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"I think when you move past your fear and you go after your dreams wholeheartedly, you become free."
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Chapter one


“Come along, stranger. Come along, friend. Come along and we will adventure together!” - H.W.

“Doorway of the Gods” read the sign that Alex Khan had just planted into the ground next to a stone archway. The structure was made of grey stone blocks, intricately carved with strange designs faded with centuries of age. It was one of the new additions to the Marburg College statuary garden recently donated by the estate of Reginald Marburg.

Reginald Marburg had been an early adapter of canal technology, using them to efficiently move crops from the fertile lands of central Iowa to the Mississippi River. The money he made allowed him to retire early and travel the world. During his expeditions, he acquired a vast assortment of antiquities from various civilizations. Before his death, Marburg donated many of these historical treasures to the local college. He also provided a generous endowment for the study of history. The grateful trustees of the college renamed the school in his honor.

Reginald’s generosity was the reason a small college in Iowa was able to have a world class Ancient History department. It’s what drew Alex to apply there after he finished his tour of duty with the Army. As a Green Beret, he had seen many ancient buildings and temples all over Central Asia. He had become fascinated with the history of different cultures. Alex hoped to become a history teacher or maybe a professor someday.

Alex also loved the peace and quiet of the small school and the small town. After 5 years of always being on guard for his life, it was nice to be able to finally relax.

“Are you finished with the signs, Alex?” Kenzie walked towards him, brushing dirt from her hands. She and Alex had work-study jobs with the History Department. “I’m finished planting the flowers”.

“I just have one more sign to place.”

“Don’t take too long, looks like a storm is rolling in,” she replied, glancing up at the darkening sky. She then held out her arm, showing off a bracelet. “Look! I got a dzi bead bracelet like yours!”

“Nice!” Alex said, dutifully looking at the string of elongated, white plastic beads with black geometric etchings.

“Yeah, but not as nice as yours,” Kenzie smiled, taking hold of his right arm and pulling it up to see his bracelet better. Alex's bracelet was made from an orange brown agate and had a much simpler design of white etchings. Instead of many small "eye” circles, his bracelet beads featured only one diamond shaped “eye” inside of a box. Kenzie’s blue eyes opened wide in surprise, “Holy shit, I think yours is made from real dzi beads!”

Alex shrugged, “I don’t know, I never thought about it.”

“Where did you get it?” she asked.

“A guy gave it to me in Tajikistan.”

“What!” she exclaimed, “real ones like this are crazy expensive. I can’t believe some guy just gave it to you!”

“Well, I did save his life. He gave me the bracelet as a present. He insisted I take it.”

“You’re joking! And what were you doing in Tajikistan?”

Alex flashed a smile at her, “It’s a long story. Maybe I can take you out for a beer this weekend and tell you about it. And can I have my arm back?”

Kenzie blushed as she realized she was still holding on to his arm and quickly let it go. She lightly punched him in the shoulder, “I don’t date freshmen!”

Alex laughed, “you may be a junior, but I’m older than you are.”

She thought about that for a second and said, “Well, I guess... as long as you promise to tell me all about Tajikistan!” She pulled out her phone to check the time. “I have to go get cleaned up before my afternoon class.”

She turned to go and glanced towards the stone archway. “Hey, Alex! Look at the carving in the top block. It looks like the eye pattern on your beads!”

Alex glanced up at the carving and then down at his beads. The stone featured a diamond shape inside of a rectangular box exactly like the pattern on his beads. “Huh, you’re right. Where did this piece originate from?”

“I don’t know... the sign for this one just says ‘Doorway of the Gods’. Most of the other signs have a lot more information on them. We will have to ask the professors about it.” she said.

“We? I like the sound of that,” Alex flashed her another smile.

“Do you want me to punch you harder?” Kenzie replied as thunder rolled in the distance. She glanced at the sky, “you better hurry up!”

She turned and took off at a jog, her blonde ponytail bouncing. Alex watched her for a minute, admiring her tan legs, until she disappeared around the first building.

Alex smiled to himself. It felt like forever since he had gone out with a girl. Alex had only been on campus for a few weeks, but he had already noticed the glances he was getting from the blue eyed, blonde midwestern cuties that the school seemed to have in overabundance.

Alex might not be movie star handsome, but his green eyes, black hair and olive skin certainly made him stick out on campus. It didn’t hurt that he just finished his military duty and was in excellent shape. Maybe not tall, dark and handsome... but tall, dark, fit and okay looking wasn’t so bad. Another rumble of thunder snapped him out of his daydreaming.

The rain began as Alex placed the last sign in front of a small lion statue. He gathered up his tools and started walking back past the stone archway. Suddenly lightning struck nearby with a blinding flash and deafening roar of thunder. Alex dropped the tools, surprised by a shock of energy in his right arm. As his vision cleared, he glanced at his arm... the beads were glowing with a strange pulsating, bluish light! The air felt charged with electricity and Alex could literally feel every hair on his body standing on end.

He turned to look at the stone arch. Little blue flames were rippling over the stone surfaces. Alex walked around to the front and glanced up. The top stone with the similar pattern was glowing with the same blue light as his bracelet. Damn, thought Alex, this thing really did look like some kind of Doorway of the Gods!

“Severe thunderstorm warning! Severe thunderstorm warning!” his cell phone was vibrating and going crazy in his pocket. He fished it out of his pocket and hit the cancel button.

“Thanks for the warning,” he said sarcastically.

A bolt of lightning crashed into the archway, blinding Alex again. He dropped his phone as he tried to shield his face. His stomach lurched as he felt like he was being turned inside out. Alex had the sensation of falling forward in slow motion, like some kind of magnetic force was pulling him.

Then nothingness. No sight, no sound, no smell, no sensation of any kind. Is this what death felt like, Alex wondered, as he lost consciousness.


Chapter two


As Alex awakened, he could feel a cold stone floor against his cheek. He slowly sat up, rubbing his eyes. He was in some sort of dimly lit room. To his right was a pedestal stand with a softly glowing white orb sitting on it. To his left was the Doorway of the Gods arch, still flickering with little bits of blue energy, though nowhere near as much as it had been earlier.

He looked at his beads. They also showed an occasional flicker of blue.

Alex glanced again at the archway- something seemed different about it. The carvings! They seemed barely worn with clear crisp lines and patterns.

“What the hell?” he said out loud.

Was this thing some kind of ancient teleportation device, he wondered? As a kid, Alex had loved watching shows about advanced ancient civilizations and ancient aliens... but more for fun rather than taking them seriously. Damn, he thought, what if there was some truth in what they proposed? If it was a teleporter, where in the world had it sent him?

Alex stood up, but quickly lost his balance, stumbling into the pedestal with the glowing orb on top. He instinctively reached out his right hand to steady himself and placed it on the orb. Instantly, there was a sensation of searing pain. Alex cried out, but even trying as hard as he could, he could not pull his hand away.

Alex fell to his knees in agony. It felt like every cell in his body was on fire. The orb glowed brighter and brighter and then gave a final brilliant flash before changing back to its original soft glow.

Alex’s hand was released, and he slumped to the floor, breathing heavily. He was afraid to look at his palm, worried that he had been badly burned. He moved his fingers carefully. They felt okay, so he took a look at his palm. To his surprise, his hand seemed normal. Then he noticed that his bead bracelet was gone! Instead, around his wrist, was the same pattern of markings in black. For a few seconds, little blue flames danced around his wrist and then faded away.

At first, Alex thought that maybe the beads had been melted away from the orb’s heat and that the markings were leftover soot. He tried rubbing them off, but they stayed, almost like some kind of tattoo. Another mystery, he thought, and shook his head.

Alex carefully stood up, afraid of stumbling into the orb again. The Doorway arch no longer glowed with any of the blue energy. Alex took a step towards the arch and immediately stumbled again. It was as if his leg muscles weren't working right. Alex tried shuffling his feet and that seemed to work better.

This arch, because it obviously wasn’t the same as the one back at Marburg College, was built against the back wall of the room. Alex put his hand in the arched opening and knocked on the wall. Seemed solid, he thought. He turned to look around the room.

The room was a long bare rectangle with high ceilings. The walls and ceilings were made of large stone blocks. The only objects in the room were the pedestal and the Doorway of the Gods arch. At the far end of the room was a wide-open doorway through which some light was coming into the chamber. Alex started shuffling towards it.

The doorway opened up onto a large platform made of the same stone blocks as the room. Alex was standing on the top section of a tall, narrow ziggurat style pyramid structure. The building looked to be some kind of temple. Alex looked around. The building was built at the end of a narrow, high walled canyon. A broad staircase led down the front to where they met a road paved with blocks. The road stretched down the canyon a few hundred yards and disappeared around a bend.

Alex looked up at the cloudless blue sky. It looked like the sun was dipping down behind the western canyon wall. The full moon was already high in the southern sky. Full moon? Alex distinctly remembered seeing a crescent moon last evening. He looked at the moon again. Maybe he was going crazy, but it seemed a little small to him. He just shook his head and shrugged.

The terrain around the temple was dry and rocky. He didn’t see any vegetation. It reminded him of the Pamir Mountains in Central Asia. He wondered if that door had sent him halfway around the world.

Alex carefully shuffled over to the top step and sat down to ponder his situation. With the sun setting soon and him not having a clue as to where in the world he was, Alex figured it was safer to stay in the temple tonight. Hopefully, with a few hours rest, his leg muscles would soon be back to normal, and he could walk without stumbling. Maybe he would be lucky and find a town or village within a few hours' walk.

As the sky darkened and the stars became visible, Alex slowly stood up and looked at the full moon again. Damn, but it seemed a bit small to him. He shrugged again and started shuffling towards the room with the glowing globe. He looked up at the night sky one more time and was frozen in his tracks.

Alex’s mouth dropped open in shock. Rising in the northern sky behind the temple was another full moon! This one was much larger than any moon he had ever seen.

Alex's mind was reeling from the sight. Impossible, was his first thought. But heck, who was he to say what was possible? After all, he had been teleported through some kind of ancient portal to this crazy place! Fuck! Maybe those ancient alien theories weren’t so crazy after all, he thought.

“Alex,” he whispered to himself, “I don’t think we’re in Iowa anymore.”


Chapter three


Alex was on another planet! He shuffled a few more steps forward and then paused as a thought struck him. Gravity. Maybe the reason he was stumbling when trying to walk was that the gravity of this place was less than the gravity back on Earth.

He thought of those old videos of the first men on the moon and how they hopped around because of the weaker gravity. Alex gathered himself and took a test jump straight up into the air. Yikes! He easily went up a couple feet more than normal.

Alex visualized himself walking as if he was on a trampoline and took a few tentative steps forward. It worked. His stride was long and awkward, but at least he didn’t stumble. He didn’t want to fall off the pyramid top by accident, so he went into the pedestal room with the glowing ball.

Alex spent the next hour practicing walking. His muscle coordination was slowly adjusting to the change in gravity. Next, he tried running towards the far wall.

“Owww!” he mumbled as he slammed into the wall. He had totally misjudged how fast he could run and how long it would take to stop himself! He spent the next half hour practicing little sprints around the room.

Afterwards, he sat down in one of the corners of the room. He was a little bit thirsty. His first priority in the morning would be to locate a water source. He reasoned that there must be some water nearby as whoever had built this temple would have needed water for the workers. Well, that was assuming they were at least sort of human!

He emptied his pockets and did a quick inventory. He had one protein bar, his wallet containing a couple of dollars and his various cards, a half pack of gum, and his old pocketknife. The two-and-a-half-inch blade wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. Other than that, he was wearing an old pair of boots, socks and underwear, a pair of blue jeans and an olive-green tee shirt. He put everything back in his pockets except for the knife.

Food would have to be his second priority. He would wait as long as possible before eating small pieces of his protein bar. Alex was confident in his survival skills. The Green Berets were nicknamed “snake eaters” for a reason! He smiled at that thought, remembering some of the strange things they had eaten out in the field. With a little luck, he would be able to find some local wildlife and vegetation. The tricky part would be deciding if they were safe to eat.

One of the tricks he had learned, while living out in the field, was the ability to quickly fall asleep and rest when the opportunity arose. With his knife in hand, he leaned back and closed his eyes. In a few minutes, Alex slipped into a light sleep.


Chapter four


Alex woke up a few hours later. The sun was starting to peek over the eastern wall. To the south, the small moon had disappeared, and the big moon sat low in the horizon. Alex considered that maybe his arbitrary compass directions weren't correct, but it didn’t matter as long as he was consistent. So, for now, the Sun was rising in the “east”.

Alex spent a couple of minutes stretching his muscles and then he started down the broad staircase towards the road. He was half tempted to see how far he could leap down in the lighter gravity, but he didn’t want to risk twisting an ankle. The pyramid was worn with age compared to the well-preserved doorway arch. Alex guessed that it must have been protected from the elements in the back of the room.

The road seemed to be made of large cobblestones. They were worn smooth from age or maybe many years of use. Alex started walking down the path, his eyes searching for any sign of plant or animal life. He rounded a bend and saw that canyon walls were tapering down and spreading outwards. Hopefully they opened up into a valley.

After about 20 minutes, he reached the end of the canyon. The road abruptly ended as he looked out into a small valley. The ground sloped down to the west. A few hundred yards in the distance, part of the ground looked like it was covered with green moss. Alex, let out a sigh of relief. Life meant that there should be water nearby.

Alex began walking faster, eager to find water. As he got closer to the green patch, he noticed movement in the sky. He shaded his eyes and watched the movements. They looked like a couple of small birds – another positive sign!

When he reached the first patch of green, Alex knelt to examine it. It looked like some kind of moss, growing to about an inch in height. He walked over to where it was growing in abundance. Running through the middle of the green area was a little rivulet of water, no wider than his hand. He followed it upstream to where it was coming out of a little ravine to the south.

Alex knelt down and sniffed the water. He did not smell anything strange, so he dipped his hand and let the water wash over it. It felt like a normal, cold mountain stream. He cupped some in his hands and tasted it. Alex smiled. Nothing tasted better than pure mountain spring water. He drank his fill and sat down to ponder his next move.

Judging from the way the green moss was growing better down the middle of the little valley, he guessed that his little water supply was flowing for at least some distance. He didn’t have any container to hold water, but maybe downstream he could find something with which to make one.

One of the birds flew down and landed on a small rock a few feet from Alex. It was black and about the size of a small crow, except for a touch of red at its wingtips. Alex thought about throwing a rock at the bird in hopes of killing it. But he didn’t have anything to make a fire with, in order to cook it.

“Well, little buddy, it looks like today is your lucky day,” he said to the bird. The bird tilted his head at Alex and said, “Caww.” Then it flew away. Alex smiled.

The temple builders must have come up the valley from the west. It would be his best bet for finding civilization. Alex stood up and started walking down the valley, keeping near the small flow of water.

Alex walked for about four or five hours, with an occasional break to drink water and to rest for a few minutes. Eventually, he reached a point where his small valley joined another small valley with a large stream flowing down its center. Alex’s hopes were raised. The little stream he was following joined with the other water to form a pool of water. Around the pool were a few small buildings. Alex’s joy faded as he realized the buildings were half ruined with some of them fully collapsed.

The place looked long abandoned. But at least there were some small trees and tall grass patches growing around the water. He would be able to make a fire tonight. He could probably make a small spear from one of the tree branches. Hopefully, he could find something he could use to make a water container. Alex noticed some more of the red tipped blackbirds as well as a couple of grey colored birds. If he couldn’t find a snake or lizard to catch, he would try taking down one of the birds.

Alex walked towards the buildings. There were at least seven buildings that he could see. All were simply made out of mud and stone. He would pick the least damaged one for tonight’s camp. The first building seemed promising, but as he stepped through the open doorway, he saw that the entire roof had collapsed, making a jumbled mess on the floor.

As he stepped back outside, Alex wondered what kind of people had built the temple and this little village. Judging from the proportions, the builders were probably human sized. Once he had secured some food, he would start exploring the wider area looking for some kind of settlement. Hopefully the natives would be friendly.

Alex was walking towards the next building when he was frozen by a loud yelling noise. His eyes widened in shock as a bald, humanoid creature appeared from around the building and started running towards him.

This thing was maybe nine feet tall, thick bodied, with rough grey skin like a rhinoceros. The hairless body was clad in a leather loincloth, and he was carrying some kind of huge stone club. And he was swinging it towards Alex in an overhead smash!


Chapter five


Alex instinctively jumped backwards. He felt the air from the club whoosh by him as it smashed into the ground with a loud crash. The fact that he was able to jump back about ten feet, due to the lesser gravity, was the only thing that saved him from getting crushed by the long reach of the creature. The distance of his jump caught Alex by surprise, and he wound up crashing backwards as he lost his balance.

Out of the corner of his eye, Alex saw another club wielding monster rushing towards him. He quickly rolled to the side as the creature’s club smashed down in the spot where he had been a split second ago. Alex sprang to his feet, but again misjudged his strength and he crashed into one of the building’s walls. He quickly spun around to face his attackers.

Alex saw that there were three of the bald club wielding monsters. They were cautiously approaching him, clubs ready to smash him. Suddenly one of them rushed towards him. Alex jumped straight up into the air, and he was able to twist and land on top of the crumbling buildings roof edge. The creature who had just rushed him roared in rage.

“Stop! He’s a freak! I want him taken alive!” shouted a deep voice.

Alex saw three more creatures approaching. Two were the same kind of grey giants carrying some sort of nets instead of clubs. Their leader was some kind of bull man. He was maybe seven feet tall and covered with short brown fur. His broad head had two short, thick, curved horns protruding from the sides.

Metal armor protected his fore arms and shoulders, and he was wearing some kind of chainmail loincloth. He was armed with a spiked mace which he was waving towards Alex. Alex didn’t know if he was more surprised by the bull man’s appearance or the fact that he understood what the creature was saying.

Alex saw the club flying at him a moment too late. One of the three club wielding giants had thrown it while he was distracted by the newcomers. Alex jumped, but the club painfully smashed into his leg and sent him crashing to the ground. As he tried to get up, one of the other giants kicked him in the side and sent him flying a few feet into the air only to crash hard into the ground again.

Alex tried rolling away as a net fell towards him, but it managed to tangle his head and left arm. He tried to get up and run, stumbled and was grabbed by one of the grey skinned brutes. The thing gave an evil laugh as it lifted Alex up. The creature’s foul breath washed over Alex's face as it laughed again as he struggled to untangle himself.

Alex was mad as hell at himself for not being cautious and letting himself get captured. He managed to free his right arm and he channeled his anger into a powerful right hook towards the creature’s head. The punch landed with a satisfying crunch. The monster’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he fell backwards, crashing into the ground along with Alex.

Alex rolled off the Giant and he tried to run and unentangle himself at the same time. He wound up tripping over part of the net and he stumbled to his knees. As he struggled to get back on his feet, something slammed into his head. Alex slumped to the ground as darkness closed in on him.


Chapter six


Alex awoke with a start. His head was pounding. He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dimly lit room. The room felt like it was gently swaying, was he on a boat? He couldn’t move his arms. A heavy metal chain was wrapped around his torso, pinning his arms tightly against his body. The chain links looked thick enough to anchor a boat. His T-shirt had some dried blood on the left shoulder. Probably from his head.

Alex was sitting on a wooden floor, his back propped against a low wooden wall. The rest of the walls and ceiling were made of some kind of fabric or maybe leather. Two pieces of material hung down over the back, the split between them allowing light to spill in. There were a couple of wooden boxes tied down with rope just past his feet. Alex realized it wasn’t a boat, he was in the back of a wagon.

“I thought you would never wake up,” said a woman’s voice to his right.

Startled, Alex quickly swung his head towards her and instantly regretted it as the sudden movement caused his head to explode with pain and his vision to blur. As his eyes refocused, his mouth dropped open in surprise.

A young woman was sitting in the corner, looking at Alex. She was wearing a leather skirt and some kind of short leather vest. Her clothes were all brown colored, even her ankle high boots. She was pretty, with large sparkling green eyes and a triangular face. Her long auburn hair was swept behind a pair of large and pointy ears! First the grey skinned giants, then the bull man and now a girl who looked like an Elf!

The girl’s left eye was bruised, and she had a number of cuts and scrapes on her arms and legs. Her hands were trapped in some sort of metal cylinder, which she had resting on her lap. Alex tried not to notice that the way her arms were being pulled together was making her breasts strain against the leather of her vest.

“What? You’ve never seen a Wood Elf before?” she said with a frown.

“No. I’ve never met a real-life Elf in person!” was all that he could think of saying.

“Hmmm. From your coloring I guessed you for a Velettan. But their great merchant city, Veletta, is always full of Sea Elves and their trading ships. Where are you from, that you’ve never seen an Elf?” she asked curiously.

“I’m American,” was all that he could think to say, still trying to make sense of this crazy place he had found himself in.

“A Merican?” she thought for a moment. “Never heard of Merica. I should have paid more attention to my tutors,” she mumbled to herself. “What kind of faraway place is Merica, that there are no Elves?”

“There are just humans around us,” he shrugged, his head still throbbing.

“Impossible!” she said in surprise. “None of the Dwarven races? No Orcs? None of the wild races like the Goblins or the Hargs or the Rockskins?”

“No,” Alex replied.

“Oh. Your land sounds dull,” she said and thought for a moment. She looked at him sharply. “Don’t tell me you crossed the Empty Lands!”

“The Empty Lands? Is that what this place is?” Alex asked. She nodded.

“All I know is that yesterday I was standing near some kind of stone archway. Next thing I know, I was sucked through the archway and I wound up on top of some old temple not far from here,” he explained. His story probably sounded crazy to her.

“You say that there is a temple around here?” she asked, unfazed by the fact that Alex had been mysteriously teleported here.

“Yeah, a decent sized pyramid structure.”

The Elf shook her head. “So old Zemak was right after all. So close. Too bad he didn’t live long enough to find it.”

“Who is... or was Zemak?” Alex asked as he felt the wagon come to a stop. He could hear voices outside, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying.

“A crazy old Alchemist from Olomoutz,” she continued. “Every wet season, wet for the Empty Lands anyway, he hires some servants and some guards and sets out from Arras so he can try to find a lost temple. Said he had found some references to it in some old manuscripts. He was hoping to find some ancient artifacts or at least some useful wall carvings left by the Elders.”

“We were so close!” she added with a flash of anger in her eyes.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Ambush. Zemak usually hires 8 or 9 caravan guards, a handful of servants and a dancer. We had some mules and camels and a couple of wagons with basic supplies. This was my second year working for him. Normally, we only have to worry about bandits who camp around the edges of the Empty Lands. The big bandit gangs knew about Zemak because he had been passing through annually for many years. He didn’t have anything of value for them to bother attacking. Small bandit gangs would sniff around sometimes, but I would just flash them some flame and they would pass on, looking for other, less well defended prey. Easy money for easy work. Until two days ago.” The Elf paused, a faraway look in her eyes as she remembered the events of that fateful day.

“Go on,” urged Alex.

“We were travelling single file through a small ravine when they jumped us from both sides. Eight Rockskins led by two Hargs. Gods only know what they were doing this deep in the Empty Lands. The only danger we ever see this far in, is maybe a Zimzah lizard with its poison tipped claws. Rockskins...,” she paused for a moment before continuing, “fire causes pain to those thick-skinned brutes, but it does no real damage. So I went for the Hargs. I managed to fry the first one, but the second one dodged my fireball.”

What the hell, thought Alex? Did she mean that she could shoot some kind of magic fireball? Not for the first time, he started to question if he was losing his mind. Yet here he was, talking to an Elf girl, after being captured by a squad of some kind of monster men.

The Elf continued, “By then, the Rockskins had crashed into the caravan guards, crushing them with those big clubs. Two of the guards speared a Rockskin and took him down before they were clobbered. Before I could get off another fireball, a guard's body that was sent flying by a club, slammed into me, knocking me over. One of the other Rockskins grabbed me and smashed me into the ground, knocking me out. When I woke up a little while later, everyone else was dead and I was wearing this accursed thing.” The Elf lifted up her arms for a moment before resting the cylinder in her lap again.

“What is that thing?” Alex asked.

“Dancer’s Bracelet,” she said with a rueful smile. “Made of forged ersite. Rare and expensive. Centuries ago, when the League of Warlock’s had conquered half the known lands of Ktor, they first fashioned these damned things. They can block a Dancer’s power and make it possible for a Warlock to capture and enslave them. If this was made of normal metal, I could melt them off. With ersite however, I don’t know if even a boosted dancer could get out of them."

“Only a very powerful Warlock is supposed to be able to craft these,” the Elf continued. “Not many of those around. I have heard no tales of a Warlock anywhere near Arras, let alone the Empty Lands. I can’t understand what those Hargs were doing out here and why they had a bracelet with them.”

Alex realized that she wasn’t tied up or chained. “You’re not tied up... why don’t you try to run away?” he asked.

“And go where, with my hands like this?” she asked with a sad smile. “We are many days journey from the lands of Arras. I wouldn't get very far without food or water.

She looked at Alex and asked, “How did they capture you?”

Before Alex could answer, one of the flaps of fabric at the back of the wagon was thrown open. Alex blinked a few times as his eyes adjusted to the increase in light. The bull man, who must be the Harg she was referring to, stood there watching them. Alex could see the sun hanging low in the distance.

“What are you looking at, cow face!” the Elf said, glaring at their captor.

The Harg just laughed at her. The Harg’s shoulder armor was held in place by a pair of belts that crisscrossed across his muscular chest, through a golden buckle. The buckle was carved with what looked like a lightning bolt.

“Just making sure my two prizes are doing fine back here. I’m glad to see the human is awake. I was worried that my Rockskins had damaged him. They have some difficulty in handling things gently,” the Harg laughed again. Then he rubbed his hands together in delight, “the master will be well pleased! I am bringing him not just one, but two freaks!”

The Wood Elf looked at Alex in puzzlement. Alex just shrugged. The Harg turned to leave.

“Hey cow face! How about some water? You don’t want us die before you get us to your boss, do you?” the Elf said.

The Harg turned back and glared at her, all signs of mirth gone. “You burned one of my battle brothers, freak. You can burn with thirst now. You won’t die just yet.”

“What about the human then?” she nodded towards Alex.

The Harg looked at Alex and said, “This freak killed one of my Rockskins. Perhaps I will give him some water tomorrow. But for now, he can suffer as well.” The Harg closed the wagon flap. They could hear him shouting commands as he walked away from the wagon.

“Why does he keep calling us freaks?” Alex asked the Elf.

“Your people really must be isolated in Merica. Don’t tell me that no one has any Power in your lands?’ she asked incredulously.

“Power?” Alex asked. “If you mean like magic, then no, that’s only fairy tale stuff, stories told to amuse children.”

“Fairies! You still have Fairies in Merica? They haven’t been seen here since the days of the Aquilian empire,” She looked at him in surprise.

“No, no Fairies,” he said. “Just old stories.”

“Oh,” the Elf replied, disappointed. “I guess you could say that magic is a manifestation of Power. I don’t know why, but the Power never manifests itself in some races like the Hargs. That makes them jealous of those with the Power. So they call us freaks. Even Warlocks, Wizards and Witches call us that sometimes. They have to study and practice for years to harness their Power, while for a Dancer, it just comes naturally.”

Alex was silent, trying to process what she had told him.

The Elf shifted her body towards Alex. She leaned towards him with a suspicious look in her eye. “But why does the Harg call you a freak?” she asked. “You can’t be a Dancer. Are you a Wizard?”

Alex laughed in surprise, “A wizard? No, I’m no Wizard.”

The Elf thought for a moment.

“The Harg said you killed one of the Rockskins. How?” she asked.

Alex frowned. Did he kill that grey giant with a lucky punch, he wondered?

“I punched him in the head and he went down. I didn’t think I killed him. Must have been a lucky punch,” he told her.

“A human doesn’t just one punch a Rockskin!’ she said in anger. “Tell me the truth!” The Elf kicked out one of her feet and hit Alex in the leg.

When the Elf’s foot connected with his leg, a shock of energy went through Alex's body. He flinched in surprise. As the shock quickly subsided, he felt a tingling in his right wrist. Little blue flames danced briefly over the bracelet markings on his wrist for a moment and then subsided.

The Elf must have felt it as well, for she had immediately snatched her leg away from Alex. Her eyes were big in the fading light.

“What are you?” she whispered.


Chapter seven


The Wood Elf was watching Alex intently, waiting for him to answer her question.

“I don’t have any magic or Power or anything. I told you, I am not some kind of Wizard.”

“Liar!” she hissed. “I felt the Power when I touched you! You felt it too. I saw your reaction when I touched you.”

“I did feel a shock when you touched me,” Alex replied. “I have never felt anything like that before.” They both were silent for a time. The Elf was looking at him suspiciously.

“Something must have happened when I fell through that strange portal and wound up in this place,” Alex spoke first. He remembered the glowing orb in the room on top of the pyramid temple. “I wound up in a room on top of that temple that I told you about,” he continued. “There was a glowing white orb sitting on top of a pedestal in the room. I accidently touched it, and it gave me a tremendous shock.”

“A glowing orb?" the elf interrupted him, “Maybe it was an Artifact of the Elders!” She shook her head and mumbled, “Poor old Zemak, to die when he was so close after all his years of searching.”

Alex thought about his newfound strength. Maybe it wasn’t some kind of gravitational difference. What if it was the result of some kind of ‘magic’? Maybe he was just going crazy.

“After I recovered from touching the orb,” Alex said, “I noticed that I couldn’t walk correctly. There was something wrong with my muscles. It took me many tries until I could finally adjust. My muscles feel stronger. I can run faster and jump higher.”

The Elf considered what he had said. “Perhaps the orb awakened a power that you had hidden inside of you. I have never heard of such a thing happening. But, if that orb is an Artifact of the Elders, who knows what kind of strange power it might possess.”

They both fell silent again for a time as the light faded with the arrival of evening.

“My name is Alex,” he said, breaking the silence. He could barely make out the Elf in the darkness of the wagon.

“Alex?” she replied. “I am Taiya.”

“I guess, from what you said earlier, you have some kind of power that lets you shoot fireballs?”

Taiya laughed. “Something like that,” she said. “I am a Flame Dancer.”

“Excuse my ignorance,” Alex said, “but why are you called a Dancer?”

“The Power manifests itself in different ways. It starts once the person reaches maturity after childhood. The basic elements of fire, water, wind and earth only manifest themselves in women. They say that we weave a beautiful but deadly dance of destruction when we use our Power in battle,” she explained.

“You also mentioned Warlocks and Witches,” Alex said to her.

“Are you telling me there is no magic where you are from?” she asked in disbelief.

“No, not anymore,” Alex replied wistfully.

“I cannot even imagine such a place,” replied Taiya.

She explained that some men and women had a raw spark of the Power in them. They needed years of practice and study to develop their skills. Eventually the men became Wizards and the women became Witches. Some of the men and women would become obsessed with gaining more Power and would ruthlessly use any means necessary in their unsatiable quest for both magic and worldly power. They were the ones called Warlocks.

“Is that it, for types of Power?” Alex asked.

“Oh, no. Not at all,” Taiya said.

She then told him that sometimes the Power manifested in very race specific ways. For example, some Elves were Beastmasters, with the ability to communicate with animals. Orc women could develop incredible skills with weapons and they were called War Dancers. Some Dwarves were Forgemasters who could fashion valuable weapons and armor with enhanced abilities. Humans had some of the stranger offshoots of Power in Taiya’s opinion, producing Alchemists or Necromancers.

Ktor sounded like a place straight out of a fantasy book or video game. Alex wondered if the Doorway of the Gods had let some magic into his world ages ago. Maybe some Elves or monsters had come through and their story became the basis for human myths.

“Hey, I just remembered that humans sometimes have unique physical skills because of the Power,” the Elf said with excitement in her voice. “The most famous example would be the Cloudwalkers. They are unbelievably light on their feet with incredible balance. It’s said they can scale sheer walls and walk across the forest floor without disturbing a single blade of grass. They make Elves look clumsy! They work as thieves or assassins. Praise Mergan that they are exceedingly rare. One of my tutors said that there a human Fishmen that can breathe underwater and Strongmen with incredible strength. Maybe you're a Strongman!”

“A Strongman, huh,” said Alex as he considered the possibility. “Why not? I shouldn’t be surprised by anything anymore.”

“Try to break out of those chains they have around you!” she said with excitement. “But try to not make too much noise.”

“Ok,” he said and took a deep breath.

Alex then tried to move his arms away from his body, straining against the tightly wrapped chains. Nothing. He tried again. And again. He gave up, breathing heavily with the exertions.

“Nothing. If I am a Strongman, this chain is even stronger,” Alex said in dismay.

“Well, at least it was worth a try,” Taiya replied. They both fell silent for a while as the light faded with the setting sun.

“Alex, I’m going to reach my foot out and touch you again,” she eventually said to him.

“You want to get us shocked again?” Alex said with surprise.

“I want to see if it happens again. Here comes my foot,” Taiya said.

Before Alex could say anything, Taiya touched him. But this time there was no shock. Alex wasn’t quite sure how to describe the new sensation he was experiencing. It was an almost electric awareness of her presence. Mixed with the sensual excitement and sexual tension you felt with a new lover. She broke the contact. She was breathing rapidly.

“I’m going to touch you again,” she said and reached out with her foot again.

The sensation was the same. An electric awareness mixed with sexual excitement. Taiya broke the contact again.

“Well, that was interesting,” Alex said once he regained his composure.

“It's so strange,” replied Taiya. “I’ve never felt anything like that before. I know that I have touched other Dancers. I have worked for a Witch and for Zemak the Alchemist. I shook their hands when I accepted the jobs. It was no different than touching anyone else without Power.”

“This is quite strange,” she added.

“I’m just glad we didn’t get shocked again,” Alex said.

“I need to think about this. There must be something I am missing. That’s what I get for being a lazy student!” she said with frustration in her voice.

They were silent for a long time. Taiya was trying to remember everything she had been taught about the Power. Alex tried to keep his mind off of his hunger. He could feel the protein bar still in his pocket.

Alex heard Taiya give a little gasp. It sounded like she mumbled something to herself.

“Alex!” she whispered urgently, adding, “Just whisper, I don’t want any guard to hear us.”

“Okay,” he replied. "What is it?”

“This is going to sound crazy!” she whispered.

“After the last couple of days, nothing sounds crazy anymore,” Alex assured her.

“I need you to have sex with me,” Taiya whispered.

“Are you crazy?!?” Alex whispered in shock.


Chapter eight


“It’s not crazy,” she said. “It only sounds crazy. It might be our only chance to escape.”

“How is having sex with me going to help?” he asked in confusion.

“Because I think you might be Elder Touched,” Taiya replied eagerly.

“What? What does that even mean?” Alex couldn’t even begin to guess at what she was talking about.

“Listen,” she said, “an Elder Touched is someone who can use their own Power to increase or ‘boost’ the Power of a Dancer. It’s supposed to be a pretty impressive increase in the Dancer’s Power.”

“Allright, but what does sex have to do with it?” Alex asked.

“I don’t fully understand it,” Taiya replied. “I wasn’t really paying attention when one of the tutors was talking about Elder Touched. At least not until she said that it only worked by having sex with them! Back then I was young, a virgin. I was shocked and surprised when one of my teachers suddenly was talking about sex. Elder Touched are also extremely rare, maybe one born in a generation. I have never met anyone that has actually seen a boosted Dancer, let alone an actual Elder Touched in person.”

“I don’t know, it sounds crazy!” he said.

Not that he was in the habit of turning down offers for sex from pretty girls! Heck, he hadn’t had an opportunity to be with a woman in a long time.

“Zor’s Stone!” she exclaimed in whispered frustration. “Don’t tell me you’re a virgin!”

“What! No!” Alex said in surprise. “I have some experience. It’s been an unbelievable couple of days for me. First, some kind of magic brings me here and I am way stronger than I was back home. Then I get captured by some monsters called Hargs and Rockskins. Then I meet a real live Elf. And now the Elf tells me that, if she fucks me, somehow, I am going to give her extra magic Power!”

Taiya gave a little chuckle and said, “Sorry. It does sound crazy. But we may not have much time left to find out if my guess is right.”

She moved closer to Alex and knelt next to him, her leg touching his leg. Alex immediately felt a surge of sexual energy. They both started breathing faster. Neither moved as their bodies became aroused.

“Do you feel that... that energy,” she whispered.

“I feel it. Maybe you’re right.”

Alex was shocked at how quickly he had become sexually excited. His heart rate was elevated, and he felt warm all over. He could feel his erection straining against his jeans. Just that small part of Taiya’s leg touching his leg was driving him mad with desire.

“We have to try,” she said.

“Damn, yes! That energy flowing through my body when we touch! I’m already hard as a rock for you,” Alex whispered.

“I know what you mean,” Taiya said breathlessly. “I can’t even describe how much I want you right now!”

Taiya leaned in close. Her lips met his and they shared a long, deep kiss. His body felt like there were sparks dancing all over it.

“Wow,” was all Alex could say after she broke off the kiss.

“We need to get some of these clothes off,” she said. Taiya shifted her body around so that her hip was next to Alex’s hand. “Try to use your fingers to grab a hold of my underpants.”

Alex was able to wiggle his fingers and get under her leather skirt. He couldn’t reach her panties until he shifted his body to a prone position on the wagon floor. He finally was able to hook his fingers into the cloth of her panty. Taiya carefully backed away from Alex and her panties slowly slid down her legs to her feet. She kicked off her boots and Alex let her panties fall to the floor.

Taiya flipped to her knees and moved her head first to his thighs and then by touch, moved to his waist. She used her teeth to grab hold of his jeans and then she tried to pull them down unsuccessfully.

“What kind of strange leggings are you wearing?” she whispered in frustration.

“They are held closed by a button,” Alex said. “I will try to use my hands to push the fabric together. Maybe it will make it easier for you to undo the button.” His arms were pinned to his sides, and he couldn’t reach the fastener.

Taiya used her mouth on the button as Alex pushed the jeans together. Taiya’s head movements right at his crotch were driving Alex crazy. She finally popped the button through the hole.

“What is this other piece of metal?” Taiya asked.

“It's a zipper fastener. If you pull down on the little piece of metal that is sticking out, it will loosen up my pants even more.”

Taiya grabbed the zipper with her teeth and pulled. Alex was breathing heavily. His jeans finally loosened; Taiya used her mouth to pull them down to his knees. She slid her face up his thigh to his waist again.

“Underpants?” she said in exasperation. “You’ve got to be joking. Don't tell me men wear underpants in Merica!”

Before Alex could think of a response, Taiya had grabbed a hold of his boxers with her teeth and pulled them down, letting his rock-hard cock spring free.

“Let’s see how big you are. I can’t tell in this darkness,” Taiya whispered to herself as she moved her head forward until her cheek brushed against his penis.

She ran her lips up and down his shaft. She took the head tentatively in her mouth, getting a feel for his girth.

“Oh, you have a nice big cock Alex,” Taiya whispered and then she took him deeply in her mouth again.

Alex arched his back and let out a sigh as her mouth worked its way up and down his shaft.

“Taiya! You’re going to make me explode. My body feels like it's on fire,” Alex hissed as waves of sexual energy flowed across his body.

Taiya stopped her sucking and slowly let his cock drop from her mouth.

“Sorry,” she said in surprise. “I only meant to check how big your cock was. Then I couldn’t help myself... I had to taste you. Your cock is thick but, as wet as I am for you right now, I don’t think we will have a problem.”

She shifted her body so that her knees were straddling his hips. She gently rested her trapped hands on his chest.

“Hold very still,” she said. “I need to position myself and guide your cock in.” Tiaya carefully raised her hips and moved over his cock.

She managed to get his tip to the edge of her opening. Alex could feel how slick she was for him, and he hadn't even entered her yet.

Taiya slowly lowered herself on to Alex’s erection. Even soaking wet, she still felt so tight to Alex. They both let out a gasp of pleasure as she took about half his length inside her. He strained to hold himself still as she raised her hips until her pussy lips were tight against his cockhead. Then she slowly lowered herself again, using little thrusts to work her way down his shaft again to the point where he was fully inside of her. Alex could feel Taiya arch her back as she let out a little moan.

“Incredible!” she whispered.

Alex felt like he was going crazy with desire. He started moving his cock inside of her. She responded with little thrusts of her own. Soon they had a lover’s rhythm going, each matching the other’s movement. Alex had never felt such an awareness of a woman as he did at that moment.

Waves of sexual energy were flowing up and down his body. Every nerve, from his head to his toes, was on fire with desire. Soon Taiya was bucking wildly in an orgasm. Her ragged gasps of pleasure and the feel of her pussy clenched so tightly around his cock drove Alex over the edge. He exploded in a massive orgasm inside of her.

He was surprised at how long his orgasm lasted as his cock and balls clenched and unclenched, each time sending his hot come into her wet passage. As their orgasms faded, they both were breathing heavily, neither being able to say anything after such an incredible experience. After a minute, Taiya slowly lifted herself off of Alex. She lay down next to him, breathing heavily.

“If that was boosted sex,” Taiya whispered after her breathing became steady again, “I can see why it’s supposed to make you more powerful.”


Chapter nine


Alex felt... different. He noticed that the back of his head didn’t hurt anymore. He was able to sit up easily, despite the heavy chains around his torso. Taiya sat up as well.

“I’m going to try to break the chains, so turn your head away,” Alex whispered.

Taiya turned and shifted away from him.

Alex started moving his arms away from his body. He could feel the metal links stretching! The chains finally snapped and fell off with a loud rattle.

“Oww!” hissed Taiya as a piece hit her.

“Sorry,” Alex replied as he quickly pulled up his boxers and his jeans. “If they posted a guard, he probably heard that!”

He noticed a dull red glow to his right. It was coming from the Dancer’s Bracelet around Taiya’s hands.

“It’s working!” she whispered triumphantly. “But I need more time!”

One of the flaps at the back of the wagon lifted up. A Rockskin holding a torch peered in.

“You, quiet!” he commanded in a gravelly voice.

Alex launched himself towards the Rockskin. The speed and power of his jump surprised Alex. He crashed into the guard, sending both of them flying several feet back from the wagon. The Rockskin roared in anger.

The grey skinned brute was strong but slow. He was only halfway to his feet when Alex slammed into him again, delivering a mighty punch to his face. Alex literally felt his fist sink a couple of inches into the creature's head, sending blood and bits of bone flying.

He leapt away as another guard smashed his club into the spot where Alex had just been standing. Alex tumbled onto the ground a few feet away, unable to maintain his balance. This was just like his first attempts at walking here, except even worse, Alex thought.

“Capture that human freak before he escapes!” the Harg roared as he sprinted towards Alex with his wicked mace.

The Hargs face was a mask of fury in the firelight. There should be five Rockskins left he thought. Alex leaped away from the direction of the wagon that Taiya was in, hitting the ground in a roll.

As he came to a stop, Alex saw that there were a few tennis ball sized rocks on the ground. He grabbed one and carefully stood up. Three of the Rockskins were charging at him. Alex threw the rock towards the nearest one’s head. He missed, wildly overthrowing the creature. He grabbed another rock and leapt backwards, crashing into the ground several yards back. He was near the edge of the small camp, next to the tethered mules and camels.

Alex quickly recovered and stood up. This time, when he threw the rock, he aimed for the nearest creature's midsection. The throw was successful, catching him in the shoulder. The creature was thrown off balance and he stumbled to the ground. Alex dove to his right as one of the other Rockskin threw his club.

Alex saw a watermelon sized stone near him. He picked it up with both hands and almost fell backwards. With his newfound strength, he had misjudged how light the stone would feel.

The Rockskin who had thrown his club was only a few feet away now. Alex heaved the stone towards the Rockskin’s chest. He had misjudged his aim, but the rock still managed to smash into the creature's face with an explosion of blood and bone. The force of the projectile caused him to fall backwards into the other charging Rockskin who tangled with the body and fell to the ground.

That gave Alex a few seconds to assess the situation. The Rockskin that he had hit with the small rock was back up and advancing warily towards him. The two remaining Rockskin had grabbed nets and were running towards Alex, followed by the Harg.

Suddenly, a ball of fire erupted from the back of the wagon where they had been held prisoner. The fireball caught the Harg in the back. The Harg screamed in anguish as he was engulfed in flames. The Rockskins turned towards their leader in surprise. The Harg went silent as his charred body collapsed to the ground.

“Aaaaaiiiiiii!” Taiya let out a war cry as she leapt from the now burning wagon.

Her hands were flickering with a flaming aura. The Rockskins turned towards this new threat and, forgetting about Alex, started running towards Taiya.

Alex saw that the other Rockskin, who had been knocked over a few moments ago, had disentangled himself from his dead companion and was starting to get up. Alex Jumped towards him, bringing his fists together in a mighty blow towards the creature’s head. Alex missed, hitting the shoulder instead. His incredible strength pulverized the bones and drove the creature back to the ground. Alex's momentum caused him to flip over the Rockskin and land on his back. Alex rolled over and was surprised to see the soldier trying to get back up!

The creature’s shoulder was destroyed, and the arm was hanging uselessly, yet the Rockskin managed to get back up to its knees. It was trying to reach its club! Alex sprang into a diving roll and grabbed the giant club, rolling away from the Rockskin.

The club was about 5 feet long, yet it felt surprisingly light to Alex. He cautiously got up and carefully walked towards the Rockskin. The creature was now down on its hand and knees, blood streaming out of its mouth. Alex put it out of its misery with a powerful swing of the club.

He turned to see how Taiya was fairing against the remaining three Rockskins. They were encircling her with confidence, unafraid of her fire. One threw his net at her, but Taiya vaporized it with a fireball. The Rockskin with the club threw it at her as the other net came flying at her in the same moment. Alex watched in amazement as Taiya shot beams of fire from her hands towards the ground. The fire acted like some kind of rocket propellent and she flew into the air, sailing over the heads of the Rockskins.

“Aaaaahhhhhh!” yelled Taiya as she crashed into the other wagon, some 40 feet away from where she had been standing.

She hadn’t expected her boosted Power to shoot her so far into the sky. Alex started running towards the Rockskins using little “astronaut on the moon” leaps, as he was afraid to try a normal run. He shouted at the Rockskins to draw their attention away from Taiya. Two of them paused and then turned towards him. The third had almost reached the wagon when Taiya leapt out of the back. She sent a beam of fire from one of her hands towards the creature's face.

The Rockskin instinctively threw up an arm to block the fire. Taiya added a second fire beam from her other hand and the Rockskin’s arm began to glow red. The guard let out an anguished cry as the flesh began to melt off his arm!

The Rockskin nearest the burning wagon, grabbed it with both hands and lifted it over his head. He sent it flying towards Alex. He easily dodged to the side, landing in a roll as the wagon sailed by him, smashing into the ground near the animals. The mules and camels panicked, breaking their tether and scattering into the night. As Alex got to his feet again, he saw the Rockskin that Taiya was engaged with falling to its knees. The creature’s face was glowing red and looked like it had been half melted away.

The Rockskin who had thrown the wagon was now charging towards Alex. The other Rockskin had grabbed a club and was running towards Taiya. As the Rockskin reached him, Alex swung the club in a two-handed overhead blow. The Rockskin tried to block the club with his forearm, but the club snapped his arm like a twig and smashed into the creature's chest, shattering the ribcage. The Rockskin fell backwards from the force of the blow. Alex leapt over the fallen body and headed towards Taiya and the final Rockskin.

Taiya shot a double blast of fire towards the Rockskin as it neared. The guard used his rock club to deflect the flames. Using the club as a shield, he started walking closer to Taiya. Alex was afraid of getting accidently fried by Taiya, so, as he neared them, he stopped and threw his club at the Rockskin. Afraid of overthrowing, he aimed low. The club hit the ground next to the Rockskin, bounced up and clipped him in the side, knocking him off balance. Taiya used the opening to hit him in the face with both beams of fire. The blast blinded the Rockskin. In desperation, the blinded guard started swinging his club wildly. Taiya backed away, staying out of his reach as the Rockskin smashed the wagon with one of his swings.

Alex didn’t want to test his strength against those wild swings of that club. Sure, he was strong, but that didn’t necessarily mean his body was any tougher. He was standing near the first Rockskin he had killed. Alex awkwardly grabbed the nine-foot body by its feet. He started dragging the body around in a circle and like some horror movie discus thrower, he threw it at the blinded guard. The body crashed into the blind creature, and he fell over, dropping his deadly club. The confused Rockskin rolled on top of his dead companion and started pummeling the lifeless body.

Alex quickly made his way closer and picked up the dropped club. Two quick blows and the blinded Rockskin was dead.

“This one is still alive,” Taiya was standing near the Rockskin with the melted face.

The creature’s body was shaking. Probably in shock, thought Alex. Taiya focused her beams of fire on the creature’s head until the flesh melted away and the skull was smoking. The shaking stopped.

Alex went to check the Rockskin with the crushed ribcage. He couldn’t believe it when he saw that it was trying to crawl towards him, pulling itself forward with its good arm. Alex put it out of its misery with a swift blow from his club.

He looked around at the carnage. Their captors were dead. The animals had all run away. One of the wagons was on fire and the other was smashed to pieces.

Alex sat down on the ground, breathing heavily. Taiya sat down next to him and handed him a water skin. He took a few swallows of the lukewarm water.

“I can’t believe how tough these Rockskins are,” Alex said.

“They are the most feared warriors in all of Ktor,” Taiya replied. “Thankfully, they mostly live far from other races. The Hargs somehow get some to work for them. Otherwise, the Rockskins keep to themselves and don’t venture far from their lands.”

They sat in silence for a little while. Then Alex remembered the protein bar in his pocket. He tore it open and offered half to Taiya. She sniffed it suspiciously. Alex started eating his half. Taiya took a small bite.

“Hmm, it’s good. Merican journey bread?” she asked.

“Uh, I guess so,” Alex replied. They ate the bar slowly as the dawn started to break in the east.


Chapter ten


Taiya searched the camp in the morning light as Alex practiced moving with his boosted strength. Alex picked up one of the Rockskin’s clubs and took some practice swings. It should make a good weapon, he thought, and it should have a manageable heft to it, even if he wasn’t boosted. He checked the other clubs and decided on the smallest one. It was about 4 and a half feet long and thinner than the other clubs. Taiya looked at him curiously as he walked over to where she had made a small pile of supplies.

“Interesting choice for a weapon,” she said. “I was going to suggests the Harg’s mace for you.”

Alex glanced at the evil looking weapon and shook his head.

“I would probably hurt myself with that thing,” he said.

“I found a couple of daggers,” she said.

Alex shook his head no. Taiya just shrugged and glanced at the sun.

“We have a problem,” she said. “My guess is that we are six- or seven-days journey from Arras. Unfortunately, my “boost” only lasts three days. I’m going to guess that the same holds true for your boosted strength.”

“Why is that a problem?” Alex asked.

“Because our bodies will be useless for the three days afterwards. We will need to sleep and rest,” Taiya explained.

“Can’t we just have sex again on the fourth day to prolong the boost?” Alex asked with a frown.

Taiya glanced down at his crotch and then gave him a smile. “While that sounds like fun, it doesn’t work that way. I remember one of the other students asked that same question. Our teacher said that we had to pay for the three days of strength with three days of weakness. A Dancer cannot be boosted again until the three days of rest have passed.”

Alex nodded. What a shame he thought, as he was looking forward to making love to Taiya again. Preferably in a nice soft bed where he could take his time and enjoy that hot little body of hers.

“Our problem is that we will be weak and vulnerable when the boost wears off. Zimzah lizards would love to make a meal of us. Then there is the chance of bandits who make their camps near the edge of the empty lands,” Taiya explained.

Alex considered their predicament for a few minutes.

“I have an idea,” he said.

He started doing his “astronaut on the moon” jumping walk. After a few practice laps around the camp, he was able to run using giant strides. He was clearing almost 20 feet with every step!

“Impressive! I wish I could do that,” Taiya said with a rueful smile. “At least you might be able to make it to safety.”

“I am going to carry you on my back.”

“What! How are you going to carry me all that way?” she asked incredulously.

“If we are going to make it out of here, we make it out together,” Alex said.

Taiya nodded and gave him a little smile.

The Elf continued searching the camp. Alex could tell she was getting agitated. As she finished searching the last of the boxes strewn about the broken wagon, the Elf let out a cry of frustration and she blasted the box with a fireball.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked.

“I can’t find my coin purse! All my savings were in it!” Taiya said as her green eyes flashed in anger. She took a deep breath to calm herself.

“Hey, at least we are alive,” Alex reminded her. She nodded and walked over to the little pile of supplies she had gathered.

Taiya showed him what she had collected from the camp. There were a number of small packages wrapped in some kind of wax paper that she said contained journey bread. There were also quite a few larger packages wrapped in leaves. Taiya guessed they were the Rockskin’s version of journey bread. There were giant sized leather shoulder bags and a more normal sized backpack that must have belonged to the Harg. There were some water skins as well as some cookware and flints.

Taiya picked up a small leather sack that jingled. “Only one purse with some silver and a few copper coins,” she said. “I don’t understand why I didn’t find more purses.”

“Those camels that ran off were still wearing packs. Maybe the purses are in their packs,” he suggested.

Taiya looked at the horizon thoughtfully. “I’m so angry about my money, but we don’t have time to look for those camels.”

Alex picked up one of the Rockskin’s backpacks. “Hand me one of those daggers,” he said.

It took a bit of work to modify the bag, but Alex was able to cut out leg holes as well as strips from one of the other bags to make some belts.

“Okay,” said Alex, “let’s give it a try.”

Alex put on the “backpack” and knelt. With a dubious look on her face, Taiya positioned herself in the harness and helped Alex secure the straps.

“Hold on,” he said, and she wrapped her arms and legs tightly around him. He could feel some of the sexual energy course through his body when she touched him. But now it was much more subdued. Which was a good thing, otherwise he would be only thinking about sex while she was on his back!

Alex stood up and took some tentative steps. She didn’t feel heavy at all. Soon he was running around the camp.

“I feel like a child again, riding on my mother’s back!” Taiya said with a laugh.

“I was thinking that I couldn’t wait to have you wrap your arms and legs around me, but this isn’t what I had in mind,” he replied with the first thought that popped into his head. Taiya didn’t say anything, and he felt her body tense.

Alex wondered if the Elf felt awkward about having sex with him. Was Elf-human interracial sex common here? He decided to not say anything more about what happened between them until he knew more about Ktor. Alex stopped and knelt so she could get out of the harness.

“You will have to wear the Harg’s pack,” he said, breaking the awkward silence. “Fill it with water skins and some of that journey bread. One of those daggers. Grab some flint in case we need to start a fire.” Taiya burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?” asked Alex. In response, Taiya held out her palm and made a flame appear for a moment. “Oh, yeah, I forgot.”

Alex grabbed his club and then knelt for Taiya. He took some tentative steps until he adjusted to the extra weight. He used the club to help steady himself.

“Which way?” he asked.

“East,” she replied, pointing towards the morning sun.

Alex started off in a slow jog. As he became used to the weight, he steadily increased his speed. Alex was amazed at how much ground they were covering.

He smiled to himself as he thought “I’m not moon walking... I’m moon running!”


Chapter eleven


Alex and Taiya sat under the stars, eating journey bread. The bread was very dense and sweet, with bits of fruits and nuts. Probably very calorie rich, Alex guessed.

They had travelled all day with a couple of stops for water. Uneventful, except for one Zimzah sighting. The creature looked like a Komodo dragon, except nearly twice as big! It was a bright yellow color with wide black stripes. Taiya had shot a fireball at it and the creature scurried away. Alex had stopped as nightfall came, and it became difficult to see. He didn’t want to fall or risk twisting an ankle in the darkness.

The small moon was hanging low in the southern sky. Alex could see a brightening in the northern sky where the big moon was about to rise.

“What are you thinking?” asked Taiya.

“I am surprised that we speak the same language and that we can understand each other,” he said.

“What else would we be speaking but the language of the land, the language of Ktor? All the higher races of Ktor, even the wild races speak the same language!” she said in surprise. “You really must be isolated in Merica,” she added.

“I guess you are right,” Alex replied.

He wondered how much he had been changed when he touched that glowing orb in the temple. He was very strong now and he was an Elder Touched ‘booster’. Maybe the orb had done something to his brain which allowed him to understand the language of Ktor.

He looked up at the stars. Nothing seemed familiar. There was a strand of stars like the milky way, except not as wide or as densely packed. God only knew how far in space and time he had travelled to get to Ktor.

“It is said that the Elders taught the language of Ktor to all the races,” she said.

“The Elders?” he said questioningly.

“Yes, but they left four thousand and more years ago,” Taiya replied.

“Where did they go?”

“No one knows. They left behind their mysterious temples and abandoned cities throughout Ktor. There are some other structures as well that seem but half finished,” the Elf explained.

“The Great Moon Thuros is rising and almost full tonight,” Taiya said as she looked at the big moon cresting the hills to the north. “Why don’t you sleep for a while,” she said, adding, “I will take the first watch, I am not tired at all.”

“This may sound strange,” Alex said, “but I am not tired at all either.”

“That’s impossible!” Taiya said. “You have been running all day long- all while carrying me!”

“This must be because of the boosting,” he replied. “Have you heard of this before?”

“No, not that I remember,” she said, adding, “honestly, all I got out of that lesson was that you have sex with an Elder Touched, the Power is stronger for 3 days, then sleep for three days.

“Maybe we are stronger for three days as well as not needing much rest... but then we will be exhausted and need to sleep for three days afterwards,” Alex speculated.

“Makes sense,” said Taiya. “Three days of weakness is the price we will pay for 3 days of strength.”

Alex stood up and said, “Since we are not tired, let's keep going on our journey. With the light of the big moon, I can see well enough to walk.”

“Good idea,” she said. They got their gear together and, in a few minutes, they were heading eastward again.


Chapter twelve


Their second day of travel passed uneventfully. They stopped in a small valley to fill their water skins with fresh water. Alex could see what looked like goats in the distance. They were grazing on the sparse patches of grass on a hill side. As the sun set, they stopped to stretch and to eat something.

“How well do the different people and races get along in this part of Ktor?” Alex asked as they finished eating.

“Most are at peace with each other, most of the time,” Taiya said with a shrug. “The wild races are at war with everyone. Fortunately, the Rockskins keep to themselves mostly. The Goblins and the Hargs don’t like each other."

“There hasn’t been a major war since the War of the Warlocks. I think that was something like 300 years ago. There is always some nation, somewhere, fighting with its neighbor over something stupid.

“There is regional strife. For example, a clan of Moon Elves seems to be always fighting a clan of Sea Elves over the control of some forest near the Voza Sea. On the northern plains, the nomadic human tribes often clash with the Orc tribes. I’ve heard the Stone Dwarves have a grudge with the Hill Dwarves," she added.

“Are there many humans here?” Alex asked.

“Many? To me it seems they are the most numerous of the races. But perhaps that is because they tend to pack together in cities more than others, except the Dwarves,” she replied as Thuros was cresting the horizon.

“Alex, when we reach Arras, do not tell anyone that you are Elder Touched,” He was surprised by her change of subject.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because it makes you very rare. If word of your ability reaches the ears of powerful people, they will want to use you as a tool to advance their plans. I do my best to stay out of the notice of kings and queens and powerful mages. If you want to live a free life, I suggest you do the same,” she said, her tone somber and serious.

“I will follow your advice,” he nodded thoughtfully.

It sounded like Ktor was no different than back home, with countries fighting over resources and political leaders using people for their own gain.

“We should get going. I can’t say for sure how much farther we need to travel,” Taiya said as she stood up and brushed the crumbs from her hands.

Early in the morning on the third day, Alex stopped running and pointed to the ridgeline ahead of them. On top of the hill, about a hundred yards away, were six horsemen watching them.

“Bandits,” Taiya said with disgust in her voice. “Set me down.”

Alex took off the harness and readied his club.

“What’s the plan?” he asked as the bandits walked their horses down the slope towards them, confident that the odds were in their favor.

“First, I send them a little message,” Taiya said with a smile as flames flickered around her hands.

She brought her hands up and formed a large ball of fire over her head. The bandits were too slow in recognizing the danger as she heaved the fireball towards them.

The bandits yelled in surprise as the fireball crashed into their midst. Three of them went down, as they and their horses were engulfed in flames. The other three horses reared in panic and bolted in different directions. One of the bandits fell off his horse and started running as fast as he could, back up the hill.

Taiya sent smaller fireballs towards the remaining two riders. She hit one in the back and his horse reared up in fear, causing him to fall and writhe on the ground as the fire burned him. She missed the other rider, and he disappeared over the hill. She turned to the last bandit and sent two fireballs towards him. He burst into flame as he reached the top of the ridge. He crumpled to the ground with a scream of pain and then fell silent.

“That’s five less of those bastards. Five less lazy vultures to rob and murder innocent travelers!” Taiya said with satisfaction.

They grabbed their gear and walked towards the first group of fallen bandits.

“I just wish the other one hadn’t gotten away!” she added.

“Do you think he will be back with others?” Alex asked as they reached the still smoldering bodies.

One of the horses was badly burnt but still breathing. He put it out of its misery with a quick blow from his club.

“I doubt it. Even if these bandits were part of a large group, they won’t want to risk losing more men for only two victims. Even with bowmen, they won’t mess with an Elemental Dancer. They want easy pickings and the odds stacked in their favor,” she said as she surveyed the carnage, surprised at how much damage she had inflicted. “I can’t believe how big a fireball I was able to make!”

Taiya searched a body for anything of value. She asked Alex if he wanted one of the swords, but he preferred keeping the club. She found a purse with a few coins in one of the saddle bags, but otherwise nothing useful. She searched the remaining bodies but found nothing.

They climbed the hill and surveyed the area. The other bandit was nowhere to be seen, though they did see one horse walking away in the distance.

“The presence of these bandits means that we are near the edge of the Empty Lands,” said Taiya. She glanced at the morning sun and added, “hopefully we can find Arras before we are overcome with exhaustion tonight.” Taiya climbed into the harness, and they continued eastward.

Late in the afternoon, as they crested yet another hill, Taiya gave a shout and pointed towards the south. “Look, a watchtower!” Alex could see a stone tower in the distance.

“Remember what I said, Alex,” she reminded him, “Don’t say anything to the guards about being Elder Touched or that we are boosted right now. You will probably arouse enough curiosity as a Strongman, a rarely seen manifestation of Power.”

Alex started jogging towards the tower using only smaller ‘moonwalk’ jumps instead of the giant strides he was capable of while boosted. As they neared the tower, Alex could see that it was three floors high with thin windows on the second floor and wider windows on the third floor. The stone building was square rather than the cylindrical shape Alex would have expected. The top featured a low wall with crenelations for archers. The door was on the second floor, reached by narrow steps. Probably to make it difficult to use a battering ram, Alex guessed.

Four armored soldiers were waiting outside, two swordsmen and two spearmen. Ther were two archers on the roof watching them approach, arrows notched, but not drawn. The soldiers wore leather armor and pointed steel helmets with a straight nose guard. One of them had a chainmail vest and some green ribbon tied around his upper arms. He must be the captain or sergeant of the watch tower Alex guessed.

When Alex was about ten yards away from the tower, the green ribboned soldier held up his hand. Alex dutifully stopped. The soldiers were staring at the two of them. It was then that Alex realized what a strange sight the two of them must be. An Elf wearing a backpack, riding piggy back on a man holding a big stone club! Both of them covered in dust from their journey.

“What business have you in Arras, strangers?” the soldier in charge finally asked them.

Alex slowly knelt to let Taiya get down.

“Sergeant, we bear bad news from Zemak the Alchemist’s expedition,” Taiya said in reply.

“What! Crazy old Zemak! What happened? Bandits!” the sergeant exclaimed with a frown. Zemak had been coming through Arras on his way to the Empty Lands for so many years that most of the inhabitants knew of him.

“Worse!” Taiya exclaimed. “We were jumped by a couple of Harg’s with four Rockskins!” They had decided it would be better to downplay the number of Rockskins.

“Harg’s! Rockskins! That’s impossible!” the sergeant said with a look of shock. “They have never been seen anywhere near Arras!” The other three soldiers gripped their weapons tightly and started scanning the horizon for danger.

“It’s true I tell you!” Taiya replied. “Our guards were able to take down two of the Rockskins before they were overwhelmed. I don’t think the Hargs were expecting a Flame Dancer and I was able to fry both of them.”

“Flame Dancer?” The sergeant interrupted Taiya and took a few steps closer. “The Elf! Yes, I remember you from when Zemak passed by here last year. Continue.”

“I was hard pressed by the two remaining Rockskins, when suddenly this human came out of nowhere and attacked them from behind. He’s a Strongman! While they were distracted, I was able to blind one of them. It took some time, but working together, we were able to kill them.”

“Incredible! Harg’s and Rockskins, and now a Strongman!” the sergeant exclaimed and the frowned and asked Alex, “What were you doing out in the Empty Lands?”

Alex nodded and replied, “A few days before the battle, I was hunting in the Trigla Mountains-”

“The Trigla Mountains!” the sergeant said in confusion.

“Yes,” continued Alex, “the local lord was offering a handsome reward for someone to kill a dragonette that was coming down from the hills and raiding the local cattle herds. As I was searching for the dragonette, a storm came upon me, and I sought refuge in a nearby cave. I was surprised to find some kind of archway in the cave that glowed with a faint blue light. Like a fool, I passed through the archway and was blinded by a flash of light. When my vision cleared, I found myself here!” The soldiers gasped in astonishment at his story.

Taiya had worked up a cover story for him as they travelled last night. She had him practice, even suggesting what phrasing he should use. The mysterious Trigla Mountains were supposed to be haunted by Elder Magic and they were not too far east of distant Veletta. When he asked why Veletta, she had explained that he looked like the people from that city.

“I wandered around for a couple of days, looking for food and water,” Alex continued. “Then I heard the sounds of battle nearby. When I reached the top of a nearby hill, I saw a scene of carnage before me. Then I saw those two grey giants fighting the Fire Elf. I had never seen a Rockskin, thinking they were only legend! But here they were. So I ran down to help. I thought I was strong, but those Rockskins make me look weak by comparison! Fortunately, we prevailed.”

The sergeant took in their dusty and bedraggled appearance, their cuts and bruises and Alex’s blood splattered clothes. He shook his head and said, “It sounds like some fantastic tale told by a travelling bard! Hargs and Rockskins this far south... and in the Empty Lands no less! Strange tidings indeed.” He rubbed his chin, lost in thought for a moment, considering the implications.

“I can offer you food and water,” the sergeant said, “and a place to sleep tonight.”

“Thank you, sergeant,” Taiya replied, “but we must push on to Arras. I must tell Caravan Master Jonah about what has happened. He will spread the word among the merchants so they may be alert for Harg patrols.”

“You will not make it before the gates are closed for the night!” the sergeant protested.

“True, but in the morning, we will be that much closer,” Taiya said with a wry smile. “It will certainly be good to sleep in civilized land instead of the Empty Lands tonight!” she added.

“Very well,” the sergeant nodded. “When the daily messenger rides out tomorrow from the town garrison, I will send back word to Commander Geryan about your battle. No doubt he will want to question you.”

Taiya nodded and then climbed back in to the make shift harness. She pointed to a path which led to the southeast. Alex started in that direction at a slow jog, covering about 5 or 6 feet in a stride. The soldiers watched them go until they disappeared over a distant rise.

“I don’t think they can see us anymore,” Taiya said.

Wordlessly, Alex increased his speed to a run. In the dim twilight, Alex noticed a few farms off some side paths. The farms increased in frequency and size as they travelled closer to Arras.

As night fell, Alex slowed to a walk for safety. “I’m guessing that we won’t make it to Arras before they close the gate,” he said.

“No,” she replied. “They would only open it in direst emergency, not for two ragged travelers.”

After a couple of hours, Alex could see the vague shape of a town in the distance. Torches illuminated the walls. The path they were following joined a wide dirt road coming from the south where it turned eastward towards Arras.

Alex stumbled as he felt a strange sensation come over his body. It felt like a wave of warmth passed from his head to his toes and back again. He heard Taiya gasp in surprise.

“Did you feel that?” he asked. He noticed that she felt heavier.

“Yes,” she replied. “I think that means our three days of strength are finished and now comes the three days of weakness.” Alex grunted in response and continued towards Arras.

After a few minutes, he stopped and said, “Taiya, I can’t carry you anymore.”

“Huh?” she replied. "Sorry, I was half falling asleep!” He knelt so she could climb off his back.

They struggled walking the last few hundred yards to the city gate, holding each other up for the last few feet. They reached the gate and collapsed against it. They sat down in the dirt, resting their backs against the massive wooden doors.

“I don’t think I can stay awake much longer,” Alex said softly.

“We will be safe here in the gateway,” Taiya replied after a yawn. “The guards will no doubt wake us in the morning, when they open the gate.”

“Hmmm,” Alex muttered and fell into a deep sleep.


Chapter thirteen


Alex sat up, sputtering, disoriented. Someone had splashed water in his face. Taiya was sitting next to him, spitting out water. A group of soldiers were standing around them, laughing.

A green ribboned sergeant yelled at them, “Wake up you two! You’re blocking the gate!”

Alex looked around in confusion. A couple of farmers had their ox carts lined up, waiting to pass through the gate. Alex was so tired, he just wanted to lay back down in the road and sleep. The sergeant motioned his men and four of them grabbed them by the arms and hoisted them to their feet.

“What is your business in Arras?” The sergeant barked at them, frowning as he noticed the dried blood on Alex’s clothes.

Taiya shook her head, trying to focus. “We must tell the Caravan Master... Zemak was ambushed. Only we survived the battle.”

“What! Old Zemak is dead! Bandit bastards!” the sergeant angrily said. They were too tired to correct him and tell him about the Harg’s. The sergeant looked closely at the Elf and said, “You’re the Flame Dancer.”

The sergeant looked at the soldiers holding them upright and said, “Help them to the Guildhouse. I’m sure Master Jonah will be able to patch them up.”

“Is this your club?” one of the soldiers asked.

“Yes,” mumbled Alex. The soldier grabbed it by the handle and dragged it along.

Fortunately, the Guildhouse was only a short walk from the main gate. It was a large two-story building made of stone and wood. Next to it was a building that looked like a stable.

“Fetch Master Jonah!” one of the soldiers commanded to a woman who was exiting the building, a sheaf of papers in her hands.

She jumped, startled. She looked at their little group for a moment and then hurried back inside. Alex started slumping forward, falling asleep again. The soldiers noticed and shook him awake.

A broad chested older man wearing a short, gold trimmed cape around his shoulders came out of the building. He was followed by a few more men and women. His skin had a greenish hue to it and his head was bald except for a white ponytail at the top. He had long canine teeth. Alex thought the man looked almost like a burly green vampire. He paused a few feet away and surveyed them, fists on his hips.

“Taiya!” he said as he recognized her, “what happened?”

“Ambush,” she said softly, and her head slumped as she fell asleep again.

“Get them inside,” the Guild Master ordered, and his companions took them from the soldiers. Alex passed out as they entered the building.


Chapter fourteen


Alex woke up and stretched his arms. He was on a bed in a narrow room. Maybe cubicle would be a better word as the room was roofless. Alex could see a wooden roof maybe 15 to 20 feet above and short, wide windows letting in sunlight. The doorway to his room had a blanket or curtain covering it. There was a small wooden table next to his bed and a small chair. Tucked in the corner was a plain wooden chest that looked like it could be a storage container.

Alex sat up and realized that he was naked underneath the sheet that was covering him. He heard a woman’s voice outside of the room. A moment later, a stout, grey haired woman in a brown dress came through the curtain. She was carrying his freshly cleaned and folded clothes.

“Ah, you’re awake lad! You slept like the dead all day yesterday,” she said with a warm smile. “I washed your clothes for you.”

“Thank you very much, ma’am,” Alex said, adding, “where am I?”

“Why, in the Guildhouse in Arras, of course!” she said as she laid his clothes on the table. She looked at him with some concern. “The healer said you had been whacked in the back of the head recently... do you feel all right?”

“I think so... the last few days have been crazy,” he said with a wry smile.

“I’m sure,” she said. “You’ll be wanting a bath before dressing. Give me a moment.” The woman left the room. A few minutes later she returned with a towel. “Follow me,” she said.

Alex hesitated and said, “Uh.. I’m naked under the sheet.”

“No need for modesty young man,” she said with a laugh, “who do you think took your clothes off in the first place?”

She tossed him the towel and dutifully turned away as he got out of bed and wrapped the towel around his waist.

Alex followed her out into a large room. The room was divided into maybe 40 of the small cubicles along a roofless hallway. To his right was a large fireplace. To his left he could see a couple of open doorways where the cubicles ended.

“Where is Taiya?” Alex asked the woman as he followed her down the hallway.

“The Elf?” she said and paused at one of the cubicles, moving the curtain aside. Alex peeked in and saw Taiya sleeping soundly on the bed. He could hear her snoring softly.

“Hopefully she will wake soon,” the woman said. "The healer didn’t think there was anything seriously wrong with her. Just exhaustion.”

Alex remembered what Taiya had said about needing to rest for three days after being boosted. She would probably be asleep for today and tomorrow as well. But why did he wake up after only one day, he wondered?

“Thank you,” Alex nodded, and they continued through one of the open doorways.

The room was some sort of bath house with three wooden bathtubs on a slightly raised platform. Alex froze in surprise as a woman sat upright in the middle tub. Her skin was a light green color. Her head was mostly bald except for the top where her long wet hair was swept back from. The soapy water wasn’t quite high enough to cover her pert breasts.

“I’m, I'm sorry,” Alex stammered, “I’ll come back when you're finished!”

The woman in the tub tilted her head and looked at him quizzically as he started to turn away. The old woman took a hold of his arm and stopped him.

“It seems our visitor is a modest country lad, Oldova!” she said with a chuckle.

The green woman in the tub grinned and said, “Get in one of the tubs. Don't worry, Orc women don’t usually bite!”

The old woman led Alex to one of the empty tubs. There were small tables next to each tub with soap and a wooden handled brush.

“From what I saw, he has no need to be modest, if you know what I mean, Oldova,” she said with a wink.

The Orc leaned forward with a big smile and said, “Really!”

Alex felt himself blush and this made the women laugh. With no other option, Alex took off his towel and climbed into the tub.

“Indeed, no need for you to be modest, stranger,” Oldova said with a wicked smile.

“When you are finished and dressed, come to the kitchen and I will give you some food,” the older woman said and left the room. Alex grabbed the soap and brush and started washing his body.

“What’s your story, stranger?” Oldova asked.

Alex looked at the Orc. Her arms were lifted as she washed her ponytail. Her soapy breasts were lifted out of the water, jiggling as she worked on her hair. Alex forced himself to concentrate on her face. She was very pretty with high cheekbones, dark eyes, and angular features.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Uncle Jonah said that you were travelling with the Flame Dancer,” Oldova replied.

“Uncle Jonah?” Alex asked.

Oldova looked at him pointedly, “The Caravan Master of this Guildhouse.”

Alex frowned, trying to remember and then said, “Yes, the big guy with the white hair and the fancy cloak. Sorry, the last few days are a blur.”

Oldova splashed some water at him and with a laugh, “It’s not a cloak, it's his cape of office!”

“My apologies,” Alex said with a smile. Oldova raised her eyebrows at him.

“Right, my story,” he said. He proceeded to tell Oldova the same version of the story he had told the sergeant at the watch tower.

“You just charged at Rockskins? What weapons did you have?” she asked incredulously.

“Just my fists at first... but I was able to grab a club eventually,” Alex replied.

“Ha! A fine yarn you are spinning for my amusement!” and she splashed water at him again.

Alex frowned for a moment and then said, “Did I mention that I am a Strongman?”

“Let me know when you are ready to tell the truth!” she said with a frown as she stood up in the tub.

Alex couldn’t take his eyes off of her fit body, mesmerized as the water ran down over her smooth green skin. The Orc wrapped her towel around her body and strode off without another word.

Alex watched her go and for a moment wondered if maybe he was going crazy. Was he really just sitting in a bathtub, next to an incredible Orc girl... who was naked in the tub next to his?

It seemed that nudity was no big deal here. Alex shook his head and continued his bath. It felt wonderful to be able to relax in a tub filled with warm water.

After he had finished drying off and getting dressed, Alex made his way to the kitchen. There were a couple of sturdy wooden tables with benches on one side of the room. The older woman was at the other side of the room where there was a large stove with a large steaming pot on top. The old woman smiled when she saw Alex. She motioned Alex to sit on one of the benches and in a moment brought him a bowl of some kind of stew and a cup of water.

“What is your name, ma’am,” Alex asked.

“Margot, lad,” she said.

“I just want to thank you for your generosity,” Alex said.

“Ha!” Margot laughed. “No generosity about it. I’m sure Master Jonah will have you work off your stay. There are no almshouses in Arras. Everyone earns their keep here. Now eat.”

Alex nodded and turned to his stew. It was tasty with what he assumed were carrots and potatoes along with some bits of a light-colored meat. He didn’t realize how hungry he was until he had started eating. He was finishing his second bowl when he saw Oldova standing in the doorway, arms crossed, watching him.

She looked incredible. She was wearing tight black leggings with knee high leather boots. Her top was some kind of short sleeved, grey half shirt. A sheathed knife was strapped to each of her thighs.

“Master Jonah wants to see you when you are done.” she said.

No smile, all business. Alex just nodded and finished his stew. As he took a last sip of water, Oldova sat down across the table from him.

She rested her right elbow on the table, pointing her arm towards him. Alex looked at her in confusion.

“Strongman, huh?” she said with a look of determination in her eye.

He was confused for a moment and then it dawned on him that she wanted to arm wrestle him! Alex rested his elbow on the table and joined his hand in hers.

“Ready?” she asked. Alex nodded. She began to count, “One, two, three, go!” Alex could feel her effort, but she couldn’t even budge him an inch. She paused a moment and redoubled her efforts. He could see little beads of perspiration on her forehead.

Alex started to slowly push her hand down. He probably could have slammed her hand to the table, but he didn’t want to hurt her. When her knuckles touched the table, he stopped and released her hand.

“By the sacred mountain, you are a Strongman!” Oldova said in surprise. She regained her composure and stood up. “Come, Master Jonah is waiting,” she said and walked towards the door.

As Alex stood up, he noticed Margot watching him and laughing softly. He gave her a quick smile and a wink and then hurried after Oldova.


Chapter fifteen


Caravan Master Jonah was seated at a long table in his office. There were neat piles of papers, a quill and ink bottle and a couple of lamps on the table. Master Jonah looked up from a paper he was examining.

“Ah, our visitor has finally woken up,” he said then he looked at Oldova and asked, “Taiya?”

“Still sound asleep,” she replied, and Jonah nodded.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“Alex,” he replied omitting his last name as those he had met here had only used one name.

“Alex,” the Orc repeated. “I am Caravan Master Jonah of the Arras Guildhouse.”

Alex made a short bow in what he hoped would be considered a sign of respect.

“So, how did you wind up with Taiya? You weren’t one of the guards hired by Zemak,” he asked Alex.

For the third time, Alex told his “story” as Master Jonah listened attentively.

“How did you attack the Rockskins? What weapons did you have?” the Caravan Master asked with a frown.

“He’s a Strongman!” Oldova blurted out before Alex could say anything.

Jonah looked at Alex and then at Oldova, who nodded. Master Jonah looked Alex up and down with a puzzled expression on his face. Then he cleared some space on the table, stood up and rested his elbow on the table. He offered his hand and waited for Alex expectantly.

Alex shrugged and leaned forward, placing his elbow on the table. For an older man, the Orc was powerfully built with strong wide shoulders, easily outweighing Alex. They locked hands and Alex nodded.

Oldova began the count, “One, two, three, go!”. As before, Alex let the Orc struggle for a few moments before slowly bending his arm back to the table.

“By the sacred mountain, you are a Strongman!” the Caravan Master said in surprise.

“That’s what I said when I arm wrestled him!” Oldova said with a laugh, clapping her hands in delight.

“Why is that so surprising?” Alex asked with a frown.

“Oh, ah,” Jonah said with an embarrassed look, “It’s just that I always pictured a Strongman to be built, ah, bigger! No offense, of course. Strongmen are quite rare. Most folks have only heard of them in a bard’s tale.”

“No offense taken,” Alex said with a grin. Master Jonah nodded.

