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THE TITLE LOCATION of D’Abra in this collection is located along a hidden back road of southern Indiana.  The road isn’t always visible or available. And, that’s how the residents of D’Abra like it. When you travelled from a magical world, people here just don’t accept you as they did in centuries past. D’Abra is a waystation of sorts between Earth and the Realms. 

The stories in this collection tell about some of the humans who managed to find their way to the village of D’Abra. Most by accident, and one on purpose. 

The first story in the collection, From Humble Beginnings, recounts the early days of the outpost as the village was still under construction. 

The last story in this collection, Magical Technician, tells about D’Abra’s attempt to join the Internet Age and finds modern technology can’t compete when Magic holds sway.

Together, these stories give a historical snapshot of D’Abra over the centuries. D’Abra has remained a constant as the land around becomes more civilized and developed. Quaint by modern human standards, D’Abra is a safe stop for those who have left the Realms for a fresh start. And, a new beginning for humans tired of the grind and conditions of the world they live in. In the outpost of D’Abra, magical beings of the Realms and humans of the earth have learned to live and work together

Sometimes, while driving along the country roads leading to past great wooded forests, I wonder if I might glimpse the old wooden bridge crossing the creek separating D’Abra and the rest of the state. Or, maybe catch sight of a red bearded man in overalls sporting a black bowler and a large shovel. 

Remember, the Outpost Village D’Abra only appears to those it wants to invite to enter. Those lucky enough to enter will find a world beyond imagination and filled with wonder. Reading D’Abra stories won’t guarantee you’ll find the village. But these stories will help you notice the clues when you see them.
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FROM HUMBLE BEGINNINGS
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Burning down the slave quarters you were kept in isn’t a good idea, it’s a great idea! Coming over from Ireland as an indentured servant gave me a chance for a new life in the New World.  Only seven years and you’ll pay back your portage and get again with $50, a plot of land, and your own mule. It’s been eight-years and none of that came about.

We work six and a half days a week. That way our appearance at church on Sunday mornings marks Van Winkle as a good man in the eyes of community. If they only knew. If Old man Van Winkle had his way, we’d work all seven days a week.

Two nights ago, I figured my indentured term would never end. That’s what Zeke told me. His seven-year term on going on twenty years with Millwright Van Winkle. He’d been promised only seven years when he signed on. Then, something always came up and there was a new reason the servitude was lengthened. 

I’m a carpenter by training and trade. I enjoyed the smell of fresh cut lumber and the sound of a hammer against wooden staves to hold boards together. My contract to work off my travel was in high demand. The New World had a lot of buildings needing work. And work I did, until I’d had enough. I didn’t want to work myself into a job as Zeke’s replacement once he grew too old to continue.

Our shed did little to keep out the cold winds at night. We pressed clay into the cracks between boards, but the clay seemed to fall out when the cold shrank the tan-gray mass. Inside, smelled of old sweat and old bodies. We washed when we could in the Ohio River a hundred yards away. Our clothes washed when we did as we wore them into the water. Usually on Saturday night so we were clean to wear our Sunday-Morning-Make-An-Appearance outfits. The few hours at church service, it felt good to wear clothes that didn’t hang in tatters on legs or arms. It made us feel almost human, even for that brief time. Sunday afternoon, we turned in our Sunday morning clothes, folded neatly, and changed back into our work clothes to complete the day’s jobs.

That Sunday night, lying on my blanket pallet I couldn’t sleep and whispered to Zeke. “You know, Zeke, I could enjoy more of that Sunday ‘morn free time.”

“Hush! You want to call the wood foreman in on us a talkin’ like that, Jedidiah?” Zeke said.

“No. I left Killarney because our family was starving. There weren’t enough potatoes grown in our plot to feed us all. I came to Virginia hoping to make my way and own a farm.” I said.

“Sometimes the life we have is all we’ll have.” Zeke said and blew a breath. “Look at me. Twenty years and still waiting for that farm and mule.” He gave a half laugh. “I daresay, next year I’ll still be waiting.”

I lay, staring into the dark, listening to the crickets chirping outside for their mates. “But. Say you could. Have a choice, I mean. Some loggers headed down river told me there’s land for the taking, if you’re willing to clear it. Think I will, Zeke.”

