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      After two days of traveling through the forest, Clover and her friends were happy to see a dusty wooden sign announcing their arrival at the outskirts of Longdale.  As they walked down the town's main street, they peered up at the storefronts lining the thoroughfare.  When Jessop caught sight of a saloon named The Cock and Hen, he grabbed the girls' hands, pulling them in the direction of the swinging doors.

      "I don't know about you guys," he said.  "But I could use something to eat besides rabbit and grouse.  Why don't we stop to rest and recharge our batteries at the local watering hole?"

      "Are you sure it's just food you're interested in?" Tara said, noticing two scantily dressed women leaning on opposite sides of the doors.

      "After our last adventure in the woods," he chuckled, "I think I've had more than enough sex for a few days."

      "Speak for yourself," Clover said, winking at one of the girls as they entered the bar.

      "Your sexual appetite never ceases to amaze me," Tara said, shaking her head.  "Is everyone from your homeland of Tennessee this horny?"

      "Probably not," Clover smiled, glancing around the tavern.  "I've just got a lot of catching up to do."

      Noticing all the tables occupied, the trio ambled up to the counter to order some drinks.

      "What'll it be?" a pretty barmaid said, approaching the group.

      "Whiskey," Jessop nodded.

      "I'll have a beer," Tara said, peering around the room.

      "Same," Clover said, glancing down at the barmaid's plump bosom pressed up in her tight decolletage.

      Jessop looked upstairs at the overhead balcony, noticing a steady stream of men disappearing into small rooms escorted by half-naked call girls.

      "Now I see why they call it the Cock and Hen Saloon," he said, smiling at the barmaid.  "What do you have to eat in this place?"

      "Our specials today are chicken pot pie and corned beef with cabbage."

      "I feel like something warm," he nodded.  "I'll have the pie, thank you."

      "I could go for something warm too," Clover said, glancing up at the pretty harlots flaunting their wares on the balcony.  "Make that two."

      "I'll have the corned beef," Tara said, rolling her eyes.

      "Two beers and two pot pies, one whiskey, one corned beef," the barmaid nodded.  "Be right back."

      While she went to pour the drinks, Tara turned around to appraise the room.  The noisy lounge was filled with groups of boisterous men playing cards and dart games. But in the back corner of the room sat a lone man with a pointed hat, balancing a levitating ball between his hands.

      "Here are your drinks," the barmaid said, placing the glasses in front of the three travelers.  "The food will be a couple more minutes."

      "What's the story with that odd fellow sitting in the corner?" Tara said, nodding in the direction of the brooding man.

      "Oh, you mean Odarin?" she said, peering toward his table.  "They say he's a mage who can conjure spells.  Best you steer clear of him.  The last customer who gave him trouble got turned into a goat."

      "What other powers does he have?" Clover said, her attention temporarily diverted from the preening ladies.

      "Invocation, translocation, antimagic," the barmaid said.  "The usual hocus-pocus stuff."

      "Translocation?  You mean he has the ability to transport people to different places?"

      "So I'm told," the barmaid nodded.  "But I couldn't say for sure.  Like I said, I try to keep my distance as much as possible."

      When the waitress left to retrieve their food orders, Jessop peered at Clover with a wrinkled forehead.

      "You weren't actually thinking of approaching this character?" he said.  "After the crazy warlock and that kinky witch in the woods, haven't you had enough of this magic business?"

      "It wouldn't hurt just to talk with him," Clover said, mesmerized by the glowing orb between his hands.  "Maybe he can help me get back home."

      "Are you still in such a hurry to leave us?" Tara said, placing her hand atop Clover's. "I thought you were starting to enjoy our little adventures together."

      "I am," Clover nodded.  "I only want to go back for a short while.  Just to let my loved ones know I'm okay.  Maybe he can help me find the portal to allow me to come and go as I please."

      "I suppose it's worth a try," Tara said, squinting at the man suspiciously.  "At the very least, we can rest our legs while we see what else he's got up his sleeve."

      As the trio wove their way through the cluttered barroom, drunken patrons tried to reach out to pinch and caress the girls' bodies.  While Clover and Tara swatted away their hands, Jessop did his best to put himself between his friends and the leering customers.  When they finally reached the mage's table, Clover paused, peering at him hopefully.

      "Excuse me, sir," she said.  "We've been traveling for the last couple of days and just wanted to rest our legs.  Do you mind if we join you until we finish our lunch?  All the other tables seem to be occupied."

      The man darted his eyes between the three friends, then motioned to the empty chairs.  Clover noticed the orb that he'd been balancing between his palms still levitated over the table, even when he withdrew his hands.

      "Of course," he said.  "I can always use the company."

      "Thank you," she said, motioning for Jessop to take the seat next to the man while she and Tara sat on the opposite side of the table.

      "The barmaid said you have special powers," Clover said, taking a bite of her pie.

      "You mean this little ball trick?" he said, bouncing the orb softly from side to side with the two sides of one hand.

      "She said you also have the ability to transport people from one time and place to another."

      "Sometimes," the man nodded.  "It depends how far and for how long."

      "Have you ever heard of a place called the USA?" Clover said.

      The man pinched his eyebrows and shook his head.

      "Can't say that I have," he said.

      "So you couldn't send me back there?"

      "Can you give me a few more details?" the mage said.  "In which direction is it?"

      "I have no idea," Clover said, shaking her head.  "I fell into this land of Abbynthia through a portal in a waterfall a few hundred miles north of here.  But it appears to be from a completely different time and place.  Maybe a few hundred years in the future..."

      "I can only send people to places we both can recognize," the mage said.  "I'm sorry, but it looks like I can't help you."

      "What other powers do you possess?" Tara said, munching on her corned beef sandwich.  "The maid said something about invocation and antimagic..."

      "Antimagic is the ability to remove spells created by another wizard," he said.  "Invocation involves endowing you with special powers."

      "We could have used your antimagic powers a few days ago," Jessop chuckled, reflecting back on the witch who'd turned them into half-animal/half-human creatures.

      "What kind of powers?" Tara said, darting her eyes across the mage's face, trying to assess if he was legit.

      "Strength, skill, virility," the mage said.  "Everybody seems to want something different."

      "Do you charge a fee for these services?" Tara said.

      "Not usually," the man said.  "It's good practice for me to hone my craft.  My powers weaken if I don't use them from time to time."

      Tara peered across the table at her friend sitting next to the mage.

      "What do you think, Jessop?  If you could choose a special power, what would it be?"

      "Hmm," he said, peering around the room at the bar patrons still leering at the girls.  "All I know is how to fight with a sword.  If I could be granted one wish, I suppose it would be to be the best swordsman in the land."

      "That doesn't sound too difficult," the mage said, passing the orb across the table in Jessop's direction.  "Place your hands around the ball, then close your eyes imagining yourself with these powers."

      Jessop paused as he peered at the object with its unusual rays surrounding it like an electrified sphere.

      "Will it hurt?"

      "Not unless you wish for something bad."

      Jessop raised his hands and reached out to grasp the sphere, then he closed his eyes for a few moments, trying to concentrate.  When he lifted his lids, he turned to face the mage, shaking his head.

      "I don't feel anything different," he said.

      "You might not be aware of your new powers until they're tested," the mage nodded.

      "Tested in what way?"

      Suddenly, two drunken bar patrons approached their table, saddling up next to Tara and Clover.

      "You girls look like you could use a little different entertainment," one of them said, nodding toward the second-floor balcony.  "We've got some bigger balls for you to play with if you
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