“So, what are your plans, Alex? It is quite the long journey back to Veletta,” the Orc asked.

“I don’t know. I have no close family back home,” he replied. Which was the truth, Alex thought. His parents were killed in a car accident soon after he had enlisted in the army. He had no siblings. He had an uncle in Argentina, but he had only met him once, as a child, and didn’t really remember him.

“To be honest, Master Jonah, I am a stranger in a strange land. I have no money. I am not sure what I will do,” Alex said, with a shrug of his shoulders.

The Caravan Master walked over to a large wooden chest and opened it. He took out the back pack Taiya had carried, the harness he had used and also his club, which he rested on the floor next to the chest.

“For security reasons, I took your club and examined the backpack. I lost a dozen guards and a good customer in Zemak. I hope you understand my caution.”

“Of course,” Alex nodded.

Master Jonah took out the dagger. “Yours?” he asked.

“Taiya grabbed that in case we needed a knife,” Alex said.

The Orc returned it to the pack. Then he took out the two coin purses and said, “You have some money.”

“Taiya found those after the fight.”

“We will wait till she awakens. I’m sure she will share with you,” the Caravan Master said and put them in the pack again. “What is this?” he asked as he held up the harness.

“I cut up one of the back packs and used it to make a harness to carry Taiya. I can jog using very long strides, even with her on my back. That way we were able to cover more ground. Hopefully I won’t need that again.”

“You are resourceful. Good,” said Master Jonah and tossed the harness into a corner.

“If you are interested, I can offer you a job as a Caravan Guard. Having just lost twelve men, I could certainly use some more help. And, as a Strongman, you would be paid double the rate that the Guilds pay regular guards for protection.”

“Thank you,” Alex replied. “Can I wait for Taiya to wake up before I decide?”

“Of course,” Master Jonah replied and then he picked up Alex's club with two hands and gave it to him. “Damn thing is heavy. Try not to break anything or anyone around here.”

“Oldova, show Alex around the Guildhouse,” he dismissed them with a wave of his hand and went back to his paperwork.

Oldova led him out of the office and through the Great Hall of the Guildhouse. There were a few well-dressed men and women seated at some of the tables eating food. Along one wall was a long bar.

“The Great Hall is for the Merchants and the fancy folk,” Oldova said as they exited from a side door into the large courtyard.

She pointed out the stable and the animal pens. There was a large, two-story building to one side. Oldova explained that it was a warehouse for the goods that came and went through Arras.

She led Alex back to the building where his room was. It was called the bunkhouse and it housed the Caravan guards between trips. Next door were quarters for the servants of the Guildhouse. They peeked in at Taiya, but she was still sound asleep.

“That’s the tour of the Merchant Guildhouse of Arras. I’m going to grab some lunch,” she said.

“I’m not hungry,” Alex said. “I’d like to explore the town, if that’s okay.”

“Sure but leave that club in your room. It will attract too much attention from the guards,” Oldova said with a laugh. “You won’t need it here anyway. Arras is probably the safest town I’ve ever been in.”

“Really?” Alex asked.

“Yes. It helps that it's pretty out of the way here next to the Empty Lands. To the north are the Lawless Lands, so not much comes through that direction. Arras is pretty quiet, and the town council pays plenty of guards to keep it that way. As far as I can tell, even the Thieves Guild doesn’t have a base here.”

They put his club away and then she showed him the main street which came through the main gate. She nodded towards the town center.

“The market is just down the street. If you don’t get drunk and don’t pick any fights, the guards won’t bother you and you should be fine,” she said in a serious tone of voice.

Alex laughed, “I will be fine... I don’t even have any money to buy a drink, remember?”

Oldova just shook her head and headed back towards the bunkhouse. Alex headed towards the market, eager to explore the town.


Chapter sixteen


The market reminded Alex of the bazaars and souks that he had seen in the Middle East and Central Asia. The shoppers were mostly women, some with children along. The market was full of sounds as merchants hawked their wares and haggled with customers over prices.

The first few stalls Alex passed were produce stands along with a few sellers of breads and pastries. A butcher had some dressed carcasses displayed. Alex thought the larger ones looked like goats and the smaller ones might be rabbits. There were also live chickens in a cage for sale.

The next area had cloth vendors and an Elven leather worker. An Orc blacksmith had knives and tools on display. Alex passed merchants selling wood and what might have been coal or charcoal. There were a couple of vendors selling oil and a woman who had salt and spices.

Next were merchants with wool for sale and a few selling jewelries. Another merchant had a line of customers. Alex couldn’t see what the merchant was selling so he asked one of the women in line.

“Willak sells nuts and dried fruits from distant lands. He only visits Arras once every few months and people are eager to buy his wares in case he runs out of some items,” the woman replied.

Alex thanked her and continued on.

The last section of the market had a wine merchant and some sellers of clothes and shoes. There was a man selling kebabs that he was grilling on a metal grate over a small fire pit and a pretty woman selling beer in wooden mugs. Another woman had bowls of some kind of soup for sale and there was another baker there with bread and pastries.

There were a few crude wooden tables and benches where customers could sit and eat. Alex smiled... It was like a medieval food court! The food smelled great, but Alex wasn’t hungry, and he had no money. He left the market and started exploring other parts of the town. He noticed a few guards patrolling the streets. Most were men, but a few of the guards were women.

Near the market were some other merchants housed in various sized buildings. Alex passed a tailor, a shoemaker and a fletcher's shop. The buildings and houses were built of various combinations of stone and wood. Alex turned down a side street that seemed to have a number of people.

The first building had a wooden sign featuring a painting of a frothy mug of beer with some words underneath that Alex couldn’t read. Suddenly, Alex felt a quick flash of pain in his head and his vision blurred for a moment. He felt a faint tingling sensation in his right wrist.

As his eyes focused again, he happened to glance at the sign. He could read the words! It said, “The Happy Mug”. Some kind of “magic” again, he thought. Mythical creatures, boosted sex, a Flame Dancer... Alex wondered what his next surprise was going to be as he continued walking.

This street featured some pubs and a few two-story buildings that were small inns with rooms for rent. Alex peeked inside one of the pubs. There was a bar along one side of the room, a large fireplace along the back and a few round tables with chairs. Two Orcs were sitting at the bar and there were a few men and women sitting at the tables eating food. Alex looked inside the next pub and it seemed very similar.

He wandered around, exploring the town for the next couple of hours. Many of the areas were residential, with tidy, well-kept homes. Alex passed a few larger buildings, but he wasn’t sure what they were. Maybe a school or temple or government buildings, he wondered.

One section of town had a number of larger, two-story homes. Alex noticed that there were a number of servants bustling about and he passed a few well-dressed men and women. They looked at Alex in his somewhat strange attire of jeans and a T-shirt with a frown as they passed. This must be where the fancy people lived, he realized.

There was a two-story building with a sign that said, “The Golden Bowl.” A well-dressed couple had just exited, so Alex opened the intricately carved wooden door and peaked inside. The layout was similar to the other pubs he had peaked in... except everything seemed more polished. Even the wooden floors had a warm lustrous glow and the metal bits of trim around the room were shiny brass instead of dull iron. Pretty music was coming from a woman softly strumming a harp by the fireplace.

Alex noticed that the bartender and the two women at the nearest table were frowning at him. Alex nodded and quickly closed the door. I guess I don’t look like I belong there, Alex thought and laughed softly to himself.

Alex found himself walking next to a section of the town wall. The wall was maybe twenty-five feet high with a wooden staircase leading to the top. The wall was bordered by a wide street. A soldier was walking down the steps.

“Excuse me, is it okay if I go up to the top of the wall?” Alex asked the soldier as she neared. The soldier seemed surprised by the question.

“Of course. Just don’t fall off,” the soldier replied and then continued on her way.

Alex climbed the steps and soon was on top. There was an 8-foot-wide walkway on the wall, bordered by a low wall to the outside. The outer wall had archer notches every 4 or 5 feet. The town walls formed a simple rectangle with a stout guard tower in each corner. There was one gate in the north wall and one in the south wall, each flanked by slender guard towers.

Surveying the town, Alex guessed that there were probably only a couple of thousand people housed here. To the south, the land rose in gentle hills. He could make a number of farms in that direction. Eastward, Alex could see more farms. Westward, towards the Empty Lands, there were only a few farms. Looking northward, Alex was surprised that he didn’t see any farms.

He wondered why that was. The ground to the north was fairly flat. It was open grassland except for an occasional tree. Alex shaded his eyes from the late afternoon sun. In the distance he could see what looked like more trees or maybe a forest.

Alex heard a voice behind him. He turned around to look, but there was no one there. Puzzled, he looked around. There were a few soldiers on the walls, but none were anywhere near him. He heard the voice again. He checked the nearby steps, but the steps and street below were empty.

Alex wondered if it might be a ghost. After all the strange things he had seen, nothing should surprise him anymore. Again, he heard the voice. Alex walked over to the outer wall and peered over. He had found his ghost.


Chapter seventeen


The voice was coming from a young woman pacing back and forth near the town wall. Every so often she would pause and talk softly to herself. Alex couldn’t make out what she was saying. Curious, he rested his forearms on the wall and watched her.

She was wearing a long, straight black skirt with ankle high boots. The skirt had slits up both sides which allowed her to walk easily. She was wearing a white shirt and she wore her long, light brown hair in a braid.

After about ten minutes, the girl started walking towards the north gate, muttering to herself. Alex watched her disappear through the gate, so he walked to the inner edge of the wall and looked down the street. In a minute he saw her walking in his direction. She had taken hold of her braid with one hand and was twisting and untwisting it. She looked agitated, Alex thought.

The young woman started coming up the steps near Alex's position. She seemed to be about his age with an oval face and high forehead. She had a pleasant flare to her hips and the skirt's slits showed off her strong legs as she made her way up the steps. She was looking down and didn’t even notice Alex as she turned onto the wall. She started pacing back and forth, muttering to herself again.

Alex wondered if maybe she was crazy. He watched her for a minute and when she had turned and started walking back towards his direction he said, “Hello.”

The girl jumped, startled by his presence. Her hazel eyes looked at him in confusion and she asked, “Where did you come from?”

Alex laughed and said, “I’ve been standing up here for a little bit. I saw you at the bottom of the wall, walking around. Then, to my surprise, you came up here. You walked right past me without even seeing me standing here.”

“Don’t you have anything better to do than spy on people?” she said with an angry frown.

Alex only replied with a smile. The girl’s face relaxed and she gave him a wry smile back.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have snapped at you. It’s just I’m a little agitated at the moment,” she said by way of apology.

“I am Lariza, wandering minstrel, aspiring bard and at the moment, failed poet.” She gave him a bow with a flourish of her hand.

“Alex, stranger in a strange land,” he smiled and bowed as well.

Lariza tilted her head and looked Alex up and down. “Some kind of simple shirt, leggings of what looks like a coarse blue fabric. Boots of a style I have never seen before. Green eyes...” she muttered to herself. She considered for a moment and said, “Velettan?”

“Uh, near there,” Alex replied.

“What are you doing so far from home?”

“That, Lariza, is a long story,” he said with a laugh.

“Well, unfortunately, I don’t have time for your story. I’m working on my “story” and I have been stuck on it for the last two days!” she said in frustration.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked in confusion.

“I’m writing an epic poem so I can present it at the annual summer festival at the Bard’s College in Seaholm. Minstrels who have finished their three-year apprenticeship can perform an original work that they have composed. If the poem is deemed worthy, they are promoted to the rank of bard,” she explained.

“What exactly is a minstrel?” asked Alex.

“You’re joking!” Lariza said, placing her fists on her hips.

“I think I know what you meant when you said “bard”, I’m just not sure what a minstrel is,” Alex said with a shrug of his shoulders.

“You must really be a country boy!” Lariza said with a little laugh.

“I’m not just a stranger in a strange land, I’m a simple man in a complicated world,” he said with a smile.

“Oohh, I like that... I might have to use it in one of my poems!”

“Of course,” Alex replied with a laugh. “So, what is a minstrel?”

“A minstrel performs by reciting epic poetry, sometimes playing an instrument as well. We enthrall our audiences with tales of daring do, tales of adventure and tales of love. We transport our audiences to faraway lands with epic tales of heroes of old and legendary stories from the half-forgotten ages of Ktor!” Lariza had raised her right arm as she spoke, lending a theatrical air to her presentation.

Alex clapped his hands in appreciation, making her smile. He said, “Earlier, I peeked inside the Golden Bowl Inn and saw a minstrel performing there.”

Lariza’s smile quickly turned to a frown, and she placed her hand on chest and said, “Ana! That woman is a mere musician, I am a minstrel!”

Alex placed his hand on his chest and said with a bow, “forgive me, dear lady.”

Lariza laughed, “It is I who should apologize. I have been so stressed, trying to finish this poem.”

“It’s okay. What is the poem about?”

Lariza proceeded to tell him about Rafel, a prince from Isere, one of the twin cities. She explained that the twin cities, Isere and Charette, were near each other in what is now called the Lawless Lands. The cities were ruled by different branches of the same noble family. They eventually became rivals and then enemies.

In what became known as the War of the Brothers, the cities waged a bloody war for around thirty years. Eventually, the soldiers of Charette sacked and burned Isere. But they had left their city unprotected and a group of bandit gangs breached Charette, looting and burning the city. Any survivors from the twin cities fled and the once rich lands were abandoned.

This was about two hundred years ago, she explained. Now, only bandits and fugitives live there. Hence, it became known as the Lawless Lands.

Prince Rafel lived about 50 years before the War of the Brothers. It was a time when Isere would send raiding parties against other cities and towns like Arras. There was no love lost between Arras and Isere. One day, to gain the King’s favor, Rafel hit upon a bold plan and decided to disguise himself as a travelling merchant. He entered Arras and he began to study their defenses. If he could find a way to break the city open, he would be a hero in Isere.

He set up a stall in the market as a wool seller. It is then that he met Josanna, the beautiful daughter of the richest member of the town council that governed Arras. They both were smitten with each other as Rafel was an exceedingly handsome young man. Rafel returned many times to Arras and Josanna fell in love with him even though he was only a poor wool merchant.

It was then that Rafel revealed his identity as a Prince of Isere. She promised to run away with him. One night, under the cover of a rainstorm, Rafel scaled the city wall in this very spot. He stole away Josanna from her father’s house and they climbed down to where his horse was waiting.

But the Guards saw them climbing over the wall. The alarm was sounded. As the couple started galloping away, the archers on the wall let loose a volley of arrows. An unlucky arrow pierced Rafel in the back and the wicked barb passed through his body and into Josanna’s heart as she clung to him. The lover’s fell to the ground and died in each other's arms, joined by the arrow that had ended their lives, just as they were about to begin a new life.

“That’s an amazing story you just told!” Alex said with genuine enthusiasm.

“Thank you!” Lariza smiled, beaming at his approval.

“Now if I can just finish writing it as an epic poem.” she added.

“I’m sure you can do it,” he added encouragingly.

Lariza heard his stomach growl and laughed. She looked at the sun setting in the west. “I suppose it’s about dinner time. Care to join me for a meal and a mug of ale? I’m staying at the Prancing Mare Inn,” she asked.

Alex made a face and said, “Unfortunately, I have no money at the moment. I’m staying at the Guildhouse. Master Jonah offered me a job as a caravan guard. I think I will accept his offer so I can earn some money.”

Lariza shook her head with a wry smile and said, “Why do I always get the audiences that have no money to spend! No matter, I have enough coin for both of us.”

“Are you sure?” Alex asked.

“Yes, I’ve been here a week and the only person I really talk to is Ana, the harpist at the Golden Bowl. She knows some of the old stories of Arras and the twin cities. It will be nice to have some company for dinner.”

“Thank you,” said Alex and then he followed her down to the street.


Chapter eighteen


The Prancing Mare Inn was a modest but clean establishment. They sat at an empty table in the corner. Lariza ordered and the serving girl brought them each a wooden mug of ale.

Alex asked her how she had decided on a subject for her epic poem. Lariza explained that the Bard’s College had a large collection of historical archives. She was looking through papers about the twin cities and the Lawless Lands when she stumbled across a reference to Prince Rafel and Josanna. The archives didn’t have much information, but she was sure that their story could make an entertaining tale of tragic love. Lariza had travelled to Arras hoping to find more details about their story.

The serving girl arrived with their meal. There were two loaves of warm bread, some hard cheese and a plate with a small roasted chicken and some boiled potatoes, which they shared. As they finished the food, Lariza ordered another round of ale.

“So, Alex, your turn. What brings you to Arras, without a coin to your name,” she asked him.

Alex took a sip of his ale. He proceeded to tell her the same story that he had been telling everyone else. Which, for the most part, was truthful. It seemed that the Trigla mountains were far enough away to be semi mythical to people in this part of Ktor. Omitting the part about being Elder Touched was also probably a smart idea from what Taiya had said.

As Alex told his story, he could see from Lariza’s expression, that she didn’t believe him. He finished his story and took a swallow of ale.

“Oh, come on now, you must think me a fool to believe a fantastic tale like that!” she said. Her eyes narrowed, “Wait! Are you a minstrel too... are you making fun of me!”

“What? No!” Alex said in confusion.

“You expect me to believe you were magically transported to the Empty Lands? And then you almost single handedly defeated Rockskins. What, did you have a magic sword along as well?” Lariza scoffed and took a long swig from her mug.

“I’m a Strongman,” Alex whispered.

Lariza choked on her drink and wound up spraying it in Alex’s face as she said “What!” loudly. Some of the other customers were looking at them.

“Ssshhhh!” Alex said as he grabbed his cloth napkin and wiped the ale off his face.

“Sorry,” Lariza whispered with an embarrassed look on her face.

“Why does no one believe me when I say that I am a Strongman?” Alex asked with a frown.

She looked at him deeply. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Alex nodded.

“It’s just quite the story, you must admit?” she said. “I apologize,” she added and reached out to touch his hand.

She jerked her hand away and Alex flinched in surprise as they both experienced a small jolt of energy. The shock wasn’t as intense as when Taiya had touched him the first time. She must have some Power, Alex realized.

“Ouch!” he said, “first you call me a liar and now you shocked me.”

He hoped she would think that she was the cause of the jolt. Lariza looked at him in confusion.

“That was strange,” she said after a few moments. “My brother would rub his stockinged feet on our carpet when we were little. When he touched me, he would give me a shock like that. Sorry, again.”

She slowly reached out her hand and laid it on his hand. There was no shock this time. Instead, there was a gentle energy and a heightened awareness of her presence. The sexual tension was there as well. This time it was more subtle than what he had felt with the Flame Dancer. He could tell by the surprised look in her eyes that she felt it too. She abruptly let go of his hand. They both took a long drink from their mugs.

They sat in awkward silence for a few minutes, until the serving girl checked on them. Lariza ordered another round of ale. As the serving girl dropped off their drinks, she told Lariza that a couple of musicians were about to set up behind her and she should move her chair around to his side of the table. Lariza’s face lit up with excitement and she quickly moved her chair next to Alex.

As she sat down, her knee leaned against Alex’s leg, causing a flow of sexual energy between them. She quickly moved her knee a few inches away from him. Alex quickly took a sip of his ale so she wouldn’t see his smile.

“Fiddle, lute and a pipe and tabor,” Lariza said as three men in colorful clothes readied themselves in front of the fireplace. “That’s a promising combination,” she added.

The musicians began playing a lively tune. Lariza smiled and nodded her head in time with the music. They played a variety of songs. Some were purely instrumental, and some had lyrics. The lyrics were about the everyday life of average folk, some humorous and some about love. Alex thought they sounded great.

They finished their ale and Larizza ordered yet another round. Her knee leaned against his leg again. This time she didn’t move it away. Alex looked at her and thought she really had pleasant features. She had lively eyes and a contagious smile. Lariza noticed that he was staring at her, and she blushed. Alex smiled and then they both started clapping along with the other patrons as the band played another lively ditty.

Alex was really enjoying himself. He was experiencing a strange feeling of being relaxed, yet at the same time sexually tense as a gentle flow of energy passed back and forth between him and Lariza. It was also the most beer he had ever drank! He was never a big partier and had never had more than a couple of drinks. He felt quite warm, and his senses felt a little “fuzzy”.

He probably should head back to the Guildhouse, before he was too drunk to find his way back. He should tell Lariza that he should leave, even though his body was telling him to stay. The musicians were playing a loud and rowdy song, so he leaned towards her so she could hear him over the noise. Just as he opened his mouth to speak, she turned her face towards him.

For a moment they were face to face, almost touching. Then their mouths were joined in a deep, long kiss. The sexual energy swirled through their bodies, electrifying their passion. They pulled apart a little, breathing heavily and hearts racing. Lariza pulled him closer so she could whisper in his ear.

“Alex, stay with me tonight,” she said softly.

The touch of her warm breath on his ear sent little shivers over his body. He looked into her eyes and nodded.


Chapter nineteen


Lariza’s room was on the second floor of the inn. There was a bed, a dresser and a small table with a chair. She turned down the lamp to a flicker and then wrapped her arms around his waist as shadows danced around the room. He bent his head and caught her mouth in a deep kiss. He could taste the ale on her lips as their tongues playfully danced with each other.

“Are you sure you want to be here Alex?” she whispered as they paused their kiss.

“Of course! Why would you ask such a thing?” he said with a frown.

“It's just... I don’t know. Men don’t pay much attention to me. Certainly not a handsome, young man like you. Ktor is filled with so many beautiful women. But I know I can’t compare to them,” she said with a sad little smile.

Alex gently took her face in his hands. He softly kissed her on each cheek. He thought she was pretty in her own cute way, and he was saddened that she didn’t realize it.

“Listen to me Lariza,” he said softly, “I’m here because I want to be here. I’m here because I find you interesting. I’m here because I think you’re pretty and your smile makes me smile. I’m here because I am attracted to you. My body is on fire for you.” He took her hand and guided it to the bulge in his pants.

“Can you feel how much I want you,” he whispered. Her eyes grew big as she felt his arousal.

“Oh, Alex,” she said as she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him into another deep kiss.

Alex’s fingers found the buttons to her shirt. He slowly undid them and slid the shirt off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. He moved his hands down her back, cupping her butt cheeks. He pulled her closer so he could feel her pressed against the erection in his jeans. She gave a soft moan of desire.

Alex hooked his fingers into her skirt and slid it and her panties down over the flare of her hips. He let them go and they fell around her feet. Lariza broke off their kiss to reach a hand down to step out of the skirt and to take off her little boots. Alex trailed his eyes over her body. She was a solidly built girl with minimal breasts crowned with tight little nipples. Lariza’s flat stomach flared deliciously over generous hips. Strong thighs and calves completed the picture. She smiled happily, seeing the desire in his eyes.

He pulled her against him again, caressing her hips with his hands as he trailed little kisses from her earlobe, down her neck and her shoulder. She gasped with pleasure as he took one of her nipples in his mouth, gently biting her.

Alex paused to slide his T shirt off. Lariza started running her hands over his chest, then she trailed her fingers over his abs.

“You should have taken your shirt off earlier, then I wouldn't have doubted that you were a Strongman,” she said with a little laugh.

Alex smiled and then he sat on the edge of the bed to take off his boots. He stood up again and undid his jeans, sliding them along with his boxers off. Lariza’s eyes were wide as she saw his erection in the flickering lamplight.

“Can I touch you?” she asked softly as she stepped closer to him.

“Of course, silly,” he said, surprised at her question.

Lariza reached down and wrapped her hands gently around his erection. She caressed him in fascination.

“Alex, I’m not very experienced, but I don’t think this is going to work,” she whispered, her eyes still fixated on his erection.

“What do you mean?” he asked in confusion.

“I’m embarrassed to say that I have only done this once before. As I said earlier, most men don’t pay much attention to me in that way. He was nowhere near as big as you. It barely fit and it was not a pleasant experience. As big as you are, there is no way you will fit inside me,” she said softly with a note of sadness in her voice.

Alex tilted her head towards him and kissed her softly. “Do you want me?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“You will have to trust me on this, but the tightness and discomfort, happened because you were inexperienced. Lariza, I want you as much as you want me. Can you trust me when I say I will do my best to make it a pleasant experience for you?”

She thought about it for a moment and nodded. How could she say no, she thought, her body was on fire with desire for this man.

Alex picked her up easily and laid her on the bed. He lay down next to her and kissed her, running his free hand gently along her body. He caressed her smooth thighs, slowly working his hand towards the point where they joined. As his hand found her folds, she instinctively squeezed her legs together. Alex patiently waited, gently kissing her until she relaxed and slowly spread her thighs for him.

He moved his hand and slowly caressed her womanhood. Alex could feel how damp she already was. She probably didn’t realize the effect that the attraction between their two Powers was having on her body, he thought. Hell, he didn’t fully understand the sexual energy flowing through his own body.

His fingers began to tease her opening, gently spreading her a little bit and then withdrawing. His thumb found her nub and started moving in slow circles around it. Lariza let out a sigh and lifted her one knee up, inviting his fingers in deeper.

Alex slid one finger in slowly. He gently pulled it out and then back in. He repeated the motion a few times and then added a second finger, continuing the in and out motion. She was slick but very tight, so Alex started spreading his fingers after inserting them, slowly loosening her passage.

“Your touch feels wonderful,” she said and sighed again.

Alex kissed her neck and then shifted his body so he could tease one of her nipples with his tongue. Then he trailed kisses down her stomach, shifting his body again so he could reach lower. His lips reached her pussy and her body jerked as he kissed her most intimate area.

“Alex... what are doing!” Lariza said breathlessly.

Alex teased her opening with his tongue. He loved the taste of her wetness, the musky smell of her desire for him. He hooked his arms around her thighs, spreading her wide so he could properly taste and tease her.

He ran his tongue over the folds of her opening. She let out a soft moan as he worked his tongue inside of her. As he licked and kissed her, he slowly slid first one and then a second finger inside her.

She was incredibly wet and slowly relaxing her walls for him. He increased the tempo of his teasing. She started to wriggle her hips, and her breathing became heavy.

“Alex... Alex... What is happening...” she whispered.

Alex smiled to himself, and he increased the tempo even more. He could feel her start to convulse around his fingers.

“Ohhh Alexxxx,” she softly moaned as her thighs spasmed and clamped around his head. He continued to lick and stroke her until her legs relaxed and slowly slid down to the bed as her orgasm faded away. Alex kissed his way back up her body until he captured her mouth in a long kiss.

He reached down and positioned the head of his cock at her entrance. He teased her entrance, mixing the wetness of her orgasm with his own precum. Alex slowly pushed a little way into her. God, she was so tight he thought. He pulled back and then slowly pushed into her a little farther before retreating again.

Lariza broke off their kiss, breathing heavily. He pushed deeper into her. She grabbed his shoulders tightly and then shifted her hips, spreading her thighs wide to accept more of him.

Alex pulled back a little and then went deeper again. His hips began a slow rhythmic movement, back and forth as he worked his length into her. Lariza was biting her lower lip, the expression on her face alternating between pleasure and pain.

“Are you all right?” he whispered as he paused his movements.

“Yes! I feel like I’m going to burst! Please, don’t stop... I want all of you, I need all of you!” she whispered breathlessly and slid her hands to his butt as she urged him deeper.

He started his rhythm again, forcing his way deeper. Alex struggled to control himself as his senses were on fire from the Power flowing between them. With a final thrust, he buried himself to the hilt inside of her snug channel as she gasped in surprise.

Alex paused his movements to give her a moment to adjust to his size as he fought the urge to pound his cock into her. Alex was breathing heavily, straining against the desire of his body for release. Lariza started to move her hips, exploring the feel of him so deep inside of her. Feeling her wiggle underneath him was driving him wild. He started to slowly stroke himself in and out of her passage.

The sexual pressure was building to the point he could barely control himself as his strokes became deeper and faster. Lariza was panting as she matched him thrust for thrust.

“Yes, yes, yes, yes,” she whispered over and over again as he felt her muscles contract around him in another orgasm.

His senses were on fire from the sexual energy as he felt the heat of her climax. He couldn’t control himself anymore as he plunged deeply into her one final time, gasping as waves of pleasure washed over him. He spent himself in her and then slid his body aside so he could lay next to her. They lay quietly for a while as they came down from their sexual high.

“That was incredible Alex,” Lariza said softly, “I finally understand what an orgasm is now.”

Alex smiled and reached over to give her a little kiss.

“Believe me, the pleasure was mutual,” he said and slid his arms around her. He lay there, enjoying the moment. Maybe it was the alcohol, maybe it was the sex, maybe the company, he wasn’t sure. Whatever it was, it was the first time he had felt relaxed in a long, long time.


Chapter twenty


A few hours later, Alex realized that he had fallen asleep for a time. The early morning light was coming in through the small window in the wall. Lariza was sitting in the chair by the small table. She had some sheets of paper next to her and she was busy using a quill to write on another sheet. Alex smiled as he realized that she was naked.

As he admired her nude form, he thought back to the previous night's love making. It was definitely different than when he had had sex with Taiya. When he touched Taiya, the feeling was more extreme, his orgasm was intense.

When he touched Lariza, the feeling of sexual tension was subtle, his orgasm was a wave of heat instead of a flash of fire. He wondered if that had to do with the type of Power each woman possessed. Taiya had said the people could have different types of gifts.

He also wondered why he had fallen asleep earlier. The Elf had said that he would sleep for three days, but he had only slept for one. Taiya made it seem that Elemental Dancers were the strongest type of Power. He wondered if the boosting and sleep aftereffects depended on how Powerful the woman was.

“You’re up early,” he said to her.

Lariza jumped as his voice startled her, breaking her concentration over her work. She turned to him and gave him a brilliant smile.

“I couldn’t sleep. I can’t explain it, but I am full of energy!” Lariza said excitedly. “The best part is that I’m not stuck on my Epic Poem anymore! The words are flowing out of me like a river!”

Alex smiled as she turned back to her work, continuing where she had left off. Her Power must have something to do with her poetry or music. He remembered how enthralled he was when she told him the story about Rafel and Josanna on the wall.

She wasn’t tired and Alex wondered if she would be energized for three days and then have to sleep three days like Taiya. He was still surprised that he had slept for a few hours after what was certainly “boosted” sex. He had only slept for a day instead of the three that Taiya had said would happen. Maybe that had something to do with how his body would react to having “boosted” sex before a certain recovery time, he wondered.

Alex watched her work for a few minutes. She was so lost in her work that it looked like she had forgotten that he was even here! Alex got out of bed and cleared his throat. She jumped again, startled.

“Oh, sorry!” she said embarrassed, adding, “It’s just that I am afraid to stop working when the words are coming to me so easily. It’s like when the blacksmiths say to strike when the iron is hot!”

“It’s okay, I was enjoying watching you work in the nude,” he said with a smile.

Her eyes opened wide in surprise as she glanced at her naked body.

“I hadn’t even realized!” she said with a laugh.

She stood up and wrapped her arms around him, pressing her body against his. Alex felt a soft flow of energy between them.

“Part of me wants to push you back into bed so we can make love again,” she said with a wistful look in her eyes. “But.... I need to finish this poem if I hope to be raised to a bard.”

“I understand,” he said, and he kissed her forehead, afraid if he kissed her mouth, he would be the one throwing her into bed.

She hugged him tightly. “Thank you for last night! It was more amazing than I could have ever imagined. And making love to you was the inspiration I needed to find the words I needed for Rafel and Josanna's story!”

They both dressed quickly, and Lariza sat back down at the table, quickly lost in her work. Alex softly closed the door behind him and went down to the inn’s great room where a few people were eating breakfast. He slipped out the entrance and made his way back towards the Guildhouse.


Chapter twenty-one


As Alex neared the Guildhouse, he saw a mounted group of horsemen by the entrance talking to Master Jonah. Oldova and a couple of servants were there as well. He counted 8 soldiers and one woman in regular clothes. Another soldier with his arm in a sling was leaning against the wall, holding the reins of two riderless horses.

These soldiers wore different gear than the guards of Arras. They had shiny metal breastplates, and their helmets were more form fitting with cheek guards as well. Kite shaped shields were slung on their backs. The woman was wearing a tan robe over brown boots and leggings. She had long black hair tied back in a ponytail.

The riders took off at a canter towards the south gate before Alex could get a better look at them. One of the servants helped the wounded soldier into the Guildhouse while the other walked the horses around the building towards the stables. The Orcs noticed Alex and waited for him to reach them.

“I trust you enjoyed your stay at the Prancing Mare,” Master Jonah asked.

Alex raised his eyebrows in surprise and said, “I see you are well informed about what happens in Arras.”

Oldova started laughing. “Master Jonah was concerned when you hadn’t returned by evening. He asked me to look for you. I told him that I found you enjoying yourself at the Prancing Mare. He wanted to know how that was possible if you had no coin. I told him you had befriended the little minstrel from Seaholm and that she was being quite free with her purse.”

“A resourceful man! The offer still stands. A resourceful man can go far with the Caravan Guards and the Guildhouses,” Master Jonah said enthusiastically.

“I am definitely considering it, Master Jonah,” Alex replied. “I would like to speak to Taiya about it first. Is she awake yet?”

“Not yet,” he said with a frown. “Commander Geryon would like to speak with you about your battle in the Empty Lands. Oldova will show you the way once you are ready.” The Orc turned and walked back to the building. Alex headed towards the bunkhouse, Oldova quickly catching up to him.

“So, you were spying on me? I didn’t see you there,” he said.

“That’s because you had one too many mugs and you only had eyes for the minstrel,” she said with a little laugh.

“Jealous?” he said, stopping at the door to the bunkhouse and turning to see her reaction.

“Maybe a little, when I saw her take you upstairs. After all, I’ve seen that club you’re hiding in your pants. Did she enjoy the ride?” Oldova asked with a mischievous gleam in her eyes.

Alex blushed a little at her unexpected response and turned to enter the building. She laughed and followed.

Alex checked in on Taiya. She was still asleep, breathing evenly. If what she had told Alex was correct, she should awaken tomorrow.

“The healer checked on her earlier. Nothing seems to be wrong with her, probably just exhaustion,” Oldova said with a shrug.

Alex went to the kitchen, nodding to two servants heading out. Margot was there and she gave him a plate with some bread, fruit and a couple of hard-boiled eggs. Alex sat at a table and the Orc took a seat across from him. She had already eaten breakfast.

Alex asked her about the mounted soldiers. She said they were passing through Arras from Oktoban.

“They cut through the Lawless Lands and ran into some trouble,” she added.

“They seemed in a hurry,” he said.

The Orc shrugged, obviously reluctant to say any more, so Alex didn’t ask any more questions. He had no idea where Oktoban was in relation to Arras. He wondered if Master Jonah had a map somewhere in his office.

Alex finished his breakfast and then Oldova walked with him to see Commander Geryon. His office was in one of the large buildings that Alex had noticed yesterday. There were a pair of guards at the building entrance who let them pass after Oldova explained their business. The commander's office was a large room on the second floor.

Commander Geryon was a trimly built, older man with grey hair. He stood up from his desk and thanked them for coming. He said that Master Jonah had given him a report of the attack on Zemak’s party, but he wanted to speak to Alex in person.

Alex told him the basic version of the story. The Commander had some good questions about the Rockskins and the Harg’s regarding their numbers, weapons and armament.

Commander Geryon asked Alex if he would be interested in joining the Guardsmen of Arras. “We could certainly use a man of your strength. Especially if Rockskins are going to become a problem,” he added.

Alex told him that he would consider it.

The Commander nodded and he thanked Alex again as they took their leave.

“What are your plans, Alex?” Oldova asked as they started walking back to the Guildhouse.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re far from home and you have no money. You have no job... though I suppose you could charm the ladies to support you like you did the minstrel!” she added with a mischievous laugh.

“Ha, Ha, very funny,” Alex said sarcastically. “So, what do you suggest I do, Miss Know-it-all?”

“Miss Know-it-all? I love it!” she said, laughing again. They were walking down the street with all the pubs and inns. “Let’s grab a mug and talk about your future!”

“You know I don’t have any money!” Alex said.

“You can buy me a beer when you finally get money,” she said with a dismissive wave.

They were about to pass the Dancing Mare when Oldova stopped.

“We can stop here... Oh, wait, never mind. We don’t want your little friend to get jealous!” Oldova laughed and continued on down the street as Alex just shook his head.

She led him to a large pub called “The Pig”. A sign by the door said, “Pit Fighting Every Evening”.

“The Mare is too fancy for my tastes. The Pig is more to my liking,” she said as they sat down at a table in the back.

The pub had simple, sturdy furnishings. In the middle of the room, there was a shallow circle cut into the floor about 15 feet in diameter. Must be where the fighting takes place, he guessed. Oldova bought them each a mug of beer.

“How does the pit fighting work here?” he asked.

“The usual for a small arena. Two fighters, no weapons. Winner gets 10 gold,” she said with a shrug.

“Ten gold? Maybe I should fight tonight,” Alex said, thinking out loud.

“They won’t let a freak fight anyone. Not fair. Heck, no one even wants to fight me anymore,’ she said with a smirk. Alex frowned, trying to imagine this beautiful woman in a bare-knuckled fight like you might see in a movie.

“Okay, so you got any other ideas, Miss Know-it-all?”

Oldova took a drink from her mug and then leaned back into her chair as she contemplated his situation. Alex took a sip from his beer and waited patiently. After a few minutes she focused her gaze on him and leaned forward.

“Okay, here are some options. One, you could take up Commander Geryan’s offer and work as a soldier in Arras. But they probably won’t pay you that much, even if you are a Strongman. And you will probably have to sign at least a one-year contract and be stuck here in the back end of nowhere guarding shepherds.

“Two, you could join a mercenary company. The pay is great when they have work, but they can have long stretches with no money coming in. I can’t think of any headquartered anywhere near here. So that is also a consideration.

“Three, you could join up with a group of adventurers. They, no doubt, would welcome your strength. The rewards can be great if they find some ancient treasure or lost temple to loot. It’s a very dangerous job with a strong chance of getting killed. The problem is finding a group. I can’t say that I have ever seen one in the few times I have been here in Arras.

“Four, you could be a freelance bounty hunter. You said you were hunting a dragonette when you were transported here, so I’m guessing you have experience. Again, the problem is location. Arras is not someplace where you find much in that way of work.

“Five, you could take my uncle’s offer and join up with the Caravan guards. The pay is decent for a freak. It can be dangerous work sometimes, but most trips are uneventful. There is no long-term commitment, you get paid after completing a trip. You could elect to work mainly on trips that take you in the general direction of home. That’s about all I can think of,” Oldova finished and took a long swallow of beer.

“From what I gathered, it sounds like Taiya works as a Caravan guard,” Alex said after a while.

“The Flame Dancer Elf? Yeah, I’ve seen her in some of the Guildhouse’s. I don’t really know her. Uncle said she usually works with us but sometimes she gets hired as a personal guard by people like Zemak,” Oldova explained.

“It sounds like the Caravan Guards might be my best option,” he said with a wry smile.

Oldova nodded.

“I agree. It gets you decent pay compared to the danger involved. There is no long-term commitment. The Caravans connect all the major towns and cities of Ktor. You will be able to make your way towards any destination you choose, getting paid to travel instead of paying to get there,” she said in agreement.

“Let’s go tell Master Jonah. You will need some gear. I’m sure he will give you an advance on your pay,” Oldova drained her mug and stood up. Alex quickly finished the rest of his beer and followed her out the door.

Alex heard a loud commotion coming from the main street of Arras. As they turned onto the road, Alex saw a large number of people, horses, wagons and a couple of carriages had gathered in front of the Guildhouse.

“The Caravan from Verbanna has arrived! Uncle Arban has made good time in getting here!” Oldova said with a smile.

“Uncle? Are you related to everyone in the Caravan Guards?” Alex asked in surprise.

Oldova laughed and said, “Oh no! Just those two. Master Jonah convinced his brother Arban to join him ages ago. Every other year, Uncle Arban visits our clan. He always had interesting stories to tell of all the different places he had seen. Two years ago, I left with him and joined the Caravan Guards.”

Oldova stopped and surveyed the controlled chaos in front of the Guildhouse. “Master Jonah will be busy for a little while overseeing the unloading of the Caravan. We might as well get lunch now before all the newcomers eat everything up!”

She led him around the back of some of the buildings, avoiding the crowd. Soon they were in the kitchen. Lunch was a spicy stew served with a side of bread. Margot and some helpers were busy prepping another pot of stew to accommodate the newcomers. They finished lunch just as a group of Caravan Guards started filing into the room.

“Master Jonah should be done soon, let’s go find him,” she said and headed out the door with Alex following close behind.


Chapter twenty-two


Master Jonah was near the warehouses talking with one of his assistants. They were examining some large barrels that had been recently unloaded from the wagons. The Caravan Master said something to the assistant who hurried off towards the main building.

“Master Jonah,” Oldova called out, “Alex has decided to give the Caravan Guards a try!”

“Excellent,” replied Master Jonah. “We -”

“Oldova!” a broad-shouldered Orc was walking towards them, arms outstretched, with a big grin on his face.

“Uncle Arban!” Oldova smiled back and met him in a warm embrace. “Good to see you again!”

“And who is this young man?” Arban asked as they walked over to where Alex and Master Jonah were standing.

“This is Alex, a brand-new recruit. This is my brother, Wagon Master Arban,” Master Jonah nodded towards each man in turn.

“Welcome!” Arban said and reached out to shake hands. He took Alex’s hand in a powerful grip, testing him. Alex returned the pressure in equal measure. Arban nodded and released his hand with a smile.

“As I was about to say before my brother interrupted me,” Master Jonah continued, “You will get the standard pay for special skills. That is 5 gold per day when you are on a job instead of the regular guard pay of 1 gold. On off days, between trips, everyone gets 5 silver per day, a bed and 3 meals. I-”

“A special! What’s his ability?” Arban asked, interrupting again. The Caravan Master turned towards him with a frown.

“He’s a Strongman, uncle!” Oldova said, as Master Jonah opened his mouth to say something.

“No!” exclaimed Arban, looking Alex up and down. “you’re joking!”

“Yes, he is!” laughed Oldova. Arban stepped over to the nearest barrel and rested his elbow on top, obviously wanting to test Alex’s strength.

“Am I going to have to arm wrestle every Orc that finds out I am a Strongman?” Alex asked in exasperation.

“Yes!” all three cried out in unison.

Shaking his head, Alex positioned his arm on the barrel.

“One, two, three!” counted Master Jonah at the same time as Oldova told him to show no mercy.

Alex quickly bent the Orc’s arm back, stopping as Arban’s arm hit the barrel top.

“Hah!” all three of the Orc’s yelled and started laughing, each taking their turn to slap Alex on the shoulder.

“Sorry for doubting you, young man,” Arban said with a smile. “I always thought a Strongman would be built big, maybe like an Ogre!” he gestured with his hands around his shoulder and biceps, pretending they were humongous.

“It will be an asset in a fight because his opponents will underestimate him!” Oldova said and her uncles nodded in agreement.

“Master Jonah, would it be possible to give Alex an advance on his pay?” she asked. “He could use some leather armor and some gear for travelling.”

Master Jonah agreed, and they followed him back to his office while Arban headed towards the kitchen. He handed Alex a thin metal disk about 3 inches in diameter with a small hole drilled through it.

“Ever see one of these?” he asked Alex. Alex shook his head.

“Doesn’t surprise me. The Guilds use these to transfer money and to keep track of any money owed. Merchants and guards mainly. Prick your finger and drip a little blood on the disk.” he instructed and Oldova handed him one of her daggers.

When his blood hit the card, it glowed yellow for a moment. The Caravan Master reached inside his shirt and pulled out what looked like a signet ring attached to a sliver necklace. He touched the ring to the disk and closed his eyes in concentration. The ring and the disk glowed green for a moment.

“The disk is blood bonded only to you. I used my seal to magically inscribe your beginning balance of negative 20 gold. When you make your first caravan trip, show your disk to the Caravan Master at the Guildhouse there. He will adjust your balance accordingly,” Master Jonah explained as he reached into a drawer and counted out 20 gold coins.

Alex thanked him and then they left the Guildhouse, and headed towards the market.

As they walked, Alex wondered about the magic that he had just witnessed. Was the Caravan Master also a wizard? He hadn’t felt any sort of shock when they had shaken hands or arm wrestled. So far, he had only felt that with Taiya and Lariza. Could he only sense the Power in women? He would have to wait until Taiya finally woke so he could ask her.

“Armor first,” Oldova said as she led him into a leather merchant’s shop.

She helped him pick out a simple vest made of fairly thick leather. It covered his chest and back, but left his shoulders bare, allowing greater mobility. She added a pair of leather gauntlets that covered his forearms. The merchant wanted 13 gold, but Oldova haggled him down to 11 and Alex paid the man.

Next, they stopped by a blacksmith’s shop where he bought a simple belt knife for 1 gold piece. He had to explain to Oldova that he was happy with his stone club as a weapon and didn’t need anything else at the moment.

Finally, they went into a store selling general merchandise. The woman at the counter helped him size a plain woolen traveling cloak with hood. Oldova set a belt, a small waterskin, and a bedroll on the counter as well for him. The items cost him almost 3 more Gold pieces. He still had 5 Gold and a silver left over.

“Thanks, Oldova. I owe you more than one beer now, for all your help,” he said as they stepped out on the street and headed back towards the Guildhouse.

She stopped and looked him over with an appraising eye, from his boots to his jeans and then his leather armor. He was carrying the bedroll and cloak under his arm, the knife and canteen were attached to his belt.

“The leather should serve you well for now until you can buy some chainmail. With your strength, the added weight won’t be a problem. And you're sure you don’t want a helmet?” she asked, but Alex just shook his head, no.

When they reached his little room in the Guildhouse, he stored his purchases in the wooden chest. He offered to buy Oldova dinner as thanks for her help, but she declined, insisting he save his money for now. They were lucky to find seats in the kitchen. The kitchen was bustling with activity as many of the new arrivals were enjoying dinner.

Oldova finished and then left to find her uncle Arban. Alex checked in on Taiya. She was still sleeping, but now she was lying on her side. Alex wandered around for a bit, watching the new arrivals go about their business.

Later, as he lay in bed, Alex wondered what life would be like in the coming months as he travelled with the Caravan Guards. He drifted off to sleep as he tried to remember anything he had learned about the old Silk Road caravans on Earth.


Chapter twenty-three


The next morning, Alex peeked in to check on Taiya and was surprised to see her bed empty. He checked the kitchen, but she wasn’t there. He found her in the bathing room.

Taiya was in the first tub while next to her a woman was bathing and a man was in the third tub. To the side of the room, a servant was giving a shave to a man seated in a chair. The Elf gave him a smile when she saw him in the doorway.

“Hey! How are you feeling?” Alex asked. He tried not to stare at her perfect, medium sized breasts. Focus on those beautiful eyes, he told himself.

“Better, now that I can finally take a bath. I am starving! I will be done in a few minutes. Did you want to have breakfast with me?” she asked. He nodded and told her he would wait for her in his room.

Taiya popped her head through his room's curtain a few minutes later and they headed for breakfast. Alex thought she looked really sexy with her wet hair slicked back.

The elf practically inhaled her first plate. “Gods, I’m hungry,” she said as she grabbed a second serving as Alex finished his plate.

The kitchen was packed so they didn’t say much. After she had finished another half plate, they went back to her room where they could speak in private.

“So, you only had to sleep one day to recover? That’s interesting. I assumed we would both need three days to recover,” Taiya said as she extended her arms out while letting out a loud yawn.

Alex tried not to stare as her breasts pulled the laces tight on her jacket as she arched her back in a stretch.

“Um, yeah. Just one day,” he replied, focusing on her face.

“What have you been doing while I slept?” she asked.

“Well, I decided to join the Caravan Guards,” Alex said, and Taiya raised an eyebrow at him inquiringly.

“Master Jonah’s niece, Oldova, escorted me to Commander Geryan’s office. He had some questions about the attack on Zemak’s caravan. I asked her what my options were for making money and the Caravans sounded better than a mercenary company or becoming an adventurer.”

“Yes, I agree. Oldova is Jonah’s niece? She was finishing bathing when I hit the baths. I don’t know her, but she introduced herself to me. She doesn’t have Power, does she?” Taiya asked as she glanced sharply at him with narrowed eyes.

“Oh, no... nothing that I could sense,” Alex replied with a shrug.

Was she jealous, he wondered? He had been debating what to tell Taiya about his encounter with Lariza. He had slept with the minstrel, and she had Power. He decided to skip that information for now.

Together, they went to see Master Jonah. He was pleased to see Taiya and he greeted her with a warm smile. He asked her some perfunctory questions about the attack and then returned her backpack along with the dagger and coin purses. Taiya counted out the coins and divided them evenly, handing Alex one of the purses with 3 silver coins and 14 iron coins.

“I will need a new coin disk, Master Jonah,” Taiya said with a sigh. The Caravan Master made a grimace and asked her what happened.

“I must have lost it in the fight,” she replied.

He nodded understandingly and pulled out a new disk for her and asked if she would need an advance. Alex tried to give her his coin purse back, but she refused it. “Just one day’s pay. I only need a few items.” Her card was activated, and Master Jonah counted out 12 gold coins for her. She thanked him and they headed towards the markets.

“How much money did you lose with your disk? "Alex asked.

“Ugghh. I could cry! I had over 900 gold saved up towards a townhome! I have been working for the Caravans for over 4 years. Some freelance work on the side. I never got a scratch, never really felt threatened. Then I get knocked out and captured by those damned Rockskins! So careless. I had my disc in one of my saddlebags, same as always. I’m so pissed off at myself!”

Alex let her vent and then he gave her a pat on the shoulder. A surge of sexual energy made them both flinch in surprise.

“Sorry, I forgot about what happens when I touch you,” Alex whispered as a passerby looked at them curiously.

They continued on in silence and entered the general merchandise shop. Taiya purchased a travel cloak and bedroll. She still had the water skins they had grabbed from the enemy camp. She then went to the jeweler and purchased an iron neck chain that she ran through the hole in her coin disk before fastening it around her neck. It hung down below her collar bone and just above her cleavage. She patted it reassuringly. They headed back to the Guildhouse with her purchases.


Chapter twenty-four


“The next caravan leaves in three days, heading back to Verbana,”Oldova replied. She was heading out just as they were about to enter the Guildhouse. Taiya had asked her about the next caravan run. “I’m not sure how many guards will be needed for that run. There should be another caravan coming in from Batar next week,” she added.

“Alex!” a woman yelled from behind him.

Alex turned towards the Guildhouse entrance just as Lariza ran towards him and wrapped her arms around his neck. He saw Master Jonah following her out of the building with an amused look in his eye as Lariza pulled him into a long kiss.

“I just booked passage back to Seaholm. I have to get back to prepare for the competition,” she said breathlessly.

Her eyes looked tired and red. Her hair was still in a braid, and she was dressed the same as he had seen her a few days ago by the wall.

“The Caravan Master said you had joined them, and I was just going out to find you,” she continued, her body still pressed tightly against him. “I had to find you and thank you! You were my inspiration. The words wouldn’t stop flowing! I haven’t slept at all, but I finished my poem!” she practically squealed with delight and kissed him again.

“I have to get some sleep and pack for my trip home. Make your way to Seaholm and ask for me at the Bard’s College. My muse!” Lariza gave him another quick kiss and then she was gone, hurrying back to the Prancing Mare.

Master Jonah let out a low laugh and said, “You seem to have made quite the impression on the young minstrel!” Still chuckling, he went back into the building.

“Her inspiration... her muse?” Taiya was glaring at him. She really looked pissed.

Oldova was looking at both of them and she let out a snicker. Taiya glared at her. The Orc stopped her laughing and said, “Uhh, I’ll see you two later!” She hurried off towards the markets, but they could hear her laughing again.

“My room, now!” Taiya hissed at him, and she gave him a swift little kick to his ankle.

“Ow!” he said and then turned to follow her.

Taiya dumped her purchases on her bed and yanked the curtain closed behind them. Alex held onto her bedroll that he was carrying, holding it next to his chest as an impromptu shield.

“You fucked a minstrel while I was sleeping!” she whispered angrily.

She wanted to yell at him, but there were too many people around getting lunch.

“Uh, sorry. It just sort of happened. I didn’t think we were officially together. I didn’t mean to make you jealous,” he replied in a low voice.

“Jealous?” Taiya looked confused for a moment. Then she punched him in the shoulder. “I’m not jealous, I’m angry at your stupidity! A minstrel! Did she have any Power? Does she know you’re a Strongman?”

“Yes,” he said sheepishly.

Taiya threw up her hands in exasperation.

“Of course! You were her inspiration. The words wouldn’t stop flowing. She didn’t sleep. What kind of poem is she going to write?

“Alex the Strongman fucked me with his mighty cock! My muse made my juices and my words flow!” she pretended to sing the words. “Didn’t I tell you how dangerous it could be for you if people know you are Elder Touched? She’s a minstrel! She’s going to know at least one story about an Elder Touched – how long before she makes the connection?”

“I’m sorry,” was all Alex could think of saying.

Taiya shook her head and sat down on the edge of her bed. Alex sat next to her.

“This strange energy is all new to me. I never felt it before I went through that portal and wound up here,” he said and gently laid his hand on her knee. There was a surge of raw sexual energy between them. Taiya stood up hastily, breaking the contact.

“That may be true, but you’re going to have to learn to keep it in your pants. You can’t afford to be discovered. What’s done is done,” she said with a sigh, “Let’s get some lunch, I’m still very hungry.”

Alex was lying on his bed, relaxing after lunch, when Oldova popped her head through his door curtain.

“Master Jonah wants to see us. Come on,” she said. Alex followed her to the Caravan Master’s Office.

Taiya was already in the room, seated in a chair. Master Jonah was behind his desk and Arban was leaning against a wall. Oldova closed the door behind her, and she and Alex stood near Taiya.

“I have a confidential job for you two. It will no doubt be dangerous, but the pay is triple the standard rate. Are you interested?” He looked first at Taiya and then at Alex.

“Triple!” Taiya’s eyes narrowed as she contemplated what the risks could be to warrant such pay. “I will do it. I lost so much money on Zemak’s run. I’m not going to fail again.”

Master Jonah nodded in approval.

“What about you Alex?” he asked.

“Okay,” he shrugged. His best bet for surviving in this crazy world would be to stick with Taiya.

“Good. In a few hours' time, a group of soldiers will be riding through Arras. They are escorting someone for an important client. We have been asked to provide some extra muscle to get them through the Lawless Lands safely. As my most skilled and experienced warrior available, Arban is going along. A Flame Dancer and a Strongman should make your group powerful enough to cut through anyone that tries to stop you.

“Oldova, you will take Arban’s place as Wagon Master for the run to Verbana,” he added, “I know you have been on enough runs as an assistant, that I am confident you are ready for your first run as Wagon Master. I will have old Trup be your assistant. He doesn't like responsibility, but he has been a Guard for over 30 years and has seen it all. He can help guide you if you have any questions.”

“Thank you, Caravan Master,” Oldova said and bowed her head.

“Where are we headed?” Taiya asked.

“The client insists on secrecy. Arban will have more details for you once you are away from Arras. Let me mark your pay discs and then I suggest you get your packs together and go pick out horses. The escort should be here within an hour or so,” Master Jonah said and then he made the necessary notations on their discs.

“I will meet you at the stables,” Arban said and the four of them left as Master Jonah pulled out a ledger and started writing something in it.


Chapter twenty-five


“You do know how to ride a horse, I hope?” Taiya asked as they neared the stable, carrying their gear.

“Somewhat. I’m no expert, but I have spent some time in the saddle,” Alex replied honestly.

His training for his Central Asian deployment had included horseback riding as well as some work with camels. Most of the tribes they had worked with in the mountains used horses and Alex’s team used them to reach remote areas. Taiya nodded.

Arban was waiting for them with three horses. Stable hands were busy saddling them and attaching saddle bags. Another worker was waiting with spare water skins and journey bread. Taiya explained that the Guildhouse maintained horses and camels as well as wagons and carriages for the caravans. Of course, some merchants or travelers had their own transportation and paid to join a caravan for the protection it offered.

“The horses we use are bred for endurance,” Arban said. “They won’t win any races, but they can go a long way without tiring.”

They heard a commotion out front. Each of them grabbed the reins of a horse and led them to the front of the Guild house. Alex was surprised to see the group of horsemen and the black-haired woman had returned. They had dismounted and the soldiers were walking around stretching. The woman was speaking to the Caravan Master. Master Jonah motioned for them to come over.

“Lady Isabel, may I present Arban, my most skilled and experienced warrior. This is Alex, a Strongman. The Elf is Taiya, the Flame Dancer I was telling you about,” he said as he introduced them to the black-haired woman.

The woman appraised them with tired eyes, nodding to each as they were introduced. She looked like she hadn't slept in days.

Lady Isabel looked to be in her late twenties. Her grey eyes had shadows under them. Her face was tanned from travel. Even though she looked exhausted, she still radiated a certain strength. Lady Isabel in turn introduced them to Captain Robs, who was in charge of her guards. He looked to be about 40ish. The Lady’s party was covered in dust from hard travel.

Master Jonas' workers brought the newcomers fresh water and some more journey bread. A few minutes later everyone mounted the horses and headed toward the north gate. Once they had passed through the walls, Captain Robs gave a signal and they set off in a canter.

Arban rode next to lady Isabel. Alex could tell that they were engaged in conversation. Two of the soldiers rode up ahead acting as scouts. Captain Robs and another soldier were ahead of Lady Isabel and another pair rode immediately behind her add Arban. Alex and Taiya were next, followed by the final pair of soldiers.

After an hour or so, the ground began to change from grassland to trees. Alex could see a forest in the distance. To the west the ground rose up in foothills and he could see mountains in the distance. Alex guessed that those mountains were part of the empty lands that they had traveled through.

They rode on at a steady pace with the occasional stop to stretch and give the horses water. They had been following the road since they had left Arras. The deeper they got into the forest, the more the road became overgrown with grass and shrubs, but it still provided an easy path to follow. As the sun began to go down, they stopped and set up a small camp to the side of the path. Alex stretched his legs, his body sore from being in the saddle all afternoon.

Four of the soldiers set up a perimeter around the camp while the other four took care of the horses. They ate their travel bread in silence and then Lady Isabel and four of the soldiers promptly fell asleep.

“They’re exhausted,” whispered Arban. The three of them weren’t quite ready for bed and they sat a little off to the side so as not to disturb the sleepers.

“So, are you going to let us know where we are going?” Taiya whispered. Alex saw Arban nodding his head in the deepening twilight.

“We are going to Oktoban” he said.

“I figured it was either there or Kargosk if we had to cut through the Lawless Lands. The Lady must be in a hurry to risk this shortcut instead of going the long way around. Why?” Taiya asked.

“Duke Oktoban is dying. He’s been given some kind of rare poison. Lady Isabela is Healer to the Royal Family. She is also a distant cousin of the Duke. She believes the only hope to save him is black toadflax roots.

“They had some dried root on hand, which seemed to help slow the poison. She is hoping that fresh root will be more potent, and it will stop the poison from killing him. The nearest place that it grows around here is a little valley south of Arras. All of them have a bunch of roots in their packs. She is hoping to make it back in time to save the Duke’s life,” Arban explained.

“I saw Lady Isabel’s party pass through Arras a few days ago. One of her soldiers was wounded and they had a couple of riderless horses. What kind of danger should we be prepared for,” Alex asked.

“Good question. Our main concern is bandits, though there has been some talk of goblins making their way down from the Barakan mountains west of here. Unfortunately, this old road is going to take us right past the ruins of Isere.

“A medium size group of bandits is using the ruins as a camp. They bandits ambushed them as they got close. The Oktoban soldiers lost 3 men, but the ferocity of their defense, convinced the bandits to back off and look for easier prey. Pressed for time, they had to leave their dead behind and push forward, putting distance between them and the bandit camp,” Arban replied.

Alex nodded, remembering what Lariza had told him about the Lawless Lands.

“What’s the plan for when we get near the bandits on the way to Oktoban?” Alex asked.

“Our Flame Dancer lobs some fireballs at them, and they run off with their tails between their legs like the curs they are! They don’t want a hard fight,” Arban whispered intensely.

“Makes sense,” Taiya said.

“Allright, you two get some rest. I will take the first watch,” Arban said. Alex and Taiya climbed into their bedrolls, and he was soon asleep.


Chapter twenty-six


Alex sat up immediately when Taiya touched his arm. He looked around as his eyes adjusted to the dim moonlight filtering through the trees.

“Light sleeper... I barely touched you and you sat up,” Taiya whispered.

Alex simply nodded. He didn’t want to explain that for the last few years he had often slept in the field with his unit, often times in dangerous territory.

“I guess it’s my turn to watch. Any instructions?” he asked in a low voice.

Taiya shrugged, “The soldiers switched turns a while ago. I just either sat here or walked around a little bit, listening for trouble.”

“Okay,” he replied.

Taiya crawled back into her bed roll and was soon asleep. Alex sat there for a few minutes as his senses adjusted to the Ktorian night. He could occasionally hear what sounded like an owl in the distance.

He quietly got up, grabbed hold of his club and silently moved around the camp. After a few minutes he had discovered the four sentry’s hiding spots just outside of the campsite. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, Alex went back to the center of the camp and sat down cross-legged fashion.

He sat like that for about 30 minutes, listening for any unusual noises. Alex then got up to stretch his legs and to check on the sentries. Afterwards, returned to his seated position and repeated the process. After a couple of hours, he noticed the sky lightening in the east. Once it was light enough to see, the sentries made sure everyone was awake.

Alex watched curiously as Lady Isabel walked over to the horses. She took her hands and started rubbing the horse's side. After a few seconds, her hands started glowing with a pale green color. She rubbed the horse’s body for a moment and then touched the horse’s head for a few seconds with her green glowing hands. She repeated the process with all the horses. The horses pranced in place, seemingly more energized.

Next, she repeated the process with the soldiers. They stood there patiently as she placed her glowing hands on their chest for a few moments. She then moved her hands up and cupped their heads between her green hands. When she was finished, each soldier seemed a bit more refreshed and awake, compared to how they were beforehand.

Lady Isabel walked over to where the Caravan Guards were curiously watching her and said, “Wagon Master Arban, if you and your people are tired, I can ease your weariness for a little while.” Her eyes were bloodshot, and she looked exhausted.

“Thank you, my lady, perhaps tomorrow,” Arban said with a bow of his head.

Lady Isabel nodded and went to her bag. One of the soldiers had brought out a flask of some kind of liquid. Lady Isabel took a swig from it with a grimace. Then everyone mounted up and they continued down the road.

Alex considered what he had just witnessed. When they had called Lady Isabel a Healer, he had assumed they meant she was some kind of doctor. Obviously, by the way her hands had glowed green, she had some kind of Power. She probably had some kind of medical training as well, he guessed. Maybe she was some kind of “magic doctor” he thought with a smile. His smile turned to a frown as he remembered how tired she looked. She could probably remove some of the tiredness from others but not from herself.

They rode at a steady pace all morning, only stopping for a quick break for lunch and to water the horses. Soon they were back on the path, heading north.

It was late afternoon when one of the forward scouts galloped back to the main group. He saluted the captain and told him that they had heard the sound of fighting in the distance. Captain Robs nodded and instructed him to explore ahead of the group.

“We are getting near Isere, where we were attacked. Perhaps another unlucky party is being ambushed.” The captain had them continue on at a slower pace.

A few minutes later, the path climbed up a gently sloping hill. The scout was waiting for them near the top.

“Sir, Goblins and bandits are fighting each other!” the scout reported.

“Goblins!” Captain Robs said in surprise.

He and Arban dismounted and walked towards the crest of the hill. Since no one had told him not to do so, Alex dismounted and followed them.

As he reached the top, he could see the forest level out into a large flat area. About 100 yards down the road were the ruins of what he assumed was Isere. It looked like it might have been a town about the size of Arras at one time. Now it was just a mess of crumbled walls and buildings, overgrown with vegetation. Two groups were fighting each other, and Alex could hear the clash of weapons and the screams of anger and pain as they killed each other.

One group was uniformly dressed in brown leather armor and fought with spears and small round shields. They had shaved heads and their skin was a dark green, many shades darker than the Orcs he had met. The other group was armed with a variety of weapons and a motley assortment of armor. Alex guessed that the green skinned group were the Goblins, and the others were the bandits. The bandits were being driven out of the ruins towards the road. There were maybe a dozen bandits against what looked like twice their number of Goblins.

“This may be a bit of good luck. We will let them kill each other for a few more minutes and then the Flame Dancer should be able to persuade the survivors to run away,” the captain said thoughtfully.

“Aye, they won’t have the stomach for another battle right after this one,” nodded Arban. Alex nodded as well.

They walked back down the hill and remounted their steeds. Captain Robs ordered them to prepare for battle. The soldiers grabbed their swords and shields and Arban his curved swords. Alex took a few practice swings with his club. Taiya took the forefront with four of the soldiers grouped around her as protectors. The captain, Arban, and Alex took positions around Lady Isabel while two of the soldiers took up positions to either side and the last one brought up the rear. At the captain’s command, Taiya’s group moved forward, and the rest followed about 50 feet behind.

The Goblins and bandits were so busy fighting each other, they didn’t notice them approaching. It looked like there were only 5 or 6 bandits still standing. The Goblins had lost a handful of warriors as well. When they were about 30 or 40 yards away from them, Taiya let loose with two fireballs. Two of the Goblins screamed in agony as they were engulfed in flames. The fighting paused as both sides looked around in surprise.

The bandits reacted first. Using the distraction as two more Goblins burned, they made a run for the woods. One of the Goblins started yelling out orders and his warriors charged towards Taiya’s group. The Elf continued to pummel them with fire balls, taking out one or two Goblins with every volley. The captain ordered the two soldiers on either side to move up with the first group.

Alex was surprised that the Goblin’s kept running towards them. Taiya had killed almost half their number, but they were still coming. It didn’t make sense. The soldiers around Taiya surged forward, crashing into the charging line of Goblins.

“Behind us!” yelled the soldier who was guarding their rear.

Alex wheeled his horse around. A dozen Goblins were running over the hill towards them!

“Arban, stay with Lady Isabel!” the captain yelled as he and the remaining soldier charged the new group of Goblins.

Alex jumped off his horse and started taking running leaps towards the new threats. As he got closer, he saw that the Goblins were about 5 feet tall with dark green skin and hairless heads. Their eyes were dark, and their snarls showed small pointy teeth. They were carrying small round wooden shields and short metal shod spears.

Alex passed the captain moments before the two sides engaged. As he reached the Goblins, Alex jumped in a mighty leap, flying right over them. The Goblins looked up in stunned surprise as he sailed over their heads. A few of them crashed into each other, falling to the ground in a tangle as others tried to stop and turn towards Alex, who was now behind them. The captain and the other soldier slammed into them at that moment, killing three of the Goblins.

Two of the Goblins leapt at Alex with their spears as he regained his balance and turned towards them. He dodged to the side, knocking a spear away with his club. The force of his blow knocked the spear out of the Goblin’s hand. The Goblin pulled out a knife and jumped towards Alex, murderous intent in its black eyes. Alex stabbed at him with the club, crushing the creature’s chest and throwing him back into the other Goblin, knocking him to the ground. Alex jumped forward and smashed his club into the Goblin’s face.

Alex quickly looked around. Two of the goblins were running towards Lady Isabel and Arban, who had dismounted and waited with his curved swords ready. Three Goblins had surrounded the other soldier and were dragging him off the horse, stabbing at him. He saw the captain cry out in pain as Goblin speared his thigh. The captain swung his sword down, slicing through the spear and the goblin’s wrist in one blow. The Goblin fell to its knees in shock. Alex jumped towards Captain Robs as another Goblin leapt onto the back of the captain’s horse, knife drawn.

Alex crashed into them and the three of them fell to the ground in a tangle as his club hit the ground and bounced away from him. He found himself on top of the Goblin who slashed at Alex with his knife. The blade skidded over his leather armored chest and gashed his upper arm. Alex did the first thing he could think of and smashed his forehead into the goblin’s face. The Goblin’s head exploded in a burst of blood and gore.

Alex quickly rolled to his feet. The last three Goblins had finished off the soldier and were advancing warily towards him. Alex needed a weapon. He glanced down at the dead Goblin. He bent down on easily hoisted the body up over his head. He ran a couple of steps towards the advancing Goblins and with an angry yell, threw their dead companion at them.

The body crashed into two of them, knocking them to the ground. The third Goblin raised up his spear in a throwing motion, but before he could throw it, he was engulfed in flames. The Goblin fell to the ground, lifeless. Alex looked up and saw Taiya riding towards him. He gave her a wave and turned to help the captain as she went to finish off the Goblins he had knocked over.

The officer was trying to sit up. He had a deep gash in his lower thigh, and he was losing a lot of blood. Alex took off his leather armor and quickly ripped off his t-shirt. He used his knife to cut the shirt into strips. He tied the strips into a tourniquet around the captain’s leg. The captain grimaced in pain and laid back down. Alex used his hands to push the wound closed. He hoped the Healer had some needle and thread or something similar to sew up the wound.

“Lady Isabel! Captain Robs needs your help!” Taiya yelled as she saw the situation.

She turned to Alex and explained that the Healer was patching up a soldier that had a bad cut on his chest. A minute later Lady Isabel was there, kneeling next to Alex, looking at the wound. Lady Isabel pulled out a water flask and quickly washed off some of the blood and dirt. She reached into her pack and pulled out a needle with some sort of thread.

“Keep pushing the wound closed,” she directed Alex as she told the captain to brace himself.

Captain Robs gasped in pain as she passed the needle through his flesh, back and forth a few times, pulling the wound closed. She knotted off the thread and put it back in her pack.

“Excuse me, but I don’t think that’s enough sutures to keep his wound closed,” Alex said with a frown. The Healer looked at him curiously for a moment and gave him a wry little smile.

“Move your hands away from his leg,” she said and leaned towards the captain.

Alex did as she asked.

Lady Isabel gently rested her hands over the wound and closed her eyes. After a moment, her hands began to glow with the same pale green light she had used to rejuvenate the men and horses in the morning. Alex watched in amazement as the wound started to close up and heal. After a minute, the wound looked like it had been healing for a week or more. She paused her movements for a moment and her hands glowed brightly for a moment.

“You can remove the tourniquet, he is no longer in risk of bleeding to death,” she said to Alex as she shifted her body so she could rest her hands on the captain’s chest. They glowed again as she briefly touched above his heart then again when she placed her hands on his temples. Captain Robs had been breathing heavily and now his breathing returned to normal.

Alex was amazed, even though he told himself that he shouldn’t be after all the amazing things he had seen on Ktor. The healing Power that the Healer had would have come in handy when he had been a Medic Sergeant. He could have saved a few more lives. He was lost in his thoughts and didn’t notice the Healer reaching for his wounded arm. They both jumped as they felt the spark of energy that occurred whenever he touched someone with Power for the first time.

She frowned and then laid her hand on his forearm. Her eyes widened a bit, and her breathing grew faster as she felt the flow of sexual energy between them. Alex felt his own heart beating faster. She avoided looking at his face and instead held his forearm firmly while she straightened his arm.

She then placed her other hand over his wound. As it began to glow green, she gently rubbed it over the gash and the bleeding stopped. Even though he had just watched the same thing happen a few moments ago, Alex was still amazed as he watched his wound close up. After a minute, it was just an angry red line.

Lady Isabel didn’t say anything to him. She quickly got up and went to see if anyone else needed help. Alex saw that Taiya had been watching them. The Elf frowned, shook her head and then walked over to where Arban was kneeling next to Captain Robs. The Orc helped the captain up, supporting him by putting his arm over his shoulder. The captain grimaced in pain.

“Thank you, Strongman Alex,” the captain said with a nod. One of the soldiers hurried over and saluted the captain.

“Sir, Lev is dead and so is his horse. Jeffrik is too wounded to fight, but he can ride. We have one Goblin prisoner,” the soldier gave his report. The captain nodded and thought for a moment as the other soldiers gathered around.

“We can’t bring a prisoner with us, and we can’t leave him behind to give up any information about us. Kill the prisoner. Then take Lev’s body and put it among the bandit dead. Switch his helmet with one of the bandit’s,” the captain glanced at sun hanging low in the west. “I want us back on the road as quickly as possible. I want to put as much distance as possible from here in case there are more Goblins nearby.”

A few minutes later, he was hoisting the captain into his saddle like he was a baby and then he mounted his own horse. It troubled him as he watched a soldier kill the Goblin with a swift thrust through the heart. The treatment of POW’s and the Geneva convention went through his mind. He had to remind himself that this was Ktor and not Earth. The way the world worked was different here.

A broad shallow stream crossed the roadway just past the ruins of Isere. They paused to water the horses. Alex took a moment to wash the blood and dirt off his face and body. He noticed Lady Isabel was looking at him with a pensive expression on her face. She quickly looked away when she realized he had noticed.

They made their way northward, riding well into twilight until it became too dangerous to continue without risking the horses. They made camp like they had the night before. As he sat eating with Arban and Taiya, he noticed the Orc was looking at him thoughtfully.

“I watched you fight today. You fight like a Wildman,” Arban said finally. “To me it seems you do not have much experience with weapons. Have you been in many battles?”

Alex thought about how to answer that in a way that Arban would understand. He couldn’t explain that he was proficient with pistols, assault rifles, LMG’s, RPG’s, other weapons and explosives. He did have some hand-to-hand combat training, knife fighting and pugil stick training.

“I have done some training with a knife and a staff. I have been in a handful of battles,” Alex finally said to him.

Arban nodded.

“You are incredibly strong. But your Power is both a strength and a weakness. I can understand why you would use a club or a staff. It is an easy fit for your strength. We Orcs have a saying- A warrior must be deadly with any weapon. I am most comfortable with my swords, but I still train with other weapons. You never know when you will be in a situation when it may save your life,” the Orc concluded.

“Wise words indeed, Wagon Master Arban,” Alex said with a bow of his head.

“If we have an opportunity when we get to Oktoban, I will weapon train with you.”

“Thank you,” he said with a smile. Alex meant it. He understood that knowledge and training increased his skillset and increased his chances of survival in this harsh world. A few minutes later, Alex went to sleep.

In the morning, Lady Isabel worked her magic on the horses and the soldiers to remove their weariness. She insisted on doing the same for the Caravan Guards. Alex was the last one. She placed her palms on his chest. The Healer caught her breath as the sexual energy immediately began to flow between them. She took a deep breath and composed herself, her hands taking on a greenish glow.

Alex could actually feel the weariness being drained from his body. Lady Isabel then cupped his temples with her hands. His mind felt clearer. He didn’t feel like he had been horseback riding for a couple of days or that he had been in a fight. Her face was also only a few inches from his and he had to fight the desire to kiss her. Lady Isabel broke the contact letting her hands drop to her side.

“Yesterday, you seemed to have some knowledge of healing when you helped me with Captain Robs. Yet you are a Strongman, a fighter and not a healer?” she asked questioningly. Alex considered for a moment how to best answer her question.

“Back home I served as a soldier for a few years. It is customary to train at least one soldier in every company in basic medical assistance,” he answered.

She nodded thoughtfully and turned without another word, walking towards her pack. Alex watched her take out her bottle and sip from it, her body shuddering for a moment.

“She knows you're not just a Strongman. Hopefully she won’t figure it out and then be too busy taking care of the Duke to worry about it,” Taiya said quietly as she came and stood next to him.

“What’s in that bottle that she drinks from every morning?” he asked.

“Being able to remove our tiredness is a neat trick that Healers can do. But she can’t do it to herself. My guess is that it's an Icefire potion. They say it can invigorate you, keep you going when you’re exhausted. But if you use it too often it will kill you. A useful potion to have for emergencies and it is extremely expensive,” Taiya replied. Alex nodded.

Captain Robs gave the order to break camp. In a short while, everyone had mounted up and they continued on their northward journey.


Chapter twenty-seven


Early on the fourth day, the woods began to thin out. The rest of their trip had been thankfully uneventful. As they crested a small hill, Alex saw a broad valley running roughly west to east in front of them. There was a small walled city in the middle of the valley. The valley was dotted with farms and what looked like a few small villages. Beyond the town, Alex could see some hills rising towards mountains to the north.

As their party made their way down the road, Alex noticed a watchtower ahead of them. The guards there must have seen them approaching. Alex heard a horn sounding in two long calls. He could see some activity around the watch tower.

In a short time, they had reached the watchtower. Soldiers there were waiting with four fresh horses. Captain Robs directed Lady Isabel, Taiya and one of the soldiers to change their horses for fresh mounts as Alex helped him onto a fresh mount as well. The four took off at a gallop towards Oktoban. Arban, Alex and the remaining soldiers followed after them at a more leisurely pace.

As they neared Oktoban, Alex guessed that it was about three times bigger than Arras. He could see a few taller buildings behind the walls including what looked like a small castle in the middle of town. The walls were taller and seemed thicker than those of Arras. Alex was reminded of pictures of European towns and cities that still had their medieval walls in place.

On the east side, he could see a long procession of wagons and out riders leaving the city. They were travelling along a road that followed a narrow river that snaked its way towards the open end of the valley. The caravan was already twice as big as the one that Arban had brought to Arras and wagons were still emerging from Oktoban. He asked the Orc about the size difference.

“Arras is a small city. They only have one good worth exporting and that is their wool. Now, mind you, it is some of the finest wool in all of Ktor and highly prized in the larger cities in the east. A small caravan is sufficient for the transportation of goods to and from Arras.

“Oktoban is another story. It’s quite a bit larger than Arras. They also export a very nice wool, though it's not as prized as that from Arras. They also have many orchards which produce apples, pears, targas and other fruits. They also export some leather goods. A bigger population also has a bigger appetite for imported goods,” he explained to Alex.

The Orc pointed towards the mountains to the north.

“Not far to the north is the Dwarven city of Igrim. And that is the real reason the caravans here are very large,” Arban said with a grin.

“Why is that?” Alex asked with a puzzled look on his face.

“Oktoban is the only city that is close to Igrim with access to a caravan route. Dwarven weapons, armor and metal work are very valuable trade commodities. The merchants in the city trade with the Dwarves and then send the goods to larger cities where they can get good prices for them, becoming quite wealthy in the process,” the Orc explained.

Alex nodded in understanding.

The southern gate of the city was a much more imposing structure than the gates of Arras. The gate was made of two metal reinforced doors flanked by two sturdy towers. The wall above the doors contained a metal portcullis which could be dropped in front of the doors. Alex guessed that the small openings he saw above him were murder holes, used to attack enemy troops from above.

Once they had passed into the city, the soldiers who had travelled with them took their leave and headed towards the western part of the city where Alex could see the central keep rising above the other buildings. Arban and Alex continued down the street towards the town center.

Oktoban was bustling with activity. Alex saw humans, Elves and a few Orcs going about their business. A number of the people were a bit shorter than average with stocky builds. The short men all sported long beards and the short stocky women wore their long hair in braids on both sides of their heads. They had to be the Dwarves that Arban had mentioned, Alex thought.

Alex looked around him in amazement. He had hoped to study History but instead he was living it! He was getting to discover and explore a pre technological world. With fantasy creatures! He was riding next to an Orc. He had had sex with an Elf! It was a dangerous place, but was it really any more dangerous than his time with the Green Berets?

If he was given the choice to go back to Earth or stay on Ktor, what would he do? He would choose Ktor! Alex smiled as he thought about the endless possibilities this world offered him.

They were passing a woman wearing a hooded cloak at that moment. She looked up at Alex with large yellow eyes. Her pupils were slit like a snake’s. She frowned and flicked out a long, forked tongue in his direction, rapidly moving it in and out of her mouth for a moment. Surprised, Alex stared at her, keeping his eyes on her as they passed. She stopped and watched him as they continued down the road, the frown still on her face. He lost sight of her as a group of men carrying boxes obscured his view.

“Arban, I just saw a woman with slitted eyes and a forked tongue watching me? Should I be concerned,” Alex asked his companion.

“A Naadarr? Don’t see many of them this far south. Naadarr are a mysterious people. Keep to themselves mostly. Most decent sized settlements will have one or a few. They are expert potion masters. Some say the best on Ktor. I’ve heard that their tongues are incredibly sensitive, and they can even smell with it. I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” the Orc said with a shrug.

