able to do, but that’s a list of the ones that I thought were most interesting.”
 
   “Thank you, Davie. That gives me some idea of the things I can do now. I’ll just have to practice and learn how to do it. I do have a question, though. Alec was telling me about a spirit wizard running out of magic. We were concerned that while I was practicing at Wizard’s that I’d run myself out and go unconscious. Is there anything you can tell us about that? Alec can’t just look at me and tell how much magic I have, like he can a wizard.”
 
   Davie chuckled. “You are a lucky young lady. As long as there is air around, your magical reserves will stay full. The only thing I can think of that you’d need to watch out for is if you were staying under water for very long periods. I wouldn’t stay submerged for more than an hour, just to be on the safe side.”
 
   Carol laughed. “I grew up on a farm in the middle of the country. I’m not much of a swimmer and don’t have any intention of doing ocean diving. Thank you so much for this, Davie! It would have taken ages to learn it all on my own. Now there are some other things that we’d like to know and I’ll let Alec pick your brain on that subject.”
 
   Davie looked at me and I broached the subject of the other realm. “My wife has heard from Father that there are girls forced to work in the sex industry in his realm. She has decided that since Seth is helping so many here, she’d like to try to save at least one from there. Since you’re the only one of the sibs that has gone over, we thought we could get some basic survival tips from you.”
 
   Davie started to glow a bit and nodded. “You’ll need money and they use a form of parchment instead of gold and silver. They use some coins instead of copper coins. The best way I found to get money was to sell some gold coins from here. They will buy gold at a fairly high rate. Never show how much money you are carrying over the amount of your purchase, because the entire place seems to be crawling with thieves. Don’t walk in roads, because the cars there that travel on them don’t stop very quickly. They have no magic and there’s no telling how they would react to seeing it. When I got back, Father explained to me about guns. They shoot out a bullet, similar to a sling, but fast enough to go through a man. I’d recommend staying shielded; better safe than see-through.”
 
   Carol looked at me. “It sounds scary! We don’t really have to go there. We could just travel around as you usually do. Perhaps there are girls in the pubs and inns that we could help.”
 
   “I’m surprised at you, my love! Backing out at the first sign that things might be harder than you thought? We’ll do what you want, of course, but I think that you might look back on this and wish that you’d at least tried.”
 
   Carol nodded sheepishly. “You’re right, of course. We went through all the trouble of getting here and learning about the place. I know that with my abilities and yours, we’ll both be perfectly safe. I was just slipping back into my meek farm girl role. Forgive me, gentlemen.”
 
   I hugged her comfortingly. “I love my farm girl and my sorceress, too. I’d like to keep them both, if I’m able. It would almost be like having a Consort without having an extra person to worry about! But since the sun is setting and we need to get an early start, we should say goodnight. Thank you for all the information, Davie. If we don’t see you in the morning, take care of yourself!”
 
   Davie grinned. “I’ve known you all my life and know that you tend to disappear early. If I see you, then we can have breakfast together; if not, safe travels!”
 
   Carol spoke in her soft farm girl tone, “Mira, thank you for welcoming us into your home. It was very nice to meet more of the family. I hope that someday we’ll get to spend some time together and get to know each other better.”
 
   Mira smiled. “Knowing Alec, you’ll be back around this way from time to time. We’re a regular stop for him every three or four months. If we didn’t see him, we’d start getting worried! I was thinking about your trip and looking at your lovely clothes. Would what you’re wearing fit in where you’re going?”
 
   That was something that I really needed to know. “Davie, what do you think? Will our clothing fit in with the fashions of the people of that realm?”
 
   “Yours may, but Carol’s will draw a lot of unwanted attention. Some of the ladies that I saw there wore clothing that was more revealing, but they were ogled by every man in sight. She should actually wear some regular trousers and a snug tunic. I wouldn’t go for anything low cut, if you want to blend and not draw attention. The tailor here in the courtyard should still be open and might have something on the racks that would work for you.”
 
   “Thanks, brother and thanks to you too, sister. That’s one of those things that guys just don’t think about. We do look, though, when a lady is wearing something worth looking at!”
 
   Mira laughed. “You men! Take your lovely wife to the tailor’s. We’ll see you in the morning, or not. I know I don’t have to say it, but take care and be safe.”
 
   We left the apartment and stopped by the tailor’s shop. Carol found a couple pairs of trousers and a couple tunics that we thought might fit in better. I was going to miss the uniform style, but I’d survive. 
 
   Back in our room, I ported the platinum that I had back to the vault and grabbed an extra bag of gold coins. I figured in the worst case, we should have plenty of money. I didn’t know if there would be a way to live off the land there and wanted to be able to feed my wife.
 
   We were both bundles of nerves as we tried to get to sleep. An energetic romp on that huge bed helped immensely. We finally drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms, dreaming of the unknown.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   We woke shortly after sunrise, dressed and double checked our gear. I made sure that the enchanted dagger that had been given to me by Seth’s Grandfather was easily available in my pack. I hoped there would be no need for it, but if I was avoiding magic, it might come in handy.
 
   We went down to the kitchen for breakfast and the staff there had already prepared rations for Carol and me. I’d been through here so often that they already knew my routine. As we ate, we talked to the staff about the weather and everything else that had been going on in the area. Honestly, it wasn’t because we were that interested; we just didn’t want to talk about our impending journey.
 
   When we’d cleaned our plates, it couldn’t be avoided any longer. We went to the courtyard tailor’s and picked up Carol’s new ‘other realm’ clothing. The tailor let her change in back and she came out to get my opinion. Her outfit was beige, from top to bottom. If she didn’t want to draw attention, she’d picked the right color. The outfit didn’t call attention to any of her female features, but she was still quite attractive in it. I smiled and nodded.
 
   She shrugged. “These are too nice to wear in the fields, but the idea was the same. I didn’t want everyone where we’re going to be staring at my breasts or bottom.”
 
   I laughed. “Good plan! I’m not the world’s most jealous man, but too much ogling of my wife could irk me. I wouldn’t want to have to flamestrike some poor fool for touching things he shouldn’t. It isn’t the best way to make contact with the people!”
 
   She smiled innocently. “Husband, you need to know that if a strange man put his hands on your wife, you would be the least of his worries. A man did that once and now I’m certain that I could move someone away from me if I needed to. I could also blow them a hundred miles away or zap them to powder, but I don’t think things will come to that.”
 
   “It’s nice to know that you can look out for yourself, but I’ll still be there to make sure the lady I love is safe.”
 
   She kissed me as we walked into the courtyard. “I’m glad you’ll be there, too. I’m still new to all of these abilities and I don’t think that they’ll be second nature to me yet. I might start hunting for a dagger instead of using a stun spell.”
 
   “I’m sure that the intelligent magic that you have will help keep you safe, too. I’ve never traveled with anyone who had magic, so I might jump in where I’m not needed. Now, I’m going to cast around for a ring, with our intentions in mind. My magic will usually drag me to some place interesting when I let it lead. I’m hoping that it will take us to a ring that will lead us close to what you’re looking for.”
 
   She nodded. “I won’t let you fall, my single-minded love.”
 
   I chuckled and let the magic guide my remote viewing. I kept the idea of working girls and the other realm in mind and drifted with the thought across the countryside. The magic led me to a fairy ring and I marked the spot in my mind.
 
   “Carol, I want to take your hand so I can share the image with you. Then you can try to port us to the location. It would be nice if I knew that you could port before we left. That way, if we were ever separated, you could always get to our campsite or even to a ring to come home.”
 
   She nodded nervously. “I’ll try it, but you better not ever get out of my sight while we’re there. I’m scared enough and I know you’ll be right there with me!”
 
   She took my hand and I shared the image, then watched as she focused on porting us to the ring. My hair ruffled in a slight breeze, and we were there.
 
   I grinned. “Not only do you have a different type of magic, your spells even feel different! You are truly an amazing women. I plan on keeping you for the rest of my life.”
 
   She smiled happily at her success. “Darn right you’re keeping me! Now let’s get through this ring to the other realm before I chicken out.”
 
   We walked, hand in hand, to the middle of the ring. After double checking our shields, we took deep breaths and turned in a circle.
 
   The sun was blinding, even this early in the morning. We were standing in sand instead of the forested carpet I’d expected, and we watched as the fairy ring we were standing in dissolved into nothing. We gazed around us and saw nothing but desert for miles.
 
   Carol spoke in a tiny, frightened voice, “Which way should we go now, Alec? This isn’t exactly what I was expecting after hearing the stories of travel through fairy rings.”
 
   I smiled with an air of false bravado. “Welcome to the life of Alec, the Wanderer! This is the kind of thing that is bound to happen when you travel with me. You needn’t be afraid, my love. We’ll head east, because having a direction beats standing around and admitting you’re lost!”
 
   My tone and false confidence soothed her and she smiled. “The day we left the farm together to go seek work, I knew my life was going to change. That seems like a lifetime ago and has been less than a month. I can’t stay scared when I’m with you!”
 
   We wandered east, looking for any signs of people. We were magical travelers from another realm who had come with a mission to aid a few folks here. It was going to be much more difficult if we couldn’t find anyone to help! Messing around with nature magic as powerful as the fairy rings had risks. The rules that governed them weren’t as clear-cut as the rules for other types of magic. I could only hope that they’d placed us in the realm that we wanted and in Father’s time. We had done research only on that, and wouldn’t even know how to get money or deal with the people.
 
   All day we marched to the east, stopping for lunch and then continuing on. As dusk approached, we stopped for the night. We set up the tent and I called Carol to me. “There doesn’t seem to be any wood around for a fire. I think I’ll scan around using viewing and see what I can find. If you’ll link with me, you can see what I see and remote port some firewood back if we find some. That way, I can save my magic for emergencies and you’ll just recharge with your next breath!”
 
   She giggled. “Are you going to admit that your tiny wife is more powerful than you?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, just different. I have way too much male pride to admit what might very well be the truth! But you mentioned being tiny, so I wonder if these people are going to believe you’re really seventeen? Father says that there are laws here governing the age that a young lady and a man can be together. I believe he said that the age is sixteen, not twelve like in Eredwynn. I hope that doesn’t cause trouble.”
 
   “As long as we don’t run into the guards… I mean ‘police’, we shouldn’t have problems. If so, we’ll just explain that I am the age I say. I’m sure they’ll listen to reason.”
 
   “I’m sure your right. They are the authorities, after all, and would have to be skilled in critical thinking and communication. It’s not like they’ll beat us or use a ‘gun’ on us if they don’t have the facts.”
 
   “Let’s get some wood and not borrow trouble.”
 
   I sat on the sand, cast a dome shield and took her hand. I began scanning north, looking for trees. The desert was vast and it took quite a while to cross it, even using viewing. Finally, I found mountains with a very nice tree line. I scanned under the trees and found a dead tree that was dried and firewood ready. I signaled Carol and chuckled at her giddiness as she focused her magic. When the tree disappeared from the mountain, I dropped my spell. She’d placed the tree in our campsite perfectly. She jumped up and began chopping it to length, floated some to our fire pit and lit it.
 
   “Now you’re just showing off!”
 
   She grinned and nodded. “I sure am, but I’m also practicing. Aunt Alba and Aunt Della said that I should practice as much as I can. Getting used to having magic will make it easier to grab when I need it. I can’t help but feel sorry for those girls that have to learn spell words. That caster magic seems harder than our more powerful magic.”
 
   “I agree, but it’s a means to an end. Some of the girls that master the caster magic will learn how to do psionic. The wand is just a stepping stone to more powerful things. All my Aunts, my mother and father started with wands. Mother still uses hers, but it’s more or less a prop. The same goes for Lady Chloe of the White Wand. She doesn’t need it, but it’s become part of her and of her legend, too.”
 
   Carol smiled. “Now I don’t feel so bad for them. Come get something to eat and we’ll get some sleep. I can see your breath, so the temperature must be dropping. Davie was right; I don’t feel any difference in the temperature. I feel the same as I did in the afternoon. If you’ll show me how to do a warm dome shield, I’ll keep you comfortable tonight.” 
 
   I smiled. “I’d hoped you’d keep me comfortable. Cuddling is a great way to stay warm, too! I’ll show you how to do it, in the name of education, but I still expect to be cuddled.”
 
   She kissed me gently. “That’s one of my favorite parts of our marriage. I wouldn’t want it any other way.”
 
   We watched the sun set while we ate and the sky filled with unfamiliar stars. We laid back and watched the flickering lights in the sky. From time to time, we’d see one that was blinking white and tracking right alongside a red one. Sometimes, when it passed, we’d hear a faraway roar. It seemed the two were related, but we couldn’t figure out what the lights or the sound could be.
 
   As sleep started tapping on our shoulders, we stood and walked to the tent. To the east we could see a broken line of lights, moving at an incredible speed for being that close to the ground! We wouldn’t fly that fast that low, but they were following a dark ribbon that cut across the landscape. We wouldn’t have noticed it until we were miles closer if it hadn’t been for the lights. It appeared to be ten, maybe fifteen miles away. We’d know what it was first thing tomorrow. But for now, sleep beckoned. 
 
   …
 
   The next morning, we took our time getting around. If we were going to be going toward that strip in the desert that had the lights, we wanted plenty of light to see it by. The objects that we’d seen traveling back and forth on it were going quite fast, and we wanted to make sure we were out of the way! Carol fixed a nice breakfast, as usual, and I packed up the gear. After we’d eaten, we double checked the site, scattered our ashes and left the area as close to the way we’d found it as possible. It was a practice that I’d gotten into years before and I saw no reason to be different here.
 
   We hadn’t quite gotten to the road by noon and I decided that the air in the desert must make things seem closer than they really were. Either that or the lights we’d seen the night before were much brighter than the lights we had in Eredwynn. Perhaps it was a combination of the two, but we had food that didn’t need to be cooked and we were both fine with that.
 
   About an hour after noon, we finally arrived at the edge of the black ribbon that could only be a road. It was blocked off from the desert by a low metal rail. I checked to make sure that there was no traffic or fast moving lights on the road, had Carol wait and crossed over the rail. The road was made of a black stone that smelled awful! I crossed back to Carol’s side of the rail and we began walking.
 
   The first few vehicles that I identified as ‘cars’ passed in a rush. Every time one would go by, Carol and I would jump! Even though there was a rail between us, we weren’t used to anything moving that fast being that close to us.
 
   We walked on and took our evening meal on our feet. Neither of us wanted to build a fire as close to the road as we were. As dusk approached and we were thinking about veering off into the desert to get away from the road, the whole area around us lit up with flashes of incredibly bright red and blue lights! For a moment I thought that Carol had lost control of her magic again and had discovered some odd, new spell. I turned back to look at her and saw a car with lights flashing from the top, lighting up the evening.
 
   An amplified voice confused me since I knew there wasn’t magic, but I quickly figured it must be a machine. Carol and I both froze when the voice said, ‘Hang on there, kids. Walk back over here and climb the rail. Stand in front of the car were I can see you.’
 
   We looked at each other for a moment and I nodded. We walked back toward the car and stood in front of it with our eyes squinting against the glare of the flashing lights.
 
   A middle aged man came from the side of the car and joined us in front. He looked us up and down and nodded. “Hiking in to Vegas, are ya?”
 
   I nodded and in my most friendly tone I answered, “Yes sir, we are. It’s just turned out to be more of a hike than we knew! Can you give us an idea how far out we still are?”
 
   He chuckled. “That happens all the time. You kids will learn that you need to get a car before you go out exploring the country. It’s just over sixty miles to Vegas from here. Walking, that’s gonna take you the better part of three days. My shift’s over and I’m just heading home, so I’ll give you a ride to the city limits. I won’t be able to take you on in to town, because the city cops would give me hell for bringing in vagrants!”
 
   I smiled happily. “A ride that will shorten a three day walk would be most appreciated. Thank you very much, sir.”
 
   He nodded then led us to the back door of his car. He opened it and we slid in our packs, then ourselves. He closed the door then walked to the side of the car next to the road, checked for traffic and got in behind a wheel attached to the front panel. I watched as he pulled a lever down three clicks and we started moving forward.
 
   Carol and I watched out the windows as the landscape whipped by. I could see on the panel that we were going seventy-five miles an hour! I was tempted to up our shield strength in case the machine flew apart, but the man driving barely seemed aware of the speed. He kept up a running dialogue, picking our brains about where we were from and what we were doing in the area. We hadn’t made up a cover story, so I resorted to what I knew. I ended up being a poultry worker from Arkansas who was traveling with my new wife.
 
   We could see a sign that said ‘Welcome to Las Vegas’ by the time that we stopped. We’d learned that we’d met a police officer and he seemed as friendly as the guards back home were. He pulled over to the side of the road, opened the door away from the traffic and let us out. He gave Carol a curious look. “I’ll need for you two to step behind the vehicle for me. If you could get out your ID’s for me, or a marriage license, it would just make my day. Ya see, I have a fourteen year old daughter that looks as old as you do, Miss. I’d hate to think that you’d run off with this feller and your folks were worried. If you’re of age and married, I’ll say ‘sorry’ and be on my way.” 
 
   I signaled for Carol to pretend to look in her pack and while the officer was distracted, I formed a plan. I focused on the handle that the man had pulled down, and with telekinesis I moved it to where he’d put it to move forward. When nothing happened, I gave the car a gentle mental shove. As the car started rolling, the man got excited.
 
   “What the hell! I put that in park!” He ran around to the wheel side of the car, yanked open the door and dove inside.
 
   I took advantage of his distraction to cast invisibility on Carol and myself. I took her hand and helped her over the rail, where we stood quietly. The man brought his car to a screeching halt, jumped out and looked around for us. He stared off the side of the road into the desert in confusion. He finally gave up, turned off the red and blue lights, and went on his way south into the city.
 
   I led Carol away from the road a few hundred yards and dropped invisibility. She hugged me. “I was so scared that he was going to separate us! I thought that he’d think that we weren’t married and were lying about it. He didn’t believe your stories that you were from that place you told him.”
 
   “Well, it was all I could think of and I couldn’t remember many details about my father’s life here.”
 
   “We got away and that’s what matters. So, what’s the plan now?”
 
   “I think we should just find a spot to camp and wait until morning to go into town. One of the first things that we’ll need to do is get some local money. We have to look for a place that will buy gold. I think that we should set aside twenty gold coins in a pouch tonight and sell them tomorrow. You could use your skill at lie detection to help us get the best deal possible.”
 
   “At least we have part of a plan; when will we start looking for a girl or two to save? I’m not so sure I’m happy with my plan of coming here. This place is much scarier than I thought it would be. That ride we took was terrifying! I didn’t know if we were going to get out of it alive!”
 
   I chuckled. “Don’t feel too bad, I thought about turning up the shields. But we made it out and got three days closer to finding someone for you to help. We’ll get money and then look for young ladies tomorrow night. Father said that they were called ‘Ladies of the Night’ here, so I suppose that the evening will be the best time to find them.”
 
   We moved a couple miles from the road and I set up the tent. Carol ported in wood from our last camp site and made dinner for us. We chatted about her ideas for locating people that wanted help and what we should do for them when we found them.
 
   I commented, “Some of the girls that we find might have been lured into the job. They might want to get out, but not have money for transportation home. We might be able to send someone back to their family after we sell some coins. That would be the best case. If they don’t have families and need somewhere to go, we could suggest going to Eredwynn. We could get them a position at one of the castles.”
 
   Carol gave a sly look. “Maybe they like hiking, camping and adventure and would like a Consort position.”
 
   I laughed. “You and I having Consorts doesn’t make much sense, because I don’t have or want a castle. They’d usually help with the books and staff, and we have neither. The only thing that I can think of that they could do for us is something that you handle perfectly on your own!”
 
   Carol pouted. “I could ask them to be personal servants, couldn’t I? That way, I wouldn’t have to be the only one cooking and doing dishes!”
 
   I smiled. “I always help with the dishes, but if you’d like servants and found someone to travel with us, I’d agree to that. I can’t think of a thing that I’d deny you, as long as you couldn’t be hurt. I may not share your ‘servants’ beds, but I’d be willing to care for them as Consorts, after a fashion.”
 
   Carol grinned. “That’s all I ask, and honestly, I don’t think we could find someone that would fit into our lifestyle. I just wanted to know if you’d allow something like that if I asked you for it.”
 
   I hugged her, laughing. “You are so full of mischief sometimes. I don’t know what I’m going to do with you!”
 
   Carol winked. “It’s early, I know, but if you’ll take me into the tent, I can give you some idea of what to do with me.”
 
   I scooped her into my arms. “My Lady, it would be my pleasure to escort you to the tent.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   After a very energetic evening’s activities, we slept soundly. The next morning we woke at dawn, ate breakfast and began our trek into the city. The road was much busier this close to the population and we were often frightened by it. We walked into the heart of town, following the road that was marked fifteen. Downtown, we wandered until we found a section of town that sported many shops that offered to buy gold and silver. We found one that seemed to be quite popular and went inside. 
 
   When we found a man working there that didn’t have a customer, we approached. “Good afternoon, sir. I have some gold coins here that I’d like to sell. I don’t know if you’d buy them for the type of coin they are or just for the gold, but I’ll be happy with a fair price, either way.”
 
   The man was a bit gruff and all business. “Let’s see what you have and we might work a deal.”
 
   I pulled the pouch with the twenty gold coins from my pocket and threw it up on the counter. He looked at the pouch curiously, then opened it and dumped the coins onto the counter. He looked at the minting closely and shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like this before, but they seem pretty heavy. I think you’ll do pretty well for yourself if you just take the gold weight price.” He turned to a machine and began pushing some buttons, then set the coins on a scale.
 
   With his attention on the coins and the scale, I saw Carol cautiously slide her hand to the back of the machine that the man had been using. There was a tiny spark between her fingers and the metal box and she jumped! Her eyes glazed slightly and darted around in the sockets so quickly I feared for her health.
 
   The man turned back to us. “You have ten ounces here. Gold prices are taking a dive, so the only way I can make a profit would be to give you eight thousand five hundred, cash money.”
 
   Carol stepped between the man and me. “Sir, gold has dropped a bit of late but is just under thirteen hundred an ounce. You could easily pay ten thousand for the ten ounces and still make a substantial profit.”
 
   The man and I were both shocked and surprised. He nodded. “You’re absolutely right, little lady. Let’s do some paperwork and I’ll get your cash.”
 
   The man wandered off to gather the things we needed to complete the transaction and I looked questioningly at Carol. She grinned. “That machine works on the same power as lightning. It is full of information and since he’d been looking at gold prices and trends, the information was easy to find. I also learned that ‘street walkers’ can be found hanging around a place called ‘Stardust’, just down the road a bit.”
 
   “You’ve amazed me again, beautiful lady. I guess when we get the money, we can find that ‘Stardust’ place. Then we could wander and learn about the people, buy anything we might need and come back near dusk.”
 
   Carol smiled happily. “It’s much nicer having a plan instead of just diving in and hoping for the best. The man is returning and I’ll move out of the way and be the passive young lady I’m supposed to be.”
 
   I chuckled. “I’ll believe that when I see it.” I turned back to the counter as the man laid a sheet of parchment down and wrote on it with an inkless pen. He pointed to a line and handed it to me to sign my name.
 
   He nodded contentedly. “Son, if you come across any more of those coins, bring them by. You might as well bring your gold expert, too. Here’s your cash.” He counted out ten thousand dollars in one hundred dollar bills, stuck them in a parchment folder for us and thanked us for our business. I stuck the money in my pocket and we exited the shop, happy that things had gone so smoothly.
 
   We walked down the road and found the place that Carol wanted to check out that evening, then continued downtown. We found some shops to browse and found a few items that might be nice to have. We realized quickly that the money that we had was quite a lot to be carrying in my pocket. I took ten bills and folded them up, stuck them in my pocket and gave the same to Carol. I put four thousand in each of our packs where it would be safer. I made sure that my wife had her shield on, and continued our exploration.
 
   With so many fascinating things to see, including some very oddly dressed people, the time flew. Before we knew it, the sun was setting and we were a couple miles from where we wanted to be. We began walking back toward our hunting grounds, holding hands and chatting about what we’d seen.
 
   We hadn’t even made it back to the building we were walking to before we spotted trouble. In fact, we were beside an open lot where a few girls were standing and dressed for the business. A man, dressed in nice clothing with very shiny shoes, was yelling at one of the young ladies there. We could hear him before we even got very close.
 
   “I know you’ve got cash on you somewhere, you slut! I heard that you been looking into bus tickets for your little slut sister, too. It’s not gonna happen. You need me as much as I need you. I take care of you, don’t I? Now give it over; I have plans this evening.”
 
   The girl shook her head while backing away. The man shoved her, hard, into a parked car on the side of the road. The girl went down and money flew from the top of her tunic. Carol sprang into action, charging toward the man before I could say a word. He saw her coming and gave an evil smile. He sidestepped her attack and spun her around with his forearm against her neck. 
 
   I started forward and he gave me a warning look and tightened his grip. He looked at a girl a bit younger than the first. “Pick up my money that your sister dropped. The only smack the two of you will be getting after work will be from the back of my hand. That might remind you of your place in this big world.”
 
   The girl came forward timidly and began to comply. Carol gave me a wink, there was a tiny flash and the man dropped like a stone. The area was instant pandemonium. Girls started scattering; some came to the downed man’s side and the sisters grabbed the money, then looked at Carol for direction. Carol jerked her head for the girls to follow, and we made our way back to the well-lighted downtown.
 
   The older girl spoke with a note of panic in her voice. “Did you Taser him? He dropped as if you did. How long will he be out? He’ll come looking for us now, you know.”
 
   Carol smiled. “I stunned him and he should be out for at least fifteen minutes. You don’t have to worry about him coming after you; you can stay with Alec and me if you want. We can help you get home or at least out of that situation. You didn’t seem to be very happy back there.”
 
   The older girl spoke again, “I’m Amanda and this is my little sis, Barbara. We aren’t happy working for that prick, but we have to go back. If we don’t, we’ll get sick, and I don’t ever want to go through that again. He took our stuff away once for talking back and I thought I’d learned my lesson. I guess not, though.”
 
   Carol hugged her gently then turned to me. “Alec, this young lady has some type of poison in her.”
 
   Amanda nodded. “It is a type of poison, I suppose. But once you start taking it, you want more. If you quit, you get sick. It’s called heroin. I can’t believe you’ve never heard of it.”
 
   Carol smiled. “We’re not from around here and there are a lot of things we haven’t heard of. My husband and I know some healing techniques that might help rid you of that poison and make it so you didn’t have to have it. Would that be something that you’d be interested in?”
 
   Amanda gave a scoffing laugh. “Do we have to screw one or both of you before you show us your ‘techniques’?”
 
   Carol looked confused. “You don’t have to ‘screw’ anyone, I don’t think. I’m not exactly sure what that means, but we’d help you just to be kind. If you don’t want our help, you can rejoin that man and we’ll go on our way. Maybe we’ll find someone who wants our help elsewhere.”
 
   Amanda looked at Carol, studying her with a confused look. “You seem like you actually mean it! If you’d at least help my sister, I’d do anything you asked.”
 
   Carol nodded at me and I waved Barbara over. “Come here, hun, let’s see if we can’t get that stuff out of you so you’ll feel better. Just take my hands and relax.”
 
   Barbara cautiously reached out and took my hands. I scanned her and saw the poison that Carol’s scan had uncovered. It was a fairly simple poison and my magic scrubbed it from her system quickly. The poor girl started having cramps and sweating, so I had to scan again to look for the cause. I located a portion of her brain that had become accustomed to the stuff and corrected the balance back to normal. I released her hands as I finished up.
 
   She straightened slowly and looked into my eyes. Color had returned to her cheeks and her eyes sparkled; she threw her arms around me and kissed me full on the lips.
 
   Her sister interrupted. “Barbara! You know the rules about that. Kissing on the lips like that can get you emotionally attached. You don’t know these people and his wife carries a Taser!”
 
   Barbara sighed. “I don’t care and rules be damned. I’m not a hooker anymore; after what he did for me, I’m his. I know he’s married and I will back off, but I’ll be forever grateful.”
 
   Carol got Amanda’s attention. “You see that we’re not going to hurt you. Would you like me to rid you of that poison like Alec did for your sister?”
 
   Amanda nodded. “If you can I’d be grateful, just like my sister. I might not kiss you as she did him; I don’t swing that way often. I hate being a slave to that junk.”
 