Clothes and blankets rustled from where Zeke lay as he turned to face me. “How you going to get out past the Wood Wardens?”

“We’re going to make a diversion.” I said.

“A what? Dire venison?” Zeke asked.

“A diversion. A big word for getting people to look elsewhere while we escape.”

“We can’t diversion anywhere. We’re still under contract. Mr. Van Winkle told me so.” Zeke said his voice rising.

“Ssh! Not so loud. Have you read your contract?” I asked, helping me voice soft.

“Can’t read. Had to sign an ‘X’ to sail over.” Zeke said, his voice trailing off as he remembered that day so long ago.

“Well, I can read a little, and I’ve been tracking my time. I signed up for seven-years, and that’s long past. I’ve been working for Mr. Alexander Van Winkle for free all these months. That ends, now!” I said smacking my clinched fist against the dirt floor.

“Let’s say I agree, Jedidiah. How you going to get us out without them Wood Wardens siccing the hounds on our trail?” Zeke asked.

“What’s the one thing a lumber yard and millwright worry about? Fire! If we start a fire, and burn down our shed, they’ll think they just lost a couple of slaves in the ashes and won’t come looking.” I said excitement at the idea touching my voice. 

“Okay.” Zeke said, softly, then louder, “Okay, let’s become free men, Jedidiah!”

“Good!” I said and fumbled around in the dark for my leather work pouch. My hand brushed something that rattled to my left. My fingers closed over the pouch, drawing it close. I pulled open the leather draw cord and my fingers felt around inside drawing out my flint and steel rod. The pair chilled my fingers more than the night air inside the shed against my skin. 

I struck the metal rod against the flint rock, small white specks of light sprang off the surface at each strike. Using the brief flashes as a guide, I crawled to a pile of dust and wood shavings from our clothes over the week where we’d brushed them away from our bedding. Bending over the tinder pile I swiped the rod and flint time and again until a single, brighter spark fell amidst the mass. It caught. I blew against the spark rising it to life as a small tendril of flame and smoke rose in the darkness, bringing a candle’s worth of light from the corner.

Zeke sat up and started to rise.

“Not yet. We need it bigger, that gives us an excuse to run our buckets to the river for water.” I said peering at the growing flame. As the flame flickered and threatened to die, I scooped up more dust and wood shavings to add to the pile. Flames grew higher and licked the back wall, threatening to catch the greyed wood slats. Smoke thickened inside the shed, making us cough and stinging throats and eyes.

Zeke started to rise, but paused as I patted my hand down in the wait sign. Smoke thickened more, making it hard to see each other, and we could feel heat off the back wall as flames worked their way up the wall and approached the slanted ceiling.

“Okay,” I coughed and grabbed Zeke’s arm to pull him up and toward the front door. Kicking it outward, cool, fresh air hit us in the face. We leaned over coughing, drawing in lungs full of fresh air, tears filling our eyes.

At last, I managed to yell, “Fire! Our shed’s on fire! We need water!” I grabbed a bucket by the handle, shoved it into Zeke’s hand and grabbed a bucket myself. Tugging Zeke’s tattered sleeve with my free hand, I pulled him after me. “Come on, let’s fill those buckets!” I yelled.

Zeke started into the brush and trees behind me, bucket swinging as he ambled toward the river at a trot. Yards into the dark forest lit only by the full-moon streaming through the branches, I pulled Zeke to the left.

He paused and stopped, pulling against my grip. “Where are you going? The river’s this way.” Zeke said, panting.

I tugged him left. “It’s this way, too. And, downstream.” I said.

Zeke stopped pulling. “Oh. Right.” He said and started down a different path with me.

As we approached the river bank, we heard water slapping against the sand and branches. A wavering white in the middle of the river, we recognized as the moon. Free of overhanging trees, the moon appeared larger in the water than in the sky. 

Zeke hobbled closer to the water’s edge and bent to dip his wooden bucket below the surface and rise with water sloshing over the sides. He straightened and turned around to hurry back to camp.