The Guildhouse was near the center of Oktoban, next to a large plaza. On the other side of the plaza was a large marketplace. They handed the horses over to a stable hand and went into the main building. Arban led him to the Caravan Master’s office.

“Greetings Caravan Master Heda!” Arban said enthusiastically.

Heda rose from her desk to greet them with a smile. She was a stout Dwarven woman with streaks of grey through her black hair. Alex thought she might be in her fifties, then paused to reconsider. He knew nothing about how the Ktorians aged. Heda could be 500 years old for all he knew!

“Wagon Master Arban, so good to see you again! How is your brother?” Heda came around her desk and shook Arban’s hand. She was wearing expensive-looking boots and a robe made of a rich blue cloth. A broad and intricately carved metal belt was fastened around her middle.

“He is well, thank you. May I present Strongman Alex, new to the Caravan Guards?” Arban said with a smile.

“Strongman, eh?” Master Heda looked him up and down.

She reached out for a handshake, and she grabbed his hand in a surprisingly strong grip. She looked him in the eye and as she kept increasing the pressure on her grip. Was this the Dwarven equivalent of arm wrestling, Alex wondered? He squeezed her hand back until she winced.

“I yield Strongman Alex,” she said with a laugh and Arban let out chuckle. “Welcome to the Oktoban Guildhouse!” Heda returned to her seat.

“The Flame Dancer told me about your journey with Lady Isabel when she arrived about an hour ago. By Brok’s Anvil, I hope the Healer has not arrived too late. It is said that Duke Edmund will not last much longer,” she said with a sad look on her face.

“The city is on edge,” she continued. “Oktoban has been at peace for generations. The border patrols have been doubled. No one is allowed near the castle without good reason. All wonder at who would do such a thing to our beloved Duke!” she said with a sad shake of her head.

“I’m sure you don’t want to hear any more about our troubles here in Oktoban. Hand over your pay discs and I will give you your money. Sounds like it’s well earned. I’m sure you will want to clean up after your journey,” she said.

Alex gave her his disc and he pricked his finger to drip a little blood onto it. She informed him that his balance was 40 gold. After Arban was paid, they thanked Master Heda and left her office.

“As a Wagon Master, I get a room in the Guildhouse. In general, most Guildhouse compounds have a similar layout. Grab an empty room in the bunkhouse. Later I can show you how to handle a sword.”

“Thank you, Master Arban!” Alex said and headed towards the bunkhouse.

He was looking forward to training with the Orc. His skill with an assault rifle was useless here. The more skills he could develop with “local” weapons, the better his chance of survival.


Chapter twenty-eight


The bunkhouse was similar to the one in Arras, except that it had a second floor with more rooms. Alex found an empty room and closed the curtain. The room was identical to his room in Arras. Alex stowed his gear in the chest and then he went to grab some lunch. He was hoping to see Taiya, but she was nowhere to be found. After he ate his food, he went back to his room to relax on the bed.

In the midafternoon, Arban came for Alex and led him to a practice area behind the stables. There was a storage shed to one side that contained wooden swords of various lengths, shields and practice spears with leather padded tips. In front of the shed was a large dirt covered practice area and to the side were a couple of wooden practice dummies. Arban picked out two wooden long swords for them.

“First we start with the most basic skill – blocking,” Arban began.

He showed Alex how to grip the sword with both hands. The Orc demonstrated how Alex should use the sword to block over hand swings aimed towards his head and upper body. Arban then proceeded to take half speed swings with his sword while Alex practiced blocking. They repeated the process for swings towards his midsection and then for low swings towards his legs.

“Good. Now let’s repeat the process with full swing speeds. Ready?” the Orc asked.

Alex nodded and Arban swung his sword in an overhead blow. Alex parried the blow easily. Arban let out a laugh and paused.

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“I forgot how strong you are! Your sword didn’t budge at all when I struck it. By Mount Parsa, you are as strong as Harata! Maybe stronger,” Arban said with a shake of his head.

“Who or what is Harata?” asked Alex, intrigued.

“Harata? He is an Ogreman. Former gladiator that won his freedom out of the Genozian Empire. Took his winnings and opened up a Fighter’s Academy in Zadar. If you ever make it there, you should look him up. He’s a good man and he might be the only one I know that can match your strength. It would be good practice for you, but his school is not cheap! Let’s continue,” the Orc said.

The two men continued in that fashion for about two hours until the Orc halted their practice. Alex was pouring with sweat and his arms were exhausted. Arban was breathing heavily, and he was covered with sweat.

“That was good! I needed a good workout,” Arban said with smile. “Tomorrow, we will do this again, but you will be the aggressor.” Alex nodded.

The Orc put away the swords and they headed towards a strange contraption in front of the stable. A wooden bracket held a wheel in place a few feet off the ground. Arban grabbed a handle attached to the wheel and began to spin it. A rope around the wheel went into the side of a metal tube sticking out of the ground and reemerged from the top of the tube. Water began to spill out of a smaller tube sticking out of the side of the main tube. Alex realized that it was some kind of water pump.

“Have you never seen a wheel pump?” Arban asked, seeing the surprised look on Alex’s face.

Alex recalled the old style of water pumps he had seen in Central Asia. He had even seen a few in front of old farmhouses near Marburg College.

“I have only seen water pumps with long handles,” he said and made a pumping motion with his arm.

“Hand pumps. I’ve seen those a few times. Most places that I’ve seen use wheel pumps,” the Orc said.

They used their hands to cup some water to drink and then to wash their faces. Arban headed back to the Guildhouse while Alex went to the bunk house.

He stopped by the bathing room where an attendant was seated on a stool just outside of the room. Alex asked the man if it would be possible to take a bath. The man said he would have a tub ready for him in a few minutes. Alex got undressed and tossed his clothes on the chair in his little room. He really needed to buy some clothes tomorrow. Alex grabbed a towel that was on the chest next to his bed and walked back to the bathing room.

The room was bigger than the one in Arras with room for seven bathtubs. There were two women in the first tubs on the left, facing the entryway. They had been talking but stopped to look at him curiously. The servant had just finished filling the tub in the middle. Alex was glad he wasn’t right next to the women. He was not exactly comfortable yet with taking a bath in the same room with naked bathing women.

Alex thanked the man, sat his towel on the little table next to the tub and quicky got into the water. The water was surprisingly hot, but after a minute, it felt wonderful, soothing his aching muscles. He closed his eyes and sank into the tub until the water reached his chin. He just sat there for a little while, luxuriating in the warm water.

He could hear the two women talking softly, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. He opened his eyes a fraction and was surprised to see that the women had changed position in their tubs so that they had their backs towards the door. They were now watching him and probably talking about him.

He guessed that the woman closest to him was an Elf because of her pointed ears. The other woman appeared to be human. Both of them seemed a little older than Alex, maybe in their young 30’s was his best guess. He wondered if Elves on Ktor lived a long time like fantasy Elves.

If they did, the Elf could be 300 or 3,000 years old. He really didn’t know very much at all about Ktor. The thought was half frightening because of the chance for unknowingly making a fatal mistake. It was also half exciting with the thrill of new discoveries.

The Elf woman had long dark brown or black hair. It was difficult to tell as it was wet. Her eyes were a similar shade of green to Taiya’s. She was thinner than Taiya with small pert breasts. Alex noticed a round scar on the front of her shoulder. It almost looked like an old gunshot wound. That didn’t make sense. As the Elf turned towards her friend for a moment, Alex saw a matching wound on the back of her shoulder. An arrow wound was all that he could come up with as a possible explanation.

The human woman had shoulder length, dark red hair and hazel-colored eyes. She was tanned but Alex could see she had freckles across her face and body. Medium sized breasts with large areolas were peeking out through the soapy water. She had a long scar across her left bicep from what looked like an old wound. He assumed they were Caravan Guards.

“Hey, you new to the Guards?” the red headed human asked.

Alex fully opened his eyes and sat up straighter in the tub.

“Yeah, just signed up last week,” he responded.

“What’s your name?” asked the Elf.

“Alex.”

“Alex... I’m Marka,” the Elf replied.

She stretched languidly, making sure he got an eyeful of her body.

“And I’m Meeva,” the red head chimed in.

She ran her hands through her hair, causing her breasts to bounce playfully.

“Nice to meet you,” Alex replied.

The women smiled and turned towards each other whispering and laughing. Alex shook his head and grabbed the soap off the table. He ignored them and concentrated on washing himself.

A few minutes later, the women got out of their tubs and began drying themselves off. They took their time, smiling whenever Alex glanced their way. The Elf was tall and slender while the red head was shorter with fuller hips and breasts. Alex couldn’t help admiring their figures. The women were fit and ready for combat.

“See you later Alex. We look forward to getting to know you better,” Meeva said with a wink and a smile as the two left the room.

Alex definitely had a lot to learn about Ktor, he thought with a wry smile as he dunked himself in the tub water.


Chapter twenty-nine


As Alex got dressed after his bath, he realized he would have to wear his leather armor to dinner. He needed to buy a couple of shirts and another pair of pants. Socks as well.

Alex passed through his doorway curtain into the hallway. He saw Taiya walking towards him.

“Hey, I was coming to see if you wanted to get dinner in the kitchen with me?” the Elf said.

“Yeah, sure. I was just coming to ask the same of you.”

Taiya paused, looking him up and down and said,” You look quite the savage wearing your armor without anything underneath! You are definitely more tan now. And look at those ab muscles!”

Alex looked down at his belly in surprise. He had always had a flat stomach, but never any kind of six pack. Now he could clearly see the lines of his stomach muscles. He wondered why? Alex had been eating pretty sparingly since he had arrived in Ktor. Maybe he had lost weight. He would have to find a mirror at some point to see what he looked like after a couple weeks on Ktor.

“Hey Taiya, we were looking for Alex to see if he wanted to go out for dinner and some drinks. Don’t tell us you beat us to the punch!” Marka said as she and Meeva came up beside them. They were dressed in matching outfits with short boots, black leggings and tight-fitting green shirts.

“How did you meet Alex?” Taiya asked curiously.

“We were finishing up bathing when Alex graced us with his presence,” Meeva said, practically devouring his body with her eyes.

“Uh, thanks... but I told Taiya that I would have dinner with her in the kitchen tonight. And I was planning on going to bed early tonight.” The two women smiled at him and then at Taiya.

“I don’t think Alex is ready for you two yet,” Taiya said with a laugh.

Alex felt himself blush. The two women nodded and turned to leave.

“I hope you don’t plan on keeping him all to yourself, Taiya!” Marka said over her shoulder.

“We are looking forward to properly welcoming him to the Caravan Guards!” Meeva said as they walked out of the bunkhouse. Taiya just shook her head.

The Guildhouse kitchen only had a few people seated there at that time. Alex carried their plates to a corner table while Taiya got a couple of beers for them. Dinner tonight was some pieces of meat that tasted like goat to Alex. There were small, boiled potatoes and a hunk of brown bread as well as some green grapes. Simple, hearty food as usual he thought. He did almost choke on a grape seed, as he was used to seedless grapes back home. Of course, they didn’t have seedless grapes here, he thought with a rueful smile.

“Taiya, I have some questions... questions about life in this part of Ktor,” he asked as they finished their food and sipped on a second round of beers. He had to remember that she thought he was from some land called Merica from beyond the Empty Lands.

“Sure,” she tilted her head curiously and waited.

“You know, from what I said, that we are pretty isolated in... Merica. Right?”

Taiya nodded her head in assent.

“Let’s just say that our customs are a bit different. I don’t want to offend anyone by accident. For example, I was... surprised that men and women bathe in the same room. That was new to me.”

“Really! Wow,” The Elf said in surprise.

“I’m curious as to what relationships are like between men and women here. Back home, men and women can sometimes get together for a night of sex. Oftentimes, they become a couple and see only each other for a time. The next step would be marriage, though sometimes that does not work out and they separate,” Alex explained.

“Sounds pretty plain there. And you said you don’t have any contact with other races. No wonder you don’t want to go back!” she said with a little laugh.

“Alex, there are so many different races and cultures that it’s hard to give you a simple answer. Even within a race, there might be variations. From what I have seen, most races are very easy going about sex and short-term relationships. In general, I would say that marriage is reserved for people that are settled down.

“Some lands have only one husband and one wife. Among the Moon Elves, it is common for a woman to have more than one husband. The more powerful they are, the more husbands they have. Other lands may have multiple wives. Or one wife and multiple concubines. In some places a husband or wife is allowed other lovers, while in other lands it is frowned upon.

“It also depends on the type of life you live. A man or woman that is going to grow up and spend their entire life in a small village will probably marry early as it gives them stability. People like me, who want to travel or lead a dangerous life are happy to have short term relationships. Our lives are not made for settling down,” Taiya explained.

Alex thought about what she said.

“Taiya, were you mad, that I slept with Lariza the minstrel?”

“What, no! Well, yes, but only because she was a minstrel! What if she makes a ballad about you and your Power? You don’t want that kind of attention,” she said with a note of concern in her voice.

“What do you think about what happened between us? It seems unreal to me,” Alex asked. He was surprised to see a touch of red in the Elf’s cheeks.

“Th-that was a matter of life and death!” she said. Alex, let out a chuckle at her discomfort.

“Alex, I like you. We have been through a lot together in two weeks. And I am curious to see what it would be like to take our time to … fully appreciate this,” she said and laid her hand on his forearm.

A surge of powerful sexual energy instantly flowed between them. They were both breathing a little faster. She reluctantly broke the contact.

“As much as I am tempted, I am not ready to fall asleep for three whole days again,” she added. Alex nodded.

“About the three days thing... why didn’t I fall asleep after I was with Lariza? I didn’t really feel any more powerful afterwards either. And the connection, the energy was different. It was more subtle. A slow burn compared to the explosive energy I felt with you,” he asked.

“Well, because I’m better than her!” she said with a smile.

Then her face became serious as she considered his question.

“It may be because I am an Elemental Dancer. We channel raw Power. Do you remember what I said about others having to really work to improve and control their use of Power? Being Elder Touched may be a kind of raw Power. Maybe it has something to do with that. I am sorry that I didn’t pay more attention in my classes.”

“It's okay. I appreciate all your help. Speaking of which, I have a small favor to ask you,” he said.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I was hoping you would go to the market with me tomorrow morning. In case you didn’t notice, I could use some more clothes!” he said, pointing at his half naked torso.

“Of course... I need some clothes myself,” she said with a smile.

They both were tired, so they finished their beers and went off to bed.


Chapter thirty


In the morning, after breakfast, they stopped by Master Heda’s office to draw some coins from their pay discs.

The Oktoban market was easily twice as large as the market in Arras. Alex noticed a greater variety of people and races in the city. Arras was a human settlement and he had only noticed some orcs and a few elves there. Oktoban was undoubtably a human city, but the amount of trade and the wealth it generated attracted people from other lands and races.

In addition to the European looking merchants, a pair of women with rich brown skin and long black hair were selling intricately woven rugs in one of the stalls. An Elven man with pale skin and long white hair had jewelry on display. A man and woman with dark hair and an epicanthic Asiatic fold to their eyes were selling a bewildering array of spices.

Dwarven merchants seemed to specialize in metal goods like weapons, armor and jewelry. A few had pots and pans for sale. The Orcs were sellers of wool, leather goods and metal. Alex was surprised to see a Dwarven woman blacksmith selling knives and cutlery right next to a stall with an Orcish man selling virtually the same type of items. Both smiths seemed to be doing a good business.

Alex asked Taiya about the smiths, and she had him look at the goods each smith was offering. The Dwarven goods were beautifully made with intricate designs and carved with intricate patterns. The Orcish goods were simple and unadorned.

“The best knives in all of Oktoban!” the Orc said to them when he saw they were looking at his wares.

“Ha! If you want the best craftmanship, take a look at my Dwarvish knives!” the Dwarven woman yelled to them for the adjacent stall.

“Don’t listen to my wife, she is jealous of my Orcish skills! My knives are the best!” the Orc laughed.

“Watch what you say, or you will be sleeping outside tonight!” the Dwarven woman said as she pretended to be angry.

The customers laughed and the Orc bowed gracefully to his wife with a smile. Taiya and Alex smiled at the couple’s exchange and then continued on their way through the market.

“Dwarven crafted goods are beautiful, and they are extremely durable. They are also very expensive. Orcish craftsmen value simplicity and functionality. They are of decent quality, but they won’t last as long as the Dwarven. The Orcish goods are a good value considering they are reasonably priced,” she explained as they continued down the street.

A family of ebony skinned merchants with tightly curled black hair had spools of brightly colored threads and yarns for sale. They were doing a brisk business with a predominately Dwarven clientele. Taiya explained that Dwarves loved to brighten up their homes under the mountains with colorful rugs, curtains and wall hangings.

As they passed a stall with what looked like colorful silk scarves on display, Alex noticed the merchant was staring at him. The merchant was an older man with salt and pepper hair, olive skin and green eyes. He gave Alex a smile and a nod before turning back to a couple of women who were asking questions about the scarves.

“Did you see that man staring at me?” he asked Taiya.

“Yes, he probably was wondering why you are dressed like a warrior and not a merchant,” she said with a laugh as she turned down a street with clothing vendors.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked in confusion.

“Did you notice you look like him? Olive skin, dark hair and green eyes. That combination is uncommon in humans except in Veletta. That is why everyone assumes you are a Velettan. They are also renowned as shrewd traders. Most everyone has heard the expression, ‘you bargain like a green eyed Velettan merchant’. That’s why everyone assumes you are from Veletta,” the Elf explained.

“Okay, that makes sense,” Alex nodded.

They spent the rest of the morning shopping. Alex bought two short sleeve, hip length tunics. One was dark green and the other a light brown color. He wished that they were a little shorter, but that length seemed to be the fashion in Ktor. He also purchased a pair of dark brown pants made of a thick and durable feeling cloth.

Taiya purchased an ivory-colored tunic and a pair of tight-fitting brown pants. The pants clung to her shapely legs and hips like a pair of yoga leggings. Their last stop was an Elven bootmaker. The merchant measured Taiya’s foot and told her that he would have the boots ready for her by tomorrow morning.

“You should really get yourself a pair of Elven boots. They are very expensive, but they are very comfortable, and they will last you many years,” Taiya suggested as they left the bootmaker's stand.

Alex looked down at his combat boots and said, “these boots have served me well for the last two years. I’m not sure I need anything else right now.” Taiya shrugged and they headed back to the Guldhouse.

In the afternoon, Alex practiced sword fighting with Arban again. They took a break for dinner and then practiced for another hour afterwards, well into twilight. Afterwards, the bathing room was thankfully empty, and he was able to relax in the tub without distractions. Exhausted, Alex fell asleep as soon as he lay down in his bed.


Chapter thirty-one


The next morning, Alex put on his new green tunic and pants. They fit him well and were surprisingly comfortable. Taiya nodded in approval when she saw him in the kitchen. She also was wearing her new clothes.

“Do you want to come along with me when I go to the market to pick up my new boots?” the Elf asked.

“Sure, I have no plans until I practice with Arban in the afternoon.”

Taiya was just finishing her breakfast and afterwards she waited patiently for Alex to eat. This morning’s meal was a bowl of some kind of porridge with bits of fruit in it and a wedge of hard yellow cheese. The meal, as always, was simple, yet hearty.

After finishing breakfast, they walked over to the market. As Taiya was trying on her new boots and the Elven bootmaker was checking the fit, Alex walked over to the neighboring booth. An Orc woman had leather outerwear for sale. The merchant was talking with a well-dressed woman who was looking at a pair of gloves. Relieved that the merchant was occupied, he took the opportunity to check out her wares without her trying to sell him something.

The Orc had a number of jackets on display, a few with hoods. He noticed a few long trench coats. She also had cloaks with or without hoods. Laid out on a table were gloves of varying lengths. He would have to ask Taiya about the weather and if he would need to buy a jacket.

The merchant was still talking to the well-dressed woman as Alex was about to head back to Taiya. He stopped as he caught a snippet of their conversation.

“That is terrible news, are you sure?” the Orc was saying.

“Of course, my daughter is a lady in waiting for the Duchess Louissa herself! The medicine that Lady Isabel is giving him is not working. They fear he may only last another day. The Duchess is at her wit’s end, helpless as her husband wastes away,” the woman said with a sad sigh.

Alex frowned at the news. He remembered Lady Isabel’s drawn and exhausted face as she tried to keep herself together on their journey here.

“What’s wrong?” Taiya asked as she walked over to where he was standing. She was holding her new pair of boots.

“I overheard these women say that Duke is going to die. Whatever that plant was that Lady Isabel brought, it isn’t working.”

Taiya merely shrugged her shoulders and said, “Leaders come, and leaders go.”

“You don’t care?” Alex asked in surprise.

“No, I don’t care for their lives any more than they would care for my life. To them, I am just a weapon. Just another expendable person in pursuit of their goals. That’s why I avoid their attention and I suggest you do the same,” she said, looking at him intensely. Alex nodded.

“I was going to ask you what kind of weather I should prepare for here. Will I need a coat anytime soon?” Alex asked pointing towards the outerwear on display. He needed to know about the weather, and it was an excuse to change the subject. The Elf was very adamant about staying away from the powerful people of Ktor.

“Spring will be turning to Summer soon. You won’t be needing a coat anytime in the next few months. It will also depend on which direction the Caravan’s take you. The Caravan Masters and the Wagon Masters can give you information about your destinations and what to expect concerning the weather.

“This is my first time in Oktoban, but I have been to Zenkova, which is east of here. The weather was mild and dry for the most part. I think we should both be fine for the next couple of caravan runs.”

They left the market and headed back to the Guildhouse. Alex could not keep his mind off the condition of the Duke, even though he had never met the man. A crazy idea was forming in his mind. First, he would need to get into the castle to see the Healer.

When they reached the Guildhouse, Alex excused himself by telling Taiya that he wanted to talk to Arban about this afternoon’s practice. He didn’t like to lie, but the Elf would probably argue with him if she knew what he was planning. A few minutes later, Alex was knocking on the door of Master Heda’s office.

“Enter,” he heard her voice through the door.

“Caravan Master Heda,” Alex said as he went to stand in front of her desk where she was seated, looking at some papers.

“Strongman Alex, what can I do for you?” she said, looking up at him curiously.

“This may sound strange, Master Heda, but what kind of man is Duke Oktoban?”

“The Duke? He is a good man. He has been a just and kind ruler, like his father before him. Oktoban continues to prosper under his leadership. Why do you ask?”

“I think that I may be able to help Lady Isabel heal the Duke. If you had said the Duke was an evil man or a bad ruler, I would not want to help him. You say that he is a good man, so I would like to offer my help to the Healer,” he said sincerely.

“From what I understand, Lady Isabel brought back a special medicine to counteract the poison,” Master Heda said with a frown.

“I was just in the market, and I overheard a woman say that the medicine is not working and the Duke is near death. She had this information from her daughter who is a lady in waiting for the Duchess.”

“What! That’s terrible news!” Master Heda stood up with a look of alarm on her face. She quickly composed herself and asked him how she could help. He chose his words carefully.

“I have some training in the healing arts. Lady Isabel knows this because I helped her tend to a wounded soldier on our journey here. I have an idea that might help her treat him. I need your help to get into the castle to see her.”

“Of course!” she said and called for her assistant. She told him she had urgent business and would return in an hour or two.

With the Dwarf leading the way, they made their way to the castle.


Chapter thirty-two


An hour later, Alex found himself inside the castle. He was waiting alone in a large room that was probably Lady Isabel’s office. There were a couple of bookshelves that contained books and scrolls. There were a few more that held jars filled with different kinds of dried plants. Along one side of the room were two glass doored cabinets. They held various sized bottles filled with colorful liquids.

To one side was a desk and a comfortable looking chair behind it. Two small chairs faced the desk from the other side. The center of the room was dominated by a large worktable. Sitting on the table were some mortars and pestles for grinding ingredients as well as bowls of various sizes.

After about twenty minutes, the door opened, and Lady Isabel entered the room. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her face was even more drawn than before. She was wearing a pale green dress with matching slippers. Her long hair was pulled back in a ponytail. The Healer was swaying on her feet, exhausted.

“Alex? What is it? A guard said you needed to see me with important news. Something that could help?” she asked with a note of desperation in her voice, her grey eyes searching his face.

“Yes. It’s going to sound like a crazy idea. Here, sit down,” Alex grabbed the two smaller chairs and placed them facing each other.

“Please, give me some hope. The Toadflax isn’t working, and my Power is not sufficient to draw this vile poison out of his body,” Lady Isabel said as she all but fell into one of the chairs.

“Have you ever heard about people that are Elder Touched?” he asked as he sat down across from her.

“What? Elder Touched? Sorry, I am so tired?” she said with a confused frown as she rubbed her temples with her fingers. Alex waited patiently.

“You mean those men with Power that can... can increase the Power of a woman?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“I... I hadn’t thought of that. But it’s too late now. Elder Touched men are so rare that they are almost a story, a legend. The Duke doesn’t have time for me to search Ktor for a myth,” she said as her shoulders slumped in defeat.

Alex reached out his hand and placed it over hers. Lady Isabel flinched as she felt the surge of sexual Power flow through her. She looked at him in confusion.

“I am Elder Touched.”

“Impossible... is that what this strange Power is, that I feel when we touch? In the forest, when I healed your arm, I felt it. I didn’t understand. I thought it must have something to do with your Strongman Power,” the Healer said as she tried to process what he had told her.

“How can you help me? How do you increase my Power? In the stories, the Elder Touched has to...” her eyes flew open, and she snatched her hand away from his as if he was on fire.

“I know. That’s the awkward part. It seems that sex is the key that unlocks the increase in Power,” he said softly.

Lady Isabel stood up and started anxiously pacing around the room.

“Alex, this is crazy! I can’t have sex with you. I don’t even like you!” she said in consternation.

“Uh, thanks,” he said with a little laugh.

She paused and looked at him, realizing what she had said.

“Sorry, I meant that I don’t like you because I don’t even know you. I don’t dislike you... It’s just, just such a strange idea!” she said as she started pacing again.

“I understand. It is strange for me as well. I only came to offer to help because I had heard that Duke Oktoban is a good man, and his loss would be bad for his people.”

Lady Isabel came and stood a few inches in front of him. Her eyes searched his eyes.

“I don’t know if I can make love to a man that I don’t really know. That I can’t even get excited about, because I am so exhausted.”

“Trust me. The Power will take care of that,” he said as he placed his hands on her upper arms. After a moment her breathing quickened. He slowly pulled her next to him, wrapping his arms around her body as she shivered. He held her close as their bodies became aroused as the energy flowed between the two of them.

“So strange. I can feel the flow of Power. It’s awakening all my senses,” she whispered.

“Allright, I can do this,” she said as she broke the contact, breathing heavily.

She turned and walked quickly to the door and locked it. She turned to Alex and began untying the fastenings on the back of her dress. In a moment, her dress slipped to the floor, puddling at her feet. Isabel stood there naked except for a pair of small, pale green panties. She had a slender build with small breasts and a gentle swell to her hips.

“I see your clothes match, even down to your underwear,” Alex said with a smile.

“We all have our little vanities,” she said as she slid them down and stepped out of them, kicking off her slippers in the process. Fully nude, she walked back to Alex, and he took her in his arms. Her body was soft and warm. He let the Power flow through them for a moment before he tentatively kissed her lips.

He slid his hands down and cupped her buttocks, slowly pulling her against his arousal. Isabel parted her lips, and her tongue joined his in a long languid kiss. She wrapped her arms around his body.

He continued to kiss her, letting his hands roam over her body. He could feel her skin grow even warmer to his touch. His own desire was becoming overpowering. He had to be inside her.

He broke off their kiss so he could slide his tunic over his head. Isabel ran her hands across his chest appreciatively, before she leaned down to help him kick off his boots as he leaned against the worktable. Next, she helped him slide down his pants. His raging hard on startled her, slapping her cheek as it was freed from its confinement.

“Sorry!” Alex said in embarrassment.

“You have nothing to be sorry about,” she said as she stood up while still staring at his cock. She reached down and gently wrapped her right hand around his shaft. She began to slowly stroke his length. With her left hand she pulled his head down into another deep kiss. Her hand began to stroke his cock faster as her grip tightened.

“I take back what I said about not being excited to make love to you.” she said breathlessly as she broke off their kiss.

Alex growled in agreement as he pulled on her ponytail with one hand, bending her back and exposing her neck. He ran his tongue along her neck, alternating his attention with kisses and little bites which made her gasp.

His body on fire, he picked her up and sat her on the edge of the worktable, spreading her thighs as he did so. Alex reached down and touched her entrance. She was slick with desire. He slowly slid one of his fingers in and out and then added a second finger as he worked to stretch her open. Her nails dug into his shoulders as she whimpered in pleasure.

She reached down and pushed aside his fingers, instead grabbing his shaft and teasing her entrance with his cockhead. Her movements were almost frantic.

“I’m glad to see you're as excited to make love as I am,” Alex whispered in her ear as he nibbled her earlobe.

“I can’t explain... the Power... the energy... I can feel it … flowing through our bodies wherever we touch... it’s making me... mad with desire...” she said between little gasps.

Alex needed to be inside her. He told her to put her hands on his shoulders as he easily lifted her off the table, cupping her bottom in his hands. He positioned her over his cock. Holding her weight easily with one hand, he reached down with his other hand and guided himself inside her. He paused after only a couple of inches, to give her a moment to adjust to his size.

“Ohhhh,” she said in a soft moan as he slowly pushed more of himself inside of her.

Isabel wrapped her legs around his waist as she opened herself fully to him.

He used his hands to slowly lift her up as he pulled himself partially out of her. He then reversed the motion, this time pushing himself deeper into her tight passage. He slowly repeated the process as Isabel moaned in pleasure and pain as he stretched her out like no man had ever done before. She let out a little whimper as he finally pushed himself in to the hilt.

“It feels so good to be inside you,” he said with a gasp for breath as she started wiggling her bottom, grinding herself against him.

Isabel only grunted as she sped up her motion. She wrapped her hands around his neck and arched her back, adjusting her position to increase her pleasure.

She looked so sexy with her head tilted back, her ponytail swaying with her motion as she let desire wash over her. Alex couldn’t take it anymore. He used his hands to pull her hips away from him and then he slammed back into her. He kept repeating the motion, thrusting himself deep inside of her as she gasped for breath.

Sexual energy swirled through their bodies as every nerve tingled with awareness. The sensations were driving him wild as his thrusts became faster and faster until they both exploded in a mighty orgasm. Isabel trembled as her climax rippled through her body as he emptied himself deep inside of her. As she caught her breath, she leaned forward and kissed him deeply.

He held her there for a time as she rested her head on his shoulder. Then he slowly broke their intimate embrace and set her back on her feet.

“That was incredible. That was surreal. That was...I don’t even know where to begin,” Lady Isabel said. She raised her arms in a languid stretch as she took a deep breath.

“How do you feel?” Alex asked.

She placed her hands on her hips and tilted her head as she considered. Her eyes were clear, no longer bloodshot.

“Strange. I don’t feel exhausted anymore. I feel refreshed. I can’t explain. But somehow, I do feel more powerful,” she said with a puzzled look on her face.

“Hopefully you are strong enough to heal Duke Oktoban now,” Alex said hopefully.

“Yes, I need to go try now, the Duke won’t last another day,” she said as she began to put her clothes back on.

“How long does this effect last,” she asked as she slid her dress back on.

“As a guess, it should last about a day. But then you will fall asleep for a day or so,” he replied as he began pulling on his clothes.

“A price must be paid. Same as the Icefire potion that I have been using,” she nodded.

“Do I look all right? I hope I don’t look like I just had sex!” she asked as she adjusted her ponytail.

“You look great,” he said with a smile.

“Alex, wait here. I shall return in a while and tell you if I was able to draw out the poison.”

“Lady Isabel, I would ask you to please keep the fact that I am Elder Touched, a secret.”

She paused at the doorway and gave him her word before hurrying off. Alex finished dressing and then sat down on one of the chairs to wait.


Chapter thirty-three


Alex placed the book he was holding back onto the bookshelf. Lady Isabel had been gone for what felt like two or three hours. Alex wondered how the people on Ktor kept track of time. He had not seen any clocks. He wondered if they used sundials.

Bored, he had glanced through some of the Healer’s books. They all seemed to be about the healing arts. They were similar to some of the basic medical training he had received in the army. Except they also described how to apply the Healing Power during treatment. Alex shook his head, thinking about how he could have saved a few more lives if he had the kind of Power that Lady Isabel possessed.

The scrolls were neatly tied up with ribbon. He didn’t open any of them, afraid that he wouldn’t be able to wrap them up again properly. The dried plants were not very interesting. He spent a few minutes guessing what kinds of liquids the glass bottles held, but that quickly grew boring.

He was looking at the carvings on the front of her desk when he finally heard the door opening behind him. He turned around with a hopeful smile that quickly died on his face. Grim faced soldiers were entering the room, hands on their sword pommels. They fanned out in front of him.

A short old woman dressed in a black robe with black gloves followed them into the room. Her white hair was pulled back in a bun and her face was lined with age. She looked like an angry grandmother.

“What have you done to my granddaughter!” she said angrily.

Alex looked at her in confusion.

“What? I’m sorry, I don’t know who you-.”

“Lady Isabel!” she interrupted him with a horizontal slashing motion of her hand.

“She was tending to the Duke,” was all Alex could think of saying.

“Are you in league with the poisoner!” she shouted at him.

“What? No!” Alex said in surprise.

“You were the last person she saw. We found her next to the Duke, on the floor. She has fallen into some kind of swoon. We cannot wake her. What did you give her!” the woman asked angrily.

“I gave her nothing! I swear to you ma’am. The guards searched me thoroughly before I was even allowed into the castle,” Alex said defensively.

“Liar! You have Power. I can sense it! If anything happens to Isabel, I will see that you die in the most agonizing way possible!” she practically screamed at him. The guards had drawn their swords warily when the woman said she had sensed the Power in him.

“I assure you-” he tried to say.

“Silence!” she said and turned to leave the room.

“Take him to the dungeon!”


Chapter thirty-four


‘What a bitch’ was all that Alex could think of at first, as the guards led him down into the depths of the castle. Then he started worrying about Lady Isabel. Did something go wrong, he wondered.

Maybe her strength was drained fighting the poison. Her body might have reacted differently to the Power boost because of the Icefire potion she had been taking for so long. Whatever the reason, all he could do was hope that she recovered quickly.

The final staircase led to a long hallway. Six guards sat in chairs along the wall by a wooden doorway. They stood up as Alex’s group approached.

“A prisoner for the dungeon, by the command of Lady Estel”, one of his guards informed them.

The guard nearest the door nodded. He removed a large ring of keys from his belt and unlocked the wooden door. He led them into the large room beyond.

The room was lined with small cells cut into the walls on either side. Those cells all seemed empty. At the far end of the room was a large cage like a prison cell. Metal bars extended from floor to ceiling and the door was made of metal bars as well. Alex could see that there were some prisoners being held there.

“Shall I place him in a solitary cell or in the holding cell?” the jail guard asked.

“Do as you will,” his guard said with a shrug.

The jailor unlocked the holding cell and held the door open for Alex. The door clanged shut behind him and he heard a loud click as the guard locked it again. Alex turned around and watched the soldiers file out of the room, closing and locking the wooden door behind them.

Alex just shook his head. Maybe he should have listened to Taiya and not gotten involved in the dealings of the rich and powerful of Ktor. He didn’t like to dwell on the past or past mistakes. All he could do was continue forward. He turned to examine the cell and its occupants.

In the back left corner of the room was a small pipe coming out of the wall. A steady trickle of water spilled out of the pipe into a hole in the ground. He assumed it was a combination of drinking water and latrine for the prisoners. There were two wooden benches to the left of the cell. Stretched out on each of them was a man in ragged clothes. They glanced at Alex and then laid back down. He thought he caught the smell of stale beer from them.

The only other occupant was sitting on the stone floor, leaning against the back wall and his legs stretched out in front of him. He was a handsome young man, maybe about Alex’s age. He had blonde hair and blue eyes. He was sporting a thin moustache forming a T shape with the line of hair down his chin.

The young man was dressed in black pants tucked into a pair of tall, well-worn boots. He was wearing a grey tunic. It was long sleeved and loose fitting. He had a slender build and was a couple of inches shorter than Alex.

On the floor next to him was a rolled-up jacket or cloak. Resting on that was a wide brimmed hat. One of the sides of the hat was cocked up and held in place with a long white feather. Alex imagined the guy must look like one of the three musketeers when he wore that hat.

The man was regarding Alex with merriment in his eyes. Alex nodded and sat himself down on the right side of the cell, leaning against the stone wall.

“So, what brings you to this lovely place? You don’t seem to be one of the town drunks, like these fine fellows,” the young man pointed to the two drunkards with his chin.

“That, I’m afraid is a long story,” Alex said with a sigh.

“Well, my good man, I could be wrong, but it looks like we both have nothing but time on our hands,” he looked at Alex expectantly.

“Unfortunately, my story also involves someone else. I’m not free to talk about it at the moment,” Alex replied, choosing his words carefully. It would be best to not bring up Lady Isabel.

“Ahhh, I see! Your story involves a woman, no doubt,” the young man said with a wide smile, quickly adding, “I see by your expression that I am right!”

Alex just shook his head and remained silent.

“Come now, who is this fair maiden? The daughter of some wealthy merchant? The bored wife of an old nobleman? A princess? She must be important if they locked you up because of her!” he asked and leaned forward expectantly.

“You have quite the imagination,” Alex said with a laugh. But he would say no more on the subject.

“Perhaps I do. Perhaps I do. My name is Flynn,” the young man said and leaned back against the wall.

“Alex,” he replied.

“A pleasure to meet you, Alex.”

“Why are you here?” Alex asked.

“It seems that I may have accidentally stolen a targa fruit,” Flynn said with a shrug.

“How do you ‘accidentally’ steal a fruit?” Alex asked incredulously.

“Were you ever poor or hungry as a child, Alex?” Flynn asked.

“No. We were not rich either. My father worked very hard to make sure the family was provided for. We did not have expensive things, but we had a roof over our heads, and we had enough to eat. Why do you ask?”

“A hard-working father? You were fortunate. The circumstances of a person’s upbringing will influence how they view the world. I was curious if you had grown up rich or poor. Anyway, let’s just say old habits die hard. It seems that when I took the targa fruit and placed it in my coat pocket, the merchant didn’t appreciate it and called for the guards. There happened to be two fine fellows of the town watch nearby and I was immediately apprehended.

“As I had no money upon me to pay for the fruit or the fine, they tossed me in here for three days so that I may contemplate the error of my ways,” Flynn said with a twinkle in his eyes.

Alex considered what Flynn had said. The man certainly didn’t look or sound poor.

“Couldn’t you have gotten money from your house or your family?” Alex asked.

“Alas, I am not from Oktoban. I have only arrived here this morning from Kargosk.”

“Where is Kargosk?” Alex asked.

“So, you also are not from Oktoban, if you don’t know the name of the nearest city on the road here,” Flynn said with a puzzled look.

“How did you get here? You must pass through Kargosk to reach Oktoban,” Flynn said as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“As I said, it’s a long story.”

“What a mystery you are,” Flynn said with a smile.

“Are you from Kargosk,” Alex asked.

“Kargosk? No, I was just visiting.”

“What brought you to Oktoban?” Alex asked curiously.

“While in Kargosk, I heard rumors that there might be big changes happening in Oktoban,” Flynn replied.

Alex assumed Flynn was referring to the fact that the Duke was poisoned and could possibly die.

“Why would that bring you to Oktoban?” Alex asked.

“Why? Because with big changes, one often finds big opportunities!” Flynn said with a smile.

“What kind of opportunities?” he asked, genuinely curious now.

“As you said, it’s a long story,” Flynn said with a wink.

Alex smiled back. Alex didn’t believe his story about stealing the fruit. Flynn was certainly allowed to have his own secrets.

The door to the room opened and two guards entered, one of them carrying a tray of food.

“Ah, dinner is served!” Flynn said and stood up and walked towards the front of the cell. The two men laying on the benches sat up and rubbed their eyes. Alex stood up and joined Flynn.

The guard with the tray passed each of them a half loaf of bread through the metal bars. He then gave them a wedge of cheese. The other guard stood by with sword drawn in case any of the prisoners tried anything dangerous.

As the guards turned to leave, Flynn called out to them.

“My good man, could we order some wine with our dinner?”

The soldiers walked away, ignoring him.

“Perhaps a nice, chilled bottle of Samovian white would pair well with this cheese?”

The guards closed the door behind them. Alex heard the lock click into place.

“I will assume that means no wine,” he sighed.

The drunks took their food back to their benches while Alex and Flynn sat back down where they had been previously.

Flynn was examining the wedge of cheese in his hand. “No mold,” he said. He took a bite of the bread and his eyebrows raised in surprise. “The bread is fresh.”

“You can learn a lot about a city by seeing how it treats those helpless in its power,” Flynn said between mouthfuls of food.

“I take it, this is not your first time in a jail?” Alex asked.

“I may have been in one once or twice before,” Flynn replied with a sly smile. “How about you?”

“First time,” Alex replied. Flynn nodded his head.

The two of them finished their meal and then used the flowing water to wash off their hands. They then cupped some to drink and then returned to their positions on the floor. They sat there quietly for a while.

A commotion outside the door caught their attention. The door opened and the guards brought in another prisoner. The newcomer was a reddish skinned giant of a man. He was easily six and half feet tall and massively muscled. The shirt he was wearing was ripped and half hanging from him. His body was covered with tattoos, even his bald face and head. There were heavy chains around his wrists and ankles.

“Prick me again you little pricks,” the words of the red man came out slurred. Alex noticed the big man was swaying on his feet. “I will smash you when I get free!” he added, half slurring and half spitting the words.

“A drunk Half-ogre. This should be interesting,” Flynn said and stood up.

Alex stood up as well.

Ten guards herded the drunken man into the cell, and they slammed the door shut behind him, quickly locking it. The Half-ogre grabbed the cell bars, rattling them as he cursed at the guards. The guards ignored him as they left the room and locked the door behind them.

The drunken giant turned to his right and snarled at the two men on the benches. They scrambled into a corner, cowering in fear. He then turned and stepped towards the center of the room. He noticed Flynn standing there. Flynn gave the man a wry smile. The Half-ogre took a step closer towards Flynn, swaying as he tried to focus on his face. The drunk's long arm reached out and grabbed Flynn with surprising speed. His hand wrapped around Flynn’s neck, lifting him up off his feet and pinning him to the wall.

“What are you smiling at?” he slurred, spittle splattering Flynn’s face. Flynn grabbed at the hand, trying to free himself.

“Let him go!” Alex yelled. Flynn’s face was turning red.

The Half-ogre turned his head towards Alex, noticing him for the first time. “What are you going to do about it, mouse shit!” He then caught Alex totally off guard by tossing Flynn at him like a rag doll. Flynn crashed into Alex, sending them tumbling into a corner of the cell. Alex quickly recovered and rolled to his feet while Flynn lay there gasping for breath.

The Half-ogre was lifting up one of the wooden benches while the other two men were screaming for the guards. Alex launched himself towards the red giant as he turned around with the bench in his hands. The giant swung the bench towards Alex, missing him as it hit the ground and shattered. Alex slammed into the Half-ogre, sending him crashing into the wall as Alex stumbled to one knee.

With a snarl, the drunken Half-ogre launched himself at Alex. Alex swung a right hook at the man’s face, pulling back at the last second as he realized he would probably crush the Half-ogre's head with the blow. The bald head snapped to the left with a loud crack and the red giant fell to the ground senseless.

“Quick, flip him onto his back,” Flynn said as he came up beside Alex, rubbing his neck.

Alex turned the unconscious man onto his back. Flynn knelt beside him and pushed aside part of the torn shirt covering his left shoulder. Among the other tattoos was a small circle with a trident inside of it. Flynn stood up as the guards poured into the room with swords drawn.

“What’s going on!” one of them demanded.

“This crazed drunk that you threw in with us went berserk. He tried to kill us! He was about to choke the life out of me, when my quick-thinking friend hit him over the head with one of the benches,” Flynn explained, pulling down his shirt to show them the red marks around his neck.

The soldiers conferred quietly for a moment. Then they warned them to stay back as they opened the cell door. Some of the guards dragged the unconscious man out of the cell and then locked the door again. They made sure the Half-ogre was still alive and then they dragged him into the nearest of the small cells and locked him inside.

The guards then entered the main cell again and gathered up the broken pieces of the bench, taking them with them as they locked up the cell and left the room. Alex guessed that they were worried that some of those wood shards could be used as a weapon. The soldiers of Oktoban seemed to be well trained.

“Well, that was certainly exciting!” Flynn said as he sat back down in his previous spot.

Alex also sat back down while the other two men still huddled in the corner.

“Did you say that guy is a Half-ogre?” Alex asked.

“Yes. Have you never seen one? I suppose they are somewhat rare. Ogremen themselves aren't that populous a people and tend to keep to themselves,” Flynn answered thoughtfully.

“His speed, even though he was drunk, caught me by surprise,” Flynn continued as he rubbed his neck again.

“I would have bet you a thousand gold, that I could have dodged his grasp!” Flynn said with a laugh. “That’s what I get for being careless and underestimating an opponent. Thank you for saving me!”

“Oh, yeah, no problem, Flynn,” Alex replied.

“As I was standing back up, I saw you knock out our angry friend. I think you probably broke his jaw,” he said with a smirk. Alex just looked

“Regular humans don’t just one punch a Half-ogre. My guess is that perchance you are a Strongman?” Flynn asked in a whisper.

“Yes,” Alex replied.

Flynn nodded.

“You are truly an interesting mystery, Alex,” Flynn said and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“What was that mark on his shoulder that you were looking at?” Alex asked to change the subject.

“You noticed it? The circled trident is the mark of the Kanban Gang,” Flynn looked to see if that meant anything to Alex.

Alex told Flynn that he had never heard of them.

“The Kanban Gang’s specialty is providing muscle. Usually, that means bodyguards or extra security for the wealthy or powerful who may not have access to protection using traditional soldiers. The Kanban have been around so long and have enough resources though, that they can field their own mercenary companies. Their soldiers are for sale to the highest bidder and have been used all over Ktor when cities and nations go to war,” Flynn explained.

Alex noticed the frown on Flynn’s face.

“From the look on your face, it looks like something about the Kanban is bothering you,” Alex said.

“Indeed. From what I gather, Oktoban has been a very secure and a very well-run city for many years. Over the last month I have been in Kargosk and before that Zenkova. This region, the Greenspring Valley, has been fairly peaceful for a long time. Yet in both those cities I noticed a number of Kanban bodyguards. The people in both those cities were looking over their shoulders, if you understand my meaning.

“I mentioned earlier that I heard rumors of changes coming to Oktoban and change brings opportunity. I came to see for myself. It seems that the Kanban Gang may also see an opportunity to grow their business,” Flynn explained.

“Where is Zenkova?” Alex asked. Flynn looked at him curiously for a moment.

“Kargosk is about 3 day's journey east of here. Zenkova is another 3 days east from there. How long have you been in Oktoban?”

“Only a few days.”

“Someday, you will have to tell me how you really wound up here,” Flynn said with a shake of his head.

“Maybe, when you tell me what type of “opportunities” you are looking for in Oktoban,” Alex answered.

Flynn just smiled.

“Well, I think we have discovered all we can about each other for tonight. I, for one, am going to bed,” Flynn said, and he proceeded to stretch out on the floor, using his rolled-up jacket as a pillow. He covered his face with his hat and in a surprisingly short time, Alex could hear the man snoring softly.

Alex slid over to the corner of the room and used the two walls to prop up his torso as he stretched his legs out. Not the most comfortable position, but he had slept in some awkward positions while out on deployment. The two men in the opposite corner were huddled on the floor and appeared to be asleep.

The sound of the water trickling out of the pipe provided a soothing background noise which helped him relax. In a short time, he drifted off into a light sleep.


Chapter thirty-five


Alex opened one eye the next morning as he heard Flynn stand up from the floor where he had slept. The man let out a yawn and stretched his arms before going off to the corner to relieve himself. Alex stood up and stretched. He waited for Flynn to finish and then went over to the water and washed his face.

“Ah, the joys of sleeping on a cold stone floor,” Flynn said sarcastically as he began to stretch out various parts of his body.

Alex began to work out the kinks in his own body. It wasn’t the worst night’s sleep he had ever had, but his body was certainly tight from the awkward sleeping position.

Soon, three guards entered the room, one carrying a tray of bread and cheese like the evening before. One of the guards motioned to the men still huddling in the corner. They stood up and came to the door.

“You’re free to go,” the guard said and unlocked the cell door for them to leave and then locked it again.

The guard with the food gave them each a loaf of bread and a piece of cheese. The third guard led the two men out.

The guard then passed food to Flynn and Alex through the bars. The Kanban Half-ogre was still passed out in his solitary cell, so the guard pushed the bread and cheese through the bars, so it sat on the cell floor. The guards left and Alex joined Flynn on the wooden bench where they sat to eat.

“Did you see that?” Flynn said between bites of food.

“What?”

“They gave those two drunkards, or recently drunkards, I should better say, a parting gift of food! Normally, jail guards simply toss you out on the street once you have served your sentence. Oktoban is not your typical city,” Flynn explained.

Alex nodded. It sounded like he made the right decision in trying to help save the Duke. He sincerely hoped that the Duke had survived and that Lady Isabel was all right. He didn’t want to think about what they might accuse him of, had something happened to the Healer.

After they had finished eating, the men passed the time in small talk. Flynn implied that he was well travelled, so Alex asked Flynn to tell him about some of the most interesting cities he had visited.

Flynn told him about Livarro, the floating city, which consisted of boats and floating platforms in the middle of a lake. The areas were lashed together to keep them from drifting apart and bridges made of rope and wood were the “streets” connecting the city.

There was Serez, the city of Seven Towers dominated by the seven mages who resided in those towers. The city was ruled by a council made up of ten members, but seven of the council each worked for one of the magicians.

Flynn had just started telling him about Port Dar, city of the merchant princes, dominated by the great trading houses of Darsus, when the door opened again. Two guards entered, escorting a blonde-haired woman. She was wearing tight black pants tucked into tall black leather boots. In contrast, her white, long sleeve shirt was very loose fitting. Alex thought she looked like a pirate. A beautiful blue-eyed pirate.

As she got closer, Alex noticed she looked strikingly similar to Flynn, with blue eyes and aristocratic features. Had to be his sister, maybe even his twin, Alex thought.

“Ah, my savior has arrived,” Flynn said with a smile as he stood up. Alex stood up as well and they walked towards the cell door. One of the guards drew his sword and pointed it towards Alex and told him to step back from the door. He then proceeded to unlock and open the cell door.

“Your fine price has been paid, you are free to go,” the guard said to Flynn.

“Dear sister, I would ask you to pay the fine price for my new friend Alex as well. Alex, may I present my sister Fiona. Fiona, this is Alex,” Flynn said as his sister frowned for a moment and then nodded her head towards Alex.

“Hello,” Alex said.

“How much is the fine price for him?” Fiona asked the guard, ignoring Alex. Her polished voice was as aristocratic as her looks and demeanor.

“There is no fine price for him,” the guard replied.

“No fine price! What kind of trouble are you in, my dear Alex?” Flynn turned to Alex, one eyebrow arched up questioningly. Alex just smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

“Hurry up now,” the guard said to Flynn.

Flynn turned to Alex and gave him a quick embrace.

“If you ever find your way to Montbelar, go to the Black Cat Tavern. Tell the barkeep that the ghost of Flynn sent you,” Flynn whispered to Alex.

a nod, Flynn followed his sister out of the room as the guard locked the cell door. The guards followed after the siblings.

Alex was alone, except for the unconscious Half-ogre in the nearby cell. In the quiet, Alex could hear him softly snoring. He wondered how much alcohol it had taken to get that giant of man drunk.

Sitting down on the bench, Alex wondered about his new “friend” Flynn and his sister. Who really was he? He was certain that Flynn had wanted to get arrested. However, he didn’t understand why or what the man had wanted to accomplish by getting arrested.

Flynn’s sister was beautiful, and she knew it. Fiona practically oozed sophistication. She was the kind of woman that wouldn’t give Alex a second glance. And she hadn’t, he thought and chuckled to himself. Which was probably a good thing because she looked like trouble.

Flynn had said he had come to Oktoban looking for an opportunity. Opportunity for what? He didn’t really look like a merchant. Was he some kind of spy? Alex shrugged, not sure what to make of Flynn and Fiona. If he ever travelled to Montbelar, wherever that was, he could look for him at the Black Cat Tavern. Until then, Flynn would remain another mystery of this fascinating world Alex had found himself in.

Alex passed the next couple of hours by doing a few more stretches and exercises. He tested the strength of the cell bars. With quite some effort, he was able to start bending two of the bars away from each other, before bending them back to their original position. He felt confident that if he needed to, he could bend the bars enough that he could escape the cell. He hoped he would not have to. He didn’t like his odds of success in fighting his way out of the castle and then the city, even with his incredible strength.

Alex was sitting on the bench when the door opened again. He was surprised to see Captain Robs enter, followed by the two guards from earlier in the morning. The officer had a frown on his face as he approached.

“Alex, I just found out you were being held down here,” Captain Robs said as he reached the cell. “When you didn’t return, Arban came to the castle and asked for me. I told him I would look into it and that’s when I found out you were imprisoned!”

“Captain,” Alex said with a nod as he stood up and walked towards the cell door.

“I apologize. Lady Estel should not have done this to you!” the officer said in an agitated voice.

“Is Lady Isabel all right? How is the Duke?” Alex asked, half holding his breath.

“Lady Isabel is still sleeping, but otherwise she seems fine. She has no fever or other signs of sickness. The Duke woke up this morning. He is very tired, but whatever magic Lady Isabel worked upon him seems to have finally driven the poison from his body,” the officer explained.

Alex let out a sigh of relief.

“That is great news!” Alex said with a smile.

“Release this man,” the captain ordered.

“Sir, we were given strict orders by Lady Estel to keep him here,” one of the guards replied.

“Alex, do you give me your word that you will not try to escape?” the captain asked.

“You have my word captain, I will not try to escape,” Alex said solemnly.

“This man is no enemy. He saved my life when we were attacked by Goblins while escorting Lady Isabel. You will release him into my custody. No punishment will come to you. Should Alex escape, my life shall be forfeit. I order you, release him,” Captain Robs ordered.

“Yes, Captain!” the guards replied and unlocked the door for Alex.

“How’s your leg, captain?” Alex asked.

“Healed nicely. I’m going to have a nasty scar, but that’s better than being dead!” the officer replied with a smile.

Alex followed Captain Robs out of the dungeon and back up to the castle proper. The captain led him to the section of the building that housed soldiers. At the end of a hallway, he opened a door and motioned Alex into the room.

“This is my room here,” he explained. The room was simple, with a comfortable bed, a wardrobe and a bookshelf. There was a table in the center of the room with 4 chairs.

“Have a seat. I will return in a moment,” the officer explained, motioning towards the table. He then stepped out of the room, leaving the door open. Alex took a seat at the table and waited.


Chapter thirty-six


Captain Robs returned with a bottle of wine and two glasses. A moment later a soldier walked into the room with a tray of food and sat it on the table. The soldier saluted the Captain and left.

Captain Robs poured them each a glass of red wine before sitting down across from Alex. Their lunch consisted of a bowl of chicken soup with vegetables and barley along with the usual half loaf of bread. The officer apologized again for his imprisonment, but otherwise the two men ate in silence. Afterwards, the Captain poured them another glass of wine.

“I cannot directly countermand Lady Estele’s order to hold you here. But with the Duke on the mend and hopefully Lady Isabel as well, we can clear up this mix up soon,” the officer explained.

“Who is Lady Estel? I think she said she was Lady Isabel’s grandmother,” Alex asked.

“Yes. She is also Duke Edmund’s aunt. She was as a second mother to the Duke, after his mother passed away when he was eight years old. She is very protective of her family and holds a position of respect in the castle.

“The assassination attempt has been very hard on her. I can imagine when she found her granddaughter unconscious on the floor, she had assumed the worst. And, as you were the last person she was with...” the Captain’s voice trailed off.

“I understand,” Alex nodded. He truly could understand her reaction.

“Who was behind the assassination attempt?” Alex asked.

“That is still a mystery,” the Captain said with a sigh before continuing.

“Oktoban has been at peace for many generations. To the north, we maintain a mutually beneficial relationship with the Dwarves of Igrim in the mountains. To the east we border Kargosk. There are occasional difficulties with them, depending on which of the merchant oligarchs are leading their city. The problems with them arise over taxes on caravans passing through their lands. There has been no blood shed in that direction in many decades.

“To the south are the lawless lands. The bandit raids from there are few and far between. They are more of a nuisance than a threat. To the west there are more mountains. Goblins or Hargs raid from there upon occasion. Because they could pose the greatest threat, we have extra watch towers in that direction.”

“Is there anyone inside Oktoban who would want to eliminate the Duke? Who would rule if the Duke Edmund dies?” Alex asked.

He wondered if there was someone who coveted the Duke’s power.

“Duke Edmund has three sons, but the oldest is only 12. The Duchess would rule until the oldest reached his maturity. Lord Abner, the Duke’s uncle would probably assist her. It would be a difficult time for us until the Prince matured. The Duchess has never concerned herself much with the day to day running of the Oktoban. Lord Abner would prefer to hunt and drink rather than.... No, I don’t believe this came from inside the Duke’s family.”

“Does the Duke have any enemies or other rivals in this region of Ktor?” Alex’s curiosity was aroused by the mystery of the assassination attempt.

“No. We mind our own business here at the far end of the Greenspring Valley. The Duke does not meddle in the affairs of the other rulers near us. My fear is that someone is jealous of our prosperity. Killing Duke Edmund would leave Oktoban under the rule of... let us say, not the strongest of leadership.

“The merchants of Kargosk have always been envious of our trade with Igrim, even though they also prosper from the caravans that have to pass through their city to reach us. General Rosk, who commands our troops, thinks that someone in Kargosk is responsible for the attack. They would be the ones most likely to benefit from a weakened Oktoban, either by taking over some of our trade or even eventually attacking our city,” Robs explained.

Alex nodded. It seemed a reasonable assumption. He had no knowledge of the Geo-political situation on Ktor. Greed, jealousy and the hunger for power were all powerful motivators for countries to fight over. The ego of the ruler and religious or ethnic differences between peoples could also spark a war. Alex had experienced a few of these firsthand, in his deployments with the Green Berets.

“How was the Duke poisoned?” Alex asked.

“The poison was slipped into his wine. Duke Edmund is fond of a glass of wine before retiring for the evening. The assassin posed as a kitchen maid. Over a month ago, two of the older kitchen maids died. One of the women grew sickly and passed away. The other was found dead in her bed. As they were both older women, nothing was suspected, even though they passed within a week of each other.

“Shorthanded, the kitchen hired two women to replace them. One of them was the assassin. We now think the assassin killed those two women, to allow her to be hired and have access to the castle. Eventually, the assassin learned of the Duke’s routine and of his habit of an evening glass of wine.

“Only senior, trusted members of the staff handle the food for the Duke’s family. Two of those women work late, should the family need anything, and one will bring the Duke his wine. One night, the assassin murdered the two women on duty. She changed clothes with one of them and she even had a white wig and makeup which she used to make herself appear older.

“The assassin delivered the poisoned wine to the Duke’s chambers and gave the tray to his butler, who suspected nothing. The butler has served the family for decades, but he is of advanced age and his eyesight is poor. He did not notice that she was an imposter.

“It was pure luck that another servant, who had missed dinner, went to the kitchen to see if he could get some food. When he saw no one, he started looking around and found the dead bodies in the larder. He immediately raised the alarm,” the Captain explained, pausing to take a drink of his wine.

“The assassin had almost reached the front gate when the guards began to close it. She leapt upon them with a dagger. She was a skilled fighter and killed two of the men. She tried to make a dash through the still open door, but one of the pikemen on the outside ran her through as she almost escaped. Unfortunately, she died of her wound before we could question her.

“The Duke was fortunate that he had only drunk a little of the wine when the alarm sounded. He would have died within a few hours if he had drunk all of it,” the officer finished his story with a sad shake of his head.

“What a crazy story. It sounds like this assassin was well prepared,” Alex said.

“Indeed. The assassination was well planned out and well executed. The assassin was very patient. The Duke’s death would not have been discovered until the morning, which is when the two dead women would have been found by the morning staff. By then, the assassin would have been well on her way to safety.”

The assassin was no amateur. The attempt sounded like a professional hit job, Alex thought. The equivalent of CIA level planning on this world.

“Were you able to find any clues about her?” Alex asked.

“General Rosk had the city searched. The guards checked all the Inns to see if she had been staying at one. The owner of the Traveler’s Rest, a small Inn near the east gate, recognized her description. They searched her room and in one of her bags they found various poisons and over 200 gold coins. She also had a horse stabled there.

“They also found a pouch with 3 blood rubies along with a note. The note named her target and mentioned a vial that contained Boneflower poison. It said that the rest of her price was deposited with her Guildmaster.”

“Were you able to learn anything from what was found in her room?” he asked the officer.

“Only that someone was willing to spend a lot of coin to remove the Duke. We can assume that her total price was 6 blood rubies, with half to be paid up front and half upon successful completion of the assassination.

“Lady Isabel conferred with the Naadaar women who own the potion shop in Oktoban. They knew about Boneflower poison. If he had drank the whole cup, nothing could have saved him. Even the one sip he had taken almost killed him.

“They recommended using the Black Toadflax root. The Naadaar also explained how rare and expensive the poison was, with one dose costing about 20,000 gold, if you could even find someone with the ingredients to make it,” Captain Robs explained.

Alex wasn’t sure how much a blood ruby cost, but 20,000 gold coins sure sounded like a lot of money. Whoever was willing to spend a large sum to get the Duke out of the way, was betting that it would pay off for them in a big way.

“Alex, you must excuse me, I have an officer’s meeting that I must attend. Please, relax here. I will return later with dinner,” the Captain said and left the room.

Alex sat in his chair for a while, digesting both his meal and the information the Captain had given him.


Chapter thirty-seven


The Captain had a small bed delivered to his room so that Alex had someplace to sleep that night. In the morning, Captain Robs went off to a meeting after breakfast. He passed the time reading through some of the books on the officer’s bookshelf.

All of the books were about medieval style tactics and warfare. Alex found it interesting to see how much of the information was similar to what he had been taught, factoring in the difference in technology between Earth and Ktor.

Alex and the Captain had just finished their dinner when there was a knock at the door. A soldier entered and informed them that Lady Isabel requested their presence. They both smiled at the news of the Healer being awake. Alex followed the Captain back to the Healer’s office.

Lady Isabel greeted them with a smile as she stood up from behind her desk. The Captain expressed his relief at her recovery.

“Thank you, Captain. When I awoke a few hours ago, I didn’t realize that grandmother had Alex thrown in the dungeon! I assumed he had gone back to the Guildhouse. Luckily one of the soldiers eventually informed me of what had happened. I learned that you had taken him out of the cell and were watching over him,” she said to Captain Robs.

“I knew he wasn’t in league with the assassin. He saved my life when we fought the goblins,” the Captain replied.

“Indeed, without some of his... knowledge of healing, I would not have been able to save our Duke,” she said with a nod.

“Now if you don’t mind, Captain, I would like to speak to Alex alone, regarding his healing knowledge. I will see that he is escorted back to the Guildhouse afterwards,” she added.

“Of course. Thank you, Alex,” Captain Robs took his hand in a firm handshake before leaving.

“I’m glad you are okay. When your grandmother said you were unconscious on the floor, I was worried,” he said as he looked at her face for signs of exhaustion.

The healer seemed to be well rested. Even her eyes were no longer bloodshot.

“Yes. I remember using my Power to draw out the poison. I could finally feel it coming out of his body into mine. At the same time, I could feel my Power burning the poison up, destroying it. I think I collapsed when I was finished,” she said thoughtfully.

“I expected you to be energetic for a day or so, before you would fall asleep. I was afraid for your life when she said you had collapsed so soon.”

“I have been thinking about that. I remembered you said that I would have to pay for the day of extra Power with a day of rest. I had also been using Icefire potion for many days. My body would have to pay the price for that as well.

“I feel no ill effects from the Icefire. By all rights, I should be feeling quite ill and exhausted, since I have not taken any for two days now. I think that the extra Power you granted me, may have burned up the Icefire that was in my body. It’s hard to explain, but I feel remarkably refreshed now that I am awake,” she said with a small smile.

“That’s interesting. I must admit that I know very little about the Power or about being Elder Touched,” he said with a shrug.

Lady Isabel came around the desk. She took a hold of his hands in hers. She caught her breath for a second as sexual energy again flowed between them.

“I will have to get used to that feeling!” she said with a nervous little laugh.

“If I am expecting it, I can hide my reaction to the feeling,” Alex said with a smile.

“I just wanted to thank you. This is so strange and awkward. What passed between us seems like a dream. Yet, because of that, I was able to save a life,” she stood on tiptoe and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.

“I could not stand by and let someone die, if there was a chance I could help. Even if it is a strange way of helping,” he replied.

She nodded and released his hands.

“I will walk you to the castle gate,” she said.

Lady Isabel walked with him to the castle entrance. She instructed two of the guards to escort him back to the Guildhouse. As night had fallen, Alex was glad for the guards accompanying him, as he was not totally sure of the best path back. The guards left him at the Guildhouse door and Alex went to the bunk house. He was tired from all the excitement of the last two days. He undressed and lay down on his bed, quickly falling asleep.


Chapter thirty-eight


The next morning, Alex decided to take a bath before getting breakfast. The only other occupant of the baths was an older man who nodded to Alex when he came into the room but was otherwise silent. Alex was glad to be able to bathe in peace and quiet. It was going to take him some time before he became used to bathing alongside naked women.

He was walking back to his room, wrapped only in his towel when he was confronted by Taiya. She had just left her room when she saw him walking towards her.

“Have you lost your mind!” she hissed at him.

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“Arban told me you had been thrown in jail at the castle!”

“Uhh, yes, but it was all a misunderstanding,” he said.

“I was going to ask what you were doing, but I can guess. The news is all over town that the Duke has been miraculously healed. You decided to get involved. You boosted the Healer!” she said angrily in a low voice so as not to be overheard.

“Why are you so upset that I saved someone’s life?”

Taiya threw up her hands in exasperation. She was about to say something, but instead turned and stormed out of the building. Alex could not understand the Elf’s reaction.

Alex dressed and went to the kitchen for breakfast. He joined Arban who was already seated at a table. The Orc was happy to see him, and Alex filled him in on his adventure in the prison.

“A drunk Half-ogre, eh? Lucky you weren’t injured, even with your strength,” the Orc laughed.

Alex agreed to meet Arban after lunch for more weapons practice. Alex asked if there was someplace where he could wash his dirty clothes and he learned that laundry service was included as a benefit while staying at a Guildhouse.

Alex went back to his room and gathered his laundry. Afterwards, he availed himself of the shaving service provided by one of the bathing room attendants. He had a light lunch and then met up with Arban for practice.

This afternoon, the Orc had him practice blocking against an opponent armed with an axe. Arban swung a wooden practice axe while Alex worked on blocking it, first with a shield and then using only his wooden practice sword.

The two had been at it for less than an hour when a servant ran up to them.

“Master Arban, Master Heda requests your presence immediately. Strongman Alex as well,” the servant said breathlessly.

Arban nodded. They put their weapons away and quickly rinsed off their faces before following the servant.

Upon entering Master Heda’s office, Alex’s first thought was if he was in trouble again. A woman was seated in a chair, and she was flanked by six soldiers. She stood up after they had entered the room. She was a tall, attractive brunette dressed in expensive looking clothes. She was wearing a simple silver diadem circlet with a small white stone. Her face and eyes had a tired look about them. Standing opposite of her was Master Heda and Taiya, who was fidgeting nervously.

“Duchess Louissa, may I present Wagon Master Arban,” the Orc bowed, with a surprised look on his face.

The duchess nodded her head.

“And Strongman Alex,” Alex copied the bow that the Orc had made.

“In two days' time, we will be holding a small banquet to celebrate the recovery of my husband, Duke Edmund of Oktoban. I would like to extend an invitation to the three of you, who were instrumental in ensuring the safe return of Lady Isabel. Our good friend, Master Heda is, of course, also invited,” the Duchess informed them.

“We graciously accept, your highness,” Master Heda said with a bow.

The three of them followed her lead and bowed as well.

“I would also like to apologize to Strongman Alex for the treatment he received whilst visiting the castle,” she added.

“It was nothing. Your highness,” Alex added awkwardly and bowed again.

She gave him a smile and then she left the room, surrounded by her guards.

“That was unexpected,” Master Heda said with a smile.

“A royal banquet! The food should be excellent,” the Orc added and patted his belly.

“Damn it,” they heard Taiya mutter under her breath.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked.

“For one thing, I have nothing to wear. I will need to spend money on something appropriate. I don’t want to embarrass myself and look like some country fool!” she said angrily as she began pacing back and forth.

“Oh, right. The only clothes I have with me are only fit for travel, not parties,” Arban said, looking down at his clothes with a frown.

“Well, you three have two days to buy something. I’m sure you can manage to find something appropriate,” Master Heda said with a laugh.

The three of them withdrew some coins from their account and headed off to the market.


Chapter thirty-nine


A few hours later, Alex sat with Taiya at a table under the shade of an ancient shade tree. The tree provided shade over a small plaza in the marketplace that reminded Alex of a food court. There were a number of kiosks selling food as well as a man selling fresh juices and large stand featuring beer and wines.

Earlier, Alex and Arban had purchased tunics made of fine cotton for the banquet. The Orcs featured gold embroidery, while Alex’s had silver threads. Alex also reconsidered Taiya’s advice and was fitted for a pair of dark brown Elven boots, which would be ready in a day.

Taiya was fitted for a dress made of a fine green damask cotton with gold trim at the sleeves and neckline. The dressmaker needed to make some alterations because of the Elf’s small waist and the dress would be ready tomorrow.

Arban had gone back to the Guildhouse after his purchase, leaving the two of them to finish their shopping. Alex was glad for the chance to sit alone with the Elf, once they had finished. She had seemed agitated the whole time.

“What’s wrong? Why are you so angry?” Alex asked in a low voice, even though no one was seated near them.

“I told you, I don’t want to get involved in the games of the rich and powerful!” Taiya hissed angrily.

She took a deep breath and continued with a distant look in her eyes.

“One of my first teachers at the Dancer’s Academy was a retired Flame Dancer. A Wood Elf. Her left arm was mangled and useless. The left side of her face was scarred, and she was blind in that eye. She had almost died fighting in a war between two cities.

“Elemental dancers command a high price because we are prized for the damage we can do in a battle. That also makes us a primary target for the opponent. Elemental Dancers are more likely to die in battle than in old age. Of what use are bags of gold if you don’t live long enough to enjoy it?

“That teacher was wealthy and lucky to be alive. But her experience scared me. I swore that I wouldn’t risk myself in a war. That I would be content with smaller, safer jobs like those offered by the Caravan Guards. That I would stay away from kings and their games for power,” she said and turned her focus towards him again.

“Taiya, we are going to a banquet, not a battle,” Alex said softly.

The Elf looked down at her beer and was quiet for a time.

“I’m scared,” Taiya said as she looked up again. “When I was captured and cuffed by the Harg’s, I thought my life was over. If you hadn’t helped me escape, I would be a mindless puppet in the service of some magic user by now.

“I had only worked for the Caravan Guards, except for Zemak and once for a Witch who wanted some extra protection on a journey. Zemak was paying double what I normally made, for what was an easy job. Easy, until we ran into those Harg’s and Rockskins. I was lucky to escape, but I lost all of my savings that I had been working on for the last few years.”

Alex thought about what she had said. Her careful plans for taking low risk, low reward work had been upended by an unexpected encounter. She was understandably upset.

“My father always told me that, most of the time, life was not fair. He said that I should be prepared to adjust to whatever the world throws at me,” he offered the advice his dad had given him.

Taiya nodded thoughtfully. They finished their beers in silence and then headed back to the Guildhouse.


Chapter forty


“Caravan Master Heda, Wagon Master Arban, Flame Dancer Taiya and Strongman Alex,” intoned a butler as he introduced them to the guests that were already in the castle’s great hall. The large room had high ceilings and a long table was set up across the far end of the room with seats only along the back of it. Two other long tables were set up lengthwise down the sides of the room, but those had seats on both sides. In a corner, there was a trio of musicians playing soft music.

Alex noticed the Duchess was seated next to a tired looking man in the center of the head table. He must be the Duke he thought. Master Heda was motioned to a seat at the head table as befitted her important position. Arban saw Captain Robs with some soldiers seated at one of the tables. The Orc suggested they sit with them. The Captain greeted them warmly and Alex realized the soldiers with him were the same ones from their journey here.

In a short while, all the guests had arrived and were seated. Alex noticed that the plates in front of them were made of porcelain and there was metal silverware and a glass cup as well. He had only seen wooden dinnerware in his time here on Ktor.

Servants came and filled their glasses up with red wine. Other servants placed bowls of some kind of stew on their plates. It was a thick porridge with bits of meat, almonds and what looked like raisins in it.

“Ohh! Venison porridge!” Taiya said and smiled.

It was the first smile he had seen from her in days. Alex tried a spoonful. It was surprisingly tasty.

“Not quite as good as the one my mother makes, but I like the addition of the almonds,” the Elf added between mouthfuls.

As the guests finished their porridge, kitchen cooks rolled in a large cart with some type of whole, roasted animal on top. Alex looked at it curiously, trying to figure out what it was. It looked like a large roasted pig except the head had two, wide set, forward curving horns.

“What kind of animal is that?” he whispered to Taiya. She looked at him curiously.

“A Warboar. Don’t tell me you’ve never seen one!” she whispered. Her eyebrows lifted in disbelief when he nodded no.

Servants cleared off their porridge bowls and then served them slices of Warboar that the cooks were freshly carving along with some vegetables. It tasted similar to roasted pork.

For their next course, they were individually served small stuffed birds. The meat was a little greasier than chicken and the bread stuffing had bits of fruit in it.

As they had finished their last course, a plate of sugared strawberries and slices of a sweet bread similar to a cake, the Duke started tapping his wine glass with his knife to get their attention. The guests stopped talking and gave their host their full attention as the musicians paused their playing.

Duke Edmund was a man of middle years with streaks of grey in his black hair and close-cropped beard. The Duke stood up with the help of an attendant.

“On behalf of Duchess Louissa and myself, I would like to thank all of our guests for joining us in this celebration of my survival,” he said.

He had an honest face and an open smile. The Duke acknowledged some of the key guests, including the ambassador from Igrim, an older, white haired Dwarven woman seated next to Master Heda.

“Our Healer, Lady Isabel,” he nodded towards her with a smile, "insists that I keep this short as I should not overly exert myself. I am sure you are happy to hear that.”

The guests politely laughed.

“This is not only a celebration of life, but a remembrance of sacrifice,” the Duke continued and his tone grew serious. “The assassin took the lives of four of our castle staff and two of our guards. In addition, 4 soldiers fell in battle while protecting Lady Isabel as she sought a cure for the poison. A gift honoring their sacrifice has been given to each of their families.”

The crowd clapped enthusiastically.

“Next, I would like to thank Captain Robs and the men who accompanied him in bringing Lady Isabel home safely.” A boy rose from the head table and carried a small silver tray to soldiers seated with Alex. The boy looked very much like a young version of the Duke. His thoughts were confirmed as the boy handed a small purse that jingled with coins to each soldier and the replied with a, "thank you, Prince Steven.”

When they all had been given a purse, the crowd clapped in approval.

“Lastly, and please pardon me for sitting, I would like to thank Master Arban and his guards for their assistance.”

A girl of about 8 or 9 rose from the table and made her way towards Alex. She handed him a purse, and he guessed at a proper response, “Thank you, Princess.”

He was rewarded with a bright smile. The princess handed a bag to Taiya and then Arban. The guests clapped again.

“Again, I thank you all for your service and I thank all our guests for sharing this evening with us. I must retire early and rest, but please stay and enjoy the music and more wine,” the Duke concluded and the crowd clapped enthusiastically for him.

The Duchess and his attendant helped him up and they took their leave.

Alex could see why the Duke was beloved by his people. He presented himself well and seemed to be genuinely kind and interested in the well-being of his people.

After the Duke and Duchess left the room, the guests stood up and began to mingle. The musicians began to play again as servants walked about, ready to refill any empty wine glasses. The soldiers and Caravan Guards stood up as well. Captain Robs and Arban were still in the middle of a conversation, but the other soldiers went off and stood in a corner of the room. They seemed unused to the niceties of a banquet and were uncertain as to how to behave.

“I feel like they do, out of place,” Taiya said with a nod of her head towards the soldiers. Alex agreed.

“What do you think he gave us?” Alex asked.

Alex looked at the purse in his hand. The purse seemed to contain one small item

“I’m not sure. But don’t open it! In some lands it’s bad manners to open up a gift before you get home,” Taiya warned him.

Alex nodded and placed the purse in his pants pocket.

“Here, can you put my purse in your pocket? I don’t have any place to put it,” Taiya asked.

Alex put it in his other pocket.

An older servant came up to Alex and bowed, “Sir, the Duke has requested your presence for breakfast tomorrow. A room has been prepared for you so you may spend the night here. When you are ready, seek me out, and I will show you the way.”

Surprised, Alex nodded.

The servant repeated the same message to Taiya. She looked at Alex with a frown after the servant walked away.

“Now do you see what I am talking about?” Taiya said.

“Just because he may make us some kind of offer, does not mean we must accept it. Duke Edmund does not seem the kind of man who would force you into doing something that you don’t want to do,” Alex replied.

“Maybe that makes him even more dangerous,” the Elf responded.

Before Alex could come up with a response, he was surprised by Lady Estel appearing next to him.

“It seems I owe you an apology, young man,” she said, managing to look down her nose at him, even though he was over a foot taller than her. Before he could say anything, she turned and walked away.

“That was a strange apology!” Taiya said with a little laugh. “Who was that woman?”

“Long story. I will explain it another time. But that reminds me, I wanted to ask you about something that woman said,” Alex was glad for the opportunity to change the subject.

“What is it?” Taiya asked.

“When I met that woman, she said she could sense the Power in me. How is that possible?” Alex asked.

“The Power manifests itself in many different ways. Some people only possess a very little, while some are powerful dancers or magic users. A few people have Power which only seems to be able to sense Power in others. Sometimes they are called sniffers. Royals like having them about as another kind of security around them,” the Elf explained. Alex nodded.

They stood there for a time, sipping their wine and watching the guests enjoying themselves. Taiya noticed another Elven woman on the far side of the room.

“Alex, excuse me. I thought I saw another Wood Elf here. I wonder which Forest she is from? I will be back in a bit,” Taiya said and made her way through the crowd towards the other Elf.

Alex stood alone for a few minutes, sipping his wine. He wondered how many different types of Elves there were. She had mentioned Sea Elves and Moon Elves. He would have to ask her later. Alex felt a presence next to him on his right side.

“So, you are the Strongman?” Alex turned towards a woman who had slid up beside him.

She was a tall, statuesque brunette, probably in her mid-thirties. She had long hair that cascaded over her shoulders. She had large brown eyes and full lips artfully enhanced with meticulous makeup. She was stunningly beautiful.

The woman was wearing a long black dress that hugged the curves of her hips. A deep V cut in the front of her dress left little to the imagination as the full curves of her breasts were half exposed. A solitary diamond on a silver chain dangled enticingly in the cleft of her cleavage, drawing the eye towards her exposed olive hued skin. She was drinking Alex in with her eyes as she slowly looked at him from head to toe.

“I expected a Strongman to have giant muscles,” she reached out and caressed his bicep. “But you certainly are firm and well-muscled,” she said with a seductive smile as she looked him in the eyes.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name?” Alex asked.

“You may call me Lady Saja,” she said as she continued to caress his upper arm.

“Uh, my name is...”

“Alex, I know,” she interrupted him.

She moved even closer into his personal space.

“Perhaps later you can show me in what other ways a Strongman is strong and muscular and firm,” she said breathily as she stared into his eyes.

Alex was half mesmerized by her attention.

“I see you have met the Baroness Orlan, Lady Saja,” a cheerful voice said from his other side. Lady Isabel was standing there with a twinkle in her eye.