   “Carol,” I called before she started, “after you clean her blood, there is a spot in the brain that will have to be put back to normal. That stuff is monstrous in the way it holds people. I can see why folks here use it for control.”
 
   Carol nodded and went to work. Since Carol hadn’t called Barbara down for kissing me like that, she’d taken my hand and stood there watching as Carol worked on her sister. It was easy to see when she’d cleared the girl’s system of the stuff, and equally as easy to see when she corrected the imbalance in her brain.
 
   Amanda straightened and then hugged Carol. “I can see why my sis reacted so strongly! I haven’t felt like this in forever. She’s right, we owe you our lives.”
 
   Carol smiled happily. “We’re not from around here, as I’m sure you can tell now. I asked my husband if we could come and look for girls in need, and we found you. If you know of any other girls that would be happier out of the business, we might be able to help them, too. Then we could help you get home or find something for you to do.” She winked at me and continued. “If you’ve fallen in love with us, we might even consider taking you into our family. If we do, you’ll have to be told a few things first. Oh, and Barbara? Where I come from, people like Alec often have young ladies other than their wives, so I don’t mind you holding his hand.”
 
   Barbara looked confused. “They have other girls? And you don’t mind?”
 
   Carol laughed. “That’s just the way of things there. In fact, the wives of men like Alec often encourage their husbands to take a few Consorts; that’s what they’re called.”
 
   Amanda snickered. “You really aren’t from around here! The guy that you knocked out, our ex-pimp, has four girls that he’s been ‘grooming’. They’ve all mentioned getting away from him. Two of the girls might already be gone, if they had money for the bus. The other two don’t have families, so I don’t know if they’d want to go with you too, or not. But I can tell by the look in Barbara’s eyes after you said holding your hubby’s hand was okay, she wants to stay with you guys.”
 
   Carol, excited by her success so far, jumped at her chance to do more. “Do you girls think that we could get to the other girls without having much of a fight?”
 
   Amanda nodded. “He has them scared so they won’t leave the apartment. I’m sure that with Barbara and me there, they’ll go with us. Mister Jackass said that he had plans, and that means blackjack. He won’t be home until really late. If he loses, he’ll cruise the bus station looking for more ‘product’. I hope he loses all six of his girls tonight. That would serve him right for shoving me!”
 
   Amanda led us to the road and asked if I had any cash. I’d figured out that word and handed her a one hundred dollar bill. She nodded gratefully and waved at a yellow car that was coming by. It stopped and she climbed in front. The rest of us piled into the back, packs and all. She gave the man directions and off we went. It didn’t take long to make it across town in a car and Amanda handed the driver the money.
 
   He shook his head. “I ain’t got change for no hun’red.”
 
   Amanda looked at me for options and I shrugged. “Just keep the change and have a good evening.”
 
   The man waited, patient and happy as we untangled from the back seat, and then drove away.
 
   Amanda looked at me for a moment and then shrugged. She led the way into a building and up a couple flights of stairs. She knocked on a door that was cautiously answered. She pushed the door open. “Relax, Linda, it’s just Barb and me with a couple of friends.”
 
   Linda shook her head. “They can’t be here, Amanda! If Grady comes home and catches them here, he’ll kill them!”
 
   Barbara smiled. “They might be a bit harder to kill than he would think. They’ve come to help. We’re leaving with them and they said that they’ll help you get away, too. They even have a way to get the junk out of Maria and Elizabeth’s system. That way they won’t get sick and won’t want it anymore. I think Carol would buy them bus tickets home, if they want to go. Since you and Susan don’t have family, you can go with them and they said they could find you honest work.”
 
   Linda sighed. “All that sounds good, but they say if it sounds too good to be true, it usually is.”
 
   Amanda smiled sympathetically. “Except this time, it is true. They got us off the shit and we don’t even want it. I wouldn’t have thought it was true either, if I hadn’t seen it myself.”
 
   I signaled Carol. “Why don’t you go in there with the girls that need healing? I’ll stay in here, in case we have unexpected company. If these girls would like to leave, they can go with us. If they want to stay and continue living as they have been, that’s their choice, too. All we can do is offer to help; we can’t force it on them.”
 
   “All right, Alec, I’ll leave you in the quite happy hands of Barbara. I don’t think she’ll mind keeping you company while I talk to them. If they want to stay, I’ll be back very shortly.”
 
   Barbara sat on a couch and waited. I watched the door for a possible unwanted guest and Barb held my hand. I knew that there was a difference between gratitude and true love, but having her show that she was thankful felt nice. I knew that Carol was hoping to keep her and her sister as Consorts, but that brought up the image of the wagons again. I wasn’t sure that was something that I wanted, but if Carol wanted female traveling companions, she could have chosen worse. The sisters seemed to love each other very much and would stick together. They were attractive also, which is always a bonus. If they did stay with us, one of the first things I wanted to do was get them different clothes. The ones they had on were too skimpy, even for my taste. Something has to be left to the imagination or it isn’t as fun to look at!
 
   It was only a half hour or less before the girls came from the back. They were all carrying bags, even Carol. She was bringing Barbara’s stuff up for her. Two of the girls, Elizabeth and Maria, wanted us to escort them to the ‘bus station’. They were going to get transportation home there. The other four girls were going to go with us to our campsite and decide what they were going to do from there.
 
   Since there were eight of us, there wouldn’t be a car that we could wave at to get a ride. We’d have to walk a couple miles, but that didn’t concern Carol and me at all. Carol and Amanda led the group, while Barbara and I brought up the tail. As we were traveling, I got an idea of the price of a bus ticket and what the girls would need in the way of spending money for food. 
 
   I thought to Carol, “If we give them three hundred each, they will have enough for the bus and for whatever else they need, according to Barbara.”
 
   “I have that in my pocket and can give it to them when we get there. You might think about getting another tent for tonight. I think that six in a two man tent is about four too many.”
 
   I chuckled silently. “Perhaps my personal tour guide will know of a place near the bus place. I’m sure I could talk her into leading me.”
 
   In my mind I heard her amusement, “I’m sure that just guiding you to the tent store wouldn’t be the only thing easy to talk her into. If you decide you’re ready to give in and take a Consort, you have my blessing.” 
 
   “Thank you; did you know that you’re worse about pushing Consorts than my Aunt Isabel?”
 
   Again the amusement, “Well, thank you! Comparing me to the Queen is a very nice compliment!”
 
   With a smile, I passed on the argument. Instead, I talked to Barbara. “Carol has enough money to give the girls to pay for their trips home. Since Carol and I are camping, we’ll need an extra tent to sleep everyone comfortably, and bedrolls, too. We can keep the camp site warm enough, so we won’t need much in the way of thick blankets. Is there a place near where we’re going that would sell things like that?”
 
   Barbara nodded. “I think there is a pawn shop just a few blocks west. They might have what we need. I think they close at nine so we better hurry and get the girls on a bus. If it doesn’t come soon, the shop will close before we can get there.”
 
   “Carol said that she’ll take care of getting them on the bus and will look out for trouble. You and I can go get the tent while they’re waiting. Carol can call if there’s a problem.”
 
   Barbara gave an accusing look. “There’s something you’re not telling me. I’ve been with you every second and you didn’t talk to Carol about catching the bus or buying a tent. Now you know what her plans are and she can call you? I haven’t seen a cell phone in your hand the whole time. I doubt you even know what one is!”
 
   I nodded. “Ok, you want the truth? When you hear it, you might think that Carol and I are a couple of crazies, but if you’re going with us, you should know. We said we aren’t from around here, and that’s the truth. We’re from a place called Eredwynn and got here using magic. We both have magical skills and one of them is called telepathy. We can…”
 
   Barbara interrupted, “You can talk to each other across distances using your minds! I’ve heard of that and that also explains how you could get the smack out of our systems! Why you jump when a horn honks and tip cab drivers eighty bucks. What else can you do?”
 
   “If you stick around long enough, you’ll see. I’m sure that some of the things that we do as second nature will surprise and maybe scare you. Rest assured, we won’t do anything to hurt you or your sister. I want you to be able to trust us to take care of you; I like you and wouldn’t want you to be afraid.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows and winked flirtatiously. “I don’t think that you’ll scare me, unless you’re hiding something that scary…” her eyes drifted below my belt.
 
   It was one of those rare times when I was the one made to blush and not the one causing the blush. I had nothing to say, so I chuckled, shook my head and followed the line of ladies in front of me.
 
   When we got to the bus station, I checked to make sure the man whose girls we were stealing wasn’t around. Barbara told her sister that we were going to the pawn shop to look for a tent and they filed inside. Barb and I went off on our mission and made it to the shop in time. We found a large four-man tent made of a fabric that I’d never heard of. It was half the weight of my two-man and claimed to be waterproof. What this place lacked in humanity, it made up for with science!
 
   We also found tiny bedrolls that unpacked and fluffed up to full size bags that a person could fit in. I decided that Carol and I could use one of those each, for nights we weren’t snuggling really close. Barbara claimed that, even if it was a tight fit, she and I could squeeze into one at the same time. That sounded like something I might have heard from the working girls in Tesil, but Barb wasn’t working anymore. Maybe sex was the only outlet she had for affection and she’d have to learn to love. Since Carol wanted her and her sister to come with us on the road, she could learn about love from us.
 
   We packed up our purchases, which included two more packs to help carry everything we’d bought. I handed the wad of money I had to Barb so she could handle the transaction. I knew she had more experience with paper money than I did. She was shocked that I just handed it over, but made the transaction and hesitated as she handed the money back.
 
   I asked, “Do you need money for anything? I still have quite a bit and you can have it if you need it. This place says they buy gold and I have a lot of that with me, too. It’s the best way for us to get money from our realm to yours.”
 
   She looked at me with a questioning gaze. “Do you know I love you?” she whispered.
 
   “Why do you love me, Barb?”
 
   “Because you don’t want anything from me. You do nice things for me and don’t expect a blowjob or a straight fuck in return. I don’t think I’ve ever loved anyone before. I all I know to do to show gratitude is screw, and with you I feel you’d be happy with a simple ‘thank you’.”
 
   “Now you might be learning what love really is. It isn’t what you can do for someone or to someone, for that matter. It’s just wanting to do things for them because it makes you happy. Holding your hand this evening has been as pleasant for me as getting sweaty between the sheets. Don’t get me wrong, that’s fun and I enjoy it. But it isn’t what love is all about.”
 
   She took my hand and we walked back the way we’d come. As we got close to the bus station, she spoke for the first time since we’d left. “Alec, I understand whatcha mean. I have a lot to learn about real love. Would you and Carol let my sis and me go with you so I can learn more about it? I know I love you, but I want to make sure it’s the real kind, and not just the ‘sweaty sheets’ kind. Does that make sense?”
 
   I nodded. “It makes a lot of sense and I’m glad you feel that way. We have working girls in Eredwynn that start thinking the way you were. I don’t know if they’ll ever learn to love if they can’t quit thinking that love is based in the bedroom.”
 
   We got back in time to wave to the bus as it was pulling out. Luckily, the bus they needed to take was already there and had empty seats. It made me a little sad knowing that I’d met someone once, learned their name and situation and would never see them again. That feeling was overshadowed by the happiness of having helped someone better their situation.
 
   We walked to a dark area along the side of the building and I gathered the girls together. “It’s getting late and it’s very dark where we’re going. We are camped near the city limits to the north and it would be midnight before we could get there, if we walked.”
 
   Linda, the eldest girl in our group commented, “If we walked? There’s no other choice! If you asked a cabbie to take you the city limits at this time of night, he’d laugh and drive away.”
 
   I smiled. “I’ve told Barbara some of this already, but I’ll tell the rest of you now. Carol and I are from a different place. You’ve seen Carol fix those girls with that stuff in them and you thought that was impossible. We can do quite a few other things that you haven’t seen. If you think I’m insane, you’re free to go back to your life, or wherever you choose. We’re at the bus station and we’ll buy you tickets out of here if you’d like.”
 
   Barbara grinned. “I want to hear more. I know that they can use telepathy, and that was pretty cool. And Carol must know some tricks, judging by how easily she dropped the prick, Grady. What are you going to show us now, Alec?”
 
   I laughed. “We better let your sister and the other two get on board first. I know that you’re all kinds of ready to go anywhere, even to Eredwynn!”
 
   She nodded with a smile and Carol spoke up, “What he’s saying is true and the reason he’s saying it is because he wants to use a skill called ‘porting’ but doesn’t want to frighten you. If you’ll trust us, you’ll know for sure we’re telling the truth in just a matter of moments.”
 
   The three girls whispered together for a moment then Amanda nodded. “Ok, we’ll believe you to a point. We’ll believe what you show us and can prove, but not necessarily what you tell us right off. Is that fair?”
 
   I nodded. “That’s perfectly fair. What is going to happen is I’m going to take us to our camp site. We’ll be here one second and there the next. If I do it right, you’ll barely even notice you moved. So, everyone ready?”
 
   There was a group nod, I gathered everyone and the gear into the port, cast for the location just to be sure and ported. There were a couple stifled screams as our location changed, but Barbara’s wasn’t one of them. She grabbed me by the collar, pulled me to her and kissed me breathless.
 
   She giggled. “I knew you weren’t nuts! I’m glad I was right, too, ‘cause you’re too cute to be nuts.”
 
   Carol laughed. “I agree, I think he’s pretty cute, too.”
 
   Barb jumped. “I’m sorry about that, Carol. I have to quit kissing your husband before you turn me into a toad or something.”
 
   Carol shook her head. “That’s quite all right. I like kissing him too, and can understand. I’m going to cut up some more of this tree and get the fire going. Why don’t the rest of you start working on getting the tents set up?”
 
   As Carol began cutting up the tree, I knew that I’d be on my own for a while. There was little chance of getting help while my wife was chopping through wood and floating it into piles with minor hand motions.
 
   I had the smaller tent up and was working on figuring out the larger one before Carol began cooking. With that mundane task going on, help arrived and the girls knew more about tents from this era than I did. They slid the flexible poles through the loops running the length of the fabric, bent them in to the loops at the bottom and the tent erected itself! They staked it all around with small metal stakes and it was secure. Simple, but ingenious. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   The next morning Carol and I woke at dawn as usual. We packed our bedding, took down our tent, and started breakfast before the girls began to stir. They came out with bushy hair and rumpled clothes. After they’d all made it to the fire, I began packing their things. By the time I had the tent cleaned out, they’d awakened enough to help take it down and pack it up.
 
   We sat down to a famous Carol field breakfast and I decided we needed to know what the plans were. “All right, ladies, here is the situation. You know now that Carol and I aren’t from here and it’s getting close to time for us to go home, at least to check in. We wouldn’t want to abandon you here, now that you’re free of the man who had you working for him. We could take you with us to Eredwynn, but that place is much different than you’re used to here.” I smiled at Susan and Linda. “I know a couple of farm boys that would be interested in meeting you two and if I’m right, they’d treat you like princesses.” I turned to Amanda and Barbara. “You two have gotten attached to Carol and me and could stay with us, if you wanted. Or, and this offer is for any of you, we have a few thousand dollars that we could give you before we left and you could do… whatever.” I leaned back against my pack, signaling that I was done with my speech.
 
   The local girls huddled together while Carol and I gathered dishes and scrubbed them with sand. Carol ‘blew’ them off, just to be showing off for me, and packed them up while grinning happily. The huddle had broken up by the time we were finished, so we rejoined the girls at the fire.
 
   Linda stood up as the spokesperson for everyone. “Well, here is what we wanna do, if it’s ok. Barbara said she don’t want to be away from you, Alec. Her sister won’t go nowhere without her. Susan and I would like to meet these farm boys you mentioned. It would be nice to get away from the city type that we’ve been ‘round for the last couple months. We wouldn’t have to be treated like a princess to be happy, just more than just a sex toy. So, could ya take all of us with you to that place you’re from?”
 
   Carol jumped up. “Ok, it’s decided then. We’ll have to make a couple of ports to get where we want to be, but you know about that. When we find a ring to cross back to our realm, we’ll ask you to do something a bit odd, but you’ve come this far so you should be used to that by now. Alec, would you mind locating a ring for us?”
 
   I smiled at her giddy energy and nodded. “I’ll start looking while you ladies gather up the gear in one spot. That way we can go when I find one and won’t lose track of it.”
 
   Carol nodded and started giving instructions. I dropped into remote viewing, focused on Eredwynn, and let the magic be my guide. The magic dragged me hundreds of miles to the southeast where there was a large forest. It took me under the canopy and caused a fairy ring to glow in my mind. I snapped back to the campsite, holding the image in my head, and saw that the girls and gear were positioned all around me. I nodded to Carol who tightened the huddle, wrapped us all up for teleportation, and cast.
 
   We appeared a stone’s throw from the ring with one very light-headed male wizard. I wasn’t the foremost expert on spirit capacity and the six of us with the gear had me knocked down to emergency only levels of magic. I thought to Carol, “I hope you’ve been watching, because your husband almost overdid it. I’ll be out of the magic game for a while, so it will be up to you.”
 
   “Ok, Alec; what do you want to do when we get to Eredwynn? I suppose that will be our next port.”
 
   “I think we should port to the outskirts of Tesil. You know where that is and should be able to find it easily. We can walk in and take the girls to the tailor there. She knows us and won’t ask questions. I don’t think that they should go to any of the Royal homes dressed as they are. Then I’m thinking we could go introduce two of these ladies to those farm boys I have in mind.”
 
   “Who are you thinking about, you silly matchmaker?”
 
   “Well, your brothers were complaining about not being able to meet women. If they get along, we could put the girls up at the Edil inn. We could give them plenty of money to take care of themselves and whatever happens, happens.”
 
   “It sounds like, once again, we have a plan. It amuses me to see that my fearless explorer is also a hopeless romantic. I’m sure my brothers would like to meet these ladies. Now, we better get moving because I don’t want to be in this realm if your magic is drained.”
 
   Barbara shook my arm. “Ok, you two, that’s enough talking about us behind our backs. What do you want us to do now?”
 
   I laughed. “Carol, you go first and show them how it’s done. That way we’ll have your magic on that side to take care of any situations. I’ll come through last and leave the province of Vegas behind us.”
 
   Carol nodded and got everyone’s attention. “Just watch what I do then come through one after the other. You won’t even feel a change, but you’ll see me on the other side.” She walked into the ring, spun in a circle and vanished. The girls all gasped at her sudden disappearance, but followed behind and left the realm, one after the other.
 
   Barbara was naturally the last one to leave. “I don’t know what’s waiting for me when I disappear, but I do know I still love you. I’m going to talk to Carol about that Consort thing and see if she’ll accept me as a family member. I don’t know how it all works, but she can tell me or hook me up on the internet so I can find out.”
 
   I laughed. “I doubt that ‘enter nets’ thing is going to happen, since I don’t know what they are. I do know an expert on Consorts and that will be one of our stops while I recuperate. You need to go through now, so Carol doesn’t worry about us. I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   She stepped into the ring and vanished; I followed behind and joined in a happy group hug. Carol took command of the group and had them prepare a port again. The girls grouped together, old hands at this type of travel by now, and waited. I could tell by the speed that Carol located Tesil that she’d been doing the female split vision viewing and a twinge of jealousy pricked at me.
 
   We were ported with the odd feeling of a light breeze and Tesil appeared a half mile away. She’d set us down in a field, instead of in the road, to avoid startling the locals.
 
   I addressed our party. “Ladies, I know that the cities that you’ve seen in your world are huge, full of lights and noise. Now we’ll show you one of our largest cities. If you think that the culture shock will be too much, we need to know now so we can return you to your world. We don’t have cars, buses or cabs. Most of our travel is done on foot or by horse. You have to light a candle for light, not flip a switch, and our bathrooms are outside. 
 
   The girls nodded and said that they wanted to continue, so we marched into the city. The people smiled and waved as they usually did when they saw me, and even more when they saw Carol. Word of my marriage was out and everyone wanted to see the girl that had snagged ‘the wanderer’.
 
   I led the way straight to the tailor’s, since we were already starting to get quite a few stares from the locals. She greeted us as we walked in. “Good morning, Alec, Ladies, what can I do for… oh, I see.”
 
   I chuckled. “That didn’t take long! They’re all yours and you know how it goes. Give them whatever they want and we’ll settle up when they’re ready to go. If you’d have them change into something… less provocative, that would be helpful. We’ll need off the rack for today and if they want anything else, I can stop back by in a few days to pick it up.”
 
   She nodded and started leading the girls around the shop. I stepped out to the tree with the bench built around it and made myself comfortable. I leaned back against the tree and let the sun warm my face. The magical drain had made me sleepy and I knew I was safe here. I let the soothing waves of sleep take me.
 
   I woke to the happy sound of laughter as the ladies exited the shop. They all, including Carol, were dressed in new clothes and looked like they belonged here. With the new clothes and the new attitudes, it was hard to recognize them as the broken down, drugged up ladies that we’d met not long ago. It made me feel good to see how much influence we’d had on their lives already.
 
   Carol came over and sat beside me. “We have some things ordered for each of them, so one of us will need to stop by. I guess that will be me, since I don’t want you doing magic for a while. I’ve already paid for what we got and ordered. So, where do you want to go next?”
 
   “I think that Susan and Linda might like to meet your brothers. Maybe Amanda would too, but I doubt that Barbara wants to leave us.”
 
   Amanda overheard me and came over. “I don’t think I want to leave you and Carol either, Alec. After you two got us off the junk, we both like you two a lot. We’ll be happy learning about ‘Consorts’ or whatever. We’ll leave your brothers to the other two, if you don’t mind.”
 
   Carol laughed happily. “I’d gladly accept the two of you as Consorts and we can make a stop so you can learn all about the position. So let’s all gather up again; we don’t have to hide this skill here, and we’ll port to my family’s farm.”
 
   Carol had no problem locating this place and she set us behind the barn. She led the way, followed by Susan and Linda. Barbara, Amanda and I brought up the rear as we walked toward the house. From inside we heard a yell. “Carol’s home!”
 
   Her brothers came charging out the door toward us, but slowed to a walk when they saw the pretty, young ladies that were walking with their sister. They met us in the middle of the front yard. Adam greeted her, “Hey, sis, it’s been a while! I hope you’ve been keeping Alec out of trouble.”
 
   Carol smiled and patted him on the arm. “You know I have! We haven’t even seen any rattlesnakes, so no presents this time. We did meet a couple of young ladies that said they’d like to you meet you two.” She introduced the girls to her brothers, who bowed like gentlemen and kissed their hands. The girls were completely flustered by the respectful treatment and blushed deeply. Carol suggested they go for a walk and get to know each other. The young men offered their arms and went in opposite directions, with suddenly shy ex-hookers on their arms.
 
   The rest of us went up to the house to visit her mother and father. They were thrilled to see her, of course. We introduced the sisters as potential Consorts and they were welcomed as family also.
 
   While everyone was busy, I went off by myself. I checked my magic, and it seemed to be fine for what I had in mind. I remote ported a bag of one hundred platinum coins and two pouches from the vault in Wizard’s Castle. I put fifty in each pouch for the two girls that, it seemed, would be staying in Edil. I’d have to explain how much money that was and teach them the basics of buying things. We didn’t have that luxury when we were in their realm until we’d met the sisters, and I’d learned how something that I was used to here could seem so complex.
 
   As evening approached, the girls and the brothers returned to the farm. I’d never seen any of them happier. The brothers volunteered to walk the girls to Edil and get them moved into an inn. Linda and Susan agreed happily to their suggestion. I asked the girls to step off to the side with me so we could talk in private. They looked confused but followed me beside the house.
 
   I asked Linda, “What is the average sum that people from your country receive a year?”
 
   She shrugged. “I guess it’s like forty thousand, or something like that. At least I heard that somewhere once.”
 
   I nodded and handed them both the pouches with the coins. “Then this much money would be about four hundred thousand dollars, per pouch. Each one of these coins is worth ten gold coins. The people around here get about one gold coin a week, on average. You’ll be able to get a room and meals in Edil for two gold coins a week. You could get two rooms, or share.”
 
   Linda smiled shyly. “As nice as Adam is, we might want to get two rooms. He might want to come visit me, and we might want privacy!”
 
   I chuckled. “As ‘old fashioned’ as you’ll find these people, he might be inclined to wait until you were married before he shared your bed. I wouldn’t push him too hard in that area, but women have ways.”
 
   She smiled happily and I continued with my lessons about our culture. “Working on the stairs at the inn will be a few girls. It’s legal for them to do that and they will be doing what we took you away from. I hope that it won’t be a problem for you. The main thing I wanted you to know was how much money I was giving you so you’d take care not to lose it or allow it to be stolen.”
 
   They both grinned from ear to ear, hugged and thanked me repeatedly. I took them back around to the family and they went directly to the brothers’ sides. Carol may have been happier on our wedding day, but I can’t be sure. Seeing her brothers with young ladies on their arms had made the whole trip worthwhile in her mind. Kyle pumped my hand repeatedly and I thought that Mitri would crush me with her joyful hugging.
 
   We said goodbye and I had Carol take us to the crossroads near Wizard’s Castle. I needed a safe place to recharge and I knew that Amanda and Barbara would love seeing all the combat spells that were practiced there. Aunt Alba would have to try to get them to take the magic test, but I hadn’t seen a glimmer of spirit magic in either of their minds. I chuckled to myself, because I’d thought exactly the same thing about my wife. And then I’d learned that she was so powerful it was scary.
 
   The moment we arrived at the crossroads, Amanda and Barb froze and stared. Amanda looked at me with a confused expression. “Those look like castles! People here live in castles? Do you know these people and will they let us inside?”
 
   Barbara laughed and hugged her sister. “Amanda has been fascinated by castle life and the middle ages of our world for so long she doesn’t know what to think about seeing a real one. But I wanna know, too; do you know the people that live here?”
 
   Carol giggled and I nodded. “I know them pretty well and I think they’ll let us look around if we ask nicely. Follow us and smile; we might even get to meet the King and Queen!”
 
   The guards bowed with their typical ‘your highness’ greeting, but the girls were so busy looking around they missed it. I was glad, too, because I knew they wouldn’t miss the herald and that would more fun. Carol led us through the courtyard and the girls each grabbed one of my hands. They were nervous and excited as Carol led us into the reception chamber.
 
   The herald grinned broadly upon seeing us back so soon; usually I’d be gone for months, not weeks. He nodded to Carol and she stepped back to take Amanda’s other hand. She winked at me, knowing that our introduction would get a fun reaction from our new lady friends. There was a brief wait and the herald motioned us in and announced us. “Their Royal Highnesses Prince Alec, Princess Carol and company.”
 
   We had to steady the girls and tug on them to get them to walk. They were staring at us as if we were strangers as we walked into the throne room. 
 
   Father came off of the dais and met us halfway. He embraced me then looked at the new girls. “From the looks on their faces, they didn’t know you were royalty! Welcome to Eredwynn, Ladies. Where did you run into my son and his wife?”
 
   To her credit, Barbara spoke, but she was so quiet she could barely be heard. “We met him and Carol near the Stardust in Las Vegas, sir.”
 
   Father grinned and then laughed. “Knowing what Carol’s mission was, they found the right place. So, they brought you with them to Eredwynn. Do you have plans?”
 
   Amanda found her voice, even though it wasn’t much louder than Barbara’s was. “We’ve been talking about being Consorts, sir. We just don’t really know all about them yet. Carol said that she was going to locate an expert for us, to give us all the information we needed, before we decided.”
 
   Aunt Isabel stood up and began walking over to join us. “I believe someone was talking about me! I’d probably be this province’s foremost expert on Consorts and since I’m the Queen, if I tell you wrong, we can change the rules.”
 
   Father started laughing and waved me over. “I’m sure you knew that would happen when someone mentioned Consorts around Isabel. We should let the ladies go talk and you can tell me all about your trip!”
 
   I nodded and sat in Aunt Isa’s chair while Father reclaimed his own. “Well, Father, the trip started strangely with a fairy ring in the sand that disappeared when we stepped out of it. We met a policeman and had to distract him and go invisible when he asked for an eye deed or something. We didn’t have many other problems, after Carol stunned the guy that was shoving Amanda around.”
 
   “I don’t know about the fairy ring, but doubt that mushrooms could grow where you were put down. The cop, or policeman, was looking for an ‘ID’ which is short for identification. Since neither of you had one, they could have locked you up. You did right by going invis, but there might be ghost stories there forever now. Carol stunned the man? I guess she has a pretty good handle on her magic, then?”
 