“Zeke,” I loud whispered, “What are you doing”

He stopped. Looked at me and flashed a big grin before emptying the bucket water on the sandy beach. 

“Right! Watch this.” I grabbed my bucket and flipped it upside down. Holding it before me, I clamped my fingers over the top and calmly walked into the cool, dark flowing river waters. Cool wetness flowed around my feet and legs, raising goosebumps along my skin. As the water deepened, I squatted in the water and let the over-turned bucket buoy me along the water’s surface.

Shouts sounded from up the river banks, and I spotted the flicker of torchlight. “Come on, Zeke!” I whispered. “They’re almost here!” 

His eyes grew large in the moonlight. Zeke looked from me to the approaching torches and back. The voices grew louder; more distinct. He shook his head. “I can’t, Jedidiah! I don’t know anything else. I don’t know what I’ll find. You go! Hurry!”

“Goodbye, Zeke!” I said and turned to let the river carry me away as I kicked to pick up speed. 

I heard Zeke scoop up water and yell. “Over here! I’m over here with some water! Got turned around in the dark.” He said.

“Where’s your friend, Zeke?” I heard a gruff voice ask.

“Maybe up river. We got split up in the forest.” Zeke said.

I stopped kicking under water so my bucket wouldn’t splash, and let the current bob me away from the searchers and into unknown waters downstream. By the time the sun painted the waters around me pink and orange, my arms were cramping and burning. I’d shifted arms hugging the bucket during the night, giving each a rest in turn. Now, my legs throbbed from kicking to face downriver each time I began drifting left or rightward. 

Sighting a sandy strip on the far shore, I began kicking in earnest for my needed rest stop. I legs ached and trembled in protest from the demands put upon them all night. I promised myself a good long rest once we reached shore. I climbed out onto shore on my hands and knees as my legs refused to support me. They refused any further much of anything. I called further on shore until I was out of sight from the river. Sunlight already warmed the leaves and ground, having long since burned off any morning fog

I stopped beneath branches overhanging close to the ground where the leaves provided a canopied covering from the sun. Brushing loose pebbles and acorns from among the leaves and branches, I curled up to sleep. Remembering the sermon from just yesterday on Joseph escaping slavery, I clasped my hands and offered thanks for delivering me like Joseph. Exhaustion washed over me, my whole body surrendering to the much-needed sleep denied for so long.

I woke to bargemen voices singing on the river, punctuated by grunts as they shoved against poles or paddles in the water. The sun hung low in the west where I was headed down river as far as possible from the Van Winkle Lumber Yard. When I stretched on the ground, I groaned from the thin stick I’d lain on all day. A thin breeze rustled the leaves overhead and a blackbird called out a warning to other birds. My stomach growled in frustration at the hollow feeling inside. I realized I hadn’t eaten since evening meal last night. Had I slept only one day, I wondered. I’d been so tired I couldn’t move when I waded ashore.

Stretching arms and legs once last time where I lay, I climbed from under the leafy bough and stood. The thick, wide leaves of the tree had covered me well. I drew in a deep breath and smiled at the sweet fragrance I recognized from home. Somewhere nearby was a crabapple tree. Not the tastiest fruit, but anything would taste good right now. I followed the scent and looked for more leaves like the tree I’d slept under. Growing up, my Nana told me the crabapple trees, or ceirt trees as she had called them, were favored by the faery folk and brought blessing to those who respected the trees. 

Deeper into the woods I spotted small red, yellow, and green crabapples clustered on heavy laden branches. Is this someone’s crabapple orchard, I wondered. I looked around for trails, paths and others in the forest, not wanting to anger some landowner. The woods remained a calm haven, the silence only broken by the tch-tch-tching of scolding squirrels high overhead, and a killdeer’s faint cry in the distance leading predators away from her eggs. 

I approached the nearest crabapple tree with the reddest fruit the size of small plums. Squeezing a couple of the tiny apples between my fingers, I chose the softest and pulled it free. I bit into the fruit, sourness that was strong yet bearable filled my mouth. Peeling back the skin, revealed a deep brown seed inside. Nana had said, “Brown means be glad you found, White, means throw it from your sight! And, eat not the seeds, lest the poison grow in ye!” 
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