“Lady Isabel,” Lady Saja said with a nod of her head as she dropped her hand from Alex's arm.

“You must excuse Alex for a moment, Lady Saja. General Rosk would like a word with him,” Lady Isabel said with a big smile as she entwined her arm around his left arm.

As she pulled him away from the Baroness, he gave her a nod and turned to walk with the Healer. Lady Saja’s face was one of annoyance as her prey was snatched away from her. Alex’s arm tingled with sexual energy from his contact with Lady Isabel.

“Be careful with that one, she’s a man eater,” Lady Isabel said in a low voice after they had put some distance between them and the Baroness.

“What do you mean,” Alex whispered.

“Her husband, the late and very wealthy Baron Orlan, died a few years ago. She has a teenage son who inherited the title. She has plenty of wealth and free time. To keep herself entertained she enjoys collecting handsome men as playthings. After a few days or weeks, she tosses them aside and looks for her next toy.”

“I see, thank you,” Alex said with a wry smile.

“Fortunately for you, she does not have any Power. I find it... difficult to hide my reaction when I touch you. It helps that I have experienced it once. If she felt this sensation when she touched you, she would probably drag you off and lock you away in her room for weeks,” she added with a little laugh.

Alex was taken aback by her comment. Fortunately, they stopped talking as Lady Isabel led him to an older gentleman wearing an embroidered tunic.

“Ah, General Rosk, may I present Strongman Alex,” she said.

The General shook Alex’s free hand.

“Alex, both Lady Isabel and Captain Robs have told me that you have some training as a healer. I was hoping you could meet with me for breakfast tomorrow. I have some questions about the use of soldiers trained as healers, that I have been told is customary in your country.”

“I already have a breakfast meeting with the Duke tomorrow. Perhaps afterwards?” Alex asked.

“Yes, that will be fine. The servants can direct you to my office after you have finished with the Duke. Until then, enjoy the evening,” the General said with a smile.

“Thank you, General,” Alex said. Lady Isabel, her arm still entwined with his, led him to where Arban and Captain Robs were standing.

“I have to go check on the Duke, which gives me a good reason to stop touching you,” Lady Isabel said, with a twinkle in her eyes.

She slowly released his arm. She leaned in to whisper in his ear.

“If I touch you any more, I may be the one to drag you off and lock you in my room for a few days,” she said softly, before walking away into the crowd of guests.

Alex took a sip of his wine. He smiled at the thought of one or the other of the women locking him away for a few days of fun. That thought, coupled with the sexual tension of her touch, had him half aroused.

“What are you smiling about?” Taiya asked as she came up beside him.

“Oh, nothing really,” he said.

Taiya looked like she was going to say something, but then changed her mind.

The Elf looked quite beautiful in her form fitting green dress. The color paired well with her eyes and the gold trim was interesting without being gaudy.

“What did the other Wood Elf have to say,” he asked.

“She was from the Medlar Forest. It’s a small kingdom somewhere north of here. I had never heard of it before,” Taiya explained.

“Is that unusual for you to not have heard of an Elven kingdom?” Alex asked, curious.

“Not really. It’s no different than human settlements. People splinter off and decide to start a new town. If nothing important happens there, only people in that region will have heard about it,” she said with a shrug.

“Who was the woman in the black dress?” the Elf asked, watching for any reaction from him.

“She said her name was Lady Saja. A Baroness, I believe she said.”

“What did Lady Isabel want?” Taiya asked after taking a sip of her wine.

“She introduced me to General Rosk. He wants to meet after breakfast. He has a few questions about how my people use soldiers with training in basic healing,” Alex replied. She nodded.

Alex was amused by her curiosity.

“I think, I will find that butler and ask him to show me to my room. I have had enough wine for tonight,” the Elf said.

“Good idea,” Alex agreed. He wanted to escape before Lady Saja cornered him again.

They explained to Arban that they were staying the night and meeting with the Duke for breakfast.

“Ha! He will probably try to hire you for his guard. If he does, make sure he doesn’t shortchange you!” the Orc said with a laugh.

Alex smiled, but Taiya frowned at his comment.

They found the butler and he led them out of the great hall. Their rooms were upstairs and located next to each other. The butler turned up their lamps for them and bade them good night.


Chapter forty-one


Alex’s room was small, but nicely furnished. There was a large comfortable looking bed, a dresser and two small chairs by a small fireplace.

Alex sat down on the nearest chair and removed his new elven boots. Taiya had been right, they were surprisingly comfortable, and the shoemaker had fashioned them so they contoured perfectly to the shape of his feet. He stood up and slipped his tunic over his head and draped it over the chair back. He was surprised to hear a soft knock at his door.

Alex opened his door and saw Taiya standing there. He moved aside to let her come into his room and then closed the door again. She was still in her evening attire.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She was looking at his shirtless body. Her eyes lingering on his shoulders and chest. She looked away and started pacing about the small room. Alex shrugged and crossed his arms, waiting.

“What’s wrong? This,” she said as she stopped in front of him and reached out and laid her hand on his arm.

There was an instantaneous spark of energy between them. They both caught their breath.

“I have been trying so hard to avoid touching you. But I would be lying if I said that I wasn’t attracted to you. Tonight, I saw that woman eyeing you up like some kind of dessert she was dying to taste. I saw Lady Isabel touching you. I knew she was feeling the sexual power in you, and I could see her subtle reaction to you. I remember how that minstrel kissed you hungrily back in Arras.

“I think about that brief moment we shared when we were captured. It was amazing,” Taiya was breathing heavily now.

“I wonder how it would be if we shared each other again. If we had time to...” the Elf was interrupted by another soft knock at the door.

Taiya let go of his arm with a frown.

Alex composed himself and half opened the door. Standing in the hallway was Lady Saja. She was barefoot and dressed in only a short white robe belted about her middle. The fabric was so thin that Alex could see her dark aureoles and her already hard nipples through the fabric.

“My, you do have the body of a hero,” she said with a low laugh as she reached out a hand and caressed his chest muscles.

“Are you not going to invite me in?” she asked as her eyes slowly moved down his body.

“Uhhh...” was all he could think of saying.

Her eyes reached his crotch and easily noticed his arousal through the fabric of his pants. She looked past his shoulder and noticed the Wood Elf standing there.

“Oh my. And here I thought I worked fast!” Lady Saja said with a laugh.

She trailed her hand across his chest one last time, before lifting her arms and running her hands back through her hair. The motion teased her robe up to half expose her pussy as her breasts were tantalizingly lifted upwards.

“As you already have entertainment for tonight... perhaps we can share a moment at another time. Let me know when you are ready for the exquisite pleasures an experienced woman can provide,” Lady Saja said huskily.

She gave him a wink and sauntered away down the hall, her robe barely covering her lusciously curved bottom. Alex closed the door with a shake of his head.

“The nerve of that woman!” Taiya hissed in anger.

She conjured up a little fireball in her hand.

“I am tempted to catch her hair on fire!” she added.

Alex laughed at that image and that helped Taiya relax. The fireball vanished. Alex walked back to her.

“I’m sorry about...” he started to say when she grabbed his neck and pulled him into a deep kiss.

Her tongue in his mouth along with the energy that sparked between them caused an explosion of sensations inside of Alex. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tight against him.

“I can’t fight it anymore. I have to have you,” she whispered and started trailing little kisses on his shoulder and his chest. She leaned down and kissed his stomach muscles before dropping down to her knees.

Taiya hooked her hands into his pants and pulled them down, freeing his erection. He was fully aroused, and the sexual energy coursed through his body.

She gently wrapped her hands around his length as she softly kissed his tip. Then she flicked her tongue across and under his cockhead. The Elf licked up his precum with a smile and then took him in her mouth. She took about half his length before stopping and reversing. Alex let out a sigh as she worked his cock in and out of her mouth. He started running his fingers through her hair as she paused to run her tongue down the underside of his shaft.

When she reached his balls, she playfully flicked her tongue across them. Taiya then took one of his balls in her mouth, gently sucking on it before repeating the motion with his other ball. After a moment of that, she switched back to his cockhead. This time, as she sucked on the tip, she stroked the base of his shaft with her left hand as her right hand gently massaged his balls. He almost came when she looked up at him with her sparkling green eyes burning with desire for him.

Taiya was driving him crazy, but he didn’t want to explode in her mouth. He used his hands to stop her motion and then he stood her on her feet and kissed her deeply for a time. Alex then lifted her dress up over her head and let it drop to the floor. He picked her up and sat her on the edge of the bed. It was his turn to get down on his knees.

He tugged off first one and then her other boot. He then kissed each of her feet and then he trailed kisses up her legs and thighs. He pushed on her belly to get her to lie down. As she did so, he slid off her panties and tossed them aside.

“Oh!” she said in surprise as Alex hooked his arms under her knees and pulled her hips up and forward so her butt was on the edge of the bed.

Alex leaned down and gently licked her inner thighs, slowly working his way down to her pussy. He inhaled her musky scent as he kissed her outer folds. She shuddered as his tongue began to tease her.

He enjoyed her little spasms and gasps as he kissed, licked and sucked on different parts of her womanhood. She grabbed his head with her hands and her hips began to grind against his mouth.

“Alex!” she panted. “I have to have you inside me. I have to have you inside me now!”

Alex could guess at what she was feeling. The energy inside him was pulsating, driving him crazy with desire. With a last kiss, Alex released her legs and climbed up next to her. He lifted and shifted her body so that they were now positioned in the middle of the bed.

Taiya wrapped her arms and legs around him as he gently laid down on top of her. He captured her mouth in a long deep kiss. He reached down and guided his shaft towards her entrance. He teased her with his cockhead for a minute before slowly pushing part way inside of her.

Taiya let out a sigh as she felt him finally enter. Her nails dug into his shoulders as he pushed his way fully inside of her.

“Damn, I half forgot how big you feel inside of me,” she whispered.

“Can’t have you forget that, can we?” Alex said and he pulled part way out of her before slamming himself back in to the hilt.

He was rewarded with a squeal of pleasure and pain from the beautiful Elf girl.

He started repeating the motion, pulling almost completely out, before pounding back deeply inside of her. Taiya lifted her legs up and wide, accepting him fully every time he drove himself into her.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” she moaned softly as he increased the tempo.

He was sweating as he tried to hold off his orgasm. His nerve endings were on fire with sensation.

“Ohhh!” she sighed as he felt her body start to shudder.

Her pussy was clenching his cock as she orgasmed, and Alex could fight it no more. He shoved himself deep inside her as his senses exploded as he orgasmed. Waves of pleasure washed over his body as he emptied himself inside of her.

Alex collapsed on top of her. They were both breathing heavily. Taiya wrapped her arms and legs around him in a full body hug. Alex kissed her gently.

After a time, Alex rolled off of her and pulled her into his arms, so she rested against his chest. The sexual energy between them had subsided to a soft and gentle flow washing over their bodies. They lay like that for a time, neither one saying anything.

“It’s somewhat strange being so awake and energized,” Taiya said as she traced lazy circles on his chest.

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Alex said with a little laugh.

Taiya shifted her body so she could kiss his lips again. She then kissed his neck and then his chest. She moved down to his stomach and then to his cock, which was still half hard.

She kissed his shaft as her hand trailed down his side until she reached his balls, gently fondling them. She shifted her grip to the base of his shaft and flipped his cock upward so she could take him in her mouth.

It didn’t take him long to be fully erect again. With a wicked little smile, the elf shifted her body so that she was straddling him. She reached down and positioned his cock at her entrance. With a sigh of pleasure, she impaled herself on his rock-hard shaft. She was still for a moment as she adjusted to the feel of him inside of her again.

She began to rock her body back and forth, her breathing becoming faster. Alex reached up and massaged her firm breasts. Taiya, slowly leaned back, arching her body as she rested her hands on his legs. She found her perfect spot and she increased the speed of her grinding.

Alex was enthralled by how beautiful she looked as she rode him. Her long brown hair caressed his legs as she tilted her head back in pleasure. Her breasts were so firm, and her nipples were on fire as he rubbed his thumbs across them.

They both were breathing fast now as the energy between their bodies began to flow and swirl. Taiya started to bounce on his cock as she cried out softly in an orgasm. She looked so amazing as she came that it pushed Alex over the edge as he climaxed again. Both their bodies shuddered as the energy flowed through their bodies.

The Elf leaned forward and collapsed onto his body. He held her close, relishing the feel of her body and the intimate sensation of still being inside of her. They lay like that for a time as their breathing calmed and their heart rates returned to normal.

A few hours later, Alex made love to Taiya one more time. He had her flip over on to her hands and knees. He took her from behind, massaging and squeezing her firm, shapely bottom. After a few minutes of gentle thrusts, he pushed her knees together, so her pussy was tightly clamped around his thick erection. He squeezed her butt cheek with one hand while his other hand gripped her shoulder, pulling her into him as he started thrusting deep and hard into her.

Taiya slid to her elbows and buried her face into the pillow. She used it to muffle her cries of pleasure as Alex pounded into her. Alex shifted his hands to her waist and pulled her hips toward him as he repeatedly slammed into her tight passage. He came with a little shout of pleasure, exploding inside of her. She shuddered as her orgasm washed over her. They collapsed onto the bed in a tangle of limbs.


Chapter forty-two


Alex and Taiya laid in bed the rest of the night. They made some small talk, but mainly just laid in each other’s arms, enjoying the company and the warmth of each other’s body.

In the morning, there was another knock at the door. Alex jumped out of bed and quickly drew his pants back on. He opened the door and saw an elderly serving woman standing there with a stack of towels.

“Towels for the bath, sir. The bathing room is at the end of the hall,” she said.

“Thank you, may I have an extra towel for my companion?” he asked and then wondered if he should have mentioned that he was not alone.

The woman handed him two towels and then turned and walked down the hallway. Alex closed the door.

“For a moment, I worried that I should not have told her I had company,” he said as he sat the towels on a chair.

“Why would anyone care about who you are sleeping with?” the Elf said with a puzzled frown as she got up and wrapped a towel around her body.

“I don’t know. Some things are different here than they are back home,” he said.

That was quite the understatement, almost everything was different on Ktor, he thought.

The bathing room had 4 tubs, but it was empty save for an attendant just outside the doorway. They returned to his room and dressed in the same clothes they had worn the night before. Not expecting to stay the night, they hadn’t brought anything else with them. Afterwards, a servant stopped by to lead them to breakfast.

The Duke’s dining area was a well-lit room with a few glass paned windows. Two guards were outside the door and four other guards were in the room. The Duke and Duchess sat waiting for them at a table near the windows.

“Please, be seated,” the Duke rose with a smile. “I apologize for the guards, but we have been on edge since the assassination attempt.”

Alex and Taiya sat down. Servants entered with cups of tea and glasses of some kind of fruit juice. A moment later they returned with plates of hard-boiled eggs, cheeses, sliced meats and fruit.

The four of them ate and made small talk. The Duchess wished to know if they had enjoyed the banquet. The Duke asked Alex if he was from Veletta. He replied that he was from that general area. When asked where she was from, Taiya told them she was from the Lahela Forest. As they finished eating, servants cleared away their plates and refilled their drinks.

“I imagine that you are wondering why I asked for this meeting?” Duke Edmund said as he leaned back into his chair.

“Yes, my lord,” Taiya replied for both of them.

“Oktoban has been at peace since before my grandfather’s time. We have been blessed with prosperity and stability. I fear that those days of peace are coming to an end. Someone went to no little effort to see me dead. We do not yet know who was behind this evil plot or what their ultimate goals are,” the Duke paused, his gaze resting on each of them for a moment.

“In times of trouble, it is best to align oneself with strong people. Captain Robs and Lady Isabel have told me that you acquitted yourselves well in battle. Your skills as a Strongman and your skills as a Flame Dancer are both rare and valuable.

“I wanted to meet in order to offer you jobs as defenders of Oktoban. All who serve me are well rewarded and treated with respect. I am prepared to pay whatever you ask, within reason, of course,” the Duke finished with a smile.

“Thank you for the generous offer, my lord. But I am content with my simple life as a Caravan Guard. I am young and I wish to continue to travel throughout Ktor,” Taiya replied and bowed her head.

The Duke nodded and looked at Alex.

“My lord, everyone I speak to in Oktoban talks of your generosity and fairness. I found myself transported by some strange magic to this part of Ktor a few weeks ago. My people and family are very far away. I joined the Caravan Guards so I can eventually work my way back home. I must respectfully decline your offer,” Alex said and bowed his head as the Wood Elf had done.

“I understand,” the Duke said with a nod.

“Alex,” Duke Edmund continued, “Lady Isabel informed me that you played no small part in curing me. And that you were thrown in jail for your troubles. I am deeply sorry for your treatment by Lady Estel. I also want to express my gratitude to you for helping to save my life,” the Duke nodded to the Duchess.

She stood up and walked over to a side table, returning with something wrapped in a white cloth. She laid it on the table in front of Alex.

Duchess Louissa unfolded the cloth to reveal a dagger resting in a sheath made of a strange greenish hued leather. The handle and small cross-guard were made of a metal with a dull sheen to it. The Duchess carefully withdrew the blade and laid it next to the sheath.

“This dagger has been in my family for untold generations,” the Duchess explained. “It came with me to Oktoban as one of my bride gifts to Edmund.

“The blade and pommel are forged of a single piece of ersite alloyed with meteor stone. It is said it was forged by the Dwarves of Mount Kizgah, using techniques lost with their city an age ago. The blade is exceedingly sharp and will never need sharpening. The metal will never tarnish. The blade is so sharp that the sheath is made of dragon skin lined with ersite fibers on the inside. The Duke and I wish you to have it as a small token of our thanks.”

The dagger was beautiful in its simplicity. The pommel had a ridge line spiraling up its length to help with gripping, but it was otherwise unadorned. He glanced at Taiya who was staring at the blade with surprise. He guessed that her look, coupled with the history, meant it was very expensive.

“I’m sorry my lady, I cannot accept such a valuable gift!” Alex said and he sincerely meant it.

“Please,” said the Duchess, her lip trembling,

“I want you to take it. I only hope that someday it may save your life as you have saved my husband’s life...” Duchess Louissa’s voice broke, and she began sobbing.

The Duke leaned over in consternation and began rubbing her back. After a few moments, the Duchess regained her composure.

“I’m sorry. The last few weeks have been a terrible strain,” she said as she wiped away her tears with a napkin the Duke handed to her.

“It would make me happy if you took it,” the Duchess sheathed the dagger and rewrapped it in the cloth.

She picked it up with both hands and presented it to Alex.

“Thank you, my Lady,” Alex said as he accepted the dagger from her.

The Duke thanked them again and told them that his offer of service would always be open to them. He directed a servant to show Alex the way to General Rosk’s office and another servant to lead Taiya back to her room. Once they were in the hallway, Alex handed Taiya the dagger and asked her to watch over it until he finished his meeting. She nodded and headed off in one direction as he followed another servant in the opposite direction.


Chapter forty-three


“Welcome, Strongman Alex, please, have a seat,” General Rosk stood from his desk and welcomed Alex.

“Thank you, General,” Alex said, sitting in one of the two chairs facing the desk.

The General's office was sparsely furnished. He had a small desk and there were two longer tables on either side of the room. One table had chairs around it, probably for meetings. The other table had what looked like a map spread open on it. Alex would ask the General if he could take a look at it after their meeting.

“I understand that some of the soldiers in your land are trained in the healing arts?” the General asked.

He was genuinely interested and had a quill ready so that he could take notes.

As Alex had relaxed in bed earlier, he had considered how best to explain his role as a Green Beret medical sergeant in a way that the General would understand. He told the General that they had few Healers like Lady Isabel. Some of the soldiers were trained to provide basic medical attention to the wounded, in the hopes they would survive until a Healer could attend to them. The ability to stop the bleeding and sewing up wounds were of critical importance.

“That is an excellent idea,” the General nodded. “We have been at peace for so long, I doubt we would know what to do if we had to take care of a large number of wounded soldiers. How many of the men are trained in healing?”

“In a unit of 12 soldiers, two are trained in basic healing. If the soldiers need to be divided in to two squads, one healer goes with each unit,” Alex explained. The General scribbled some notes down.

“Do you have any other suggestions for me?” the General asked.

“Not that I can think of, General” Alex replied.

“The Duke told me that he would ask you and the Flame Dancer to join in the defense of Oktoban. Did either of you accept his offer?” the General asked hopefully.

“I’m sorry, sir, we both will continue with the Caravan Guards for now,” Alex said.

The General nodded and stood up.

“I understand. I thank you for your time and wish you well,” the General said.

“General, I was hoping I could take a look at your map over there. I am not familiar with this part of Ktor,” Alex asked as he stood up.

“Certainly,” the General walked over to the map table.

“We are here in Oktoban,” the General pointed to its location on the map.

“To the north of us lies the Dwarven City of Igrim, in the Lesser Barakan mountains. To the east of Igrim lies the smaller Dwarven settlement of Yarkoom. Beyond these mountains lie vast fertile plains, home to many Orc tribes and their herds.

“Oktoban lies at one end of the Greenspring Valley. The Greenspring River, and the trade road that follows it, goes eastward to our neighboring city of Kargosk. Continuing southeast, it flows to Zenkova. There the Greenspring and Coldspring rivers meet before flowing south to Lake Limni and the city of Verbana.

“To our south, past the Lawless Lands as you know, lies the town of Arras. To the west is the long line of the Barakan Mountains, including the Empty Lands to the southwest. The central and northern part of the Barakan Mountains is home to Hargs and Goblins,” the General explained, pointing to the different areas as he described them.

“What is this place?” Alex pointed to an area on the right side of the map marked with little drawings of trees. “The Deathwood” was written across it.

“The Deathwood. Once it was called Tarwin Forest. Centuries ago, a Dread Necromancer set up his tower there and built up an evil kingdom, attacking his neighbors. Many lost their lives there during the War of the Necromancer, before he was defeated, and his tower thrown down. The forest has an evil reputation now and most avoid it. They say that a tribe of Hargs has settled in the northern part of the forest.”

Alex pointed to a city to the northwest of the Deathwood. It was situated at the confluence of a river flowing northeast from the Lesser Barakans and another River flowing northwest from the Deathwood. The joined waters flowed north to the end of the map. Its name, Avala, had a line through it.

“The ruins of the town of Avala. It was destroyed during the War of the Necromancer. There are other ruins on the far side of the Deathwood as well,” the General pointed vaguely to the area past the edge of the map.

Alex noticed a sheet of paper lying on the table next to the map. He read the words:

“Greetings Esteemed Sister of the Nameless Sect

The target is Duke Edmund of Oktoban

According to our agreement, half the fee and

A vial of Boneflower poison is in the pouch

The rest of your fee is deposited with your Guildmaster”

After the word Guildmaster, there was some kind of small scribble. Alex bent closer to see it better. The scribble was a zig zag line.

“That is the note we found in the assassin's room in the inn where she had been staying,” the General explained.

“What is this zig zag symbol?” Alex asked pointing to the paper.

“We are not sure. The Castle librarian and her assistant looked through their books regarding the various houses, sects and guilds in our region. That pattern is not used by any known group. We think it may just be a scribble that whoever wrote the note put there more by accident, rather than as anything else.”

Alex remembered where he had seen a similar zig zag or lightning bolt symbol. It was on the chest buckle of the Harg who led the Rockskins that had captured him.

“Have you seen this symbol somewhere?” the General asked, seeing the frown on Alex’s face.

“A few weeks ago, I stumbled across a ruin... in the Trigla Mountains, near my homeland. I was magically transported to another ruin somewhere in this area,” Alex explained and pointed to a spot on the map west of Arras in the Empty Lands.

The General nodded and waited for more. Alex found it interesting that no one here batted an eye at his story of being magically transported.

“I was lost and eventually came across the Elven Fire Dancer fighting Rockskins and couple of Hargs. I noticed that the Hargs had a chest buckle with a lightning symbol embossed on it,” Alex placed his hand on the middle of his chest.

“Rockskins and Hargs that far south!” the General exclaimed in surprise. “There are a couple Goblin settlements in the mountains to the west. Northwest of Igrim is the closest known Harg territory. Rockskins inhabit lands somewhere beyond the Hargs.”

The General indicated areas on the map corresponding to each group.

“Do Rockskins and Hargs usually work together?” Alex asked.

“The Rockskins and Hargs have some kind of arrangement. In general, Rockskins seem to keep to themselves most of the time, away from other peoples. Yet, sometimes, they fight alongside the Hargs. It is believed that the Hargs are the only people that Rockskins have dealings with,” General Rosk explained.

“If this symbol is the same, does that mean that the Harg’s are behind the assassination attempt?” Alex asked.

“Highly unlikely. No nation deals with the Harg’s. They are universally hated,” the General rubbed his chin in thought.

“The only people that have dealings with the Hargs are mages. Evil mages,” the General said finally.

“How do they accomplish that?” Alex asked.

“Somehow, certain mages seem to be able to command respect from the Hargs. They willingly do the bidding of the wizard or witch that becomes their leader. It is rare, but it has happened often enough in the past, especially during the Wars of the Warlocks.”

“Do you think a magic user could be behind the attempt?” Alex asked.

“Possible and troubling if true. The plans and schemes of a mage can be difficult to decipher. The merchant princes of Kargosk have been our primary suspects in this matter. They have the most to gain from a destabilized Oktoban.

“But, if this scribble is in reality the same symbol worn by the Hargs, it may explain something else. There has been a change in the behavior of the Hargs. Last week, there was a Harg raiding party that struck the pastures on our western border. They made off with livestock and burned two farms. 5 citizens were killed before our border guards arrived.

“This was the third Harg raid in as many months. In recent memory, they have not raided more than once or twice a year. If the assassination attempt and the Harg activity is related, it would mean a mage is involved,” the General frowned at the thought.

“If someone wanted to overthrow your government, then assassinating the Duke would cause fear and panic in the capital. Raiding the borders would cause fear and disruptions in the countryside,” Alex said, thinking out loud.

The “enemy” was using tactics that Alex himself had been trained in as a Green Beret.

“Yes, we will have to be vigilant. Unfortunately, this muddies the water as to who is the enemy,” General Rosk said. “We will be alert for their next move. Decades of peace have made us complacent. They will not find us such an easy target the next time.

“My instinct tells me that you are right. The Hargs and the assassination attempt are two sides of the same coin. I am glad we spoke today,” the General smiled and shook Alex’s hand in gratitude.

“Should you ever change your mind, Alex, the offer for work here in Oktoban remains open,” he said as he walked Alex to the door.

“I will keep that in mind General,” Alex nodded.

The General directed one of the guards outside his door to show Alex the way to his room.


Chapter forty-four


Alex sat down on his bed in the bunkhouse. He and Taiya had left the castle after he had finished his meeting with the General. Alex was waiting for the Elf to change out of her dress into her regular clothes.

He unwrapped the dagger the Duchess had given him. The blade was extremely sharp. He would have to be careful not to cut himself when using it. Alex noticed that the blade side of the cross-guard had some kind of runes etched into it.

After Alex looked at the runes for a moment, he felt a stab of pain in his head and his eyesight blurred. He shook his head to clear the lingering fuzziness. As had happened before, he could now understand the words.

On one side of the cross guard was written ‘STRENGTH’ and on the other was the word “VICTORY”. Alex smiled. It seemed like something a soldier would want his weapon inscribed with.

“Don’t cut yourself,” Taiya said with a smile as she came through the door curtain and sat next to him.

He handed her the dagger.

The Elf cautiously looked at it for a moment and then handed it back.

“I think I will stick to fire for now, thank you,” she said with a laugh.

Alex sheathed the blade and rewrapped it in the cloth before placing it in his pack.

“That blade is probably worth a lot of coin. Which reminds me, let's see those gifts!” Taiya said eagerly.

Alex fished the purses out of his pockets and handed one to her. The purse didn’t feel like it had much in it. He opened his purse and shook it out over his palm. A glittering red gemstone landed in his hand. It was a deep red color and its facets glittered magnificently as he picked it up with his fingers and examined it from different angles.

“A blood ruby!” Taiya gasped.

She was holding a twin to the stone in Alex's hand. She held it up to a ray of sunlight that was streaming in from one of the high windows. The stone sparkled with a red fire.

“I take it that’s a good thing?” Alex asked. The Elf looked at him in confusion for a moment before realization crossed her face.

“I guess you don’t use these in Merica. Blood rubies are worth 10,000 gold!” she said with a dazed look on her face.

Captain Robs had said that the assassin had been paid in blood rubies.

“Are they called blood rubies because they have something to do with death?” Alex asked with a frown.

“What? No... that’s just the name for a certain size ruby,” Taiya replied.

She saw the puzzlement on his face and continued. “Many years ago, the merchant guilds came up with the idea for standardized gems that could be used as a form of payment. Large payments in particular. For example, this ruby is worth 10,000 gold coins. Imagine trying to carry 10,000 coins as compared to just one small stone.”

“Ok, I think I understand. So, they just call it a blood ruby because of the color?” he asked.

“I suppose,” she said with a shrug. “The name is only used for the standardized rubies. There are large diamonds called ice diamonds that are worth 50,000 gold. Sea sapphires are 20,000 gold. Royal emeralds are 1,000 gold.

“You might also hear someone say the price of something expensive, like a nice house, in royals. That house costs 3 royals for example.”

Alex looked at the stone in his hand. It seemed like he had the money to buy whatever he needed. He could buy some better armor. He would have to ask Arban for suggestions. Alex placed the stone back in the purse and slipped it into his pocket.

“Ready for lunch?” Alex asked.

Taiya looked up, startled. It looked like she had been daydreaming. She reluctantly put her stone away.

“I have never had this much money,” she said as she stood up.

“See, I’m good luck!” Alex said with a grin.

Taiya just shook her head and they headed to the kitchen.

They were about halfway through their lunch when Arban joined them at their table. He had a strange, excited look on his face.

“You’re finally back from the castle!” he exclaimed before looking around and continuing in a whisper. “I’m guessing that you each had a little red surprise in your gift bags, same as mine?”

Alex and Taiya both nodded. The Orc’s eyes lit up in glee.

“I was going to work for another ten years... I might have to find a wife and retire early!” Arban said with a laugh.

“I can’t believe how generous the Duke was,” Taiya added.

Alex had a thought.

“Captain Robs told me that they found the inn where the assassin had been staying. In her room was a bag with three blood rubies. It was half the payment for his murder, with the other half to be paid upon completion of the mission,” Alex said.

“Ah, this makes more sense!” the Orc said. “It would be a bad reminder for his family if he kept them. They would be a bad omen.”

“True. By giving them to us, he redeems them as a reward to people who helped save his life,” the Elf added with a thoughtful nod.

“I can’t wait to tell my niece, Oldova. She was to come in my stead, before Master Jonah changed his mind,” Arban said with a chuckle as he slapped his knees in mirth.

They talked about what they would buy with their newfound wealth as they finished lunch. Taiya was happy that she could now purchase a house to use as a home base when she was not travelling with the caravans. She was unsure in which city to buy as this much money opened up more possibilities.

Arban said he would use his money to buy a large herd of cattle when he was ready to retire and move back to his clan. He would work for a few years more and with the money he was saving, he would be able to buy even more animals and his wealth would attract many wives for him.

Alex said he just wanted to buy some more armor, in order that he could live long enough to enjoy his new wealth.

“Aye, wise words, young man!” Arban said and patted him on the shoulder. “Enough dreaming, meet me in one hour for weapons practice. I, too, want to live long enough to enjoy retirement!”


Chapter forty-five


Alex had met Arban after lunch, and they had practiced for two hours with wooden swords and shields. Alex had forgotten that his strength was boosted, and his first swing sent the Wagon Master tumbling to the ground.

Alex apologized and helped him to his feet. Arban assumed it was because they hadn’t practiced in a few days, and he had forgotten how strong Alex was. Alex was careful to minimize his blows as they continued.

In the evening, he dined with Taiya and then they spent the rest of the night lazily making love in her bed. The next morning, Arban found them after breakfast and suggested they deposit their rubies with the Caravan Master.

Master Heda explained that she could transfer the value of the gemstones into their pay discs. There was a customary 1 percent fee of the gemstone's value that the Guildhouse levied for handling the stones. At first Taiya was reluctant to pay the 100 gold fee, but she relented in the end when Master Heda explained that most merchants charged that much or even more in fees for handling expensive gemstones.

“What is the best inn or tavern in Oktoban, Master Heda?” Alex asked when he stopped by her office after training with Arban in the afternoon.

“That would be the Red Bell, near the north gate of the city,” the Dwarf replied.

“I would like to withdraw enough coin so I can buy Master Arban and Taiya a nice meal there,” he told her.

Master Heda smiled approvingly and then transferred the coins from his disc.

That evening, Alex invited Arban and Taiya out for dinner. He wanted to thank Arban for the time he was spending in weapons training with him and to thank Taiya for her help in navigating and understanding Ktor.

The Red Bell was a large, well-appointed inn, fully three stories tall with a large stable in the back. Heda had recommended they dress well, so the three of them had dressed in the clothes they had worn to the duke’s banquet.

The inn had a large dining room, and the customers were all nicely dressed, even if they were wearing travelling clothes. A string quartet was playing soft music in the corner of the room. The clientele was diverse, but Alex noticed that over half the patrons were Dwarves.

“We are near the north gate and closest to Igrim. The Dwarven merchants and travelers pass by here on their way in and out of the city,” Arban explained.

The three enjoyed an excellent meal of perfectly cooked Oxcow steaks with a garlicky mushroom sauce, roasted potatoes and something that looked like asparagus except thicker with a bittersweet taste. They washed it down with a couple of bottles of Kinean Red wine and then enjoyed some targa pie.

The targa fruit really was amazing, Alex thought, no wonder Flynn wanted to allegedly steal some. In flavor, it was an interesting blend of apple and peach flavors. The pie was served with a dollop of cream and a glass of a sweet rose-colored wine.

“That was wonderful,” Taiya said as the three of them leaned back in their chairs, stuffed from the meal and relaxed from the wine.

“Nothing beats a perfectly cooked Oxcow steak,” Arban agreed, resting his hands on his belly. “On the plains where I am from, my clan raises Berovan cattle. I think I could have success grazing Oxcows there some day. They are expensive to purchase, but if I can have success breeding them, they command the best prices at market.”

Alex and Taiya nodded. The Orc asked her what her plans were for the future.

“I don’t know exactly. I’m young yet and I enjoy travelling. There is so much more of Ktor that I would like to see and experience. I would like to purchase a house somewhere. I would use it as a base between travels,” she said with a faraway look in her eyes.

“What about you, Alex?” he asked.

“I have only seen a small part of Ktor, so I have to agree with Taiya about the travelling. I suppose that I will work with the caravans and slowly make my way back home. But, if I am to be honest, there is nothing at home that is pulling me back there. I guess I will just see what life brings me,” Alex replied.

He could feel Taiya looking at him intently. Arban nodded at his response.

They sat there for a time, enjoying the music. Arban eventually stood up, tired and ready to go back to the Guildhouse. Alex stood up as well, but Taiya grabbed his arm and pulled him back down to his seat.

“I took the liberty of renting us a room for the night,” she said with a smile.

“Oh!” was all Alex could think of saying.

Arban looked first from one of them and then to the other, before letting out a laugh. He walked around the table and clapped them on the shoulders.

“Well, you two young folks enjoy some ‘experiences’ together!” he said in a loud whisper and walked away, chuckling softly.

The two of them sat quietly for a while listening to the music. Taiya’s hand was still resting on his arm where she had pulled him back to his seat. The sexual energy flowed from that contact point into and around their bodies in a warm, gentle pulsing that slowly fanned the flames of desire between them.

It wasn’t long before they tumbled together into the large, soft bed of their room. Their naked bodies intertwined, flushed with desire. Alex positioned himself on top of her as he plunged himself into her heat. It didn’t take long for them to climax together as she met every passionate thrust of his with her own burning desire. As their breathing slowed down, Alex smiled and gently caressed her cheek.

“I really enjoy our ‘experiences’ together, Alex,” she said, her brilliant green eyes sparkling in the lamplight as she smiled up at him.

He bent his head down and kissed her deeply.


Chapter forty-six


The next morning, Alex still had quite a bit of coin on him, so he splurged on breakfast for them in the dining room. The food was every bit as good as that from the night before. They were also served a small glass of targa fruit juice which had an interesting flavor.

Later, when they were back at the Guildhouse, Arban sought him out to thank him for dinner and to also let him know that he would be unable to practice in the afternoon.

“Master Heda wants me to join her in a meeting with some Dwarven merchants that just arrived from Igrim,” the Orc explained.

Alex found Taiya and said that he had the afternoon free, and he asked her if there was anything she wanted to do.

“Actually, there is! We passed many orchards on the way here. I would love to spend some time under the trees. I miss it so much if I am too long in a city. Let’s borrow some horses from the stables and have a picnic!” she said, and her green eyes lit up at the thought.

“Sure,” Alex smiled.

They went to the market and purchased some food and a bottle of white wine. They then went to the Guildhouse stables and asked one of the grooms if they could take out a couple of horses for a picnic ride. The groom nodded and soon brought out two saddled mares.

“These two could use a little exercise,” the groom said with a smile.

They thanked him and made their way out of the southern gate.

The air was warm with a gentle breeze from the west. They rode under a beautiful blue sky that had few small shining white clouds in it. They rode their horses at a canter, following the road passing a few farms and orchards.

After about half an hour, Taiya stopped her horse and pointed to a large orchard off the road to the east. A long, packed dirt road led back to a tidy little farmhouse. To the right side of the house were neat rows of crops and to the left were what appeared to be some kind of beehives. Past the house were the rows of fruit trees.

A man who was tending to the crops with a hoe, paused his work and moved to stand in front of the house, waiting as they approached. A stout woman wearing an apron over her clothes and a scarf about her head came out of the front door. She wiped her hands on her apron as she came to stand next to the man.

Alex guessed that the couple was the farmer and his wife. Their skins were tanned from working outdoors. The man wore a large floppy hat to shield him from the sun’s rays. They squinted at the newcomers in suspicion. Alex imagined they were wondering what these two strangers could possibly want. Alex dismounted and gave the couple a smile.

“Hello! I am sorry to bother you. My lovely friend here is a Wood Elf, and she misses the trees. We were hoping it would be all right to have a little picnic in your orchard?” The couple looked at Alex and Taiya in confusion.

Alex fished into his pocket and pulled out an assortment of coins. He took 3 gold coins and put the rest back. He handed the three coins to the man, who looked at them in confusion.

“Take the coins for our interrupting of your routine,” Alex said with another smile.

“But... but... this is too much!” the man stammered, and his wife’s eyes grew big.

“Please, take them,” Alex said and pushed the man’s hand back as he tried to give them back to Alex.

“Yes, sir! Thank you, my lord!” the man touched his hat and bowed.

He straightened and asked, “Can I get you some food or drink, my lord?”

“That’s quite all right, we brought a picnic and some wine,” Alex replied.

“Quick, Marta! Fetch some honey for our guests!” the man said as he turned to his wife.

“Yes! Oh my!” the women said and ran back to the house.

In a moment she was back with two glass jars of thick amber liquid.

“Marta and our bees make the best honey in all of Oktoban!” the man said as his wife beamed as she handed Alex the jars before awkwardly bowing.

“Thank you, Marta. We have fresh bread that I am sure will go nicely with your honey,” Taiya said from her horse as Alex put the jars in the saddle bags.

The woman smiled and bowed to the Elf.

“We will not stay too long,” Alex said as he mounted his horse.

“Please, my lord, stay as long as you like. Let us know if you need anything. Those trees are red targas and the fruit is still a few weeks away from being ready for harvest. But there should be some which are already bright red and ready for picking, if you like,” the farmer said, and the couple bowed again as they rode past them towards the trees.

“Are you sure you weren't a nobleman back in Merica,” the Elf asked with a curious smile.

“No, just a soldier,” Alex said with a little laugh.

Maybe the whole Medieval style world of Ktor was starting to rub off on him? He had always enjoyed playing fantasy style rpgs which probably helped things here seem somewhat familiar.

The trees were of medium height with long spreading branches, heavy with pink and the occasional red fruit. They had to dismount and lead the horses by the bridles. Taiya led them to the back of the orchard, away from the direct view of the house. They unpacked their lunch and sat down in the shade of the fruit trees.

As they ate, Alex wanted to pinch himself. Was he really sitting here in an orchard on another planet, eating lunch with an Elven girl? She was truly beautiful, easily the prettiest girl he had ever been with, and she had such a great, sexy body too! He wondered if he had died back on earth when that lightning struck the stone doorway.

“What are you thinking?” Taiya asked as she looked at him curiously.

He could stare at those brilliant green eyes all day.

“I’m just wondering if all this is real? If this is all a dream?” he said with a wistful smile.

“Why would you think that?” she asked with a confused look.

“Until we met, I had only lived among humans. Elves, Dwarves and Orcs were only found in legends. No one has magic back home. This is all so strange and new and wonderful,” he replied.

“No wonder you don’t really want to go back home!” she said with a laugh.

“There’s definitely no one like you back home, that’s for sure,” Alex said, looking at her admiringly.

Taiya regarded him for a moment. She shifted from her sitting position to her hands and knees. The Elf slowly crawled her way over to him until they were face to face. She grabbed his shirt with one of her hands.

“There’s definitely no one like me in this place either, Alex,” she said as she pulled him to her in a deep kiss.

They kissed like that for a long moment, before she broke it off, panting with desire.

“I want us naked. In the grass. Under the trees,” Taiya said between breaths.

Then she was riding him in the dappled sunlight. The Wood Elf reveled in the feel of the grass under her knees, the smell of the trees all around her. Her fierce desire enflamed Taiya as she literally started bucking as she arched her back, riding him to climax. Watching her wild passion as it was unleashed drove Alex over the edge in a shuddering orgasm. She collapsed on to his chest, breathing heavily. He wrapped his arms around her as they lay together, bodies still joined as one.

“I’m not afraid anymore,” she said after their breathing returned to normal.

Her head lay on his chest as she drew lazy figure eights on his shoulder with one of her fingers.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“It’s something I have been thinking about the last few days. I have been living my life in fear. Fear of war. Fear of getting injured. Fear of dying. Fear of making enough coin to buy a house if I only take caravan jobs. I’m not afraid of any of it anymore.

“I mean, of course, I don’t want to get hurt or die. But I was very careful, only taking easy jobs, and I still wound up getting captured. The money I was saving up for a house was lost.

“This is a strange new feeling for me as well. I seldom take a lover, and never more than one night. I never wanted to get deeply involved with anyone or anything. Yet, here I am, having nonstop sex with some random human I only met a few weeks ago,” the Elf sighed.

“I hope you didn’t have to lower your standards too much in order to sleep with me,” he said with a little laugh.

Taiya shifted her body so that her forearms rested on his chest. She was careful to keep him inside of her as she moved. She studied his face.

“I think you are a handsome human,” she said seriously.

“Uh, thank you, I guess,” he said.

“Well, your ears are too small,” she said and moved her mouth to one of his ears and started licking it.

She nibbled on his earlobe before whispering, “But your giant cock more than makes up for it.”

She wiggled her hips tantalizingly.

“That’s reassuring,” he murmured as he enjoyed the feel of her mouth on his ear.

“That cock of yours is a blessing and a curse for me,” she sighed as she lay her head back on his chest.

She started tracing figure eights on his shoulder again.

“Why do you say that?” he asked as his hands caressed her back.

“Because, on the one hand, I can have sex with you basically nonstop for three days straight. The power that you give me, that I feel pulsing through my body is incredible. But then I have to pay the price and sleep for three days straight.

“Even you have to sleep for a day. Which is unfair, if you ask me,” she sighed.

Alex chuckled. She lay quietly on her for a while as he caressed her back.

“Alex, I am glad that you said that you want to travel. I was worried that you would accept the Duke’s offer and stay in Oktoban. I want to travel with you. I have money now to buy a house, but there is no rush. I don’t even really know where I want to buy one.

“Would you be displeased if I told you that I think of us as a team? I think we work well together,” she asked. Her finger paused its tracing on his shoulder.

“No, not at all. I would be lost on Ktor without your guidance. We can discover more of this crazy world together,” Alex said encouragingly.

He realized she had been holding her breath as she exhaled slowly. Her finger began tracing figure eights again.

“We are going to have to find another woman to add to our little team. Falling asleep for so long leaves us vulnerable,” Taiya said.

It took Alex a moment to realize what she had just said.

“Wait, what?” he said in confusion.

“I have been thinking about this. I can only go so long without wanting to make love to you. If you added another lover, she could watch over us when we are asleep. Then I could do the same for her after she has her turn of fun. I think it should be a woman with Power,” she added.

“Why a woman with Power?” he asked, still confused by what she was offering.

“Two reasons. First, the rush of Power she will get from making love to you will be seductive. She will want to experience it again after it fades. Second, the orgasm she will experience from having sex with you will be overwhelming. She will become addicted to having sex with you. I saw how the little minstrel looked at you and kissed you that day. That was from only enjoying you once,” the Elf explained.

“I think you overestimate my powers,” Alex said with a little laugh.

“No, I speak from experience,” Taiya replied confidently.

“Won’t you be jealous sharing me with another woman?” Alex asked.

Taiya shifted to her forearms again so she could see his face. Her nose was wrinkled in a little grimace of surprise.

“Why would I be jealous if you had more than one woman? It does not bother me that you slept with the minstrel or the healer. Just know that when it is my turn, I plan on taking full advantage of you for three days straight!” the Elf said with a mischievous gleam in her eyes.

“You have to remember, back where I came from, things are not... usually so open between a man and a woman,” Alex tried to find words to explain his confusion.

“Are you saying that you would be upset if I took another man as a lover?” Taiya asked curiously.

Alex’s hands froze on her back. He had an uncomfortable sensation in his stomach as he thought of Taiya laying with another man. Her eyes widened in surprise as she felt his cock become instantly rock hard inside of her. His body flushed with the heat of jealousy.

“Your body is on fire,” she whispered as she felt the surge of sexual energy flow between their bodies.

Alex moved one of his hands to her head and grabbed a fistful of her hair. He pulled her face to his and crushed her lips in a searing kiss.

“I don’t share my women,” he said huskily as he pulled her head away for a moment.

He pulled her close again and ravaged her mouth with his tongue. The Elf let out a moan of pleasure as she kissed him back as furiously as he was kissing her. She started thrusting her pelvis wildly against his erection until she clenched him in a long pulsating orgasm.

Alex paused for a moment as he rolled her on to her back while maintaining his cock inside of her. His passion for her had been inflamed by the thought of another man enjoying her and he was not done claiming her.

He lifted her legs onto his shoulders as he began to pound into her. He leaned forward and caught her mouth in another deep kiss. She was alternating between whimpers of pain from his powerful thrusts and gasps of pleasure as she came again. Alex thrust himself deep inside of her one final time as he exploded inside of her in a powerful orgasm.

He slowly released their kiss as he let her legs slide down to the ground. Alex rested his hands on either side of her body as he leaned over her. She looked both beautiful and disheveled as she lay there. Her beautiful brown hair was spread all about her head. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing was still heavy. Her lips were swollen from their kissing. Alex thought she looked well and truly ravished and he smiled triumphantly.

No, he certainly wasn’t going to share.

Taiya opened her eyes and smiled when she saw him staring at her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close for another kiss. He put an arm under her body, and he shifted to roll her body on top of him again. She lay there kissing him and then she leaned on her forearms again. Alex saw that she was staring at him again.

“What? "Alex asked as he wondered what he she was thinking.

“You want me,” she stated matter-of-factly.

“Of course, I want you, you’re an amazing woman. Every man that sees you probably wants you,” Alex replied with a smile.

“No, men may want me, but YOU WANT ME!” she said emphatically.

Alex looked at her curiously. She lay down on his chest again.

“Never mind, I’m not explaining it right. But it FEELS right,” she whispered and started drawing figure eights on his shoulder again.

“I meant it when I said I’m not sharing you,” Alex said as his arms wrapped tightly around her body.

“You don’t have to worry. I think you’ve ruined me for other men. The orgasms I have when we make love and the Power is flowing through us... it’s... it’s indescribable. There’s not another man on Ktor that could make me feel what I feel when I’m with you,” Taiya said, and she gave his chest a little kiss.

Alex realized he was smiling.

They lay like that for a long time. Quietly enjoying each other’s presence.


Chapter forty-seven


“I can’t stay awake much longer,” Taiya said with a big yawn.

They were laying in the same position that they had enjoyed in the orchard earlier. Now it was evening, and they were laying in his bed in the bunkhouse in Oktoban.

“Don’t fight it, your body needs to rest,” he said softly and kissed the top of her head.

He could feel himself starting to get tired as well. Soon Taiya was breathing evenly, soundly asleep.

Alex still couldn’t believe he was here, in this crazy world. He had wanted to study history and here he was, living a fantasy version of it.

His lover was a beautiful Elven girl. She was a powerful Flame Dancer. He was a Strongman and Elder Touched. He had a job with the Caravan Guards which would allow him to travel.

Taiya wanted him to take another lover. Her reasoning made sense, but Alex still shook his head in disbelief. He really must be dreaming, he thought with a smile.

But nothing was perfect. It was a dangerous place, but no more dangerous than the deployments he’d had with the Army. There were even governments being manipulated by outside forces, which was what he had been trained to do as a Green Beret.

Whoever was behind the assassination attempt was also behind the Harg raids. Alex was sure of it. They had to be the same person or group behind the attack on Taiya’s caravan in the Empty Lands. That zig zag lightning symbol was a clue.

Alex didn’t know enough about the politics of Ktor to even begin to guess what these activities meant. Maybe he should not worry about it, like Taiya usually wanted to do. Just move on.

It wasn’t easy to let go of years of counter insurgency training. His mind was trying to fit together pieces of a puzzle, but he didn’t have any guide to go by. Maybe he would find more clues as they travelled.

But for now, he would take life one day at a time. He would make the most of his new life in this strange and wonderful place. Alex took a took a deep breath, inhaling the sweet smell of grass and trees lingering in Taiya’s hair. He drifted off to sleep, smiling as he remembered their time together in the orchard, and the promise of future adventures to come.

The End of Book 1
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Chapter one


The Empty Lands

A patrol made its way across the barren landscape. Six pairs of eyes darted across the ground, searching for clues. The six men were warriors of their two respective races. Two of the men were blue eyed, tan skinned Elves with long flowing blonde hair. Sun Elves, the most arrogant and pretentious of all the Elven races.

The other four were long faced with short, upturned horns protruding from the sides of their heads. Their muscular bodies were covered with short brown fur. The bull men were Hargs, one of the fierce, wild races of Ktor.

An outsider watching the two species work together would have marveled at the sight. Hargs were bitter enemies of all the people of Ktor except for the imposing Rockskins. An Elf and Harg alliance was unheard of.

The Hargs wore metal shoulder armor held together with leather straps across their broad chests. The straps passed through a golden buckle embossed with a lightning bolt. Four of them carried maces while the other two held broadswords.

The two Elves wore leather armor and had swords hanging from their belts. Their long brown cloaks were held in place with golden clasps. The clasps were embossed with the same lightning bolt that decorated the Harg’s buckles.

The patrol paused as they crested a hill. Below them were the remains of a battle. There were two half destroyed wagons and bones scattered about. The Hargs formed a defensive perimeter around the scene while the Elves walked down to investigate.

The bones had been picked clean and scattered by scavengers, but the evidence pointed to this having been a recent battle. One of the Elves picked up a large skull and held it up for the other to see. A Rockskin skull. The other Elf nodded. They had found what they had been searching for.

The Elves looked for clues as to what had happened. One of the Rockskin skulls looked as if it had been partially melted from extreme heat. Two more of the skulls had been violently smashed. They found a horned Harg’s skull which had scorch marks on one side.

In the wreckage of one of the wagons, one of the Elves picked up a piece of half melted metal. Scattered about were little puddles of the melted metal, which had cooled into little disks. The metal was made of forged ersite, resistant to even magical fire. The Elf frowned as he considered what could have possibly caused it to melt. He placed the metal in his pack and gathered up any other pieces he could find.

After the scene had been thoroughly searched, the Elves and their Harg companions looked for any trail leading away from the battle. They found one footprint facing eastward. At some distance they found another footprint further east. Beyond that, the trail vanished.

The Elves were puzzled that they could not find any other evidence of those that had caused the carnage. The evidence suggested some kind of fire magic. There must have been a large group of powerful warriors as well, to have defeated the six Rockskins. Even one lone Rockskin was a formidable foe.

With a last look to the east, the Elves turned to the north and began their journey back to their stronghold. The Hargs silently followed.


Chapter two


The Road to Igrim

The caravan slowly made its way north along a wide, well-worn dirt road. The Lesser Barakan mountains rose before them. The Dwarven city of Igrim was their destination.

The caravan was making its return trip from the city of Oktoban, where it had delivered trade goods from the Dwarves. These included various metal goods, weapons and armor. Ores and stone mined deep under their mountain home were also sold to the merchants of Oktoban by the Dwarves.

The wagons were now laden with goods for the people of Igrim. They included an assortment of foods and spices, leather goods and bolts of cloth. Exotic wood from distant lands and even trinkets that the merchants hoped would delight the citizens of the Dwarven city.

Alex Khan rode a horse near the front of the caravan. Wagon Master Arban, a broad chested, green skinned Orc, had ridden a little ahead to speak to the Dwarven commander of the caravan.

Trade caravans were normally managed by the Caravan Guards. The Guards maintained a Caravan Guildhouse in each of the cities and major towns of Ktor. The various merchant guilds paid the Caravan guards to protect their merchandise along the trade routes and for safe storage of goods in the Guildhouse warehouses.

The Dwarves of Igrim, however, were very wary of outsiders and preferred to guard their own caravans. They did hire a few Caravan Guards as auxiliaries, and they allowed the presence of a small Guildhouse inside their underground city.

The Caravan Masters of the Igrim and Oktoban Guildhouses also happened to be Dwarves. The Caravan Guards and the merchants they represented wanted to maintain smooth relations with the Dwarves of Igrim, thereby ensuring a continued flow of their valuable trade goods.

On this journey, the Dwarves hired additional guards for added security. There had been a spate of recent raids by Hargs on their outlying farms and the Dwarves were nervous. A raiding party had even struck at one of their trade caravans recently, killing eight guards and burning one of the wagons.

Master Heda, the woman in charge of the Oktoban Guildhouse, had asked Arban to deliver some important messages and contracts to Otto, the Igrim Caravan Master. Arban had suggested that Alex accompany him in order to purchase some better armor. The Dwarves were happy to have two more warriors joining their caravan, especially as they didn’t have to pay for them.

The metal smiths of Igrim made some of the finest armor in all of Ktor. Their armor was expensive, but Alex could get a better price by buying it directly from the craftsmen instead of from a merchant in Oktoban.

Alex looked down at his leather armor. The leather was thickly padded and provided some protection and good flexibility. Arban had suggested upgrading to a chain mail shirt. With Alex’s enhanced strength from his Power as a Strongman, the added weight would not be a problem.

The Orc had taken Alex under his wing and was mentoring him in fighting with the weapons of Ktor. Alex had done a tour of duty with the Green Berets after high school. Swords and axes were a far cry from the automatic rifles and pistols he was used to using for combat on Earth.

Alex’s current weapon was a four-foot stone club he had picked up from his battle with the Rockskins. With his enhanced strength it felt like a baseball bat to him. It was simple to use and could do some serious damage. Alex had wrapped some leather strips around the handle with a loop at the end. It helped his grip and made it easy to hang on his saddle or secure to his wrist.

Alex smiled and shook his head as he thought about what a crazy adventure he had been on since arriving in this magical mystery world. He had fought Rockskins and Goblins. He had helped save the life of Duke.

He had made love to three different women and had only been here about a month. One of them was a powerful and sexy Elven Flame Dancer. Alex still wondered sometimes if this was all some crazy dream that he would sadly wake from.

Alex looked down at his wrist. He had been wearing a dzi bead bracelet when he was pulled through an ancient stone portal on Earth and teleported to Ktor. Alex had wound up in a room on top of a long-abandoned temple. When he touched a strange glowing orb that he had found there, he had received a tremendous shock. The bracelet he was wearing became fused to his skin and now looked like an old tattoo around his right wrist.

The orb had also awakened strange Powers within Alex. He was now a Strongman with enhanced strength. He was able to read and understand the language of Ktor. He was also Elder Touched, a very rare and strange Power. Alex was still having trouble understanding that one.

Some of the Ktorians were born with a type of magic called Power. It would manifest itself in a specific way once they reached maturity. One person could have enhanced strength while another had the ability to heal. Alex smiled as he thought about Taiya, the pretty Wood Elf whose Power made her a Flame Dancer. She could create fire balls out of thin air and project gouts of flame from her hands.

Alex missed having her with him as they travelled to Igrim. She had opted to stay in Oktoban and wait there for his return.

Taiya was his lover. Alex was beginning to think of her as his girlfriend, but he wasn’t quite sure what the Elf thought about their relationship. Ktorian culture seemed much more open regarding things like sex and nudity than what Alex had been used to on Earth.

“The next way stop is coming up soon. Then we will reach Igrim by tomorrow afternoon,” Arban said to him as he brought his horse next to Alex. Alex nodded at the big burly Orc.

The Orc was strongly muscled, and he was wearing a chainmail shirt. Strapped across his back and shoulders were two curved swords, his weapons of choice.

Arban was older than Alex, with streaks of white through the long hair which grew only on the top center of his otherwise bald head. Leather ties held the hair up and allowed it to flow down the back of his head in a ponytail. Orcs had pronounced canine teeth which reminded Alex of a Vampire’s teeth.

The way stop was a simple setup along the side of the road. It looked exactly the same as the one they had stopped at the previous evening. There was a large area fenced in by a simple, chest high stone wall meant to act as a corral for the horses and draft animals. There was also a water pump which spilled into a long stone trough for watering the animals.

The Caravan Guards had built the way stops along the trade roads connecting the cities of Ktor. They were spaced apart by a day’s journey and made caring for the animals that much easier. The stone wall could also double as a defensive position in case of a bandit attack.

Alex and Arban made sure their horses were fed and watered before leading them into the corral. The sun was low on the western horizon and the smaller of Ktor’s two moons was already visible.

The two men ate loaves of journey bread, a dense bread with bits of fruit and nuts. It was packed with nutrients and would not spoil for a long time. While not offering much in the way of variety as it was the only food they had brought along, at least it had a decent flavor. Alex appreciated the fact that the bread provided an efficient use of space for the calories provided.

“Hey Alex, mind if I join you and Master Arban?” he heard a woman say from behind him.

“Meeva,” Arban said with a nod of his head.

Alex turned his head and saw the red headed Caravan Guard toss her sleeping roll down on the grass next to his. She sat down cross legged on the grass next to Alex and began eating her loaf of journey bread.

“Where’s Marka?” Alex asked. The two guards were always together it seemed.

“Marka has first shift on guard duty tonight. She will wake me later for my turn,” Meeva answered after swallowing a bite of her bread.

Meeva was a pretty woman, a little older than Alex with shoulder length red hair and hazel eyes. Alex could see her freckles despite her tan skin. She was wearing long sleeved leather armor and tough leather pants and boots. She carried a sword on her back.

Last night, Marka had sat next to him as he finished his evening meal. Marka was a tall slender Wood Elf with long brown hair and green eyes. She was dressed and armed in a similar fashion to her human friend. Alex had been surprised when Marka had laid down her sleeping roll next to his.

Alex and Arban were not officially part of the Guard detail for the caravan, so they didn’t have to take a turn at guard duty. Alex was used to sleeping lightly when out in the field, so he had woken when he heard Meeva change places with Marka in the sleeping roll as the Elf went on her shift. Through half closed eyes he could see Meeva leaning on her arm, watching him in the light of the two moons. After a few minutes, the red head had laid down and was soon asleep.

After all three of them had finished eating, they readied their bedrolls. Meeva placed her’s so it was touching his.

“You don’t have to place your bed so close to mine,” Alex said with a frown as the sun set behind the mountains. He thought he heard Arban let out a soft chuckle from behind him.

“But Alex, we promised Taiya that we would keep an eye on you. A very close eye,” the red head said with an innocent look.

Alex’s frown deepened in confusion. He remembered that right before the caravan had set out from Oktoban, he had seen Taiya huddled closely with Marka and Meeva. The three of them had been talking and laughing.

“Taiya asked you to watch over me?” he asked.

“Oh yes, we promised her we would take care of you. Very good care of you,” Meeva said with a wicked smile as she trailed her eyes down over Alex’s body. With a little laugh she got into her sleep roll.

Alex got into his sleep roll as well. He turned to look at Meeva. She was staring back at him. Alex turned to face the other way. He heard her giggle softly. Alex lay there for a time, wondering what Taiya was scheming, until he drifted off to sleep.


Chapter three


“Good morning!” Marka said cheerfully as he woke up and stretched. The Elf was rolling up her sleeping roll.

“Morning,” Alex replied.

Arban’s bed was already rolled up. Alex got up and rolled up his bed, tying it up tightly.

“Good morning,” Arban said as he walked back to them from the supply wagon. He handed each of them a small journey loaf. Marka ate quickly and then gathered up her gear and headed to get her horse.

Alex took his time as he and Arban were not officially working. They watched the Dwarven workers hitch up the eight wagons that made up the caravan. The wagon wheels creaked as the wagons were turned and placed in a row.

The wagons were pulled by a team of four horses except for two that had eight horses attached. Those two wagons were larger with six wheels, made to carry heavy loads of ore. Each wagon had two Dwarven workers that took turns driving.

There were twenty mounted guards with chainmail shirts and various weapons. The Dwarves had hired an additional eight warriors from the Caravan Guards for additional security. It had the appearance of organized chaos between the snorting of the horses and the men calling out to each other as everyone maneuvered into position.

The horses reminded Alex of the small sturdy mountain ponies he had ridden in Central Asia when his unit was working with local tribes. The horses were a good size for the Dwarves who seemed to average a little over 5 feet in height with stocky builds.

As the caravan pulled away from the way stop, Alex and Arban readied their horses and gear. It would take the caravan a few minutes to get into a rhythm and reach the steady pace that it would travel at throughout the morning. The two men easily caught up and worked their way to the front. Meeva gave him a smile and a wink as he passed her.

The ground had been steadily rising since noon yesterday and soon they were climbing the foothills of the mountains. The ground was dry and rocky with some bushes and the occasional clump of small trees.

He noticed that the Dwarves had loosened their weapons in their sheaths and were constantly scanning the hills around them. Taking their cue from the Dwarves, Alex and the rest of the party became extra vigilant. Grim focus replaced the smiles and easy banter of the last two days.

They caravan paused briefly at noon for a food and water break. A third of them ate at a time while the rest kept watch. As they resumed their journey Alex noticed tree stumps near the road. The Dwarves had cleared away any cover that could hide an ambush.

After they had been on the road for about an hour, the road leveled out on a flat section. Alex caught movement out of the corner of his eye. To his left the ground rose up to a little ridge about two hundred yards away. On top of the ridge was a solitary Harg, watching them. The Dwarves had seen him too and the commander halted the caravan.

The workers that were not driving the wagons, reached under their seats and pulled out crossbows. The weapons were already loaded with bolts and ready for action. At a nod from the commander, one of the Dwarven guards lifted a ram’s horn to his lips and blew one long note.

“Do you think it’s a scout?” Alex asked Arban as he nudged his horse closer to the Orc.

“Maybe, maybe not,” the Orc replied.

Alex scanned the terrain around them, his training coming back to him. During his first few days on Ktor, Alex had been careless, and he had been captured by a Harg and his crew of Rockskins. He wasn’t going to be caught unawares again.

“That little hill to our right might be hiding more of them. I’m going to check it out," Alex said and the Orc nodded. Alex used the wrist loop to secure his grip on his club and then he wheeled his horse and kicked her into a gallop.

In a moment he had crested the hill. The terrain stretched away for a few hundred yards before climbing into the next hill. Alex saw no traces of activity, so he galloped back to the caravan.

As he reached Arban, the Harg on the ridge was still standing there, looking at them. Alex and Arban walked nudged their horses close to the commander.

Minutes passed as they watched the lone Harg scout on the hill. Then the hair on Alex’s neck rose in a chill as twenty more of the fierce bull men came into view as they crested the top of the ridge. The sun glittered of their armor and weapons. The two groups stared at each other in silence.

“Why don’t they attack?” Alex asked.

“Nine Hargs attacked a caravan two weeks ago. They lost three warriors and the caravan lost eight before they were driven off. They have brought more warriors, but so have we. Including eight crossbows at the ready,” the Dwarven Captain said without taking his eyes off the Hargs.

The caravan commander nodded to the Dwarf who was next to him. The Dwarven guard raised the horn to his lips and sounded two long notes. As the echoes died away, two answering horn notes sounded from the north.

Some of the Harg’s on the ridge shifted uncomfortably and glanced to the north. Their leader must have issued some unheard command. The bullmen turned away and moved down the far side of the ridge. In a moment they had disappeared.

“Should I send soldiers to check after them?” the Dwarf with the ram’s horn asked the commander.

“No. We need to stay together and keep moving,” the commander answered. The guard nodded and gave the signal for the caravan to resume its journey.

The wagon drivers set their wagons in motion while their coworkers kept watch with their crossbows. The guards were even more tense and watchful than before. Alex guessed that the answering horn call had come from a Dwarven patrol that was in the area.

“Do you think the Harg’s were going to attack us before the other horn scared them off?” Alex asked as he rode next to the Orc.

“They were thinking about it,” Arban answered with a shrug.

“Even though we almost outnumbered them two to one?” Alex asked in surprise.

“Two to one? The Harg’s probably considered that even odds,” the Orc replied with a laugh.

“The Harg are 7 feet tall, strong and fierce fighters,” Arban continued. “But they can’t be sure how close or how many are in that group that answered our call. They did the wise thing and retreated. The Dwarven commander is also smart in keeping us moving.”

Alex had only seen one Harg up close and in person. The bull man had certainly been tall and powerfully built. Thankfully, Taiya had fried him with a fireball while Alex was fighting with a Rockskin.

The wagon train had only been travelling for about ten minutes when Alex heard the pounding of hooves ahead of them on the road. Soon a large party of mounted Dwarven soldiers came into view.

The caravan commander halted the wagons momentarily while he spoke to the officer in charge of the soldiers. A moment later the officer led the Dwarven soldiers past the caravan, heading towards where they had last seen the Hargs. The caravan continued northward.

“Do you think the Dwarven soldiers will catch the Hargs?” Alex asked Arban as they rode along.

“Hard to say. The horses that the Dwarves favor are built for strength and stamina, not speed. Hargs are surprisingly fast runners for their size. They can keep up a steady pace for a long time,” the Orc responded thoughtfully with a frown.

“The Dwarves will probably be cautious to avoid an ambush,” Alex added.

“Aye, there’s that as well,” the Orc nodded.

In a short while, the wagons passed a stout watch tower on the west side of the road. The tower was a crude two story square structure. A wooden palisade surrounded the tower, some smaller buildings and a large courtyard. The whole encampment had a look of newness, even the wood of the palisade wall seemed like it had been recently cut.

“Well, that wasn’t here the last time I came to Igrim two years ago,” Arban said. “I wondered how those Dwarven soldiers arrived so quickly. It’s still about a two-hour journey to Igrim proper.”

“This trade route must be very important for the Dwarves. The hills here can give the Hargs cover and make it easier for them to conduct raids. This base allows the Dwarves a quicker response time to threats,” Alex said, thinking out loud about the situation the Dwarves had found themselves in. The Orc looked at him curiously for a moment and then nodded in agreement.

The road grew steeper past the tower. A large mountain loomed ahead of them. As the sun hung low in the west, the wagon train crested a final hill and Alex saw a large flat plain ahead of them. At the far end, Alex could see large looming castle walls.

The road leveled out and passed through a wide opening in a low stone wall. There were some farmhouses and what looked like animal corrals in the fields on either side of the road. Alex thought the area looked abandoned. There were no animals in the pens and no sign of activity around the houses. No crops were planted, even though it was springtime.

“Look,” Arban pointed towards one of the farmhouses on the west side of the road. The building was half collapsed and showed signs of having been burnt.

“That little outer wall is meant to keep farm animals in, not raiders out,” the Orc said.

“It’s not very defensible. Looks like they abandoned it and withdrew inside those walls,” Alex said as they continued towards the Dwarven city. The curved stone wall ahead of them was anchored into the sheer sides of the mountain.

As they drew closer, Alex guessed that the walls were about 40 feet high. The walls were solidly built with parapets on top and with two massive towers flanking a gatehouse. A dozen grim faced Dwarves in chainmail armor guarded the open gate.

Inside the wall were a few more farms and more animal pens. The animal pens were crowded with sheep and goats. The road here was cobbled with stones. Dwarves hurried about their business. Many of their faces seemed tense.

They passed a large two-story building on the right. The sign on the outside said “The Visitor’s Inn”.

“There is only one Inn inside Igrim, and it is very expensive. Most visitors stay out here,” the Orc explained. “Our Guildhouse here isn’t very large, but there is more than enough room for us and the guards.”

The wagons passed through a smaller gate and walls which protected two massive open doors fastened to an arched opening in the mountain’s side.

“The Great Gates of Igrim,” Arban said softly. The gates had to be fifty feet tall at their curved tops Alex estimated. Each door was fashioned from thick wooden logs bound by stout bands of iron. Truly an impressive sight he thought as they passed into the mountain.


Chapter four


Igrim

Beyond the gates, the road became a hallway which sloped downward at a slight angle with a gentle curve to the right. The ceiling was easily fifty feet in height at the entrance, but it quickly tapered down to about twenty feet.

The passage was wide enough for two wagons to pass each other with plenty of room to spare. The sound of the horses' hooves echoed along the passage.

Light was provided by two sources. The walls had lanterns hung every few feet. But what was surprising were the blocks of glowing yellow stone that were randomly spaced along the walls, floor and ceiling. They didn’t give off as much light as the lanterns.

Alex guessed that if the lanterns went out, the stone’s light would still be sufficient to light the road. Alex thought he heard the sound of water in the distance.

After they had travelled about 200 yards, the hallway opened into an enormous underground chamber. The path ended at a flat area that was a third of the way up the chamber. To the right, another wide path sloped down to the floor of the chamber.

Alex stopped and looked at the city of Igrim in amazement. The chamber was shaped like an oval about a mile in width and half of that in depth. The walls arched up to a vaulted ceiling several hundred yards above his head. He could see shafts cut high into the walls that served to let light and air into the chamber. The mysterious yellow stone blocks were everywhere, lending a soft yellow glow to the scene.

To his left, a high slender waterfall cascaded into a large pool which emptied out in a stream which wound its way below his vantage spot. Across the stream were buildings made of stone blocks along wide streets with small trees and small garden plots. The buildings were either one or two stories tall.

Along the far wall were rows of terraces with what looked like buildings carved into the stone walls. The streets were bustling with activity.

“I’ve been here a dozen times, yet the view from here always takes my breath away,” Arban said softly as he moved his horse next to Alex.

“There must be room for maybe a thousand people here,” Alex guessed.

“Several thousand, actually,” Arban replied. “This is the main chamber, but there are many more side chambers and a few more levels beneath this one.”

They gazed over the scene for a few more minutes before continuing down the path. The path ended at a broad street and shortly they came to the Guildhouse of Igrim. Across from the Guildhouse was a bustling marketplace. Most of the citizens of Igrim were Dwarves, but in the market, Alex could see a few Humans and Orcs.

The two men stabled their horses and Arban went into the Guildhouse to claim a room as was his right as a Wagon Master. Alex went to the bunkhouse and claimed the first empty cubicle he came across. He stowed away his gear and went out to the yard.

The Caravan Guards reminded Alex of the army with their uniformity of structure. This was the third Guildhouse he had seen, and they all were similar except for the size. A Guildhouse, bunkhouse, stables and warehouses. Alex was surprised that this guildhouse was only as big as the one in Arras, considering that Igrim was much larger and was bustling with trade.

“Let’s grab dinner,” Arban said as he exited the Guildhouse and walked towards Alex. “Master Otto is busy sorting out the newly arrived goods. I will give him the dispatches from Heda later.”

The two men headed back into the bunkhouse and made their way to the kitchen. They helped themselves to bowls of stew and small loaves of crusty brown bread. The food served by the bunkhouse kitchens was always simple and hearty.

Tonight’s stew was thick with vegetables and cubes of braised meat. Alex guessed that it was lamb, but he wasn’t sure. Whatever it was, it was quite tasty with a touch of hot spice.

“Ahh, goat stew! Dwarven cooks make the best goat dishes,” Arban said with a contented sigh as he dug into his bowl.

“Why is that?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know,” Arban shrugged his broad shoulders. “Maybe because it’s their main source of meat. Their goat herds thrive both outside and inside their mountains.”

That made sense Alex thought. Dwarven cooks probably experimented a lot with goat to keep it from becoming boring. The stew was so tasty, both men had a second helping.

Afterwards they made their way to the Guildhouse. The Orc retrieved a leather satchel from his room then they made their way to the main office.

“Wagon Master Arban! Welcome! So good to see you again!” An elderly, white bearded Dwarf stood up from his desk to greet them.

“Caravan Master Otto, it’s good to see you as well!” Arban replied with a big smile and the two men grasped hands.

“May I present Strongman Alex,” the Orc said and waved Alex closer.

“A Strongman!” Master Otto said as he appraised Alex.

“Welcome to Igrim,” the Dwarf said and stuck out his hand, his face turning serious. Alex grasped the Dwarves' hand, ready for the test of his strength. The Dwarf squeezed as hard as he could, and Alex slowly squeezed back, gradually increasing the pressure.

“Owww!” said Otto with a laugh, releasing his grip. Alex nodded and smiled at the older man. Arban laughed and patted Alex on the shoulder.

“These are papers and reports from Master Heda,” the Orc said and handed over the leather satchel to Master Otto. The Dwarf nodded and sat the bag on his desk.

“How is Heda?” he asked.

“She is well,” Arban replied.

“Hopefully I can go visit her soon. I have a new assistant that I am training. A few more months and he will be able to oversee the operations here and I will be able to take a little break!” Master Otto said with a sigh.

“What happened to your last assistant?” Arban asked in surprise.

“Karl? He was sent to Yarkoom to set up a trading post there. Hopefully in time, it will become a full-fledged Guildhouse. The Dwarves of Yarkoom are even less trusting of the Caravan Guards than those here in Igrim,” Master Otto answered with a smile.

“Master Otto, I am new to the Caravan Guards. Why do the Dwarves not trust the Caravan Guards?” Alex asked curiously.

“Old rivalries. The Caravan Guards were originally organized by a clan of Dragonkin. The majority of the Master’s Council is still made up of Dragonkin. The Dwarves and Dragonkin have fought many a battle in the past over gemstone mines. Both people are inordinately fond of pretty rocks. Both like accumulating treasure.

“The Dragonkin in the east figured out that there was money to be made in organizing and protecting trade routes. They have become very wealthy and don’t need to fight the Dwarves over treasure when it is much easier and safer to buy what they want,” Master Otto explained.

“But the Dwarves still don’t trust the Dragonkin?” Alex asked.

“The Dwarves still have trouble with the western Dragonkin. Luckily, they are not numerous people. It’s been many years since they have fought a major battle,” The Caravan Master replied.

“The Eastern Dragonkin are very different from the ones here in the west,” Arban added. “The western clans are wild and fierce, while the ones in the east are cold and calculating and very civilized.”

“A few more generations and the Dwarves will relax and see that it will benefit them to fully utilize all that the Caravan Guards have to offer to increase their trade,” Master Otto said with a nod.

Master Otto offered to give Alex a tour of Igrim the next day in the afternoon. Arban wanted to come along as well, since it had been a couple of years since his last visit to the city. With that settled, they left Master Otto’s office and retired to their separate quarters.


Chapter five


The next morning Arban joined Alex for breakfast and afterwards they stopped by Master Ottos’s office so Alex could withdraw some gold in order to purchase some armor.

“How much do you need?” Master Otto asked him.

“I am looking for a Dwarven chainmail shirt. How much should I pay for one?” Alex asked the Caravan Master.

“Dwarven mail isn’t cheap, but it’s a good investment,” Master Otto nodded approvingly. “I would say it should run you in the neighborhood of 150 to 200 gold pieces depending on specifics.

“Now if you want an enchantment added, the price will be three or four times more. Varner makes fine armor and he is a Forgemaster if you want enchanted. He has taken over his uncle’s smithy in the marketplace.”

“I will take 200 gold,” Alex said and handed over his paydisc. Master Otto pricked Alex’s finger with a small knife and he let a drop of his blood fall onto the disc. Then the Dwarf pulled out his ring chain and activated the disc, adjusting Alex’s balance. He then counted out 200 gold pieces which Alex placed in a pouch. He thanked the Caravan Master and he and the Orc headed towards the nearby market.

“What kind of magic is in that ring that they use to adjust the paydiscs?” Alex asked the Orc as they crossed the street towards the market.

“Only the Caravan Masters know the mystery of their rings. It’s a closely guarded secret. I asked my brother Jonah about it and he wouldn’t tell me anything. He said it was necessary security precaution should a ring fall into the wrong hands,” the Orc said with a shrug.

The Orc then suggested that they look for Varner’s smithy. Arban asked one of the Dwarven soldiers standing by the entrance to the market.

“If you be wanting the best, see Varner. There are only two Forgemaster’s in Igrim. One only works for the King. The other is Varner,” the guard said with a nod and then directed them in the proper direction.

Varner’s workshop was located along the right side of the market. A strongly built dwarf was supervising a young Dwarf who was heating up a length of metal in the furnace. Another young Dwarf was operating a bellows which blew air into the furnace.

Once the piece of metal was heated to the Older Dwarf’s satisfaction, he gave a nod, and the young Dwarf took the metal to an anvil where he began to pound it with a hammer. The Dwarf working the bellows stopped pumping and went to observe the work being done on the glowing metal. The supervising Dwarf noticed the newcomers standing there watching him.

“How can I help you?” he asked as he walked over to them.

“I heard that Varner makes the finest armor in all of Igrim,” Alex said.

“Aye, that’s true. And I should know. I’m Varner,” the Dwarf replied. “What are you interested in?”

“I’m looking for a chainmail shirt,” Alex replied.

“A Dwarven mail shirt is expensive,” the Dwarf said and crossed his arms.

“How much?” Alex asked and crossed his arms as well.

“Sleeveless, short sleeve or long sleeved?” Varner asked.

“Short sleeve,” Alex responded.

“Hip, thigh or knee?” the smith asked. Alex guessed that the smith was referring to the shirt’s length.

“Hip,” he said after considering for a moment. The smith nodded and was silent for a few moments.

“250 gold,” Varner said.

“150 gold,” was Alex’s reply. He had watched Taiya barter with merchants. The merchants on Ktor expected you to haggle with them in the same way he had learned to haggle with the merchants in some of the bazaars of Central Asia.

“I make the finest mail shirts you can buy... 225,” the blacksmith countered.

“It’s only hip length... 175,” offered Alex.

“My shirts are flexible and comfortable... 210,” Varner said.

“It’s short sleeved, you will hardly use any metal... 190,” Alex countered again. He thought he saw Varner’s lips curl up in a momentary smile.

“Your life is priceless and my armor will keep you alive longer... 195,” the Dwarf said. Alex was quiet for a moment, as if he was considering.

“195 it is,” Alex said with a nod.

“195,” Varner said with a smile and reached out his hand. Alex braced himself for the inevitable shock he felt when he touched someone with Power for the first time. The two men shook hands to seal the deal.

Alex was surprised when he felt no shock. Varner turned and walked to his worktable to get a piece of string. He used it to measure Alex’s shoulders, chest and waist. Alex wondered why he hadn’t felt a shock. He wondered if his Elder Touched Power only worked with women.

“Your shirt will be ready in two days,” the blacksmith said after he had measured Alex. Alex counted out the gold pieces and Varner thanked him for his business. They then left the Dwarves to their business and went to explore the rest of the market

“I’m surprised the shirt will be ready in only two days,” Alex said as he wandered through the market with Arban.

“Did you not see all the various strips of chainmail hanging on the back wall?” the Orc asked in surprise.

“No, I was focused on the furnace and the metal they were heating,” Alex replied.