   I chuckled and nodded. “After we left Starford, we had a couple interesting nights. She summoned four of those wind tunnel things at once and tore up the countryside pretty good. We were away from everyone, so there were no injuries or property damage.”
 
   “Four tornadoes at once? My stars, that must have been something to see! Did she have any trouble dispelling them?”
 
   I shook my head. “You should have seen her, Father. She told me she was sorry for waking me with them, put out her hand and they died as if they’d never been. I know I’ll never do anything to offend my cute, little wife!”
 
   Father chuckled then looked at the packs sitting on the floor. “Did you bring back anything from my old home that I might be interested in?”
 
   I opened the packs and showed him the tent that we’d purchased. He smiled but wasn’t nearly as impressed as I’d been. Then I pulled out all the cash that we’d brought back and handed it to him. “Maybe you could keep this in the vault. That way, if anyone ever needs to go to that realm again, they won’t have to go through the trouble of getting local money.”
 
   Father nodded and stuck it in his pocket. Us having that much money had seemed to impress him more than the tent had. “So Son, are you going to be hanging out here for a little while? I just noticed that your magic level is quite low.”
 
   I nodded and finished repacking the bags. “I’d like to stay in my old room for a few days, if that’s all right. Amanda and Barbara might want their own room in the dorm, if they’re afraid I’ll bite.”
 
   “None of your siblings that use those rooms are here, so all the top floor rooms are empty. I could port you and your stuff up to your room and let Carol know where you are. That way, you wouldn’t cause chaos by walking through the dorm.”
 
   “That would be wonderful, Father. I’m quite tired; I can’t remember letting my magic get this low in ages. I’ll take advantage of their lessons with Isa and grab a nap.” 
 
   He smiled and I was in my room with all of our gear on the floor beside me. I gathered everything up and stacked it neatly out of the way. I grabbed a quick shower, put on clean trousers and climbed into my bed with a sigh. I was asleep before I’d settled into the pillows.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   I woke to a soft kiss and opened my eyes. Amanda was watching me shyly and I couldn’t help myself. “You know, I’ve heard that kissing on the lips can cause you to become emotionally attached.”
 
   She smiled and blushed a bit. “I think we’re beyond worrying about that. It was you and everything you’ve done for us that caused the emotional attachment. After talking to your Aunt Isabel and Carol, Barb and I have asked to be Consorts. She accepted us and said that the rest is up to you.”
 
   I smiled and sighed. “You’ve been told about my lifestyle and the things I like to do? If you’re the type that has to have a stable home and a roof over your head every night, you might want to rethink this.”
 
   Barb laughed and sat on the foot of the bed. “We were hookers getting paid to do things I’m sure you don’t want to hear about. Traveling around the country with good people would be more stable than what we had. I love you and Amanda is falling fast. Don’t try to talk us out of this because we’ve been warned about the Stephenson reluctance to taking Consorts. Queen Isabel said that we just have to make our case and stand by it. So that’s what we’re doing.”
 
   I laughed and shrugged my shoulders. “Carol, why don’t you show these stubborn ladies how our showers work here. I have my trousers that I can sleep in if they want to share the bed or they can have James’ room next door.” I smiled at the sisters. “If you didn’t want to sleep somewhere that you didn’t know anyone, I could sleep in my brother’s room and you could share the bed with Carol. Did you happen to get sleepwear today?”
 
   They went over to the bags they’d brought from home and pulled out gowns similar to the ones that my sisters and aunts wore. Amanda quickly shoved some other items that had been pulled to the top of the bag back down and turned away quickly. I gave her a look of curiosity. “Are you hiding something from me in there, Amanda?”
 
   “Barb and I brought some other ‘sleepwear’ that you might see later, if all goes the way we hope.” She flushed bright red and quickly followed Carol to the water closet.
 
   As Carol was teaching Amanda about our plumbing, Barbara crawled on the bed and laid beside me. “I have an idea. Since the Queen said to be a full Consort, the relationship needs to be consummated, so you and I could sleep in your brother’s room tonight. You know that I’ve said I loved you since we met, and now it’s just grown. Amanda will be asking you to make love to her too, soon. I’ve never ‘made love’ to anyone and I don’t think my sis has either. Usually it’s, ‘here’s forty bucks, bounce bounce, thanks bitch bye’ and that’s not making love, in my opinion. I’m sure you wouldn’t treat us like that.”
 
   I pulled her to me and kissed her gently. “I’m sorry that you’ve been treated like that. I can’t change what’s happened to you, but I can promise that it won’t happen again as long as you’re with Carol and me. I’ll talk it over with Carol and see what she thinks.”
 
   She smiled happily and crawled off the bed, then went back with the other two girls. I had a feeling that Carol would know about our conversation before I had a chance to even bring it up.
 
   Carol thought from the water closet, “They had so much goop and color on their faces you might not know them. They are really pretty girls; I don’t know why they did that to themselves.”
 
   “It might be the custom there for the type of work they were doing. If you see them trying to put it on again, you might explain that they are prettier without it.”
 
   “I’ll do that. I know that Barbara has been pushing you pretty hard to make love to her. She asked me if you and she could sleep next door. I’ll tell her whatever you want me to and would be thrilled to have a full Consort!”
 
   I let the humor filter through my thoughts. “I won’t say I’m doing it just for you, because she is a pretty lady. My magic could use the boost that I’d get from making love, too. I’ll go on over to James’ room and you can send her over when they’re done.”
 
   “I love you, husband of mine. I’ll miss you tonight, but I know that Barbara will be thrilled. I’ll be right here, if you have any problems.”
 
   I got up, gathered my things and moved over to my brother’s room. I undressed and slipped between the sheets, wondering if I’d stay awake long enough for Barb to make it over. I suppose she rushed when she was told that she’d be joining me, because it wasn’t long before she showed up. There was a soft knock on the door and a surprisingly shy Barbara came in. She was dressed in her gown and her hair was completely dry. My little sorceress must have picked up a hair drying spell along the way.
 
   She came to the bed and gave me a bashful smile. “So am I just supposed to climb in and jump you or what? I can’t believe I’m feeling so nervous!”
 
   I smiled comfortingly. “Why don’t I dim the lights while you climb in the bed? Then we can lay here and talk until you feel comfortable. We don’t have to do anything more than talk, unless you want to.”
 
   She nodded and slid under the covers. I dimmed the light with a wave and was rewarded with an adoring grin. “You know, Barbara, knowing what you used to do for a living, I’m surprised that you’re acting so timid!”
 
   “Well, this is first time that I’ve laid next to a man that I had any real feelings for. When we first met Grady, he was nice and talked us into coming home with him. We stayed a few nights and nothing happened, then he had us smoke some stuff. We thought it was just weed, at first, but learned it was smack, or heroin. We got hooked quick and then he started screwing us. I was a virgin, but Amanda had fooled around a bit before. Next thing we knew, he had us on the streets turning tricks.”
 
   I shook my head sadly. “I’m sorry that happened to you. You seem to be a very kind and caring young lady. You’re very pretty, too, even prettier now that you’ve cleaned that paint and stuff off of your face.”
 
   She laughed softly. “That proves that I’m in a different world! Where we came from, almost all the women wear make-up. I’ll quit wearing it if you don’t like it though. It’s supposed to make a girl prettier.”
 
   I nodded with a grin. “We saw a lot of people wearing that stuff and some really got crazy with it. I think it covers your natural beauty, and you have plenty of that without any fake help.”
 
   She slid over next to me and kissed me gently and whispered, “This is all real, isn’t it? I’m not going to wake up in the morning and find you and Carol were a dream? I don’t think I could take it.”
 
   I pulled her to me and kissed her passionately. “Did that feel like a dream?”
 
   She caught her breath and shook her head. “No, that felt like I really want you badly. I’m shaking inside and don’t know why, but I want you to make love to me, Alec.
 
   I pulled her against me and kissed her again, then moved to her neck, kissing down her smooth body. I slid her gown over her head with a little help and gave her perky breasts some attention. Her breathing was becoming ragged and I could tell the sensations she was feeling were new to her. I continued downward and her breath came in gasps as I dropped past her belly button. I shifted my body over her leg and draped her legs over my shoulders. I looked up at her and she was watching me and panting. I lowered my head and moved my tongue around in a circle. She instantly went into orgasmic spasms.
 
   She yelped, “Oh, my god! A girl can’t cum that quick!”
 
   I hung on and kept up the stimulation. Over and over her body twitched and quivered under me. After what felt like a short time to me, she pulled my head away.
 
   “That’s enough of that! Come up here; I want to feel you inside me.”
 
   I freed myself from her legs and kissed my way back up to her. She reached down to position me and giggled nervously. “I’d wondered if you were hiding something scary. That’s getting pretty close to what I’d call scary, but it will be fine. I want you, now.”
 
   I slowly slid into her and wouldn’t have ever guessed that she’d been a working girl. The fit was comfortably tight and very nice. As soon as I’d buried myself completely, she wrapped her arms around me as though she was trying to crush me and contractions on my organ let me know she was ‘cuming’ again. I began thrusting and she raised up into my thrusts. As I felt myself getting close, I waited for her so we would go at the same time, but it was too hot and exciting for me to hold back. I erupted and as my heat exploded inside her, she yelped then sustained a moan as her body jerked and quivered. I rolled to the side and held her as our sanity returned.
 
   We lay quietly for a few minutes and then she gave me a frightened look. “You didn’t wear no rubber and I’m not on the pill or nothin’! What’s gonna happen if I get knocked up? I know you’d take care of me, but if the cops find out, they’ll lock you up! I’m still jailbait for another four months!”
 
   I laughed. “Relax and try again. No one is going lock me up, but I didn’t understand most of what you said. What’s a ‘rubber’, a ‘pill’ and ‘knocked up’?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m just scared something will happen to you and forget that you don’t know slang. A rubber and the pill are for birth control and knocked up means pregnant. I’m fifteen and if the cops find out about us, they’ll lock you up. We just have to be careful at least until I’m consent age.”
 
   I smiled. “This is another one of those culture things. The age of consent in Eredwynn is twelve, not sixteen. If you are worried about getting pregnant, I do have a spell I can use that will prevent that. And since my father makes the laws of the land, I don’t think he’d throw me in jail.”
 
   She hugged and kissed me happily. “I really am in another world and I’m very much in love with you, Alec. Now I’m wiped out and am going to sleep; promise me you’ll be here in the morning.”
 
   I kissed her again and told her soothingly, “I’ll always be here for you, Barbara. Welcome to the family.”
 
    
 
   I woke the next morning feeling much better and admitted that the lore was true. Sex can raise magic faster than just time alone. I watched Barbara sleep and decided that having a Consort would be a good idea. Carol could teach them to cook and I’d enjoyed playing last night, very much. I leaned over her and softly kissed her cheek.
 
   She woke with a start, saw me and smiled. “Good morning. Do we have travel plans today?”
 
   I smiled and shook my head. “Naw, I think we’re going to stay here for a few days. I almost drained my magic while we were on that trip and need to relax and recharge. I thought we could grab a shower and wash off some of the sweat we collected last night. Then we could eat and you could watch the wizard school girls do magic for a while.”
 
   She grinned. “The magic thing sounds cool. Do you want to jump in the shower first, or do you want me to?”
 
   “There’s plenty of room and I’ll share the water, if you want to join me.”
 
   “That sounds like a better plan. Let’s go!”
 
   We took a nice long shower that didn’t only consist of getting clean. My magic took another boost and Barbara fell even more deeply in love with me, if that were possible. She’d only brought what she’d worn over and her gown was by the bed near my trousers. We wrapped up in towels and went to get our garments.
 
   We were startled by a voice by the door. “I would have sworn that I heard your wife was a redhead; this young lady’s hair is brown. Would the wanderer be wandering already?”
 
   I laughed and shook my head. “Hello, Lia! You forgot that rooms have doors for a reason again, huh? This is Barbara, our Consort. Carol is with our other Consort in my room.”
 
   “Where did you find girls that would live the lifestyle that you have? I was surprised enough when you found one to marry; now you have two Consorts?”
 
   “Barbara and her sister Amanda are from Father’s realm. The situation they had there was much worse than what Carol offered them, so they came back with us. They’ve only been here since yesterday, so I’m going to show them around Wizard’s Castle today. I thought they might want to watch the range and stuff like that.”
 
   “It seems like Father has already sent a couple maids bearing breakfast this way. Let’s go over to your room and you can introduce me to the rest of your family. I can check out their wardrobe, since you wouldn’t think about stuff like that, and fill in any gaps for them. It’s very nice to meet you, Barbara.”
 
   A confused Barbara stepped forward and offered her hand. “It’s nice to meet more of Alec’s family. I heard your name, but who are you exactly?”
 
   Lia laughed and explained, “I’m the sister who has taken on the impossible job of keeping my brothers in line. I also try to make sure that any young ladies they bring into the family aren’t completely overwhelmed by their craziness. The one you’re with might be the craziest of all. No home of his own, no comfortable fireplace or even a real bed, most of the time. He’d prefer to sleep on the ground! I have no idea why a girl would want to be with this one!”
 
   Barbara smiled and replied softly, “There are worse things in life than sleeping on the ground. One of those things is called ‘heroin’ and your brother took us away from that. He’s teaching my sister and me what real love is and showing us that life can be good, even for someone with our past.”
 
   Lia pulled Barbara to her and hugged her. “I can tell you’ve had a rough life up to now. Welcome to the family and if the ‘Wanderer’ gives you any trouble, you just let me know. Girls gotta stick together! But the food is coming upstairs to this floor; let’s go feed your family, big brother.”
 
   We walked out just in time to open the door to my room for the maids. Carol and Amanda were up and dressed, waiting for us to join them. The maids set our breakfast on the table, curtsied and left.
 
   Amanda giggled. “So this is how the other half live, huh? I know that being with you two, we won’t be treated to this kind of service all the time, but seeing it once was cool!”
 
   Lia looked at me expectantly, so I made introductions. “Lia, this is my wife Carol and our other Consort, Amanda. Our Consorts were having some trouble with a man; Carol stunned him and they came home with us.”
 
   Lia produced her friendliest smile. “Nice to meet you, Carol. You’re as pretty as I’d heard. I’d like to welcome all three of you to the family and let you know that I’m always available, in case you need to gripe about my brother. After you eat, you can show me your wardrobe and then we can go to the tailor’s. I’m sure that Alec can afford to dress his ladies nicely. After that, he said something about showing you the range. I’ll find him and let him take you over.”
 
   My girls turned to me to see if her plans would work with my plans. “Lia is a sweet young lady, even if she tries to hide it. I think you’ll have a good time with her. Don’t let her spend ALL my money, but get anything you want. Most of it will have to be left here when we hit the road again, but it will be nice for you to have clothes to come home to. Carol and Barbara don’t really need any clothes at all when we’re home, in my opinion. But I was told once that there is more to life than making love. I’m still not sure I believe that.”
 
   I got the blushes I was shooting for and a nod from Carol. She’d gotten my message that Barbara was now completely family. My magic was up half-way already and I’d never seen it recover that fast without Raven around. We finished eating quickly, Barbara dressed and Lia took charge. They trooped out of the room on their mission, leaving me alone once again.
 
   I got ready for my day and walked to the roof. I flew down and made my way over to the range where a number of students and Aunt Alba had already gathered. Alba saw me coming and blinked over to me.
 
   “I heard you were back, and brought Consorts, too! That really surprised me but since they’re here, you should have them tested. Davie says that your wife is a sorceress? What have you learned about that?”
 
   I laughed. “I don’t know what to answer! Well, we learned that Carol is a sorceress and can make wind vortexes that Father calls ‘tornadoes’. She can also do some impressive things with lightning and lightning-powered things from Father’s realm. Our Consorts are from that realm as well and still think it’s cool when we dim the lamps with magic. You’re welcome to ask them if they want to be tested. They are supposed to come watch the girls work on the range because I thought the spells would entertain them. If you could have your girls put on a little show, novice to expert, I think that would be nice.”
 
   Alba smiled and nodded. “We’d be happy to. I’ll go talk to them and you can locate your family.”
 
   I nodded, shielded and took to the air. I flew back over the castle wall and landed in the middle of the courtyard as the girls were coming out of the tailor’s. The sisters froze when they saw me, then Barbara yelled, “Holy crap, dude! You were flying!”
 
   Carol, Lia and I all started laughing and I replied, “That isn’t such an uncommon thing around here for the wizards and the single sorceress of Eredwynn. Flying is actually the preferred mode of transportation for most of them. I’m just one of the strange ones that prefers to walk from place to place.”
 
   Amanda looked at me shyly and hesitantly asked, “Is there a way that you can make us fly? That’s something I’ve always wanted to do.”
 
   I nodded. “After a fashion, you could fly. We can wrap you in a levitation bubble and carry you airborne with us. Aunt Alba is waiting for us at the range and we could fly you out there.”
 
   Lia shook her head with a grin. “I’ll pass on going to the range with you. If I go out there, Alba will put me to work teaching novices how to cast magic arrows and that gets boring quickly. I might catch up with you ladies later, and remember to pick up your stuff before the tailor closes at sunset.”
 
   The girls hugged Lia goodbye and I wrapped the sisters in levitation. As they got light, they became giddy. Their giggling was contagious and Carol and I had to compose ourselves before we could shield up and fly ourselves. I tethered Amanda to me while Carol brought Barbara along. We lifted them slowly up and over the wall. We set them down, still giggling, behind the line of girls at the firing range. As soon as I released Amanda, she grabbed me, hugged me, and spoke in a whisper, “I’m sure that we’re dreaming now. That kind of thing doesn’t happen in real life!”
 
   I laughed and kissed her gently. “I had to prove to your sister last night that this wasn’t a dream. Do I have to prove it to you tonight?”  
 
   “If you’ll prove it the same way she told me you proved it to her, yes! I was hoping that you would want me to come to your room tonight. I think that’s the way the Queen said I was supposed to phrase that.”
 
   I laughed again. “We have Aunt Alba, who is the wizard trainer. Now we have Aunt Isabel who is the Consort trainer. Who’s going to be next? My mother the construction worker trainer? Speaking of my mother, we’d better find her soon or I’ll be in trouble for not introducing my newest family members!”
 
   Aunt Alba came over to join us. “Carol, I’m so happy to see you again! My son said that you’re a sorceress and I was the one that found you, so I get to claim some credit. Now, introduce me to these ladies you discovered in the other realm.”
 
   “This is Amanda and her sister Barbara. They weren’t happy in the life they were stuck in and accepted our offer to help. Then those two becoming Consorts just sorta happened after that. You know how lovable these Stephenson men are. They are really hoping that you’ll get your girls to show them some magic. I don’t think that they’d be as interested in my sorceress magic, even though my stun did come in handy once.”
 
   “Well, my girls are ready to show them what they’ve learned so far. We’ll start on the right end and work our way up from there. Shield your ladies, please. Accidents can and do happen when someone is learning magic!”
 
   Alba led us to the novice end of the range and signaled the girls to begin. A volley of magic arrows brought gasps and applause from the sisters. Alba grinned at their reaction and moved to the adepts. Their energy bolts really got the girls’ attention when they realized that those spells could do some serious damage. The next two stops were what I was really looking forward to. Alba had a half dozen apprentices lined up and they simultaneously cast flamestrike on the targets down range. Barb and Amanda both screamed and ran backwards from the line, even though the spells had been cast twenty yards away. The wizard girls laughed, because they’d been affected that way too, not that long ago. We calmed the girls and moved back to our spot for the final demonstration.
 
   Alba nodded to the group of experts and one nodded to her spotter. The spotter amplified her voice and called, “Meteor Swarm!”
 
   Barbara looked up at me and asked, “What’s a meteor swarm? That’s not like bees, is it? I hate bees!”
 
   I shook my head with a grin, then noticed that the caster had overheard and was looking in our direction. Gravel, dead grass and sticks started rising from the ground around us and disappearing. The girl that had cast the spell went absolutely white and began screaming, “Mis-target! Mis-target!”
 
   Alba and I instantly threw dome shields over the area and crossed our fingers. Dome shields had never been tested against the meteor swarm spell.
 
   Carol stared at the sky, looking at something that none of us could see. Suddenly the burning stones popped into existence and Carol clapped her hands over her head. The hair on our heads and arms stood up, and an incredibly powerful bolt of lightning came from my little bride. The bolt struck the stones, shattering them to sand. A light rain of sand and dust settled on the shields while we all stared at Carol.
 
   She shrugged. “I told you that I could do almost anything with lightning now. It seemed safer to rain sand than those huge rocks!”
 
   Alba and I hugged her while the sisters slowly backed away. The girl that had cast the spell was sobbing, and that’s what grabbed Carol’s attention. She went to her and hugged her. She comforted her by telling her that mistakes happen and she’d learned a valuable lesson. She quietly told about the lightning storm and the tornadoes that she’d caused. The girl relaxed, picked up her wand from the ground where she’d thrown it, and walked with her friends toward the dorm.
 
   Carol waved the sisters to her and it was clear that they were terrified by what they’d seen. They went to her slowly and were stiff as boards as she hugged them. I waited for her to talk to them and Alba came over to me.
 
   “Did you see what she did? That was the most impressive display of magic I’ve seen without Davie around! I guess that what Della told us was right on the mark. Her magic is certainly more powerful than I would have imagined.”
 
   I chuckled nervously. “Now I know I won’t ever complain about her cooking. Intercepting a caster’s most powerful spell like she did scares even me! I’m glad she loves me and is on our team. Thank you for the display, my dear Aunt. Perhaps some of the experts need a refresher course in focus. Just a suggestion.”
 
   Everyone was warned before we dropped the dome shields and sand rained across the area. It slid off the shielded girls and I gathered my little family to me. “This has been quite an interesting morning! I can tell that you Vegas girls were scared badly by Carol’s spell. Just remember that we love you and our magic won’t ever hurt you. She had to do that to keep you from getting hurt. Now I suggest that we fly over to Kastan and have lunch at the inn there. They usually have a really nice stew.”
 
   The girls agreed with my plan, so we wrapped the sisters in bubbles and lifted off. We climbed to a thousand feet, grinning at the sisters’ giggles. We accelerated to a good travel speed and arrived in the closest town to Wizard’s Castle. We landed on the outskirts and walked in. The girls seemed to have gotten over the shock of seeing Carol’s very powerful spell, but they looked at her with a new respect.
 
   As we entered the inn, the innkeeper greeted us. “Good noontide to ya, Alec! Are ya here for a room or just for lunch today?”
 
   “We’re just here for lunch today. We’re hanging out and visiting with the family at the castle for a few days. I told my beautiful wife and my lovely Consorts that you had a great stew here. I hope you have some for us!”
 
   The man grinned happily. “Of course we do. Can I get you drinks before I serve it up?”
 
   I looked at the girls around the table. “Wine, ale or water for you ladies? The man knows I’m a big fan of his ale, so what will you have?”
 
   Barbara leaned across the table close to me. “Amanda and I like wine, but we don’t even have real ID’s, let alone fake ones. There’s no way this guy’s gonna buy us being twenty-one!”
 
   I laughed. “We’ll have three glasses of wine for the ladies and my ale, of course. Then we’ll have that stew! I haven’t found anything like it in two realms.”
 
   The innkeeper grinned happily and went to the back. We all stared at Amanda, who was gazing off into space, shaking her head. She looked up and saw that she was the center of attention. “I was just thinking, we live here now and even simple things that we grew up with, like the drinking age, are different. Will we ever fit in here?”
 
   Carol put an arm around her and I replied comfortingly, “Life is different all over. Different cultures have different rules and people are really good at adapting. I’ve traveled all over this world and seen many strange things, but I learned to fit in. I’m sure that I’d be feeling the same way as you are if I were living on the Vegas Strip all of a sudden.”
 
   She smiled, seemingly comforted a bit, and the innkeeper returned with our drinks. A young lady set bowls, spoons and bread in front of us and left us to our meal.
 
   While we were eating, Barbara asked, “What do you have to do to learn that magic stuff like we saw? I saw some girls that looked really young out there, working with those arrow spells. If anyone can learn it, I’d sure like to give it a shot!”
 
   I smiled, happy that she hadn’t been completely scared away from magic by the day’s events. “There is a little test that my Aunt Alba gives people to check for magic. It’s pretty simple, but you should know that not many folks have magic. It’s less than twenty percent of the people she tests who pass. If you wanted to take the test I could arrange it, but I wouldn’t want you to be to upset if you didn’t pass.”
 
   “It’s not like I’ve hoped to do magic my whole life. If I could, that would be cool; if I can’t, it ain’t no biggie. I’d like to try when we get back, if Alba isn’t busy.”
 
   I nodded. “How about you, Amanda? Do you think that you’d be interested in trying that, too?”
 
   She shrugged. “It might be cool. You sure as hell won’t catch me doing that meteor swarm spell though! I don’t think we saw what it was supposed to do, but I saw enough to know that I don’t want to see it again!”
 
   We laughed, finished our meal, paid and tipped the staff and headed back to the castle. On the way, Carol called to me, “We need to stop by the dorm for a few minutes. I want to wash some of this grit off and I’m sure the girls do, too.”
 
   I nodded my agreement and altered our course slightly. We landed on the roof of the dorm and made our way inside. I followed the girls in and almost ran over Barbara when she stopped short. “Hello everyone! I’m glad I caught you all together, it will save time with the introductions. I’m Alice.”
 
   Carol went to her and hugged her. “Hello, Mother, we wondered where you were hiding. Alec has mentioned a couple times that you’d be interested in meeting these girls. This is Amanda and Barbara, our Consorts! We met them on our short visit to Father’s realm and couldn’t leave them behind. Girls, this is Alec’s mother, Alice. She’s one of the sweetest ladies you’ll ever meet, nothing like that mean ol’ Alec!”
 
   The girls nodded to Mother and she went to them and hugged them both. “You must be quite special if Alec took you as Consorts! He’s sworn all his life that he’d never have even one. But, he also said that he doubted that he’d marry. Carol changed that for him. This makes me even happier about the project I started after you two went off on your trip.”
 
   I gave a questioning look and asked, “What have you been up to, Mother? I can see a secret behind that smile.”
 
   “All I’ll tell you is that Raven and I are working on a wedding present for you and your family. It’s not finished yet and I’m not giving up any more, so you can just drop it now. I heard that there was a bit of excitement at the range today. Carol, are you okay after casting a spell that powerful? It didn’t drain you or anything, did it?”
 
   Carol smiled and shook her head. “According to the family expert, Davie, my magic won’t get drained as long as there is air. I do think that I’ve made everyone here a bit afraid of me, though.”
 
   Mother hugged her again. “Just be yourself, sweetheart, and they’ll get over that fear. From what I was told, you may have saved the lives of my son, Alba and over a dozen trainees. David and Isabel have heard about it and want to have a dinner in your honor tonight.”
 
   Carol blushed. “I didn’t do anything that anyone else on the range wouldn’t have done if they could have. I just happened to have the right spell for the job and reacted. I wasn’t wanting any special treatment.”
 
   I laughed. “They’ve just realized what the girls and I already know about you, Carol. You’re a wonderful and special person and deserve to be recognized for what you did today. Now, you and the girls can go clean up and we’ll see about getting them tested.”
 
   The girls went to the water closet and Mother walked to where she could whisper to me, “The intensity of the spell that she used must have been incredible! Blowing apart the stones just after they solidified is something that I wouldn’t even try. You know that when the magic compacts those stones, they are very hard, and that’s part of why they cause so much damage. I bet your young lady would rival even Davie!”
 
   “Mother, she is gentle, loving and caring. The first thing she did after her spell was comfort the expert that had made the mistake. I don’t think that I want to take her to Gormesol, though. If Seth’s healing magic caused that little cult group he had, imagine if people saw what she could do! She could single-handedly have an army turn tail and run!”
 
   “Gormesol isn’t the only place that something like that could happen. Now that she’s seemingly obsessed with your Father’s realm, it could happen there, too. You have discussed all this with her, I’m hoping?”
 
   “Of course; we don’t use magic around people unless we have to and then only hidden spells. She had to stun a man, and you could barely see the flash from the spell. The girls thought she had used some kind of machine on him.”
 
   “Very good, then; I’ll see you and yours at dinner. I love you, son.” She slipped out the door and was gone.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   With the girls all cleaned up and ready to attempt the test, we flew from the roof to the range. Alba had gotten things settled back down and came to meet us. 
 