“The smith has those strips ready so it will be less work to finish a piece of armor. They can be connected fairly quickly. Now, if you wanted a plate armor chest and back piece, that would take longer. The smith would have to forge pieces made to your measurements,” the Orc explained. Alex nodded in understanding.

The market was similar to those he had seen in Arras and Oktoban. Some vendors had breads, meats, fruits and vegetables on display. Others offered bolts of cloth, leather or wool. Some were seamstresses or tailors and had clothing for sale, ranging from ready made to custom made.

Kitchenware and tools were on display as well as weapons and shields. One of the streets had a number of vendors with sweets and pastries for sale. Another street specialized in miscellaneous household goods.

Most of the people in the market were Dwarves. Alex did see a few merchants and shoppers who were either Human or Orc. He had only seen one Elven man who had a stall selling small casks of wines and beers.

“It seems that it is mainly Dwarves that live and work in Igrim,” Alex commented.

“Indeed. Most of the other races don’t care to live underground for long periods. All the Dwarven cities are like Igrim. An interesting place to visit, but most non-Dwarves find it depressing after a few months or years.

“There is money to be made here, so you will find adventurous merchants who will set up shop for a few years, save their money and then move on,” the Orc explained.

They explored for a time and then stopped at an open area that had tables and benches. Food and drink vendors lined the outside of the small plaza. Arban suggested they try the sandwiches an Orc was selling at one of the stands. Alex paid for the meal and two mugs of beer from a Dwarf who had a stand next to the Orc’s.

The sandwiches consisted of strips of lamb meat on what looked and tasted like a pita bread. The sandwich was topped with sliced onion and the vendor had squeezed the juice from something that looked like a red lemon on top.

Alex thought the lamb was delicious with the onions and the hint of citrus from whatever that red fruit was. The beer was good, though Alex was still not used to the idea of drinking so early in the day, even if it was only one beer.

The two men finished their lunch and returned their empty mugs to the Dwarven beer vendor. They headed back to the Guildhouse in search of Master Otto who had promised them a tour of the Dwarven city.


Chapter six


The slender waterfall fell into a large pool below the main entrance to Igrim. The sound of the water splashing gave a pleasant background noise to the activity of the city. Alex could see that the clear water of the pool was well stocked with fish. The water overflowed the far end of the pool into a stream which meandered through the southern part of the city before disappearing into a small opening in the cavern wall.

“The water is kept stocked with fish raised in ponds in one of the lower levels. The citizens, especially the children, will often fish from this pond or the stream as a pastime,” Master Otto explained.

As the three of them walked the streets of Igrim, the Dwarf pointed out various taverns and shops. As in other cities, the merchants who could afford their own shop as opposed to renting in the marketplace often had finer and more expensive goods for sale.

“What is that building?” Alex asked as they passed a round two-story building. Instead of doors, the building had a large open archway as its entrance. A large capstone at the top of the arch featured an image of a pickaxe.

“Igrim’s Temple of Fet. The pickaxe reminds us that he watches over those who work under the ground. The open arch signifies that all are welcome in the Temple,” Master Otto explained. He reached inside his shirt and pulled out a chain with a small golden pickaxe dangling from it.

“I have spent most of my life above ground and I have never worked in a mine, but I still give Fet the honor he is due as the helper of my people,” the Dwarf explained. Alex nodded in understanding and they continued walking.

Otto took them through a large passage at the far end of the main cavern. The tunnel was gently curved and it sloped downward. The passage opened into a small cave which was set up as a farm. The ceiling was studded with yellow glow stones for extra light. The Dwarf explained that there were numerous farm caves which provided food for Igrim’s people.

A broad tunnel led out from the far end of the farm cave. The tunnel was like a wide street with people walking up and down it as they went about their business. On either side of the tunnel, various sized caves opened up. Some of the caves housed farms while others housed goats.

“The goats seem to thrive underground as compared to sheep,” Otto informed them.

Soon they reached a point where another large tunnel branched off from the main passage. Otto explained that the side passage led to another living area. They continued along the main tunnel.

Eventually the passage opened into a spacious and airy cavern. The first part of the cavern was a large park with grass and small trees. Alex was surprised to see a number of birds flying about.

“Old King Franz had this carved out to be a place of play and relaxation for his people,” said Otto.

Just past the park was a grassy area. It was filled with playthings for small children.

The path wound between two ponds. Otto asked him to check the temperature of the water in each pond. Alex placed his hand in each water and was surprised that the water on the left was very cold while the water on the right was quite warm.

“How is that possible?” Alex asked.

Auto explained that the water on the left came from an underground stream while the water on the right was fed from an underground hot spring.

“I am surprised at how empty the park is,” Arban remarked.

“I think that the people of Igrim are so used to this place that they often take it for granted,” the Dwarf replied with a sad smile.

Just past the lakes, the path forked. They took the right fork which led to another tunnel which sloped downward. This led to a series of caves, and each contained a pool of water. The air was humid from the steam rising from some of the pools. There were elderly Dwarves relaxing in some of the pools.

“These are the famous hot springs of Igrim,” Master Otto told them. “You can’t leave the city without trying them!”

The Dwarf explained that the pools ranged in temperature from ice cold to almost unbearably hot.

“It's been ages since I soaked in these pools. I'll have to come back down and relax later. You must try them Alex,” the Orc said enthusiastically.

“That sounds great. I will definitely try them,” Alex replied with a nod.

They left the springs and went back to the main path. Continuing along they came to an area with cages filled with various animals. It reminded Alex of a zoo.

“And this is the King's Trophy room. First built by King Franz and expanded by his successors,” said Otto.

There were all manner of beasts in the cages. One large cat-like creature reminded Alex of a lion but with reddish fur. Signs on posts in front of cages had descriptions. The red lion’s sign said “Makal Lion”.

There was a large ape like creature held in a huge pit with bars over the top. The creature was easily 8 feet tall and heavily muscled. Its fur was a silvery white color. The sign read “Great White Rasha – captured near the Kver Pass”.

There were cages filled with beautifully plumed birds. There was a cage with bears. Another cage held a family of small orange colored monkeys. There was even a Zimzah lizard on display.

Alex noticed a number of people gathered at one of the nearby cages.

“Oh, yes! I had heard the dragonette had given birth,” Otto said when he noticed the small crowd. “I see that the King himself has come to see for himself.”

Alex guessed that the king was the one wearing a jeweled crown and jeweled arm bracelets. The king was accompanied by three other well dressed Dwarves and two Dwarven guards. The Dwarven guards were muscular and armed with double bladed battle axes. The guards eyed Alex, Arban and Otto warily as they approached.

Alex's party stood to one side and looked at the creatures in the cage. The dragonette was a long thin lizard-like creature with a long tail. It reminded Alex of a twenty foot long iguana. Instead of leathery skin like the Zimzah lizard, the dragonette had greyish brown armored scales covering its body.

There were two baby versions of the creature near the mother. They looked like small versions of the mother, except that their scales were whitish in color.

The display sign said “Wingless Dragonette”. Alex wondered if that meant there were winged versions of the monster flying around Ktor.

As there wasn't much room to get close to the cage because of all the people, Alex turned and walked towards some of the other nearby cages.

The next cage contained the skeleton of a Rockskin on display. It was held together by metal wires.

Next to the Rockskin skeleton was a display holding a massive skull. The sign said “Skull of a Green Dragon”. Alex shook his head in wonder. The skull was shaped like something out of a fairy tale. He guessed that the creature’s body must have been as big as an elephant to support a skull that size.

Another nearby cage contained a huge snake-like creature. It was probably a foot and half in diameter and Alex guest 30 feet long. The scaly skin was a golden brown color. The eyes were brown flecked with gold and two small horns swept back from the creature's forehead. The snake creature watched Alex attentively.

The snake’s forked tongue slid in and out of its mouth testing the air. The bars of its cage were twice as thick as the cage bars of other creatures.

The next cage was large but empty. The sign said “Goblins prisoners captured near Igrim.” Alex wondered what had happened to the Goblins.

There were two more cages at the back of the room. The first cage was empty. Alex thought the last cage was empty as well but then he noticed a creature sitting with its back to him in the corner. The cage contained some straw on the floor and some bowls of food and water.

At first Alex thought that the creature was some kind of monkey. Then he noticed the creature had short grey fur and pointy ears like a fox. A bushy tail completed the foxlike look.

The creature seemed lonely and its posture was dejected. It must have sensed Alex watching him because the creature looked over its shoulder at him. Its eyes were brown and full of sorrow. Its face was a cross between a fox and a human or a monkey. It wore a thin metal collar around its neck. Alex guessed that he was about five feet tall.

“The mysterious Foxman,” Otto explained as he and Arban came up beside Alex.

Alex looked at the sign in front of the cage. ‘Foxman prisoner. Captured alongside a Goblin Patrol’.

The Foxman stood up and approached them warily. The only clothes it was wearing was a ragged cloth tied around its loins. Alex guessed that it was a male of the species.

The Foxman was sniffing the air warily, its eyes focused on Alex. His eyes narrowed.

“Smells like a Witch,” the Foxman muttered softly.

“Amazing! This is the first time I have heard him speak,” Master Otto said in surprise. Arban looked at the Foxman and then at Alex curiously.

“Have you come to gawk at me Human? I have nothing to teach you. Go away!” the Foxman made shooing motions with its hands towards Alex. The Foxman spoke with an accent to his voice. It was the first time Alex had noticed a difference in someone’s speech on Ktor

“Why are you so angry?” asked Alex, surprised by the creature’s reaction to him.

“Angry? Trade places with me for a year or two and then let me ask you the same question!” the Foxman replied.

The King's party, drawn by the commotion, approached the Foxman’s cage. One of the King's retainers was pointing excitedly at the Foxman.

“Sire! The Foxman has finally spoken again!” the retainer exclaimed.

“Well, it seems you have him riled up. Most of the time he just sits and sulks,” the King said as he walked closer to the Foxman's cage.

“More fools come to stare at me,” the Foxman said as he looked at them in disdain.

“Watch your tongue Foxman, you are in the presence of King Dant!” one of the Dwarven guards said angrily.

“Why? Are you going to kill me? What does it matter? I died a long time ago,” the Foxman said bitterly. Alex was taken aback by the hurt in the creature’s voice.

“I hope the snake monster escapes from his cage and eats all of you,” the Foxman added softly. Then he turned and walked back to the corner of the cage. He sat down with his back to them.

“When I was a child, I thought the Foxman was amusing. Now all he does is sit in silence and sulk in the corner of his cage,” the King said with a frown. Shaking his head, the king turned and walked away, his retainers and guards around him.

Alex felt pity for the creature. He wondered how long he had been in the cage. No surprise that he was angry and full of bitterness.

“Well, that is today's tour of Igrim,” said Otto. “Let's head back up to the main level. There is a pleasant tavern there and I will treat you to dinner!”

“Lead the way and my belly will follow!” the Orc said with a smile as he patted his stomach.

With a last look at the Foxman, Alex turned and followed the other men back to the main section of the city.


Chapter seven


In the morning, after breakfast, Alex trained with the Orc in the Guildhouse yard. They practiced with quarterstaffs. Alex had experience with pugil sticks and Arban was impressed with how quickly Alex picked up quarterstaff fighting.

After practice, Alex went to the bathing room and relaxed in one of the tubs. The only other occupant was an elderly attendant who gave Alex a shave after his bath. As he was finishing the shave, Marka and Meeva came into the bathroom wearing only towels.

“There you are Alex! Where have you been hiding from us?” Meeva said playfully.

“I've been busy,” he replied, trying not to smile as the attendant worked on his sideburns.

The two women stood on either side of the reclined chair where Alex was getting shaved. They dropped their towels showing off their fit and sexy bodies.

“Maybe you would like to stay and help us get cleaned up,” Marka asked with a smile.

“I'd love to but I have something important I need to do,” he replied.

The two women sighed and then slid into two of the ready tubs. Alex finished and left the room trying not to stare at their breasts as they soaked their bodies and smiled enticingly at him.

Alex dressed and went to the kitchen where he had lunch. As he ate, his mind kept drifting back toward the Foxman.

Alex was troubled by the sadness and bitterness that he saw in the Foxman. He was being treated like an animal and put on display in a cage. Alex thought he would be just as bitter in the same situation.

Alex quickly finished his lunch and headed out toward the tunnels. Soon he was standing in front of the last cage in the Trophy Room. It looked like the Foxman hadn't moved. Just inside the bars was a bowl of fresh fruit and another bowl containing water. It looked like neither had been touched.

“You’re not hungry? Alex asked. The Foxman looked over his shoulder at Alex.

“Why do you care?” the Foxman answered after regarding Alex for a minute.

“I don’t know,” Alex said with a shrug.

The Foxman slowly stood up and walked towards Alex. He sniffed the air warily.

“What are you? Are you a Witch?” asked the Foxman.

Alex was surprised by the question. The Foxman must be able to sense the Power in him. He remembered that Taiya had said some folks were “Sniffers” whose only manifestation of Power was the ability to sense Power in others.

“No, I’m not a Witch or a Wizard,” Alex said.

The Foxman walked up to the bars and looked Alex up and down. His eyes were tired and he could see rib bones under his furry skin.

“How long have you been here?” asked Alex.

“Here?” said the Foxman, his brown eyes blinking in surprise at the question. He glanced up at the roof of the cave.

“How can you tell time or the passing of the days when you can't see the sun. I have been here a long, long time.”

“Have you been in this cage the whole time?” Alex asked.

“The bearded ones keep me prisoner here. No, not a prisoner. A caged animal for them to gawk at occasionally,” the Foxman replied bitterly.

“How did you wind up here?” Alex asked. The Foxman looked at Alex for a while before answering.

“That, I'm afraid, is a long story Human,” the Foxman said with a sad face. He turned from Alex and walked back to his corner with his shoulders slumped. The Foxman sat back down on the floor with his back turned to Alex.

Alex tried speaking to him some more, but the Foxman refused to respond and just sat there. Eventually, Alex gave up and went back to the Guildhouse.

Upon reaching the Guildhouse, Alex sought out Master Otto. He found him in his office.

“Excuse me Master Otto, I had some questions to ask you,” Alex said after he was admitted into the Caravan Master’s office.

“Yes, what can I do for you?” the Dwarf said as he looked up from his desk.

“I wanted to ask about the Foxman,” Alex said. Master Otto nodded for him to continue.

“How long has the Foxman been here?” Alex asked.

“I'm not sure,” Otto said with a puzzled look on his face. “I have been here for almost 20 years and the Foxman was already here when I arrived. I believe he was captured during King Lang’s reign. Why do you ask?”

“After lunch, I went back to the King's Trophy Room and spoke to the Foxman. He's not an animal but he's being kept like one. It bothers me greatly to see him treated like that,” Alex explained. Master Otto stroked his white beard, considering what Alex had said.

“Why do you care?” he asked Alex.

Alex began to pace back and forth in front of the Guild Master's desk.

“I'm not sure if I can explain it but it just seems so wrong. Do you think I can convince the King to set him free?” Alex said and paused his pacing as he waited for the Dwarf’s response.

“King Dant is not so generous!” the Dwarf laughed in surprise at Alex’s response.

“Do you think I could buy his freedom?” Alex asked.

Master Otto blinked in surprise as he considered the possibility.

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. The Foxman is unique but he's not much of an attraction. He just sulks in the corner all day. The King may very well part with him for the right price.”

“Do you think it would be possible for you to arrange for me to speak to the King about this?” Alex asked earnestly.

“I will send a message to the King's Hall,” Master Otto said with a nod.

Alex thanked him and left the office.

Alex sought out Arban. He found the Orc in his room sharpening his swords. He was running a whetstone along the edges and then polishing them with an oiled rag. The Orc glanced up from his table.

“Alex. What brings you here with such a serious look on your face?” he asked questioningly.

“Arban, after lunch, I went back to visit the Foxman. The Foxman is a man, he's not an animal, but they keep him locked up in a cage like one,” Alex explained.

“So? That’s the Dwarves business. Why do you care?” the Orc asked curiously.

“It's not right. He's not an animal,” Alex replied.

The Orc laid the swords down on the table along with the wet stone. He gave Alex a long look.

“What are you going to do, break him out?” Arban asked with a frown.

Alex blinked in surprise at the question. Then he laughed.

“Nothing so dramatic! I am going to ask the King if he would sell the Foxman to me,” Alex said.

“Smart thinking!” laughed the Orc. “The Dwarven King won't care about sentimentality. But Dwarves love gold!”

“That's what I wanted to ask you about,” said Alex. “How much do you think I should offer the King for the Foxman?”

The Orc leaned back in his chair as he pondered Alex’s question.

“That's a difficult question,” he finally said. “He is a rare creature. The sign said he was captured with a Goblin patrol. If he was working with the Goblins, that's going to add to the cost, no doubt.”

“Well... how much do you think an exotic prisoner is worth?” Alex asked.

“Easily hundreds of gold pieces,” the Orc said with a frown. “Maybe even 1000.”

Alex nodded thoughtfully. He had almost 10,000 gold pieces on his Caravan Guild paydisc. Alex thanked Arban and went to his room to ponder what he should offer for the Foxman’s freedom.


Chapter eight


The next morning, as Alex was finishing breakfast, one of Master Otto’s assistants came up to him. The man told him that the Caravan Master wanted to see him immediately. Alex hurried over to the office.

“I was able to get you an audience with King Dant. But we need to head over there right now,” said the Dwarf.

“Before we go, I'd like to withdraw an emerald from my paydisc” said Alex. Master Otto’s mouth opened in surprise, then he just shrugged and accepted the paydisc that Alex was handing over. A minute later the Dwarf handed back his disc and then handed him an emerald.

The King's Hall was carved into the highest level of the far back wall of the main cavern. A wide path snaked up past two terraced levels and then ended at a double door gate. The gate was guarded by 4 dwarves with heavy chain mail and armed with double bladed battle axes. One of them nodded when he recognized Master Otto and two of the others opened one of the doors and ushered them inside.

Otto led Alex down a long hallway to another set of double doors. A pair of guards opened the doors for them to pass through. The room beyond was large and broad and filled with desks and tables. Alex guessed that there were about 30 Dwarves in the room, all seemingly busy taking notes or talking to others seated across the table from them.

Directly across the room was another set of double doors. Again, the doors were guarded by a pair of guards.

“What is your business with the King?” asked one of the guards in a bored voice.

“Caravan Master Otto and Strongman Alex. We have been granted an audience with the King,” Otto said in an official voice.

“Wait here,” said the guard and then she disappeared through the door. A minute later she returned and nodded to the other guard. Together they simultaneously opened both of the doors to allow Alex and Otto to pass.

The room on the other side of the doors was a long rectangle with high ceilings. At the far end of the room were a couple of broad steps that led to an ornately carved throne. It was the Dwarven King’s throne room.

King Dant was leaning back leisurely on the throne watching them curiously. He was guarded by a score of Dwarves in shiny plate mail. Half of them were armed with battle axes and the other half armed with hammers.

At the foot of the steps were a couple of tables with Dwarven scribes seated at them. On the first set of steps there were 4 chairs with a diverse group of Dwarves seated at them. Alex guessed that they might be advisors to the king.

A wide red carpet led from the doors all the way up the steps to the throne. Dwarves in chainmail holding two handed swords, point down, were spaced along either side of the carpet.

Otto led Alex a few feet into the room and then paused next to an elderly white bearded Dwarf dressed in a silver embroidered robe. He was holding a large staff, the foot of which was shod with metal. Without looking at them, his gaze fixed on the King, the Dwarf pounded the end of the staff onto the stone floor three times.

“Sire... Caravan Master Otto and Strongman Alex of the Caravan Guards,” the old man said in a surprisingly strong voice.

Otto started walking down the carpeted path towards the throne. Alex followed. They passed between the Dwarves clad in chain mail with the two-handed swords. Along the walls, large stone statues of warrior Dwarves adorned an otherwise bare room. It was an impressive display Alex thought, one of strength rather than wealth.

When they were a few feet away from the steps Otto stopped and bowed from the waist. Alex copied his movements.

“Master Otto, what business have you with me today?” asked the King curiously. From the corner of his eye, Alex saw Otto straighten back up, so he did the same.

“It is not I that has business today sire but rather Alex here who would like to make a request of the King,” said Otto. The King leaned forward and looked at Alex questioningly.

“What is your request?” the King asked him.

“King Dant, I would like to buy the Foxman’s freedom,” Alex answered.

The King's eyes widened in surprise at Alex's request. One of the King's advisors snickered. All the scribes working diligently at their tables looked up in surprise.

“Why?” the King asked and leaned back into his chair.

“The Foxman is not an animal. He's a man and it troubles me to see him caged like a beast,” answered Alex. The King regarded Alex in silence for a while.

“What do we know about the prisoner?” the King looked at his advisors. The advisors looked at each other questioningly. After a moment, the eldest advisor turned towards the scribes at the foot of the steps.

“Records,” the advisor said and one of the scribes hurried out of a side door.

The room was silent for a few minutes as everyone waited for the scribe to return. King Dant watched Alex curiously. Alex returned his gaze with confidence.

The scribe hastened back into the room with a small scroll. The advisor nodded. The scribe unrolled the scroll.

“One Foxman captured during the ambush of the Goblin war party. The Foxman is of an unusual grey color. Wearing a neck collar but was otherwise free. No weapons or armor. Claims to have been captured by the Goblins. The prisoner’s story is suspicious. Goblins are not known to take prisoners. Report from Captain Kizt,” the scribe read out the scroll’s contents.

The King considered what the scribe had said.

“How long ago was this report made,” the King asked. The scribe glanced down at the scroll and did a quick calculation.

“23 years ago, sire,” the scribe answered. The King nodded.

“What do you offer in exchange for the Foxman?” asked the King. The King's advisors looked back at the king in surprise. Alex smiled inwardly. The King was at least willing to consider an offer.

“200 gold pieces,” Alex said.

“You must be joking” the King said and laughed. “That creature is priceless, one-of-a-kind and irreplaceable. 2000 gold pieces.”

“The Foxman sits in the corner all day long with his back to everyone. He is boring and uninteresting. 400 gold pieces,” Alex responded.

“He has been entertaining the people of Ingram since the time of my predecessor. He is an important piece of the King's Trophy Room. 1500 gold pieces,” the King countered.

“He does not deserve to be treated like an animal. 800 gold pieces, "Alex said.

“That’s your opinion. 1300 gold pieces,” King Dant replied.

“1000 gold pieces for his freedom. It is all of my savings as a Caravan Guard. I offer it all in exchange for his freedom,” Alex bluffed.

“1,100 gold pieces and the Foxman is yours,” the King said with narrowed eyes.

Alex was quiet for a minute then he reached into his pocket and pulled out the emerald. He held it up so that the light reflected off its facets. It glittered brightly in the throne room. The eyes of all the Dwarves from the King to the scribes to the guards we're drawn to it.

“One royal emerald. That's the most I can offer,” Alex said, breaking the spell.

The King leaned back in his chair and sat quietly for a moment. King Dant then nodded to one of the scribes. The scribe stood up and approached Alex and held his hand out for the emerald. Alex gave it to him. The scribe held up a magnifying glass and examined the emerald for a moment. The scribe handed the emerald back to Alex and then turned to the King and nodded.

“An emerald for the Foxman. Done,” King Dant said with a nod.

Two of the advisors looked back at the King curiously. The scribe held his hand out again for the emerald. Alex handed it over.

“The Foxman is yours. Do with it what you will,” The King informed them.

“Thank you, King Dant,” Alex said with a little bow.

“Come with me,” the scribe said and led them back to the previous room. He led them to an empty table.

“Sit here and I will return.” the scribe said and scurried off.

“I have to get back to the Guildhouse,” Master Otto said with a smile. “You bargained well, Alex.”

“Thank you for arranging this for me,” Alex said and shook hands with him. Master Otto smiled once more and then left as Alex sat down to wait. A short time later the scribe returned with a scroll and handed it to Alex.

“Here is your receipt for the Foxman,” he said. Alex unrolled the scroll and examined the writing. It was a straightforward document, listing the seller as King Dant of Igrim and the buyer as Strongman Alex of the Caravan Guards. The purchase of one Foxman for the price of 1,000 gold. The date was listed as the 3rd day of the 1st month of the 10th year of King Dant of Igrim’s Rule.

“I will take you to see the Trophy Master. Her office is near the entrance to the Trophy Room,” the scribe said. Alex thanked him and the scribe then escorted him out of the King’s Hall towards the lower levels.


Chapter nine


The Trophy Master’s office was carved into one of the walls just past the entrance of the Trophy Room. The Master was a stout Dwarven woman wearing overalls and tall boots. She was seated at her desk making notations in a ledger. The scribe explained to her that Alex had bought the Foxman.

“What? Impossible! Never has any creature left the cages... we only buy new additions or add prisoners!” the woman sputtered in surprise. Alex showed her the receipt.

“Most unusual, most unusual,” she muttered as she read the document. She looked towards the scribe who nodded his head.

“Gerta!” The Trophy Master called out. A moment later a young Dwarven woman hurried into the room.

“Yes, Trophy Master?” the young woman asked.

“Fetch the Foxman’s leash,” the Trophy Master said.

“But, Trophy Master, the Foxman’s cage was cleaned out two days ago,” Gerta said in confusion.

“The Foxman has been sold to the human. Now bring his leash!” the Trophy Master said in an agitated voice.

“Yes, Trophy Master!” Gerta said after a moment of stunned silence. She hurried off and returned with a thin, chain-linked leash.

“Gerta will take you to his cage and leash him for you. The Foxman trusts her,” the Trophy Master said and returned to her paperwork.

Gerta led Alex and the scribe to his cage. The Foxman was sitting in the same far corner of the cage. Gerta removed a ring of keys from her belt and opened the cage door. The Foxman looked over his shoulder in surprise.

Gerta entered the cage and locked the door behind her. Alex guessed that that must be standard operating procedure for the workers in order to keep animals from escaping.

“Come here Foxman,” Gerta said in a soft voice. The Foxman stood up and started walking towards Gerta. He stopped in confusion when he saw Alex and the scribe standing outside of the cage.

“Why are you here again Human?” the Foxman said to Alex with a frown.

“I am here because I paid for your freedom,” Alex said simply. The Foxman just stood there, his eyes blinking in confusion as he tried to understand what Alex had just told him.

“Leash the creature,” the scribe said. Gerta blushed in embarrassment and leaned over to clip and lock the leash into a loop at the back of the Foxman’s metal collar. She removed a small key from the leash.

Gerta unlocked the cage door and led the Foxman out to Alex. She handed over the lease and key to him. The scribe looked at Alex.

“Are you satisfied that the transaction has been completed?” he asked Alex.

“Yes,” Alex said.

“If you have no other questions, I will return to my other duties,” the scribe said.

“Nothing else,” Alex said. The scribe nodded and took his leave.

“Are you my new Master?” the Foxman asked in confusion.

“Master? No. I have bought your freedom,” Alex replied.

“How can I remove his collar?” Alex asked Gerta, who was watching them in fascination.

“It's not of Dwarven design. It will probably need to be cut off. You should have a blacksmith look at it,” she replied.

“I will do that, thank you.” Alex said. Alex then reached down and unlocked and removed the leash from the collar.

“What are you doing?” the Foxman asked in confusion as he touched the collar with one hand.

“I told you, I am setting you free. But we will have to find someone that has the skill to remove that collar.” Alex watched as an array of emotions played across the Foxman’s face.

“I still do not understand... why?” the Foxman asked.

“I don’t know... it just felt like the right thing to do,” Alex said with a smile and a shrug of his shoulders.

““I do not understand, but I thank you stranger,” the Foxman said solemnly.

“Call me Alex,” he said and held out his hand.

“I am Janx,” the Foxman said.

He stood up straighter and placed his small hand in Alex’s much bigger hand and clasped it for a moment. Janx then turned to Gerta.

“Alex, in all my long years of captivity, this girl of the cave dwellers was the only one to show me true kindness. Thank you,” Janx said.

Janx took her hand in his hands and pressed it to his forehead in a bow. Gerta’s eyes misted with tears as she broke into a wide smile. She walked with them through the park all the way to the cave’s entrance.

“Take good care of him!” Gerta said as they headed into the passage to the upper levels.

As they reached the main cavern, people stopped to stare at the sight of the Foxman walking with Alex. He led Janx to the market and he went to the armorer’s stall where he had ordered his chainmail shirt.

The smith stared at Janx for a moment before greeting Alex. “Your shirt won’t be ready until tomorrow” Varner said.

“I was here to see if you had the tools to remove the collar from my little friend here,” Alex asked.

“That’s the Foxman from the cages. I can’t help him escape!” the Dwarf said in surprise.

“Don’t worry, I purchased his freedom from the King,” Alex said and showed him the receipt scroll.

The smith read the document and shook his head in disbelief.

“Aren’t you afraid he will run away?” the smith asked.

“No, where will he go?” Alex replied with a smile.

“Let’s have a look,” the Dwarf said with a shrug.

“Hmmm. As a guess, I’d say it was Elvish workmanship, but not of any kind that I have seen before. Shouldn’t be too hard to file off,” the Dwarven smith said and turned to retrieve his tools.

The smith placed a strip of leather between the collar and Janx’s neck as protection. He then carefully filed at the collar. The metal was soft and it didn’t take long to cut through first one side and then again on the opposite side. With the collar removed, Janx rubbed at his neck, a look of wonder on his face. The Foxman bowed low to the Dwarven smith, which brought a smile to the man’s face.

“How much do I owe you?” Alex asked.

“Nothing. The look on your friend’s face was payment enough. Your shirt will be ready tomorrow,” the smith said and turned back to his work.

“I had lost all hope a long time ago that I would ever be free of that collar.” Janx said. “You were serious when you said you purchased my freedom. How can I repay you?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Alex said with a smile. Janx frowned but didn’t say anything. They left Varner’s workshop.

“Is it possible to add to my debt? My clothes fell apart years ago and I have been reduced to wearing rags that the cave dwellers give me?” Janx asked, looking down at his almost naked body.

“Of course! I’m sure there are clothing merchants here.” Alex said and they began exploring the marketplace.

They soon found a merchant specializing in children’s clothes. The Dwarven woman had a pair of green leggings that were a little loose on Janx, but still acceptable. He also found a sleeveless leather vest that laced up the front which fit him reasonably well.

“I have a pattern book which has designs for all manner of folk, even those with tails like Catkin and Wolfkin. But I don’t have anything ready, my customers are all local Dwarves,” the woman said apologetically.

The woman took a few minutes to cut and reinforce a hole in the leggings to allow Janx’s tail free movement.

“I always thought the Foxman seemed so sad in his cage. I’m glad you freed him,” the kind woman said as Alex paid her for the clothes.

“Do you need boots for your feet?” Alex asked Janx as they passed a cobbler’s stall.

The Foxman looked down at his feet. Alex saw that he had feet like a monkey with a big toe like a thumb. It would allow Janx to grasp things easily with his feet.

“The foot coverings? My people do not use those,” Janx replied.

“Where are your people from?” asked Alex as they walked back to the Guild house.

“My people are from a place that we simply called the Land,” said Janx.

“How far away is the Land?” asked Alex.

“Far away I suppose. I don't even know where I am. It was years of travel and passing through many strange places before I was taken by the cave dwellers,” said Janx.

“Do you want to go back to the land?” Alex asked.

“I can never see the Land again,” said Janx, his face expressing a deep sadness.

“You're a free man now, you can go wherever you want to go,” Alex said encouragingly.

“Even if I could go back, I wouldn’t even know where to begin. I have travelled far over land and over water,” Janx replied as they exited the marketplace.

“I am deeply in your debt for my freedom and now for my clothes,” the Foxman added.

“Don't worry about that. I'm happy that I can help you,” Alex replied.

“Ho! Alex!” Alex turned to see Arban walking down the street toward them. The Orc’s hair was wet as if he had been swimming. Alex and Janx reached the Guildhouse and waited for Arban to walk up to them.

“Master Otto told me you had gone to buy the Foxman's freedom” he said with a laugh “He also told me how much you paid. You are a strange one, even for a human!”

Alex just smiled.

“Were you swimming?” asked Alex.

“I was just relaxing in the hot springs. You really need to try them,” the Orc replied as he studied the Foxman.

“His name is Janx. Janx, this is Wagon Master Arban,” Alex introduced the two men to each other. Janx gave Arban a little bow which made the Orc smile.

“We were just going to get some lunch. Would you like to join us?” asked Alex.

“I can't. I have a lunch meeting with Master Otto. I will meet you in the yard for practice afterwards,” Arban said. Alex nodded and headed to the bunkhouse kitchen with Janx.

Lunch was slices of meat that looked like ham, small loaves of bread and some fruit. The Foxman only ate some fruit and a little bread. Every once and a while, the Foxman reached a hand up to his throat, as if he could not believe the collar was no longer there.

Alex spent the afternoon training with Arban. They worked with wooden practice axes. Sometimes they each held an axe. Sometimes Arban held an axe while Alex used a shield and worked on blocking. They would switch places and Alex would work on attacks while Arban blocked them.

Janx watched them curiously. He had climbed the nearby stable fence and sat on the top rail.

“You are getting better,” the Orc said as they took a break to drink some water from the water pump.

“Are you sure?” Alex laughed as he held up his arm, showing off some of the bruises.

“As you get better, I am increasing the tempo of my attacks,” the Orc said with a wicked grin.

“I appreciate your help,” Alex said.

“Of course. I might need you to save my life in a battle someday. Enough rest, back to practice,” Arban said. The two men spent another hour on axe and shield work. Afterwards they enjoyed dinner together in the kitchen. Alex was glad to see that Janx ate a little more food than he had at lunch.


Chapter ten


After dinner Arban headed back to his room and Alex asked Janx if he wanted to go to the hot springs with him.

“I don't know what a hot spring is. But I think it's best if I stay close to you,” Janx said.

As they walked down the tunnel which led to the pools, the Foxman stopped. There was a look of concern on his face.

“You're not taking me back to the cage, are you?” Janx asked, his body tense.

Alex laughed, “No, why would I do that? The hot springs are down the side path.”

Janx let out a sigh of relief and they continued on.

The attendant on duty had a look of surprise when he saw the Foxman.

“I heard that the Foxman had been released. It's strange to see him wearing clothes,” the elderly Dwarven man said.

“He's a man, not a beast,” Alex replied with a frown. The Dwarf nodded.

“Are you familiar with the pools?” the attendant asked.

When Alex said no, he explained that as one progressed down the hallway, the water in each chamber grew progressively hotter. The pools on the opposite side of the hall contained cold water. The baskets in this room were for their clothes.

Alex and Janx took off their clothes and placed them in one of the empty baskets. The attendant gave each of them a towel. Alex thanked him and they went out to try the waters.

Alex stuck his hand in the first chamber’s pool. The water was only lukewarm. Alex tried a few more of the pools until he found one that was hot but not uncomfortably so.

“This place reminds me of the hot waters of the Sunrise Mountains not far from my home.” said Janx. “Hot water flows out of the mountain side but there are only two pools. The temperature of the water is the same in both.”

They laid the towels to the side and climbed into the pool. The pool wall was about three feet high and roughly Oval in shape about 20 feet long and 16 feet wide. There were seats and benches carved into the side of the pool wall which provided seating.

Steam was rising from the water in a gentle mist. Janx let out a sigh as he slid into the water up to his neck. The water was illuminated from underneath by yellow glow stones. Alex found a seat that allowed him to immerse himself up to his neck in the water.

Alex felt his body relax while the hot water soothed his muscles. Both men leaned back and closed their eyes in enjoyment.

“This is wonderful.” Janx said.

“It feels great after that workout Arban gave me,” Alex said.

“Are you and the Orc soldiers?” Janx asked.

“We both work for the Caravan Guards. Arban is a Wagon Master. He oversees the caravan when it is on the road,” Alex explained.

“Ah yes, the wagons that travel between the cities here,” Janx replied. “I was bought by an Elf who travelled from city to city by the wagons.”

“Really? What was the Elf doing?” Alex asked curiously.

“He had a tent and some unique animals. He would charge people money to see the creatures. I was also put on display in the tent,” Janx replied.

“That’s terrible!” Alex said, looking at the Foxman. Janx just shrugged his shoulders.

“Not different than what the cave dwellers did to me,” the Foxman replied.

“Where were you before the Elf bought you?” Alex asked.

“I was on a ship with Elves. They found me on the shore near the water and took me prisoner,” Janx replied.

“How did they-,” Alex started to say.

“What a coincidence to find you here!” Alex heard a woman say from behind him.

“A lucky coincidence!” said another woman.

Alex turned his head and saw Marka and Meeva walking towards him, clad only in towels. As they stood next to the pool, they slowly dropped their towels, showing off their fit and sexy bodies. They climbed into the pool, one on either side of him.

“I was just finishing...” Alex mumbled and tried to stand up. The two women firmly grabbed his arms and pulled him back down.

“Don’t be silly!” Meeva purred.

“Besides, we promised Taiya that we would take care of you,” Marka said with a little laugh.

“Are these your wives?” Janx asked.

“What? No!” Alex replied in confusion.

The two women looked at the Foxman in surprise.

“Alex, did you buy a pet?” Meeva asked as she peered at the Foxman.

“No! He is a Foxman. His name is Janx,” Alex replied.

“Fascinating!” The Elf said.

“How many wives do you have?” Janx asked.

“I don’t have any wives!” Alex said. He was having trouble concentrating as Meeva started kissing his shoulder. Marka started running her fingers through his hair.

Janx frowned and asked him why not. Alex was reminded of a time he spoke to a tribal leader. The man had 17 wives and 84 children. A not uncommon thing in the predominantly Muslim areas of Central Asia. The man had laughed when Alex had said he did not have any wives.

“Uhhh, I guess I felt that I wasn’t ready,” Alex replied as Meeva caressed his chest.

“Well, start with these two!” Janx said enthusiastically. Alex was having trouble focusing as Marka caressed his thigh and he felt her warm breath as she kissed his ear.

“They obviously want you. Claim them! Make them yours!” Janx exclaimed, raising a fist in the air to emphasize his words.

“What is your friend saying? I was paying attention to other things,” Marka whispered in his ear.

“He says I should claim the two of you,” Alex said.

“Yes please!” Marka said and pulled him into a deep kiss.

“Hey, don’t forget about me!” Meeva laughed and pulled his head away from Marka so she could also give him a deep kiss.

“I will give you some privacy. I will wait for you in the next pool,” Janx said with a nod as he left the room.

“Mmmmm,” the redhead smiled as she broke off the kiss.

“We don’t want to let our friend Taiya down,” Marka said as she kissed his neck. Her hand gently grasped his cock under the water.

“What did she tell you,” Alex asked, curious and half confused.

“Taiya said that you were a country boy and not very experienced with women,” Marka whispered.

“She said you needed to understand the pleasures of having more than one lover,” Meeva whispered before she worked her tongue around his ear, sending shivers of pleasure down his spine.

“We told her what a hardship that would be.... having to make love to you,” Marka said with a giggle as she started to gently stroke his cock.

Alex wondered if he was dreaming. Was he really sitting in a Dwarven hot tub. With a curvy redhead and a brown haired Elf?

“When I saw you in the bathing room that day in Oktoban, I knew that somehow, someday I was going to taste that beautiful cock of yours,” Meeva whispered. She took a deep breath and ducked her head under the water. Alex gasped as she took the head of his cock in her mouth. The warmth of her mouth and the tickling of the air bubbles she released was an incredible sensation.

Meeka straightened up out of the water, breathing heavily, her thick red hair plastered to her head. “Delicious!” she said and kissed him again.

“My turn,” Marka said as she ducked under the water and took him in her mouth. Being kissed and sucked at the same time was an amazing sensation. Alex was enjoying the feel of Meeva’s soft wet breasts pressed against him. He reached down with his right hand and squeezed her bottom while his left hand caressed Marka’s firm cheeks.

Marka came up for air and then slicked her long hair back from her forehead. Both women looked so sexy with their hair wet. Meeva broke off her kiss to let the Elf have a turn. Marka’s tongue playfully dueled with his, making him smile.

“Sit on the edge of the pool Alex,” Marka said, patting the rock with her hand. Alex obliged, lifting himself on to the pool edge, his erect cock swaying in front of their faces. The girls looked at each other with mischievous smiles. They both leaned in and started licking at his shaft, Marka on his left and Meeva on his right.

Meeva worked her tongue up to his tip and then slowly opened her lips to take the head of his cock into her warm wet mouth. As she did so, the Elf slid her tongue down to his balls and began to tease him with quick little flicks across them.

Meeva opened her mouth wide and tried to take as much of him into her mouth as she could. Marka cupped his balls and guided one of them into her mouth as she gently sucked on it.

Alex’s body convulsed for a moment from the pleasure they were giving him. The girls smiled and redoubled their efforts. Meeva started moving him in and out of her mouth, nearly gagging herself at times as she struggled with his length.

Marka managed to get both of his balls in her mouth as Alex shivered with delight at the sensations of pleasure the two beauties were giving him.

They worked on his cock for a minute before they switched positions. Alex tilted his head back as Marka swallowed even more of his cock than Meeva had. Meeva was driving him crazy with pleasure and pain as she aggressively sucked on his balls.

The girls sucked and stroked him for a little while before they paused, breathing heavily from their exertions.

Marka gave Alex a deep kiss and then she straddled him. Meeva stood up and moved to sit beside him, kissing his shoulder and neck.

The Elf reached down and guided his rock hard cock to her slick entrance. She slowly worked the tip of his shaft in as she moved gently up and down on him. Little by little she worked more of his shaft inside of her.

Marka was panting heavily as she felt him stretch her passage. She pushed down harder, taking more of him.

“Zor’s Stone! It feels like you’re splitting me in half,” Marka moaned as she shoved the last inch of him deep inside of her.

Her tightness was exquisite Alex thought as he pulled her into a kiss. His hands squeezed her perk little breast and he could feel her gasping in his mouth as they kissed.

The Elf slowly lifted her pussy a few inches and then shoved herself down on him. She started repeating the motion, each time moving a little farther up his shaft before slamming all of him deep inside of her again.

Alex’s hands slid down to her hips and he helped lift her hips up before she pounded onto his cock again. Meeva pulled his mouth away from Marka and kissed him. She ran her fingers through his hair.

Watching them kiss while riding Alex’s cock drove Marka over the edge. She leaned back and started pounding and grinding herself against his shaft. A moment later the Elf let out a cry as her body shuddered in a powerful orgasm.

Marka’s movements slowly subsided as she tried to catch her breath. Meeva let out a little laugh as she looked at her friend.

“My turn!” the redhead said.

The Elf slid off of his cock and sat next to him with a smile. Meeva shifted her body so that she could climb on to his cock.

Alex reached out a hand to stop her. The redhead looked at him in confusion. Alex gave her a wicked smile and stood up.

He took Meeva’s hands and guided her so that she was kneeling on the seat with her hands on the edge of the pool. The redhead gave him a grin as she realized what he wanted.

Alex positioned himself behind her. He caressed her back and trailed his hands down to her luscious hips. She had a deliciously round butt and Alex grabbed two handfuls of it, causing her to laugh in surprise.

Alex grabbed his shaft and guided himself into her waiting pussy. All the foreplay had been driving him crazy and he wasn’t gentle as he drove himself into her tight pussy. Meeva whimpered as he stretched and filled her.

“Ohhhh.... Alexxxx!” she moaned as she tilted her head back, shifting her hips to take every last inch of his rock hard cock.

Alex let out a little gasp as he buried himself deep inside of her hot little pussy. He grasped her hips firmly as he began to work his way in and out of her passage. With each stroke, he increased the tempo and the force of each thrust.

“Yes! More! Yes! Alex!” Marka was panting from her excitement as she thrust her hips backwards to meet his cock as it drove into her.

A moment later he could feel her pussy clenching around his cock as she came. Her whole body was shuddering as she orgasmed. Alex decreased his tempo, giving her a moment to catch her breath. He was slowly sliding his cock in and out of her as he watched her breathing slow.

Alex was still rock hard and he wanted more. He realized that he was getting used to having boosted sex and that it would take him longer to climax during regular sex. He smiled as he realized that that could be an interesting side effect.

He grasped Meeva’s hips firmly again as he started to pound into her again. The redhead gasped and then shot him a wicked smile over her shoulder. She started moving her hips to match his powerful strokes.

“Oh, Alex! You’re a stallion!” she gasped between breaths.

Alex reached around and squeezed her soft breasts. She was a hot little woman, he thought.

Marka, realizing that Alex hadn’t come yet, stood up and moved behind him. She wrapped her arms around his chest as he continued to pound into Meeva. Alex could feel her breast pushing into his back as she kissed his shoulders.

“Fuck her, fuck her hard,” Marka whispered as she started to grind her pussy into his backside.

Alex was getting close, the feel of the women in front of him and behind him was driving him crazy.

“Give her all of that big cock of yours! She wants it! She wants all of it!” Marka said as she shuddered against him.

Alex increased the tempo of his thrusts, lifting the redhead up a little bit each time he drove himself home into her pussy. Meeva was whimpering from the pleasure and pain. With a last thrust and a little shout, Alex exploded deep inside of her.

He felt himself pumping into her as her pussy muscles spasmed around his shaft as she orgasmed again. Spent, Alex leaned forward and kissed her back.

Alex sat down next to the redhead, breathing heavily. The girls were breathless as well. Alex reached around their waists and sat them on his lap, pulling them close. He took turns kissing them as they slowly came down from their orgasms.

After a while, Alex got out of the water. The women said they were going to stay in the pools longer to relax. Alex gave them each a kiss and then went to find the Foxman.

Later, back at the bunkhouse, Janx opted to sleep on the floor in Alex’s little room. Alex asked a servant to bring a couple of extra blankets for the Foxman. Both men slept well that night, for different reasons.


Chapter eleven


After breakfast, Alex spent the morning working on knife fighting with Arban. They used little wooden daggers to practice with.

“You’re cheating!” the Orc said with a laugh as Alex leaped back six or seven feet from Arban’s lunge.

Alex smiled. His enhanced strength made it easy for him to jump much farther than a normal person could.

“Once again, half speed. This time, knock my blade aside. You might find yourself in a tight spot where you have limited room to move. You have to be ready for every possibility,” Arban said.

Alex nodded and they continued the session. Janx sat and watched them from his perch on the fence.

After lunch, Arban and Janx joined him as he went to pick up his chainmail shirt. Alex was surprised at how supple this shirt was. It allowed easy movement for his arms.

“Dwarven armor is expensive, but they know their craft,” Arban said. “My chainmail shirt is Orcish made. Sturdy and affordable. But it took me months to break it in.”

Alex wore his new mail shirt when they practiced with wooden swords in the late afternoon. It gave him an opportunity to get used to the added weight compared to his leather armor. Alex adjusted quickly, the added weight felt negligible thanks to his superior strength.

After dinner, Janx asked them if it would be possible to go outside of the mountain in the morning. He wanted some rocks to fashion a weapon for himself.

“We don’t have to go outside. I can buy you something from the market,” Alex offered with a smile.

Janx shook his head.

“Thank you. This is something I must do. It is the way of my people,” Janx said solemnly.

Arban nodded in understanding.

“All right we will go out tomorrow morning,” Alex agreed.

“Let’s walk out. It will be good to stretch our legs,” the Orc added.

The next morning, the three men made their way out of the Great Gate of Igrim. It was a beautiful blue-sky day with the sun low in the eastern sky.

As they had walked the last few yards out of the tunnel, Alex noticed that Janx seemed different. The Foxman was quiet and tense. Alex kept a close eye on him. The Dwarven guards nodded to them as they walked past.

Janx looked up at the blue sky with a sense of wonder. He slowly turned towards the morning sun, squinting from the brightness. The Foxman closed his eyes and let the sun’s warmth caress his face. Alex saw two tears running from his closed eyes.

The Foxman fell down on his knees. He was sobbing quietly. Arban and Alex looked at each other in concern. They were uncertain as to what to do for him. After a little while, Janx relaxed and took a deep breath. Alex reached out a hand to help him stand up.

“Forgive my weakness. All those years in the caves. I had long given up hope that I would ever see the sun again,” Janx said as he regained his composure and wiped the tears from his eyes.

“We understand,” Alex said.

Janx nodded and then looked around. He pointed towards the area where the inner wall met the steep mountainside. Even from here, Alex could see that there were many small rocks lying where the mountainside met the leveled ground.

They followed Janx and watched as he spent about half an hour sorting through the stones until he found five or six that suited his needs.

From there the Foxman led out of the main gate to the outer section, which had been abandoned due to the Harg raids. The Foxman looked around until he spotted a clump of saplings.

Janx examined them until he picked out one that was about six feet tall. It was the straightest of the bunch and about an inch or an inch and a half in diameter. The Foxman used one of the flat stones he had picked up and used it to saw at the base of the sapling.

A short while later, they headed back to the city. Janx holding his sapling and Alex and Arban helping with some of the rocks. Janx paused at the Great Gates. Alex could see the Foxman steeling himself to go back underground. As they walked through the gate, Janx asked Alex if he could purchase a few leather strips for him.

They returned their finds to Alex’s room and then made a quick trip to the market for some thin leather strips.

The rest of the day and the next, while Alex and Arban were practicing, Janx sat off to the side. He would hit two of the stones together, using one stone to flake off chips from the other.

Janx then stripped the bark off the sapling and cut a notch into the smaller end. He used the leather strips to fasten the stone spearpoint he had made to the wooden shaft.

Janx also crafted a stone knife with one of the longer rocks he had picked up. He wrapped some leather strips along the knifes “handle” to make it easier to grip.

Alex and Arban were impressed with the Foxman’s craftsmanship.

“It would have been better if I could have hunted and made my own leather. But in a strange land, I will be happy that I have made most of these weapons myself,” the Foxman said to them.

Arban reminded them that the caravan to Oktoban would be leaving in the morning.

“Make sure you two are packed up and ready to go,” Arban said as he headed towards the Guildhouse.

“Ready to go? I probably won’t sleep tonight. It is almost too much to believe that I will be truly leaving this cave,” Janx said to Alex as they headed towards the bunkhouse.

Alex nodded in understanding.


Chapter twelve


Oktoban

Three days later, they were back in Oktoban. The trip had been uneventful except for Marka and Meeva always smiling at him.

Janx would ride double with either Alex or Arban. But he also liked to jog alongside them. He said it felt good to be outside and to be able to run free again after all those years of confinement. Each day he ran a little farther as his stamina increased.

Alex was glad to be back at the Oktoban Guildhouse. He was looking forward to seeing Taiya. After he stabled his horse, he went to the bunkhouse to claim a room and look for the Wood Elf. Janx followed along. She wasn’t in her little room, so Alex checked the kitchen and the bathing room. No luck, so he went back to the courtyard.

He finally saw her across the courtyard, near the warehouses, talking to Meeva and Marka. His stomach clenched for a moment in concern. Was Taiya going to blast him with a fireball he wondered?

He let out a sigh of relief. The three women were laughing. Alex shook his head and smiled ruefully. He wondered if he would ever understand Ktorian women.

A moment later Meeva and Marka were heading toward the main building of the Guildhouse. Taiya turned towards the bunkhouse and saw him walking towards her. Her face lit up with a brilliant smile and she hurried towards him. In a moment she was in his arms, kissing him deeply. Alex’s body tingled with Power as a surge of sexual energy flowed from their touch.

Taiya broke off the kiss and looked at him with laughter in her sparkling green eyes.

“Meeva and Marka told me you enjoyed the presents I sent,” she said with a laugh. Alex felt himself blushing.

“I don’t understand why you had them ‘take care of me’ as they kept calling it,” he whispered.

“I know, that’s why I did it,” the Elf replied, resting her hand on his cheek. “In time you will understand. And it was no hardship for the girls. They thoroughly enjoyed the experience.”

Taiya looked at Alex appreciatively, letting her hands trail down to his chest and then over his shoulder and arm. Alex was at a loss for words, so he just gave her a smile.

“In fact, they asked me how soon they could share you again,” the Elf said with a wry smile. “I told them I might let them have some fun in the near future.” She pressed her body up against his.

Alex was already half hard from the sexual energy and the images of him enjoying a threesome again now had him fully erect. Taiya’s green eyes lit up as she felt the fullness of his arousal through his pants.

“Surely this one is your wife!” Janx said, interrupting them.

Taiya took a step back in surprise. In her eagerness to greet Alex, she hadn’t noticed the Foxman standing behind him. She looked at Alex, puzzled.

“Taiya, this is my friend Janx. He is a Foxman,” Alex explained.

“Janx, this is my friend Taiya,” he said to the Foxman. The Foxman bowed his head to the Elf. Surprised, Taiya bowed her head to him in return.

“The Elf is your wife?” Janx asked again, pointing at Taiya.

“Taiya is my friend,” Alex said as he gave Taiya a smile.

“Only your friend?” Taiya asked as she arched an eyebrow at him.

Alex blinked at her response. He had started to fall in love with her. But he didn’t really know what their relationship was. Ktorian attitudes towards sex and relationships were so different than what he was used to on Earth. Even on Ktor, different cultures varied in how relationships were handled.

“Are you my girlfriend?” Alex asked with a smile.

Taiya tilted her head and gave him a puzzled look.

“I am a girl. I am your friend. So I suppose I am a girl-friend. Is this a phrase you use in Merica?” Taiya asked.

When Alex had met Taiya, he had explained that he had passed through a magic doorway which led him here. She had assumed he meant he had come from the far side of the Empty Lands. He said he was American. Taiya thought he meant “a Merican”. Alex smiled as he remembered their first encounter.

“Uh... yes. It means that you are romantically interested,” Alex tried to explain.

“Outlanders are so strange,” Janx muttered.

“What did he say?” Taiya asked.

“He thinks our outlander ways are strange. I agree with him,” Alex explained.

The Elf looked at Alex thoughtfully.

“After dinner we will have to talk,” Taiya said.

“Let’s get something now before the kitchen gets crowded with the caravan workers,” Alex said with a nod. They turned and headed back to the bunkhouse, Janx following close behind.

After they had eaten, they headed in to the Guildhouse and went to the dining room. Arban had just sat down to eat. Janx went and sat with the Orc in order to give them privacy.

Alex and Taiya ordered mugs of Ale and sat at a quiet corner table. The Orc raised his mug in a salute to them from across the room.

“What did you want to talk about?” Alex asked.

“Us,” Taiya said simply.

Alex nodded. He really was unsure how this conversation was going to go. He hoped she didn’t want to part ways.

“I am so happy we met. Before we were together, I was always afraid. I’m not afraid anymore. And you make me feel happy when we are together,” she added with a smile.

Alex reached and took one of her hands in his. He brought it up and kissed it.

“I always thought I would be unattached. I would live my life on my own,” Taiya said as she looked him in the eyes, before continuing.

“I don’t want a life like that anymore. Alex, I would be honored if you would have me as one of your life mates.”

Alex blinked in surprise. He hadn’t expected her to say something like that. Was a life mate another word for wife, he wondered?

“What do you mean by “one” of my life mates?” he asked.

Taiya let out a little laugh.

“Alex. You are Elder Touched. I told you that powerful people will want to use you for their own ends. I know we have tried to keep it secret, but eventually people will find out. You need to surround yourself with powerful allies. If you are powerful, other powerful people won’t be able to take advantage of you.

“You need women with Power around you. Women that will be loyal to you. Women that will revel in the Power boost you will give them and especially in the way you give them that boost,” she said, her green eyes searching his face.

“I told you, back in … Merica, I am used to one man having one wife,” Alex said as he tried to process what she was implying.

“I know. But you are not in some faraway isolated land. Ktor is a big and dangerous world. You need to use every advantage you have. Women are attracted to you. You can’t be afraid to use sex to gain an advantage or an ally,” Taiya said.

Alex nodded. This was certainly the strangest conversation he had ever had with a girl.

“That is why I asked Meeva and Marka to “take care” of you. Not that they need much prompting,” she said with a smile.

“You need to be comfortable with your strength. I think that even women without Power will feel some attraction to you because you are Elder Touched. Use it to your advantage,” Taiya added.

“I don’t know about that,” Alex said with a laugh.

“I do. Will you have me as your life mate?” she asked, a flicker of worry in her eyes.

“Is a life mate the same as a wife?” Alex asked.

“It can be, if you desire an official ceremony,” Taiy answered.

Alex considered what she was offering. He certainly cared for Taiya. She was beautiful and a powerful Flame Dancer. He would never have survived this long on Ktor without her.

“I would happily accept you as my life mate if you will accept me as yours,” he said with a smile.

Taiya’s face lit up with a brilliant smile. She stood up and walked around the table to give him a long kiss. She caressed his face for a moment before returning to her seat.

“I am happy,” she said.

Alex nodded.

“I will be happier once we find some more women to surround you with,” she added with a sigh.

Alex let out a little laugh a shook his head.

“I met with the Healer to ask her if she would be interested in accompanying us as we travelled,” Taiya said.

“Lady Isabel?” Alex asked in surprise.

“Yes. She is a Healer, which would be very useful. She has also had a taste of your... Power,” Taiya said with a mischievous smile.

“What did she say?” Alex asked.

“She had enough of travel and adventure trying to save the Duke. The Healer is content to stay here where she has a comfortable life in the Duke’s court,” Taiya explained.

“I don’t blame her. But as for me, there is so much of this world that I want to see,” Alex said.

“As do I. A caravan departs for Kargosk in two days. Perhaps we can find someone there,” the Elf said with a sigh.

Alex just smiled and kissed her hand again.


Chapter thirteen


“There is a caravan heading out to Kargosk tomorrow. Master Heda wants you and Taiya with it. I’m going along as well.” Arban said to Alex after breakfast.

“Sounds good. I have gotten to see Oktoban and Igrim. It will be good to see more places,” Alex replied.

“Don’t get too excited. Trouble is brewing in Kargosk. A lot of unrest in that city. Better be on your toes,” the Orc said, a serious expression on his face.

“Flynn, said the same thing,” Alex said thoughtfully.

“Who’s Flynn?” Arban asked.

“He was that traveler that I met when I spent the night in the castle's dungeon. He said that there were a number of Kanban mercenaries working there. Hired by the nervous merchant houses for extra protection,” Alex explained.

“Kanbans eh? Good to know,” Arban said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

“Janx, you ready to travel again tomorrow?” Alex asked the Foxman.

“Does it matter? Where you go, I go.” Janx said with a shrug.

“About Janx... he’s not a member of the Caravan Guards, so you will have to pay one silver per day to bring him along. To cover travel cost, food and water,” the Orc explained.

“One silver. That’s fine,” Alex said.

“Sorry, but those are the rules, and as a Wagon Master, I have to enforce them,” Arban said apologetically.

Arban was too busy with preparations to practice, so Alex used the time to visit the market with Janx and Taiya. Alex convinced Janx to let him buy him a sleeping roll for the journey.

Taiya purchased a pair of black leggings to replace a pair of hers that had become worn. Alex admired her derriere as she tried them on. The Elf saw him checking her out and gave him a smile.

“Do you like these?” she asked.

“You look great in them,” Alex replied.

Taiya laughed. She purchased two pairs of the leggings.

After they had returned from the market, Alex took advantage of the bathing room to clean up and get a shave. His hair was getting a little long, so he had the attendant give him a trim.

In the morning Alex was woken up by all the activity in the bunkhouse. All the guards were getting breakfast or packing up their gear. Janx was wide awake as well, so they went to the kitchen and waited in line to get some porridge and fruit.

Alex double checked the chest in his room and under his bed to make sure he had packed everything. Kargosk was a six day journey to the east of Oktoban. Alex had no idea where he would be travelling to after Kargosk or if he would ever return to Oktoban.

The courtyard was controlled chaos as mules and oxen were hitched to loaded wagons. Master Heda, Wagon Master Arban and another Wagon Master named Farah were directing the workers and the wagon drivers. Master Farah was a tall wiry brown skinned woman with grey hair. As wagons were ready, they proceeded out of the yard and down the street.

Alex went to the horse stable and found that the horses were all saddled and ready to go. He picked out the same reliable mare he had taken to Igrim. He thanked the grooms and led the horse out of the stable towards the bunkhouse.

Alex handed the reins to Janx, who looked at the horse dubiously. The mare looked at the Foxman, but patiently waited. She had gotten used to him on their journey from Igrim. Alex returned with his packs and attached them to the back of the saddle. Retrieving the reins, he led the horse out to the street. Taiya was already there with her horse.

“About time, sleepy heads,” she said with a smile. Alex smiled back.

Off to the side, Alex noticed what looked like a fancy wagon with four horses hitched to the front. The more Alex looked at it he thought it looked like a stage coach straight out of an American Wild West movie.

“What’s that for?” he asked, pointing towards the fancy wagon.

“The coach? That’s for important customers. Nobles, officials, wealthy merchants and such. Regular customers ride along on the wagons. Those with plenty of coin pay for the softer ride of the coach,” the Elf explained. Alex nodded.

“Those carts have a more comfortable ride than the simple carts or horses,” Janx said thoughtfully as he gazed at the coach.

“Have you ridden in one?” Alex asked in surprise.

“One of my former masters took me along on a journey once,” the Foxman nodded.

The three of them waited idly while the wagons lined up down the street towards the Eastern Gate. Meeva and Marka rode past them with a smile. The red head gave Alex a wink when she caught his eye. Soon Arban walked his horse over to where Alex was waiting.

“The supply wagon’s assistant is ill and won’t be making the trip. Janx, if you are willing to ride with the supply wagon and help Jassa hand out supplies at meal times, I won’t have to charge for your passage,” the Orc.

Janx agreed to the arrangement, happy to be able to help.

“Well, the Caravan is ready, we just are waiting for the envoy to arrive,” the Orc informed them.

Just like on Earth, Alex thought. The so-called important people took their time, never sparing a thought for the inconvenience of others.

“That must be them,” Taiya said a few moments later.

Alex saw a large party approaching down the street. Two rows of about twenty Oktoban soldiers with their shiny breastplates and tight fitting helms were escorting a handful of people.

They stopped next to the coach. Alex was surprised to see the Duke and Duchess of Oktoban were two of the people in the group. Alex was glad to see that the Duke looked to be fully recovered from the assassin's poison.

The Duke was speaking to a young woman in white robes with blue trim. The whiteness of her robe contrasted starkly with the pale red color of her skin and long, lustrous black hair.

“Wonderful, we will be travelling with a White Witch,” Taiya muttered.

“And she’s a Tarenian as well,” Arban said with a chuckle.

“What is a Tarenian?” Alex asked.

“The red skinned people of Taren. A proud and arrogant people. They produce beautiful jewelry and other goods. They seem to keep to their lands,” the Orc explained.

“Hmmm, I’ve never seen a Tarenian in person,” Taiya said. “The White Witches have a reputation for being arrogant busy bodies. She really must be fun to be around,” Taiya added with a shake of her head.

Alex watched as two servants loaded the Tarenian’s bags onto the coach. Caravan Master Heda was there as well, bowing to the White Witch. The Duke and Duchess bowed their heads to their visitor. Alex was surprised that the young woman only acknowledged them with a barely perceptible nod of her own.

The coach’s driver helped the Tarenian into the coach. The woman then removed the steps and attached them to the back of the coach before climbing up to the driver’s seat.

Master Heda closed the coach door. At a signal from Master Heda, the driver of the coach flicked the reins and the coach moved past the line of waiting wagons to an empty spot about a third of the way from the front of the caravan. With a smile of relief, the Duke and Duchess turned around and headed back to the palace, escorted by the honor guard.

Master Heda hurried over to where Master Arban and the rest of them were waiting.

“Taiya, I want you to stay near the middle of the caravan. Alex, I want you next to the White Witch. You are personally responsible for her safety. Stick close to her at all times. Arban... what in the world?” Master Heda was startled by the sight of Janx.

“I will explain the next time I see you Heda! We must get moving now,” the Orc said with a laugh.

The Dwarven woman nodded and motioned with her hand for them to get going. Arban cantered up towards the front of the caravan and gave the order to start their journey.

“Have fun escorting a Tarenian Witch!” Taiya said and spurred her horse forward.

Arban guided Janx to the supply wagon and introduced him to Jassa. Alex mounted his horse. With a flick of the reins, Alex urged his horse forward to catch up with the already moving coach.

The caravan passed through the east gate and past the farms outside of the city. To the right, the Greenspring river flowed. It was not very deep or very wide. As they moved farther east, the farms gave way to pastures of sheep and cattle.

Alex rode to the right of the coach for a while. The vehicle seemed to offer a fairly smooth ride along the road. There was a wide raised seat at the front where the driver sat, holding the reins loosely. The driver was an older woman, her graying hair tucked under a wide brimmed hat.

The coach itself had a door on either side with window openings for the passengers. The windows and the door didn’t have glass panes, just curtains that now were tied back to let fresh air in.

There were two bench seats facing each other. Alex guessed that 3 people could sit on each bench comfortably, but the only occupant was the Witch. Alex glanced in through the windows occasionally as he rode next to the coach. The woman was intently reading a large book that she held in her lap.

Alex was fascinated by her reddish skin tone, which was emphasized by the white clothes she was wearing. Her long black hair was thick and had a lustrous sheen to it. It was held back from her face with a thin golden circlet. Matching golden bracelets adorned her forearms.

She was wearing a sleeveless white shirt over white leggings. The shirt was trimmed in blue with decorative stitching in gold thread. On the seat next to her was the white cloak that she had been wearing. It was also trimmed with blue with some golden stitching.

The morning ride was uneventful. The pace was slow and steady, dictated by the oxen pulling many of the heavily laden wagons. The road itself was hard packed dirt. There was a bit of dust being kicked up by the Caravan, but not enough to be a bother.

So far, Alex had only seen paved roads inside of the towns of Arras and Oktoban. The main streets had stone pavers, but the side streets and alleys were of packed dirt.

The Dwarven city of Igrim was all stone or stone blocks. The glow stones were certainly useful, Alex remembered with appreciation. Probably an expensive addition.

The Caravan paused for a break at midday. The coach’s driver stretched her arms and back before starting to climb off the vehicle. Alex heard the coach’s door open, and he turned his head to look at the Witch.

Alex’s mouth dropped open in surprise. The Witch’s pupils were a glittering golden color. The contrast between her eyes, skin and hair color was fascinating. Alex realized she was frowning at him.

“Well,” she said impatiently.

Alex just stared at her in confusion.

“Let me help you, My Lady,” the coach driver said and attached the steps to the coach. She then offered her hand to the Witch and helped her down.

“I will fetch refreshments for you, My Lady,” the driver said with a bow of her head and then she hurried off.

The Witch gave Alex a disapproving glance and then started walking towards the nearby river. Alex watched her for a moment. She was very pretty with strong features. Alex guessed that she was about twenty years old. She certainly was very full of herself Alex thought. With a shake of his head, he dismounted so he could stretch.

After a few minutes, the driver returned with a journey bread and a waterskin for the Witch. The Tarenian barely acknowledged her as she accepted the food from her.

Alex led his horse up the line of wagons to one of the designated supply carts. A couple of Caravan workers were handing out small journey breads. Alex accepted one and headed back towards the coach. He had his own waterskin attached to his saddle.

The coach’s door was open, and Alex glanced inside. The Witch was sitting on one of the benches. Her book was open and she was absent mindedly nibbling on her journey bread as she read. Alex looked down the line of wagons.

He saw Taiya watching him from about 50 yards away. He raised his arm and she gave him a little wave in return. He wasn’t sure but he thought she was smiling.

Alex walked a few paces towards the river and sat down on the grass to eat his lunch. The slow flowing Greenspring river was a few yards in front of him. Alex finished quickly and then stretched his legs out. It felt good to just sit there and watch the lazy river flow by.

“Boy!” he heard a voice behind him say. It sounded like the Witch.

“Boy!” she said again, more emphatically.

Alex turned and leaned to his side so he could see her. The Witch was looking at him impatiently as she leaned forward to glare through the open doorway at him. Alex got up with a sigh. What could she want, he wondered as he walked towards her.

She tossed her half eaten journey bread at him. Alex deftly caught it in surprise.

“I am finished, you may eat the rest,” the Witch said dismissively. She leaned back in the chair and opened her book again.

Alex let out a low laugh and turned to his horse. The mare happily ate the bread he was holding. He heard the Tarenian girl gasp.

“You give that to your horse! You should be honored to eat food that has been graced by the lips of a -,” he heard her saying behind him.

Curious as to what she hadn’t finished saying, Alex looked over his shoulder at her. The Witch was back to ignoring him, her head down over her book. Alex shrugged and turned back to his horse.

In a little while the Caravan was moving again and Alex mounted his horse, resuming his place next to the coach.

Alex occasionally glanced at the Witch. Every time he looked, she was in the same position, intently studying her book.

The afternoon passed uneventfully and eventually they reached their first way stop. The wagons were parked in one corral and the draft animals in another. The horses were picketed in a third area. The coach was parked off the road, just outside of the wagon area.

After tying up his horse and getting his sleeping roll, Alex walked back to the coach. The driver had attached the stair and the Witch was walking around, stretching her legs. He assumed the driver had hurried off to bring her dinner, which would of course be journey bread again. The girl saw Alex standing there and paused her walking. She noticed his bedroll.

“Boy,fetch my blanket and spread it on one of the seats. It is in a bag under the seats,” she ordered and then resumed her walking.

Alex stood there for a moment, half amused and half angered by the girl. Master Heda had asked him to not leave her side and to protect her. She was also a Witch, whatever that meant. Would she turn him into a frog if he refused?

Thinking it best to humor her for now, Alex sat down his blanket and climbed into the coach. He found her blanket and dutifully spread it out on one of the seats. Alex climbed out as the driver arrived with the Witch’s meal and a fresh waterskin. Alex quietly walked away before she wanted something else from him.

He found Taiya waiting for him by the nearest supply cart. Janx paused his work and gave him a quick nod before handing out more loaves to the waiting guards and workers.

She handed him a journey bread and they walked across the road towards the river. They sat in the grass and ate quietly, enjoying each other’s presence. The setting sun, Taiya’s company, pleasant temperature and the soft sound of the flowing water allowed Alex to forget his agitation with the Tarenian.

“So how is the Witch,” asked Taiya after she swallowed the last bite of her bread, brushing the crumbs from her fingers.

“She calls me boy and tries to order me around,” Alex replied with a frown.

Her green eyes searched his face and then she let out a little laugh when she realized that he was being serious.

“What’s so funny?” Alex asked, his frown deepening.

“I just didn’t expect you to say that! The White Witches have a reputation for meddling and interfering even where they are not wanted,” the Elf said, still laughing softly.

“Hummpphh,” was Alex’s only response.

“Didn’t Arban say that the Tarenians are prideful and arrogant?” Taiya asked.

“Yeah. This Tarenian acts like she is superior to everyone around her. She is certainly arrogant,” Alex replied. He then told the elf how the Witch had tossed him her leftover bread and how she reacted when he fed it to his horse.

“No!” Taiya laughed again.

“There you are,” Arban said as he came up behind them. They stood up and waited expectantly.

“Taiya, you are on first watch. Alex, you don’t have a watch shift. Master Heda wants you near the Witch at all times until we get her to Kargosk,” the Orc explained.

“Aren’t you lucky, Alex?” Taiya said and laughed. Alex gave her a scowl.

“What am I missing here?” Arban asked as he looked first at one of them and then the other.

“The Witch keeps calling Alex ‘boy’ and tries to order him around!” Taiya explained with a big grin.

The Orc looked surprised for a moment and then he laughed as well. Alex frowned at both of them.

“Oh yes, it’s very funny,” Alex said with a scowl.

“Well, don’t make her angry. Who knows what she might do to you!” Arban clapped Alex on the shoulder and then headed back towards the corrals. Alex could hear the Orc laughing for a while.

“Let’s get my sleeping roll,” Taiya said. They retrieved her blanket and headed towards the coach as the light of the small moon lit their way in the dusk.

The Witch must have already retired as the coach door was closed and the curtains were closed. The driver was laying on her sleeping roll near the coach door.

Alex and Taiya spread their rolls near the coach. Taiya gave Alex a quick kiss on the cheek.

“I will join you after my shift is over,” the Elf said and headed towards the center of the camp.

Alex laid down on his sleeping roll and covered himself with the blanket. He stared up at the evening sky as the strange constellations of the Ktorian night became visible. He drifted off to sleep as the Great Moon Thuros crested the hills to the north.


Chapter fourteen


The next morning Alex was riding next to the coach again. The Witch was still intently reading her book. Alex noticed that the Elf, Marka, was riding alongside one of the wagons that was a few places ahead of the coach. After they had been on the road for about an hour, Marka slowed her horse’s pace until Alex pulled up alongside of her.

“Good morning, Alex,” the Elf said with a smile.

“Good morning, Marka,” he answered. They rode next to each other quietly for a time listening to the sound of the wagons creaking as they swayed and the soft sounds of the animals' feet as they trod the dirt.

“Where is Meeva?” Alex finally broke the silence

“She is at the back with the rear guard today,” Marka answered.

Alex nodded.

“Are you thinking about her? Or maybe you’re remembering the three of us together?” Marka said as she glanced over at Alex with a sly little smile.

Alex gave a little laugh. He had been thinking about their threesome in the hot pool. As he glanced towards Marka, he noticed that the Witch was watching them through the window of the coach.

“Maybe we can find time in Kargosk for the three or even four of us to have a little fun together,” the Elf smiled and looked back over her shoulder towards Taiya, who was riding some distance behind them. Marka then noticed that the Witch was watching them.

“I’d better get back to my post,” the Elf said seriously, as the smile fled from her face. She urged her horse forward and soon was back beside the wagon she had been riding next to earlier. Alex looked at the Witch. She met his gaze for a moment and then turned back to her book. Those golden eyes were fascinating Alex thought, as he looked at her profile.

When the caravan pulled over for lunch, the Witch opened the coach door and looked expectantly at Alex. Her superior attitude was starting to annoy Alex, so he just sat on his horse and looked back at her.

A moment later the driver appeared and connected the stairs. The Witch stepped down and looked at the driver.

“Inform the Wagon Master that I require a new servant. This boy is too dull to be of any use to me,” the Witch informed the driver. The driver’s eyes blinked rapidly in confusion as she tried to understand what the Witch was talking about.

“I’m sorry my Lady, but which servant are you talking about?” the woman asked.

“This one,” she said as she frowned in Alex’s direction.

The driver looked at Alex and then back at the Witch.

“I’m not sure I understand, my Lady. That man is one of the guards,” the driver said hesitantly, afraid to get on the wrong side of a White Witch’s temper.

“A Guard?” the Witch said in surprise. She frowned at Alex. He dismounted his horse.

“Is this true?” she asked him.

“Master Heda ordered me to stay close to you at all times,” Alex replied with a shrug. The Witch was frowning at him again, her golden eyes sparkling with agitation.

“My Lady,” the driver hissed at him.

“My Lady,” Alex added, with a slight nod of his head.

“You... my guard. As if someone like you could protect me better than I can protect myself!” the Witch said with a laugh as she rested her hands on her hips. “The people on this backwater frontier are so amusing.”

“Fetch my lunch,” the Witch added as she started walking towards the river. The driver hurried off to the supply wagon.

What a snobby bitch, Alex thought to himself as she walked away. He smiled as he pictured himself picking her up and throwing her into the river. The girl could certainly use a lesson in humility.

Alex waited until the Witch had gotten her meal before he started walking towards the supply wagon. He saw Taiya walking towards him with some journey bread. They sat near the river so he could be close to the Witch, but not too close.

“How are you faring today?” the Elf asked quietly with a mischievous glint in her eye. She had noticed that he was frowning when he looked towards the Tarenian girl.

“Oh, even better today. She thought I was a servant assigned to her!” Alex whispered so the Witch wouldn’t hear him.

Taiya looked at him for a moment then burst into laughter. The Witch glanced over in their direction for a moment and then continued eating her lunch. Alex frowned at the Elf.

“I am glad that you are amused,” he said with a scowl.

“Does she know you are a guard?” Taiya asked.

“The coach driver informed her,” Alex replied, still frowning.

“What did the Witch say to that information?” Taiya asked with curiosity.

“She implied that she could better defend herself without me,” Alex said. Taiya chuckled. Alex just shook his head and then smiled with a shrug.

“Well, she probably doesn’t know that you are a Strongman,” she said.

“No, she does not know,” Alex replied.

“She is certainly interesting,” the Elf said with a bemused look.

“I wish Master Heda had assigned you instead of me to guard her,” Alex said with a sigh.

“I finally have good luck for a change!” Taiya said with another smile.

“Your luck changed when you met me,” Alex said as he gave her a grin.

The Elf smiled and leaned over to give him a quick kiss.

When the Witch finished her lunch, she stood up and glanced their way for a moment. Then she headed back to the coach.

“I guess that’s my signal to get back to guarding her,” Alex said.

He stood up and offered his hand to Taiya and helped her up. He loved the spark of sexual energy that he felt whenever they touched each other. She held onto his hand longer than was necessary after he pulled her to her feet, relishing the feeling that his touch brought her.

“I will see you when we stop for the evening,” she said, reluctantly letting go of his hand.

The next morning, Janx jogged beside Alex for a little while, his spear at his side.

The Witch was staring at the Foxman. Then she went back to her reading.

Alex noticed that every so often, the Tarenian would look at Janx, a puzzled look on her face.

Otherwise, the morning was uneventful. The terrain was mostly grassland with an occasional patch of trees. A gentle breeze was blowing from the north.

When they stopped for lunch, Alex and Janx grabbed the usual loaf of bread and found an empty area of grass to sit and eat.

The Witch sat down to eat a few feet from them. Instead of facing the river as the two of them were doing, the Tarenian was facing them. It felt a little strange having her stare at them while they ate.

Janx was so uncomfortable that he switched to Alex’s other side so that he was partially hidden from her view.

“Is the creature your pet?’ the Witch asked as they finished the bread.

Alex looked at her with a frown.

“No, Janx is not a pet,” Alex replied.

“I have never seen a Janx. I wish to purchase him,” she paused a moment. “I will give you 500 gold pieces for the Janx.”

She stood up and brushed the crumbs from her robes. Alex looked over at Janx who had a look of fear on his face. The Witch turned to walk back to the coach.

“No.” Alex replied. He stood up and brushed the crumbs from his hands.

The Witch paused and slowly turned back to face him. She had a look of surprise on her face. She wasn’t used to having her requests questioned. Her eyes narrowed and she tilted her head back slightly.

Alex almost laughed. It was like she was trying to look down her nose at him even though he was several inches taller than her.

“You dare to bargain with me? Very well, 700 gold pieces” she said arrogantly.

“He’s not for sale.” Alex said and crossed his arms. “He's not an animal. He’s not a pet. He is a man and his name is Janx.”

The Tarenian looked at Janx who was half hiding behind Alex.

“Where did he come from? How is he with you?” she demanded.

She certainly was bossy and inquisitive. Living up to the Tarenian reputation for arrogance, Alex thought.

“I purchased his freedom from the Dwarves of Igrim.” he replied simply.

“If you purchased his freedom, his life is yours,” the Witch paused and took a deep breath and crossed her arms. “On behalf of the White Witches, I am prepared to offer you 2,000 gold pieces for him.” She smiled haughtily at Alex, sure that a Caravan Guard would find such a princely sum impossible to resist.

“No,” Alex said firmly. The Witch's pretty mouth dropped open in surprise.

“Come on Janx, we have to get back to work,” Alex and Janx walked back to his horse while the Witch stood speechless, watching them walk away.

A moment later she hurried to catch up to them.

“How dare you walk away from me!” she said angrily as Alex mounted his horse. Janx was jogging towards the supply wagon.

“Walk away? You should get in the carriage, or the caravan will be riding away from you,” he said with a smile as he looked down at her.

The Witch glanced over at the coach where the driver was waiting to help her inside. The rest of the wagons were already moving down the road. The Witch gave a little gasp of frustration and walked over to the coach. In a moment she had climbed inside. A minute later the driver had the coach moving at a brisk pace. Soon they reached their usual spot in the line.

Alex could see the Tarenian Witch glaring at him through the open window. He gave her a smile and a nod. She stared at him for a few more moments before leaning back in the seat, obscuring his view of her. Alex chuckled softly.


Chapter fifteen


The caravan made good time and they reached the next waypoint early. Taiya and Janx joined him for dinner. The riverbank was marshy along this part of the valley and the road was now a few hundred yards away from the river. There were a few medium sized trees not far from the corral and Taiya suggested they eat under them.

“It is good to be under the trees, even if there are only a few of them,” Janx commented as they sat on the ground under them.

“I was going to say the same thing,” Taiya said with a smile. Janx nodded.

Alex sat facing the coach where the Tarenian was eating her meal. He didn’t want to stray too far from her since Master Heda had asked him to stick by her side.

“Do your people live in the forest?” Taiya asked.

“Yes. The trees are tall and strong. They provide much for my people,” Janx answered with a faraway look in his eyes.

“I miss the trees when I am too long away from them. My spirit cries out for them,” Taiya said.

Janx blinked his eyes and focused on the Elf. He looked at her curiously.

“Do you prefer the trees to the sea?” the Foxman asked.

“Yes, I am a Wood Elf, not a Sea Elf,” Taiya said with a little laugh.

“You do look somewhat different from the Elves that made me a prisoner. They lived on big boats riding on the salt sea. They had great pieces of cloth which they hung on tree trunks which they used to gather the wind. They did not like to be far from the water,” Janx said.

“The water is a part of the Sea Elves in the same way that the trees are a part of the Wood Elves,” Taiya explained.

“How long were you on the boat with the Elves?” Alex asked curiously.

“Many, many days. I heard the Elves say that they had been driven far from their path by the great storm, the same storm that had carried me away from my people,” Janx replied. “The Elves used the stars to find their way back. The boats travelled away from the land onto the open waters. It was strange to only see the great expanse of water in all directions.

“For three days I could sense the unease of the Elves. Finally there was a great shout as they saw land in the distance. They sent some ashore to bring water and what food they could gather.

“The boats from then on stayed within sight of the land. The Elves grew confident as they reached familiar waters,” the Foxman explained.

Alex figured that the Sea Elves preferred the safety of travelling near the shore. He had read somewhere that sailing on the open seas was much more difficult.

“What happened after the Sea Elves resumed their journey?” Alex asked.

“The boats would stop in cities along the shore. They would unload some crates from the inside of the ship and then bring aboard other boxes and barrels.” Janx explained.

Alex saw the Witch brush her hands as she finished her journey bread. She stood up and disappeared around the coach. A moment later he saw her walking around the outside of the waypoint wall. She was headed towards a nearby hill.

“The Witch is wandering off. I have to go!” Alex said as he hastily stood up and shoved his remaining journey bread into his mouth. He began jogging after the Tarenian.

“Have fun!” Taiya said with a laugh as she watched him hurry off.

Alex used his enhanced strength to close the gap quickly. He was able to cover many feet with each stride. The Witch was just disappearing over the hilltop as he slowed down and crested the hill behind her.

She must have heard him, because she looked over her shoulder and saw him walking behind her.

“Where did you come from?” she asked with a frown.

“Master Heda asked me to watch over you. I take my job seriously,” he said and flashed her a grin.

“I don’t need your protection,” she said and waved a hand dismissively towards him as she turned and continued walking down the hill.

Alex shook his head and followed her after a few moments. The Witch walked towards a flat grassy area. She turned around as she surveyed the area. She frowned as she saw Alex standing a few feet away from her.

“I told you I don’t need you,” she said coldly. Alex just shrugged his shoulders.

“I command you to leave!” she said imperiously.

“I have my orders and my job to do,” Alex replied simply. She narrowed her eyes for a moment. Then she sighed in resignation.

“Very well. Stay well back from me. I am going to meditate and then practice. Do not disturb me. And stay well back from me if you don’t want to be hurt or killed,” the Witch said, and she turned and walked a short distance away.

The Tarenian sat down on the grass, gracefully assuming a cross legged posture. Her hands rested on her knees. Alex could see her profile and it looked like she had closed her eyes.

Alex surveyed the terrain around them. It was a large open meadow, and the grass was short. There were some clumps of trees in the distance, but otherwise it was a large flat and open area before another small hill rose about a quarter of a mile further away from them.

Satisfied that he would be able to see any threats from a distance, Alex moved back up the hill a few yards and sat down on the grass. He tried to move quietly so as not to disturb her meditation.

They sat like that for about 20 minutes. Alex watching the Witch as the Witch concentrated on her inner place. He could see that her breathing had slowed to deep even breaths.

Alex was startled when the Witch suddenly stood up. She took a few steps forward and raised her hands. Her hands began glowing blue and soon Alex saw little blue electrical sparks dancing across her fingers.

The blue sparks looked like the blue lights that had danced over the ancient stone portal that had brought him to this planet. The same lights that had played across the tattoo around his wrist. The bracelet he had been wearing had become fused and absorbed into his skin when he had touched a mysterious orb in a long abandoned temple. The blue meant Power.

He watched in fascination as the Witch began moving her right hand in a spiraled circle. A trail of blue light remained behind her motions forming a disc about two feet in diameter. The Tarenian grasped the center of the disc and began moving it around.

The girl was assuming different stances with the blue disc held in various positions. Alex realized that she was holding it like a shield and assuming various defensive stances. She was practicing some kind of magical shield blocking technique.

When the Tarenian had said that she was going to practice, that’s not what Alex had expected from a Witch. He assumed she was going to cast some kind of magic spells or maybe summon and ride a broom.

As he watched her, he noticed that she was repeating a pattern of moves. It was a series of ten positions. He wondered if it was like the Eastern martial arts that they had practiced occasionally back in the army. It could be the local version of a Kata.

After a few more repetitions, the Witch paused, and the shield disappeared. She stood still for a moment as she steadied her breathing. After a moment, she bent slightly at the knees and lifted both hands up as they began to glow with the blue light. The light spread out from both hands in the shape of rods which she joined together.

Alex realized that she had formed a magical staff. Not the kind of staff that he pictured a fantasy wizard would use, but a fighting staff. She had made a quarterstaff out of magical Power.

The Witch began to assume different positions with the staff. She flowed from one position to another, simulating blocking and striking an enemy. Again, it was a pattern of ten forms which she then repeated.

Alex was impressed with the way she maneuvered. He wondered if the staff did any kind of magical damage or if it just hit like a normal wooden staff.

Once the Witch was done her movements, she stood upright, and the staff quickly faded away. The Witch stood still for a few minutes with her eyes closed. Alex saw that her breath was becoming slow and steady again.

The Tarenian girl then opened her eyes and set her feet a little apart with her knees slightly bent. She raised her hands to chest level with her elbows out. Her hands glowed blue again.

Then with a flick of her wrist, the Witch sent a ball of sparkling blue Power flying straight ahead of her. After a moment she flicked her left hand and sent another blue ball after the first one. The balls were about the size of a baseball. She alternated her hands, sending 10 balls out from each one.

Alex guessed that the balls of Power travelled about 30 yards before they quickly dissipated into nothingness. He wondered what would happen if they hit something. Would they explode? Perhaps they delivered some kind of shock.

The Witch stood straight again, dropping her arms to her sides. After a moment she turned and started walking towards Alex. He stood and waited for her. She paused for a moment as she passed him.

“As you can see, I do not require protection from a guard. I am more than capable of protecting myself,” she said haughtily.

Alex looked her in the eye and gave her a wry smile. The Witch narrowed her eyes for a moment and then continued past him, heading back to the waypoint. Alex followed a few feet behind her as the sun started setting in the west.

When they reached the coach, the driver helped the Witch climb up. The door closed and the Tarenian closed the door behind her. Alex could see that she was watching him from one of the windows. Alex looked around and saw Taiya sitting on her blankets a little apart from the coach. She had taken the liberty of spreading out his blanket beside hers.

Taiya stood up and gave him a kiss as he reached her. Alex took a last look back at the coach. He couldn’t see the Witch in the fading light, but he saw the curtain being closed. Alex sat next to Taiya for a while and then they went to sleep.


Chapter sixteen


After the caravan had been on the road for about an hour, Meeva, who was riding a little behind Alex, urged her horse forward and soon was riding between him and the coach.

“Good morning!” the red head said cheerfully.

“Morning,” Alex replied with a smile. Meeva had a fuller figure than her friend Marka. Her body was bouncing delightfully with the rhythm of the horse’s motion. Alex could see the Tarenian Witch watching them curiously from the coach window.

“I been thinking of you all morning,” Meeva said in a low, sultry voice.

“Why is that?” Alex asked, curious to see what the bold red head would say.

“Well, you’ve been right in front of me all morning. And I’ve been riding along with a big horse between my legs,” she answered with a sly smile.

“Let’s just say I have been using my imagination,” she added as she half closed her eyes and titled her head back. “Mmmmmmm...”

Before Alex could say anything, the Witch leaned toward the window and spoke to Meeva.

“Why do you flirt with this guard?” she asked with a slight furrow to her brow. The question startled Meeva who snapped out of her daydream.

“My Lady, you mean why do I flirt with Alex?” Meeva glanced at Alex for a moment.

“If that is his name, yes. I do not understand. He is well formed, but not particularly handsome. He seems younger than you and he is not a man of importance,” the Witch asked.

“Oh, he is very well formed, my Lady,” Meeva answered with a giggle as she glanced over at Alex. “You really should see for yourself!”

The red head bowed her head towards the Witch and then wheeled her horse around. In a moment she was back to her previous guard position a few wagons back. The Tarenian looked towards Alex with a confused look.

“What a strange woman. What did she mean. As if I cannot see for myself that you are well formed,” she said.

Alex merely shrugged as he fought back a smile at her confusion.

The Witch sat back in her chair and resumed her reading. Alex wondered that she didn’t catch the sexual innuendo from Meeva. Maybe the Witch girl had spent most of her life studying magic.

She certainly took her studying very seriously. Alex wondered if maybe she was the equivalent of a book nerd here on Ktor. Alex laughed to himself as he thought of the haughty Tarenian as a powerful magic wielding nerd.

The caravan passed across a long flat stretch of ground. It was another pleasant day. The sound of the animals’ hooves and the gentle sounds of the turning wagon wheels was relaxing.

Alex shook himself to keep from daydreaming. He was getting paid as a guard, and even if these lands were supposed to be relatively safe, he needed to be vigilant in his duty.

He glanced at the coach. The Tarenian was watching him from the window. Alex gave her a nod.

“Who is the Elf that dallies with you in the evening?” the Witch asked.

Alex was caught off guard. It took him a moment to understand what she meant.

“Taiya? She is a guard as well,” he answered.

“Guard? But she carries no weapon?” the Witch said with a frown.

“Taiya can defend herself easily,” Alex said with a little laugh.

He had seen her battle Rockskins, bandits and Goblins. Taiya was a force to be reckoned with.

“How?” she asked with a frown.

Alex hesitated for a moment. He debated whether to tell her that the Elf was a Flame Dancer. But then he realized that probably all the caravan workers knew what she was. They were all afraid of the Witch, so they would probably tell her as soon as she asked.

“Taiya is a Flame Dancer,” he said.

“A Flame Dancer,” the Witch said softly as she processed that information.

“Why does she dally with you? A mere guard? Imagine a Flame Dancer wasting her time with one such as you!” the Tarenian said.

The girl wasn’t very tactful, Alex thought.

“Does she not know her worth? She is attractive and rare! Truly I cannot understand the ways of you outlanders!” the Witch said in exasperation.

“Well, I’m glad she thinks higher of me than you do,” Alex said with a laugh.

The Witch frowned at him, her golden eyes flashing. Then she leaned back in her seat and opened the book in her lap again. She had gone back to ignoring him.

The Foxman and Arban joined Alex for lunch when the wagons stopped for their midday break. They sat a little apart from the Witch. The Tarenian was watching them. Or more particularly, she was watching Janx intently.

Janx shifted his position so that his back was towards her.

“She makes me nervous. She looks at me like the Witch that bought me from the travelling Elf looked at me,” Janx said to them softly.

“What did that Witch want with you?” Alex asked.

“She wanted to know where I had come from,” Janx said. “I told her that I was from the Land. But that was not enough. She wanted to know if I had any Power or special abilities.

“She wanted to know where The Land was. I explained to her that I didn’t know. That I had travelled far as a prisoner. She didn’t believe me at first and caused me pain. He showed them some scars on his forearms.”

“It must be your coloring. I have not seen many Foxman, but they have a reddish brown color,” the Orc said.

“That’s what the Witch said. Which is strange because my people all have grey fur,’ Janx said.

They sat in silence for a while. Alex saw that the Witch was still watching Janx.

“We are making good time again today,” Arban said. “We should reach Kargosk in two days.”

After they finished eating, Alex headed back towards his horse and the coach. The Witch was standing there waiting for him.

“Boy, the driver is not here yet. I need you to fetch something for me from a case on top of the coach,” the Tarenian said imperiously.

Alex was getting tired of her attitude. He crossed his arms and looked her in the eyes.

“I am a man, not a boy. I am a guard, not your servant,” Alex said sternly.

The young Witch’s eyes opened wide in surprise for a moment before narrowing in an angry stare. Her nostrils flared and her body tensed as she considered his insolence. Alex was pretty sure she wouldn’t do anything crazy, and he was tired of how she was treating him.

The Witch let out a long breath and her body relaxed.

“Very well. Would you be so kind as to retrieve a book from me from a blue case on top of the coach,” the Witch said icily. Alex was tempted to make her say please, but then he figured he had won enough for today.

Alex nodded and he climbed up onto the driver's seat where he could reach the blue case. He undid the rope holding the case down and then undid the belt like straps holding the lid closed.

“It is a large metal bound book with silver runes on it,” the Witch explained as she watched him open the chest.

The chest was full of books. The first one was titled “A Brief History of the Five Kingdoms”. The next book Alex lifted out was called “Defensive Manifestations of Power” and under that was a large metal bound book. Alex held it up for the Witch to see.

“Yes, that’s the one,” she replied.

Alex sat the book next to him as he repacked the case and secured it again. The metal bound book was heavy and as thick as a dictionary. As Alex climbed back down, he saw that the driver had returned and was helping the Tarenian back into the coach.

The Witch sat down on the edge of the bench and reached out for the book. Alex glanced down at the cover.

“The Known Plants, Creatures and Races of Ktor”... sounds interesting,” Alex said as he handed her the book. She took it and sat back into the seat.

“You’re welcome,” Alex said and turned towards his horse. He heard the driver gasp. He could feel the Witch staring daggers at his back.

He mounted up and waited for the wagon to start moving. In a moment the driver was in her seat and she had the horses moving forward. Alex positioned his horse near his usual spot to the right of the carriage.

The Witch leaned back in her seat as the carriage settled into its travel rhythm. She glanced down at the book and read the title. “The Known, Plant, Creatures and Races of Ktor.” It was a useful tome with an incredible number of life forms listed in it. Some of the entries were quite detailed and some were but a brief observation.

She started opening the book and then she slammed the book shut. Her eyes were wide in surprise as she read the title again. The title was written in Elder Runes. The guard understood what it said!

Few people could read the ancient script. It was mainly used by Wizards, Witches and Scholars. She glanced out the window at the guard. She thought for a moment and remembered what his name was... Alex.

She wondered how it was that he could read it. Who was he? What was he? She wondered as she stared at him with narrowed eyes.

The wagon had to stop for a break in the midafternoon while they changed a broken wagon wheel on one of the wagons. It was only a few places in line ahead of the coach.

Alex was impressed as workers from nearby wagons sprang into action and retrieved a replacement wheel from one of the supply wagons. The wheel was changed in a relatively short amount of time.

When they stopped for the evening, Janx stayed away from Alex and the Witch. The Foxman preferring to stay with the supply wagon and eat his dinner away from her eyes.

Taiya was able to join Alex for dinner and they found a spot near the river. The road had gradually gotten closer to the water during the afternoon and they were able to enjoy their meal, such as it was, near the gentle burbling of the water. The river was shallow and wider here.

Alex was surprised to see the Witch eating her dinner in the coach. She had lit one of the lanterns inside the compartment and was absently eating her bread as she read her book. As Alex drifted off to sleep, the Witch was still reading.


Chapter seventeen


The next morning as she rode in the coach, the Witch was still carefully scanning the book for any information about Foxmen. Unfortunately, the book was separated into geographic sections.

These sections listed the various plants, animals and peoples that could typically be found in each region. The Witch had no idea where the Foxman fit into that division.

The entries in the book varied greatly. One entry might have pages of detail, while another might only have a couple of sentences. Almost every entry had at least one illustration. Some were crude sketches, some were elaborate colored drawings.

The Witch had never seen a Foxman in her limited travels. The class she had on the miscellaneous races of Ktor only briefly touched on the Foxmen. She distinctly remembered the teacher saying that a Foxman always had a red color.

After their break for lunch, the Tarenian returned to her knowledge quest. She was not one to give up. Her focus and drive helped her become the youngest woman to reach the level of Adept at the Great Hall. Eventually she found what she was looking for, the entry for the Foxman people. It read:

The Foxman people are usually found in small settlements in the pine forests near the White Sea. They are typically 4 and a half to five feet tall. They are possessed of keen hearing and eyesight. They are good hunters. As such they are often recruited by various military to act as scouts.

Regarding Power, there are reports of some Foxman acting as Witches or Wizards. They do not typically take training with any of the organized Mage groups. Typically, they have limited training and can be considered to be a Shaman rather that true Witches or Wizards.

Described as reddish brown fur, brown eyes , pointed ears and a bushy tail of medium length.

At the bottom of the page was a drawing of a Foxman. She turned the page and continued reading.

The Seekers or Grey Foxmen were a subgroup of the Foxman people. There are no reports of the Greys dating from recent times. They are mentioned in fragments in some of the ancient texts remaining from the Time of the Upheaval. The name Seeker is believed to be the name for this subgroup used by the Elder themselves for this group.

No other records of the Seekers have been found. Believed to be extinct.

Underneath the entry was a drawing of a Foxman. It pictured a grey Foxman holding a spear. She read the text under the drawing.

copied from a mural fragment found in the partially destroyed Temple of X’Waj. No other reference of a Temple of X’Waj has been recorded. Speculation that this may have been another name for the ruins of the Temple of Chiwak referenced by surviving Aquillian texts.

The Witch closed the book. A thrill of discovery ran up her spine. To think she had chafed when she found that her first assignment would be the Southern Lands. She knew that she was destined for greatness!

The Power was a blessing. She was Zura, a highborn Lady of Tavelon in Taren. But she was also the second born daughter of her Father’s 13th wife.

Her oldest sisters had already been married off to the Great Tarenian Noble houses to bolster old alliances or secure new ones. She was destined to be married off to some lesser noble or, and she shuddered at the thought of it, a wealthy Tarenian merchant to secure a trade deal.

The Power saved her from a life of obscurity. It was as if a second chance had been given to her. And she seized that chance. She was a naturally gifted learner, but she didn’t leave anything to chance. She worked harder than any of the other apprentices and became the youngest girl to reach Initiate level.

As an Initiate, she redoubled her efforts, spending every possible moment working on her craft. The hard work paid off and she became the youngest to reach the level of Adept.

She was Zura, the proud daughter of a proud and noble house. If she could not help rule one of the Great Houses, she would become a Master Witch and help rule the White Witches Council. The Council that was not afraid to help shape the destiny of Ktor!

The Witch looked out the carriage window. The guard named Alex was another mystery. She started to reevaluate what she had assumed of him. Was he a stupid and lowly guardsman? No. He had to be more than that.

The boy, no she corrected herself, this young man was hiding something. He could read Elder Runes, something few on Ktor could do. The Elf that accompanied him... she had seen her kiss him. A powerful Flame Dancer would not attach herself to a mere guard. How foolish to have thought that, the Witch scolded herself.

Alex was travelling with a Grey Foxman. A creature out of legend that supposedly disappeared thousands of years ago!

The Witch pondered what else she might have missed. She had foolishly assumed he was assigned to her as a serving boy. Alex claimed that the Caravan Master back in Oktoban had asked him to guard her.

The Caravan Master was no fool. She knew that she was a Witch and even as an Adept would be formidable. No, Alex was not just a regular guard. She considered the possibilities.

He had to have Power. He must be a Wizard she concluded. It would explain his knowledge of the Elder Runes. He was too young to be a full Wizard. He must be an Adept or more likely an Initiate if he was playing the part of a Caravan Guard, she guessed.

But which group of Wizards was he aligned with she wondered? A Grey Foxman and a young Wizard working with the Caravan Guards. She would have to see what she could find out about this Alex. Which council was he working for?

She would learn what she could and then send a message to Master Nella, the Witch who was mentoring her during her first training trip. Zura closed the book and sat it down on the seat next to her.

The Witch leaned back into the seat and half closed her eyes in satisfaction. Yes, she thought, this trip was turning out immensely better than she had first thought.

Alex glanced at the carriage. He could see the Tarenian leaning back in the chair. It looked like she was taking a nap. He wondered at the smug expression on her face. She must be having a pleasant dream he thought with a smile and then turned his attention back to the road.

The wagons reached the next waypoint in good time, not too late in the afternoon. They would be in Kargosk the next day.

Taiya was unable to join him for the meal as she was still on guard duty. Janx and Arban were nowhere to be seen, so he ate his journey bread by himself. He sat on the ground close to the coach. The Tarenian sat down a few feet away from him.

“I... I apologize for my treatment of you,” the Tarenian said, causing Alex to pause mid bite.

She waited for him to say something. Alex just blinked at her, surprised by her words. When he didn’t say anything, she frowned and thought a moment.

“You are Alex, correct?” she tried again. Alex nodded as he swallowed his mouthful of bread.

“I am Lady Zura,” she said.

“Lady Zura,” Alex repeated and awkwardly bowed his head.

“When we finish eating, I plan on finding a quiet place to meditate. I assume as my guard, you will want to accompany me?” she asked him.

“Of course, it’s my duty,” he replied.

She nodded and resumed eating her bread.

Alex finished his lunch, wondering what this sudden change in her attitude meant.

When they finished, Zura headed towards the far side of the road, away from the river. After a moment, she paused and waited for Alex to catch up to her. She noticed a small hill nearby and headed towards it.

“I apologize again for my treatment of you. I realized if Master Heda appointed you as my personal guard, that you are not just a regular Caravan Guardsman,” she said, trying to see his reaction from the corner of her eye.

Alex grunted in surprise. She continued walking, waiting for him to say something.

“Obviously you have Power, I am curious as to what it is,” she added as they crested the hill.

Alex debated what to tell her. He certainly wasn’t going to say anything about being Elder Touched. The only people that knew his secret were Taiya and Lady Isabel, the Healer back in Oktoban.

“I’m a Strongman,” he said as they were almost at the bottom of the hill.

“What?” the Witch stopped and looked at him in confusion.

Alex stopped as well.

“Surely you jest. A Strongman?” she looked at him incredulously.

“Why would I lie about that?” Alex asked, surprised by her reaction

“Come now. A Strongman is a mediocre gift of Power at best. Are you asking me to believe a Strongman would be worth a Flame Dancer’s time?” she asked.

“I suppose it’s a step up from when you thought I had no Power,” Alex said with a chuckle.

The Tarenian placed her hands on her hips and glared at him. He must take her for a naïve fool she thought, hoping to throw her off the trail by claiming to be a Strongman!

“A Strongman you say? Prove it!” she said smugly.

Sher would best him at his own game, she thought to herself.

Alex laughed. He held his arm out to her elbow bent.

“Would you like to arm wrestle?” he said, jokingly.

She eyed his hand with a frown.

“You could best me even if you were not a Strong-” she paused as her eyes flew open in surprise

.

“You bear the mark of Marra the Destroyer!” she hissed.

Alex’s leather arm bracer had slid down his arm a little as he held his hand towards the girl. The black tattoo around his wrist was plainly visible. It was all that remained of the Dzi bead bracelet he had been wearing when he had touched the mysterious orb in the abandoned temple.

The Witch’s hand shot out and grabbed his arm. The next few seconds passed in a blur. Alex felt a strong shock course through his arm when she touched him. He had experienced it before, so he was not overly fazed by it. The Witch cried out in surprise and leapt away from him.

As she jumped backwards her right hand glowed with blue light and she let loose a little ball of energy towards him. Alex instinctively put his hand up and the ball struck his arm. Alex felt a small shock of electricity and then it felt like all his hair stood on end.

The tattoo on his wrist sparkled with blue energy for a moment and then Alex felt the electricity leave his body in a blue ball that shot back towards Lady Zura.

The Witches eyes were wide in surprise and she tried to quickly form a blue shield, her hand moving in a circle. She only had a fraction of it formed when the energy ball clipped the side of it and then crashed into her shoulder.

Zura cried out and was sent tumbling head over heels down the hill. She landed in a heap. Alex hurried to her and knelt by her side. He turned her over and was relieved to see she was breathing.

He felt the surge of sexual energy coursing through his body as he touched her. It was one of the strange side effects of his being Elder Touched. The Tarenian would feel the same sexual surge.

After a moment, Zura’s eyes opened. Her eyes were dazed and she was blinking in confusion at the strange sensation she was feeling. She finally realized what it was and that it was coming from his touch, which added to her confusion.

“Are you all right?” Alex asked as he let go of her. Zura gave out a little cry and rolled away from him. She rose to her hands and knees a few feet away from him. She was breathing heavily, and her hair was rising away from her head from the static discharge.

“Who... What are you?” she whispered.


Chapter eighteen


Alex stood up and brushed off his knees.

“I’m just Alex,” he said to the Tarenian who was eyeing him suspiciously.

She stood up and brushed herself off. Then she reached up and tried to pat her back down into place.

“I knew you were lying when you said that you were a Strongman!” she said with a glare.

“I am a Strongman,” Alex replied in surprise.

“Do you think me a fool! I know you are a Wizard!” she said with a look of triumph in her eyes. “Which council are you working for?”

“A Wizard? Why would you think that?” Alex asked in bewilderment.

“You have Power,” she held up one finger and took a step towards him.

“Your woman is an Elemental Dancer,” she held up a second finger and took another step closer.

“Your companion is a creature straight out of legend,” Zura took another step closer as she raised a third finger.

“You can read Elder Runes,” a fourth finger came up as she took another step closer.

She took a final step closer, so she was only a few inches from Alex. She was a very pretty woman, Alex thought. Those golden eyes, a sparkling contrast to the warm red hues of her skin. Fascinating.

Zura placed her hands on her hips, with a smug smile on her lips as she looked at him.

“You are a Wizard,” she said triumphantly.

“I am definitely not a Wizard,” Alex told her.

“Why do you persist in this masquerade? I know your secret,” she said as she tilted her head to the side.

“And how did you direct my energy ball back at me like that? I never heard of such an ability,” she added.

“I don’t know how that happened,” Alex replied honestly.

“What was that shock when I touched you?” Zura reached out to touch him but Alex took a hasty step back from her. She frowned at him.

“You shocked me when you grabbed me!” Alex replied. Zura blinked for a moment as she considered what he said.

“Why do you have the mark of Marra around your wrist?” she asked as she took a step closer to him.

“I don’t know what the mark of Marra is!” Alex said in confusion. He took another step back as she reached out her hand again.

“What are you doing? Why won’t you let me touch you? It’s not like you can run and hide from me. You are my guard, remember,” Zura asked and took a step forward.

She raised her hand out again. Alex braced himself as she tentatively placed her fingers on his chest.

Zura’s eyes widened at the surge of sexual energy that suddenly flowed between them. Alex was surprised at how strong the flow was. He assumed that the strength of the energy flow reflected the strength of the Power that a woman possessed.

Lariza, the minstrel he had met in Arras had a gentle flow of energy when they had touched. Taiya, a powerful elemental dancer, had a raging torrent of sexual energy.

Zura had a very powerful surge as well. Not as powerful as Taiya’s, yet still very strong. Strong enough that his heart rate was quickening, and he was becoming aroused, even though he had learned a measure of control over his reaction.

The Tarenian’s eyes widened in surprise as she felt the energy flowing through her body. Alex saw her breathing quickening. Her eyes searched his face in confusion. She broke the contact and took a step back from him.

“What is that... that energy I felt!” she asked breathlessly.

“I don’t know,” he lied. Taiya had warned him that Powerful people would want to use him for their own ends if they knew he was Elder Touched.

Zura took a deep breath and composed herself. She looked at Alex and tried to tell if he was lying to her.

“What kind of Wizard are you?” she asked.

“I told you, I’m not a Wizard. I’m a Strongman,” Alex said evenly.

The Witch opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, but then closed it as she changed her mind. She regarded Alex through narrowed eyes as she tried to figure out what kind of game he was playing. Alex crossed his arms and waited.

Zura looked as if she had come to a decision and then she walked past Alex and started going back up the hill.

“I thought you were going to meditate?” Alex asked as she walked away from him.

The Witch continued up the hill without responding. Alex shrugged and followed after her. He quickly caught up to her. The sun was dipping low in the western horizon.

As they neared the Coach, Alex saw that Taiya was there waiting for him. The Elf stood up as they neared her.

Taiya looked at them in surprise as she took in their disheveled hair. She noticed the grass stains on the Tarenian’s clothes.

“So that’s why you two disappeared over the hill. I suppose you needed some privacy,” the Elf said with a frown.

Alex blinked in surprise at what she was implying.

It took Zura a moment to process what the Elf meant by her words. The Tarenian’s mouth dropped open in shock at what the Elf implied. Then she stood ramrod straight, anger flashing in her golden eyes.

“The insolence! As if I, a highborn Lady of Taren would stoop to dallying with one such as him. I should make you pay for such insolence!” the Witch’s hands began glowing blue.

Anger sparkled in Taiya's green eyes as she took a step back, her hands engulfed in flame. The coach driver, who was patiently waiting by the door, let out a gasp at the display.

“Hey wait, let’s calm down!” Alex jumped between the two women, his arms outstretched.

After a few tense moments, Taiya let the flame go out and she dropped her hands to her sides. A second later, Zura did the same.

The Tarenian walked past them, head held high as she ignored them. She climbed into the coach and the driver closed the door behind her. The curtains were quickly closed.

“She certainly thinks very highly of herself,” Taiya said as she looked at the coach.

“That’s for sure,” Alex said. He shook his head at the thought of the two women blasting each other with their respective Powers. Taiya took him by the hand and they moved a short distance from the coach.

“Did you just have sex with her? A White Witch of all people!” the Elf whispered angrily.

“No! That’s not what happened,” Alex answered softly.

“Why is your hair and her hair messed up like that? I saw the grass stains on her clothes!” Taiya asked.

“She shot a ball of energy at me...” Alex began but Taiya interrupted him.

“What! She tried to hurt you!” Anger flashed in her eyes again and flames engulfed her hands.

“Wait let me finish!” Alex said and raised his hands.

Taiya extinguished the flames and waited. Anger still burned in her eyes.

“The Witch grabbed my hand to look at the markings on my wrist. She received a shock like everyone with Power does when they first touch me,” he explained.

“Why did she attack you?” Taiya asked in confusion.

“The Witch is convinced I am a Wizard. I think she thought the shock was me attacking her,” he replied.

“Why is her hair messed up as well,” the Elf asked with a frown.

“After she was shocked, she jumped back and shot the energy ball at me. But then something strange happened. When the ball hit me, I felt a tingling all over and then the ball of energy flew back out toward her. It struck her and she went tumbling backwards down the hill,” Alex explained.

Taiya looked at him for a moment and then let out a little laugh.

“What’s so funny?” Alex asked.

“Picturing our Miss High and Mighty being sent flying. She needs to be knocked down a notch or two,” Taiya said with a smile. But then she frowned.

“What do you mean, her energy ball flew back at her?” she asked.

“It hit me, I felt energy for a second and then it shot back at her. Have you ever heard of something like that happening?” he asked.

“No,” Taiya said. She thought for a moment.

“I don’t know much at all about an Elder Touched’s Power. I remember the instructor said that sexually joining would result in a Power boost that would last three days.

“And then we would have to pay for that boost with three days of sleep. I assumed you needed the same three days’ rest. Yet you only needed one day's sleep,” the Elf said.

“It must be something tied to the Elder Touched Power,” Alex said thoughtfully.

“Probably. I suppose they only taught us how Boosting would affect us, they didn’t really say anything about what it meant for an Elder Touched,” Taiya replied.

“Elder Touched are such a rare thing. I would wager few people have much knowledge about them,” she added.

Alex glanced down at the tattoo around his wrist. It was still visible in the fading light. He wondered if there were any other changes that had happened to his body.

“What are you thinking?” Taiya asked as she reached out and laid her hand on his forearm. The flow of her energy through his body was comfortingly familiar, arousing and soothing at the same time.

“I was just wondering what other surprises the Elder Power has for me,” he said with a smile.

“Whatever surprises are in store, I will be by your side,” Taiya said. Alex gave her a smile.

They walked over to the sleeping rolls. Taiya had already laid them out, side by side. They lay in their respective rolls, gazing up at the evening sky as the stars became visible.

“I wonder if what happened earlier when the Witch attacked you is a sign that you are protected from magical attacks,” Taiya said after a while.

“I don’t know’” Alex said honestly.

“I hope so. Though this makes you even more dangerous and more valuable,” the Elf said softly.

Taiya liked to warn him that if powerful people found out he was Elder Touched, they would want to use him for their advantage. He would be a pawn in their power struggles.

“I don’t plan on letting anyone use me,” Alex replied.

“You don’t think the Witch suspects, do you?” Taiya asked, a hint of worry in her voice. “The White Witches are notorious meddlers in the affairs of Ktor.”

“I told her I was only a Strongman. She thinks I am some kind of Wizard,” Alex explained. “I will keep her guessing.”

“We will reach Kargosk tomorrow afternoon. Your job as her guard will be finished. If we are lucky, we can distance ourselves from her before she figures out your secret,” Taiya said confidently.

Alex thought about the Tarenian. She was fascinating, but she was also annoyingly snobbish and dangerous. It would be best to put some distance between her and himself.

“I have to get up early for my next shift, good night, Alex,” Taiya said and closed her eyes.

“Good night,” Alex replied.

Alex lay there for a while, gazing up at the stars, wondering about what the future was going to bring him. After a time, he drifted off to sleep.

In the carriage, Zura lay there, unable to sleep, replaying the encounter with Alex in her mind. She tried to remember every word he had said, hoping to find some clue about his identity.

She was sure he was at least an Adept level Mage like herself. He looked a little older than herself. He couldn’t be a Master Wizard already, could he, she wondered?

She thought about how quickly he had deflected her attack back at her. She had never seen a skill like that or even read about it in any of her study books. Perhaps he was a Master Wizard. She was close to being raised to that level herself.

Zura was a little jealous of his Mastery she realized. She was used to being the smartest and fastest student. She was determined to find out his secrets. Zura never backed down from a challenge or an opportunity to prove herself. She was determined to become the greatest of the White Witches!

Zura recalled how Alex had lied to her face, insisting he was a mere Strongman. He must think she was a simple fool. He was travelling with a Grey Foxman and Flame Dancer! Yet he was working as a Caravan Guard. What game was he up to, she wondered?

Even more importantly, which Wizard or Mages Council was he working for? The White Witches were investigating the unrest in the Greenspring Valley. Was Alex here on a similar mission. Or was he here helping cause the unrest! Zura lay awake for hours, her mind racing as she considered the various possibilities.

As her mind wandered, she remembered the strange sensation she felt as she recovered from being stunned. Alex had his hands on her arms and she experienced a strange sensation. She felt it again when she had placed her fingers on his chest. An energy seemed to flow between them. Zura’s breath quickened and her heart beat faster as she recalled the sensation.

She had never felt anything like that. What did it mean, she wondered. Zura slowly drifted off to a restless sleep, images of Alex troubling her dreams.


Chapter nineteen


As the caravan made its way eastward, Alex was in his usual position, riding next to the coach. He had seen Janx briefly when he went to the supply wagon for his morning bread. He had asked the Foxman if he wanted to join him for breakfast. Janx looked past him towards the coach. He saw the Witch standing outside eating her bread. Janx had ruefully shaken his head and said no.

Alex could see that Lady Zura was in her usual position, head down, engrossed in a book. She took her studies very seriously, he thought.

The wagons should reach Kargosk some time this afternoon. Alex looked forward to a nice bath and a bed to sleep in. He was used to sleeping in the field, but given a choice, he would take a bed any day.

“Have you ever been to Taganag,” the Witch asked him. Alex blinked as he stopped daydreaming and turned to look at Lady Zura.

“Where did you say?” he asked her.

“Taganag,” she repeated, watching him intently.

“Never heard of it,” he replied, shaking his head.

The Witch was watching him intently.

“Why do you ask?” Alex questioned her after she didn’t respond.

“It is the home of the Blue Wizards,” she said, her golden eyes searching for any sign of recognition from him.

“Never heard of them,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders.

“Never heard of them? Really,” she scoffed as she frowned at him.

“No,” Alex said.

“The Blue Wizards make their home in the city of Taganag. The Blue Bastion is their Fortress on the edge of the city. The Wizards maintain a small academy on the fortress grounds and welcome new apprentices. Male membership only,” Zura read from the book she was holding.

Alex listened intently as she continued. Any information he learned about Ktor could prove invaluable to him some day.

“The Blue Wizards are the power behind the Lion Throne in Taganag. The King makes no important move without the Wizards' approval and support. The Blue Wizards' sphere of influence is focused on the lands adjacent to Taganag.”

The Witch finished the explanation and then looked at Alex. She must really believe that he was some kind of Wizard, he thought. He wondered if he should just play along or continue to deny it.

The Tarenian was focused on her book again, so Alex didn’t say anything more. He wondered what kind of city Taganag was. The “Blue Bastion” sounded pretty interesting. Alex pictured a castle with walls made out of blue stone. Then he realized it was probably called the Blue Bastion because it was the home of the Blue Wizards. Blue walls would look pretty cool...

“What did you think of Varka when you last were there?” Lady Zura’s question interrupted his train of thought. Alex turned to look at the coach. She was watching him intently again.

“Varka? I never heard of it. Have you been there?” he replied. The Witch blinked for a moment by his unexpected question.

“I have never been to Varka,” she replied with a frown.

“Then why do you assume that I have been there?” Alex asked with a smile. She pursed her lips and tilted her head slightly.

“Because Varka is the home of the Benevolent Brotherhood,” Zura said after a moment.

“What is the Benevolent Brotherhood?” Alex asked curiously.

“The Benevolent Brotherhood reside in the of Varka. The city of Varka and the surrounding lands is their fiefdom. The Brotherhood appoints a Mayor to run the city. The Mayor handles the general administrative aspects of the city.

“The true ruler of the city is the Mage General of the Benevolent Brotherhood,” she continued. “The Brotherhood is the only Council to maintain a standing army. The Brotherhood exerts great influence in the eastern countries that border their lands. They have been known to meddle in the affairs of countries far from their home of Varka. They are quite troublesome, attempting to influence the course of events for their own unknown purposes.”

Alex let out a little laugh. The Witch looked up from her book. She had an annoyed expression on her face.

“What do you find so amusing,” she asked.

“I am going to assume that the book you are reading from was written by the White Witches,” Alex replied.

“Yes, of course. What of it?” she asked with a frown.

“Because that last part you just read... it sounds similar to what I have heard said about the White Witches,” he replied with a grin.

Zura slammed the book closed. Anger flashed in her golden eyes.

“That is ridiculous,” she said icily. “The White Witches seek the good of Ktor. We bring peace and stability to all the people of Ktor, regardless of race or nation.”

“I’m just telling you what I have heard,” Alex replied with a shrug of his shoulders.

“Falsehoods spread by our enemies!” she said angrily. “Spread by people jealous of our power and influence.”

The Witch leaned back in her seat. He could see that she had opened her book and was ignoring him. Alex smiled and then glanced around at the land they were travelling through.

The Greenspring Valley was relatively flat as it followed the course of the small river which it derived its name from. To the north, gentle hills rose and then joined the Barakan Mountains in the distance. The Lesser Barakans, Alex corrected himself. They were a spur that shot out eastward from the main Barakan range which ran North and South.

He and Taiya had met in the Empty Lands, which were past the small mountains in the southern part of the range. The land there was a dry and sandy high desert. They had made their way eastward to the town of Arras, where Alex had joined the Caravan Guards.

Alex had trouble believing that he had only been on Ktor for less than two months. He had already seen and experienced many amazing things. He wondered what other surprises Ktor had in store for him.

Meanwhile, Zura sat in the coach, going through her book. The book’s title was “The Nations and Factions of the World”. She tapped her finger impatiently as she considered who Alex could be working for.

She doubted he was a lone Wizard. The Blues and the Benevolent Brotherhood were two likely candidates. He claimed no knowledge of either faction, which was ridiculous, she thought. He was toying with her, trying to throw her off.

Those two factions were the two major groups exclusive to Wizards. He clearly wasn’t with the White Witches or the Red Sisters. Both groups were exclusive to Witches. The Red Sisters were a secretive bunch. Their Tower was located in the city of Minska.

Zura glanced at the entry for the Red Sisters in her book. It had little to offer aside from the location of their Tower and the title of their leader. She was called the Crimson Consort. Zura furrowed her brow. That was a strange name, she thought. Consort to whom? The book had no other information.

Zura knew there were a few Councils that included both Witches and Wizards. She leafed through her book, trying to find more information. She finally found a reference for one.

There was a Council known as The Serpentium. It had been based in Port Afar. They had two towers which protected the entrance to Port Afar’s harbor. The towers were known as The Jaws of the Serpent. The Serpentium worked hand in hand with the Queens of Afar.

In the span of a couple of generations they had managed to subjugate all the neighboring kingdoms. Port Afar was defeated in the War of the Second Alliance. The Serpentium’s towers were thrown down and the city was raised. The last members of the Serpentium are believed to have perished in the final assault on the city.

Zura leaned forward and looked out of the carriage window. As was his usual, Alex was riding only a few feet away.

“Alex!” the Tarenian called out the window. Alex turned toward her with an expectant look.

“Have you ever been to Afar?” she asked. Alex considered the question.

“That depends on how far Afar is,” he replied with a straight face. The Witch fought back a smile at his unexpected humor.

“Such childish humor you have. I think I shall return to calling you boy,” she told him once she had regained her composure.

“I think I shall return to ignoring you,” Alex said with a nod as he nudged his horse farther away from the coach.

The Witch’s mouth opened in surprise, and she let out a gasp at his words. The impertinence of the man! She leaned back and collected herself. She gazed at his back through narrowed eyes. He must think very highly of himself, to talk to a White Witch in such a manner, she thought.

Alex had heard Lady Zura gasp in surprise at his threat of ignoring her. He smiled as he pictured her look of shock in his mind. The girl was way too arrogant for her own good. If all the White Witches were like her, it was no wonder that they had a troubling reputation.


Chapter twenty


The Caravan stopped for its usual break at midday. Alex walked up to the supply wagon to get his bread. Janx and Arban decided to join him for lunch. The Witch was standing by the coach, nibbling on her bread as they found a spot a to sit a little apart from her.

“How goes it with the magician?” Janx asked.

“All right, I suppose,” Alex replied.

“Is she still calling you boy and ordering you around like a servant?” the Orc asked as he took a bite of his bread.

Alex laughed.

“No, she has stopped doing that,” Alex said.

The three of them finished their meal in silence. Afterwards, Janx headed back to the supply wagon while the other two went to their horses.

They had been on the road for about an hour when the Witch started questioning Alex again.

“What do you think of the city of Danuva?” Zura asked him as she leaned towards the open window.

“Where did you say?” Alex asked and nudged his horse closer to the carriage.

“I asked if you had been to Danuva,” she said.

“No, I never heard of that place. Why do you ask?” Alex said as he glanced her way.

It looked like she was holding one of her books in her lap. Zura looked at him for a moment, debating whether to believe him or not. She glanced down at the passage she had been reading.

“The Ancient Order of the Swan is based in the city of Danuva. Their massive fortress is called the Keep of the Ancients and is located next to the Elderbridge in the Oldtown district. The Order is comprised of both Witches and Wizards.

“Their keep houses the oldest Academy of Magic in Ktor. The leader of the Order holds the title of Grand Archmage. The City of Danuva is ruled by a Hereditary Grand Duke, but the true power of the Grand Duchy of Danuva is held by the Order.

“The Order was once the mightiest force in all the lands with a large army at its command in addition to the forces of the Grand Duke. The Order suffered great losses during the War of the Warlocks. Their power and influence was greatly diminished because of the War as some of their most powerful members sided with the Warlocks. It is now an inward looking organization, focused mostly on their immediate region,” the Witch read out loud.

“That’s pretty interesting,” Alex said. He meant it as he was curious to learn more about his new home. He had always loved history and found the information Lady Zura was reading to him fascinating.

“Are you telling me that you have never heard of the Order of the Swan, the oldest Mage’s Council on Ktor?” she asked skeptically.

“I’m a simple country boy,” Alex said with a smile.

“I find that hard to believe,” The Tarenian replied.

“It’s true, I know very little about the world,” Alex said.

“Hmmph,” was all Zura said as she leaned back and continued reading from her book.

After a time, she found a reference for the Mage’s Council.

“Have you been to Seaholm?” she leaned forward again. Alex was still riding close to the window.

“Seaholm?” Alex thought for a moment.

“That is where the Bard’s College is located,” he added.

Zura leaned forward as she considered if he could be with the Mage's Council.

“So! You have been to Seaholm!” she said excitedly.

“Oh, no. I have never been there,” he replied honestly.

“How do you know that the Bard’s College is located there?” The Witch asked suspiciously.

“I met a minstrel a few weeks ago. She was on her way back to Seaholm. She asked me to come to Seaholm and seek her out at the college,” Alex explained.

He smiled as he pictured Lariza, the minstrel. They had spent an interesting evening together in Arras.

“Why does she want you to seek her out? Does she wish you to see her perform?” she asked curiously.

Alex let out a little laugh.

“Yes, I suppose she does. Though I think she performed well when I was with her in Arras,” Alex said with a mischievous look.

Zura said nothing as she tried to puzzle out what he had meant.

“Why do you ask about Seaholm?” Alex asked. Zura frowned at him for a moment and then she started reading from her book.

“In the great city of Seaholm, you will find the Mage’s Council. Their home is known as the Grand Library. The ruling family of Seaholm is strong with many Wizards and Witches in their employ. The Mage’s Council acts as an advisory council for the Kings and Queens of Seaholm.

“The Mage’s Council is open to both Wizards and Witches. The Grand Library houses a small academy. There is also a scribe’s school adjacent to the Grand Library which is overseen in conjunction with the Bard’s College.

“The Mage’s Council focuses on gathering knowledge and furthering the aims of the Kingdom of Seaholm,” Lady Zura finished reading.

Alex was absorbing the information she had read to him. He found the little histories of the Councils interesting. It was information that could prove useful to him in some future situation. Ktor was different than Earth in many ways, but from what he had seen, the people of Ktor, even if they were of a fantastic race, acted like people on Earth.

Alex knew that information was power. He was already at a disadvantage as a stranger to this world. He would keep his eyes, ears and mind open, absorbing as much as possible.

In the carriage, Zura pondered the possibilities. She was having trouble reading this strange man. She almost believed him when he said that he had never visited any of the places she had mentioned.

There was a chance that he was affiliated with one of the smaller groups of mages. There were any number of little groups of Wizards or Witches spread throughout Ktor. She had heard of the Seven Mages in their Seven Towers in Serez. There were the Witches of the Mountain.

Most large communities, regardless of race, had at least an informal group of local Mages. They would often take on a young apprentice to teach. Only the Major Councils maintained official Academies.

The White Witches had risen to prominence after the War of the Warlocks. They filled the void left by the diminishment of the Order of the Swan. They were now the largest and most powerful of the Councils.

When Zura had reached maturity and discovered her spark of Power, she knew that the Great Hall of the White Witches would be her destination. Where she could become the best of the best.

Perhaps Alex was working for one of the smaller groups. Unless one of those smaller groups began meddling in the affairs of one of the councils or the nations of Ktor, they were beneath the notice of the Powerful organizations.

Zura again wondered how he had managed to throw her attack immediately back at her. She had never heard of a skill like that. She wanted to have him show her how he did it. She sighed as she remembered she couldn’t even get him to admit that he was a Wizard.

Zura sat up straight and looked out the window at Alex. She had become the youngest ever Adept because she worked harder than anyone else and she never gave up. She steeled her gaze. Alex might be clever, but she would not rest until she had discovered his secrets.

The caravan made good time along the road. The valley seemed to be widening and the river moved south, a little farther from the mountains. The road continued straight instead of following closely to the river. There was a low ridge in front of them. As the first few wagons crested the hill, the caravan came to a stop.

Alex looked around. The terrain here was open grassland. He did not see any immediate threats or really any cover for bad guys.

“Why are we stopping?” The Witch asked as she poked her head out the window, trying to see down the road.

“I’m not sure. I will ride ahead to see,” Alex replied as he urged his horse forward.

As Alex crested the hill, he could see the city of Kargosk in the distance, perhaps three miles ahead. He realized why they had stopped. A thick column of black smoke was rising from the North side of the city.


Chapter twenty-one


Kargosk

Alex urged his horse forward. The two wagon Masters were next to each other looking at Kargosk in the distance. Master Farah turned to look at Alex as he pulled up next to them.

Master Farah had a look of worry on her face. Arbon was intently looking toward the city.

“Are they under attack?” asked Alex.

“I don't think so,” the Orc replied.

Alex studied the scene before him intently. From this vantage point he could see the northern, western and southern sides of the city. He could not see any signs of military activity or conflict.

Kargosk had several farms scattered around the outside of the city. Plowed fields were visible on both sides of the road as it stretched eastward towards the city. As far as Alex could tell, the farms seemed untouched by strife. Of course, he thought, he could not see the eastern side of the city from here.

“If you look closely, you can see some smoke rising from near the center of the city and from the southeast section of town,” Arban said as he pointed towards Kargosk

Alex squinted his eyes and peered toward the city. After a moment he could barely make out some smoke rising from the two sections of the city that Arban had mentioned. The Orc must be really keen-eyed, Alex thought.

“I don't think they're under attack from outside forces,” Farah said. Alex and Arban both looked at her questioningly.

“When we passed through Kargosk on the way to Oktoban two weeks ago, I could sense the tension in the city. You could see it in the people's faces. I saw a number of small bands of armed, evil looking men wandering about. All the merchant houses that I passed had armed guards positioned outside,” Farah said grimly.

Alex thought back to his conversation with Flynn, the mysterious man he had met while imprisoned in Oktoban’s dungeon. Flynn had said that he had noticed a number of mercenaries when he had passed through Kargosk.

“A man I spoke to in Oktoban a few weeks ago mentioned that he had noticed a number of Kanban mercenaries in Kargosk, when he had passed through the town,” Alex said to them.

“Kanban, eh?” the Orc said as his eyes narrowed in thought. “Did he say what he thought they were doing there?”

Alex shook his head.

“All he said was that when there is turmoil, there is opportunity,” Alex replied.

Farah nodded.

“Master Kev told me he was worried that fighting was going to break out between the most important merchant houses in the city. Squabbling over taxes and revenue,” Farah explained.

“So, it's a case of civil war then,” Alex said.

“I suppose that's one way of looking at it,” the Orc said with a snort. “Merchant houses fighting for control instead of royal houses.”

“Do you think it's safe to approach the city?” Alex asked them.

Arban thought a moment and then laughed.

“If it was nobles fighting, I would say no. The risk to the caravan would be too great. But merchants are too practical and pragmatic. Trade is their lifeblood, and they won't want to make enemies of the Caravan Guards.” Arban said.

“That may be, as soon as we're inside the city gates I'm going to the hurry the caravan straight to the Guildhouse. I don't want any of our people getting hurt or our cargo damaged.

“Just because the merchants may not want trouble with the Caravan Guards, it doesn't mean that the hired thugs or mercenaries will be so careful in their distinction,” Farah said seriously.

The decision made, the caravan continued forward. Alex rode back to the coach. The Witch looked at him from the window.

“What was it?” the Tarenian asked.

“Looks like trouble ahead in Kargosk,” said Alex.

Lady Zura frowned.

“What do you mean? What kind of trouble?” she asked.

“There's smoke rising from a couple of spots in the city. Probably some kind of civil unrest,” Alex explained.

The Witch considered what he had just told her.

“We sensed the unease in the city when we were here. We met with the major houses of the city and they assured us that they would be able to settle their grievances,” Lady Zura said.

“What do you mean by we? Who else were you with?” Alex asked.

The Witch was lost in thought, and it took her a moment to realize that Alex had asked her a question.

“Oh. I am traveling with Master Nella. I am under her supervision as an Adept.” Zura explained.

“Why aren't you with her anymore?” he asked.

“While we were in Kargosk, we learned of Duke Oktoban’s poisoning. As we were preparing to leave for Oktoban, word reached us that General Tam had been assassinated in Zenkova.

“Master Nella had me travel on to Oktoban without her, to see what I could learn about the situation there. In the meantime, she would travel back to Zenkova to assess the situation there,” the Witch explained.

It sounded like the White Witches were interested in staying abreast of the political situation on Ktor. Alex would have to ask Zura what she knew about Zenkova, the next city eastward along the trade route.

“I will be back in a few minutes,” Alex said.

Alex wheeled his horse around and made his way down the line of wagons. Alex pulled his horse up next to Taiya. The Elf had a look of worry on her face.

“What's going on?” Taiya asked, her green eyes searching his face.

“There's trouble ahead in Kargosk. It's probably the merchant houses fighting against each other. Master Farah and Arban think we should be okay to enter the city, but we should be alert for trouble,” Alex explained to her.

“I understand. Be careful,” Taiya said to him.

“I will. You as well,” Alex said and reached out to give her arm a quick squeeze.

She gave him a worried smile. He urged his horse forward and was soon next to the coach again.

As the caravan drew closer to Kargosk, Alex noticed that the smaller plumes of smoke had disappeared. The larger column of smoke had shrunk to a small pillar. He guessed that the other fires had been put out and whatever larger fire had been burning earlier was mainly under control.

The farms that they passed seemed normal to Alex. Workers seem to be going about their business as usual. Occasionally he would see someone glance toward the city and stare at it for a while before resuming their work.

The farmers barely spared a glance toward the caravan that was passing by their fields. Trade passed between Oktoban and Kargosk so frequently, that they must be part of the scenery for the farmers.

The road led to a large gate in the western wall of the city. The walls and gatehouse were simple, plain structures. Even the houses that they had passed were very plain and utilitarian.

Alex noticed a small road that looked like it led from somewhere in the south wall towards the river. Otherwise, it seemed that the city was built to straddle the trade route. Alex assumed this was done on purpose to ensure that any trade flowing east or west had to go through Kargosk.

Several guards were standing outside of the western gate. They were wearing tabards with a black and white checkered pattern. The caravan halted while Wagon Master Farah spoke to the Sergeant in charge of the guards. After a moment, the Sergeant motioned his men toward the wagons.

The soldiers started examining the wagons. It seemed that they were only giving them a perfunctory look over. As a pair of guards approached the coach, Alex could see that the guards eyes looked tense and tired. One of the guards nodded at Alex while the other one opened the door to the carriage and looked inside.

“Forgive me, my Lady! My apologies! Please forgive me, my Lady!” The guard was bowing and apologizing profusely to the Witch. He hastily closed the carriage door again.

The guards hurried on to the next wagon. Alex couldn't help but smile at what had just happened. The Tarenian glanced out the window towards Alex for a moment and then she leaned back into her seat again.

In a few minutes, the Sergeant waved the caravan forward and they passed through the gate into the city of Kargosk. The Wagon Master had them moving faster than normal. The animal’s hooves and the wagon wheels raised a clatter off the paving stones as they rushed down the main street. The citizens of Kargosk watched as the wagons hurried by them with startled looks on their faces.

The city of Kargosk wasn't too different from the other two predominantly human cities that Alex had visited. The main difference he noticed was that the architecture was simple and plain. Most of the buildings were two story structures made of stone and wood.

Alex noticed that many of the people they passed were wearing colored arm bands. Most were wearing green or orange bands but he saw a smattering of yellows, browns and reds. Alex wondered what the different colors meant.

After about 30 minutes they reached the Guildhouse. It was located along the central plaza. The Guildhouse was situated on the south side of the plaza across from a market. There were a few other buildings around the square.

As the caravan approached the Guildhouse the Caravan Master along with a scribe and some workers came out to meet them. Alex assumed that this must be Master Kev that Farah had spoken about. Master Kev was an older man with grey hair and a weather worn face. Like everyone else Alex had seen today, Master Kev seemed tense and tired.

Master Kev was speaking to Farah when the coach pulled up to the front of the Guildhouse. One of the servants ran up and attached the steps to the carriage and opened the door. The Witch stepped out and started walking regally toward the door.

“Caravan Master Kev, I shall require a room. I shall wait in the dining room until it is ready,” she said as she passed by them on their way to the door.

“As you wish my Lady. Your room will be made ready for-,” Master Kev stopped talking because Lady Zura had already gone into the building without stopping or glancing at them.

The Caravan Master had an agitated look on his face for a moment before letting out a sigh and motioning one of the servants over. He gave the man some instructions. The servant nodded and went into the building.

Alex shook his head. The Tarenian was almost thoughtlessly arrogant. Alex dismounted and started leading his horse towards the stables. All the Guildhouses seemed to be laid out in roughly the same manner, so he didn’t think he would have trouble finding his way around.

He waited in the yard of the Guildhouse until Taiya joined him. Together they walked to the stable and waited for their turn to hand over their mounts to the stable hands. The grooms were busy with all the new arrivals, so they had to wait. Janx was helping Jessa unload the supply wagon. After taking care of the horses, Taiya turned to Alex with a frown on her face.

“I was hoping we could get a room at an inn tonight. I really was looking forward to spending time alone together. But with the unrest in the city...” Taiya said before being interrupted.

“Alex! Taiya!” Arban said loudly to get their attention. The Orc was leading his horse to the stable and he paused to talk to them. “We are having a meeting after dinner with Caravan Master Kev. I want you two there as well. I will come to get you when it’s time. I suggest you stay in the Guildhouse or bunkhouse tonight for food and a bed.”

“Ok, we will be in the bunkhouse waiting,” Alex replied.

Arban nodded and headed towards the stables. Taiya gave him a pouty look.

They saw Janx walking towards them, so they waited for the Foxman to join them. The three of them continued towards the bunkhouse.

They found two of the typical little cubicle rooms that were next to each other. Janx placed his blanket on the floor and Alex placed his gear in the chest that came with each room.

“Do you two wish to share the room alone? I will find someplace else to sleep,” Janx offered.

“No Janx. It is easier if I sleep in a different room. The temptation is too great,” Taiya said as she gave Alex a hungry smile.

“I don’t understand?” Janx replied with a confused look.

“I will explain at another time, Janx,” Alex said and patted the Foxman on his shoulder.

They waited for Taiya to store her things in the room next door, before they headed for the kitchen. There were only a few others there as the cooks had just finished preparing the evening meal.

The three of them each grabbed a bowl of stew and a plate of fruits and cheese. They all passed on the loaves of fresh bread that the cooks offered them. They had had their fill of bread these last few days. They sat down and Taiya went over to a nearby serving area and brought over three mugs of ale for them.

The stew was a hearty red sauce with carrots and onions. Alex thought the tender bits of meat in it tasted like beef. Whatever it was, it was delicious. Happy to have a freshly cooked hot meal, they each went up for a refill of their bowls.

“Janx, I have not talked to you much these last days. Have you thought about your plans for the future,” Alex asked the Foxman.

“The future? I have no future. I am happy to enjoy each day as it comes,” Janx replied.

“You do not wish to try to find a way back to your people?” Taiya asked curiously.

“Trying to find my way back home would be a fool’s errand. I would not even know where to begin,” Janx said. He got a faraway look in his eye and added, “that path is closed to me.”

“I’m sorry Janx. I wish there was more I could do to help,” Alex said sincerely.

“You have given me life! And you ask for nothing in return,” Janx said to Alex with a fierce look in his eye. “If you let me accompany you, I hope someday I can be of service to you!”

“You don’t owe me anything Janx. But I welcome your company.” Alex said.

The Foxman nodded and they sat quietly for a time as the kitchen filled up. They rose from the table to let others have a chance to sit and they headed back to Alex’s little room.

They just reached the entrance when Arban approached them.

“Alex, Taiya follow me. Sorry Janx, this is Caravan Guard’s business,” Arban said to them. The Foxman nodded and went into the room while Alex and the Elf followed Arban.


Chapter twenty-two


Master Farah was already seated at a table in the Caravan Master’s office waiting for them with Master Kev. They stood up when the three of them entered. Master Kev looked at Alex curiously.

“Caravan Master Kev, I believe you already have met Flame Dancer Taiya,” the Orc said. They nodded to each other.

“May I present Strongman Alex,” Arban said.

“Caravan Master Kev,” Alex said and made a little bow.

“A Strongman, eh. I wondered why you brought him to the meeting,” Master Kev said.

“He is young and has only been with the Guards for a short time, but he has already proven himself to be resourceful,” the Orc explained.

Master Kev nodded.

“Please be seated,” The Caravan Master gestured towards the table. There were seats for up to eight people and there was a pitcher of water and cups for them.

Once they were all seated, Master Kev began explaining the situation to them.

“Kargosk has been on edge for months. The merchant houses that run the city have been bickering over taxes, spending, and how to divide the new trade route that is planned to be opened with the Dwarven city of Yarkoom.

“House Karlo is the oldest and most powerful of the trading houses. They hold the first seat on the city council. The other houses are afraid that Old Karlo plans to monopolize the trade with the Dwarves.

“House Orzetz is the second house in the city. Not so long ago they were one of the weaker houses. But their power and influence has grown steadily over the last year or two.

“The third house is House Miloz. Their trade deals with the Targa fruit consortium in Oktoban provides a steady stream of income for them. There are three more houses... Tuzlo, Rezel and Krazno. They hold the other three seats on the council, but their power and influence does not match the other three houses,” Master Kev paused to take a drink of water before continuing.

“The rumors of House Karlo’s greed does not sit well with the other houses. Then last week, Sten Rezel, the wise old leader of House Rezel was murdered as he left his warehouse. No one knows who was behind it. Old Sten was a voice of moderation on the council, well liked by all,” the Caravan Master said, a sad look on his tired face as he recounted the murder.

“Then, last night, disaster struck. In the middle of the night a fire was set at one of the warehouses maintained by house Krazno. As the town watch responded to the fire, House Milos was attacked. The Milos family was slain along with all of their guards. House Orzetz was also struck and one of their warehouses was burned,” Master Kev said as he finished his explanation.

“Who struck at House Miloz?” Arban asked.

“Many suspect House Karlo is behind the trouble. They fear that House Karlo wants to eliminate House Miloz and House Orzetz so that there will be no real threat to their power in Kargosk. With Miloz out of the way only Orzetz stands in Karlo’s way.

“I saw that many people have colored arm bands as we came into the city. What do they signify?” Alex asked.

“As tensions have grown, the various houses have hired additional guards. The colors represent which house people are working for including workers or servants. The greens are House Karlo while the blues are House Orzetz. Orange was Milosz. The lesser houses are yellow for Tuzlo, brown for Rezel and red for Krazno,” Master Kev explained.

‘What do you think will happen next?” the Orc asked.

“I fear that Kargosk will be torn apart in a civil war. The three lesser houses will probably join with House Orzetz against House Karlo. House Karlo has a strong position in the city and are well liked by the average citizen in Kargosk. They are the wealthiest house and have a sizeable force of guards.

“The caravan guards do not like to get involved in the internal affairs of a city. But Kargosk straddles the important trade route from Igrim and Oktoban to Zenkova. The town council meets tomorrow in an emergency session. I plan to attend the meeting. I will suggest that the houses lay aside their differences and find a peaceful solution. I intend to let them know not so subtly that the Caravan Guards will get involved in order to keep the trade routes open,” Master Kev said with a stern look in his eyes.

Maste Kev took another drink of water and then looked towards Farah.

“Master Farah, we will prepare the caravan to leave for Zenkova. We will work all day tomorrow so that the caravan can set out the next morning. I know this is unusual, but I am concerned for the safety of the goods should we delay too long and fighting breaks out again. Your men and women will not be happy to be on the road again so soon, but they will be able to take an extra long break in Zenkova,” the Caravan Master informed her.

Master Farah nodded as she began calculating what needed to be done tomorrow to prepare for the wagon’s departure.

“Master Arban, Taiya and Alex. I would ask that you stay here in Kargosk for the time being. I would like you to accompany me to the City Council meeting tomorrow as a show of force. To let them know the Caravan Guards mean business. I am also worried about the security of our warehouses and the safety of our people. A veteran warrior, a Flame Dancer and a Strongman will certainly help deter aggression against us,” Master Kev said.

The three of them nodded and then they were silent as they considered the implications of what the Caravan Master had just told them.

“Master Kev, what about the White Witch. Master Heda in Oktoban had asked me to guard her on her journey,” Alex asked.

“The Witch told me she will be traveling on to Zenkova. I will assume that as a White Witch she will probably be able to handle herself should the need arise on the journey to Zenkova.

“Master Heda was probably being cautious, not wishing to arouse the ire of the White Witches should something have happened to her while she was in our care,” Master Kev explained.

Alex nodded. On the one hand he was relieved that he would not have to babysit the arrogant Tarenian girl. On the other hand, she was quite interesting, and he was curious to see what else he could learn from her and her books.

The meeting lasted a little while longer as Farah and Arbon had some questions about getting the caravan ready to leave quickly. After they finished, Alex and Taiya took their leave and headed back towards the bunkhouse.


Chapter twenty-three


As Alex met with the others in the Caravan Master's office, Zura was upstairs in her room on the second floor of the Guildhouse. She sat on the floor cross legged in a meditative pose. The window of her room was open to the evening sky.

Zura took deep even breaths and then held her hands a few inches apart in front of her chest. They began to glow blue with Power. A blue ball began to glow and form between her hands. The ball slowly moved forward and then it began to grow and change.

The ball of energy morphed into a translucent blue image that mirrored Zura. As Zura laid her hands back down on her knees the image mimicked her exact moves.

“Master Nella, may I present my report on developments.

I am currently in the Korgosk Guildhouse.

“Firstly, Duke Oktoban has survived the assassination attack. He was poisoned, but seems well on his way to recovery. The assassin was a Sister of The Nameless Sect. The assassin was killed as she attempted to escape.

“They are uncertain as to who was behind the plot. The only clue may be a symbol that looks like a jagged bolt of lightning found on the instructions given to the assassin.

“Secondly, the situation in Kargosk has become grim. House Miloz was attacked and destroyed last night. The city is on the brink of open warfare.

“Thirdly, I have been traveling with a young man who I am certain is a Wizard in disguise. He is working as a Caravan Guard and claims he is a Strongman. I am certain he is a Wizard.

“He denies it and I am trying to ascertain which council he is working with. I believe it is no coincidence that he is in the Greenspring Valley while so much turmoil is occurring.

“I await your instruction. Adept Zura,” the Witch bowed her head for a moment before holding her hands up again.

The mirror image collapsed into a blue ball of energy again. It slowly floated near Zura’s hands. The Tarenian closed her eyes in concentration. Soon a faint blue line of energy, barely the width of a human hair became visible. It stretched from her forehead and then out through the window into the night like a glowing blue thread.

Zura opened her eyes and slowly stood up, the blue ball moving with her. She took a few steps closer to the window. She held her hands up and the blue ball began to transform. In a moment it had assumed the shape of a blue bird.

Zura lifted her hands up and the bird rose higher. The energy bird joined with the faint thread of power. Zura moved her hands away and the bird leaped forward, speeding away into the night sky. Zura watched it disappear and the thread faded away to nothingness.

She looked out at the stars for a minute, wondering what Master Nella would have her do next. She hoped the senior Witch believed her about Alex. There was a mystery and she wanted to solve it.

Zura closed the window and got ready for bed. She didn’t notice the Foxman in the courtyard below her.

Janx had nothing to do during the meeting, so he had taken his spear and gone out to the yard and practiced his moves. The darkness didn’t bother him as he had keen eyesight even in dim light. He had noticed the Witch standing in the open window above him. He froze and watched her curiously.

He had seen what looked like some kind of bird leave her hands and speed off into the night. The Witch closed her window after a moment. Janx wondered what it meant.


Chapter twenty-four


The next morning, Alex accompanied Master Kev, Taiya and Arbon to the council meeting. The meeting took place in one of the buildings next to the market on the Plaza. Master Farah stayed at the Guildhouse to supervise the preparations for the caravan’s departure the next morning.

The meeting was held in a large room on the first floor. There were six large chairs arranged in a semi-circle at the far end of the room. Four of the large chairs were occupied by three men and one woman. Smaller chairs arranged in neat little rows faced the larger chairs.

Master Kev directed them to take some seats in the back of the room and wait. Each of the four people sitting on the chairs had four guards around them.

The woman on the chair was wearing a brown arm band. The men were wearing different armbands, one had red, one blue and one was wearing a yellow arm band. The guards had armbands that matched those of their boss.

The man with the red arm band was whispering with the man wearing the blue armband. The man with the yellow armband shifted nervously in his seat, his eyes constantly scanning the room and its occupants. The woman sat quietly in her chair, shoulder slumped with a faraway look in her eyes.

Master Kev quietly told them who each of the council members were.. Wearing the blue arm band was Jacob Orzetz. He was richly dressed and had numerous rings on his fingers. He was a middle aged man with slicked back hair.

The Red arm banded man next to him was Luz Krazno. He was a short, fat man dressed in expensive but ill fitting clothes.

The other man was Jon Tuzlo. He was a tall, wiry man. His clothing was plain and he was nervous.

The woman was Lena Rezel, widow of Sten Rezel. She was wearing a black dress and a black headscarf.

After a few minutes, an older man wearing a green armband entered the room, surrounded by his four guards. The man seemed to be about 60 years old, grey haired, trim and fit for his age. His clothing was simple but well made. He was a sharp contrast to the flamboyantly dressed Jacob Orzetz. The Caravan Master informed them the newcomer was Dav Karlo, First Chair of the City Council.

Alex had been looking at Jacob Orzetz when Karlo had entered the room. A look of pure hatred flashed across the man’s face for a moment before it was replaced with an expression of calm. No love lost there, Alex thought.

Just as Dav Karlo took his seat, a squad of soldiers began marching into the room. They wore the same black and white checkered tabards that the gate guards had been wearing. There were a dozen in all, carrying square shields and a sheathed sword at their side. Six fanned out to either side of the door but did not move any farther into the room.

The seated members, except for Karlo and Orzetz exploded from their chairs in anger. Orzets leaned back in his seat and stared at Karlo through slitted eyes. All the guards save the four with Karlo shifted about nervously, hands on sword hilts.

“What is going on!” Lena cried in a high pitched voice.

“What is the meaning of this!” Tuzlo exclaimed, raising his fist in the air.

“What- how dare!” Krazno sputtered, his face an angry shade of red as he glared at Karlo.

Dan Orzetz looked at the others for a moment. He made a calming gesture with his hands.

“Please, be seated. Nothing is going to happen to you,” he said calmly.

The other council members stared at him suspiciously.

“I merely thought it would be prudent to have some members of our esteemed City Watch be present as an extra measure of protection for us. After all, our friend Miloz and all his family are dead. If the criminal was bold enough to do that, he may be bold enough to attack us here and kill all of us in one fell swoop,” Dan Karlo explained evenly as he gave each of them a measured glance.

One by one the standing council members sat back down in their seats. Luz Krazno grumbled and crossed his arms staring angrily at Karlo.

An interesting move, Alex thought as he assessed the situation. Master Kev had said that Karlo was well liked by the people of Kargosk. At least some of that loyalty extended to the City Guard it seemed.

If Karlo was suspected to be behind the attacks, the others could gang up on him and have him killed today. Their guards would overwhelm the four he had brought. Bringing in a dozen City Guards evened the odds. The Guards were also armored, where the individual’s guards were not as far as Alex could tell. The odds were definitely in favor of Karlo now.

“So, what is this meeting for? For you to threaten us to leave Kargosk or for you to confess to killing House Miloz?” Luz Krazno demanded angrily.

Dan Karlo leaned back in his chair and rested his elbows on the armrests. He steepled his fingertips in front of him as he regarded Krazno.

“Are you accusing me of murder, Krazno?” Dan Karlo asked.

“Uhh, I mean...” Krazno stammered and he started sinking back into his chair. He then glanced at Orzetz. That glance seemed to stiffen his resolve somewhat.

“Well, someone attacked his House!” he said as he straightened back up in his chair. “Yours is the only house that has the resources to have done something like that!”

Dan Karlo regarded Krazno for a moment before he responded.

“Am I truly the only house that has such resources?” Karlo asked as he turned his gaze towards Orzetz. Orzetz narrowed his eyes, but he did not glance away.

“There has been talk that you wish to monopolize the new trade we are developing with Yarkoom,” Jon Tuzlo said as he looked towards Karlo.

“Jon, my family is the oldest merchant house in Kargosk. My ancestors were the driving force in developing the trade which has made Kargosk wealthy. The city is even named Kargosk in honor of the work my house has done to grow this city,” Karlo said to the man.

“There is talk that House Karlo is no longer content with merely having the city named in their honor. Oh no, they say that the aspirations of your House are high, quite high indeed,” Orzetz said slyly.

“Yes! Yes! They say House Karlo will not be satisfied till it is the only house in Kargosk! You are not satisfied with being first chair! You wish to be the royal house of Karlo! You want to be a King!” the Red faced Kazno said enthusiastically as he leaned forward in his chair.

Karlo frowned at the man.

“I do not wish to be King. But there are some here who have lofty ambitions,” Dan Karlo said softly as he looked pointedly at Orzetz.

“You dare accuse me?” Orzetz said defiantly.

“My warehouse was also attacked and burned during the night of the Miloz attack!” he added.

“Yes, that is interesting isn’t it,” Dan Karlo said as he regarded Orzetz.

“Only you and Tuzlo have escaped tragedy,” Orzetz pointed out as he looked at each of them in turn.

Tuzlo regarded Krazno and Orzetz as he debated who was telling the truth. Kazno was staring angrily at Karlo while Lena Rezel stared at the floor.

“As none of you are ready to confess your crimes, we should move on to our only other order of business for this meeting. Caravan Master Kev wishes to speak to the City Council on behalf of the Caravan Guards. Master Kev,” Dan Karlo nodded towards the Caravan Master.

Master Kev stood up from his chair and approached the council. He stopped just past where the smaller chairs ended.

“Esteemed Council, I bring you greetings on behalf of the Caravan Guards,” Master Kev began and gave them a small bow.

“The situation here in Kargosk has deteriorated to the point that trade with and through your great city is being disrupted. This will affect the tax revenues that your city depends on to fund the needs of its citizens. And of course, this will also affect the ability of your Houses to generate the revenues they need to ensure they stay prosperous.

“The Caravan Guards pride themselves on being valuable partners with all the great merchant houses, not just of Kargosk, but of all of Ktor. We greatly value the trade that we handle for your city and for your Houses.

“But we value it neither more nor less than the trade we handle for other cities that pass through Kargosk. The dangerous situation in your city must be resolved before your business interests are further damaged,” Master Kev said to them.

“Are you threatening us, Master Kev?” Jacob Orzetz said with a sneer. “I thought the Caravan Guards did not involve themselves in the internal affairs of sovereign nations?”

Master Kev stiffened and gave the man a long stare before looking at each of the other council members.

“The Caravan Guards have not involved themselves in such matters in recent history, because there has not been a need to get involved. This has not always been the case. I humbly suggest, Jacob Orsetz, that your scribes search their books for information on The Trade Wars. I am sure you will find the information about them enlightening,” Master Kev answered.

Master Kev then gave them a curt bow and turned on his heel. He nodded to them as he neared. Alex, Taiya and Arban stood up and followed the Caravan Master out of the Council Hall and back to the Guildhouse.

Alex was impressed with how Master Kev had handled the council. He wondered what the extent of the military resources of the Caravan Guards was? Was Master Kev bluffing the council? He would have to find out what that business about Trade Wars meant.

Alex had assumed that the Caravan Guards were more of a semi permanent security force whose sole mission was to protect the wagon trains. Now he wondered if they were some type of paramilitary organization.

Alex smiled at this new piece of the puzzle that the world of Ktor had presented him with. There was so much to discover about this world. It was another reminder that Ktor was a dangerous, exciting and fascinating place.


Chapter twenty-five


The Guildhouse was bustling with activity as the caravan was prepared for departure. Wagons were being checked for any maintenance issues and then loaded with goods from the warehouses. Harnesses and saddles were gone over carefully. The draft animals and horses were checked.

Alex and Taiya helped the staff and even Janx pitched in. Alex was glad to see the Foxman getting involved instead of merely sitting away from everyone.

It was late afternoon when they had finished. Wagon Master Farah thanked them for their help. As Alex, Taiya and Janx headed across the courtyard on their way to the bunkhouse, he noticed the Witch off to one side. She was practicing her forms with a staff made out of blue energy in her hands.

As he watched her, a blue bird flew towards her and abruptly stopped in midair a few feet from her face. The bird seemed to shimmer with a strange light. Lady Zura stopped her practice and her staff quickly dissipated into thin air. She held out her hands. The bird moved and rested in her palms. Zura then placed the bird on her left shoulder.

The Witch looked around the courtyard. She saw that the three of them had paused their walk and were looking at her. She regarded them for a moment before heading towards the Guildhouse and going inside.

“I wonder what that bird was?” Alex asked.

“That was strange,” Taiya added.

“Last evening, I was in the courtyard. The Witch’s window was open,” Janx said and pointed up to the second floor window. “I saw her standing by it, holding a bird like that. She released the bird into the night sky. But that was no normal bird. It was a creature of magic, glowing with Power.”

Alex nodded. They continued on to the bunkhouse.

Lady Zura quickly walked upstairs to her room. She closed and locked the door behind her in case a servant tried to enter.

She sat down on the floor cross-legged. She took a few breaths to focus herself. She lifted the messenger from her shoulder and held it before her in the palm of her hands. After a moment her hands glowed blue as she channeled Power into the bird.

The bird was attuned to only Master Nella and herself. Its message could only be unlocked by one of them using their Power upon it. The bird morphed into an energy ball and slowly moved back from Zura.

In another moment the energy ball expanded into a translucent shape. A ghostly image of Master Nella was sitting in front of her in the same cross legged position that Zura was in.

“Adept Zura. It is heartening to hear that Duke Oktoban has survived. He is a bringer of much needed stability to that part of the Greenspring Valley.

“The news out of Kargosk is unfortunate. The demise of house Miloz leaves only two contenders for supremacy in the city. The timing of the troubles in all three cities of the Greenspring cannot be a mere coincidence.

“The city of Zenkova is gripped by fear and uncertainty. Two more high officials have been murdered here. Commonfolk have also been found murdered, their bodies left in the alleyways of the city. The population clamors for the King to do something.

“And you tell me a mysterious wizard is masquerading as a Caravan Guard. We must find out who he is working for. Has one of the other councils sent him here to investigate, because, like us, they have heard of the unrest here? Or is he helping cause the unrest?

“Do not join me in Zenkova. I will stay here and try to unravel who is trying to subvert the city. I need you to stay close to this mysterious Wizard. If he travels to another area, I want you to follow him.

“If this Wizard stays in Kargosk for now, your secondary mission is to determine which of the remaining major houses is destabilizing that city. It must be either House Karlo or House Orzetz.

“I suspect that one of those houses is receiving support from whatever group is trying to destabilize this entire region. If we are able to determine which house is behind the problems in Kargosk, we may be able to lend support to the other house.

“Kargosk has long been ruled by relatively stable cooperation between the merchant houses. The White Witches prefer it that way as they kept each other in check. But you will learn, Adept Zura, that nothing stays the same. In the short term or perhaps the long term, situations change, and new power balances arise.

“If we can help the right house prevail, they will view us favorably and we will gain influence in the city of Kargosk.

“Until we meet again, continue your reading of the books you have brought with you. Practice your forms with the Power diligently. You are one of our brightest students Adept Zura and we expect great things from you,” The image froze as Master Nella finished her message.

By nudging the image with a little strand of Power, Zura was able to listen to the message again. Always thorough and wishing to make sure she had memorized every bit of the message, she listened to it two more times.

When she was satisfied, she used the Power to dissipate the image of Master Nella. Zura sat cross legged for a while as she considered what the senior Witch had told her.

She was glad that Master Nella wanted her to investigate Alex. She found him an interesting puzzle. She wondered what game he was playing.