   She hugged us all and then asked, “What brings you back so soon? I thought your girls would be terrified of magic now and would want to stay away.”
 
   I laughed. “Actually, they were wondering if you’d be willing to test them. They thought that having magic of their own would be nice. Carol and I would both be willing and able to teach them if one of them does pass. We’ve explained the odds to them and they’re ready to go.”
 
   Aunt Alba turned into Instructor Alba in a blink. “Ladies, why don’t you follow me over here where we won’t be bothered by the trainees. I’ll test you both at the same time so I only have to go through the explanation once. The most important part to pay attention to is the instruction on focus and intent. You got a good example today of what can happen when your focus isn’t what it should be. We won’t be working with anything as scary as that was, but starting with a good focus early is a good habit to develop. Intent is what makes it all happen, understand?”
 
   My girls nodded cautiously and I knew that they partially understood. I knew Alba and knew that she’d make everything clear before the actual test began. Carol and I watched as two fist-sized rocks were placed in front of the girls. They were given the new and improved instructions that seemed to be revised monthly. My Aunt was a bit of a perfectionist.
 
   Finally the girls were told their activator word and allowed to make the attempt. As they focused, their hands crept toward each other and they laced their fingers together. Both rocks suddenly jumped into the air and began to glow red hot. Alba scooted on her backside to get away from the heat that she could feel through her shield. The girls looked at each other and grinned.
 
   I shook myself into action and applauded. “Well done, ladies! Now go ahead and drop the rocks. I’d like to see something.”
 
   Alba jumped up, shaking her head. “Not this time, young man. I stood by and waited for all your tests once.” Then Carol and I, and most the wizards in Eredwynn heard, “Davie, I have a situation that needs your attention right away. I’m at the range by Wizard’s Castle.”
 
   A brightly glowing mage popped in beside Alba within seconds. “What’s the matter, Mother? Are you all right?”
 
   Alba took a deep breath and spoke with a strained voice. “I would like for you to see what these young ladies can do. You should relax a bit, because your glow is frightening them and they won’t work as well if they are scared. I might quit taking Alec’s recommendations after this!”
 
   Davie walked over to Amanda and Barbara. “Good afternoon, young ladies. I’m Davie, Alba’s son. I guess you were taking the magic test and something unexpected happened. Would you mind doing that again for me?”
 
   They looked at me for reassurance and I gave them what I hoped was a comforting nod. They walked back over to the test area and sat down with Davie right behind them. They sat staring at their test stones for a couple minutes before I decided to have them try something.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt ladies, but if I remember right, just before the stones floated last time, you were holding hands. Maybe you could try that again and see if it would work better for you?”
 
   The girls shrugged, joined hands and turned back to the rocks. The stones jumped into the air as soon as they began to focus. They then turned red hot as the focus was maintained. Davie had seen enough. “Thank you very much, ladies. It is a great honor for me to meet you. The centaurs have legends of Pyromancers, but there is very little known about them. Someday I’d like for you and your family to come to my castle so I can learn more about you.”
 
   The girls nodded shyly and came to stand by me. I smiled at Davie. “When you invited them and their family, you didn’t know who you were inviting! I’d like to introduce Amanda and Barbara, my Consorts. We’d love to come visit you some time but for the time being, what can you tell us?”
 
   Davie chuckled and asked, “Have you tried to see in their minds like you did with Carol when she found her ability? That would be the first thing that I would suggest. The legends say that when pyromancers are discovered, they will always be in pairs. It’s almost as if one is heat and the other fuel, like a fire would need. When they are new to their powers, they have to be connected, which is why the girls had to hold hands. As they become accustomed to using their magic, they will be able to work alone. Because Carol asked on her visit to Perlsea, I just thought of this. Their magic will recharge more quickly during the day, in the sun, and slowly at night. There was no record of being drained and incapacitated, they just can’t do magic when they aren’t charged.” 
 
   I looked behind me and saw that my father, mother, aunts and most of my siblings were on the range. Alba’s panicked telepathy had brought everyone who could get away from their duties. I laughed, while shaking my head. “Aunt Alba, if you wanted a family reunion, you could have sent letters. But this will save me some trouble in the long run. Everyone, I’d like for you to meet my wife, Carol. And these lovely ladies are our Consorts, Amanda and Barbara. Yes, the wanderer is married with Consorts.” 
 
   There was applause and some laughter. The crowd began to break up as they realized that the world wasn’t coming to an end. I was impressed by the amount of power that had been summoned by that one thought from one of the founders. I went over to Davie and Alba. “Davie, there is supposed to be a dinner tonight and I hope you’ll stick around. I think that I’ll take my family up to my room and talk to them. If I can reach their minds, like I did with Carol, it would be very helpful. If you’re still here, you could help if I run into anything I need assistance with.”
 
   Davie nodded and replied, “I’d be happy to, and I hope that I get the chance to examine your Consorts myself. The centaurs would be very interested in studying them, too, if you find yourself in southern No Man’s Land.”
 
   I laughed. “I’ll have to check with Carol to find out what my next travel plans are. That’s something that I didn’t know would happen when I got married; I knew there would be changes, but didn’t know that my wandering would be directed!”
 
   Alba and Davie laughed and I turned back to the ladies. “Carol, let’s fly the girls back to our room. You and I can see if they can mind-link and learn that way. It would really help and would shorten our stay, and you know how I feel about staying in one place.”
 
   Carol smiled and nodded. “I do know and I’m getting to be as bad about that as you. I want to go back to Vegas and see if we can help some more girls. I don’t think that we’d take any more Consorts, because these two were a special situation and I fell in love with them quickly. But we could put girls on buses or help them find new homes.”
 
   I chuckled. “So Tabitha is going to save all the girls in this realm and you’re going to save the girls from Father’s. Sounds like a worthwhile plan and now that we know what the place is like, it won’t be as scary. Besides, we’ll have tour guides with us next time.”
 
   We flew back to the room and we all sat on the bed in a circle. I explained what we were going to attempt and we joined hands. I felt my consciousness meet with Amanda’s and then with Barbara. I found Carol and our four minds joined as one. The girls were understandably nervous and giddy when they felt others in their minds, but Carol and I calmed them quickly. We showed them their minds, and were happy to learn that their magic was similar to Carol’s. She could teach them all the basics with ease, in a way that I couldn’t even understand. They had a fiery section, similar to Carol’s cloudy mist, in their minds and there was a section of knowledge that we couldn’t even touch. The purity of that part of their minds made us back off. They were taught the basics such as shield, fly and healing. They taught themselves to use telekinesis without the heat, which I thought was a very good idea. We each retreated back to our own minds and I opened my eyes.
 
   Aunt Della and Lia were standing by the door, waiting for us to unlink. When Della saw that I was myself again, she commented, “You do realize that your Aunt Alba has sworn off testing any more young ladies that you might bring to her. The shock of you bringing three elemental users in barely a month has her shaken. Now, as the oldest elemental user in the family, I should be introduced!”
 
   Barbara giggled. “She’s so cute! And the ‘oldest’ at that! Come here, sweetie, and sit by me. I’ll introduce my sister and me to you.”
 
   Della grinned and looked at me for support. “Barbara, this is my Aunt Della. She is a Naiad, or a water sprite. She has a son that is quite close to my age, and rumor has it she’s pushing a hundred years old, but a gentleman would never ask her age.”
 
   Barbara looked at Della then back at me. When it dawned on her that we were telling the truth and not joking with her, she buried her face in her hands and started crying. “Alec, it’s getting to me again! I don’t know how I’m going to get used to the strangeness of this place or quit making a fool of myself.”
 
   Carol hugged and comforted her while Della climbed on the bed and then took over the comforting. She told Barbara, “You shouldn’t feel foolish, hun. You were being very kind to someone that you thought was younger than you. That shows you have a good heart, fitting for someone of the fire element. Carol, I told you that your element stood for intellect. The girls’ element represents purity and cleansing. Once they learn their powers and can operate on their own, they should easily rival Chloe as healers. I’ll bet that even in the short time that you’ve known them, you’ve discovered that they feel emotions deeply. When you think of a fire, you see the flames flicker and the wind blows it whatever way it chooses. When a fire is let loose, it can create its own wind and direction. Alec, your job and Carol’s job will be to help them find the right direction and not let anyone else blow them from the course they choose for themselves. Do you understand?”
 
   “You’re as cryptic as always, my dear Aunt, but I usually find out what you mean. Carol and I have both fallen in love with these young ladies and will do our very best by them. If there is anything that you think that you could teach them, they can link.”
 
   Della nodded and turned to the girls. “Would you two mind holding hands with a little girl for a few minutes?”
 
   Barbara blushed and took one hand and Amanda took the other. Their eyes took on the glazed appearance of the link, and we waited.
 
   After a short time, their eyes cleared and they both hugged Della, thanking her repeatedly for whatever information she’d passed on to them. They didn’t realize the honor that they’d been given by linking with the Naiad; she rarely did that with anyone.
 
   Della hopped down from the bed, excused herself and ported with Lia back to the castle. Carol and the sisters took off for the tailor’s so they could dress for dinner and I laid back, wondering about life’s strange twists. Carol wanted to go back to Vegas and we could do that tomorrow. I’d be recharged enough by then and the open desert would be a good place for the girls to learn magic. I’d take gold again and leave the cash for someone that didn’t know the ropes. If Amanda came to my room tonight and was even half as exciting as her sister had been, my magic would most certainly be charged.
 
   I got up and laid out our packs. I checked our dried rations, bedrolls and tents. I considered only taking the four-man, but decided to take them both. If we found girls that needed shelter, we wouldn’t want to be that crowded. I looked forward to another trip to that realm, but would veto the idea of taking more Consorts. I was ‘the wanderer’, and not some family man that was going to settle down with a wife and a bunch of Consorts, like my brothers had. Well, at least not in the near future. Someday I might want to have children, and they would need a stable environment. I decided to be more faithful in my usage of the birth control spell, as I always had been with the working girls I’d visited in the past.
 
   The girls returned while I was finishing packing and grinned when they saw what I was doing. Carol came over and put her hand on my shoulder. “So, are you going to let me go back to Vegas and see who else will accept help?”
 
   I laughed. “Am I going to ‘let you’ go? I’d never keep you from doing anything that wouldn’t hurt you. Yes, I thought that we could go back tomorrow morning. Let’s dress and go do this dinner thing. Then we can come back here and I’ll go back to James’ room and see if any company shows up.”
 
   I winked at Amanda, who blushed. “Carol is already expecting me to go to James’ room, too. I wouldn’t want to crowd her and Barbara, so you’ll have to scoot over to make room.”
 
   “Well, since you’re twisting my arm like that, I guess we can fit both of us in that bed. But dinner will be starting soon and its bad manners for the guest of honor to be late.”
 
   The girls quickly disappeared in the direction of the water closet with their packages from the tailor’s. The giggling commenced, and I knew dressing was underway. I dressed in my least road weary clothes and was content. I was sure that if I ever dressed up like a noble that no one would recognize me! I’d been wearing the same style of clothing for as long as I could remember.
 
   The girls came out wearing matching light blue dresses that were suited to a fancy occasion. We fell in line and trooped up to the roof of the dorm. I turned and smiled to the sisters. “We taught your minds how to fly, but you’ve never tried any spells other than telekinesis. Would you like to fly down to the courtyard? Carol and I can coach you and catch you if something were to go wrong.”
 
   The girls nodded nervously and joined hands. I began my beginners’ flying speech about getting light and moving by thought when they both rose gently from the roof. They held a position three feet off the solid surface and managed to hold their focus through their laughter. I grinned at them. “Now follow us down, but come down slowly. I wouldn’t want your dresses over your heads! Well, at least not in public.”
 
   All three girls rolled their eyes, then Carol and I led the way to the courtyard. The sisters landed with a bit more of a bump than I knew they would when they got the hang of it, but other than that, things went smoothly. Carol and I hugged them and officially welcomed them into the ranks of the magic users of Eredwynn. They were wearing huge smiles and you could see them swell with pride. It was an emotion that I’d never seen on them before, and it looked good!
 
   We made our way to the great hall and were escorted to a table near the front. I looked around at the crowd that had gathered and felt sorry for the kitchen staff. But Wizard’s Castle had the most competent, and best paid, staff in the kingdom. 
 
   As everyone was seated, Father stood at a podium on the dais at the front of the room. Quiet descended quickly as everyone waited to learn the reason for the gathering. He amplified his voice to carry through the large room and began to speak, “You all are wondering, I’m sure, why I called this impromptu gathering. There may have been rumors that my son, Alec, has married. Well, the truth is, believe it or not, he has!” There was quiet laughter through the room. “And even more astonishingly, he has taken two Consorts as well!” This news was met with a shocked murmuring. Father continued, “Since everyone is now a little stunned with the news so far, I’ll tell you that his wife is a user of the air elemental magic. She would be known to the centaurs as a Sorceress.” Once again there were murmurings though the assembly. “This afternoon there was a mis-targeted spell on the target range. An expert student accidently lost her focus and targeted the spectators with meteor swarm.” 
 
   Gasps and muttering instantly ruled the room. Father let it go for a few moments, then raised his hand to bring the crowd to order. “Our new member, Carol, used a lightning spell that we’d never even heard of, to shatter the spell’s stones and protected everyone. An event that could have been a tragedy turned into the most impressive display of magic we’ve seen, without Davie being here.”
 
   Applause broke out and Father motioned for Carol to stand. Blushing profusely, she stood and curtsied, then sat again rather hastily. 
 
   Father bowed to her and then took the floor again. “Later on, Alec brought his Consorts to be tested by Alba. They are sisters from the same realm that I came from. Alec’s compassionate wife saved them from a bad situation and invited them to Eredwynn. They fell in love with the family and requested to be Consorts. Now what I have to tell is a secondhand account, but Alba was the one who told me what happened. During the test nothing was happening, until the girls joined hands. Then the test stones floated and turned red hot.”
 
   Murmurs and whispers interrupted again and Father signaled once again for quiet. “I’m sure that most of you here heard Alba’s reaction to that!” There was scattered laughter and chuckles. “Davie arrived instantly at his mother’s call, as we all know he would, and had the girls repeat the test. Our obscure magic expert has deemed the sisters ‘pyromancers’, or users of the fire elemental magic. With Alec’s talent of finding elemental magic users, Alba has informed me that Lia will be conducting any tests for girls that Alec brings to test. Now, everyone enjoy your meal and welcome the new members of the family, as you get the chance.” Father sat and the staff started filing in with plates and platters.
 
   As soon as we were served, Father joined us at our table. He began talking to Barbara and Amanda about life in the other realm. When the sisters finally relaxed enough to talk to the King, they had a good time. There were so many references to things that I’d never heard of that I couldn’t keep up. I listened the best I could, because some of the information might come in handy when we got back.
 
   Amanda started talking about castles and her passion for the ‘middle ages’. She said that our world was like a dream come true for her. Actually having a meal with a King in a castle was something she’d always wished for.
 
   Father tried to change her mind a bit. “You know that in the middle ages there was a plague that killed over half the population in Europe. That is something that people don’t always remember when they think of those times. The ‘Black Death’ was a horrible thing.”
 
   Amanda nodded and suggested, “But if they would have had access to modern doctors, or even the healing magic of Eredwynn, at least some of the people could have been saved.”
 
   Father agreed with a shrug. “My entire force of Wizards wouldn’t have been able to save the entire country. But a few with healing skills could have saved a town. I’m just happy that this land has never been tested like that. Anyway, after you sisters have a chance to work on your magic, I’d like for you to return to the castle here. I’d like to see fire magic in use. And you too, Carol; even though it seems like you’ve got a good grip on your skills, I’d like to see it. I know better than to set a date to return, since you’re with Alec. He rarely knows day from night, let alone the day of the week.”
 
   The girls laughed at my expense and so did I. I knew what he said was true, and I was happy with it that way. We excused ourselves and mingled with the family. The sisters were quickly confused by how many times I said ‘sister’ and ‘aunt’ during introductions, but they had a good time.
 
   The evening finally drew to a close and we bowed out. Back in the courtyard, the sisters joined hands and were on the roof of the dorm before Carol and I could leave the ground. Just like my wife, my Consorts loved to fly. It’s quite understandable, because most people dream of flying at one time or another. I couldn’t wait until I could show them how fast they were able to go. But that would have to wait until after our trip, or maybe the open desert would be a good place to fly.
 
   As the girls got ready for bed, I went over to James’ room, undressed and slid under the covers. It had been a very long and eventful day and tomorrow might be the same. Maybe I’d ask the girls to take their time getting to Vegas and we could unwind in the quiet desert. I wasn’t much of a people person and tonight had been exhausting and stressful.
 
   The normal din and hubbub of the dorm settled down as night took control of the castle. The excitement of the day had had everyone more worked up than normal and I’d begun to wonder if it would ever become peaceful. I lay on the bed thinking about the conversation that Amanda and Father had about the ‘middle ages’ and the fleas spreading a plague through the land. It was a horrible image when I thought of the suffering it had caused those poor people. I couldn’t seem to shake it, until I heard a soft knock on the door.
 
   Amanda came in wearing one of my robes from my room. She was blushing before the door had even closed behind her. She walked over to the bed. “You did want me to come to you tonight, I hope?”
 
   I smiled at her and at her shyness. A ‘lady of the night’ made bashful by love. “Yes, and I’m very glad you did. Of course, I was expecting a young lady from Vegas, but I’m sure a powerful pyromancer will be gentle with me.”
 
   She laughed. “I’m only half a pyromancer right now. I can feel it in my head, but I can’t seem to use any of the abilities without Barb there with me. I bought something a while back and never had a reason to wear it. I wore it for you tonight, if you’d like to see it.”
 
   Her ears were even starting to turn pink, so I nodded comfortingly. “You have my full attention, lovely lady. I’d love to see what you’re wearing under that robe.”              
 
   Slowly and shyly she slid the robe off and laid it on the foot of the bed. She was wearing a top that had beautiful lace straps that came over the shoulders and it was made of a semi-transparent material the likes of which I’d never seen before. It was pure white and I could tell she was almost naked beneath it. Barely covering her womanhood was a white triangle of the same type of material. When she turned to the side, I could see that nothing at all, except for the top, covered her bottom. And a very cute bottom it was! Almost being able to see her teased me to instant attention.
 
   I flipped back the covers. “Would you like to join me? It’s a bit warmer and those incredibly sexy clothes can’t be warm. If my eyes will go through them, the air must also.”
 
   She giggled. “It is a bit chilly and it makes parts stick out more. I didn’t think you’d mind that at all.” She crawled up beside me and gave me an inviting look.
 
   I slid to her and kissed her firmly, then had a thought that was more like a memory of something I’d been told. “What have you liked the best about your magic so far?”
 
   “Flying! That is the greatest thing that has happened today, so far.”
 
   “Then let’s go flying! Since we’re missing the other half of your powers, I’ll have to do it, but we’ll still be in the air. I can warm the shields and we won’t get cold.”
 
   She looked at me like I’d lost my mind and whispered, “I can’t go outside dressed like this!”
 
   I chuckled. “I know. It’s a shame, but I think that it would be better if you went outside without your sleepwear. Perhaps you could dress to match me.”
 
   “Wandering around outside naked, not knowing who we’re going to run into, isn’t what I’d call exciting or romantic!”
 
   I laughed. “You’ve trusted me to do all kinds of things to this point; trust me now!” 
 
   We got out of the bed and she quickly and sheepishly undressed completely. She then came to me and wrapped her arms around me. I put a warm shield on us and ported us to the forest west of the castle. She was giddy and shy about being outside and nude, but held me close as I cast a levitation bubble around us and zipped us up to three thousand feet.
 
   I looked at her and her eyes were closed so tightly they crinkled. “Open your eyes, beautiful lady. I’m sure you’ve never seen this in Vegas.” I pulled us back so she was laying on my arm and we were looking skyward. The pitch black of the night made the moon and stars seem closer than was possible.
 
   She gasped as she looked around. “Now I know why everyone here says things like ‘oh, my stars’. I never knew the sky could be so beautiful. I do have a question, though; when my sister came to you, she said she got in bed and made love to you. Why did you bring me out here?”
 
   “When we met the two of you, your sister instantly became infatuated with me. If you’ll recall, you warned her about kissing me on the lips to avoid becoming emotionally attached. I know that you’ve been developing feelings for me too, over the last couple days. I wanted to spend some time with you and get to know you better, and allow you to know me. If you were a working girl and I was paying you, it would be different. I’d like to know that we’re compatible and can truly love each other. Does that make sense?”
 
   She rolled to me and kissed me gently. “It does make a lot of sense. And it also proves what I’ve been starting to realize, that you’re the real deal. Some guys will act like a gentleman to fool their friends or to get girls in bed. They play the role until they are done with whatever game they are playing, and then they turn back into the jerks that they really are. That’s what our ex-pimp, Grady, did. He acted like he wanted to help when he really just wanted us working for him. You and Carol came to Vegas, saved six girls, and never asked for a thing in return. You guys just did it to be kind, because that’s who you really are. I’ve finally figured that out and I’m falling for you faster than meteor swarm sand.”
 
   I laughed and pulled her close. We floated like clouds beneath the stars and talked. Just two people alone, falling more deeply in love. We floated for an hour, or maybe it was two; neither one of us was worried about the time.
 
   Amanda sighed happily and pulled me over on top of her. “I think I’m beginning to know about love. Perhaps you’d make love to me, just to make sure?”
 
   I smiled. “Well, since you insist!” I gave her a lingering kiss and then began to move myself down. 
 
   She lifted my head and shook hers. “I know what you’re planning and why you would do that. Barb told me all about her adventure with you. I’m not really in the mood for a screaming orgasm right now. I’d just like for you to make love to me, for my first time ever.”
 
   I smiled because I understood. Sometimes I enjoyed trying to break the headboard, and sometimes calm, rational lovemaking was called for.
 
   I began sliding back up her body and she found my member with her hand. She tittered a bit. “I would have bet money that Barb was exaggerating about that. I’m glad she wasn’t!”
 
   She gently moved me into position and I slid myself into her ready and willing body. She sighed with contentment and began to move under me. She began rotating her hips in a way that I was sure could only be done in weightlessness. When her womanhood began to spasm and contract around me, my mind went fuzzy. I lifted my body off hers so I was in a standing position with her legs clamped behind mine. We were joined at our pelvises; I grabbed her waist and pushed myself very firmly inside her. Her pleasured gasp, and her pulling me to her with her legs, caused the sudden lust in my brain to turn to a pink, blanking fog. I retreated and then thrust back inside her while pulling her to me. Over and over, each time a bit more forceful than the last, the lust drove me. Finally the pink cloud erupted from my brain and down my entire body as my release came. As I could focus again, I saw her wiggling and quivering with the same release I’d felt.
 
   I lay back across her and kissed her gently. “I almost feel as though I should apologize for my behavior. I know that isn’t the way you wanted me tonight, but it was too wonderful for me to find an apology in my heart.”
 
   She laughed softly and replied, “I wouldn’t think of asking for one! I felt things with you that I’ve never felt before. I’ve heard that a little pain with your pleasure makes things more intense; now I know it’s true!”
 
   “Pain? What pain? Did I hurt you? Where?”
 
   “I’ll be fine; your muscled-up hips and my scrawny thighs just met, repeatedly.”
 
   I moved off of her and floated the length of her body, cast a light orb and illuminated our bubble. The insides of both her thighs and even a bit of her pubic mound were bruised. Being that noticeable after such a short time, I knew it must have been painful, but she’d never complained. She raised up to look herself.
 
   “Hmm, it actually looks worse than it feels. You have a horribly guilty look, but you shouldn’t. If it had been too bad, I would have let you know. But since I … Move away from me Alec …. Something’s going on.”
 
   I moved back, terrified that my injury to her was worse than she was letting on. Suddenly she began to glow with a blue light. The light started to radiate from her and form into a cool, translucent flame. The flame moved from between her breasts, down her body and concentrated on her injuries. In just a matter of seconds the fire was gone, and the only light was from my orb.
 
   Amanda looked at me and shook her head. “I’ve thought this a lot since I’ve met you, but there’s something you don’t see every day!”
 
   We both looked at the area that had been injured and there was no trace. She told me that she couldn’t even feel where it had been. I held her tightly and kissed her gently. “I promise to behave myself if you ever give me the chance to make love to you again.”
 
   She laughed. “Now that I’m a full Consort and a family member, I insist that you make love to me again. Next time, we just need to make sure that the pain I like a little of doesn’t leave marks. My magic doesn’t seem to appreciate that very much. That was scary, but kinda nifty, too.”
 
   “Yes it was, beautiful lady. Now we need to get to bed if we’re going to be in the mood for Vegas tomorrow. Perhaps you can tell me about the ‘middle ages’, which you and Father were talking about, while we relax. If we get up before the other girls, maybe we can try this again, minus the bruising.”
 
   “That sounds like a plan, as Carol is fond of saying. Wander us back home.”
 
   I laughed and ported us straight to James’ room. We slipped under the covers, talked for a while, then drifted off to sleep. My sleep was plagued with dreams of a meteor landing in the swamp, mutating the insects. Except it wasn’t the ants that were changed, it was fleas.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Early morning lovemaking was taken out of my plans. Just as the sun crested the horizon, Carol tapped on the door and came in. I woke with her tap but Amanda slept on, until Carol climbed up on the foot of the bed and bounced her way up between us.
 
   She grinned at me. “I see you managed to get those fabulously sexy clothes off of her, and you don’t have claw marks on your face. Things must have gone well last night?”
 
   I shrugged and nodded. “Well, there is something that I should tell you about.”
 
   Amanda interrupted, “How ‘bout you just get over it! It was no big deal and could have happened to anyone. My magic fixed it and its water under the bridge!”
 
   Carol looked puzzled. “Okay, now I really want to know what happened.”
 
   Amanda shook her head with a little smirk. “We were making love and Alec got a bit over-heated and forceful. I got bruised up a tad, but my magic did some neat healing stuff, all on its own, and it’s fixed.”
 
   “Well Alec, I’m glad you enjoyed yourself enough to get caught up in the moment. She’s not complaining about it and sometimes a woman wants to know she’s with a man and not a scared teen. As long as she didn’t tell you to stop and you ignored her, which I know you’d never do, you shouldn’t look so guilty.”
 
   Amanda nodded with a triumphant grin. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him, but you know men. Hard headed creatures they are! You should have seen the awesome blue flames that fixed me up, Carol. I hope I can learn to use it like you and Alec do. I’d love the chance to help folks like you helped my sis and me.”
 
   Carol laughed and announced, “There is no way to help anyone but yourselves with you two bums lying in bed, burning daylight. Barb and I already have all four packs ready and both tents lashed on. We just need the two of you up and ready, then we’re outta here!”
 
   Carol bounced off the bed and back out the door, like the whirlwind that lived inside her. Amanda and I rolled off the bed and I caught her before she could walk away. I pulled her to me and kissed her, cupping her bottom to hold her tight. “We didn’t get a chance for a morning repeat, but I’m sure we can play in the desert.”
 
   She smiled and rubbed against me. “Are you sure we don’t have time for a quickie?”
 
   At that moment Carol burst back in. “Whoops! Sorry about that, but I knew you’d need clothes. Perhaps not for what it looks like I interrupted, but before we hit the road.”
 
   I laughed. “Come on in, Carol. We can make this even more fun. You could go get Barb and make this really challenging, then we won’t need to go to Vegas today.”
 
   Carol snickered. “Don’t flatter yourself. Amanda and I together would injure you; add Barbara to the mix and you might not survive. I would really like to get going, but if I need to wait for you two, I will.”
 
   Amanda shook her head. “I was just teasing him. Making him wait for it will be good for him. We’ll be out as soon as we dress. Thank you for bringing my clothes; it’s a bit cold in this place to be walking around half naked.”
 
   “You’re very welcome. I’m just trying to be a good wife and looking out for my girls, like the Queen said I should. See you in a bit.” She turned and left the room again.
 
   I winked at Amanda. “Now, where were we?”
 
   “Getting dressed, young man. There’s more to life than making love.”
 
   I grumbled. “I’m so tired of hearing that.”
 
   Amanda cackled. “Perhaps you’ll learn it, then. Actually, I’d like to lay in bed with you all day and see if I could exhaust ‘the wanderer’, but I also would like to stay in the good graces of the head female in the family.”
 