Master Farah had informed her that, due to the unrest in Kargosk, the caravan would be leaving tomorrow morning. Zura had secured passage all the way to Zenkova in order to meet up with Master Nella.

She needed to find out if Alex would be travelling with the caravan in the morning. The Witch stood up and straightened her robes. She left her room and searched for Caravan Master Kev.

Zura found him in his office. Master Kev was going over reports that Farah would pass along to the Zenkovan Caravan Master.

“How may I assist you, my lady,” Master Kev said as he rose from his desk, performing a small bow to her.

“This may sound look an unusual request, Caravan Master”, Zura said to him.

“We always try to do our best to accommodate the requests of the White Witches,” he said with a small smile.

“Are you familiar with the guard named Alex? I believe he said he is a Strongman?” she asked.

Master Kev blinked at the unexpected question. It took him a moment to respond.

“Yes, the guard that came with the caravan from Oktoban. I don’t know him well, I believe he is a recent hire. Why do you ask?” Master Kev answered with a confused frown.

A recent hire! Zura paused a moment before answering to keep the elation out of her voice.

“I wish to know if he will be travelling with the caravan tomorrow to Zenkova,” she asked evenly.

“Did he offend you in some way! No need to worry, my lady. He will not be travelling to Zenkova with you tomorrow,” Master Kev said in an agitated voice.

Offending the White Witches was the last thing the Caravan Guards wanted to do.

Zura blinked in surprise at his response.

“Oh, no Caravan Master, you mistake me. Strongman Alex is a very rare find. I did not realize until the end of our journey that he possessed this Power. I have many questions for him that I have not had time to ask.

“If Alex is staying here in Kargosk, I wish to postpone my journey to Zenkova. The White Witches pride ourselves on gathering knowledge. I hope he can provide much useful information on his rare Power,” Zura explained.

“Oh,” the Caravan Master said in surprise at her answer.

“With all the troubles in the city, I have asked him to stay here for the time being to help defend the Guildhouse should the need arise,” Master Kev added.

“Excellent, in that case, I shall require my room until further notice,” Zura said in a satisfied tone.

She turned and left the room. Master Kev bowed out of habit and then shook his head. The Witch was young he thought, be she acted as superior as the older Witches he had met.

As Zura made her way back to her room, she thought about what the Caravan Master had said. Alex had only recently joined the Caravan Guards. If he was a Wizard, why was he masquerading as a Strongman.

She wondered if he could manipulate the Power in some way that made him appear strong. That trick he did with deflecting her energy ball back at her was certainly impressive.

Zura entered her room and sat down on the chair to think. Perhaps he was using the Caravan Guards as a way to travel around the Greenspring Valley without suspicion. Was he an observer, sent to monitor the situation by one of the other Councils? Or was he working with those who were trying to destabilize the region for some unknown purpose?

She considered the situation for a long time. Finally, the grumbling noises from her stomach reminded her to go down to the dining hall for dinner. Later, she lay in her bed, still thinking about Alex. Was that even his real name, she wondered as she finally drifted off to sleep.


Chapter twenty-six


The next morning, the draft animals were hitched to the wagons and the guards mounted their horses. Taiya and Janx took advantage of the fact that the bathing rooms were empty as most of the guards were already outside ready to leave. They could bathe without feeling rushed.

Alex told them he would take a bath in a short while. He wanted to see if the Tarenian Witch was doing anything unusual this morning as she continued on her journey to Zenkova.

Alex watched the wagons line up in the street outside of the Guildhouse. It was early, even the nearby market showed little activity. Master Kev wanted the wagons out of the city as soon as possible.

As Alex surveyed the scene, he frowned. The coach was nowhere to be seen. He wondered if there was something wrong with the vehicle. Maybe the Witch would be riding on one of the wagons instead. Alex smiled at the thought of the haughty girl being tossed around by the wagon’s rough ride.

At that moment, Wagon Master Farah was riding by, looking at the wagons as she went. Alex hailed her.

“Master Farah... is there something wrong with the coach?” he asked.

“The coach is staying here. We have no passengers this trip, only trade goods and supplies,” she nodded and continued her inspections.

Alex frowned in confusion. What was the Witch doing if she wasn’t travelling on to Zenkova, he wondered.

Alex started walking back towards the bunkhouse, avoiding the wagons that were still rolling out of the courtyard area. As he paused to let another wagon pass, he looked up at the window Janx had pointed out the evening before.

The window was open and Lady Zura was watching him. What was her game, he wondered. He gave her a nod and she nodded back. Alex continued into the bunkhouse.

He stopped by his cubicle and stripped off his clothes. Wrapping one of the towels around his loins, he headed off to the bathing room. Taiya and Janx were still in the tubs.

No one else was in the room save for the attendant, who was sitting patiently in the corner should someone need anything. Alex sat his towel on the stool that was next to an empty tub and then he slid into the warm water.

“Why the concerned face? I would think you would be relieved to be rid of the Witch,” Taiya asked him.

Alex grabbed the bar of soap from the stool and began lathering himself. The soap had a pleasant aroma of wildflowers.

“Lady Zura didn’t leave. She is staying in Kargosk,” Alex said.

“What!” the Elf said in surprise.

“When I saw the coach wasn’t with the other wagons, I asked Master Farah what had happened. She said that the Witch was staying in Kargosk for now,” Alex explained.

“Was the Witch supposed to be travelling on to Zenkova?” Janx asked.

“Yes, as we travelled along the road, she said that she was meeting her mentor in Zenkova,” Alex replied.

“What do you mean by her mentor,” Taiya asked as her brow furrowed in thought.

“The Tarenian said that she was an Adept of the White Witches. This trip was part of her training so she could be promoted to the level of Master Witch. The Witch in Zenkova is her mentor,” Alex explained what he had learned from Lady Zura.

Taiya looked around the room. She asked the attendant if she could give them some privacy for a little while since there were no other bathers in the room. The old woman nodded and left the room.

“What changed? Why is she staying?” Janx asked.

“I am not sure,” Alex replied.

“She thinks you are a Wizard. That may have something to do with it. But how did she know you were staying in Kargosk?” Taiya asked.

Alex considered the possibilities.

“She may have simply asked Master Kev. It seems that The Caravan Guards do their best to keep the White Witches happy. There was no reason for the Caravan Master to hide the fact that I was staying,” Alex said thoughtfully.

“There is the possibility that it is a coincidence, and she is staying here because of the problems in Kargosk. After all, that is why we were asked to stay here,” Taiya added.

“I wonder if it has something to do with that mysterious bird,” Janx asked.

They were quiet for a time as they considered what the bird meant. The Witch had quickly disappeared into the Guildhouse with it once it had arrived.

“Of course! Why didn’t I think of it before!” Alex said excitedly.

“What is it?” the Elf leaned forward expectantly.

“On... that is... in my land, I have heard of people using birds to carry messages to each other. They would tie little messages to the bird's leg and the bird would return to its nest, where the message would be retrieved,” Alex explained.

Janx and Taiya were silent as they considered what Alex said.

“How would a bird know how to find the Witch in Kargosk?” Taiya asked with a puzzled look.

“That was no ordinary bird. That was a magic bird,” Janx said.

“A magic bird would explain how it could find its way around,” Alex said. Part of him couldn’t believe he had just said that. How quickly had he adjusted to the idea of magic in this crazy world!

“Her mentor may have ordered her to stay in Kargosk. Maybe the other Witch is coming here because of the unrest in the city,” Alex said as he considered the possibilities.

“Wonderful. Two witches in the city,” Janx said with a frown.

Taiya and Alex both laughed at his comment.

“I suppose we will find out sooner or later what the Witch is up to,” Alex said.

Taiya and Janx got out of their tubs, dried off and headed off to get dressed. Alex finished his bath. He then asked the attendant, who had returned, to give him a shave before he left.

In the afternoon, Alex and Janx headed out for a drink at some of the local taverns. Master Kev asked them if they could go out and see if they could pick up any information on the state of affairs in the city.

Alex and Janx paired up and headed towards the south side of town while Arban and Taiya teamed up and headed towards the west end of town. Master Kev told them to take their daggers along as tensions were high in the city.

Janx brought his stone knife while Alex donned his chainmail shirt. Alex threw on a shirt over the mail and attached the special dragon skin sheath to his belt. The incredibly sharp dagger it held was a gift from the Duchess of Oktoban for his part in saving her husband’s life.

The first tavern was called The Kargosk Alehouse. There were only a handful of patrons in the place. Alex went to the bar and ordered two beers. They sat at one of the empty tables along the wall.

At another table, two men and one woman had yellow armbands. They were wearing mismatched pieces of leather armor and were armed with swords. They were talking softly and they would occasionally glance around the room.

Another table had two men with red armbands. They were both armed with swords, but they had no armor, just regular clothing. They had a shifty look about them, Alex thought.

There were three other men in the bar, all without armbands. One was sitting alone at a table while the other two were seated at the bar, but a few stools away from each other. All three were older men, poorly dressed. They had their heads down over their beers and looked like they just wanted to be left alone.

It didn’t seem like any of the patrons were in a talkative mood, so they drank their beers and moved on to the next tavern.

The Red Bird had a few more customers than the Alehouse. All of the patrons were men. A few of the patrons had brown armbands, but the rest were unaffiliated. The Red Bird also had a waitress, so they sat at a table. She was an older woman with a kind smile. She brought them two beers.

“A Foxman,” she said. “I haven’t seen one of your folk since I was a young girl.”

“There are not many of us around,” Janx said.

Alex gave her 3 silver pieces and told her to keep the change. She looked at the coins and thanked him.

Alex and Janx sipped on their beers and watched the people in the tavern. Just as the waitress came by to see if they needed anything, a short middle aged man with a blue armband entered the bar. He put his hands on his hips and glanced about the room.

“Afternoon lads! I trust you are all well this fine afternoon!” the newcomer said jovially.

“Who is that?” Alex asked the waitress.

“Ben Parz, one of Orzetz’s flunkies,” the woman said and wrinkled her nose before moving on to the next table.

“The offer still stands if any of you are looking to make some real coin!” Parz said as he wandered around the room. The other patrons avoided his gaze and ignored him.

As Parz turned to leave, he noticed Alex and Janx sitting off to the side. He noticed the chainmail Alex was wearing under his shirt . A predatory smile lit up his face.

He walked over to their table and pulled out a chair. He reversed it and sat down straddling it. Parz leaned forward and rested his arms on top of the chair back.

“Gentlemen, I see that you are new to our town!” he said to them.

Alex nodded while Janx was silent.

“I see that you are warriors. Things have gotten, shall we say... ‘interesting’ in Kargosk. There is plenty of work in this town for skilled men,” Parz said to them.

Janx turned to look at Alex. Alex was silent for a few moments before responding.

“What kind of work are we talking about?” Alex asked.

Parz smiled again.

“Oh, you know, guard work mostly for now. But there might be times you need to get your knife wet, if you know what I mean,” Parz explained as he gave Alex a knowing wink.

“You’re expecting a lot of trouble?” Alex asked quietly as he leaned towards the man.

“Changes are coming to Kargosk, friend. Big changes. And some aren't gonna like it. Some heads might have to get busted when the city gets riled up. To restore order of course,” Parz answered quietly.

“What’s the pay?” Alex asked and leaned back in his chair.

The man gave them a broad smile.

“House Orzetz is offering more than any of the other houses. You can make two gold pieces a day! If you can prove to the boss that you are a skilled fighter, they will pay you even more,” Parz said excitedly.

Alex considered what the man said.

“What’s the time commitment? We were heading to Zenkova. We heard there might be work to be found there as well,” Alex said as he leaned forward again.

“I could tell you were a professional,” Parz said quietly as he nodded his head.

Parz glanced around the room to see if anyone was close by.

“Let’s just say that I don’t think you will be tied up here for very long. Zenkova won’t-” Parz caught himself before saying anything more.

Alex looked at him curiously.

“Well, are you interested?” Parz asked.

“It’s an interesting offer. I will have to talk it over with my partner,” Alex said and nodded towards Janx.

“If you want the work, head over to House Orzetz. Tell ‘em Parz sent you,” Parz said as he stood up. With a final nod, he turned and walked out of the tavern.

“It sounds like things are going to get violent here soon,” Janx said softly.

“So it seems,” Alex agreed.

The serving woman paused as she walked by their table.

“I wouldn’t trust Parz if I were you. Ever since old Jav Orzetz died and his son Jacob took over the house a few years ago... there has been nothing but trouble in this city,” the woman said to them.

“I heard that Orzezt is the second most powerful house in Kargosk,” Alex replied.

“Aye, that it is. For generations it was a modest house. There’s no denying that Jacob Orzetz has increased his house’s fortunes tremendously. Orzetz openly challenges Karlo for leadership of the city,” she said with a frown.

“Are you saying there must be something strange behind their rapid advance?” Alex asked softly.

The serving woman quickly looked around to see if anyone was listening.

“Rumors only mind you. But there has been talk of double dealings and strange deaths. Deaths some are afraid to call murders except behind closed doors. It’s difficult to know who to trust anymore,” she explained in a low voice.

Alex nodded.

“It’s not for me to tell you your business. But for strangers, you seem like decent folk. Stay away from Parz and House Orzetz,” she said.

“Thank you,” Alex said.

He fished out two more silver coins from his pocket and laid them on the table as he stood up. With a final nod to the woman, he headed out of the tavern, Janx following close behind.

They stopped at one more tavern, but there were only a couple of patrons inside. They sat at a table for about half an hour, but there was no server to ask for information and the bartender wasn’t a talkative man.

They finished their beers and headed back to the Guildhouse, eager to see if Arban and Taiya had found out any information on the situation in Kargosk. Janx looked up at the sky.

“Rain perhaps? It would be good to feel the rain again,” the Foxman said wistfully.

Alex looked at the sky. Grey clouds were moving in from the West. He hadn’t seen any rain yet in the month or so he had been on Ktor.


Chapter twenty-seven


Arban and Taiya had little to offer in way of new news. They had stopped in a place called the Wild Warboar. It was a place frequented mainly by Orcs who lived and worked in Kargosk.

Arban had spoken to the bartender, but the woman had nothing particularly new to offer. They had stopped at a couple more places, but no one was talkative.

Arban suggested that he and Alex go back out and try the east side of town after dinner. Taiya and Janx stayed behind to help defend the Guildhouse as it seemed evening would be the most likely time to be attacked.

A few hours later, the team met in Master Kev’s office. Alex smiled as he realized that he had started to think of Taiya, Arban and Janx as his “team”. Alex and the Orc were both wearing their chainmail under their shirts and had daggers on their belts.

“Two daggers?’ Alex said to Arban when he saw that the Orc had one on either side of his belt.

“You should know by now, I’m a dual wield expert!” Arban said with a laugh.

“Be careful,” Taiya said as she gave Alex a quick kiss, concern evident in her green eyes.

Alex nodded and then he and Arban set off to see what else they could discover. They headed over to the taverns on the east side of town.

The clouds had rolled in from the west, obscuring the light from the moons. The area around the central plaza had some street lamps. There were also lamps next to the doors on some of the buildings. The farther they moved from the center, the sparser the lighting became.

The first bar was called The Mug and Bowl. It was a clean well-kept establishment. There were a handful of customers inside. Most were enjoying a meal though a few were only drinking. The bar along the back wall had five stools which were all occupied.

They sat at an empty table and ordered a couple of mugs of ale from the serving girl when she stopped by their table. They sat and sipped their mugs while watching the customers. For their part, the other patrons ignored the two newcomers.

Arban tried to engage the serving girl when she stopped by their table again, but she answered in single words, deftly avoiding being drawn into talking about anything.

“They don’t want trouble,” Alex said softly and took another sip from his mug.

Arban looked around with a puzzled look.

“Who doesn’t want trouble?” the Orc asked, keeping his voice low.

“The citizens in this place. They don’t want to get involved. They are trying to live their lives as if nothing strange or dangerous is happening around them,” Alex explained.

Alex had been in towns and villages in Central Asia where the threat of violence was never far away. He had seen people acting the same way the people in this tavern were acting. They hoped that if they ignored the danger, it would somehow go away. Unfortunately, it never did until one side had won a complete victory over the other.

“Let’s try another one.” Arban said and stood up. He tossed a few iron coins on the table for the girl and they walked out.

The two men headed out into the evening, continuing down the street. Neither noticed the cloaked figure in the shadows that was furtively watching them. Once they had gone a short distance, the mysterious figure quietly followed them. It clung to the shadows, helped by the darkness caused by the cloud cover.

A few minutes later, the stalker watched them enter a large tavern. The sign said Novak’s Tavern. Music could be heard coming from the building, mixed with the sound of boos and cheers. The cloaked figure waited for a group of Orcs to head into the building, walking in behind them, unnoticed.

Alex and the Orc were seated at a table to the center left of the large and busy room. The cloaked figure glided to the right, the dark cloak blending into the shadows of the room’s corner. Most of the tables were clustered near the middle of the room, forming a semicircle around a large, shallow sand filled pit located in the back center of the room.

A long bar without stools lined the back wall. It was crowded with customers who leaned back against it as they watched the spectacle in front of them.

Two Orcs were fighting each other in the sandy circle. Barefoot and shirtless, they fought, viciously punching and kicking each other. The cloaked figure frowned for a moment and then realized this was one of the notorious taverns that offered Pit Fighting.

The watcher smiled at the foolishness of it. However, it would serve as a useful distraction, focusing attention there instead of the shadowed corners of the room. The figure focused its attention on its quarry.

Alex and his Orc friend sat at the table for a time, sipping their beer. Alex seemed to be trying to get the serving girls to stay and talk as they stopped by their table. With so many patrons, they would only smile and then hustle off to fetch more drinks for people.

The Orc stood up and made his way to the bar. He was trying to talk to a pair of Orcs that were standing there, intent on the fight.

After about forty-five minutes, the Orc returned to the table and said something to Alex. He stood up and they headed toward the door. The two men were discussing something and were oblivious to the cloaked figure watching them. The watcher waited a few moments and then quietly followed them out the door.

A light rain was falling. A few yards down the street, Alex and the Orc were walking with hunched shoulders because of the chilly rain drops. A quick smile crossed the watcher's face, thankful for the protection of the hooded cloak.

The watcher followed a safe distance behind them again, hurrying from shadow to shadow. The cloaked figure paused. The two men had come to an intersection. It looked like they were debating which way to go.

The watcher pressed flat against a building wall as Alex glanced back down the street for a moment. The Orc said something, and two men turned left and disappeared around the corner.

The watcher waited a few seconds and then hurried to the corner and cautiously peeked around the corner. The two men had disappeared! There was another small intersection just down the street.

The cloak figure hurried down the street, slowing down at the intersection. The watcher quickly flattened against the house on the near right corner and cautiously peered around the edge of the building. The street was empty.

“Why are you following us,” Alex said from her left. The cloaked figure jumped in surprise. Alex and Arban had emerged from the shadows of the street on the left.

The watcher took off, sprinting down the street. Alex and the Orc sped after the mysterious figure. The hunter had become the hunted.

Alex’s strength allowed him to take long leaping strides and he quickly closed the gap between them. Just as Alex was about to grab the spy, the cloaked figure darted down an alleyway to the left. Surprised, Alex tried to stop, but his momentum carried him past the opening as he stumbled on the wet cobblestones.

Alex quickly recovered and leaped back toward the alleyway. The cloaked figure looked back and saw Alex and the Orc crash into each other as they both tried to turn up the alley. They fell together in a tangle.

Alex looked up from the ground just in time to see the spy take a right turn. He scrambled to his feet and gave chase.

The cloaked figure raced down the alleyways and streets, turning at every intersection in the hopes of losing the pursuers. The watcher took another right turn and in surprise tried to stop. Walking up the street were three men whose mouths opened in surprise at the cloaked figure careening towards them.

The watcher skidded on the wet street and crashed into one of the three men, sending both of them tumbling. The man slowly got up, cursing. The cloaked figure's head had bounced off the cobblestone street and they lay there, face down, stunned by the blow.

“Well, well boys, look at what we have here. The night’s barely begun, and we have found a prize!” one of the men, who was holding a thick tree branch like a club, said to his companions.

“Aye, those are some expensive looking boots!” one of the other thugs said.

“This gent better have some coin in his purse for me after knocking me into the ground like that!” the man who had been knocked to the ground said angrily as he sat up.

The other two men laughed. One of them pulled out a knife and went to kneel next to the prone figure on the ground while the sitting man got back on his feet.

Just at that moment Alex came flying around the corner, sliding into the nearby building with a small thud. The three thugs, startled for a second time this evening, quickly turned to face this new intruder on their territory.

Alex moved away from the building towards the center of the street. He wondered if the three men had jumped the man who had been spying on him and Arban. They looked like thugs.

Alex bent at the knees in a fighter's stance and slowly walked towards them. He wanted that spy alive for questioning. Alex felt his anger rising at thought that they might have killed him.

“Here now, piss off! This prize is ours! Go find your own,” the man with the stick snarled at Alex. Both of the other men had knives in their hands.

“Let's teach him a lesson,” one of the men with a knife started advancing on Alex.

Alex reached down and pulled the dagger out of his belt. This was as good a time as any to see if it was as sharp as the Duchess had claimed it was.

“Careful Lev, he’s got a knife too,” the man with the stick cautioned.

The thug advancing on Alex paused and took a few steps back.

“Well then let’s make it a party then,” Lev said. The other two men laughed and began walking to either side of Alex. The thug with the stick shifted to a two-handed grip.

The man with the stick was circling around to Alex’s left. He suddenly lunged in at Alex, bringing the stick down in an overhead smash. Alex deftly side stepped the blow and quickly kicked out at the man with his right foot.

Alex’s left foot skidded a little on the cobblestones causing him to deliver only a glancing blow to the thug. His enhanced strength was still enough to send the man spinning away. The man fell to his knees, clutching his side in pain.

The knife wielders then rushed Alex at the same time. Lev jumped at Alex front the front, swinging his knife down in an overhand blow aimed at Alex’s head. The other man crouched low and lunged towards Alex's right side.

Alex flung his right forearm up, hitting Lev’s wrist. Alex heard a snap of bones as Lev screamed in agony. Lev’s knife went flying past Alex’s head and clattered on the street behind him.

The other thug drove his knife at Alex’s ribs. Alex felt a stab of pain as the knife drove his chainmail shirt into his skin. The mail held and the knife skidded along the front of his chest, tearing his tunic. The thug, expecting his knife to sink into Alex’s torso, fell forward into Alex as his knife blow continued along Alex’s front.

Alex brought his right elbow down hard on the man’s head. Alex felt the man’s skull crack as the thug’s head was driven to the side. Soundlessly, the man slumped to the ground.

The man with the stick swung at Alex from the left with a vicious sideways swing. Alex tripped over the man at his feet as he tried to jump to the right. As he hit the ground, he twisted his body into a roll. The stick smashed into the ground where his head been a moment before.

Alex rolled into a crouch and launched himself at the thug. The power and distance of the lunge caught the man completely off guard. Alex crashed into him, driving the dagger into the man’s chest. They landed in a heap, the thug taking the brunt of the fall.

Alex rolled to his feet and looked around. The thug named Lev was still on his knees, moaning in pain. Alex had lost his grip on the dagger when they had hit the ground. He went over to the man on the ground, expecting to find it still stuck in the man’s chest.

Alex was surprised to find the dagger was sticking out of the body near the collarbone. A clean cut from the chest wound to the collarbone was bleeding. Incredible, Alex thought. The dagger was so sharp it had cut through bone when they had fallen down and his hand had pushed the knife up.

The knife came free easily from the body when Alex gently pulled on it. Alex heard a noise behind him. Lev had gotten to his feet. The thug started running down the street.

Alex caught the man in a few of his giant strides. He wrapped his hand around the man’s mouth and drove his dagger into the man’s heart. The dagger sliced into the man like he was made of butter, only stopping when part of the hilt struck the man’s chest. He let the body slump to the ground.

Alex pulled out the dagger and wiped the blade on the dead man’s clothes. As he sheathed it, he realized that he was going to have to be very careful with that dagger. The blade was so incredibly sharp, he could easily slice himself open if he was careless.

Alex walked back towards the first man he had taken down. The man’s head was bent at an unusual angle. Alex shook his head. At least now there were three less thugs alive to prey on the decent people of the city.

“Guards! Guards! Murder! Guards!” Alex looked up in surprise. A window on the second floor of the building was open. An old woman was looking down at him and the bodies lying on the ground. She called for the guards again.

Alex didn’t want to wait around to try and explain the dead bodies to the local police. He had already spent time in one dungeon and didn’t want to do it again.

Alex hurried over to the cloaked figure that was still lying on the wet street. He easily picked up the body and tossed it on his shoulder. As he did so he felt an immediate surge of sexual energy. A very powerful surge.

A woman, he thought in surprise! He started jogging back the way he had come. Would he feel the Power if she was dead, he wondered? Alex hoped the energy he felt meant she was still alive. Alex wanted an answer as to why she was following him and Arban.

“You! Halt! Stay where you are!” Alex heard a voice yelling at him from behind. He slowed down and looked back. Four soldiers of the City Watch were running towards him. Alex sped off, trying to balance speed and caution because of the slippery cobblestones. He didn’t want to smash into any more walls.

Alex heard a whistle behind him. At the next intersection he took a right turn. After he had gone a short distance, he saw a group of soldiers enter the street ahead of him. They saw the body over his shoulder and yelled for him to stop.

Alex looked behind him. The other soldiers were turning the corner. Alex sprinted to the next intersection and took a left turn down an alleyway. A building loomed ahead of him. It was a dead end!

As he ran, he looked at the buildings on either side. The buildings to the left and ahead were two stories tall. The two on his right were only one story, with sloped roofs.

Trusting in his strength, Alex leaped towards the roof of the second building on the right. As his chest reached the roof edge, he used his left hand to catapult himself onto the roof. He landed hard on his knees.

The unconscious woman let out a groan as the landing jolted her body. Alex tightened his grip on her and quickly scrambled over the roof peak. He heard the yells of the soldiers as they entered the alleyway. Alex slid down the roof towards the roof's edge. There was a street below. It was empty at the moment.

Alex shifted the woman’s weight so he could use his left hand to grab the roof’s edge. He slid off the edge and hung there for a moment before dropping to the street below. Alex heard the whistle blow from the other side of the house. Two more whistles from nearby answered it.

The house across the street also had a peaked roof. There was a small two story building adjacent to it with a flat roof. Alex looked at the peak of the smaller building and had an idea. He repeated his maneuver and soon was on the sloped roof across the street. He quickly climbed to the peak next to the taller building. From here it was only a few feet up to the taller rooftop.

He braced himself for the jump and then almost fell off the roof as the woman regained consciousness and started to struggle.

“If you don’t want us to both fall to our deaths, hold still!” he said to her.

She stopped struggling for a moment at his words. Alex took the opportunity and he leapt towards the other roof. He grabbed the low wall that formed the roof's perimeter and vaulted onto the top. He heard his captive gasp as they flew through the air.

Alex stumbled forward on the wet roof before regaining his balance. He set his captive down on her feet in front of him. She swayed unsteadily, resting a gloved hand on his shoulder. Her face was still hidden by her cloak.

He could hear the guards running down the street below them. A whistle sounded again.

“If you don’t want to be arrested for the murder of those thugs, keep quiet,” he whispered at her.

The woman said nothing and only laid her other hand on his chest. Alex was trying to ignore it, but the surge of sexual energy flowing through his body was intoxicating.

He reached up his hand and pushed her hood back. Alex was shocked at what he saw. A beautiful girl with raven hair and golden eyes contrasting with her reddish skin was staring at him in a state of confusion.

“Zura! What are you-” before Alex could finish his sentence, Zura slid her hands up to his face and pulled him into a kiss.


Chapter twenty-eight


Alex crushed the Tarenian against his body. His heart was pounding. The blood lust of his recent battle combined with the sexual energy caused by her kiss, threatened to overwhelm him.

She moaned softly against his lips. He pulled her close, letting his hands slide to her hips. The cool rain falling on their faces did little to dampen the heat he felt between them.

The sound of the watchmen’s whistle broke the spell. Alex stopped kissing her and stepped back from her as he dropped his hands to his sides.

Zura looked at him in confusion, swaying unsteadily. Alex reached out and grabbed her upper arm to steady her. She stared down at his arm, feeling the sexual energy surge between them again.

“Why were you following me? Why did you kiss me?” Alex asked angrily, shaking his head to clear his mind from the dangerous passions he was feeling.

The Witch looked up at his face. Anger flashed in her eyes for a moment which was then replaced by confusion.

Zura shrugged off his hold on her arm and took a step back from him. She turned her face to the sky, letting the rain drops wash across her face.

After a minute she looked down and shook her head. She used the sleeve of her cloak to wipe the water from her eyes.

“Where are we?” she asked, frowning at Alex. She looked around. The dark clouds and the rain made it difficult to tell where they were.

“On the roof of a building, hiding from the town watch,” Alex explained.

“Hiding from the watch? Why?” she asked, looking even more confused.

“When you were running from me, you must have been attacked by those three robbers. When I caught up to you, you were lying on the street. I didn’t know if you were dead or unconscious,” Alex told her.

“Robbers... I turned a corner and there were some men walking toward me. Last thing I remember was falling... and pain,” Zura said and reached up to touch a tender spot on the back of her head.

“Why is the town watch after us?” she added and gave him a puzzled look.

“Those men told me to leave them alone... that you were their prize tonight. When I wouldn’t leave, they attacked me,” he said.

Zura looked at him closely and saw his torn tunic and the blood on his clothes and arms. Her eyes opened wide in concern.

“You’re bleeding! Are you hurt badly? What can I do to help you?” the Tarenian closed the gap between them, examining him in alarm.

“I’m fine, thankfully. The blood is from the robbers,” Alex said as he held up his hands.

She looked at him doubtfully for a moment. Then she nodded her head.

‘You still have not told me why the watch is after us,” the Witch asked.

“The noise from the fight drew the attention of an old woman in the house next to the street. She opened a window and started screaming for the town watch.

“With three dead bodies and you unconscious, I didn’t want to wait around for the guards. With the city already in turmoil, I didn’t want to rot in a dungeon until the authorities figured out what had really happened.

“So, I tossed you over my shoulder and ran,” Alex explained to her.

“And the robbers, you are sure they are dead?’ she asked.

“Yes,” Alex nodded.

“What of the old woman, do you think she can identify us,” Zura had a grim look on her face.

Alex blinked as he followed her reasoning.

“Feeling bloodthirsty tonight? It’s very dark tonight, it’s raining, and she was up on the second floor of the house. The old woman couldn’t have seen much,” Alex said.

The Tarenian raised her chin up defiantly.

“It is not bloodthirst to make sure all loose ends are tied up. My father always taught us that dead men tell no tales,” she said condescendingly.

“Who is your father, Blackbeard?” Alex asked with a laugh.

Zura looked at him in confusion.

“My father has a small black beard. Why do you ask that? You don’t know who my father is,” she replied angrily.

“Sorry, it’s only a joke!” Alex said, holding his hands up again.

“Joke? I don’t understand. Why is my father’s beard humorous!” she said as her yellow eyes glared at him.

“Never mind. It’s not important. What is important is how do we get back to the Guildhouse without attracting attention,” Alex said and he walked over to the low wall of the roof.

He cautiously peered over the edge. The street below was empty. He checked the other side of the building. There was a dark, narrow alleyway there. It also looked deserted.

He hoped Arban was all right. He had lost the Orc somewhere in the maze of streets while they had been chasing the “spy”.

“How did we get up here?” Zura asked as she peered over the edge next to him.

“I told you I am a Strongman,” Alex said.

Zura didn’t say anything, she just looked at him through narrowed eyes.

Alex wondered if he should have said he used some kind of magic power and tried to keep her thinking he was a Wizard. In truth, he had no idea what a Wizard could do aside from what he had seen Zura do when she was practicing.

“Why were you following us?” Alex asked.

“I wasn’t... I had my reasons,” Zura replied.

Alex could see from the defiant look in her eyes and posture, he wasn’t going to get any information from her at the moment. It could wait until they got back to the Guildhouse safely.

Alex walked around the edge of the roof, trying to see if he could see any landmarks. All he could make out was rooftops. The rain and the cloud cover obscured his vision.

Alex looked at Zura. Her yellow eyes seemed to glow slightly in the night. He had an idea.

“How is your night vision?” Alex asked her.

“Tarenians have excellent night sight,” she told him proudly.

“Perfect! Listen, I am going to lift you up as high as I can. As I hold you up, I am going to turn in a circle. I want you to look out and see if you can tell if there is more light coming from any direction,” Alex explained.

“Why?” she asked curiously.

“I noticed that the plaza area with the marketplace had many lanterns around it. If you can tell in which direction it is, that is the direction we will go,” he said.

“Good idea,” Zura said and walked over to him, raising her arms to the side.

Alex placed his hands on her hips. He saw her sharp intake of breath as the energy flowed through her again.

“Ready?” he asked.

Zura nodded and Alex lifted her up into the sky.

Alex slowly turned until he had made a complete circle.

“Again,” she said, “I wish to be certain.”

Alex made another circle and then gently set her down on her feet.

“Well?” he asked.

She pointed in the direction of the back alley.

“I saw a few areas with light, but that one is the brightest,” Zura told him.

Alex nodded. He thought for a moment.

“We will hide up here for a little while longer. The guards will get tired of looking for us. Then we will go down to the street in front of this building. The street should lead us to an intersection. Then we take the street that heads in that direction,” Alex told her his plan.

Zura nodded. She pulled her cloak over her head again and started pacing around again. Alex sat down on the wet roof and leaned against the roof wall. He was listening for any sounds from the streets below or for the shrill of a whistle.

He thought he heard a whistle in the distance one time soon after he had sat down. But then over the next hour or so he heard nothing.

Alex stood up. Zura stopped her pacing and walked over to him.

“I think we should be safe now,” he said.

Zura looked at the blood on his shirt and his arms.

“The blood on you will surely draw attention,” she said.

Alex looked down at himself. Even if the guards had stopped actively searching for them, all the watch in this part of town had heard the whistles and would be suspicious if they saw the blood on him.

“Give me your shirt,” Zura said.

Alex slid the tunic over his head and handed it to her. Zura squatted down and soaked the shirt in a puddle of water. She then used it like a wet towel to wipe off the blood from his arms and mail shirt.

“Much better. Someone would have to be right next to you to see anything was amiss,” she nodded as she inspected her handiwork. When she was finished, she tossed the bloody shirt to the side.

She frowned when she saw the look of consternation on his face as he looked at the crumpled shirt.

“What?” she asked him.

Alex shook his head and looked at her. He gave her a wry smile.

“My father taught me not to be wasteful,” he said.

She looked at the crumpled shirt and laughed.

“Is your father Mezrak Tightfist?” she asked, still chuckling.

“Who?” Alex asked with a frown.

“Never mind. I shall buy you a new shirt! Now let us be on our way,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand.

Alex walked over to the edge of the roof that was next to the building with the peaked roof. He grasped the edge of the wall. Alex looked over his shoulder at her.

“I want you to jump on my back. Wrap your arms and legs tightly around me. Understand?” Alex said to her.

The Witch nodded and with a deep breath jumped onto his back. She wrapped her arms around his neck, trying not to choke him. Her legs were wrapped tightly around his waist. Alex could feel her warm breath tickling his ear. He fought hard to ignore the intimacy of the position.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes,” she whispered breathlessly.

Alex carefully climbed over the wall and extended his arms to minimize the drop. He landed easily on the peaked roof. He crab crawled down to the edge of the peaked roof. Again, he hung off of the roof edge to minimize the drop.

When he landed on the street, Alex quickly looked up and down it. The street was empty.

“Okay,” he said.

Zura slid down off his back. They started walking up the street. At the first intersection they took the right hand street which led in the direction of the lights.

They walked a few blocks until their street ended at a “T” intersection. Alex looked up and down the new street. To his left, he could see an intersection not too far away.

He saw a couple figures cross the intersection, heading in the direction Alex and Zura were heading. Taking that as a promising sign he led Zura to the left and then they took the right turn.

Down the street, Alex saw a building with some lamps by the door. The figures they were following turned and entered the building. As the two of them passed by the entrance, Alex realized it was a tavern.

A little farther down the street they passed another pub. Alex and Zura moved to one side of the road as a group of men exited the tavern. The men were singing a ditty and staggering a little as they walked down the street. They didn’t even notice the two of them as they quietly passed them in the shadows of the other side of the street.

They were finally reaching the center of Kargosk. The lights, taverns and people had become more plentiful. The rain was still lightly falling. As they neared the plaza, Alex tensed as he saw a group of guards ahead, standing where the street emptied into the plaza. The guards were talking amongst themselves.

“What should we do?” Zura asked as she slowed her pace.

“Don’t stop walking, that will only draw attention to us,” he said quietly.

“Put your arm around my waist. Squeeze tight against me like you are my lover,” Alex said a moment later.

Zura’s head snapped toward him. Alex couldn’t see her eyes in the shadow of her hood, but he could sense that they were flashing with anger.

“What! What an outrageous thing to say!” she hissed.

“The guards will think we are just two lovers heading home for a bit of fun,” he explained patiently.

“This is insulting,” she said as she wrapped her arm around his waist. She leaned into him. Alex wrapped his arm around her shoulder. He felt her body tense for a moment before slowly relaxing.

“We are going to stagger a bit as we walk so that they think we have been out drinking,” Alex said.

They tried their best to alter their walk as they neared the guards.

“Giggle a little. Pretend you like my company,” he said quietly.

“You go too far, Alex!” she hissed. But a moment later she started laughing rather convincingly.

The guards glanced at them as they passed, but they didn’t give them a second look. In a few minutes they reached the Guildhouse. They passed around the building into the courtyard.

“You can let go of me now,” he said to her, even though he was enjoying the sexual energy flowing between them.

Zura gasped and practically leaped from his side.

“Let’s go inside the Guildhouse. I am worried about Arban,” Alex said.


Chapter twenty-nine


They walked inside and headed for the Caravan Master's office first. As they passed through the open doorway of the office, Alex saw Taiya, Arban, Janx and Master Kev sitting around a table with worried looks on their faces.

Taiya saw him first. She rushed over to him and looked over him critically to see if he was injured.

“You caught the spy!” Arban said as his face broke into a wide grin. He gave Alex a nod.

“Blood! Are you hurt?” Taiya asked as she took his arm and examined it.

“It’s not my blood. I’m fine,” Alex said.

“Who is the spy working for?” Master Kev asked sternly.

“I am not a spy,” Zura said as she raised her gloved hands up and pushed her hood back.

“Lady Zura!” Master Kev said in surprise as he hastily stood up.

The others in the room were equally stunned by the presence of the White Witch.

“What is the meaning of this? Why were you following my people?” The Caravan Master asked with a confused look on his face.

Lady Zura tilted her head up.

“The city of Kargosk is in turmoil. I was out seeking knowledge,” she answered coldly.

“Arban and I were doing the same thing. Why did you run from us?” Alex asked.

“The fewer people know what you are doing, the easier it is to move and gather information,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders.

“Why are the White Witches concerned with the troubles in Kargosk?” Master Kev asked.

“The affairs of the White Witches are of their own concern,” Lady Zura said haughtily.

She turned and left the room like a queen taking her leave from her throne room. Alex watched her go. The fact that no one said anything to her as she left, spoke volumes about the respect and fear people had about the White Witches.

Alex walked over to the table and sat down. Taiya followed and sat next to him.

“I lost you in that maze of streets. Then I heard the whistles of the City Watch. I was worried that they were after you. What happened?” Arban asked as Master Kev sat back down again.

“I chased the spy... Lady Zura that is, though I didn’t know it until later. I came around a corner and saw her lying on the ground. There were three thugs around her. I wasn’t sure if they had killed her.

“I suppose they wanted to rob her and then me as well. They attacked me, but I was able to take care of them,” Alex explained.

The Orc nodded proudly at his words.

“What about the whistles that Master Arban heard?” Janx asked.

“The sound of the fight roused a woman in one of the nearby houses. She yelled for the Town Watch,” Alex replied.

“How did you avoid them?” Master Kev asked curiously.

“Lady Zura was still unconscious, so I threw her over my shoulder and started running. I ran into another patrol and turned down a dead end alleyway.

“Luckily, with my Strength, I was able to reach the roof of one of the one-story buildings. I made my way to another roof and then from that I reached a taller building.

“We hid up there until the sounds of pursuit died down. Eventually I got us back down to the street and we made our way back here,” Alex explained.

The others listened in amazement at his story.

“What happened to your tunic?” Taiya asked.

“One of the robbers slashed it with his knife. Luckily my mail shirt stopped his blade. It had blood on it.

The Witch used the rainwater to make it wet and then used it like a towel to wash off as much of the blood that was on me as she could. The shirt was a mess so I left it on the roof,” Alex explained.

“Are you sure you are not hurt?” Taiya asked again.

“Just a little sore in the ribs where the knife hit me,” he said and gave her a smile.

“So, the question remains, why was she following you?” Master Kev said after a moment.

The others were silent as they considered the possibilities.

“Perhaps she was out looking for information, the same as you two were. She recognized you and may have started following you out of curiosity,” Janx offered.

“Why did she run from you?” Taiya asked.

“Maybe she didn’t want us to know that the White Witches were getting involved with Kargosk,” Arban said with a shrug.

“Has the Witch spoken to you about your Strongman Power since you have been in Kargosk?” Master Kev said as he looked at Alex curiously.

“No, why?” Alex asked.

“The Witch wanted to know if you would be travelling with the caravan to Zenkova. When I said that you would be staying behind, she informed me that she would also stay in Kargosk.

“She said she was curious about your Strongman Power and had many questions to ask you about it. She said it would help to expand the Witch’s knowledge about Power,” Master Kev explained.

The others looked at Alex.

“She didn’t believe I was a Strongman. She accused me of being a Wizard,” Alex said as he considered what Master Kev had said.

The Orc laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Taiya asked.

“What if she thinks Alex really is a Wizard. She may think that you are the one who is a spy!” Arban said with a grin.

“Yes, maybe she thinks you are behind the problem’s in Kargosk?” Janx said questioningly.

“That’s ridiculous!” Alex said.

“It makes sense, especially since she has not sought you out about your Power like she said she would do. The White Witches are notorious for interfering in Ktorian politics. The same as other Witches and Wizards have done through the centuries.

“If she thinks that you are a Wizard in disguise, she will assume that you are involved in the troubles plaguing the Greenspring Valley!” Master Kev said.

Alex stood up. He had a concerned look on his face.

“I have to tell her that I am not a spy for whatever group is behind the problems here,” he said tensely.

Taiya took his hand in hers. He looked at her and she gave him a weary smile.

“It’s been a long day and a longer night. It can wait until tomorrow, you need to get out of those wet clothes and get some rest,” the Elf said.

Alex relaxed. Taiya was right.

The Orc yawned loudly.

“Speaking of rest... I’m tired after chasing you halfway around the city! I’m going to bed,” Arban said.

The rest of them all got up and headed off to their respective rooms. Taiya got a towel for Alex to dry his hair. In a short time, Alex was lying in his bed. Within a few minutes he fell asleep.

Inside the Guildhouse, Lady Zura had changed out of her wet clothes and dried herself off. She lay in bed remembering how she had felt when she had been touching Alex.

The Power flowing between their bodies was so strange and unfamiliar. Zura felt the heat rising in her cheeks as she remembered the sensation.

Had she really kissed him! She remembered pulling his face down to hers and touching her lips to his. His lips had felt so warm and soft.

Zura had never kissed anyone before! Once they had realized she had been born with the Power of a Witch, her family had made arrangements for her to study with the White Witches in Vizan. She had been a student at their academy since the age of fourteen.

Zura had seen some of the other students flirting with some of the scribes and soldiers that were part of the staff in the Great Hall. She had never troubled herself with such things. She was too focused on her studies. On being the best student. The best Witch. She wanted to be the best and nothing else mattered.

She drifted off to sleep, thinking about the energy she felt when she touched Alex. Her sleep that night was restless, troubled by strange dreams.


Chapter thirty


Zura took a leisurely bath the next morning after she had eaten some breakfast. She had gotten up rather late. She was normally an early riser.

The dining room had been empty when she went down. She was glad not to have run into the Caravan Master or the Orc. She ate quickly and then asked one of the servants to prepare a bath for her.

The warm water felt nice. It relaxed her muscles from the previous night. Between the warmth of the water and her mind wandering as she thought about Alex, her bath took twice as long as usual.

Who was he really, she wondered. Perhaps more importantly, what was he. Something about his strange Power was tickling her mind. Was it something she had heard an instructor say? Perhaps it was some obscure passage in one of her study books.

Zura stood up and got out of the tub. She wrapped a towel around her long black hair and then took another one and toweled off her body. Wrapping the towel around her body she picked out one of her white robes. After dressing, she brushed her long black hair, wincing when her comb touched the side of her head where she had struck the ground.

She looked in the mirror and nodded at herself. She would figure out the puzzle that was Alex. Once she set her eyes on a goal, nothing would stop her.

She went over to her chest of books and opened it up. She found one of the books she was looking for. “Power and Usage, Volume 1” read the title. She had the other two volumes with her as well.

Zura sat down on her bed, cross legged with the book in her lap. She opened the book and started scanning through the entries. There was a clue in these books and she would find it.

In the early afternoon, in the courtyard outside of the Guildhouse, Alex, Arban, Taiya and Janx had gathered.

“Alex and I will head over to the southeast section of the city. It is the rough part of town and it's better that we go in the daylight. We will see if we pick up any information,” Arban said.

“And we will do what Alex suggested and wander around the market and see if we can hear anyone talking about the situation in the city. It will keep us close to the Guildhouse as well, should any trouble arise,” Taiya said as she stood next to Janx.

“We will be back before dark,” Alex said with a grin as he saw the Elf looking at him with concern.

“Don’t worry, I won’t let him get into any trouble this afternoon,” Arban said as he clapped Alex on the shoulder.

The two men headed over to the poor side of the city. Alex was surprised that, even if it was supposed to be the rough part of town, it didn’t look too terrible. After some of the run-down parts of cities he had been through on Earth, Kargosk’s poor section didn’t seem too bad.

Some of the houses could use some fresh paint or a new roof, he noticed. The people they passed by were dressed in simple clothes made of rough materials, but they didn’t seem dirty or particularly unkempt.

The first bar they stopped at was called The Old Cow. There were a handful of older men inside, sitting at tables. There wasn’t a bar along the wall, which surprised Alex, just simple wooden tables and chairs.

Two older women were working as servers. They brought out simple wooden mugs of Ale from a room in the back. When the woman brought them their drinks, Arban tried to engage her in talk, but she just smiled at them weakly and continued on to the next table.

They drank about half their ale, watching the people and trying to overhear what they were saying. The men were speaking in hushed tones and avoided the gaze of the two strangers. They left their unfinished drinks and went on to the next establishment.

They stopped at two more taverns, but the people in both avoided them and wouldn’t talk to them. The deeper they went into this section of town, the worse the buildings began to look. The people they passed were giving them openly hostile looks instead of ignoring them.

They came to another tavern. The sign said The Jumping Kitty. It had a crudely drawn picture of a small red cat jumping through the air with the tip of its tail on fire. The cat had startled eyes and its mouth was open as if it was yowling. Alex smiled and shook his head at the drawing. It looked like a child had drawn it.

The Jumping Kitty had a medium sized barroom. There was a long bar along the far wall with stools for about 20 customers. Three men and a woman were seated there. The bartender was an Orc man.

There were about twenty round wooden tables with chairs around the room. There were another dozen or so customers scattered among the tables in small groups. A stout Dwarven woman and an older human woman were delivering mugs of Ale to the tables. It was by far the busiest tavern of the four they had visited today.

Alex and Arban sat down at a corner table. In the other taverns they had visited today, everyone had done their best to ignore them. The customers and workers in the Jumping Kitty openly stared at Alex and Arban and were obviously talking about them.

“What’ll it be,” the Dwarven woman asked them when she came over to take their order.

“Two mugs of your ale,” Arban said.

The woman nodded and went to the bar. She returned a minute later with their ales. Arban paid her. It was only 6 iron coins for both mugs, a little cheaper than the usual 8 irons that they had paid at other bars.

Alex took a sip of his mug. The ale was surprisingly good with a crisp clear flavor.

“It’s a good ale. Surprisingly so for a bar this deep in a poor section of a city,” Arban said thoughtfully.

Alex nodded. He wondered what that meant. If something seemed out of place, that usually meant that there was something going on. Something more than the eye could see at first glance.

They drank some more and soon the others in the barroom went back to whatever conversations they had been engaged in, with only the occasional curious glance in their direction.

“I’m going to go talk to the Orc bartender, see if you can get anything out of the serving women,” Arban said quietly as he got up and walked over to the bar. The bartender nodded at Arban and soon they were talking.

“Are you ready for another ale, lad?” the Dwarven woman asked him when she passed by his table. She had strands of gray in her braided hair. Alex noticed her strong hands were crisscrossed with old scars.

“No ma’am, not yet. But this ale is excellent,” Alex said to her with a smile.

The woman paused and gave him a smile back. One thing Alex had learned during his travels in the poor or war-torn regions of Earth, was that a smile could break down barriers. This was especially true if he was somewhere where people had little reason to smile.

“Renna keeps the cellar well stocked with quality ales and liquors. The wine is pretty good as well if you fancy a taste,” the Dwarf said with a nod before heading to the bar with a pair of empty mugs she collected from the next table.

Renna sounded like a girl’s name. He wondered if she was the owner or maybe the person in charge of the alcohol.

When the Dwarf passed by a little while later, Alex ordered another Ale. He gave her a silver coin and told her to keep the change. She nodded and gave him a little smile.

“My Orc friend and I are new in Kargosk. Things seem tense in the city. A man we spoke to yesterday said to come here... because you have the best ale in town,” Alex improvised.

The Dwarves’ eyes narrowed for a moment as she appraised him. He could see her mind thinking.

“Is it work you’re looking for?” she asked quietly.

“Well... that depends on the work,” Alex replied softly and gave her a knowing wink.

“Fet knows we could use some help in this troubled time," The Dwarf said under her breath before continuing, “Renna always has odd jobs available for those willing to earn their way. I will see if she has a moment to talk to you.”

The Dwarf moved on to the next table. After a little while, Arban rejoined him at the table.

“Did you find anything out?” the Orc asked him softly after taking a sip of his ale.

“The owner of this establishment is a woman named Renna. The Dwarf said that she usually has odd jobs available for those willing to work. She is probably going to come out and talk to us in a little while,” Alex explained.

Arban nodded.

“The bartender is a former soldier. He told me the same thing once we had spoken for a bit. The tavern must be a front for something,” the Wagon Master said.

“Any thought’s as to what they may be up to?” Alex said.

The Orc grinned.

“It could be anything. They might be smugglers or mastoora runners. Counterfeit goods or stolen goods,” Arban said.

Alex shouldn’t be surprised. It seemed that avoiding or breaking the law of the land was a universal trait shared by certain people on both Earth and Ktor.

They sat at the table sipping their beers. In time a woman walked out from the back. She stood behind the bar, her gaze sweeping over the barroom. She paused when she saw Alex and Arban. She walked out from behind the bar and headed towards them.

The woman had an exotic cast to her features. She had long black hair and dark, dusky skin. She was wearing high black boots with a long brown skirt. Her dark green shirt was long sleeved. She had a brown kerchief tied around her neck.

The woman sat down across the table from them. Alex could see she had small, pointed ears and her pupils shone black in her wide set almond shaped eyes. As a guess, Alex thought she looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties.

“I’m Renna,” she said looking at them each in turn.

“Arban,” the Orc said with a nod.

“Alex,” he said.

“What brings you to our troubled city?” she asked.

“We took work with the Caravan Guards and came in with the last caravan. They didn’t need us for the wagons headed to Zenkova, so we have some time on our hands,” Arban explained.

Renna considered what they had said. She looked at each of them for a while with her dark eyes, measuring them. Alex guessed she was wondering how much she could trust them.

“Kargosk has become a dangerous city. The Great Merchant Houses of the City are striking out at each other and their enemies. One of the houses numbers me amongst their enemies.

“I could use a few more skilled men for protection of my interests. Men who aren’t afraid of danger,” Renna said quietly.

“What type of protection do you need,” Alex asked.

Before Renna could answer, the Dwarven serving woman came over and whispered something in her ear. Renna nodded and stood up.

“If you will excuse me a moment, I will return in a few minutes,” Renna said and then she walked around the bar to the back room.

“What kind of Elf is she?” Alex asked Arban curiously.

“Looks like she is part Moon Elf, part Human,” Arban said with a shrug.

Renna certainly had a beautiful and unique look. Alex wondered what a pure-blooded Moon Elf looked like.

A few minutes later, the door to the Tavern opened and a group of rough looking men walked in. There were eight in all. As they entered, they spread out to the left and right. Four were Orcs and four were humans. They were wearing leather armor and had long knives in their belts.

Renna walked out from the back. Her eyes narrowed as she saw the men by the door. A moment later a huge, red skinned man entered, stooping to pass through the doorway.

The giant was covered in tattoos, and he was hairless. He took a few steps into the room and looked around with a sneer on his face. Alex recognized the man from the Oktoban Dungeon. The Half-Ogreman Kanban mercenary.

He saw Renna standing behind the bar. With a look of disdain, he arrogantly strode towards her. Renna’s eyes narrowed and she raised her chin defiantly.

“I am surprised that this little stink hole is still open. Maybe you didn’t hear me right the last time I was here,” the Half-Ogre said as he stopped in front of the bar, glaring down at the Half-Elven woman.

The patrons in the bar hastily got up and rushed for the exit. Only Alex, Arban and a table of four men in the opposite corner remained. The men were studiously ignoring the pending altercation. The two serving women were cowering along the opposite wall of the room.

“That’s the guy I told you about that was in the Oktoban dungeon,” Alex whispered to Arban. The Orc nodded.

“I told you, I am not closing down the Jumping Kitty. Now get out of my bar and don’t come back,” Renna said quietly.

The Orc bartender pulled out a loaded crossbow from behind the bar and aimed it at the Half-Ogre. The henchmen around the room looked at each other nervously. The red skinned giant only laughed.

With surprising quickness, the Half-Ogre jumped and grabbed the crossbow, pulling it forward and to the side. The Orc fired and the bolt shot out and hit the far wall. As the Orc was pulled forward, the giant head butted him with a powerful blow. The Orc slumped onto the bar top, unconscious.

Renna gasped in surprise and before she could react, the Kanban mercenary had reached out and wrapped his huge hand around her throat. She was lifted and dragged over the bar until he had her face to face. Her hands pried at his grip to no avail.

Alex jumped up and started walking towards the Half-Ogre, a look of anger on his face.

“Put her down!” Alex said forcefully.

The Kanban turned his head and looked at Alex. A puzzled look came over the giant’s face. He dropped Renna and started walking towards Alex. The Half-Elf fell to her knees, gasping for breath.

Alex and the Half-Ogreman stopped a few feet from each other. The red skinned brute looked down at Alex trying to remember him.

“I know you from some-” the red skinned giant started to say before Alex drove a powerful punch to the man’s stomach with his left fist.

The Ogreman doubled over in pain and Alex delivered an uppercut to the man’s chin. The mercenary's jaw shattered as his head snapped back from the blow. The brute slumped to his knees and Alex finished him with a right hook, cracking the man’s skull.

The other eight mercenaries stood stunned for a moment as they watched their leader collapse to the floor. It was a testament to the training that they quickly recovered and pulled out their daggers, rushing towards Alex.

The four men that had been sitting in the corner leapt into action. They had swords that they had been hiding under the table. They fell on the thugs from the flank. Four of the thugs turned to fight them. Arban picked up a chair and threw it at the four men who were almost on Alex and then he drew his daggers.

Alex, instead of drawing his knife, picked up the Ogreman’s body and threw it at the four men. The body crashed into two of them knocking them to the floor. The nearest to Alex sidestepped the flying body and leapt at him awkwardly with his knife out.

Alex caught the man’s wrist with his left hand and squeezed hard, breaking the man's bones. The thug cried out in surprise and dropped the knife. Alex’s right hand flew forward in a chop towards the man’s neck, crushing his windpipe. The man crumpled to the floor.

Alex saw that Arban and one of the thugs were warily circling each other with their knives out. He saw that the two serving women had pulled out hidden knives and were stabbing two of the men in the back that were fighting the men with swords.

The two men, both Orcs, who had been knocked over by the flying body were getting up. The closest had lost his knife but still jumped forward and swung a punch at Alex. Alex ducked and as he swung again. Alex grabbed the man’s arm and pivoted his body, sending the man flying over his shoulder. Alex, surprised at how easily he threw the Orc, forgot to let go of the man’s arm. The weight of the Orc’s body dislocated the arm as tendons and muscles ripped apart.

The man screamed in agony as Alex released the arm and spun to face the other attacker. The Orc was slowly approaching him with his knife held low. A dagger came flying in, striking the mercenary on his temple, opening a deep gash. The blow startled the Orc. Alex used the distraction to land a kick in the thug’s ribs. The Orc’s ribcage shattered as he was sent crashing into the table behind him.

Alex glanced to his left and saw Renna was standing up. The Half-Elf had a dagger in her left hand. She must have had another that she had thrown at the Orc. Renna flipped the knife to her right hand.

He gave her a nod and turned back to the Orc with the dislocated arm. The mercenary was trying to stand up. Alex kicked him in the face, pulverizing bones and sending him crashing into the bar.

Alex turned around and located Arban just as he parried the thug's knife while driving his other dagger into the man's chest. The mercenary sank to the floor.

In the far side of the room, the other four men, whom he guessed worked for Renna had taken care of the other mercenaries. The Dwarven woman was checking the fallen, making sure they were dead.

The other server was binding up wounds that two of the swordsmen had received during the fight. The Orc bartender had regained consciousness and was rubbing his forehead.

“Don’t you want to leave some alive for questioning?” Alex asked.

“Kanban answer questions? They would sooner die than talk,” Renna said with a shake of her head.

“When they fight, they never surrender. It’s one of the reasons they are paid so well,” Arban said as he came up beside Alex.

“I don’t know why you helped us, but we are very grateful. That Ogreman was deadlier than I expected,” Renna said with a frown.

“Everyone underestimates how fast those big fellas can move,” Arban agreed.

“I had a run in with that guy in the Oktoban dungeon. Not a nice guy,” Alex said as he nodded towards the Half-Ogre’s body.

“The Oktoban dungeon... a Half-Ogre... wait- were you in the dungeon with a man named Flynn?” Renna asked with a surprised look.

“Yes... how did you know?” Alex asked curiously.

“Flynn and his sister, who thinks much too highly of herself, stopped by on their way through here a few weeks ago.

“Flynn told us the tale of how you saved him from the giant. He didn’t mention that you were a Strongman,” Renna said as she gave him an appraising look.

Alex nodded.

“You saved Flynn and now you saved me. What an interesting fellow you are!” Renna said as she tilted her head as she considered him in a new light.

“I would prefer if you and your people kept that bit of news to yourselves,” Alex said.

“Of course. I am in your debt stranger. We must get rid of these bodies and clean up the blood. Stop back tomorrow and we will talk.

“I doubt that the customers that ran out will call the City Watch. But you should get away from here, just in case,” Renna said as she looked at the carnage around her.

Alex and Arban nodded. The Half-Elf walked them to the door and locked it behind them.

In the Guildhouse, Zura sat on her bed, rereading the passage in the book sitting on her lap.

Elder Touched.

A person gifted with this rare Power has the ability to enhance another Power wielder for a limited time. Only vague references to this ability have been found in the earliest of our records at the Great Hall.

As far as we have been able to ascertain, the Power Boost occurs after sexual intercourse between the Power wielder and the Elder Touched individual. The enhancement is tied to sexual attraction. One cryptic reference mentions -“his touch set my very soul on fire with desire”.

The Boost lasts for a short period, perhaps one or two days. It seems that the boosted individual falls into an exhausted sleep after the effect wears off.

No other abilities for the Elder Touched individual have been recorded. Our estimates are that as few as one Elder Touched may be born on Ktor every two or three generations.

The lack of information on Elder Touched individuals makes them an important target of research. Should a Sister come in contact with one of these rare individuals, they must be convinced to come to the Great Hall for further study.

Elder Touched are a priority and sisters are authorized to use whatever funds are necessary to secure their services. The unknown potential of such an individual allows the use of force to capture such a specimen if necessary. If the stories are true, such an individual could dangerously enhance a rival faction’s power.

Zura’s mouth opened in surprise as she reread the entry.

“His touch set my very soul on fire with desire,” she said softly.

Zura’s face flushed, and her breath quickened as she recalled the energy she had felt flowing through her body when Alex had carried her. Sexual desire. That was what she had felt!

She had never bothered with the young men at the Great Hall. She had been single-mindedly focused on success. She didn’t have time for such frivolous things.

Recalling the heady sensation, she could finally understand why some of the other girls acted as they did around some of the guards and scribes. She had not let such things distract her then and she wasn’t going to let them distract her now.

What if Alex really was Elder Touched! And she, Zura, had discovered him for the White Witches. Another jewel in the crown of greatness for her. To think, she was the one who was going to bring in an Elder Touched for study!

She had to inform her mentor. Zura scrambled out of bed and sat down cross legged near the open window. After a minute of meditating, she conjured the messenger, and it was soon flying off to Zenkova.

Zura stood up and glanced out her window. She took a deep breath and gloried in the opportunity that had presented itself.


Chapter thirty-one


“Dav Karlo wishes to speak with you today,” Master Kev said with a frown.

Alex was seated with Taiya and Janx in the Guildhouse Dining Room. Alex had bought them breakfast as a change of pace from the hearty but plain fare they served in the bunkhouse kitchen. The only guest in the Guildhouse was the Tarenian. She was seated at a nearby table, watching Alex.

“All of us?” Alex asked.

“No, the message I received said that he wished to speak to the Strongman,” The Caravan Master replied.

“Can Karlo be trusted?” Taiya asked with a concerned frown.

“We have never had an issue with House Karlo. But these are troubled times. There are rumors that Karlo wishes to eliminate the remaining merchant houses and declare himself King of Kargosk,” Master Kev said as he paced back and forth in front of them.

“What if it is some kind of trap?” Janx said.

“Why would he want to talk with me?” Alex wondered.

“If Karlo is the one who sent the Kanban after Renna, he may suspect that you had something to do with their disappearance,” Master Kev said thoughtfully.

“I don’t like it, he shouldn’t go there alone,” Taiya said.

“He won’t be going alone,” Zura said from behind them.

The four of them turned and looked at the Witch in surprise. They had been so engrossed in their conversation that they had not seen her walk over.

“Listening in to other people’s conversation isn’t polite,” Alex said seriously, his eyes betraying a hint of humor.

Zura glared at him for a moment.

“I shall accompany you to meet with Karlo,” the Witch explained.

Taiya and Janx looked at each other in confusion. Master Kev rubbed his chin.

“Why would Karlo let you into to his House, let alone a meeting with Alex?” Master Kev asked the Witch.

“Strongman Alex has been assigned as my personal bodyguard. As a White Witch, it is well within my rights to inquire as to why an important member of the City Council wishes to speak to my servant,” Zura said, lifting her chin up defiantly.

“Servant?” Alex asked as he raised an eyebrow towards her.

“Servant, bodyguard, meaningless difference,” the Witch waved her hand dismissively.

“My point is that I have a valid reason to accompany Alex to the meeting with Karlo,” she added.

“What game are the White Witches playing here,” Alex asked as he leaned back in his chair, studying the Tarenian.

“The White Witches play no games,” she said indignantly.

“What are you and the other Witch doing here in the Greenspring Valley,” Master Kev asked.

“The White Witches are champions of stability and order. We do not wish to see wars and upheavals,” she said proudly. “There have been assassinations and assassination attempts targeting key leaders in the area.

“There are reports of Harg raids up and down the valley. Increased bandit activity. There are rumors of Harg sightings in the Tarwin Forest. We are here to ascertain how much of these reports are facts and how much is fanciful embellishment.”

“The Tarwin Forest... you mean the Deathwood?” Master Kev asked.

Lady Zura rolled her eyes.

“Yes, yes, that is what foolish people call it these days, believing it to be haunted. The Necromancer was defeated two hundred years ago! If there is activity in the forest, it is not skeletons or wights, but Hargs or bandits or Goblins that have moved into an area shunned by other people,” Lady Zura explained impatiently.

They were quiet for a moment as they considered what the Witch had just told them.

“It should be no surprise to you then, that the Caravan Guards also want stability. Their business depends on relative safety and stability so they can facilitate the flow of trade goods between cities,” Alex said to the Tarenian.

Master Kev nodded.

“All this trouble and turmoil is bad for business,” the Caravan Master said thoughtfully.

“It seems that it would be in the interest of both parties to work together,” Alex said to them.

Lady Zura nodded in agreement.

“I have come to the same conclusion. That is why I think I should travel with you to House Karlo. Together, we will represent two of the most important factions on Ktor,” the Witch said.

Alex nodded. He stood up from the table.

“Well, let’s go see what Dav Karlo wants to talk about,” Alex said.

“I will come with you,” Taiya said and stood up as well.

“As will I,” Janx added as he stood up.

Alex gave them a smile.

“I appreciate the thought. It’s broad daylight, I think we should be safe walking there. Better that you two stay here and keep an eye on the Guildhouse,” Alex explained.

“Are you sure,” Taiya said with a concerned frown.

“Of course, after all, I have a powerful Witch to protect me,” he said with a smile and then he gave the Tarenian a small bow.

“Hmphh,” was all Lady Zura said before turning and heading out the door to the hallway.

“Wait out front, I will fetch one of the lads from the stable to show you the way,” Master Kev said and headed towards the rear exit.

Alex nodded and followed after the White Witch.

The House of Karlo was an impressive affair of stone and wood. A low wall guarded the perimeter. Six guards wearing chainmail armor guarded the entrance to the building. Alex noticed a number of guards patrolling behind the wall. The House was three stories tall. Alex noticed a guard looking over the rooftop wall.

The boy who had shown them the way, tipped his hat and then hurried back towards the Guildhouse. House Karlo was located in the northern section of the city. The homes and shops in this part of Kargosk all had a very well to do feel about them.

One of the entrance guards held up his hand, motioning them to stop as they approached the front doors.

“State your business with House Karlo,” the guard said to them.

“Sister Zura of the White Witches. I am here to ask Dav Karlo what business he has with my personal bodyguard, Strongman Alex,” the Tarenian said imperiously before Alex could say anything.

The guard blinked a few times, his mouth hanging open in surprise. He had been told to expect the Strongman, not a Witch!

“Don’t just stand there. Take us to Dav Karlo!” Zura said in a commanding voice. The whites of her eyes began to glow blue as little sparkles of Power traced their way over the surfaces.

That was a neat trick, Alex thought. It certainly looked dangerous. He had to hold back a smile as he saw the guard’s eyes open wide in shock at the fearsome look she presented.

“Yes, yes, my Lady!” the guard said and bowed awkwardly. He bowed again and hurried to the doors and opened one, stepping to the side.

“The main office is straight ahead my Lady,” he said, bowing and staying bent at the waist until they had travelled halfway down the corridor. The guard then scurried back outside, quickly closing the door behind him.

“That was a neat trick you did with your eyes,” Alex whispered.

Zura didn’t say anything, but Alex saw a quick smile flit across her lips.

The long corridor had a few doors on either side, and they crossed a point where the corridor was bisected by another hall running from left to right. They continued straight to a set of wide doors, where a well dressed elderly gentleman was waiting for them.

Alex and Zura came to a stop in front of the man. Alex wondered if the man was some sort of butler.

“And you are?” the man asked.

“Lady Zura of the White Witches. This is Strongman Alex, my personal bodyguard,” Zura told the man, using the same imperious voice she had used with the guards.

The man blinked a moment in a surprise and quickly recovered. With a nod of his head, he deftly opened both doors, pushing them with enough force that they opened wide, yet not enough that they slammed into the walls. The man walked into the room and Alex and Zura followed.

Dav Karlo was seated at the head of a long, lengthwise table, facing them. One man who looked like a scribe was seated to his left and two other men were seated to his right.

One of the men was wearing an armored breastplate and metal bracers. He had small, pointed ears like Renna. Alex wondered if he was a type of Half-Elf as well.

There were eight other empty chairs down the length of the table. Alex counted 4 guards stationed around the room. A man who looked like a servant was standing by the back wall.

The men stopped talking and looked up curiously at the newcomers. A puzzled look crossed Dav Karlo’s face as he looked at the Witch.

“Lady Zura of the White Witches. Her personal bodyguard, Strongman Alex,” the elderly man intoned. Then after a small bow towards Master Karlo, the man left the room, quietly closing the doors behind him.

Master Karlo stood up and bowed his head towards the Witch.

“Lady Zura, to what do we this occasion of your visit,” he asked with genuine curiosity.

“It is I who am wondering about the purpose of this meeting. After all, you were the one who requested to speak to my bodyguard,” Zura answered deftly.

Alex was again impressed with her demeanor. The Tarenian looked to be about 18 or 20 years old. But she carried herself like royalty. The Witches must have some great training in presenting themselves with confidence and power, he surmised.

“Forgive me, my Lady. When I requested to see the Strongman, I didn’t realize he was working with you,” Dav Karlo said with a nod.

“Please, be seated,” he pointed towards the table.

Alex and Zura sat across from each other at the foot of the table.

“Would you like some juice or water? We don’t normally have strong drink during business meetings at House Karlo, but I could have some wine brought for you, my Lady,” Dav Karlo asked politely.

“Juice will do,” Zura answered.

Karlo looked towards Alex who nodded his assent as well. The servant along the back wall sprang into action, quickly bringing them each a glass of juice.

“Why did you wish to speak to me,” Alex asked.

Dav Karlo leaned back in his chair, looking first at Alex, then the Witch and then back at Alex.

“There is little that goes on in this city, that does not reach my ear,” Karlo said.

Alex and Zura waited for him to continue.

“There have been some interesting bits of information that have reached me regarding two incidents that occurred over the last two days,” Karlo began.

“Two nights ago, three men were found killed in a back alley on the east side of the city. The men had some, shall we say unusual wounds. What makes this event of particular interest is the account of an old woman who saw the end of the fight from her window.

“The woman claims that she saw only one man standing after the fight. In the darkness she could see little, but she swears there was only one man,” Dav Karlo paused to take a sip of his juice.

“The City Watch chased a man who was carrying a sack over his shoulder in that vicinity. They thought they had the man cornered but he mysteriously disappeared.

“The three dead men were known criminals, and thus whoever eliminated them, did myself and Kargosk a favor,” Karlo said with a small smile as he looked at Alex.

“You said there were two incidents?” Alex asked.

Karlo nodded. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table, steepling his fingers.

“Yes. Yesterday, there was an altercation at the Jumping Kitty Tavern. It’s a small place, deep in the poor quarter of the city. Some say that it is a meeting place for small time thieves,” Dav Karlo explained.

“There was a bar fight?” Alex asked as he leaned back in his chair.

“Bar massacre might be a better description from what I have been told,” Dav Karlo replied.

“It seems that a group of hired Kanban thugs went in to threaten the tavern's owner. A scuffle broke out. And here is where it gets interesting,” Dav Karlo paused for dramatic effect before continuing.

“A stranger intervened. And no ordinary stranger, mind you, but rather a human of exceptional strength. A man so strong that he quickly thrashed the Kanban’s gang’s leader. The leader was a giant of a man. A Half-Ogre to be exact. And a veteran Kanban fighter. The Kanban thugs were eliminated, thanks to the timely intervention of this powerful man,” Karlo said and took another sip of his juice.

“Are you implying that my bodyguard was somehow involved in these two events?” Lady Zura asked as she looked at Karlo.

“Lady Zura, I am grateful that those Kanban were eliminated. House Karlo does not hire Kanban mercenaries. We have a loyal contingent of local guards that have in some cases worked for us for decades. I also trust in the authority of the City Watch,” Dav Karlo said as he leaned back into his chair again.

“I fear that bringing mercenaries into the city during these troubling times can only destabilize the situation further. Unfortunately, some of the other Houses do not feel the same way as I do,” Karlo added.

“Do you know who has been hiring the Kanban?” Alex asked.

“House Orzetz and House Krazno,” Karlo answered.

Alex considered what Karlo had just told him. Alex neither trusted nor mistrusted Karlo at this point. There was the possibility that the Master of House Karlo was lying and was scheming to eliminate the other houses.

“Was there something you wished to discuss?” Alex asked.

“First, assuming, for arguments sake, that as the only Strongman in Kargosk, you may have been involved in these incidents... I wanted to personally thank you. You did the city a small favor by eliminating those three criminals. You also performed a great service to me by eliminating some of the Kanban that have been infesting this city.

“Of course, some of the other House’s may not see it that way. I do not think that any of the other Houses have as extensive a network of informants as I do, but one never knows. Someone may make the connection between you and the fight in the Jumping Kitty,” Karlo explained.

Alex nodded and Dav Karlo continued.

“Secondly, I wished to offer you a position with House Karlo during this time of trouble. House Orzetz has been poisoning the minds of the people of Kargosk against me. While I do not normally hire outsiders, you have already proven your worth.

“However, that was before I knew that you were working with the White Witches. My apologies, Lady Zura,” Karlo concluded with a nod of his head towards the Tarenian.

Zura gave him a curt nod.

“How do you foresee events unfolding in your city?” Zura asked.

“Unfortunately, things have taken a turn for the worse. It was a blow when Sten Rezel was murdered. He was a voice of reason and moderation in the city. Then a few days ago, the unprecedented attack on House Miloz. In a matter of hours, the third most powerful House in Kargosk was eliminated.

“House Krazno and House Orzetz have formed an alliance. House Rexel has been inward facing ever since the loss of Sten. House Tuzlo sits and waits, uncertain which side to support.

“We have a formidable force of men, but Orzetz and Krazno have been free with their coin and have hired a number of mercenaries, including many Kanban fighters,” Karlo explained with a grim expression on his face.

“I fear that it is only a matter of time before Orzetz and Krazno strike at us,” he added.

“How were they able to overwhelm the other House so quickly?” Alex asked.

“Captain Urtz is in charge of our Household guardsmen. He has inspected the site of the battle,” Karlo nodded towards the armored man to his right.

“Somehow, the attackers broke through the outer wall and the wall of the House quickly. There is a very large hole in what is left of the building. I believe that the speed of the attack caught House Miloz by surprise, and this led to them being overwhelmed,” the Captain explained.

“A large hole you say? Are there mages in the employ of the other Houses?” Lady Zura asked.

“None that we have been able to determine,” Captain Urtz answered.

The table fell silent as everyone considered possibilities.

“What role are the White Witches taking in this game being played out in our city?” Karlo asked as he looked towards Zura.

“The White Witches try to interfere as little as possible in the affairs of nations and cities,” Zura said evenly.

Alex saw one of Dav Karlo’s eyebrows twitch at that response. He certainly didn’t believe her.

“There are of course times when intervention may be necessary. However, at the moment we are still assessing the situation in Kargosk along with the overall stability of the region,” Zura added.

Alex was again impressed with how the young woman carried herself. She was not intimidated or impressed at all by the Master of House Karlo.

“I am curious about how the walls were breached in the attack on House Miloz. If Wizards or Witches are involved with the troubles in Kargosk, I must immediately send word to the Council of the White Witches,” Zura explained.

“Captain Urtz can take you over to the remains of House Miloz in one of our carriages,” Karlo told her.

“You may not believe me, but House Karlo wants stability in Kargosk, not strife. And I am personally content with our position as the leading House in the City. I do not need to be King as well,” Karlo said to the Witch and then stood up, indicating the meeting was over.

Captain Urtz asked them to come with him and he led them out to the rear courtyard of the building. The layout resembled a smaller version of a typical Caravan Guildhouse. Captain Urtz ordered a carriage brought out. In a few minutes a plain wooden coach pulled up. The three of them entered and the coach headed towards the remains of House Miloz.


Chapter thirty-two


Alex was seated next to Zura in the coach. As the coach rode over a particularly large bump, her leg shifted, and her knee rested against his leg.

Alex felt a surge of sexual energy that the contact caused for a moment and then she shifted her leg slightly, so they were no longer touching. A moment later she touched her knee to his leg again. She held it there for a few seconds and then shifted away again.

Zura kept repeating the process, sometimes holding the contact for almost a minute and then other times only for a few seconds. Alex glanced towards her. Zura kept her expression blank, even as she touched him again.

Alex wondered what she was doing. Then he realized she must be experimenting on him! The Tarenian always had her nose in one of her books. Zura was always studying or practicing. She was very proud of the fact that she was the youngest to reach Adept level.

Alex smiled at the thought of her studying him. Then he started to worry. What if she had figured out that he was Elder Touched! Alex glanced at her again. She was looking out the carriage window.

Alex felt the coach come to a stop. Captain Urtz glanced out of the window.

“Ahh, we have arrived,” the Captain said.

A moment later, the driver opened the door and helped them out of the carriage. They stood on the street outside of a ruined building. House Miloz had been a three story building. Alex could see that the windows were broken and that the roof had collapsed.

“This is all that remains of House Miloz,” Captain Urtz said somberly.

“Which side is the breach that you spoke of?” Alex asked.

“In the alley, behind the house,” Captain Urtz said.

There was a small street to the right of the compound that they walked down to reach the alley. A chest high stone wall surrounded the compound. The alley was narrow and there was a two-story stone building across the alley from the compound wall.

“What is this building?” Alex asked as they turned down the alley.

“The main Miloz warehouse,” the Captain said.

They reached the break in the wall. Alex noticed that part of the wall had been pushed inward, while it seemed that the next part had been pulled outward. He frowned, wondering what they had used to breach the wall.

They carefully walked over the pile of rubble towards the house. The house had a large hole torn into it. The hole was about at least 10 feet wide and two stories tall. The damage reached into the third story.

The stone that the house was built out of was different than that of the wall. Alex could see some of it had been pulled outward and was mixed in with the broken stones from the wall.

Alex and Zura walked to the edge of the opening and peered inside. The smell of burnt wood still lingered in the air. The interior was a jumbled mess of wreckage with charred wood, broken stones and ash everywhere.

“You said that you don’t know how they breached the walls, Captain?” Alex asked.

Captain Urtz shook his head.

“I was hoping the White Witch perhaps had an idea,” the Captain said hopefully.

“This is most unusual Captain. A magical blow or an Elemental blast should have blown everything inward. But you can see that some parts of the house wall have been thrown outward. There are no burn or blast marks.

“I wish Lady Nella was here, she is much more experienced than I am, and she may have seen something like this before,” the Witch explained.

“We were wondering if House Orzetz or House Krazno had employed an Elemental or a Mage,” Captain Urtz replied.

Something about the debris just inside the house bothered Alex. There seemed to be quite a bit of dirt or mud strewn about the ground. Alex knelt and felt it. It definitely felt like mud.

“What is it?” Zura asked.

“There seems to be a lot of mud in this area,” he replied.

“Did you see the mud inside here Captain?” Alex called out to the Captain.

Captain Urtz walked closer to the opening.

“I assumed it was a mess made by the City Watch when they were trying to get the fire under control,” the Captain said with a shrug.

Alex nodded and stood up. He didn’t know anything about how they fought fires here.

“Was there anything else unusual here Captain?” Zura asked.

“No. It is surprising how quickly they were able to overwhelm the defenders. They slaughtered everyone that was here. Guards, servants and Miloz family members. No one was left alive that could be a witness as to which House had attacked them,” the Captain said grimly.

“Ruthless, but efficient,” Zura nodded.

“Thank you for showing us the damage, Captain,” Alex said.

“Unfortunately, I can offer no guess as to what they used to break down these walls,” Zura said with a frown.

Captain Urtz nodded. They went back to the carriage and got in as the Captain informed the driver to stop by the Caravan Guildhouse on their way home.

The Captain thanked them for their time when he dropped them off before driving back to House Karlo.


Chapter thirty-three


Alex, Taiya, Arban, Janx, Zura and Master Kev sat around one of the larger tables in the Guildhouse Dining Room. The Caravan Master had bought them lunch and they were discussing the situation in the city.