   “Me too, so we better get a move on.” We dressed quickly and prepared to head out. Amanda was dressed in a nice dress that should pass in either location, Vegas or Eredwynn. I thought she was much prettier in that dress, without the colored stuff on her face, than she was when we’d found her. She was certainly a changed person, and all for the better. I’d finally fallen in love with her.
 
   …
 
   We gathered in my room and slung our packs. I explained how things would work. “I’m going to focus my magic on finding a circle that will lead us to Vegas. Then my remote viewing will search out a fairy ring that will take us close to that location. In my travels I’ve found non-magical fairy rings, but doing it this way always finds magical ones that have taken me where I thought they would. When I locate one, I’m going to signal Carol to take us to it so I don’t end up in the position that I was in when we came back from this last trip. You too, Amanda and Barb, might be able to see how viewing done if you’ll hold hands with us while we’re doing this. We can start this trip as a teaching trip.”
 
   Everyone nodded their understanding and I closed my eyes. My magic seemed unusually slow about locating the ring that I needed, but I figured that it was that looking for a specific place in a realm might be more difficult to isolate than just the realm itself. Finally it located a ring all the way on the other side of No Man’s Land in the Wood Elves’ Enchanted Forest. I wasn’t worried, since there was air and that’s all my wife needed to recharge. The jump wouldn’t drain her magic and my family had, more or less, stayed on friendly terms with the elves of the region. 
 
   We made the port and gathered at the ring. Barbara was giddy. “Porting is really cool when you do it, but watching it the way we did just now makes it even more cooler! I bet that sis and I could do it now if we had to. I’d like to watch a few more times just so I didn’t screw up, though.”
 
   I nodded, grinning at her enthusiasm. “That’s probably the best bet, but it’s nice to know you could, if you really had to. When we get back from the realm of cities and closed mindedness, we’ll work on getting the two of you trained properly. We might have to get my brothers to do it, because I think that I’m on my Aunt Alba’s black list. You’ve already met Davie, and he’s the most knowledgeable, so I’m sure he’d be happy to work with you.”
 
   Carol was getting antsy. “That sounds like a plan and we can work out the details later. I’ll go first, then the girls. You follow up quickly; I don’t want just the three of us over there alone. If it’s like last time, the ring will dissolve and I’m not as good at casting for them as you are.”
 
   “I’m right behind you, my love.” And I sent the girls through the ring, kissing them each in turn. Then my turn came. I stepped into the ring and spun. The transition felt strange and seemed to take longer than usual. I came out the other side and found the girls working their fingers in their ears to clear the ringing that I had in my own. We’d come out in a forest, as I was accustomed to doing, but the ring faded away. With it went our easy way for finding a way back home. I’d have to cast for Eredwynn and do things the hard way.
 
   Carol looked at me and she looked worried. “Since you’re doing the same thing we are with the ears, I assume that jump did the same thing to you. What’s that all about? And why are we in a forest and not the desert?”
 
   I shrugged. “Those are two very good questions and I wish I could give you an answer. Amanda, are there any forests really close to Vegas?”
 
   She thoughtfully shook her head. “I’m no expert, because I hadn’t been there for very long, thank god. But none that I heard of. There are some national parks in the area, but I wouldn’t call them ‘close’.”
 
   I shook my head, then summoned up a cheerful confidence that I didn’t feel. “When I’m not sure where I am and where I’m going, I take a note from my father’s first page in Eredwynn and go east! I suggest that we start walking and perhaps find a city or town that has a name sign that you recognize. I don’t think that it’s written in stone that the people we help must be from Vegas. It would have been easier to locate the unwilling working girls there, with you two to help, but I’m sure that trade isn’t only in Vegas in the country you’re from.”
 
   The girls laughed and Barb stated, “The oldest profession in our old world is in every city, or at least that’s what we’ve been told. But I’m in a hurry for lunch time, since we skipped out on breakfast!”
 
   I laughed. “Since we’re in the woods, we can keep an eye out for rabbits or squirrels. If we get lucky, we might even get a deer. I’ll teach you how to dry the meat so it will keep without spoiling.”
 
   Barbara looked appalled. “If we get lucky you’ll kill Bambi? That isn’t very nice!”
 
   “No, if I get lucky I’ll kill a deer. I don’t think I’ve ever even seen a ‘bambi’. I don’t know what one looks like.”
 
   Amanda was in stitches. “She was talking about a baby deer in a movie. The deer’s name was Bambi.”
 
   I nodded. “In that case, no, I won’t be killing Bambi. I’ll be killing Bambi’s mother. A doe is always better to take than a buck. They aren’t as tough and it doesn’t cause confusion in the herd.”
 
   Barb was adamant. “If you kill a poor animal, I’m sure not gonna eat it!”
 
   “My love, you had stew at the inn and steaks with last night’s dinner. Where did you think that came from? A stew meat tree or a steak bush?”
 
   Barb huffed. “That’s different.”
 
   “Eating people might be different, but meat is meat. A cow, which I know you’ve eaten, eats grass. A deer eats grass. There is no difference.”
 
   Barb wouldn’t look at me and started walking. Carol caught up with her and put and arm around her. “I’ve been in your stores and shops and have seen how you bought your food. We grew up knowing exactly where everything came from and what it was. I’m sorry if this upsets you, but that’s the way things are. I hope you won’t hold it against us and if Alec does get a deer, we’ll … umm… process it away from you. All right, my pretty little Consort?”
 
   “I’m sorry for reacting that way, you guys. I know it’s another one of those culture things. I know that a couple hundred years ago my ex-country folk used to do the same thing. Heck, there are still people that do it for the fun of it. I’m just behaving like a silly little girl. I love you two and am trying to fit in. I’ll try to help if you have to clean a deer, and I’ll try not to throw up, too.”
 
   I laughed. “If my help is gonna puke on me, I’ll manage alone. Now I have an important lesson that I heard every day from the time I was six until I left home. I have tossed sticks at all three of you ladies and they hit two of you. They were small sticks, so you didn’t notice, but here’s the lesson. If you’re going into an unknown situation, always be shielded.”
 
   The sisters stopped in their tracks and focused. They shook their heads, joined hands and grinned. I couldn’t see magic at all in any of my ladies, and it drove me a little nuts. I waited until they’d released each other, and then tossed my sticks again. This time they glanced off of shielded bodies.
 
   “Thank you, ladies; now I don’t have to worry about you if we get attacked by wolves or something out here.”
 
   Barb and Amanda walked backward until they were right beside me. Amanda looked at me questioningly. “Do you really think there could be wolves out here?”
 
   “Well, considering we’re not really sure where ‘here’ is, its better safe than sorry.”
 
   She nodded and we walked along for a while in silence. Then Amanda spoke up again, “If something like a wolf did attack us, would our shield stop them from hurting us.”
 
   I nodded. “Remember how impressed you were with the power of the energy bolts the girls were casting at the range?” She nodded. “Your shield should be able to stop something that powerful. A wolf, or a bear for that matter, wouldn’t have a chance. My father had a man with a sword hit him once, and it didn’t leave a scratch.”
 
   She still looked concerned. “But that was your magic, spirit magic. Who knows about mine and sis? It might not even stop spells.”
 
   I smiled to comfort her. “Are you shielded now?” She nodded and I fired a magic arrow at her leg. The spell was absorbed into her shield, and I was happy, for a moment.
 
   “What the hell are you doing, you frigging idiot! What if it hadn’t worked? You coulda killed me!”
 
   I laughed. “That was the about the weakest spell there is. If it had gone through your shield, it would have hurt, and I would have felt terrible. Your magic, my magic or Carol’s magic would have had you healed before you could call me an idiot. I’m sorry, please forgive me for alarming you.”
 
   “I’m sorry too, I know you’d never do anything to hurt me, when you’re thinking with your big head. It just startled me, but now I know it works and won’t whine about it.”
 
   I smiled and with an amused shake of my head, took the lead. Carol and the girls followed along, chatting about magic and trying simple spells. I knew that I’d have to spoil the fun when we got close to a city or a road with noisy, speeding cars. For now I just listened to the happy noises of a Stephenson wife with her Consorts.
 
   We continued on our eastward track until noon and the girls had me stop for lunch. I gathered firewood and the sisters started a fire that was almost a forest fire before they gained control of the magic again. It was quite a bit more powerful than they expected it to be. Which only excited them into wanting to learn more. 
 
   After we ate, we extinguished the fire and continued on. Four hours later, we broke free of the forest and ran across a road. The road curved almost due east, so I decided to follow it. Barbara tried to tell me that it wasn’t a road, but just a dusty trail in the middle of nowhere. But I could see wagon tracks, so I knew it was used on occasion. If nothing else, it would lead to a farm or ranch were we could ask directions. I had figured out that we were a long way from Vegas, but where, exactly, none of us could guess.
 
   We walked on until dusk and it was time to stop. We cleared the road, as was my habit, and made a camp site. Carol cast back to the forest with the girls in tow, and ported an old dead tree near our camp. She took the girls and instructed them on how to use their telekinetic skill to cut the tree into usable logs. The girls were slightly frustrated that they had to be hobbled to each other, but Carol reminded them that Davie said it was only temporary. As they became used to the skill, they worked opposite ends of the log and met in the middle. They piled it and floated it in a stack near the fire pit, set some to be burned and ignited it. The fire-starting went much more smoothly than it had at noon. They were learning control as rapidly as Carol had with her elemental magic, and it made me happy for them.
 
   I put up the large tent while they cooked. We wouldn’t need the little one, as far as I was concerned, but had brought it in case. They fixed a nice dinner but informed me that we’d only have enough rations for the next four or five days, unless we found a town or I went hunting for real.
 
   We ate, cleaned up and undressed for bed. Surrounded by soft skin and pretty eyes, I slept under our warmed dome shield like a baby.
 
   Bright and early the next morning, we rolled out. I packed up the bedrolls and sleeping bags that had been used for pillows. I’d just finished with the tent when breakfast was ready. We ate, cleaned up and hit the road once again. Just before noon, we encountered a traveler in a wagon, loaded with what appeared to be all of his belongings. 
 
   When he was within twenty yards, I hailed him. “Good noontide to you, sir. Could you tell us the name and distance to the next town?”
 
   He looked at us like we’d lost our minds. “Aye, the next town is Amiens, less than half a day ahead, but ya don’ wanna be goin’ in there. The town is done for. I don’t reckon Jesus his self could save ‘um now.”
 
   I wasn’t sure what he was telling me. “Done for, you say? How so?”
 
   “They all got the sickness. Ya know, the one that eats you alive and makes the black sores, what some call ‘buboes’. It’s the plague, son, and you’d do well to get your lady friends clear of it.”
 
   Amanda stepped forward. “Excuse me, mister, but we’ve been traveling a very long time. Could you remind me of the year?”
 
   He was sure we’d lost our minds now. “Perhaps y’all already have the sickness and that’s what wrong wit cha. It’s the year of our Lord thirteen hundred and forty-nine! Now it’s time for me to move along, and if you’re smart, y’all will do the same!” 
 
   The man passed us and Amanda dropped to her knees with her face in her hands. We all gathered around her, concerned and a bit frightened by her sobs. When Carol and Barb had comforted her enough, she took a deep breath and informed us of our plight.
 
   “The year the man told us was near the height of the Black Plague that we were talking about with the King at dinner! The town that he mentioned was practically annihilated. We can’t be here, Alec, we just can’t!”
 
   I nodded, agreeing wholeheartedly, “You’re right, of course. What I suggest is that we continue on to this town. Remember what you and my father were saying about saving people? Our magic will protect and cure us and our shields should help protect us, too. Then we’ll leave first thing tomorrow.”
 
   Carol shrugged. “I guess it is helping people that we set out to do. These certainly weren’t the people that we had in mind, but we might be able to help. But I want to know how we ended up in the past, and I want to get out of here shortly after sunrise.”
 
   I replied slowly, “I think I might know how were got here, and I’m afraid it’s all my fault. I listened to Amanda and Father talking about this time period in their history and about the plague. I even dreamed of giant fleas the last night before we left. The thoughts were still fresh in my mind when I cast for the circle and the magic must have been confused by them. That’s why we were taken so far out of Eredwynn and into the Elven Forest, where nature magic is the most powerful. It needed the boost to send us back in their time.”  
 
   Carol sighed and shook her head. “As we’ve been told and all have recently seen, accidents can and do happen with magic. We’ll just have to live with this one for a short time, until we can locate a ring out of here. I’m sure Amanda will agree, the sooner the better.”
 
   Amanda nodded her wholehearted agreement, and we continued on toward the suffering town of Amiens. An hour before dusk, we passed the sign announcing we’d arrived.
 
   As we walked into town, we could hear a hand bell ringing and a voice calling out. We couldn’t make out what the caller was saying, and so I made for his location. As we walked, I freed my enchanted dagger from my pack, and strapped it to my waist. I wasn’t sure what I was walking into and needed to refrain from using magic, if at all possible. 
 
   As we caught up with the caller, we could finally make out his cry of ‘bring out your dead!’ I looked at Amanda and she had tears streaming down her cheeks, as if living a nightmare. Barb and Carol were on either side of her for comfort and support. As we approached, men carried two bodies, wrapped in sheets, from the house they’d stopped in front of. They tossed them into the wagon as if they were tossing bags of flour. 
 
   The man with the bell noticed me and called, “Would ya happen to be lookin’ for work, lad? You look strong and healthy enough.”
 
   I shook my head. “No sir. We were just passing through and hadn’t planned on staying.”
 
   “Well, that’s a shame. It’s a fairly easy job and pays darn good too. Ya see, the way the boys and I figure it, the dead ain’t got no use for their gold and silver no more.” His boys showed up at the door with a couple of young girls, twins by the look of them, and shooed them down the stairs. The man sighed. “Now this part of the job I’ll never get used to.” He walked toward the girls, drawing his sword.
 
   I yelled, “HOLD! What are you intentions toward those girls?”
 
   He shrugged. “We just tossed their ma and pa in the wagon, so they ain’t got nobody. They’re starting to show signs of the sickness, so they’d join ‘um by week’s end anyway. It’s just a mercy killin’.”
 
   I shook my head and signaled Carol and the sisters to collect the girls. I walked close to the man and spoke quietly, “We’ll take them with us, feed and calm them. If they get to where they’re in pain, I’ll finish it myself.” I tapped the dagger on my hip meaningfully. 
 
   He nodded, accepting my plan. “Then you need to get them, your lady friends and yourself outta this town, afore y’all catch this for your own selves.”
 
   I gave a slight bow and signaled for my party to head back out the way we’d come in. I needed to get them out of there quickly, because the sisters were starting to flicker with blue flame and there were very noticeable sparks in Carol’s eyes. The man’s suggestion of a mercy killing had not gone over well with them at all. And the idea of killing two helpless ten year olds had almost caused another magical accident. One we could ill afford while we were looking for our route back home.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   A mile outside of town, we set up camp once again. Carol took care of firewood duty while Barb and Amanda made the girls comfortable. As soon as a dead tree appeared out of nowhere, the girls forgot about their aches and pains. They went to Carol and watched in fascination as she cut up the logs and prepared the campfire. She passed the magical chores off to the sisters, who lit the fire like old pros.
 
   One of the girls tugged at Carol’s dress. “Ma’am, are you a witch?” Amanda began shaking her head so hard I thought she’d hurt herself.
 
   Carol answered, “No sweetie, some call me a Sorceress, but you can just all me Carol. These young ladies are Barbara and Amanda, and this is my husband, Alec.”
 
   The girl curtsied slightly. “My name is Mary and this is my twin sister Martha. We’re ten and those men said our mom and dad died. What’s gonna happen to us now?”
 
   Carol looked at me pleadingly, causing my heart and resolve to melt simultaneously. I nodded and she smiled at the girls. “We could take you somewhere, if you have family that you could stay with.” The girls stared at the ground and shook their heads. “Or we could keep you with us and you could be part of our family.”
 
   The girls faces lit up though the pain and fever that was building. Martha smiled and asked, “We’re strangers to you; why would you just take us in?”
 
   Carol chuckled. “Because helping people that need help makes me feel good. And I think that if a person is able to help someone in need, they should.”
 
   Carol got food cooking and called the sisters and me to her. “The girls’ fever is getting worse as the evening approaches. They’ll have a miserable night and they don’t have to. Alec, do you think that our fire sorceresses have progressed enough to attempt healing? Their skill and healing should go hand in hand, I would guess.”
 
   I looked at girls and they were looking confident and hopeful. “If you two think that you can do it without hurting them, be my guest. You’ll need to learn sooner or later, and sooner works for me. But I do have one question: ‘fire sorceresses?’ Where did you pick that up?”
 
   She gave the three of us a sheepish look. “Davie said I was a sorceress because I used the magic of the air element. I figured that they use the magic of the fire element, and sorceress sounds nicer than ‘pyromancer’ to me. Besides, if we tell people who we are, they don’t want to be known as the pyromancer sisters! They could simply be sorceresses. If that’s wrong, I won’t use it again.”
 
   Amanda and Barb looked at me and all I could do was what felt right. “That makes perfect sense to me. So I’m traveling with three sorceresses. But I noticed that Amanda almost shook her head off when Mary asked if she was a witch. What was that about?”
 
   Amanda became serious very quickly, which got our attention. “In this time and place, if they even thought you had special powers like the four of us have, they would kill you. They were quite creative about the ways that they would kill anyone they suspected of ‘witchcraft’. Especially around anyone that had anything to do with ‘the church’.”
 
   I had no clue what she was talking about. “The church? What is that? Is it the government here or a powerful cult of some sort?”
 
   Amanda giggled. “Some would call it a cult. I haven’t heard of anything like it in Eredwynn, so it’s hard for me to compare it with something you’d understand. They worship invisible beings called God and Jesus. If you even suggest you don’t believe in them, they will have you tortured and killed. It’s all kinds of complicated and I can’t explain it all.”
 
   Carol nodded and I could tell she was thinking back. “So that’s why we hear you say, ‘oh my god’, and things like that. Are you from that same cult?”
 
   Barbara laughed. “Not exactly, it’s just that it’s all mixed up in our society, even in the time we came from. It’s become part of the language.”
 
   Amanda looked around, then looked back with a grin. We’ll go and heal our new girls. It looks like they’ve about finished cooking.”
 
   I looked toward the fire and saw that they had dishes laid out and were getting ready to start serving. Having them around might make things easier and they were very friendly. I hurt for them because they had just lost everything they knew and their family. I knew that there would be some long nights and plenty of tears as that sank in, but they’d be taken care of. Carol and the sisters were becoming attached very quickly. 
 
   I followed the ladies to the fire and sat out of the way, in a supervisory position. From the way that Carol’s magic had taught her, I felt that the fire element should be similar. They called the girls to them and explained what they were going to do.
 
   Amanda spoke very gently, “My sister and I would like to try to make you feel better. We’re not sure what will happen, but it will either be pretty or you might not see anything at all. We’re really new to doing this, but you shouldn’t worry. Carol and Alec are really good at it and can help if anything comes up.”
 
   Mary looked concerned. “You ain’t gonna be usin’ witchcraft on us, are ya? We dinna get takin’ in by some witch’s coven or somethin’, did we?”
 
   Amanda shook her head. “It’s true that we can do things that other people can’t, but that doesn’t make us witches. For one thing, witches are evil and mean creatures, right? And you don’t think that any of us are evil or mean, do you?”
 
   Martha shook her head. “She’s just being silly ‘cause the church said ya can’t let a witch live. You folks are too nice to have had anything to do with the Devil.”
 
   Barbara giggled. “I was sure we’d met the Devil once, but he just turned out to be a guy named Grady. Carol and Alec saved us from him and are teaching us to help people live better. So, are you two ready for this?”
 
   The twins nodded nervously, Carol and I paid more attention and the sisters took their hands. They joined hands themselves and began to focus. From the middle of their chests blue flames appeared and began traveling down their arms to the infected girls. They watched with wide-eyed fascination and fear as the flames touched their hands and caused a blue glow to spread up their arms and disappear under their clothing. The fear faded when the fire didn’t burn, and the glow brought titters of giddy happiness and awe as the fever left them. The black patches and swelling that was just beginning disappeared, and whole, healthy skin was left behind. 
 
   As the glow began to fade, the sisters opened their eyes and were met with two huge hugs from two very happy girls. The sisters told the twins that they were happy that they were able to help them. They turned and grinned at Carol and me, who were grinning back at them.
 
   Amanda suddenly got a strange look on her face and walked over to me. “Alec, the twins are speaking English! How can that be? That’s not the language that people spoke over here. In fact, the guy on the wagon and the caller in town were all speaking English.”
 
   I shrugged. “There must be some kind of magical influence at work that’s making us be able to communicate. In all my years of using magic, I’ve learned never to second guess it or think that I know it all. Davie always says that he could spend two lifetimes studying with the centaurs and not know everything they know about it.”
 
   She nodded, accepting my answer. I ate quickly and began setting up the tents. As I started to set up the second, smaller tent, Mary came over to me. “Sir, are Martha and I going to be sleeping in this small tent?”
 
   “I do believe that is the plan, hun. You don’t have to call me ‘sir’. I like to be called Alec by all my lady friends.”
 
   She giggled. “I ain’t a lady, and won’t even be a women for a few more years! But if you’d like to be called Alec, I’ll try to remember. The reason I was asking about the tent is we’d like it to be really close to yours, if ya don’t mind.”
 
   I smiled and put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll put it just as close as I can, but you don’t need to be afraid. Healing isn’t the only thing that the four of us can do. I’ll put up a protective shield over our camp that will keep out anything that might think that a girl would be a tasty snack. Just don’t leave the campsite without waking me; you might have some trouble getting back in! If nature calls, just say my name. I’m a very light sleeper.”
 
   She smiled happily and went back to the others. I finished my chores while they finished theirs. I unrolled and fluffed sleeping bags for the girls’ tent and laid our bedroll blankets out for ours. The sun had set and darkness had settled in by the time we had everything ready. The twins hugged everyone goodnight and crawled into their tent. Barbara went to the flap to assist with the sleeping bags, while Carol and Amanda settled into ours. When the girls were squared away, Barbara joined them and I crawled in after. We fell asleep quickly and I kept an ear open for my name.
 
    
 
   The next morning I awoke and began shuffling around in my pack. I wasn’t sure what food items were in what pack, but I was trying to estimate. I’d been taught as a youngster never to look in a lady’s things, so to get a good idea, I’d have to wait until they woke. Since we were going back to Eredwynn today, I wasn’t too worried.
 
   One thing that had flashed through my mind last night was the possibility that we would change the timeline of the realm if the twins went with us. I quickly put that to rest by determining that they, most likely, would have died if we hadn’t stepped in. So taking them with us to Eredwynn shouldn’t change a thing.
 
   Finally, my ladies woke and I waited outside the tent, getting a morning kiss as they came out. Our inventory showed, since we had two more mouths to feed, that we only had two or three days’ worth of rations. None of us thought too much about it and Barb was happy that Bambi’s mother was safe.
 
   Just before breakfast was ready, Carol roused the girls. They came out looking quite rumpled from sleeping in their clothes, but very happy to be healthy again. They certainly ate like healthy ten year olds and it made me feel good.
 
   Mary asked, “Where are we going today? We sure don’t want to go back to our home town. I think that everyone there is dead!” She then became somber. “Including Mom and Dad.”
 
   Martha put her arm around her sister. “We’re going to miss them, but they were sick and hurting before. Now they’re in heaven and not feeling pain.”
 
   Mary nodded and I looked confused. I started to ask about this ‘heaven’ place, but Amanda caught my eye and shook her head. I understood that it had something to do with the teachings of the cult. Now wasn’t the time to discuss that kind of thing with the girls, so I let it pass and answered Mary.
 
   “We’re hoping to go home today. I’ll have to use one of my special skills to find our path and then we’ll show you some more tricks. I doubt you’ll like them as much as the healing, but they’re pretty neat, too.”
 
   Carol spoke to everyone in her take-charge voice, “Let’s get these dishes cleaned up, the bedding packed and the tents down. We’ll get everything packed and ready to travel so when Alec finds a ring, we can go. I’ve seen enough of this place and we’ve saved two wonderful young ladies.”
 
   Mary cut in. “Carol…”
 
   I interrupted with, “They ain’t ladies, and they won’t even be women for a few years!” 
 
   Mary laughed. “You knew what I was gonna say. That’s kinda funny that you listened and remembered. Most adults don’t hear kids.”
 
   I smiled. “Mary, I always try to listen to someone that I like! I like you and your sister very much and am glad that we met you, and could help you. I know the situation could have been better, but we take what we get.”
 
   She smiled, nodded and jumped up to begin the packing chores. With six busy pairs of hands, the work went quickly. We were set to travel and I found a comfortable place to sit. Casting for the ring that had brought us here had taken a while. I didn’t want to fall over while I was looking for the route home.
 
   I asked the sorceresses if they would like to go on the casting trip and they all joined me. The twins didn’t know what was going on, but weren’t big fans of being very far away from us. They sat right in the middle of our circle and watched what we were doing. 
 
   We joined hands, I concentrated on Eredwynn, my time and place. I made very sure that there were no other stray thoughts and activated my remote viewing. My vision shot straight up for a mile and I was looking down on us and the campsite. I could see the town where we’d met the twins and the pyres burning all around it. I waited for the view to track on a ring or at least move! Usually it was skimming all over as it looked for my target, be it a swamp, forest or ring. This time, nothing happened. I checked my focus and direction, but still nothing. I changed what I was looking for to a forest and my vision darted off to the west. I had a mile high view of the forest we’d arrived in. I changed my search back to a ring portal to Eredwynn and my perspective darted back to the east and stopped directly above us once more. It didn’t zoom in like it would if we were sitting on a ring, it just stopped. I deactivated the spell and came back to myself.
 
   The magical members of my band were staring at me and they were all quite pale. I shook my head. “I don’t know, ladies. I saw no portal from here to Eredwynn. My spell was working properly, as you saw when we went to the forest. I don’t know how to get us home!”
 
   Their eyes glistened and the stress level grew. Finally, Carol took a deep breath, squared her shoulders and looked at us all. “Then we look every day until we find one. Until then, we can keep with ‘the wanderers’ program when lost, and travel east. We’ll have to hide our ‘special abilities’, because we’d hate for someone to mistake us for witches. We can heal ones and twos or maybe even small groups, as long as we’re careful. Alec, look every day! I’m already missing the castle.”
 
   Martha gasped, “Y’all lived in a castle? Are you the King and Queen?”
 
   Carol laughed. “Actually, I’m a princess and he’s a prince. His father is the King. These two are our Consorts; they are part of our family, too, and very special.” 
 
   Mary inquired, “Are we your Consorts, too? You said we could go with your family.”
 
   I chuckled softly. “Sweetheart, if you two were six or eight years older, I’d consider you for a position as Consorts. I was thinking that you’d be our ‘royal Wards’, if that would be all right.”
 
   Mary and Martha nodded happily, while my ladies giggled behind their hands. Barb leaned forward and whispered through her giggles, “Dirty old man, picking up ten year old Consorts!”
 
   I chuckled. “I said ‘Wards’. Besides, I can’t even get the Consorts I have alone, with this situation. I don’t need, or want, any more ladies in my bed and certainly not a ten year old!”
 
   She kissed me gently. “I was teasing you. I know you weren’t thinking anything like that. You even seemed a bit squeamish when you found out I was fifteen, and that’s well within the legal limit for a Consort.”
 
   “That is true, but you’ve changed my mind. You can change my mind some more when we get out of these tents and back into real beds again.”
 
   She nodded, we slung our packs and hit the road. We went way around the city of Amiens, found the road running east on the other side and trudged along.
 
   At noon we veered off the road a ways. Carol ported in enough wood to cook a meal and pulled me to the side, while the sisters cut wood and built a fire.
 
   “Alec, I hope you have a good trick for hunting because the larder’s becoming lean. I could shield the camp and you could port or fly to wherever. Just please hurry back, because I’ll be terrified the whole time you’re away.”
 
   I kissed her firmly and hugged her. “All right, my love. I do know a trick or two. I’ve been a wanderer for a while and done this before. Take care of my family and I’ll be back soon.”   
 
   I focused on a deer, as close as possible, that didn’t have a fawn. Orphans saddened me, human or animal. My vision was whipped northwest to a forest. I saw my target and scanned the area around it for people. Finding no one, I ported.
 
   I popped in thirty feet away and fired a heavy energy bolt, decapitating the creature before it knew I was there. I levitated it, field dressed it for travel and ported back to my family.
 
   Still levitating the carcass, I called, “Carol, how would you like me to butcher this?”
 
   She replied, “If you’ll finish skinning it and let me borrow your dagger, I’ll butcher it for us. I’ve had plenty of experience doing that on the farm. I’ll go get the others to lend a hand. I won’t insist that Barb help if she doesn’t want to. Oh, Barb has the twins and me calling Amanda, Mandy. It’s what she called her when they were little girls. She likes it, but didn’t use it in Vegas. That’s another reason to call her that; no bad memories attached.”
 
   I smiled, nodded and went to work on the skinning. It only took a few more cuts and a strong pull and the job was done.
 
   Carol came back over with Mandy and the twins. A slightly green Barb followed behind. Before I handed over my dagger, I gave Carol a tip.
 
   “My love, you know this is an enchanted dagger. I want to show you what it can do, so you’ll keep any body parts you’re attached to out of the way.” I took the dangling leg of the deer and without any effort cut through it, bones and all. Her eyes went wide and she nodded her understanding. She gingerly took the handle from me and went to work.
 
   The twins jumped right to work and took little direction, and Mandy caught on quickly and followed their example. Poor Barbara didn’t want to seem like she was lazy, but just couldn’t fight off her aversion to a dead animal carcass. She stayed back out of the way and watched.
 
   Holding my focus on the deer to keep it floating, I went to Barb. “Hun, if you could get out our plates, skillet and whatever else you can think of, we could stack the meat on them. Don’t feel bad about not being able to help with the butchering. It’s a nasty, messy job and I don’t blame you. You also need to smile! You have such a beautiful smile.”
 
   She forced herself to smile. “Thank you, Alec. If there’s a next time, maybe I can help. But if I get much closer than this, I’ll waste my lunch!”
 
   When Carol had finished, and we had meat stacked everywhere, I got ready for one of my special tricks. I wrapped steaks for tonight’s dinner so we could have fresh meat at least once. I got a large container of salt that I always carried in my pack and opened it. With the complete silence that surrounded me as the girls all watched, my concentration was clear. I floated all the meat into the air, sliced tiny groves in it and pelted it with high velocity salt. I then visualized removing the water from it and released my intent. The meat shrunk rapidly and uniformly, more quickly than a butcher could dream of doing. I sorted the dried meat into four flour bags that I always kept on hand and the chore was done.
 
   Carol, smiling and shaking her head, went out to bury the carcass. I knew that there were some things that could be done by magic that she hadn’t mastered and was still impressed to see them done.
 
   We packed up the camp and Carol used her magical cleaning spell, the one that I was impressed with, to clean everyone thoroughly. We hit the road again with food to last us many days.
 
   As we followed the road, we passed many small communities that treated us with suspicion and didn’t seem to want us near the villages. I couldn’t blame them, because the plague had caused fear and mistrust. The road began to track northeast and we followed, simply because we had no other way to go.
 
   We’d camp at night, wake, and pack and continue on. Every morning I’d look for a portal home but had no luck. When our food supply ran low, I’d go hunting. One of my hunting trips, I offered to take the twins. They said that they had some knowledge of local flora and could find us something other than meat. Personally, I thought that they just wanted to see what it was like to disappear and reappear in a different place. Carol thought it was a good idea and I was sure her motives were that I become attached to our Wards, as she and the sisters had.
 
   I gathered them to me and explained the sensation that they would feel when we ported. They each took a small bag for what they found and I cast for edibles. We also needed meat, but I could cast for that later. Their first jump might cause excitement when I needed quiet for the hunt. My hunts were hardly fair to the deer, but they were effective and kept my growing family fed.
 
   I focused and my vision raced off on my mission. It found a very pretty clearing surrounded by trees. I locked it in and gathered the twins into my port and cast.
 
   There were squeals of shock and delight as we arrived. I began looking around for anything that I could recognize and the girls took off. I called to them as they began their gathering. “I don’t want you to wander too far from me. We don’t know what’s around here and you should keep close. Find what you can and we’ll go hunting for meat afterward.”
 
   They nodded their understanding and began picking greens, digging for roots and watching their distance from me. They actually seemed to know what they were doing, which was a happy surprise. I located a willow tree and decided that tea with dinner would be a nice change from plain water. It would also help with the aches and pains that we were all starting to feel. The road had always been my life, but I’d never considered myself lost. The stress from this situation was wearing on even me. The sisters didn’t complain, but I knew it was getting to them, too.
 
   I was shoving a few handfuls of bark into my gathering bag when I heard the scream. I was instantly at attention, with my dagger out, and then kicked myself for allowing the girls to wander off unshielded. That was such a stupid rookie mistake, it proved the stress had me out of focus.
 
   I located them on the other side of the clearing and shielded them quickly. They were backing away from the edge of the woods and I could see the tremor of fear in their hands. A large wolf, focused in its hunting mode, appeared at the edge of the trees, moving slowly toward the girls. I altered my vision to look for life signs, knowing that wolves rarely hunted alone.
 
   Slinking through the grass of the clearing, well hidden and silent, were two more of the creatures. They had flanked the girls on both sides and while the one in front kept their attention, the ones on the sides were preparing to attack. 
 
   I began running across the clearing toward the girls and was within ten yards when the wolf closest to Mary lunged. It went airborne and was aiming for the girl’s throat when I caught it using telekinesis and held it. It was snarling and thrashing against my magic, but couldn’t break free. The one on Martha’s side saw that the odds had changed and made a break for it, but the one in front kept coming. I didn’t want to kill the creatures for doing what wild animals do, so I tossed him and his pack mate back to the trees. They quickly regained their feet and cleared the area.
 
   I took a knee and wrapped the girls in a hug. They were sobbing on my shoulders, but soon regained a bit of their composure. Mary looked me in the eye. “They were gonna eat us, weren’t they?”
 
   I nodded and told them gently, “They are just wild animals and they thought you were food. They didn’t know that you’re sweet young women and are under my protection.”
 
   Martha tightened her grip on me. “You saved us again and I’m very thankful, but why is my forehead pulled to the top of my head?”
 
   I laughed. “I put a shield around both of you so the wolves couldn’t get to you. That was just in case they charged before I got to you. It’s like the shield we have over our camp at night, just smaller.”
 
   They nodded their acceptance of my explanation, gathered their bags and came back to me. I offered to take them back to camp before my hunting trip, but they wouldn’t hear of it. Today they were getting to spend time with me, and they were going to make the most of it.
 
   I ported us to a deer, bagged and dressed it quickly, and returned us to camp. The second we arrived, the twins ran to Carol to tell all about our trip and the wolves. Carol was smiling at me as if I’d taken her own kids out on an exciting adventure. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   A couple days later we came to the city of Liege. The sickness had begun to take hold in this city, too, but they still had a physician trying to help. We found him by following a long line of sick and dying people. The man that was guarding the door to only let a few in at a time, allowed us in when he saw that we weren’t infected. My party waited for me just inside the door and I made my way up to the overworked, exhausted man. “Excuse me, sir, if I may have a word when you get a moment.”
 
   The man sighed deeply and turned to me. “This is amazing! A person who wants to see me that isn’t ill. How can I help you?”
 
   “My lady friends and I aren’t from around here and might be able to help you. We are skilled healers, but would have to work in private. I can tell that you’ll drop soon yourself if you don’t get some relief. May we help you?”
 
   “I’ll give you the chance to help and there are rooms near the back door that you can use. I’m trusting you not to hurt my people with your secret methods. Bring in your friends and we’ll set you up in the rooms.”
 
   I waved for everyone to come with us and followed the poor doctor back to four rooms in the back of the building. The back door was right by the farthest room, and that would be quite convenient for sending out healed patients.  
 
   Before we were sent patients, the doctor came to me. “Sir, it’s not that I don’t think that you have the best interests of my people at heart, but I don’t know you. I would like for you to allow me to sit in on a treatment session before I lie down for a bit.”
 
   I nodded hesitantly and informed him, “I want you to know that we don’t use witchcraft. We learned these skills far from here and hadn’t even heard of such a thing until we got here. Our abilities come from ourselves and not any evil force. I was told that a lot of the folks around here believe that anything they can’t understand is evil. I believe that you know helping people is a good thing.”
 
   The doctor nodded. “There are quite a few superstitious folk around, so if there is something odd about your treatment that they might see, you should blindfold them. I’ll examine your first patient and then, if all is well, I must rest.”
 
   I agreed and the doctor waved to a man by the door. He sent in a young man who was feverish and had pronounced swelling under his arms. The ill man, the doctor and I went into the first room. I had the young man sit in a chair and told him, “My name is Alec. I’m going to try a technique that is used often in my homeland. I’m certain that it will make you feel better, and hopefully will cure you completely.”
 
   The man gave a hopeful look. “God bless you, sir. I pray that your treatment will work.”
 
   I fought off a chuckle and stood behind the man. I put my hands on his shoulders and scanned him. He was burning up and had infection spreading through him at a rate I’d never encountered before. I let my magic flow, and watched as the swelling went down, sores healed and disappeared, and his temperature returned to normal. 
 
   When I released him, the man jumped to his feet and hugged me. Then remembering that I was a stranger, he released me and shook my hand. “Sir, you saved my life! How can I ever repay you?”
 
   I laughed. “You can repay us by letting people know that they can come for healing. Since we are using abilities that the folks here have never heard of, make sure that they know it isn’t anything evil. That would be payment enough.”
 
   The man nodded gleefully and we ushered him out the back door. The doctor caught my eye. “Are you angels? I’ve never seen anything like that before and know you can’t be demons.”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m just a man, and my companions are only women. Lovely women, but not angels or demons. So, do we have your blessing to heal your people? The sisters’ abilities are a bit more colorful and we’ll have to use blindfolds for them, but my wife and I can heal without them, as you saw.”
 
   He smiled tiredly and set up four rooms for us. I figured that we’d only need three, but the extra could be used if too many came back at once. The sisters took a room, Carol took one and so did I. The twins were given the job of escorting the people into a room when we needed one and out the back door when we were done.
 
   I signaled the man at the door to send in three people, and the girls guided them back. Everyone that came back for treatment was very cooperative and happy that someone was trying to help. The doctor laid on a cot in the corner and was asleep before we were done with our first patients. I asked the ladies to keep an eye on their magic. I assumed that I’d have to quit before the sisters, and Carol would be able to work as long as she was able, physically. 
 
   After our fifth or sixth group came through, an excited Barbara came to my room. “It finally clicked, Alec! Amanda and I can separate for healing! We haven’t been able to see if we can do other things yet, but healing’s a go!”
 
   I set up Barb in her own room and signaled for four. I told the sisters to call if they needed any backup or if they had any problems. I went back to work myself. By dusk we were exhausted, my magic was down quite a bit and we needed to stop.
 
   I went to the door and talked to the man there. “I don’t know how many we have waiting and don’t know how many we’ve had come through. All I know is the ladies and I need a break and will need to look for lodging. We can camp on the outskirts of town, if need be.”
 
   The man smiled. “I would never have believed that some of the illness I saw could be healed. We have an inn in town that would have rooms and food. I don’t know how much money you have, but if I need to, I’ll pay for it from my own pocket. Truly good people are hard to find.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. I’ll gather my party and then get directions.”
 
   “I’ll let the people out front know to return tomorrow, if you’ll be here. Then I’ll walk you to the inn myself to make sure you’re situated and have no problems.”
 
   I assured the man that we’d be back and went to round everyone up. We gathered our belongings and tiredly headed for the door. The doorman was waiting for us and guided us to an inn that wasn’t far from the doctor’s place.
 
   Our guide talked to the innkeeper and then asked me about money. I tossed a gold coin on the counter for the man to examine. He wasn’t familiar with the coinage, but the weight of the gold convinced him that it was worth the three rooms we’d requested, dinner and breakfast. 
 
   I thanked the man who had taken the time to get us squared away. He just smiled and nodded, then departed. We sat down to a nice meal, then made our way to the rooms. For the first time in what seemed like ages, I had my wife alone. We made love quietly, both too tired to get overly energetic. I took the boost to my magic that I’d need tomorrow, and a boost to our relationship.
 
   …
 
   We woke early, rousted the others and went down to breakfast. Dried venison is a very tasty and filling food, but for every meal, it gets old and boring. Having a hot porridge breakfast was nice for a change. We ate and I let the innkeeper know that we’d be back that evening. He’d heard about our work at the doctor’s and was pleased to have us return.
 
   We set up in our treatment rooms again and began our healing of the crowd. We only had one minor problem, when a farmer refused to allow Barbara to blindfold him. I had him come to my room and sent my patient to her. We took a short break at lunch when the wife of a man we’d healed showed up with a meal for us. We were grateful and all sat for our lunch break. Finally, and a bit reluctantly, we went back to work.
 
   After nearly three more hours had passed, the man at the door announced that there were no more people to send in. We were thrilled with the news. My magic was getting down to the level I wouldn’t be comfortable going below and the ladies were tired. 
 
   I called the doctor to me. “I believe that we’ve got things under control for the time being. I think we’ll stay at the inn for a few more days, at the very least. If people show up with the sickness, you could send them to us or send for us. As long as we’re here, we’ll be happy to help.”
 
   The doctor shook my hand. “I still believe that you’re angels, just as I suggested before. I thank God that you were sent to us.”
 
   I laughed. “I know I can’t change a man’s mind when he fully believes something, but the truth is very different. If you want to thank something for us being here, thank my lack of focus. We’re men and women, just like everyone else, and I hope that you’ll make sure the townsfolk know that. People sometimes do strange things when they start believing in things like angels.”
 
   The man chuckled. “I have to agree. I’ve seen some horrible things done in the name of God. Take care of yourself, Alec, and those lovely ladies, too.”
 
   We retired to the inn for some much needed rest. On occasion one of us would be called upon for healing, but the number of sick was becoming manageable. 
 
   At breakfast on our third day of rest, the twins were quiet. Since the twins were never quiet, it got everyone’s attention.
 
   I asked, “What’s the matter with my beautiful Wards this morning?”
 
   They both shrugged, then Mary answered, “It’s our birthday today. Mom and Dad would always have presents for us at breakfast. Our friends would come over and we’d have a good time. Now all of them are dead. It’s kinda hard to have a happy birthday with all of that in your head.”
 
   I leaned over and whispered to Carol, “How comfortable are you with a levitation bubble and tether? I bet if you took the birthday girls up to three thousand feet, so you couldn’t be spotted, they would consider that a good birthday gift.”
 
   She grinned and whispered back, “I could do that without any trouble at all. I could also port us out of town so we wouldn’t be seen. I heard that porting out to go flying can be fun, but we’ll keep our clothes on.”
 
   I laughed and turned back to the table. “Carol would like to take you two out scouting with her today. Amanda and Barbara, you could go, too, if you’d like. I’ll just sleep or wander the town while you’re gone. You could find out what abilities you can manage on your own without being connected. It might not be a party with presents, but I hope you all have a good time.”  
 
   After breakfast, the girls straightened their rooms so housekeeping wouldn’t be needed. They bundled up against the chill of the day and headed out to find a hidden place to port from. I walked over to the doctor’s to chat. I had something to say that he might be interested in knowing.
 
   He was sitting at his desk with no patients. He jumped up when I walked in. “It’s very good to see you again, Alec. You and your lady friends have saved many from certain death and this town will forever be in your debt.”
 
   I smiled. “I’m just glad we happened along and were received with kindness. Many would have run us off for even suggesting that we could do things that they hadn’t heard of before. Now that we’ve headed off the plague for this town, it’s time that we moved on. What towns do you think would accept our healing?”
 
   “Well, the rumor mill has heard that you’re heading east. The next large town that way would be Frankfort. I don’t believe that they are having the problems that we were and I’m not sure they know the meaning of ‘open minded.’ It’s a week away if you’re on foot. Close to a week past that would be the city of Nuremberg. I’ve heard that the folks there are friendly and would be open to your healing methods.”
 
   “Thank you for that information, sir. I believe that Nuremburg will be our destination. That is, unless my wife changes my plans. It was very nice to meet you and I hope that everything goes well for you in the future.”
 
   “I wish you the same, but I have something to say that you’d do well to heed. I watched all of you heal, even the sisters. The healing they used and the results that you and Carol produced were incredible! To me it looked like the healing work of angels. To the church it will look like you spared lives that God had chosen to take. I fear that they will brand you as devil worshipers and burn you at the stake. Be cautious if there are any clergy around, my friend.”
 
   I nodded somberly. “Thank you for the warning and I will take it to heart. My lady friend Amanda had warned me of that practice and we’ve tried to be careful. I just can’t find it in my heart to pass up people that are hurting. Thank you for everything and be well.”
 
   I left the building and headed back to the inn with a feeling of foreboding. When Mandy came back from their outing, I’d have to find out what ‘clergy’ meant. Right now a clergy person could be standing beside me and I wouldn’t even know.
 
   I located a general goods store and began restocking our traveling supplies. I picked up more salt, flour and other items that we’d need. I found a tailor that had boy’s trousers and tunics that I thought would fit the twins. Any alterations could be done by Carol. Her magical skills were invaluable to our little band and she was positively priceless to me.  
 
   At the stores and shops that I stopped in, the only problem I encountered was getting the proprietors to take payment. Everyone in town thought that my party’s healing was enough. I managed to talk them into taking gold, but only after convincing them that I’d feel better if they allowed me to pay.
 
   With everything gathered up, I returned to the inn and packed. I left the twins new outfits out so they wouldn’t have to wear dresses on the road, and then laid down to think.
 
   I felt that healing was something that we needed to do. The doctor’s warning worried me, because there were too many things I didn’t know. If the ‘church’ decided that we were demons or witches, would they come after us? If we tried to settle down until I found a way home, would we always have to watch our backs? How strong was this group and would they be able to bring men against us? I wasn’t afraid for us as much as I feared for anyone who helped us.
 
   I cast once again for a ring home, found nothing, and dozed off. The girls were gone until midafternoon and it was obvious to everyone in the inn that they’d had a good time. I was glad that we could give our girls a good birthday, and I was sure that they would have never expected to get a present like they got. Flying might be common in the twenty-first century, but in this time, it was unheard of.
 
    The sisters told me that they’d tried a lot of spells while they were out and could do them all solo. They felt that the magic held more secrets that they would be able to do only when linked, but they didn’t feel comfortable trying them. They weren’t sure how visible they would be, and they were as skittish as I was about getting labeled as witches.
 
   I pulled Amanda aside. “The doctor told me that we should be careful around ‘clergy’ and people working with the ‘church’. What are ‘clergy’ and how would I be able to spot them? For all I know, I could have healed a clergyman and not even known it.”
 
   She laughed. “I doubt that there are any clergy in town or we would have heard about it by now. In this time, they traveled a lot from town to town. I think they often wore long robes, and a long necklace with a cross on it would be a dead giveaway. I’m really sorry, Alec; I didn’t study much about the church from this time. I was more infatuated with the castles and that sort of thing. I really miss Wizard’s Castle and want to go home.” She laughed but I could see the tears fighting to rise. “I never thought I’d call a castle home, but that place is the closest thing to a home I’ve had in a very long time.”
 
   I hugged her and whispered, “I’m sorry I got us all stranded here. I promise to look daily until I get us home. I’m hoping that Father will know something has gone wrong when he doesn’t hear from me for a while. I don’t know what he could do, but Davie has many magical contacts. If we can’t help ourselves, maybe they can help us.”
 
   She nodded, a bit reassured, and we went to join the others. I heard about the wonderful gift that the twins had been given and they declared this the best birthday they’d ever had. Carol and the sisters practically glowed with happiness. After the report, I had Carol drift to go off with me.
 
   “It’s time to go.”
 
   She smiled. “Actually, you surprised me by staying as long as we did. You should know that your Wards fell in love with you when I told them that their gift was your idea.”
 
   I laughed. “That’s fine, there can never be too much love in the world. When we get back to our world and they get older, they’ll find men to love. Then they’ll realize that this old wanderer isn’t as wonderful as they think he is now.”
 
   Carol nodded playfully. “And if they don’t in a half dozen years, we can have Consorts instead of Wards.”
 
   I shook my head and winked. “If I help raise these young ones for that long, I don’t think that I’d be comfortable having them as Consorts. They could still be our Wards until they marry, but I doubt they’ll ever be Consorts.”
 
   She smiled and gave me that ‘we’ll see’ female look. She went back to the rest of the party and made the announcement. “Tomorrow morning we’re going back on the road. The people of this town have things under control now and should be healthy soon. There might be other places that need our help, but we’ll still have to be careful. So let’s get our packs checked so we can be ready to go early.”
 
   I took the twins upstairs and showed them the clothing that I’d gotten for them. They thought that dressing like boys was funny, but decided that it would be better than having cold wind up their dresses while walking. The clothes were a near fit and Carol helped out with a stitch here and there. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   I woke early, roused everyone and we prepared to travel once again. The innkeeper knew of my plans to leave and had breakfast waiting for us. We thankfully sat down for breakfast, thanked the innkeeper and his staff, and then hit the road.
 
   Our travel routine returned quickly and my heart was light. My little group had helped a couple hundred people at the very least. We’d rested, had hot meals and were on the road again. This was exactly what I’d wanted to do with my life, and I had people that were happy to do it with me.
 
   The only thing that bothered me was the doctor’s warning, and that became reinforced on our fourth day out from the city. As we were making camp one evening, a rider from Liege caught up with us. He hailed me by name and I went to meet him.
 
   He was road-weary, but wanted to talk before he’d join our fire. “Alec, if I may be so bold, the doctor sent me with news. He said that it was important that you know, so you’d be able to protect yourself and the ladies.”
 
   That got my attention, because no one threatens my family. “Thank you for bringing the message. What is it that the good doctor thought we needed to know?”
 
   Carol and the sisters gathered around while the twins started dinner. The man looked at all of us and spoke apologetically. “I was one that was healed by your wife.” He smiled and nodded at Carol. “I was talking to some friends that had also been healed and we were overheard by Father Francis. I hadn’t even heard that he’d returned to town, but thought no harm could come from telling him of you. Your skills were miracles and saved so many, I felt they must have come from God. He declared that healing like that without the sanction of the church must come from the devil. God had sent the plague to smite the wicked and he said you were interfering with God’s will. Father Francis has never been an open-minded man. The town was thrown into an uproar when he tried to gather men to hunt you down. None, other than his own men, would go with him. He has twenty men on horseback and they should be leaving in the morning to begin pursuit.”
 
   I nodded thoughtfully. “Thank you for your warning, sir. Stay the night with us. I’ll move the twins to the large tent with my wife and the sisters. You can have the smaller tent. The ground will be fine for me and we have gear that will keep me plenty warm. We use some of our other skills when we’re on the road and away from towns. Don’t be shocked by anything that you see and know we’d never hurt anyone that wasn’t trying to harm us. I’ll show you the boundary of our camp, because when you leave, you’ll need me to let you back in.”
 
   The man agreed and was understandably confused by a lot of what I’d told him. Sunset came and we’d not finished with moving the girls out of the little tent, so I had Carol use her light spell to illuminate the area. I’d never seen it before and she had been itching to try it since she’d dreamed about it. When a circle of light lit up an area twenty yards around us, the poor visitor fell to his knees.
 
   “Now I know that I’m in the company of angels.”
 
   I helped him up with a chuckle. “I call my wife my angel sometimes, but in reality, I’ve never seen an angel. I’ve traveled farther and seen things that you couldn’t even imagine, but no angels. We’re men and women with special skills, nothing more.”
 
   He joked nervously, “What do the twins do? Shoot fireballs from their fingertips?”
 
   I laughed, saying, “No, that would be the sisters.” I nodded to Amanda and Barbara. “I think you should let them fly about fifty yards and kill them. We don’t want people to come running.”
 
   The sisters grinned from ear to ear and counted down. They cast at the same time and small, white hot fireballs flew across the field. At fifty yards, they deactivated them and they faded into nothing.
 
   The man laughed very nervously. “That’s the last time I’m gonna make a sarcastic joke around you lot! You are very wonderful people and I owe you my life. Seeing the fireballs actually made me feel better, knowing that you can defend yourselves if necessary.”
 
   I sighed, then chuckled. “Those were our second weakest offensive talents. I hope we never have to use our strongest.”
 
   That night I slept by the fire with a heated dome shield over my campsite. My plan to get away from Father Francis was simple. We’d get up in the morning, I’d cast for a ring to Eredwynn and if I had no luck, I’d cast for Nuremberg and port us there. Since the town folk had been told we were heading for Frankfort, and the horses should catch us before we made it, perhaps he’d give up the chase. We had enjoyed ourselves helping the people and I knew that keeping the ladies busy would take the edge off the homesickness. I could have taken us into the hills, lived off the land and never been discovered, but they needed contact outside our little group. We’d go to Nuremberg and help. We’d deal with Father Francis if he came to us and protect the townspeople from him if needed. I slept restlessly and with one eye open.
 
    
 
   The next morning we woke early, stocked our messenger with supplies to get him home and said our goodbyes. I cast for an Eredwynn ring, and had no results. I went to the tents and got in the way while they were being packed up.
 
   When everything was packed, I let everyone know that we’d be porting to Nuremburg. I explained my reasoning and everyone agreed it was best to avoid a confrontation. I cast southeast of our location for the largest town I could find, located a likely suspect and ported us to a wooded area. It was near a lake, just southwest of the city. We got our bearings and turned into travelers once more.
 
   Two hours later, we arrived at the outskirts of the town. The town’s main entrances were guarded, but the guards only seemed interested in whether we had the sickness or not. I asked directions to the Mayor’s office and went through the town to the location I was given.
 
   The door had guards and I approached. “Good morning, gentlemen, we would like to see the Mayor, if possible. We’re travelers with healing skills and we might be able to help the sick in this town.”
 
   One of the guards nodded. “I’ll allow you in and the ladies can wait here. They’ll be kept safe. Perhaps you could show your skill to the Mayor himself. He is just coming down with the sickness. If you could prove your worth to him, I’m sure he’d set you up in business.”
 
   I nodded and thought to Carol and the sisters, “Keep the twins and yourselves shielded. This shouldn’t take too long and I’ll let you know if anything goes wrong. I love you all.”
 
   I nodded to the guard and he led me inside. He announced me as a healer and left me with the Mayor.
 
   I walked up and extended my hand. “Good morning, sir. I’m Alec Stephenson, a healer. I’m traveling with my wife and a couple other young ladies who are also skilled healers. We’ve taken in a couple of young girls who had lost their families to the plague. They assist us and help keep us organized.”
 
   The Mayor started to shake my hand, noticed a black spot on his right arm and withdrew it quickly. “Good morning, young man; I’d shake your hand, but our local physician died of the plague himself. I wouldn’t want to pass it to you. If you can do anything to ease the suffering of my people, I’ll do everything in my power to assist you.”
 
   I smiled. “We don’t know how long we’ll be in the area, but I know that my wife is starting to want a place that is more stable than the road. The young girls that we’re traveling with should have a roof over their heads more often. We never charge for our healing and that might make it harder on me to build a home for them. My wife is a country girl and grew up on a farm, so city life wouldn’t suit her. Perhaps you could assist us in getting some land, say southwest of town?”
 
   The Mayor chuckled. “I’m Mayor Michael Steube, but most just call me Mayor Michael. Talking about a roof and land might be getting ahead of ourselves. Perhaps you could give me some of your special potion or whatever it is you use to heal. If I’m convinced you’re the real thing and not just a charlatan with a good line, I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “That is certainly fair, sir and I do apologize for getting ahead of myself like that. It’s just that we came from Liege and the folks there fell in love with us. I was so sure that you would, too, that I spoke out of turn.”
 
   Michael laughed. “That’s okay, son. Young men often act in haste when the woman they love is involved. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll sample your wares and we can decide what they are worth.”
 
   I bowed slightly and offered my hand. “Simply take my hand and I’ll show you what we can do.”
 
   The Mayor took my hand and I could feel the fever just beginning. I scanned him quickly and saw the invading infection. I let my healing magic flow and watched as the man gasped at the disappearing spots of infected skin and the fever. When he was clean, I released him.
 
   The Mayor bowed low. “Sir, if you can do this for my people, you can have anything that you want. The plague has arrived here and it hurts my heart to turn the sick away at the gates. I have a place where you can work and the land you asked for will be granted to you. As my people are healed, we’ll work out an arrangement for you to have lumber to build that roof your wife is pining for.”
 
   He called for a guard. “Take this man and his companions to the physician’s building.” He turned back to me. “That building and everything in it can be considered yours, as long as you’re needed right here in town. It has multiple rooms for working, a waiting area and an apartment upstairs. I’ll expect you to take the Sabbath off, as we have a large Jewish population. You could work on your own place on the land that I’ll grant.”
 
   I thanked the Mayor and returned to the waiting ladies. A guard led us back the way we’d come to a large two story building. He opened the door and stood out of the way. I led my party inside and the guard closed the door with a nod. I explained what had happened.
 
   “When I got inside, I could see that the man had the first symptoms of the plague. We talked for a while and I healed him. Now this building and everything in it is ours. It belonged to the local physician, but he died recently. It’s supposed to have an apartment upstairs, but I don’t know how many rooms or anything. But this will be home for now, and we have the examination rooms and waiting area. We are once again in the healing business, for free.”
 
   Everyone laughed except for the twins, who took off for the stairs that led to the apartment. I knew that it would be well explored by the time we arrived. We looked in the small rooms downstairs and saw that everything was very clean. There was a long table and a couple of chairs in each one. It would be perfect for our style of healing, I just hoped that we could do a lot of good without drawing the attention of Father Francis or someone like him.
 
   We followed the twins upstairs to see what our newest temporary home looked like. It was a humble, but spacious apartment. It had a kitchen and dining area, with a modest living room. There were a couple chairs and a couch that looked threadbare but usable. There were two bedrooms with fair-sized beds, but it looked like I’d be sleeping on the floor. With all of our camping equipment and blankets, the floor would work fine for me.
 
   I suggested, “You adult ladies, Carol and the sisters, could sleep in one bed and that would leave the other room for the twins. I could make a pallet on the floor, as long as no one stepped on me. I suppose that we could leave our stuff up here and go announce to this huge city that we’re open for business. I honestly didn’t know this city was as large as it is when I decided to come here. But the five of you are strong women and I can just sit back and watch you work.”
 
   All five of the females in my group laughed and rolled their eyes. I stashed my pack, except for my dagger, since it was irreplaceable, and we went downstairs. I lit the candles in the room with a gesture and opened the door. The guard who had been sent to escort us here was still outside.
 
   He informed me, “I was assigned to the physician before his death. I feel that it’s only fitting that I resume my post. Do you have everything set up already?”
 
   “We have everything that we need at the moment except patients. How will we get word out that we’re here to help?”
 
   The guard laughed. “It’s as easy as this.” He called to a boy that was walking by. “Hey, boy! We have new doctors in town that are looking for people to set right. Do you know of anyone?” The guard turned back to me. “The word will spread faster than a royal proclamation. What would you have me do when the people begin arriving?”
 
   “Just keep our waiting room from getting overly crowded. The twins have practice at moving people to rooms for us and can take care of that. If you could keep the people orderly and quiet, that would be great.”
 
   He nodded and we moved back inside. Mary and Martha went about cleaning up and dusting furniture in the waiting area while we claimed our healing rooms. I knew that after our first healed patients reached the streets, people would begin coming in. 
 
   We didn’t have long to wait before the boy had people trickling our way. Very soon, after the first sick man with a child arrived and left, we were busy once again. Some weren’t happy with the idea of the blindfold, but we couldn’t figure out a way to turn off the blue glow that came from Amanda and Barbara when they were healing. I didn’t think that the populace would accept that display of power without causing some alarm, so they would send the problem person to Carol or me.
 
   As morning turned to mid-afternoon, I went out to check on the waiting people. We had five in the waiting area and only twenty or so left outside. I told the guard that we’d stop for the day when we’d finished those. He nodded and I returned to work.
 
   Finally, our last few healed and happy people were sent out the back door. My healers came out looking tired, but content. I walked to the front and was met by a gentleman. He looked heathy and I wasn’t sure what he could be there for, until I saw his long necklace with the cross Amanda had described. I sent everyone upstairs and turned to chat with the man.
 
   “Good afternoon, sir. We’re just closing up, but if you’re in need of healing, I’d be happy to help.”
 
   He smiled a friendly smile. “No, my son, I’m not here for healing. I’m Father Blaine; I’m attached to the local monastery here in Nuremberg. I heard that there was a man and some women working as doctors here. I also heard that you were preforming miracle cures! Now, anything that would be called a miracle would be of interest to the church, of course.”
 
   I gave my most harmless smile. “What we do isn’t miraculous, it’s just different from what most people around here are used to. I’m sure you can tell that we’re not from around here, and we learned these skills in my home country. We just couldn’t bring ourselves to pass up people in need.”
 
   “I’ve also heard that you’re healing Jews, too.”
 
   I chuckled. “Sir, I couldn’t tell a Jew from a member of your church if they were standing side by side. If there is a sick man, woman or child in front of me, that is who I’d help. I was raised to believe that people are people, and what they believe makes no difference to me.”
 
   “Hmm… interesting thinking, and not at all common. Personally, I agree with you, but I fear that there will be some that won’t approve of your methods, or the people you heal. I’m sure that our wandering priest, Father Francis, will see things differently. He’s quite set in his ways. But since I’m not, and I see no claim of miracles, you have my blessing to continue with your good works. Bless you, my son. Rest well and welcome to our fair city.”
 
   I let the man out, locking the door behind him. At the top of the stairs, I almost knocked the girls over where they were listening at the door.
 
   Carol looked concerned. “That Father Francis comes here, too? That means that we’ll be running again soon.”
 
   I shook my head. “If we can prove to these people that we’re not doing anything that could be considered evil, they should be able to convince him. We can’t spend all our time here running. We have to accept that this place and time may be our new home. Someday we’ll have children, and a life on the run is not the legacy that I want to leave for them.”
 
   It was silent for a moment, then Barbara asked, “When you say that we’ll have children, you mean you and Carol, right?”
 
   I nodded. “Of course I plan on having children with my wife. I’d love to have children with my Consorts also, if they wanted them. I thought that you’d learned all about that at the knee of the great Queen Isabel!”
 
   Amanda laughed. “We did, and we met all your aunts and siblings, too. It had never really clicked that you’d be the father of our children. We know that you’re the kind of guy that would always be there for his kids. That’s something that is pretty rare in the world we came from. Personally, I’d love for you to be my baby’s daddy.”
 
   Barb nodded. “Me, too.”
 
   Carol was a bit confused, but that still happened when we talked to the sisters. “Me, too, I think. Then we’re going to make a stand here? Blaine talked like he was running a fairly large operation. He might have men working for him, soldiers even, and they could run us out of town.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “The sisters’ powers have advanced by leaps and bounds, just as yours did. I’m sure that they are able to do things that would make soldiers stop and think. I’ve seen your impressive displays and I’d stop and think twice before crossing you. With you three and my parlor tricks, we don’t have to run.”
 
   Mary sighed. “And Martha and I will just stay out of the way.”
 
   I took a knee and hugged them both to me. “No army can move without support. You two have already taken it upon yourselves to cook for us and clean, whenever we’ve had floors. You ladies are a very important part of our group, and I don’t want you to forget it!”
 
   They gazed at me with adoring eyes, and I looked at Carol. She was staring back at me with that ‘I told you so’ look that I’d expected to see. I winked and shook my head. She just shrugged and began cleaning and folding clothes out of a pack.
 
   I stood up and continued, “Let’s not borrow trouble from tomorrow, all right? We don’t know if or when Father Francis will show up, so we’ll heal like we have been and cross bridges as we come to them.”
 
   As everyone nodded, there was a knock on the door downstairs. I shielded and went to answer it. A young man was there with some rolled up parchment. “Sir, the Mayor told me to inform you that he’d heard reports of your accomplishments. He has deeded you land and said that if you have trouble locating it or reading the measurements, to let someone in his office know. He’ll send them with you to find it. The land in question is supposed to be staked out, but it might not be clear. I was supposed to remind you that, even if you’re good Catholics, he’d like you to observe the Sabbath. It will help keep peace in the Jewish quarter.”
 
   I thanked the lad, took the parchment and dropped a couple silver coins in his hand. I didn’t know if he could use our money, but it felt right to give him something. It also reminded me that in Vegas our first stop had been to get local money. With all the confusion we’d had here, we hadn’t made time for that task.
 
   I locked the door and went back upstairs. I laid out the parchment on the table and looked it over. Since I’d always planned to be a wanderer, map reading was something that I’d studied extensively. I skimmed over the document and grinned from ear to ear.
 
   Carol and the sisters watched my reaction curiously, so I explained, “I asked the Mayor for land to build a house for you ladies and myself. I guess that he was so impressed by what I did for him and what we’ve all done for everyone, that he granted us this!” I tapped the map. “This grants us a full forty acres southeast of town. I asked for that area because it’s in the direction of that lake we saw when we were coming into town. It’s big enough for your castle, Amanda, but since I’m not my mother, we’ll have to think a bit smaller.” 
 
   The girls hugged me in turn and Carol helped pry the twins off of me. We each went about our business getting ready for nightfall. I laid out a pallet in the corner of the bedroom. The sisters soaked both beds in blue, fireless flames and declared them pest free. Carol and the twins began our first hot meal in our newest home.
 
   After dinner, Carol and the sisters tucked in the twins, who complained that it wasn’t necessary. After all, they were ladies now and not children. They still got tucked in anyway, then Carol and the sisters got comfortable on the bed in our room. I tucked myself into my bedding, waved out lights and listened to the inevitable whispers coming from the bed.
 
   Soon, Amanda came over to the corner. “Alec, I’d … how does it go … like to come to your bed tonight. I think that’s right.”
 
   I laughed softly. “Forget the formal phrasing, miss. Lay by me and we can discuss how hard things have been while I’ve been waiting to get you almost alone.”
 
   We made love as quietly as we could, which isn’t to say that the other two ladies in the room didn’t get a bit of an earful. We all slept better that night than we had in a week. Either making love, the turn of events, or a combination of both gave me a brighter outlook.
 
   …
 
   The next morning, we woke early for breakfast. The twins were happy to be back in dresses, now that they would be dealing with the public. I was informed that, while boy’s clothes were fine for on the road, a lady in public had to dress nicely. I started to wonder if my pronouncing those two ladies hadn’t been a mistake. Carol thought it was very amusing, while the sisters seemed to playfully encourage the eleven year olds’ crushes.
 
   We went downstairs and got situated for the day. I unlocked the door and saw that a line was just beginning to form. It was getting quite cold outside, so we brought as many as we could into the waiting area. The large waiting area contained everyone that had been waiting and I went back to my work room. The twins took over and began sending people back. I let the twins know that they should send the most ill people to Carol. Her magic would hold up better under the strain. Then the day became a blur. We stopped for a quick lunch and learned that we had almost caught up.
 
   After lunch, we cleared the waiting area and then just had to deal with a trickle. As folks came in, Carol would take them back, heal them and send them out the back. We were all tired, but Carol most of all. By the time the sun was beginning to set and people cleared the streets, all she wanted to do was lie down.
 
   We all jumped in and took care of dinner. After we ate, I asked if the ladies would like to go out to our land, and see what we had. The sisters and the twins were game, but Carol said that she was going to call it an early night. I kissed her, double checked the locks upstairs and down, then we ported out of town. We wandered the area until we found the stakes that marked our new home site. I considered for a moment raising walls and a floor the way my mother did. Considering the level of my magic, I decided against it.
 
   We made plans to build at the back of the property, so we could plant fields between us and the city. We’d be quite close to the lake and I knew that my air sorceress would be able to supply water any time our crops needed it. I found myself wishing that Raven was with us. She could recharge my magic and we could have a nice home overnight. That would really give the local people something to talk about! I had to stop thinking like I was in Eredwynn, and remember that everything we did with magic would be treated with suspicion.
 
   We returned to our quarters and turned in. Barbara joined me with no formality, but the warning that I shouldn’t plan on sleeping much. She had been missing being with me, too, and planned to make up for it. Luckily for me, she’d underestimated how tired she was, and we all called it an early night.
 
   …
 
   The next morning we were supposed to keep our shop closed, so we went back out to our place. Someone had been there, either after we had been or very early in the morning. A wagon, loaded to the breaking point, was parked near where we’d decided to build. It was full of cut lumber, nails and carpentry tools. I didn’t know who our benefactor was, but they must have been watching us last night. It was the only way someone would know exactly where we were wanting to build.
 
   I had Carol, who was fully rested and happy with the land, bring in a fog bank to block us from the city. With that in place, we could work like we would in Eredwynn, without prying eyes. 
 
   The twins, who were still getting used to magic, stayed out of the way as we floated loads of boards and other items into position. There was no need for the hammers and saws, but it was nice that someone had thought to include them.
 
   We paced out where we wanted the foundation and I raised the rock from the earth to provide it. From there, it was just a matter of framing the building out and putting a roof on it. Before nightfall we had the exterior done. If we stayed as busy for the next week as we had the past couple days, it might be next Sabbath before we could do the inside walls and furniture. Amanda let me know that the Jewish rule forbade any work of any kind on the Sabbath. She said that we’d need to be careful, if we weren’t wanting to upset any of the population.
 
   At nightfall, Carol let the fog disperse and we returned to our apartment. We rested up that night in preparation for the coming week. We all loved helping people, but our first couple days here had been trying. We didn’t exactly dread starting again the following day, but we did hope things would slow down.
 
   And we got our wish. The next day after breakfast, I went down and opened the doors. There were only a handful of people waiting and I ushered them in to get warm. The ladies set up quickly and we had an empty waiting area in no time. It was nice to see the room empty while we were open for business. People trickled in throughout the day and were helped quickly. 
 
   At lunch, fresh bread was brought to us by a baker’s wife. She was a sweet middle-aged lady who fussed over the twins, telling them all about when her children were their age. The bread and rolls she brought were gratefully accepted and she rolled her eyes like a teen when I offered to pay for them.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Winter rolled in and I was very pleasantly surprised by the mildness of the weather. It was almost warm compared to a winter in Eredwynn. The temperature here often got above freezing during the day, and was not terribly cold at night. The people of Nuremberg loved us and we were given donations often. We still worked for free, but wouldn’t turn away a coin or two if the folks could afford it. I’d managed to find a gold buyer who happily purchased twenty gold coins from us. I had to believe that he gave a fair price, because Carol could detect no attempt at falsehood from him.
 
   Our shop was only open two days a week, in town, anyway. If word came that we were needed for a house call or a sick individual showed up at our door, we were always happy to help. We worked the shop in shifts, with either Carol or me always there. We didn’t want the sisters to run into a problem with the blindfolds, which they still used, without one of us there as backup. 
 
   Our house was a home and we loved it there. I was surprised at myself; I hadn’t felt any wanderlust in a very long time. I still got up every morning and cast for Eredwynn, as I’d promised, but I had finally decided that we were home. Carol magically plowed the fields that we’d decided to plant, a little at a time. I’d go into town and borrow a team of horses, plow and harrow. Then, that night, Carol would plow up what she figured could be done in a day. Her focus and intent were perfect when it came to working the land. She’d seen it done the hard way often enough in her life that she knew exactly what it was supposed to look like.
 
   The sisters no longer needed to be close to each other to do anything that they wanted to. They still claimed that the magic had shown them things that they could do together, but they weren’t things that they needed around the house. They described those skills as extremely powerful and destructive. Having seen the incredible destructive power of elemental magic before, I just took them at their word and didn’t ask for a demonstration.
 
   …
 
   After a relaxing and uneventful winter, spring arrived. With it came a slight upswing in the number of plague cases that we had to deal with. It wasn’t very bad and never made us work like we had when we’d first arrived. It seemed as though we had accomplished our goal of saving a town and the surrounding area. I wondered how that would affect the timeline, but I wasn’t too concerned. I was willing to accept a ripple in the timeline, if that was what I had to trade for all the lives we’d saved.
 
   One afternoon of what I’d learned was ‘Sunday’, or ‘dies Solis’ to the priest, Father Blaine, our friendly baker’s wife showed up as usual. Usually there was a spring in her step and a smile on her face as she came up our walk. Today she walked quickly, watching behind her all the way. She waved Carol and me inside and gave us news.
 
   “Father Francis returned at the end of the week. He had mass this morning, after finding out that you had been here. Father Blaine tried to explain that you’d worked with his blessing, but he wouldn’t hear it. He announced that you were working with the devil and should be destroyed! He decreed that anyone having anything to do with you or helping you should be burned for aiding witches! I know that you’re wonderful people and wouldn’t have contact with any evil forces. I had to come and warn you, regardless of the consequences.”
 
   I sighed sadly. “We’ve been afraid that this would happen. What kind of organization would not want people healed? Why would healing come from some evil force? All we’ve done is been kind and helpful and now this man shows up. He’s not only threating me and mine, but our friends, too. We have to think of a plan to change his mind, because this is our home until we can find a way back to Eredwynn. We don’t know if or when that will happen, so I’ll take any ideas that anyone has.”
 
   The silence was deafening and finally the baker lady spoke, “I have to return and hope that I wasn’t spotted coming here. I’ll try to come back when I can.”
 
   I shook my head. “Thank you for everything and thank you for your warning. As much as we love having the fresh bread, we can’t allow you and your husband to be put in danger.”
 
   She hugged all the girls while tears flowed from them all. I was angry, and I didn’t do angry well. That was another trait that I’d inherited from my father.
 
   We walked with her all the way to the edge of our property and watched as she walked the short way to the city gate. Before she made it inside, there was a yell and men on horseback, wearing tabards with red crosses, surrounded her. She was grabbed and dragged into the city! 
 
   I looked around at my family. “I’m saving her. You can go back to the house, or join me.”
 
   Barbara snorted. “You say some of the dumbest things sometimes! Let’s go!”
 
   I ported the group just outside the gate and we followed the horsemen in. They made straight for the square near the monastery. They had been expecting to catch someone that was helping us, by the looks of things. A pole had been set up, complete with shackles. Wood was piled around it and there were torches burning, waiting to set the pyre ablaze. We mingled with the crowd that was friendly with us and helped keep us hidden. The woman was dragged to the pole, fastened to it and the wood was set on fire.
 
   I prepared to port her out, when the sisters broke cover and ran straight into the flames! They shielded the helpless, frantic woman, freed her from the shackles with a thought, and led her out of the fire. Men with swords and tabards, identifying them as Father Francis’ men, charged toward them.
 
   I moved them away from my Consorts as gently as I could, considering the circumstances. My telekinesis slapped them backward and tumbled them a few yards. I thought to the sisters, “Take her to the house as soon as you can get out of sight. We’ll meet you there.” 
 
   They nodded and moved close to a pair of buildings, slipped between them and ported home. The men then zeroed in on Carol, the twins and me. We held hands and moved back into the crowd. When we got to the back edge, I pulled us inside a shop, made sure it was empty and ported us back home, too.
 
   The woman was hysterical, and understandably so. She had been set to burn, saw the sisters walk into a fire that wouldn’t hurt them and then was back at our house in a blink. It was almost too much for her mind to take.
 
   When the girls had her calmed, she exclaimed, “They’ll be after my husband next. They’ll know that he had sent the bread they saw me bring.”
 
   I nodded. “We can bring him here the same way we brought you. You’ll have to calm him, because it will scare him worse than it did you. Carol, can you find him?”
 
   She nodded, with a steely look on her face. “He’s in his shop. They are there now trying to break in. He’s trying to hide behind some bags of flour in his storeroom.”
 
   The woman looked at Carol with rapt amazement. “There was a new shipment of flour and it is stacked in the storeroom. If you can save him, please bring him to me!”
 
   Carol glanced at me and I nodded. She ported the baker in beside his wife. He was startled; he jumped and his eyes darted around. His wife went to him and hugged him.
 
   She gasped, “I don’t know how they did it or who they really are, but they saved us both! Carol, are you really angels? That has been the rumor, but if you are, then why would the Father want to run you off?”
 
   Carol smiled and shook her head. “You’ve heard us say it before. We’re not angels or anything other than people. If you ask me, and you sorta did, the Father wants to be in control. Anyone else that does anything, good or evil, without his approval, is a target. He’s just abusing his authority and too many are letting him.”
 
    The baker, who had calmed down quickly after his surprise porting, nodded. “I have to agree, young lady. But now I have to decide what my wife and I are to do. If we could get to Frankfort, we have family there. All of our money is in our home in a box on our bedroom dresser. It won’t do us much good there; the Father will claim everything they find when they search the place.”
 
   Carol asked, “Is it an ornate wooden box?”
 
   The baker nodded. “Yes, it is. How could you know that?”
 
   Carol didn’t answer, but ported the box to the table in front of the couple. They were startled, but flipped open the lid and saw that it was indeed their money box. The baker looked up and smiled. “If you are just people, like you say, you’re people with very unusual talents. Do your special talents have a way for us to escape your home and get to Frankfort? I’m sure that the Father is having your place watched. I wouldn’t be surprised if you weren’t attacked soon. He’ll know who you are and where you live by now.”
 
   Carol smiled sweetly. “I can send you to Frankfort the same way I brought you here. Not even the powerful Father Francis can stop us from doing that. You needn’t worry about us, either. We’ve been gentle with this situation until now. You see, now my husband is angry, and it will be all I can do to prevent bloodshed. I’ll send you whenever you’re ready to go.”
 
   The baker stood and shook my hand. “Go easy, son. I don’t blame you for being upset, but anger causes mistakes.” He and his wife hugged the girls and they were ready to go. Carol paused for a moment to locate the large city and then set them down, out of sight, near the main gate.
 
   Carol sighed and tears started streaming. “I really loved that woman, and now she is on the run because of us.”
 
   I shook my head slowly. “She is on the run because of Father Francis. We’ve done nothing wrong and he is the one that labeled her a criminal for associating with us. Now I just have to figure out a way to stop him, so he will let us live in peace. It wouldn’t be fair of me to drag you all away onto the road again. You’ve wandered enough lately and we’ve just gotten the fields plowed. Unless we can find a way back to Eredwynn, this will be our home, Father or no Father.”
 
   The thunder of hoofs down the path that led to our home interrupted my declaration of war. I nodded to Carol and stated, “Dome shield the house, my love.” Then I turned to the sisters. “Shield yourselves and the twins. We should go see who’s coming for a visit. Everyone follow my lead and don’t kill unless there is no other way.”
 
   We went out and stood in front of our home to watch the riders approach. Carol pointed to the flower beds she’d dug by the front walk. “The dome shield is just past that point. I didn’t want soldiers walking there. I just softened that soil for flowers yesterday.”
 
   We all laughed and I kissed her gently, “Only my little farmer girl would be worried about her flowers at a time like this.” She just smiled and turned back to the arriving horsemen.
 
   They wheeled to a halt twenty yards out and the priest called out, “So we finally have you cornered! And it’s about time, too. Step out here, warlock, and bring the witches with you.”
 
   I replied, “I prefer and have always been called a ‘wizard’. The ladies prefer the term ‘sorceress’. But you may call us what you will. To what do we owe the honor of your visit this evening, sir priest?”
 
   “Whatever you choose to be called doesn’t change that you’re all spawn of Satan and will burn. It’s a shame that those lovely young girls got caught up with your corruption. Come here, girls, and your lives will be spared.”
 
   Years of being taught to obey clergy started the girls’ feet moving. Love for the family stopped them quickly. The angry priest yelled, “So they have you enthralled, do they? We will break their grip on you when we free you. Soldiers, advance, but be careful not to harm the young ones. They might be saved, after cleansing.”
 
   We stood and watched calmly while the men dismounted and formed ranks. They drew their swords and began marching toward us. Even the twins just smiled sweetly. They’d been around our magic long enough now, and they knew nothing was getting through our shields. I couldn’t help but think that this priest would give his left hand for twenty pounds of the metal buried beneath the swamps, north of Eredwynn.
 
   We waited as they closed on us, and the twins were fighting hard against giggles as the soldiers approached Carol’s flower beds. Finally Martha couldn’t resist. “Gentlemen! You oughta stop there, ‘cause if you step in Carol’s flower beds, she’ll be quite upset!”
 
   I suppose that upsetting Carol was something that the men actually thought they wanted to do. They sped up and altered their course slightly to make sure they trampled the freshly excavated soil. Two feet before the crime could be committed, they ran face first, at a pretty good speed, into Carol’s dome shield.
 
   The impact rang helmets and broke a few noses. I turned to the sisters. “Why did you run into the fire like that? I was scared to death that I was going to watch you burn, too!”
 
   They started laughing. Partly due to my question, and partly due to my timing. Barbara replied, “We can’t get burned! Didn’t we tell you that? If not, I’m sorry, but you know now, just in case this jackass tries tying us to a post. The only one allowed to tie us up would… never mind, the twins are too interested in our conversation.” She winked slyly.
 
   Carol rolled her eyes, of course. I turned back to the very one-sided fight. “Father, as you can see, your men can’t get to us. We really would like to end this peacefully. What could we do to prove to you that we’re just people with special skills, and not evil witches in league with the devil?”
 
   “Recite the Lord’s Prayer, warlock.”
 
   I laughed. “I’ve never even heard the poem you’re wanting me to recite. How would that prove anything?”
 
   “Can any of you recite it?”
 
   The twins both nodded and raised their hands.
 
   The priest smiled evilly. “I was sure that you two could, but the witches that are holding you can’t. That should prove to you that they are what I claim, and you should come to me.”
 
   Mary spoke loudly, “Or it could mean that they come from a different country, and never learned it like we had to. We know them, Father, and they saved us from the plague. They are really good people and they aren’t witches!”
 
   Next it was Mandy’s turn to talk to the priest and confuse us. She called out, “The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and a little child shall lead them.” She looked around at us, and we were all staring. She grinned. “I went to Sunday school a few times!”
 
   “This isn’t over, warlock; I’ll be back.”
 
   I sighed. “Yeah, I didn’t think it would be that easy. My name is Alec, by the way. When you do return, please don’t force me into using violence. My patience is growing thin, but I have a strong aversion to the taking of human life.”
 
   As his men were mounting up, he had to throw out one more jab. “I’ve already decided that the young ones are innocent victims in all this. I just have to decide about you, your wife and the whores that are with you.
 
   Before I could register what he’d said, the sisters had joined hands. Just outside our dome shield, an enormous wall of fire, sixty feet wide and thirty feet tall, sprang to life. It moved toward the priest and his squad at a good pace. Horses and men screamed as they wheeled and charged toward town. When they’d cleared our property and were back on the road, the fire died.
 
   I slowly turned and looked at the sisters. Barbara just shrugged. “He called us whores, Alec! My sis and I didn’t like that word back when we were… working girls.”
 
   I chuckled. “I guess they got the point that we were holding back. I suppose that was one of those abilities that you thought you could do but would have to be joined?”
 
   Amanda nodded. “And it worked exactly the way we thought it would. Just so you’ll know, we were in control of its speed and direction. We didn’t try to kill anyone.”
 
   “Actually, that is comforting. Now, if Carol thinks that she can hold the dome overnight, we should get some sleep. I think that for the next few days, at least, things will be pretty stressful.”
 
   Carol nodded, we got ready for bed and she joined me in our bed. Her efforts to work out the stress of the day made me wonder if I’d need a healer in the morning, but I didn’t complain.
 
   We woke the next morning and went through our normal routine. We made beds, had breakfast and went out into the morning sun. The sisters spread their arms in the sunlight, replacing the energy they’d used in yesterday’s demonstration. 
 
   I looked down the new road that ran through our property to the main road. A dozen of Father Francis’ soldiers were stationed there to prevent access to our home. I could only hope that the plague in the area had run its course, and that we wouldn’t be desperately needed. If people died due to our besiegement, it would be on the priest’s head, but would anger me more than I already was.
 
   Carol came outside carrying small bags filled with seeds and bulbs. She smiled at me. “If life is to go on until this priest accepts us or goes away, I need to get my flowers planted. With the soldiers on our road, I don’t know how we’ll plant the fields. I’m trying my best to keep a brave face for the twins, but I’m starting to worry.”
 
   I hugged her. “They can think that they have us trapped, but we know better. We can always port to a different town, and we have plenty of local money now. We can buy supplies and I can go hunting. We have our home, people we love and won’t want for anything.”
 
   “I know, but I already miss the freedom to walk through the city any time I want to. We don’t have any contact with the folks we met over the winter and I don’t like the trapped feeling. I heard once that ‘a gilded cage is still a cage’. I didn’t know what it meant at the time, but now I believe I do.”
 
   I sighed. “Things will work themselves out, and if they don’t by summer, we’ll leave. I hoped that I could give you and the other girls a home until we found our way back to Eredwynn. That simple goal isn’t working as I’d planned. This is worse than our two or three day jaunt to Vegas and back. It didn’t turn out as planned, either, but we got the twins. At least some good has come from my screw-up.”
 
   Carol smacked me on the arm, hard! “Your ‘screw-up’ has saved the lives of hundreds of people. You’ve changed two cities for the better and you’ve shown five ladies how wonderful you really are. I don’t want you blaming yourself or thinking that you’ve caused us hardship.”
 
   I bowed my head. “Yes ma’am. It’s just sometimes I think…”
 
   “Well, quit!” She knelt and began planting her flowers.
 
   I smiled and walked away. I knew that any argument I could come up with, I would lose. I wandered around the side of the house and into our back yard. I looked back over the lake and saw three small boats being rowed rapidly toward shore.
 
   I thought back to the ladies, “We have people showing up by water. Come to the back of the house so we can investigate. Carol, you might have to open a door in the shielding back here.”
 
   I received acknowledgement from the sorceresses and walked past the shield to meet the boats. As I got close, I could see that some of the people in the crafts were ill. I ran forward and healed the ones that were having trouble making it out of the boats. 
 
   As they unloaded, a large man approached me. “Sir, you must be the most difficult physician in the country to get to! We would have been here three days ago, but were turned away by the guards at your gate. We were told that you were a wizard and in the service of the devil. Now tell me, can that make a lick of sense? Why would the devil want people to be well and healthy?”
 
   I laughed loudly and patted the man on the back. “Sir, if you can explain it to me so I can understand, then why can’t Father Francis? So our healing methods can’t be easily explained by him; would that make them evil? I think not.”
 
   The girls had all reached us by the time everyone was unloaded. The sisters healed right out in the open, and no one seemed to mind the glow. Before the boats had dripped dry, everyone was healed, happy and ready to be on their way. 
 
   Carol came over to the healthy man and me. “Alec, I can get them back across the lake more quickly if they’ll allow me to ride with them. I’m sure that you and the sisters will be able to protect the house while I’m gone.”
 
   The man from the boat questioned her, “Are you an expert in boats, miss?”
 
   Carol laughed. “Actually, I’ve never been in one in my life, but I think that if I go, the wind will be in our favor.”
 
   I nodded to the man. “At this point, you can call it god, the devil or magic. I don’t care, because of the way that a man who is supposed to serve a caring god is keeping people from healing. If Carol says that the wind will be with you on your trip home, rest assured, it will be. If you’re in a hurry to get to the other side of the lake, you might want to hold on.”
 
   The man shrugged. “His actions don’t seem like the actions of a man of God. It’s more like a man with a vendetta. You folks, on the other hand, seem to be caring people. This is a strange world we live in!”
 
   I chuckled and whispered under my breath, “You can say that again.”
 
   Carol loaded up with the now happy and heathy people. We gently shoved the boats out into the water and men with oars turned the boats to the south. Instantly a steady wind began, propelling the three craft back the way they’d come. We all waved and went back to the house to guard it and await Carol’s return. We were all a bit nervous, since this was the first time one of our group had been this far from the rest of us. I felt sorry for anyone who tried to take advantage of the situation and grab her.
 
   A couple hours, which seemed like weeks, later Carol ported back in, smiling happily. “Those were some wonderful people. They said that they are going to… whatever that town was that has the priest’s boss. They are going to let him know about our problem and maybe we can go back to work!”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   Two weeks passed without anything more than the threat of the soldiers on our road. We had a nice system of porting out whenever we needed supplies from a local town, to go hunting or gathering. There was no lack for food and Carol could provide all the water we needed with a simple spell she’d learned. We had just had a wonderful lunch when there was a call from the front of the house.
 
   “Wizard! Come out and talk. I know you all must be starving by now. At least send out the little girls. I can’t believe you’ve stood by this long, watching them starve. We’ll clean them up, feed them and make sure that they are taken care of at the abbey,” rang Father Francis’ voice.
 
   I called Mary and Martha to me. “Girls, I won’t hold you against your will. You can choose to go with him if you want, or stay here with us. You know we’ve all fallen in love with you and would hate to see you go, but the choice is yours.”
 
   They whispered to each other for a moment, then Mary looked at me and smiled. “A while back, when the baker’s wife was grabbed, we heard Barbara tell you, ‘You say some of the dumbest things sometimes.’ Now you’ve done it again, by even suggesting that we might wanna go with that evil man, and leave our family!”
 
   I laughed. “What can I say; I’m just a lowly male, after all. You should go outside, let him see how clean and heathy the two of you beautiful ladies are, and maybe he’ll go away. Just don’t get too close to the shield. If one of them were to manage to grab you, it would be a race to see who took him out first!”
 
   They smiled, walked out the door and toward the priest and his waiting men. Father Francis spoke kindly, “Come along, girls. This is for the best. You are good, righteous young ladies, and shouldn’t be mixed up with the likes of the wizard and his sorceresses.”
 
   Martha spoke just as kindly, “Father, Alec, Carol and the sisters took us in when we were strangers. They fed us and clothed us and treated us as family. We worked with them in two different towns, healing the sick. There is not an evil bone in their bodies. The sooner you accept that, the better off everyone will be!”
 
   I heard the ladies behind me whispering and I knew that someone was coming up with a plan. Appealing to this man’s good nature wouldn’t get us very far. I didn’t think he had one to appeal to, but credited Martha for trying.
 
   The priest hadn’t heard what he wanted and growled, “If they have you so ensnared that you’ll defend them like that, there will be nothing we can do but purify you by pain. Maybe you’ll be allowed into heaven when your time on the rack is through.”
 
   Barbara yelled loudly and pointed down our walkway. “A pillar of fire by night and a pillar of cloud by day! I think that means that we’re being guided and blessed. Maybe not by the church, but who has more authority than someone who can do that?”
 
   I looked where she was pointing and so did everyone else in the area. A huge flamestrike pillar and a huge, well-formed pillar of cloud was on either side of our walk, near the main road.
 
   There was instant chaos as the soldiers dropped their weapons, bowed to us and backed away. The ‘signs’ were allowed to fade out and the men hot-footed it back to town. They left behind one angry and confused priest.
 
   He yelled after his men, “It’s a witch’s trick! Don’t be fooled into believing God is with these people! They healed people that God had marked to die, without permission from the church. They are guilty of defying the church’s wishes.”
 
   I called to him softly, “Father Francis, do you believe that everyone who was infected by this plague deserved to die?”
 
   The man’s hard face crumbled. “My son died while I had you confined here. There were many that said you could heal him, if I would just swallow my pride. Now my granddaughter, the same age as the twins, is ill. I may lose her next, but how am I to ask forgiveness and request help from people I’ve treated so badly?”
 
   Mary suggested, “My mom always said to say ‘please’!”
 
   We all laughed and the Father sighed and nodded. “Alec, would you please forgive me and come see if you can help my little Thea? No tricks, no subterfuge, just a grandfather asking for help.”
 
   Amanda asked, “How can a priest have kids? I didn’t think that you were supposed to marry.”
 
   Father Francis answered, “You are from another land, aren’t you? In the eleven hundreds priests couldn’t marry, but we have been doing it for the last hundred and fifty years or so. Can priests not marry where you come from?”
 
   Amanda shrugged. “I don’t know for sure; I guess I never paid that much attention.”
 
   I turned to my ladies. “I’m going to go with him. I’ll be shielded and we can keep in touch with telepathy if we need to. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”
 
   I walked out of the shielded area and to the priest. “All right, Father, show me where we’re going.”
 
   We walked in silence all the way to town. As we went through the gates, heads began to turn. People were gathering and asking with subtle signals if I needed help. I waved them away gently, but they continued to follow us. By the time we got to the house he was taking me to, we had gathered quite a crowd. He opened the door and ushered me inside.
 
   “Alec, she’s right back here. Her governess is sitting with her, at the moment. Will you be doing any rituals or incantations that you don’t want me to see?”
 
   I laughed. “You still think that I practice witchcraft and you brought me here anyway? I welcome you back in her room the whole time. Then you’ll see that our abilities aren’t from an evil source, but are something that many from my home country can do.”
 
   We entered her room and Father Francis dismissed the governess. He shut the door behind her and began playing with some beads on a string. I walked to the bedside of the barely conscious girl, took her hand and whispered, “I’m here to try to make you feel better. Just relax and breathe normally.”
 
   I scanned her quickly and saw that she was in a very advanced stage of the plague. For a moment, I was angry with the hardheaded priest, but I needed to heal. I focused and let the magic flow. The skin and blood were easy, but the organs were almost all damaged in some way. She was the hardest patient to heal that I’d had since we started in the healing business.
 
   Finally, I was done. A rosy, natural color returned to her cheeks and her breathing was normal. She relaxed into a deep, restful sleep. I turned and faced the worried grandfather. “She’ll be fine now. Just make sure she gets plenty of clean water and rest. She’ll be up and bothering her grandfather in no time at all.”
 
   Father Francis shook my hand. “After all the harm and trouble that I’ve caused for you and your family, you still were willing to assist me. You may or may not be angels, but you all are still very good people. I’ll call off the blockade to your home, and recant my position about you, at tomorrow’s mass. You’re free to come and go as you will, and can resume your work at the physician’s office that you were using before our trouble started.”
 
   I smiled at him. “Thank you for looking past your pride, even if it was just to save this girl. A life saved makes my family and I feel better. Since Mary and Martha don’t know anyone their age here, perhaps you can introduce them to my latest patient. I know they’d be thrilled to meet her. Now that my work is done, I’ll be going. Take care of yourself, Father.”
 
   He bowed slightly and was going to the girl’s bedside by the time I made it out the door. Once outside, I contacted the ladies. “That young girl I healed was a tough one. A day or two longer and we wouldn’t have had her to heal the breach between us and the church. We now have permission to work in our office again. I’m on my way home and will be there shortly.”
 
   I announced to the waiting throng that we’d cleared up our differences with the church and would be open for business once again on the day after Sunday. I’d never bothered to learn the days of the week; someday I’d be back in Eredwynn and they wouldn’t matter to me, anyway. The crowd cheered and I got a lot of pats on the back; they were followed by strange looks as they patted my shield. I was happy that things were going to be normal again, but not quite comfortable enough to lose the shield yet.
 
   Things finally returned to normal after Father Francis’ recanting. We were welcomed back to the city like returning heroes. Our donation box seemed to fill even if we had slow days, as the town’s people showed their gratitude.
 
   One afternoon while Amanda and I were covering the office, Father Francis and Thea showed up.
 
   I welcomed them warmly. The Father informed me, “Alec, you’ve seen my granddaughter before, but have never really met her. She insisted that she come by and thank you for helping her, in person.”
 
   I bowed slightly and she curtsied sweetly. “Sir, I was sure that I was going to die. Grandfather said that you saved me and pulled me from the brink. I owe you my life.”
 
   I smiled. “Young lady, I have never been able to pass up someone in need, regardless of my situation. I’m glad your grandfather allowed me to help you.”
 
   Father Francis smiled, then sighed. “I have heard rumors that others in the church have heard of what you’ve done for the two towns you worked in. There is a man, and I shouldn’t say this, because he is my superior, but he’s an evil man. I believe that he is the one who has been sent to investigate. I know I treated you badly, but that was nothing compared to what he would do if he shows up. He always gets a confession, and the ways that they are extracted, I won’t mention in front of Thea.”
 
   I nodded my understanding. “When should we be on the lookout for this fellow?”
 
   The priest shrugged. “That is the problem, I don’t even know for sure if he is coming, or where he’d be coming from. I just wanted you to be on the lookout and you should protect those ladies by any means necessary. I’ve seen some of what you’re capable of and know exactly what I’m suggesting.”
 
   “No, sir, I don’t think that you do, but I’ll take your advice. If you hear anything before we walk into a trap, I hope you’ll let us know. Thank you for the warning and since you’re here, there is something that I’d like to ask of you. We’ve been working on getting home for a very long time now. I won’t bore you with the details, but someday we may just be gone. When that time comes, could you see to it that anything of value we leave is given to the poor? That includes our house, as well.
 
   “You and the ladies will just disappear?”
 
   “That’s the way it will seem, when the time comes. I’ve worked on it for a few months now without success and I don’t know when, or if, it will happen. I just wanted our wishes to be known.”
 
   He nodded and shook my hand. “I’ll see to it, Alec. We will all miss you and your family when you’re taken back to wherever you’ll be going. But we’ll certainly have stories to tell!”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Two weeks later, on another work day, I woke after having a very vivid dream. I got up and dressed for the day, then dragged our packs out and loaded them with all the things we’d brought from Eredwynn. I knew that the gold coins shouldn’t be left, even though some of them had helped us quite a bit. I doubted that they would do anything strange to this time, if they were found floating around cities. If they were found in our home, after all the strange things that people had seen, who knows what kinds of myths would spring up around them. I could just imagine them being labeled the currency of ‘heaven’, or some such nonsense. 
 
   My dagger was always on my hip, so I wouldn’t leave that. I went back to my room and sat on my bed. I relaxed and looked for a ring to Eredwynn, as I did every day. My vision shot straight into the air above the house and froze, as always. Then I was startled by a sudden dip toward the house. I was looking at an area near Carol’s flowerbeds on the east side of the house. There was nothing there to be seen, but it made my need to be ready stronger.
 
   The rest of the household woke and prepared breakfast. I asked Carol, “Have you been planning on doing anything in your flowerbeds?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, they are doing fine and should be blooming soon. I’m looking forward to that. Barbara, Mary and I are going to the office today. You three might work on cultivating the vegetables a bit. There isn’t that much to do there, but it’s better to catch it before the weeds move in.”
 
   I smiled. “All right, farmer lady. I’ll pull up a chair out near the garden and make sure that Martha and Mandy do what they’re supposed to do.”
 
   Martha laughed. “There are two of us and only one of you. We’ll sit, you work!”
 
   Carol shook her head and laughed. “I suggest all three of you work, and you can fight about it while it’s getting done! If you don’t, I may have to send you to your rooms and punish you.”
 
   Amanda winked at me. “She isn’t very good at motivation, is she? I said that I don’t swing that way often, back when we met. Maybe for Carol’s punishment, I might have to change my mind!”
 
   Carol rolled her eyes, took Mary and Barbara by the hand, and headed out the door. “I need to get you two out of here before you’re completely corrupted by these people.”
 
   I laughed. “Goodbye, ladies; I love you. Have a good day and call if you need us for anything.”
 
   We watched them walk down the path that led out to the main road. As soon as they were off our property, the gates of the city burst open. Men on horseback, led by a man dressed in red with a blue cape, charged toward my ladies. They quickly circled them and began to close in.
 
   I thought in quick panic, “Wrap up Mary and port home. I don’t care what they see. Just get out of there!”
 
   There was momentary confusion when the girls disappeared, but the men regrouped and started toward the house. Since they proceeded slowly, they must have heard the stories of our shield.
 
   Unexpectedly, there was another thought in my head, “Alec! Are you here?”
 
   I replied, “Davie? Is that really you? Where are you?”
 
   ”I’m beside a house. You feel close, look around.”
 
   I stuck my head around the eastern wall of our house and saw Davie’s head sticking through a bright, white gate portal. I turned to the girls and yelled, “Grab the packs by the door! Time to go!”
 
   The ladies reacted instantly, ran to the house and with the packs in tow, ran to me. I ushered them around the corner of the house where Davie was waiting. He directed them through the gate, then he followed, with me right behind him. I got through just in time for the screams. Mary and Martha were curled into balls on the ground, staring at the sky and screaming.
 
   A loud, coarse chuckle explained the panicking. “Alec, sometimes your wandering causes you more trouble than it’s worth. This time it caused me trouble, too!” The snakelike lisp gave away the speaker.
 
   I grinned. “King Niruth, you said that I was welcome any time. You didn’t say what route I had to take to get here. This time I took the long way around! As much as I’d love to win another argument with you, I have young ladies that need calming.”
 
   He gave a deep, rumbling laugh. “I’ll help any way I can.”
 
   I knelt down and coaxed Mary and Martha to their feet. “Look at me, only me. You knew that we were from a different place, and now we’re home. This dragon is King Niruth and is a very good friend of the family. I’m sure that he played a hand in getting us home. You don’t have to be afraid. The other dragon, well, I don’t know her, but if Niruth trusts her, than so do I. Just say ‘hi’ and remember, he is the King in this country.”
 
   Niruth laid his head on his forearms, which made him appear smaller and less threatening. The girls, standing practically on top of me, turned to face him, then curtsied as one. Mary took a deep breath. “Nice to meet you, sir. I’m sorry about our screaming, but we didn’t expect to see you when we got here.” 
 
   Niruth avoided smiling; his smiles were anything but comforting. He spoke softly, “It is nice to meet you young ladies. This beautiful dragon beside me is my mate, Tessith. I’m sorry that the first representative of our world that you met was the wandering, lost all the time Alec. I’m sure that Davie will help you learn that staying home, except for educational reasons or to visit me, is preferable.”
 
   Martha stepped forward, irritated by the dragon’s playful jabs at me. “Alec is a wonderful man. If he hadn’t been wandering, he wouldn’t have found us, and we wouldn’t be alive today! His wandering also saved Barbara and Amanda!”
 
   Niruth laughed. “You have spirit, young lady! Perhaps you’d like to stay with me and keep an old dragon company? Or have you sworn to Alec?”
 
   Martha stepped back beside me and took my hand. “I haven’t sworn anything to anyone, but I’d prefer to stay with Alec, if it’s all the same to you.”
 
   Niruth chuckled and turned to me. “It took the mage, Tessith and myself everything we had to locate you and make that gate. I know you’ll do what you feel you need to do, but I would advise against using Fairy Rings in the future. If the truth be told, I had my doubts about ever getting you back. We’ve been searching different timelines and following leads for months now. We’d open a gate, Davie would call and we’d move on.”
 
   I nodded humbly. “Thank you, sir. I have given up the Fairy Ring travel, for good. You three saved us from a full-on assault by people who think you should have their blessing before you help someone. That didn’t sit well with me, and I made some waves.”
 
    Niruth rolled his enormous eyes. “No surprise there.”
 
   I laughed. “Now let me introduce Mary and Martha. They are twins from earth’s fourteenth century. Amanda and Barbara, my Consorts from earth’s twenty-first century and my wife Carol, from here and now.”
 
   Niruth nodded to each girl as she was introduced, then turned back to me. “Two Consorts, a wife and two pretty young ladies to take care of. I think you might have found what you’ve been looking for all this time. Maybe now the wanderer can settle down.”
 
   I smiled happily. “I hate to do this, but I agree with you, dragon. I believe that I have found everything I needed.”
 
   He looked at our group again and sighed. “When your pretty wife tells you her secret, it will just reinforce your desire to be a homebody.”
 
   I looked at Carol, who was beginning to blush. She smiled shyly and told me, “I think that you weren’t as faithful with your spells as you thought. Now that you’ve said you’re going to be staying home more, I feel better about this. We can change your name from Alec the Wanderer to Alec the Daddy!”
 
   While I was stunned, the girls reacted with the squealing girl thing. Niruth nudged me with his nose and winked. “You better bring that young one out to meet the old dragon when it’s old enough.”
 
   I nodded. “You know I will. I couldn’t think of a better friend to have.”
 
   Davie cleared his throat. “Niruth, Tessith, our family is once again in your debt. Thank you for all your help, but I believe that the country of Eredwynn would like to know that their lost son and daughters have been recovered.”
 
   Niruth nodded his massive head. “Try to keep him out of trouble, Mage. I know that’s a tall order, even for you. But do the best you can. Farewell, ladies, and know that you are welcome in my country any time.”
 
   The ladies in my party curtsied and we were in the courtyard of Wizard’s Castle. Davie led the way into that castle, while Mary and Martha followed in awed silence. We were led to the herald, who had tears in his eyes when he saw us. Davie whispered for a moment and we waited to be announced.
 
   The courtroom cleared and the herald announced, “We have a large group to see you, Your Majesties. We have his Highness Davie the Mage. We also have Prince Alec, Princess Caroline and their Consorts. They’ve also brought two Wards to meet you.” He turned and waved us inside.
 
   Father was off the dais and almost tackled me in his zeal to welcome me home. Queen Isabel did almost the same with Carol, then turned and hugged Barbara and Amanda.
 
   I turned to Mary and Martha, who were hiding behind us. “Father, these beautiful, young ladies are our Wards. We rescued them from a city that had been destroyed by the plague of your ‘middle ages’.
 
   Father nodded to the girls. “It is nice to meet you. If there is anything that you want or need, be sure to tell someone. Wards of my son will be considered as family and you shouldn’t want for anything.” The girls curtsied, then nervously slid over to hide behind me again.
 
   Father laughed. “Didn’t you tell them you were royalty? It seems that you boys like to spring that on people.”
 
   I shook my head. “We did tell them, Father. I’m just not sure it dawned on them. They’ve always known us as physicians and farmers. What I’d like to know is how Davie found us, in all the times and places we could have ended up.”
 
   Father nodded and explained, “As Amanda knows, I’ve always been a middle ages student myself. I’d read everything that I could get my hands on about it. Then one day after you’d gone to what we thought was Vegas, my memories changed. I could remember reading something, but it would feel like two memories of the same thing. I know that sounds strange, but I’ll give you a couple examples. I remembered reading about the city of Liege being totally lost to the plague. But I also remembered that it was mostly spared. I could remember reading about the horrors that Nuremberg faced, and how it was wiped off the map. Strangely, I could also remember that Nuremberg and the surrounding area was hardly touched. I knew that something had to be changing that timeline, so I had Davie concentrate on that area in that time. I gather, since you said you’d saved your Wards from the plague, that I was right.”
 
   I nodded. “Amazing. We worked in Liege when we first arrived in that time and learned what was going on. Then a priest got on our tail and we retreated to Nuremberg. That is where we were living when Davie caught up with us. He had perfect timing, too. We’d just been tracked down by another member of the church that I’d been told would torture confessions out of us. He was charging toward our house, dressed in red with his blue cape flying.”
 
   Father laughed. “You did stir up a hornet’s nest if you got a Cardinal involved. I’m glad you’re home and you should wait here. A runner has been sent for your mother. I think she has something that she wants to talk to you about. She’s been waiting months and never gave up hope that you’d return safely.
 
   As if summoned, my mother burst into the courtroom. People jumped out of her path as she made a beeline to me. I stooped so she could hug me, then she stepped back. “Son, I think that I’ve been tolerant to a fault. But enough is enough. No more realm jumping, wandering in jungles or swamps for days on end or just forgetting to check in with your mother. I won’t hear any argument.”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, Mother.”
 
   “I don’t want to hear your excuses… what?”
 
   “I agree, Mother. I’ve found what I was looking for and I don’t feel the urge to travel. I’d like you to meet our Wards, Mary and Martha. We found them and they need a stable home. Besides, with Carol expecting, I’ll need a nursery soon, too.”
 
   I was forgotten. Mother hugged the girls and welcomed them to the family, then went to Carol. It was the first time in ages that I’d seen tears in my tough mother’s eyes. They talked in whispers for a while and then my mother turned to my father. “Since their gift has been waiting for months, I think they should be shown. Would you and Isa like to go, too?”
 
   Father smiled and nodded. “I think we would, now that I know he’ll appreciate it more.” He signaled the herald that he’d be out of the courtroom and we all stood in the center of the room. Father nodded to Davie and we were standing on a fresh road that had recently been made by wagons to a construction site.
 
   Construction had ended and my mother’s touch was obvious in all the stonework. A ten foot tall wall boxed off a courtyard with empty shops built, but unused, lining the inside of the wall. A stone walk led through the courtyard, ending at the steps of a gorgeous, three-story keep.
 
   My parents turned to me and my mother announced, “Welcome to your new home, son. It should have enough room for all the grandchildren you’ll give me. There is room for expansion and if a village or town springs up, you’ll have shops already built to help support it. I wish Raven was here, but she’s been staying home a lot lately. She put in as many hours as I did on this project, so thank her when you see her.
 
   Carol hugged her. “Thank you, Mother. I can’t think of a better present to come back to. Now we really have come home.”
 
   We went inside and the layout on the bottom floor was like Valeview. It had offices but no courtroom. I was told that I was the Lord of the province, but most things were handled on a local level. The keep was located exactly in the center of Eredwynn, so I could wander anywhere in the country and be the same distance from home.
 
   We had some staff, a few maids, kitchen help, and the like, but not many had been hired, because of the situation. We were shown the vault and found bags containing one half million in gold and one and a half million in platinum, the same gift that had been given to my brothers on their wedding days. Carol was beside herself with the home, the staff, and the money and repeated ‘thank you’ over and over.
 
   On the second floor there were ten empty rooms, for whatever we found to do with them. But the third floor was where Mother and some of the other ladies of the family had put in their time.
 
   The master apartment looked exactly like the one in Wizard’s Castle. It opened into a huge living area, with the bedroom doors off to the right side. Mother took Carol’s arm and led her to the left side and opened the door. 
 
   Mother smiled and stated, “I didn’t know when you’d need this, but I hoped you’d talk that son of mine into having children someday.” She showed her that she’d put in a nursery, complete with several cribs and beds that would work for children until they needed their own rooms. Our Consorts and Wards were taken back out to the stairs, and then led past the stairwell to rooms that were built on the front wall of the keep. Each room was outfitted with the double king sized beds that we all loved so much. The rooms had windows that overlooked the courtyard. 
 
   Mary and Martha were ecstatic. They’d never had their own rooms before and couldn’t wait to get moved in. We left them with Barbara and Amanda to move their pitiful belongings in and get settled.
 
   We went back to the apartment. I just shook my head. “Mother, Father, everyone… I don’t know what to say! Thank you just doesn’t seem to do it justice.”
 
   My mother smiled, while blinking rapidly to hold back tears. “Son, that’s all we wanted to hear. We’re all so glad that you’re home, safe and sound, and have found what you needed to find. We love you and now we’ll prove it, by leaving you to get settled in. I’ll be back to help the girls all get the things I know you wouldn’t have even thought to get for them. Perhaps I’ll bring Aunt Alba, if she’s not still scared of you.”
 
   There were hugs all around again and then the flash of the Mage porting everyone away.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Over the next year we settled into our new home. Carol built a huge one hundred sixty acre farm near the keep, complete with housing for farmhands. Amanda and Barbra, even though they said that they hadn’t had an extensive education in their world, knew more than most of us. The science that they considered basic was often new to our world, so they started a school. Education was offered to anyone that was interested, males and females alike. 
 
   Mary and Martha were educated there and by Isabel. Aunt Isa was thrilled to have girls their age to train in manners and etiquette. Father taught the girls mechanics and plumbing, much to the dismay of Isa, Chloe and Alba. Fathers reasoning was, women in our culture had been held to certain roles for long enough.
 
   I spent a lot of time laying on the roof of the keep at night. I’d stare at the stars and wonder if there was something out there. After having seen what I had in the other realm, I didn’t doubt that ours and that one could be the only possibilities. Maybe someday I’d figure out a way to wander to the stars and find out, but I wouldn’t mention thoughts like that to Carol!
 
   Carol gave birth to a bouncing baby boy. We named him Michael after the mayor of the town that had treated us so kindly. I could tell by the number of people that were in and out of the castle on the day he was born, he’d be quite spoiled. I did my fair share of spoiling too, I’ll admit.
 
   In their roles as Sorceresses, Carol, Amanda and Barbra practiced their new skills in the open country around the keep. It wasn’t uncommon to see a controlled tornado, or a giant wall of fire out the windows of the keep. As people started requesting to build farms close to our keep, that practice had to stop. They got permission to train in the swamps north of Eredwynn, from Seth’s Grandfather. Their powers were too extreme for the range at Wizard’s Castle.
 
   Life, even with limited travel, was good. Everyone was happy and healthy and I had plenty of time to dedicate to the people of Eredwynn. We felt that nothing could go wrong, until one morning at sunrise we were awakened abruptly. A panicked, unfocused telepathic cry jolted us from our dreams…
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