The others looked at the Witch questioningly when they saw her sitting next to Alex. They quickly accepted her presence, however, understanding what a powerful ally she could be in this dangerous time.

“Do you think Orzetz is behind the attacks?” Arban asked Master Kev.

“It does seem that they are the ones who have been stirring up trouble these last few months. On the other hand, their warehouse was also struck the same night that House Miloz was attacked,” the Caravan Master said.

“What about the rumors that Dav Karlo wants to declare himself King in Kargosk?” Taiya asked.

“Hmm, I have been thinking about that. Those rumors began almost two years ago. This was about the same time that House Orzetz began its rapid rise in wealth and power in the city. Jacob Orzetz had only taken over the leadership of the House a few months prior,” Master Kev answered thoughtfully.

“What is the reason for their rise?” Lady Zura asked.

“Most say it is because of the shrewd leadership of Jacob Orzetz. He has been able to strike important trade deals, taking business away from the other houses, even House Karlo,” Master Kev explained.

“House Karlo probably sees Orzetz as a threat,” Arban said.

“What is your opinion of Karlo?” Alex asked.

“Dav has been head of House Karlo for nearly twenty years. The Caravan Guards and House Karlo have always worked well together. Dav can be proud, but he does not seem to be the type to risk civil war in the city.

“His House has been the most important family in Kargosk for centuries. He has wealth and is the leader of the council that governs the city. I could be wrong, but the gain for him would be small in proclaiming himself King compared to the damage that could be done to the city his family has helped prosper and grow,” Master Kev answered.

“But House Karlo has not been directly attacked,” Arban added.

“What if the attack on House Orzetz was a false flag operation?” Alex said, thinking out loud.

The others looked at him in confusion, not understanding the reference. Alex thought about it for a moment and then phrased it so they could understand.

“A false flag is when an attack is made under the banner of another faction. The attack throws suspicion on the wrong faction,” he explained.

“What a dishonorable thing to do,” the Orc said with a look of disgust on his face.

“So, you are saying that House Orzetz may have attacked their own warehouse?” Zura asked him with a frown.

“I am just offering it as a possibility,” Alex replied.

“That seems hard to believe! The merchants value their goods greatly,” Master Kev said.

“This Orzetz may consider it a small price to pay if his goal is to eliminate Karlo and become the chief power in Kargosk,” Janx said quietly.

The others looked at him in surprise. The Foxman normally sat as a quiet observer during meetings.

“Janx is right. What if it is Orzetz that wants to become King in Kargosk?” Alex said.

The others pondered the possibility. They debated the situation in the city for a few more minutes, before finishing.

Master Kev suggested that they not wander far from the Guildhouse today, perhaps limiting themselves to trips to the market in hopes of picking up any gossip.

Taiya and Janx said they would take a walk over to the market. Arban suggested that he and Alex do some light sparring in the courtyard. Zura said she would go look through her books in hopes of finding a clue about what had been used to breach the walls of House Miloz.

The Tarenian sat on her bed, leafing through one of her books of Power. She could see through her open window that the clouds had disappeared and the sky was blue again. But her mind was elsewhere. She was thinking about the coach ride with Alex and the sensations she felt when their bodies touched.

Her breath quickened at the memory of it. She had had to use every measure of her well practiced willpower to not let any emotion show when she touched Alex.

Desire. She was sure that was what she had felt. She let a little triumphant smile. He was Elder Touched, he had to be. There could be no other explanation for that sensation.

Zura saw a flicker of blue out of the corner of her eye. She looked up from her book. The messenger bird had returned.

Zura held out her hand and moved the bird to her shoulder. Closing the book, she set it aside on the bed. Zura then got up from the bed and moved near the window before dropping to a cross legged position on the floor.

Zura began to meditate, finding her inner focus. It took her longer than usual, and she frowned at the distractions the thoughts of Alex were causing her. She took a deep breath and focused again, this time successfully.

She drew the bird off her shoulder and held it in front of her. In a moment, the bird morphed into the image of Master Nella.

“Adept Zura. This is tremendous news if your theory is correct. If this young man is not truly a Wizard and is Elder Touched, what a rare find indeed.

You must keep close to him at all times and discover all that you can.

The White Witches only have secondhand knowledge of this power. The appearance of an Elder Touched is so rare, that who knows when such an opportunity to study another one will present itself.

As to the events in the Kargosk, do not intervene unless you know that it will be in the greater interest of peace and stability in the region.

With regards to the Elder Touched you must use every means necessary to discover the extent of his powers. You said that he is a young man. That means he has a young man's needs and desires.

You are a beautiful young woman blessed with intelligence and poise. Use every advantage you possess to seduce this man. I know that this may sound like strange advice coming from me.

I will be frank with you Zura. We do not know much about this Power, but we do know that sex is the key to unlocking it. I know that you are a very prideful young Lady and rightfully so. But this opportunity is priceless. Think of the knowledge you can learn for the Sisterhood.

You have devoted your life to the study of knowledge. This opportunity will call for you to make a sacrifice of your body. He will not be able to resist your charms. Think of the glory you will earn for yourself.

You have risen quickly because you have put the pursuit of knowledge above all other things. This will be another test of your resolve. Do not fail us.

Zura was shocked by the words of her mentor. Her mouth hung open in surprise. Master Nella wanted her to lay with this man! Her breathing lost its rhythm as she remembered their kiss.

Zura took a deep calming breath. She regained her composure. Dutifully, she listened to the message two more times, committing it to memory.

When the sun hung low in the afternoon sky, Zura was still in her meditation pose, contemplating the orders Master Nella had given her.


Chapter thirty-four


Alex and Janx were sitting in the bunkhouse kitchen, finishing dinner along with Taiya when one of the Guildhouse servants came looking for them.

“Master Kev would like to see the three of you in his office,” The young man said.

In a short while they entered the Caravan Master’s office. Arban was seated at the table and Master Kev was pacing back and forth with a small envelope in his hand.

“Please be seated,” Master Kev motioned towards the table.

Once they were seated, he handed Alex the small envelope. The back was sealed with red wax. The front had “Alex” written across it in a simple plain script.

“This was delivered to me a short while ago,” Master Kev said.

“Who brought it?” Alex asked curiously.

“A messenger boy... one of the poor children that hangs about the market, eager to perform small tasks for a few coins. He said he was not allowed to give the envelope to anyone but the Caravan Master. He said that an old woman had paid him to deliver it. The wax seal has no symbol on it,” Master Kev explained.

“Aren’t you going to open it?” Taiya said, her green eyes bright with curiosity.

Alex flipped the envelope over to the back again. He examined the rough red circle of wax with a puzzled expression. He wasn’t sure of the proper way of opening a wax sealed envelope.

“Here, let me help,” Taiya said with a little laugh.

The Elf reached out a finger which had little flames dancing around it. She rubbed her finger lightly over the wax, softening it.

“It should open now,” she said with a smile.

“I would have just used my knife!” Arban said with a laugh.

Alex opened the letter. Inside was a small piece of paper, folded in half. He opened it and saw a note written in the same simple script as his name on the front of the envelope.

“Alex-

I will send a carriage for you at the time of Kluros moonrise. Wear a hooded cloak. Come alone.

-Renna”

“What does it say?” Master Kev asked.

Alex read the note out loud.

“It's a trap!” Taiya said with an alarmed expression.

“Sounds dangerous,” Janx added with a nod.

Arban stroked his chin thoughtfully.

“Renna, the woman who owns the Jumping Kitty?” Master Kev asked with a frown.

“I would assume so,” Alex said.

“We suspect that she is a buyer and seller of stolen goods. Thieves and their accomplices are parasites. They rarely bother with us unless it’s a large bandit group. But they are a plague for the merchants who are our customers,” Master Kev said with a frown.

“This is true Master Kev. Yet the people we met at the Jumping kitty were not what I would call the worst kind of thieves. I suspect that they make money on the side as a middleman for stolen goods,” Arban said.

“I wouldn’t trust her,” the Caravan Master said.

“I wonder what she wants,” the Orc said.

“From what you said, you saved her life, maybe she wants to help you in some way,” Taiya said as she considered the possibilities.

“Renna wanted me and Alex to stop by the Jumping Kitty today. She wanted to talk to us, probably offer us work” Arban said thoughtfully.

Alex stood up with a determined look on his face.

“I will meet with her. Hopefully she has some information that will prove useful,” Alex said.

“Kluros should be rising soon,” the Orc said.

“I have a travel cloak in my room,” Alex said and he left to go get it.

“I think I should go with him,” Taiya said.

“The note said he had to go alone,” Arban reminded her.

“I will follow the coach,’ Janx said to them.

“If they see you, that might cause problems for Alex,” Arban said with a frown.

“They will not see me. I may be old and I have not had much chance to practice my hunting skills, but I am confident that they will not see me,” Janx said with a gleam in his eye.

“Keep a safe distance, but find out where they are taking him,” Master Kev said.

“Do not tell Alex that I am following, it is better that he does not know. I will go find a vantage point,” Janx said and then hurried out the room.

“I will wait in the courtyard for Alex, so he does not come in here and see that Janx is missing,” Taiya said and left the room.

She met Alex as he was crossing the courtyard. He was wearing his long travel cloak with the hood up. The Great Moon Kluros was starting to peak over the rooftops.

“The coach will probably come by the front of the Guildhouse to pick you up,” Taiya said.

“That’s what I was thinking,” Alex replied.

They walked around the Guildhouse to the street in the front. As it was only early evening, the plaza was still bustling with people finishing their shopping at the market or walking to other locations.

“I will watch from the shadows. Be careful!” Taiya said and stood on tiptoe to give him a quick kiss on the cheek.

Alex walked over to the front door of the Guildhouse and waited. A wagon pulled by a pair of mules trundled by and then a carriage drove by in the other direction. After a few minutes a small carriage pulled by a horse approached from the east. It slowed and then stopped in front of the Guildhouse door.

The driver, an older, grey haired man looked over towards Alex and gave him a nod. Alex quickly walked over to the carriage, opened the door and climbed inside. When the driver heard the door shut, he flicked his reins, and the carriage began moving down the street.

The interior of the carriage was empty. It was dimly lit from the moonlight coming in from the window. Alex had half expected Renna to be waiting for him in the carriage.

The carriage travelled westward along the main road for a bit before taking a right turn down another wide street. They were heading north. The carriage continued in that direction before making a left turn and then another right turn.

They must be in the northwest corner of Kargosk, Alex surmised. From what he could see from the carriage window, the neighborhood seemed modest and tidy. Not poor but not wealthy... perhaps it was the equivalent of a middle class neighborhood, Alex thought.

On the rooftops above the streets, Janx was following the movements of the carriage. The nimble Foxman was able to leap across most of the gaps between buildings that were not connected. It helped that the carriage was not moving very quickly.

There were times he had to quickly scramble down to the street and follow from a distance, sticking to the shadows before climbing again. The roofs were easier to navigate than narrow tree limbs he had grown up hunting on.

His small, curved claws were out on his hands and feet, giving him extra grip when he climbed or had to leap to catch a rooftop edge. His grey fur blended with the darkness and the shadows, making him difficult to detect.

Janx saw the carriage slowing down as he peeked over the roof edge that he was travelling on. It stopped in front of a well lit building. It looked like some kind of Tavern or Inn. He saw Alex’s hooded figure exit the carriage and walk into the building.

Janx cautiously worked his way closer to the Tavern, careful to avoid showing a silhouette against the light of the moons. He was able to read the sign. It said The Jolly Cook and had a drawing of a smiling fat woman holding a cooking pot.

Janx cautiously worked his way to the building next to the Jolly cook. He found a vantage spot where he could overlook the Tavern. It was the last building on the street, built next to the northern wall of the city. Janx could see the alley that was behind the building.

Janx sat down on the roof where he could see both the street and the alley. He would patiently wait for Alex to emerge.


Chapter thirty-five


The interior of the Jolly Cook was busy, with customers seated at the bar along the far wall and at the round tables scattered throughout the room. Alex sat down at one of the smaller square tables which lined the wall to his left.

The customers were modestly dressed and they were busy eating and chatting amongst themselves. Everyone seemed respectable Alex thought. A few of the customers glanced briefly at him but then quickly looked away.

Alex smiled to himself. With his hood still up, he was the only one in the Jolly Cook that looked a bit disreputable.

“Welcome, what will you have?” a serving woman asked him.

She was a stoutly built woman of middle years wearing a long brown apron. The two other servers and the barmaid were all wearing similar brown aprons. It must be the Taverns “uniform” Alex thought.

“An ale, please,” Alex answered.

The woman gave him a nod and a smile before heading off to the bar. In a few moments she returned with a mug of ale.

“That’ll be a half silver unless you would like to run a tab sir,” she said.

Alex pulled out a silver and gave it to her. He told her to keep the change. The woman gave him a nod and another smile before going off to check on other tables.

Alex had not heard the term “half silver” before. The coins he had seen were of iron, silver or gold. They had each been consistent in their own sizes. A half silver was probably slang for 5 iron coins since 10 iron equaled 1 silver coin and 10 silver equaled 1 gold coin.

The ale was good. It reminded him of the ale he had drank at the Jumping Kitty. The mug it was served in was a little smaller than what he had seen in other establishments. It was also a little more expensive. He guessed that those two things helped keep undesirables away.

Alex looked around the room. He didn’t see Renna anywhere. He wondered why she had chosen this place to meet. It was certainly different than the Jumping Kitty. Her bar was not the worst place he had ever seen, but it certainly had a rough edge to it, befitting the poor part of town it was located in.

Three people that had been sitting at one of the nearby tables finished their meals and left. A server came by and cleared the plates away, taking them back to the kitchen.

An old woman with a cleaning rag came out from the back and wiped down the table. The Jolly Cook was a clean and well run establishment Alex thought. The cleaning woman paused at the next table and chatted with the customers seated there for a moment, before walking over to Alex’s table.

Alex heard the front door open, so he tried to look around the woman who was blocking his view. He wanted to see if it was Renna entering the bar.

“I’m glad to see you can follow instructions,” the cleaning woman said to him.

Alex frowned and looked up at the woman. She was a dusky skinned, heavy set woman with long grey hair pulled back in a in a ponytail. Her dark eyes were twinkling with merriment.

Alex blinked a few times and his mouth opened in surprise. It was Renna in disguise!

“Hush. Don’t say anything,” she quickly whispered.

“I will be back,” she added before heading back towards the kitchen, pausing to talk to another table of customers.

Alex smiled. He had not expected Renna to be disguised. Alex sat and eventually finished his ale. Renna had come out a few times, but had avoided his table, not even looking at him.

The serving woman came by his table and he ordered another ale. Alex sat and waited. Eventually Renna paused at his table again. She pretended to wipe the table and when she moved her rag away, Alex saw a skeleton key laying on the table.

“Finish your ale and head for the toilet. It’s in the hallway on the other side of the room. There is a staircase there that leads upstairs. The key opens the last room on the right,” Renna whispered before heading back to the kitchen.

Alex took a few minutes to drink the last of his ale. He made his way to the hallway and in a moment he was upstairs. There was a long hallway with five doors on either side. Alex made his way to the last door on the right and unlocked it.

The room inside seemed like the typical guestrooms he had seen on Ktor. There was a medium sized bed and a small desk along the wall with a mirror on the wall above it.

A lantern on the desk was turned down, but it gave off enough light to see, once his eyes adjusted. There were a couple of dressers for clothes and a full length mirror in one corner of the room. There was a hint of a sweet perfume lingering in the room.

Alex walked around the room, glancing at the desk and dressers. The place had a lived in feel. Whoever was using this room , had been using it for some time. It was not just a short term stay for guests at the Tavern.

Alex pushed his hood back and sat down on one of the chairs and waited. He puzzled at what Renna was playing at. Her outfit and role as a kitchen maid seemed well thought out and well rehearsed.

A few minutes later the door opened and Renna entered the room, quietly closing the door behind her.

“Toss me the room key,” she said.

Alex fished the key back out of his pocket and tossed it to her. Renna deftly caught it and locked the door, leaving the key in the keyhole.

“Sometimes drunken patrons wander around and make their way upstairs. I always have the door locked,” she explained as she turned to face him again. She took a few steps towards him and lifted her arms up.

“What do you think of my sexy outfit,” she said with a laugh as she twirled around in a circle.

“You caught me by surprise. I expected you to be wearing a hooded cloak, not a full disguise,” Alex replied.

“A woman should always keep a man guessing,” she said with a mischievous smile as she walked over to the desk.

She reached up and removed the grey haired wig she was wearing and set it on a hook next to the wall mirror. Next, she undid some bands that were holding her natural hair down. With a final shake of her head, her long black hair cascaded down.

She ran her fingers through her scalp. Her disheveled hair gave her the appearance of a wild woman.

“It is always such a relief to take that wig off,” she said with a sigh.

“I had a feeling that your masquerade was not just for my benefit tonight,” Alex said.

Renna turned the lantern light up a little bit. She looked at him in the reflection of the mirror.

“We all have roles to play in life,” she said with a serious look.

She turned and walked over to where he was sitting. She looked down at him for a moment and then gave him a smile before spinning and presenting her back to him.

“Do be a darling Alex and untie the laces on this dress. They can be such a bother to reach,” she said cheerfully.

Alex blinked at the unexpected request. Renna waited patiently. Alex stood up and reached for the top set of laces. As his hand touched the fabric, he could feel the soft padding that had been added to the fabric. He carefully undid the first lace and then worked his way down.

It was a suggestively intimate action. Alex caught the smell of the sweet perfume in her long hair. The slow reveal of her skin as the dress parted was erotic.

Alex undid the final ribbon just above her derriere. Renna looked over shoulder and flashed him a smile.

“Thank you,” she said and pulled the dress open, letting it fall to the floor in a crumpled heat.

She was wearing a small pair of panties and an equally small bra. They were made of some kind of lacey black fabric that was a few shades darker than her dusky skin. Alex admired her slender toned body.

Renna stepped out of the dress and walked towards the full length mirror. She was wearing a pair of short boots. She looked at herself in the mirror. Turning and twisting her body to see as much of it as she could as she rubbed her torso and thighs with her hands.

“It feels good to be out of that dress. It can feel itchy sometimes,” she said and turned to face him.

Renna lifted her arms up over her head in a languid stretch as she arched her back. Her breasts were small and her hips were slender. She reminded Alex of a swimsuit model. A very sexy swimsuit model.

She walked over and picked up her dress. She hung it up on a peg in the wall, before taking a seat at the desk. She reached down and removed first one and then the other boot. She had dainty feet.

Renna opened a desk drawer and pulled out a hairbrush. She looked in the mirror and began to brush out her long black hair. Alex caught a glimpse of one of her small, pointed ears.

Alex had one of those moments where he felt like he was dreaming. Sometimes his life on Ktor seemed so unreal. Was he really sitting in a room in a medieval town on another planet? And he was watching a sexy Half-Elven woman brush her long hair. A nearly naked Half Elven woman.

“What are you thinking?” Reanna asked him.

She was looking at him in the mirror's reflection as she continued brushing her hair.

“Why did you bring me here?” he asked.

“Because I have some information that you may find interesting,” she said.

“Why would I find it interesting?” Alex asked.

“I think you would agree that the situation in Kargosk has gotten very dangerous,” Renna said as she continued to watch his reflection as she brushed her hair.

“Why should that matter to me?” he asked.

“Because not only are you working with the Caravan Guards, but you are also working with the White Witches,” she said as she looked for any reaction from him.

Alex was surprised, but he made sure not to betray any emotion.

“What makes you say that?” he asked.

“You and the Tarenian Witch met with House Karlo today. Or was it just a social call?” she asked with an innocent smile as she paused brushing her hair.

Alex was impressed with her intelligence gathering.

“How do you know about what I did today?” he asked.

“I make it my business to know everything that happens in my city,” she said as she brushed through her hair again.

“Dav Karlo told me the same thing,” Alex replied.

Renna let out a little laugh.

“Pffftt. Karlo’s men are rank amateurs,” she said dismissively.

“So, I still don’t see why you think what happens in Kargosk matters to me,” Alex said.

“Because both the Caravan Guards and the White Witches like to see stability. Kargosk is getting ready to fall into chaos,” she explained.

“Are you telling me you don’t want to see chaos in the city?” he asked her.

“In my business, a little chaos can create opportunity. But the situation has become too dangerous. If it wasn’t for the lucky chance of your visit to the Jumping Kitty, I would be dead right now,” Renna had stopped brushing her hair and turned around on her chair to face him. She looked so sexy as her legs straddled the chair and her arms rested across the top of the chair back.

Renna was using her sex appeal to keep him off balance. Alex knew she was doing it, but it still was affecting him.

“What exactly is your business,” Alex asked.

“Let’s just say I help buyers find certain things they are looking for,” Renna said with a glint of laughter in her eyes.

“Without having to bother with pesky merchants houses or annoying tax collectors?” Alex asked.

“I see you understand perfectly. I knew you would,” she said with a smile.

On some of his missions in Central Asia, Alex’s unit had to utilize local factions that were often involved in unsavory activities. The higher ups wanted to see results and they weren’t particularly picky when it came to choosing allies.

Renna was obviously involved in some kind of illegal activities. Probably trafficking stolen goods and smuggling. His gut told him that she was more of the black-market profiteering type and not of the murdering thief variety. He hoped he was right.

“Do you know who was behind the attack on you,” Alex asked.

Renna nodded. Anger flashed in her dark eyes.

“That warboar Luz Krazno. It was easy to find out who had hired that Half-Ogre as he was the only one in town. The big brute had stopped in the week before and threatened me, told me to get out of town.

“I didn’t expect Krazno to send him back so soon. And I didn’t think that worm Krazno had it in him to order his men to kill, even if they were Kanban mercenaries,” Renna said.

“Why did Krazno target you?” Alex asked with a puzzled look.

“One of my recent hires was running his mouth about how we had … shall we say, accidently gotten a hold of some goods from a Krazno warehouse. Word got back to Luz, and he eventually connected him to me,” Renna explained.

“So, you are telling me that Krazno is behind all the trouble being stirred up in Kargosk?” Alex asked with a frown.

“Krazno! Ha! That idiot doesn’t have the brains to do anything big!” Renna said with a shake of her head.

“Orzetz is behind all the mischief in the city,” she added.

Alex nodded. That made more sense. He had figured it was either Karlo looking to eliminate competing houses in order to be King or House Orzetz trying to maintain their rise to the top.

“What makes you think it is Orzetz and not Karlo? Wasn’t Orzetz’s warehouse struck in the attacks a few days ago?” Alex asked.

“Hmmph. What if I told you that that warehouse had been mostly emptied the previous week. And that all that was in there were some bales of low quality wool and scrap lumber,” she said.

“How do you know this?” Alex asked.

“I told you Alex, I have my ways,” she answered with another mischievous smile.

Alex’s false flag theory for the attack had been confirmed. Orzetz could sacrifice some cheap material in the hopes of focusing the blame on House Karlo. Houser Karlo was strong and well established in the city. The more Orzetz could undermine public support for his rival, the easier it would be to eliminate him.

“How is House Orzetz tied in with House Krazno?” Alex asked.

“Krazno has always been the weakest of the major houses. Orzetz knows that Luz Krazno is jealous of the other houses and wants more wealth and power.

“I believe that Orzetz has been either giving or lending money to Krazno, allowing him to hire some Kanban mercenaries and to shore up the financial strength of Krazno.

“Orzetz knows that Luz is a stupid and vain man. He is using him as an ally and a tool to further his own ambitions,” Renna explained.

“What happened when House Miloz was destroyed?” Alex asked.

“That is one thing that I am unsure about. I suspect magic was involved. My sources tell me that men from both House Orzetz and House Krazno were on the move that night. I don’t know how they were able to break down the walls,” she said.

“What makes you think that magic was involved,” Alex asked.

Renna stood up and walked over to the full length mirror again. She lifted her hands up to her hair and moved it about as she shifted her body. It was as if she was posing.

“What Dav Karlo doesn’t know is that Orzetz has a secret tunnel that passes under the city wall. He and his men can come and go unnoticed,” she said as she tilted her head in different angles, still playing with her long black hair.

“How did you discover it?” Alex asked.

Renna laughed. She turned and walked over to him.

“Let’s just say, Orzetz isn’t the only one with a secret tunnel,” she said as she stood before him.

Alex let his eyes travel up the length of her long legs, past the flat plane of her stomach, to her full lips and then her beautiful almond shaped eyes.

“What does he use the tunnel for?” Alex asked.

‘House Orzetz owns a couple of mills down by the river. They were the original source of the family's wealth. I know that for the last year and a half, Orzetz has been meeting with mysterious riders who travel by night. They meet at one of his mills.

“Two weeks ago, one of the riders stayed behind and went into the city with Orzetz and his men.,” she explained.

“And you suspect the mysterious person may be a Wizard?” he asked.

Renna shrugged her pretty shoulders.

“I’m assuming you want me to help you in some way,” Alex asked.

Renna smiled and gracefully sat on his lap. He could feel the heat of her body as he instinctively wrapped an arm around her slender waist. She wrapped her arms around his neck.

“We can talk about that in the morning. Right now, I want to thank you,” she said softly as she gazed into his eyes.

“Thank me for what?” Alex asked with a puzzled look.

“For saving my life, you silly man,” she whispered in his ear as she leaned into his body.

Alex turned his head towards her, but before he could say anything, she pulled him into a deep kiss.


Chapter thirty-six


Alex savored the sweet taste of Renna’s mouth as their tongues danced together. His arm instinctively tightened around her waist while his other hand caressed the smooth skin of her thighs.

“You don’t have to thank me,” he said when they paused for a breath.

“I know. I want to thank you,” she said as she looked at him with half closed eyes.

Renna pulled him in to another deep kiss. Alex slid his hand between her thighs. The Half- Elf parted her legs to allow him access. He ran his hands across her panties. Alex could feel her heat. The lacey panties were already damp with desire.

“I think you want me to thank you,” she said with a mischievous smile as she wiggled her bottom. She could feel his hardness as she sat on his lap.

Renna kissed him again for a minute as he continued to gently caress her through the fabric of her panties. She ended the kiss and with a coy smile she slid down his body onto the floor by his feet.

She wound up on her knees, looking up at him. She ran her hands up and down the front of his thighs, digging her fingers into his muscles. She then bent down to pull off first one of his boots and then the other, tossing them to the side.

Looking up at him with a little smile, her hands moved up to the lacings of his pants. In a moment she had them undone. She hooked her fingers into the pant waists and slowly tugged them down.

Alex lifted his rear up slightly to make it easier for her to pull his pants down. She gave a final tug to get the pants down to his knees. The motion caused him to sit at the edge of the chair as his erection sprang free.

Renna’s eyes glimmered with desire as she paused a moment and stared at his cock.

“Oh, he definitely wants me to thank him!” she said with a little laugh.

She pushed his pants down past his feet and tossed them aside. Then she dug her fingers into his thighs again, rubbing up and down his thigh muscles, stopping a couple of inches shy of his erection before reversing direction.

Renna looked up at him. Her eyes were large as she bit her lip. Alex thought she looked so sexy in that position. She looked at his cock again as she moved her hands up his thighs one final time before gently wrapping them around his shaft.

He saw her smile as she felt him throb when she touched him. She slowly started stroking him. Alex saw her breathing quicken. He enjoyed watching her touch him.

Renna kept the motion of her hands going as she looked up at him. She looked him in the eyes for a while as she stroked his length. Renna smiled and then ran her tongue around her lips moistening them.

Letting go of his cock, the Half-Elf spread his thighs apart so she could move even closer to his body before stroking him again.

Slowly moving her head down, she gently kissed the tip of his penis. Then she moved her right hand to caress his thigh as she trailed little kisses up and down the length of his shaft.

Renna moved her mouth to his tip again. Her tongue flicked out teasingly as she tickled him with little licks. She tilted her head and teased his entire length with her tongue. As she reached back up to his tip again, Renna opened her lips and took his cockhead into her warm mouth, suckling him.

Alex let out a little growl of pleasure as she took even more of him into her mouth. Renna was able to take about half of him in before backing off and letting him slowly slide out of her mouth. She looked up at him with a smile, breathing heavily. Alex’s eyes were burning with desire for this beautiful woman.

Renna sat back on her heels and used her hand to bend his cock down from its erect position. She took him in her mouth again. The change in angle and her lower position allowed her to look up at Alex.

Renna kept eye contact with him as she took as much of him as she could into her throat again. She slowly released him, took a deep breath and repeated the movement. Alex was fascinated by the erotic sensation of her watching him as he watched her go down on him.

Renna then ran her tongue under his shaft, all the while looking up at him as best as she could as her hand caressed his shaft. Then she took him in her mouth again while her other hand slid up his thigh to his balls, gently massaging them as she moved her warm mouth back and forth.

Alex reached down with his hands and caressed her pretty face. With a smile, she increased her speed as Alex ran his hands through her silky hair.

After a minute of this, Renna paused, breathing heavily, smiling up at him. Her lips were flushed from her exertions.

Alex carefully stood up, taking her by the hands so she stood up as well. He pulled her into a deep kiss. Renna wrapped her hands around his neck as she pressed her body against his. Alex slid his hands across her waist and then he squeezed her butt cheeks.

Alex ran his hands up her sides and grabbed hold of her bra, sliding it up and over her head and arms. It joined the pile of his clothes. His shirt followed before he hooked his thumbs into her panties and slid them down past her hips. They fell in a little pile by her feet where she kicked them free.

Alex pulled her into a kiss again, enjoying the feel of their naked bodies pressed together. He easily picked her up, bringing her apple sized breasts up to his lips. Renna gasped in surprise at how effortlessly he had lifted her up. He suckled one of her taught nipples for a few moments before taking the other one in his mouth.

Renna wrapped her legs around his torso and rested her hands on his shoulders as she watched him lick and kiss her breasts.

“You are so strong!” she said softly.

Alex carried her the few steps over to the side of the bed. With a sly smile, he pulled her body away from his and let her drop to the bed.

Renna gave a little shriek of surprise before laughing as her body lightly bounced on the bed. Alex climbed on to the bed and stretched his body on top of hers. Renna wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his hips as they kissed deeply.

After a few moments, Alex broke off the kiss. He shifted his body downward, trailing little kisses along her throat and then her breasts. Next, he ran his tongue down the flat planes of her stomach. Finally, he reached her pussy. He inhaled her rich musky scent and he kissed and licked her inner thighs before lightly kissing her entrance.

Renna let out a little squeal and her hips convulsed at his intimate touch. Alex smiled and then he began kissing and licking her in earnest. Renna moaned with pleasure as she reached down and grabbed the hair on his head.

Alex stuck his tongue deep inside of her as she gasped, grinding herself into his mouth. In a few moments he felt her body shudder in an orgasm as she let out another squeal of pleasure.

Alex slowed his movements as she came down from her high. Renna was panting.

“Oh, Alex. That was amazing,” she said with a sigh.

Alex slid his body back up so he could kiss her again.

Renna broke the kiss off with a gleam in her eye.

“My turn,” she said as she pushed on his shoulder to get him to lie on his back.

Renna straddled his midsection and ran her hands over his chest muscles and abs.

“You are so strong with the body of a hero,” she said.

Alex just laughed.

Renna shifted her hips downward and reached between her thighs to guide his tip to her entrance. The Half- Elf slowly pushed herself onto him, gasping as his raging hard on stretched and filled her.

“Oh my, I can’t fit all of you in me!” she said with surprise.

Alex grasped her hips and slowly started pulling himself out of her tight pussy. Just as he was ready to fall out, he reversed the direction. Renna gasped as he slowly forced a little more of himself into her before pulling outwards again.

Alex repeated his motion, each time pushing in a little farther. It was exquisite torture because she was so tight. Renna leaned forward and rested her hands on his chest. She was panting from the pleasure and pain of his penetration. Finally, with a last little thrust, Alex was fully inside of her. He paused to give her time to adjust to the feeling.

“Ohhhh... Oh, my,” she gasped.

A moment later she pulled away from him for an inch or two and then she took him fully again. Alex let her dictate the motion, holding his hips still while she experimented. Soon she was able to move herself so that he was near her entrance and then she would take him to the hilt again. It was exquisite torture feeling her tight passage sliding up and down his length.

Confident that she had adjusted to his size, Alex started to move his cock to match her thrusts. As he slammed himself deep inside of her, Renna’s eyes were wide as he stretched her pussy even further.

“Alex, Alex, Alex,” she repeated as she shuddered with another orgasm. A moment later she collapsed onto his chest, breathing hard.

He wrapped his arms around her, caressing her back and hips. He waited until her breathing had steadied and gently lifted her and set her on the bed beside him. Alex rolled over onto his hands and knees and then shifted his body lower on the bed.

Alex flipped Renna onto her belly. She laughed huskily as he shifted her body so that she was on her hands and knees, facing away from him.

Satisfied with her position, Alex used his hand to guide himself into her pussy. She was warm and wet from their lovemaking, and he was able to enter her smoothly. He began slowly stroking himself in and out of her. Renna quickly matched his movements.

“Mmmm, Alex!” she whispered.

Alex let out a little chuckle and increased his speed for a little as he grasped her hips with his strong hands. The Half-elf looked so sexy as she tilted her back in pleasure, her breaths coming quick again.

Alex paused for a moment and shifted his knees so that they were now outside of her legs. He squeezed her thighs together so that her pussy was clenched tight around his engorged cock. She felt extra tight as he started moving in and out of her again.

“Alex! Oh!,” she gasped.

Alex grasped her hips again, pulling her against him each time he thrust himself deep into her passage. The friction was driving him crazy.

He reached forward with one hand and grabbed a fistful of her luxuriously thick hair. Mindful of his strength, Alex started tugging on her hair as he thrust himself into her.

“Aaiii, aiii,” Renna was squealing with pleasure as she started bucking wildly against him, driving herself onto him as far as she could go. Her wild abandon finally pushed Alex over the edge as he climaxed in one massive thrust after another, lifting her a little off the bed with each pulsating burst.

They both collapsed onto the bed, Alex sprawled on top of her warm body. He lay there inhaling the heady scent of her perfume, mixed with their sweat and the musk of their lovemaking.

“That was incredible,” she said after a while.

Alex smiled and carefully rolled off her body. He gently lifted her and laid her on top of him.

“I love how strong you are!” she said with a laugh.

She found his lips and kissed him deeply. They lay in each other's arms for a time. Then Alex rolled her off him again. He lifted himself up on his elbow so he could see her face.

“So, when are you going to tell me the real reason you had me come here tonight,” he asked her.

“Maybe I just wanted to thank you for saving my life,” she answered with a smile.

Alex didn’t say anything. He just continued to look at her.

“Maybe I just wanted to be ravaged by a big Strongman!” she said with a laugh and reached down to grab his half hard cock.

Alex merely raised an eyebrow. Renna’s expression changed from playful to serious. She let go his cock and shifted her body so that she was also resting on her elbow. She searched his face with her eyes as if debating what to say.

“I want you to help me eliminate House Orzetz,” she said.

Alex was surprised, but he didn’t let any emotion show.

“Why,” he asked after a few moments.

“House Krazno and House Orzetz are allied. If they succeed in eliminating House Karlo, I have to flee the city. That is if their mercenaries don’t kill me first,” she said.

Alex didn’t say anything. He was waiting to see if she had anything else to say.

“Normally, I wouldn’t care which side wins this battle for domination in the city. If anything, Orzetz is dumber than Karlo and it would be better for my business if Jabob Orzetz was running the city.

“But now that his flunky Luz Krazno has marked me as his enemy... things have gotten very dangerous for me and my business,” Renna said, her black eyes serious in the low lamplight.

“Why do you think I will help you,” he asked her.

She looked at him and laughed coyly. She reached down and grabbed his cock again.

“Why? Because of that incredible sex we just had, silly boy!” she said.

“I’ve had better,” he said with a shrug.

“Ahhh!” she said in surprise, her hand squeezing his cock hard. Then she narrowed her eyes and smiled.

“I’ll see if I can’t change your opinion about that before this night is over,” she whispered.

“But, business first,” she said, releasing his cock and running her hand along his arm.

“Are you going to help me?” she asked.

“What did you have in mind?” Alex asked.

“I know that you and the Witch met with House Karlo. Dav Karlo is a man of law and order. I fear that he will wait for House Orzetz and House Krazno to attack him. By then it will be too late.

“House Miloz is gone. House Rezel won’t do anything and House Tuzlo will just wait to see who the winner is. Tuzlo may even be persuaded by Orzetz that Dav Karlo is the one behind the trouble,” she said.

Alex considered what she had said.

“How do I fit into your plans?” he asked.

“I need you to convince Dav Karlo that he must strike first. He is running out of time,” Renna explained.

“From what I understand, House Karlo is the strongest of the houses,” Alex said.

“Individually, yes. And many of the City Watch hold him in high regard. But Orzetz has been turning the population against him. Jacob and Luz have also hired Kanban mercenaries. And Orzetz has that mysterious wizard hiding in his House,” Reanna said.

“Does Karlo have enough men to storm both houses?” Alex asked.

“No, even storming one of the houses would be costly,” she said.

Alex frowned. Surely, she didn’t think Dav Karlo would risk a suicide mission?

“I assume you have something in mind? Do you have someone on the inside that will open the front gate?” Alex asked.

She let out a little laugh. He could see her eyes gleaming with satisfaction.

“What if I told you that I have a tunnel that leads into the warehouse inside House Orzetz courtyard!” Renna said excitedly.

Alex nodded. It would give the attackers the element of surprise.

“I take it that you want me to tell Dav Karlo that you will help him defeat Orzetz,” Alex said.

Renna nodded.

“Does he know you?” Alex asked.

Renna laughed.

“I don’t think so. Just tell him the local thieves guild thinks it will be in everyone’s best business interests if House Orzetz is eliminated,” she said.

“I wondered if that’s what you were doing,” Alex said.

“What did you think my business was?” Renna said with a smile.

“Tavern owner? You haven’t explained the disguise. Do you work here as a cover?” he asked.

“Would you believe me if I said that I owned the Jolly Cook as well as the Jumping Kitty?” she asked.

“Why are you disguised?” he asked.

“My staff knows who I am. But as for the rest of the city? No one pays much attention to a middle-aged scullery woman. This place is my refuge in the quiet part of the city,” she said simply.

“What do you want from Karlo in exchange for helping him,” Alex asked.

“I want to negotiate with him in person. He seems like a proud man and he may not be amenable to working with me,” she said thoughtfully.

Alex thought about the brief meeting he had with Karlo.

“I think he understands how dire the situation is,” Alex said.

“What about the Witch? Will she interfere on behalf of House Karlo?” she asked him.

Just then there was a series of knocks on the door. Two raps, followed by three and then another two. Renna rolled off the bed with a frown. She unlocked and opened the door slightly. Alex could hear Renna whispering with someone, but he could not make out what they were saying.

Renna closed and locked the door again. She walked over and sat on the side of the bed. She was still frowning.

“The Jumping Kitty is on fire. The pig Krazno must have had his men set it ablaze,” she said with a hint of anger in her voice.

Alex sat up and placed a hand on her knee.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Renna gave him a half smile.

“I anticipated he might do something like this once he realized his thugs weren’t coming back. I didn’t expect it so soon. I had my people move the most valuable things out of there earlier today. We put a sign up that said closed for business after the attack and thankfully no one was there tonight. The loss of the building is a bit of a blow,” Renna said.

Alex stood up. He walked over to the pile of clothes and started getting dressed. Renna stood up and walked over to him.

“What are you doing?” she asked with a frown.

“Things are moving fast, I need to get back and talk to the White Witch. I will head over to House Karlo first thing in the morning,” Alex explained.

“You will help?” Renna asked hopefully.

“Yes, if I can. I don’t know what the Witch will do,” he said.

“If Karlo is interested, have him meet me at the Caravan Guildhouse. I will be there at noon. We can meet in Master Kev’s office,” she said.

Alex nodded.

“Let me have a coach brought around for you,” Renna said.

“No time. I remember the turns we took to get here. It was very straightforward. I can be half way back before you get the coach,” he explained.

Renna nodded. As Alex turned to go to the door, Renna put her hand on his shoulder and turned him to face her. She pressed her lean naked body against him, wrapping her arms around his neck.

“After all this is done, I’m going to show you an unforgettable time,” she whispered as she pulled him into a long deep kiss.

A minute later, Alex had left the Tavern. He started jogging lightly and soon had turned the first corner.

As Alex made another turn, he heard a noise behind him. Alex whipped around and jumped to the side, the strength of his jump carrying him to the other side of the street. Alex whipped out his knife when he saw a figure walking towards him.


Chapter thirty-seven


“Alex!. It is Janx!” Alex frowned as he heard the Foxman’s familiar voice.

“Janx! What are you doing here?” he asked as his body relaxed.

“I followed the coach. I wanted to see where they were taking you,” Janx said as he walked closer.

“I see you brought your spear with you. Hopefully the town watch doesn’t see you,” Alex said.

“I travelled the rooftops,” Janx explained with a smile.

“You should not have risked following me,” Alex said.

“We all were concerned for your safety,” Janx replied.

Alex nodded.

“Let's go then,” Alex said, and they started jogging down the street.

They were only a few blocks from the Guildhouse when they saw a patrol ahead of them.

“I will meet you there,” Janx said as he turned down an alleyway.

Alex could see him scamper up the side of the nearest building. The Foxman was remarkably agile. A moment later Janx was on the roof, and he disappeared from sight.

Alex continued on and reached the Guildhouse a few minutes later. He walked around the side of the building and made for the rear door. He was surprised to see Janx already seated on the top step with his spear across his knee. The Foxman had a big smile on his face.

“Too slow!” Janx said with a little laugh.

Alex smiled and shook his head. It was good to see Janx smile more often, Alex thought.

The two of them went inside and headed to the dining room. Alex was surprised to see Taiya, Arban, Zura and Master Kev were all there, considering the late hour. Arban and Master Kev were seated playing some kind of card game. Taiya was seated in one of the padded chairs near the fireplace, curled up with her eyes closed. Zura was off at a side table using the light of the nearby lamp to read one of her books.

“You’re back!” Arban saw him first.

Zura looked over at him as she closed her book and set it on the table.

Taiya blinked a few times as she woke up and then gave him a bright smile.

“We should speak in private,” Alex said and they relocated to the Caravan Master’s office.

They sat down at the table and Alex poured himself a cup of water from the water jug. He was surprised to see Taiya take a seat next to Zura.

“Did you meet with Renna?” Arban asked.

Alex nodded and took a sip of his water.

“I smell sex. Did you claim her and make her yours!” Janx asked as he raised his fist enthusiastically.

Alex sputtered as he choked on his water. He hadn’t expected a question like that. Arban reached over and slapped him on the back a few times.

Taiya had a smug smile on her face. Zura looked at him in surprise, her mouth hanging open for a moment before she assumed a calm, controlled expression. Alex took a breath and composed himself.

“Renna had a lot of interesting information,” Alex said.

“I’m sure she did... and she’s not bad looking either!” the Orc said with a laugh, which he cut off after Taiya gave him a frown.

“Does this Renna possess Power?” Zura asked Alex.

“Not that I am aware of,” he answered.

The Tarenian held his gaze for a moment before looking towards Taiya. The Wood Elf was looking at Alex.

Alex then told them everything that Renna had told him regarding what she knew about events in Kargosk. He also told them about Orzetz’s secret meetings and the mysterious stranger.

“Thieves Guild... I don’t like them, and I don’t trust them. But her story makes sense. The troubles in Kargosk began soon after Jacob Orzetz took over his house and started their rise,” Master Kev said.

“Are the Caravan Guards going to help her and House Karlo?” Alex asked.

“The Guards try to stay out of politics, but there are times we intervene to keep stability. I am afraid that something is brewing here in the Greenspring Valley. These secret meetings Jacob Orzetz is having... I suspect he has made an alliance with someone. Someone who is providing him aid,” Master Kev said thoughtfully.

“The assassination attempt on Duke Octoban. The assassination of Sten Rezlo. And I believe Lady Zura mentioned that a General in Zenkova was assassinated. I have a feeling they are all related,” Alex said.

“General Tam in Zenkova. Master Nella is there investigating the situation. One of the King’s advisors there also died under mysterious circumstances recently,” Zura said.

“What of this mysterious person that House Orzetz has brought into the city. If he is a Wizard, perhaps he was the one that breached the walls of House Miloz,” Zura added.

“It is a dangerous game, but the Caravan Guards will support House Karlo. I think he is the better choice of the two. What will the White Witches do?” Master Kev said as he looked toward the Tarenian.

Alex could see her mind working as she considered. Zura was weighing whether she should support one house over the other or stay neutral.

“I will support House Karlo. The presence of a Wizard here under mysterious circumstances forces my hand. We too have been monitoring the situation in the Valley. Some city or nation or organization is behind this turmoil,” the Witch said as she raised her chin with a determined look in her eye.

“I agree. House Orzetz is getting support from an outside group. That would explain much that is happening,” Alex said.

“We need to meet with Dav Karlo in the morning and convince him to meet Renna here at noon,” Alex said as he looked at their faces.

They all nodded in agreement.

“In the morning, I will have a carriage brought out. I will go representing the Caravan Guards. Lady Zura will represent the White Witches. Alex you should come as well, since you have met with Renna,” Master Kev said.

The Caravan Master suggested they all get some sleep. They took their leave and headed out of the office.

As they passed into the dining room, the Tarenian gently took hold of Taiya’s hand. The Elf looked at her questioningly. Arban was already climbing the stairs towards his upstairs room. Alex and Janx were passing out through the far door.

“I do not understand why so many women give themselves to Alex. He is not of high status. He is not beautiful, though he is well formed. He is not rich or a nobleman,” Zura said to Taiya.

The Elf looked at her in surprise. Then she realized how limited the Witches life experience had been regarding relationships, especially with men. She gave Zura a patient smile.

“Alex is different. There is something about him that seems to draw some women toward him,” Taiya replied.

“Do you feel a powerful force attracting him to you?” Zura asked her golden eyes keenly watching Taiya’s reaction.

“Let’s just say he makes me feel special,” Taiya answered, her green eyes alight with mirth.

“I mean no offense, but you are a Flame Dancer. You are of high status and importance. But you have joined yourself with Alex, a Strongman. A Caravan Guard!” Zura said with a perplexed look on her face.

“You forget that I too am working as a Caravan Guard,” Taiya said with a little laugh.

“I do not understand that either,” Zura replied.

“For now, I am content,” Taiya said.

Zura released her hand. Taiya gave her a nod and then she followed after Alex and Janx.

They were waiting outside for her.

“Is everything all right?” Alex asked.

Taiya gave him a reassuring smile.

“Lady Zura had a question, that’s all,” Taiya replied.

“I was surprised to see you next to her,” Alex said honestly.

“While you were out... shall we say, enjoying Renna? I decided to approach her, since she was sitting alone reading her book,” Taiya explained as they walked towards the bunkhouse.

“Did you learn anything?” Alex asked.

“She is very dedicated to her studies. Zura is the youngest White Witch to reach Novice and now Adept level. Soon she will be a Master,” the Elf explained.

“She is also very full of herself!” Alex said with a little laugh.

“True. I tried asking her about her family. But she only said she was born into well off House in Taren. I have never been to their land and I know little about it,” Taiya said.

Alex looked at her. He could tell that Taiya was thinking about something.

“What is going through that mind of yours?” Alex asked as the three of them paused at the door to the bunkhouse.

“I asked her what happens after she becomes a Master Witch. She said that she has many options available. She can decide to pursue a particular field of study. She could teach at the Great Hall in Vizan. Others travel throughout Ktor observing political developments while others attach themselves to the rulers of a nation as advisors,” Taiya said softly after looking around to make sure no one was nearby.

“What of it?” Alex asked.

“She did not say it directly, but she suspects you are Elder Touched. So, I am thinking that I can convince her to follow you around Ktor so she can study you. After all, Elder Touched are very rare,” Taiya said with a little laugh.

“You must be joking! She is so arrogant, I barely survived the journey to Kargosk. Now you want her following me everywhere? Studying me like I am some kind of strange insect?” Alex shook his head.

“But think of the Power she could bring as part of our team! The stronger we are, the safer we are,” Taiya said seriously.

“Yes! Yes!” Janx whispered excitedly. "The Red Skinned one is powerful. Claim her and make her yours! You are strong, you deserve another strong woman like Taiya. Together they will help you become a great chief someday!”

The Foxman’s eyes were glowing with excitement and he was practically hopping from one foot to the other.

Alex looked from one then to the other of his friends.

“You are both crazy,” he said with a shake of his head. Bidding them goodnight, he opened the door to the bunkhouse and entered.

Janx and Taiya stood silently for a moment, watching the door that Alex had gone through.

“He is strong. A warrior. And he is wise despite his youth. His heart is good. He will be a good chief someday,” Janx said softly.

“You may be right Janx,” Taiya said as she rested her hand on the Foxman’s shoulder.

“But for now, I am more worried about keeping him alive. And us as well. The Witch would be a powerful ally,” Taiya added.

“We will guide him,” Janx nodded.

The pair went into the bunkhouse. Janx found his blanket next to Alex and Taiya went to her room.


Chapter thirty-eight


The next morning, Alex, Zura and Master Kev travelled by coach to pay a visit to House Karlo. They had to wait about 45 minutes before they were ushered into the same meeting room that Alex and Zura had met with Dav Karlo the day before.

“My servant told me you have urgent business you wish to discuss with me?” Dav Karlo asked them once they had been seated.

“Yes. This business is of a private nature,” Master Kev said to him.

Dav Karlo blinked for a moment as he considered what the Caravan Master had just said. Then he nodded to his Captain, the Half- Elven warrior. Captain Urtz ordered the scribe and servant to leave the room. Once they had left, Dav Karlo spoke to them.

“Captain Urtz is my most trusted advisor. He will remain.”

Master Kev nodded. The Caravan Master then told him all that they had learned from Renna and of her request for a meeting. Dav Karlo had some questions and Captain Urtz argued against his meeting the thief if it was not on House Karlo grounds.

“Master Kev and the Caravan Guards have always dealt fairly with House Karlo. If I cannot find safety in their Guildhouse, then my days above ground are truly numbered,” Dav Karlo said. He agreed to the noon meeting, but he would bring Captain Urtz along as his bodyguard.

The three of them took their leave and rode back to the Guildhouse. Master Kev went to prepare his office for the meeting while Zura and Alex headed to the dining room for a late breakfast.

They sat down at a table and one of the servants brought them plates of hard boiled eggs, slices of brown bread and fruit. The server then returned with cups of water and some kind of fruit juice for them.

As Zura sat across the table from him, Alex noticed she was eyeing him curiously. Alex felt a surge of sexual energy as the Tarenian reached out her foot to touch the side of his lower leg. Alex flinched slightly at the unexpected contact. A slight smile played across Zura’s lips for a moment.

“I know what you are,” the Witch said softly.

“You know I’m a Wizard?” Alex asked her after he swallowed the food he was chewing on.

Zura’s nostrils flared in displeasure. She moved her foot away, breaking the contact.

“I’m sure you found that amusing,” she said.

Alex shrugged and popped something like a turquoise colored grape in his mouth. It had an interesting sweet and sour flavor with a small seed.

Zura reached out and touched his leg again.

“You must really enjoy touching me,” Alex said softly as he looked back up at her with a smile.

Zura’s nostrils flared again as she took a sharp breath in agitation. Alex saw anger flash in her golden eyes. They really were quite fascinating, he thought.

Zura took a deep calming breath. He really could be quite irritating, she thought. She looked around to make sure the servant wasn’t near before leaning forward.

“I know you are Elder Touched,” she whispered.

Alex gave her a puzzled look. He leaned forward as well.

“I’m not sure what that means. But I am certain that I am Witch Touched. Quite frequently as of late, actually,” he said to her with a straight face.

Zura blinked as she realized what he had said. She snatched her foot away from his leg. Alex saw her cheeks turn a deeper shade of red. He knew he shouldn’t antagonize a powerful Witch, but her smug haughtiness pushed him over the edge.

He smiled when he saw little sparkles of blue energy around her eyes.

“I should-” she started to say, but Alex held a hand up interrupting her.

“I wouldn’t if I were you, remember what happened last time,” he said to her.

“You insufferable, oaf of a jester!” Zura said to him.

Alex swallowed the last of his food and stood up. He waved to the server.

“Have Master Kev take the cost of our meals out of my pay,” Alex said and the man nodded.

“Excuse me, but I would like to take a quick bath before our meeting. I had a vigorous evening last night,” he added giving her a wink.

Alex turned and headed to the bunkhouse. He didn’t get to see the look on Zura’s face when she finally understood what he meant by a vigorous evening.

Zura took her time finishing her meal after she had calmed herself. She was angry at herself for allowing that fool of a man to agitate her so easily.

Zura prided herself on her self control and self mastery. That control along with hard work and dedication had allowed her to come so far in such a quick time.

The sexual energy she felt whenever she touched him must be unsettling her, she thought. She was not used to feeling those kinds of emotions and desires. She would have to be careful around him.

Alex seemed to be only occasionally startled by the energy that flowed when they touched. He must have adjusted to the feeling. Zura straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. Her golden eyes were determined.

She would touch Alex at every opportunity. She too would build up a resistance to the sensation of burning desire she felt when she touched him. She stood up and headed to her room where she sat cross legged, meditating until the meeting.


Chapter thirty-nine


Reanna arrived at the Guildhouse a few minutes early. She was wearing a cloak with a deep hood to hide her features from any onlookers. Master Kev showed her into the office. Alex and Zura soon joined them.

Renna took the seat at one end of the table. She left her hood up. Master Kev had Alex and Zura sit to her right along the side of the table. When Dav Karlo arrived with his Captain, Master Kev sat Karlo at the opposite end of the table. The Captain was seated to Karlo’s right and Master Kev took the remaining seat next to Urtz.

Master Kev introduced everyone and then poured everyone a cup of water.

“I prefer to see who I am dealing with,” Dav Karlo said.

Renna reached up her gloved hands and pushed her hood back. Alex noticed that she was wearing a head scarf which covered her Elven ears.

Alex was not very familiar with the various races on Ktor, but he guessed that Renna could pass as being an exotic human from some distant land when her ears were hidden.

“Thank you,” Karlo said and Renna nodded.

“Have these fine folks told you of my idea?” Renna asked.

“They have. Why should I trust you, after all, you are a thief?” Karlo asked.

“Fair question. Are you familiar with the Jumping Kitty?” she asked.

“I was not, until I received a report this morning that it had burned down. It looks like it was done on purpose,” Karlo said evenly.

“The Jumping Kitty was my establishment. I assume that House Krazno struck it in retaliation for eliminating the Kanban guards he sent to kill us a few days ago,” Renna said.

Krazno looked towards Captain Urtz. The captain looked at Renna for a moment before answering.

“Sir, our watchers have noted less activity among Krazno’s mercenaries. Of particular note is the absence of the Half-Ogre he had recently hired,” the soldier explained.

“I would prefer to stay out of the politics of Kargosk. Unfortunately, House Krazno has forced me to choose sides.

“Krazno has allied himself with Orzetz against you. Jacob Orzetz has been assisting Krazno, as I am sure you are aware. It would be to our mutual benefit to see the power of both Houses broken,” Renna explained.

“Master Kev thinks there is a Wizard working with Jacob. It would be difficult to breach House Orzetz in normal times, let alone if he has employed a Wizard,” Karlo said.

“We are not without resources ourselves, Master Karlo. The White Witch is allied with us. We have a Flame Dancer and I am a Strongman,” Alex reminded him.

Karlo nodded thoughtfully as he pondered the odds. Alex felt Zura lean her leg against his so their knees were touching. He tried to ignore the surge of sexual energy.

“The Strongman mentioned you have a plan to get us inside Orzetz walls. Do you have spies working in the House?” Dav Karlo asked Renna.

“Even better. I have a tunnel under their walls that leads into their main warehouse,” Renna said with a little smile.

The Master of House Karlo was surprised by that revelation. Captain Urtz leaned forward with a frown.

“I assume that means you have a tunnel that leads into our compound as well,” the Captain asked with a stern look.

“Of course,” Renna said matter of factly as she leaned back in her chair.

Dav Karlo leaned back in his chair as well. He studied the thief in front of him for a bit.

“The Caravan Guards and The White Witches want to help because they value stability. What do you want out of this?” Karlo asked Renna.

“Orzetz owns the two main mills on the river. Once he is eliminated, I want you, as undisputed leader of the Council, to transfer ownership of the mills to me,” she replied.

“Those are very valuable mills,” Karlo said.

“The life of your House is very valuable as well. Without my help, it will be difficult to defeat your enemies. I will also give you my secret tunnel to your property as well as the building it originates from,” Renna added.

Dav Karlo looked over at his Captain.

“Every day that goes by, our position in the city weakens. Orzetz is slowly turning the population and with it, the City Watch, against us. We should strike before we end up like House Miloz,” The Captain spoke his opinion.

Dan Karlo nodded and sighed.

“I don’t want to see more killing and destruction in our city. But this poisonous growth that is Jacob Orzetz must be cut out. We have a bargain,” he nodded towards Renna.

Renna nodded. The Captain asked if a plan had been formed.

“I have considered it and we should strike as soon as possible. If everyone can have their men ready, we should do it tonight,” Alex said as he leaned forward. Thankfully, Zura moved her leg aside so that he could concentrate.

“My men are ready. We have been expecting attack at any time,” the Captain said.

“I have six guards that I trust and can have ready to send with you tonight,” Master Kev added.

“I have a small force that can be gathered quickly,” Renna said.

“If Karlo’s men and the Caravan Guards attack House Orzetz, Renna can use her men to do a diversionary attack on House Krazno. That will keep Krazno’s men busy and divert the attention of the City Watch,” Alex explained.

“What about our men being noticed while we move?” the Captain asked with a frown.

“The building that houses the beginning of the tunnel to Orzetz, is it a large building?” Alex asked Renna.

“Yes, it’s a two-story warehouse,” Renna replied.

“Good. As soon as you have men ready, have them move in groups of two or three to that building. Space the groups apart so that they will not draw attention. Have them wear clothes over their gear,” Alex said.

“I can tell them how to operate the tunnel entrance and give them the location of the building near house Karlo. Orzetz is sure to have watchers. The tunnel will make sure they never know his men have left,” Renna added as she leaned forward.

“Good idea,” Dav Karlo said with a nod.

“How will we know when to strike Krazno?” Renna asked.

“When we are inside the compound, the Flame Dancer will send up a ball of fire into the night sky. Make sure your people are looking for it,” Alex said.

Renna nodded. They spent the next few minutes going over some final questions. Renna gave the location of the two tunnel buildings and she explained to the Captain how to open the secret entrance.

Afterwards, they went their separate ways to prepare their forces. Master Kev went to prepare the Caravan Guards.

Alex and Zura found Taiya and Arban with Janx waiting out in the courtyard. He explained what had been decided.

“Well, I had better go sharpen my swords and check my mail,” Arban said and headed off to his room.

“I am going to see if, I can find a stick from those brooms. I have a nice stone that I have been sharpening for another spear,” Janx said and headed out to see if he could find one.

The Witch was looking at him and Taiya awkwardly. It looked like she was going to say something, but then she just nodded and headed towards the stairs leading to her room.

“We should go back to my room to prepare for tonight,” Taiya said as she walked over and stood next to him.

Alex looked at the Elf with a puzzled expression. Taiya’s eyes lit up with mirth.

She laid a hand on his chest and slowly slid it down to his crotch, leaving a trail of energy that had Alex instantly aroused.

“I want us to both be fully boosted for tonight,” she whispered.

Alex nodded and she took him by the hand and pulled him towards the exit. They walked to her room in the bunkhouse and Taiya drew the curtain closed behind her.

Alex pulled her into his arms. Her green, green eyes sparkled with desire as he bent down to kiss her.

“I have been burning with desire for you,” she whispered.

Alex kissed her again as they worked together to take their clothes off. Soon they were naked and Alex laid down on the bed, pulling her on top of him. A moment later she had guided his shaft into her tight passage.

Taiya rode him with abandon, her pent-up desire fueling her motions. The sexual energy swirled and flowed through their bodies. Soon, she was convulsing in a powerful orgasm, biting her lip to keep from crying out. Her wild passion pushed him over the edge as well and they orgasmed together, the sexual energy flowing through their bodies exploding in a crescendo of sensations.

She collapsed onto his chest, breathing heavily. Alex gently caressed her auburn hair and her back.

“I needed that Alex, I needed you,” Taiya said with a happy sigh.

Alex smiled and gave her body a squeeze. He felt her pelvis wiggle and her muscles clench playfully at his shaft.

“I’m not satisfied yet. I want more!” she said with a little growl as she nipped his shoulder.

Alex laughed and rolled her over on her back. His cock was fully hard again and he began to grind into her with steady powerful strokes.

“Yes!” Taiya said as she lifted her legs up, toes pointing to the sky.

Alex’s face had a feral grin as he gave her what she wanted.

They made love two more times, before they lay there satisfied. Taiya’s head was on his shoulder and she was caressing his chest.

“I was thinking you should boost Zura as well,” Taiya said softly.

“What?” Alex said in surprise.

“Why not. It would make the team stronger.” Taiya replied.

“Zura is not part of our team,” Alex said in confusion.

“Well not officially. But she is going into battle with us tonight,” Taiya said.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Alex said.

“Why not. She is beautiful. I am sure you will be ready for another round or two soon enough,” she said as she playfully grabbed his half hard cock.

“No. Besides, what happens if I do try to boost someone else while I am already boosted? Is it safe?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know,” Taiya said truthfully.

“Zura’s Power is different from yours. What if my Power Boost is cancelled out or I become tired tonight instead of three days from now,” Alex said with a frown.

“It was just an idea. You are right, I don’t know how this truly works for you,” Taiya said with a sigh.

Alex was relieved that she agreed. He didn’t think it would be a good idea to involve the Witch in Boosting.

“Hey, Zura is smart. Maybe we could ask her what she knows about Elder Touched Powers!” Taiya said excitedly as she propped herself on her elbow to look down at him.

“No.” Alex said. He pulled her down for a kiss.

Alex then moved to sit on the edge of the bed.

“Two Boosted warriors and an Adept Witch should be enough to take out whatever Wizard Orzetz has hired. I’m going to check my gear,” Alex stood up and quickly dressed.

“Once the trouble in Kargosk is settled, I’m going to rent us the finest room in the city, lock the door and ravage you endlessly,” Taiya said as she lay there watching him get dressed.

Alex looked over his shoulder at her. She looked amazing as she lay there totally nude.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Alex said with a nod before he headed to his room.


Chapter forty


Alex looked at the men gathered around him as they assembled in the basement of the warehouse near House Orzetz. Master Kev had sent 6 Caravan Guard veterans. Arban knew all of them to a greater or lesser extent from trips or from stops in Kargosk.

Taiya and Zura were speaking quietly off to one side and the Foxman was standing quietly next to him with his two spears.

House Karlo had sent 30 soldiers. As they had taken off their cloaks and disguises, Alex saw that they wore chainmail shirts and they were armed with swords. Most had metal bracers and a few had managed to bring helmets along. All of them had a green ribbon tied around their upper arms.

Dav Karlo and Captain Urtz were the last two to arrive. Both men had breastplates and metal bracers. The Half-Elf had a sword at his belt while Karlo held a mace. The Captain eyed Alex’s club curiously.

“I am surprised to see you here Master Karlo,” Alex said in a low voice. Despite being in the basement, the sense of urgency and secrecy had them speaking in hushed tones.

“My place is here. The fate of my House, the lives of my family hang in the balance. I am a merchant, not a warrior, but I will do my best to help,” Dav Karlo replied.

“We will do our best to protect you,” Alex said.

“Victory is more important than my life tonight. I left five of my most trusted guards with my wife and children. If I do not return in two hours, they will flee to Oktoban,” he said with a grim expression.

Alex nodded. Captain Urtz had brought extra green ribbons for them. Alex handed them out and they helped each other tie them on. Alex double checked his leather bracers and the strap on his stone club.

“What is your plan?” the Captain asked Alex.

Alex Raised his hand to get everyone’s attention. Alex nodded to an old man standing off to one side.

“Luka is Renna’s caretaker for this building. He will lead us through the tunnel and open the exit. He said it opens into one of the storage rooms in the Orzetz warehouse. There shouldn’t be anyone in the building at this hour, but we will be as quiet as we can.

“I want some of your men to go through first. Arban and I will be right behind them. The Flame Dancer will follow and then the White Witch. I have assigned three of the Caravan Guards to each of the women as bodyguards. They are our most valuable assets in tonight’s battle and must be protected.

“Once the warehouse is secured, we enter the courtyard. Taiya will attack the main house with fireballs. The Witch will head towards any groups of Orzet’s men that she sees coming from other buildings while keeping an eye out for Orzetz’s hired Wizard.

“Luka says there is a large building to the left, after we exit the warehouse, that houses servants. That is probably where the Kanban mercenaries are housed. They will fight to the death. I want you to lead your men in that direction while the rest of us take care of anyone coming from the main house,” Alex said as he explained his plan.

“Won’t you need more men with your group?” the Half-Elf said with a frown.

“Have you ever seen a Flame Dancer in action?” Alex asked.

“No,” the Captain said and then shrugged his shoulders.

“I will be in the first group through the tunnel,” Urtz added before turning towards his men.

“Tonight, we fight for our survival. There will be no quarter given and none asked. House Orzetz slaughtered everyone in House Miloz. They showed no mercy and they are planning to attack our House and do the same to us.

“But we are not huddled in our house waiting to be butchered. We strike first. They will no doubt outnumber us, but we will catch them by surprise. Show them no mercy,” the Half-Elf said, his face grim.

The men of House Karlo nodded. They knew what they had to do.

Alex nodded to Luka who went where the secret door stood open in the wall. Alex arrayed the men in order, and they followed the old men into the dimly lit corridor. Earlier, Luka had lit the lanterns which were spaced along the walls.

Alex’s war party made their way through the tunnels quietly. It took about five minutes and a few turns before they reached the tunnel's end. The tunnel ended in a small room with a ladder going up the far wall.

Luka waited till Alex and the first group were in the room before he climbed the ladder. Alex noticed that the ceiling in this room was made of wood and there were a pair of metal rails on the ceiling.

A few moments later, Alex saw Luka depress a lever and a small section of the ceiling dropped down. Luka pushed on it and the secret door slid into the waiting rails. Alex was impressed, the secret opening was some kind of elaborate sliding trapdoor.

The hole was pitch black. Luka poked his head through and waited, listening. He came back down and grabbed a lantern that was sitting on the floor in the corner. He went back up the ladder and then made a motion for them to follow.

In a few moments that lead group was through and in the storage room. There were barrels arranged in neat rows in the long narrow room. Luka led them to a door about halfway down the room where he waited, looking towards Alex. Alex looked behind. About half their force was already upstairs. He nodded towards Luka.

The old man slowly opened the door and after a moment peeked around. He looked back and nodded before walking through.

The next room was the main room of the warehouse. Alex could see a wide set of double doors on the opposite wall. There were high windows in the room which let in the moonlight.

“I will wait here,” Luka whispered to Alex.

They made their way to the double doors. Alex waited till everyone was nearby. The large doors were like barn doors held closed by a large latch. They were designed to swing outwards. There was a small door to the right with a small window.

Alex walked over and looked out of the window into the courtyard. The main house was about fifty feet ahead of him. He could just make out the end of the servants building to his left. They were facing the side of the main house and he could see there was a large courtyard to the left, behind the manor house.

A wall that was about 8 feet tall encircled the compound. A wooden walkway had been constructed about 5 feet up that went around the inside of the wall. The wood looked relatively fresh. Alex counted 4 guards with torches walking on the walkway. They were looking outwards as they walked.

Alex walked over to Captain Urtz and Arban and told them what he had seen.

“We should have a have a few moments to get most of our men into the courtyard before they notice. When you are ready, have two of your men push the doors open,” Alex said.

The Captain nodded and had two of his men move up to the door. The Half- Elf drew his sword and then there was a swish of noise as everyone drew their swords. Taiya’s hands shimmered with flames while Zura sparkled with blue energy.

“Now,” Captain Urtz whispered.


Chapter forty-one


At the Captain’s signal, his men sprang into action. The doors swung outward with only a small creaking noise. The war party rushed out into the courtyard.

“Taiya, the signal!” Alex said.

Taiya sent a fireball straight up into the sky as she ran out of the warehouse.

“To arms! Intruders!” one of House Orzetz guards on the wall saw them and raised the alarm.

“To arms! To arms!” the other guards echoed.

Zura raised her hands as she ran to the left. She let two baseball sized balls of energy fly towards the nearest guards on the wall. The first ball flew over a guard’s head, but the other found its mark.

The energy ball struck the guard in the chest and he was covered in crawling blue lines of energy. The guard convulsed for a moment and then fell off the wall, lifeless. The other guard jumped off the parapet and took off running towards the back courtyard.

“For House Karlo!” Captain Urtz yelled as he led his men towards the servant’s quarters.

“For Karlo!” his men yelled as they followed him. Alex saw Dav Karlo running with them.

Taiya stopped about halfway to the manor house and formed a huge fireball over her head. Her three bodyguards backed away in alarm as the heat reached them. The Elf let it fly towards the house where it exploded against the house.

Part of the building wall collapsed from the heat and the impact. Flames spread along the building, reaching the roof. Alex could hear shouting and cries of pain.

Taiya let another fireball fly into the hole she had created. The whole side and middle of the house was now in flames. She turned her attention to her right were a group of soldiers were charging towards her. Taiya threw two quick fireballs at them and a moment later two of them collapsed to the ground in agony as they were covered in flames.

The other four hesitated a moment before continuing their charge. Taiya’s bodyguards closed ranks in front of her, but only one of the charging guards survived the ensuing fireballs and he was cut down by the guards.

Karlo’s men had reached the other building. Orzetz’s men started to rush out of the building from a front and a side door. Karlo’s men cut down the ones who had run out of the front door. The guards coming out of the side door were better organized and instead of recklessly charging forward they formed a little wall by that door to allow more of their comrades to come out.

A fierce battle ensued as they tried to push outwards and Karlo’s men fell upon them, swords flashing in the moonlight. The night rang with the clash of weapons. Alex could hear the shouts of the men and the screams of the dying and wounded.

“Arban! Stay with Taiya!” Alex yelled as he saw Zura heading towards the back courtyard.

Alex used his boosted strength to take long leaping strides towards the White Witch. Janx, startled by how fast Alex was moving, quickly ran after him, a spear in each hand.

Zura paused and turned towards the back of the manor house. Guards were running out of the back door, some only half dressed, but wielding their swords.

Zura let two energy spheres fly, bringing down the closest two. The men behind them stumbled into each other as they stared at the White Witch in shock. Focused on the threat ahead, they didn’t see Alex as he leapt into their midst, swinging his stone club to the left and to the right. Bodies went flying as bones were crushed by his powerful blows.

A guard rushed out of the house with a loaded crossbow and took aim at Alex’s back as he smashed two more guards. As he was pulling the trigger, a spear struck him in the side of his throat. The bolt flew past Alex and lodged into the shoulder of one of Zura’s bodyguards. The man was spun around and he crashed to the ground in agony.

Alex turned around and saw Janx thrust his spear into a guard who was stumbling out of the building, his clothes on fire. The others who had rushed out of the back door had been either crushed by Alex’s club or killed by Zura’s spheres.

“Where is the Wizard?” Zura asked him, breathing heavily.

“I don’t know,” Alex said.

He looked towards the servant’s building. Karlo’s men were getting pushed back. He saw several of the green ribboned men on the ground. They must be Kanban he thought.

“Janx! Stay with Zura!” he yelled as he rushed to help Karlo’s men.

Alex gave a yell as he launched himself onto the Kanban fighters. They were startled to see a shadowed figure, highlighted by the flames of the burning house, falling on them from the sky.

Alex crashed into them, breaking their ranks. He swung his club in a mighty circle, sending the nearest mercenaries flying or crashing into each other. His vicious attack distracted them and Karlo’s men seized the opportunity to push them back, adding to the confusion.

Alex side stepped a thrust from one of the Kanban before kicking him in the knee, shattering the man’s leg. He crumpled to the ground, grasping his leg. An Orc swung a two-handed sword at him in a mighty overhead blow.

Alex blocked it with his club, just as Arban had taught him. The force of his block sent the two-handed sword flying. Before the Orc could recover, Alex had reversed his swing and smashed him in the head. Blood and bone went flying as the Orc flew backwards into two of his comrades, knocking them over.

Alex saw that the tide had turned and Karlo’s men were now overwhelming the remaining Kanban who were reeling in confusion at Alex’s unexpected attack. With a nod to Dav Karlo, who was looking at him in awe, Alex leapt back in the direction of Zura.

Zura started running towards the stables in the back corner of the courtyard.

“Zura! Where are you going?” Alex yelled.

The Witch stopped and turned to look at him.

“I saw a robed figure running towards the stables. It might be their Wizard. I threw a sphere but I missed!” she said in exasperation.

“Wait, it might be a trap!” Alex said as he reached her.

Janx and her two bodyguards were still with her. Alex looked around and saw Taiya and Arban with the other three Caravan Guards working their way down the other side of the Manor house towards them. The Manor house was starting to collapse as the flames engulfed it.

Alex felt a shaking of the ground. It sounded like something was smashed in the back corner beyond the stables.

“What is that?” Zura said with a perplexed look.

They started walking towards the corner. Suddenly a large shadow lurched into view, rising over the stable roof. Alex stopped and narrowed his eyes trying to figure out what it was.

“What is that thing?” Zura asked in surprise.

The shadow lumbered forward. As it took another step forward, it became visible in the light of the burning building. It was a giant faceless creature. Alex guessed that it was about twenty feet tall. Its skin was brown and rough formed.

The corner of the stable exploded outward as horses neighed in fear and panic. They covered their faces as debris from the building flew towards them as the creature took another step forward, kicking through the stable building.

Zura formed a large blue energy sphere and sent it flying towards the faceless monster. The sphere burst against it and its body was covered with dancing blue sparks. The creature seemed to shudder for a moment. Before taking another step forward, clearing the stable and moving into the courtyard.

Zura sent another sphere flying, but again it only caused the creature to pause momentarily in its advance. Janx hurled a sphere at the creature's face. It sank into the monster’s face like it was made of mud.

Alex raised his club and prepared to charge forward when a large fireball struck the creature. The heat from the explosion made them back away a few steps, throwing up their arms to shield themselves from the heat.

The creature held still as flames covered its body. As the fire faded away, Alex noticed that the creature's skin had changed. It seemed dry and solid. Alex leapt forward and smashed his club into the creature's knee.

Alex expected his club to sink into the creature like Janx’s spear had done. Instead, it bounced off the hard surface, leaving a spiderweb of cracks. Alex stumbled to the ground as the unexpected change in momentum of his blow. Alex jumped back a moment too late as the creature's arm swung forward, clipping his body.

The massive hand sent Alex flying where he crashed into the ground a dozen feet away. Alex was stunned and his ribs hurt where he had been struck.

Anger flashed in Taiya’s eyes as she readied a huge fireball.

“No, don’t use fire! It made the creature's skin stronger!” Zura yelled to the Elf.

Taiya grit her teeth in frustration and sent the fireball high in the sky where it slowly dissipated.

The Giant took a step towards Alex who was laying on the ground, blinking his eyes and trying to clear his head.

Arban let a mighty yell and charged the creature, his curved swords flashing in the firelight as he hacked at the creature's leg before ducking into a roll to avoid one of the arms.

Janx and the other bodyguards rushed forward. They took turns running in and hacking at the creature's legs before diving out of the way.

A giant arm grabbed one of the bodyguards and lifted him high into the air before crushing the life out of him. The creature tossed the body aside like a broken doll.

Taiya and Zura grabbed Alex and dragged him back from the battle. The surge in sexual energy when the two women were pulling him by his arms seemed to stir the boosted power within him. He shook his head to clear it and sat up.

Alex saw that creature was still standing. He saw Janx leap onto the things back and scamper up to its shoulder where he stabbed at its head a few times to no avail. Janx slid down the creature’s back as it swatted at him before jumping to safety.

Alex hastily got to his feet. The creature swung one of its long arms and sent one of the other Caravan Guards flying into the compound wall. Alex grabbed his club, which was dangling from his wrist strap, and leaped forward.

“Alex!” Zura called out.

“Wait!” Taiya yelled.

They were frustrated that nothing seemed to hurt the giant. Taiya watched Alex running around the creature as he waited for an opportunity to strike its legs again. Arban and the remaining three bodyguards continued their slash and dash attacks, distracting the monster.

Something about how the creature was moving awakened a memory in Taiya’s mind as she tried to remember where she had seen something like this before...

“It’s a clay man!” Taiya exclaimed as she realized where she had seen this before.

“What?” Zura looked at her in confusion.

“It’s not a Wizard. It’s an Alchemist! An Alchemist is controlling the clay man. It's not alive and we can't hurt it. We must find him!” Taiya explained hastily as she started glancing around the courtyard.

At that moment Alex saw an opportunity and jumped forward, swinging his club like a baseball bat. The mighty swing smashed through the already damaged knee, shearing off the lower leg. Alex and the others dove out of the way as the giant crashed to the ground.

Finally! Alex let out a breath and then his eyes opened in surprise as he saw the monster sit up. The creature grabbed its severed leg and touched it to its upper leg. A yellow glow appeared around its knee area. As it faded, Alex saw that the leg was whole again. The creature started rising to its feet again.

How were they going to beat this thing, Alex wondered. He jumped forward into the air and brought his club down in an overhead smash. The blow crushed the Giant’s head, splitting it into two distorted pieces.

The creature fell back onto its rear from the force of the blow. Alex fell to the ground in a roll. The creature's hand narrowly missed him as it struck the ground, trying to regain its balance.

Arban and the others rushed in, hacking away bits off the monster. Alex swung at the creature's wrist, smashing through its skin, severing the hand. The damaged creature lumbered to tis feet. Using its arm and the stump of the broken arm, it pushed its head back together.

“I saw a robed man running towards the stables. I thought it was the Wizard!” Zura said as she pointed to the ruined section of the stables.

With a fierce look, Taiya formed a huge fireball and sent it flying toward that part of the stable. Flames erupted everywhere and the panicked horses screamed and broke their tethers, galloping out of the burning building. Taiya sent smaller fireballs flying towards the building.

The giant clay man started moving erratically. Its hands slapped at its head as it began to stumble like a drunk man.

“Look!” Zura said as the robed man stumbled out of the burning stable. He was trying to throw off his burning clothes.

Zura launched a blue sphere at the man. Her aim was true as he shimmered in electric blue light before collapsing to the ground, his clothes still burning. The clay man mimicked its Master, crashing face first with a mighty thud into the courtyard ground.


Chapter forty-two


They all breathed a sigh of relief as they saw the monster lying lifeless. Alex walked over to it. It seemed to be slowly joining with the dirt of the courtyard. The others came over and marveled at the size of the thing.

“How did you know it was a clay man controlled by an Alchemist?” Zura asked Taiya.

“I occasionally did some guard work for an Alchemist named Zemak. Sometimes he would make a little toy man out of clay. He would place a drop of some potion on the figure and then he would take a little sip of the potion.

“The little man came to life and mimicked whatever motions Zemak made. It only lasted for a few minutes and Zemak did it to amuse us as we camped out on the road,” Taiya explained.

The two women walked over to where Alex, Arban and Janx were standing over the fallen monster. Alex winced as he turned to look at them. He put his hand on his ribs.

“What’s wrong?” Taiya said as she rushed over to him.

“When that thing hit me, it must have bruised or cracked some ribs,” he said.

“We need to get you to a Healer!” the Elf said, her eyes filled with concern.

“I will be alright. It can wait until later,” Alex replied.

He was pretty sure none of his ribs had been broken outright. It only hurt when he moved in certain ways.

“What was that monster?” Dav Karlo said as he walked over to where the Caravan Guard group was standing near the fallen creature.

“A clay man,” Taiya said.

“What kind of sorcery created that thing?” Karlo asked.

Alex saw that there was blood on Karlo’s mace and he had a dent in his armor. The two guards with him were also bloody and sported gashes in their mail.

“Not sorcery, but Alchemy!” Taiya explained.

“It seems that we were wrong about how Orzetz was able to breach House Miloz’ walls,” Zura added.

“That explains all the mud that we saw at the battle scene. The Alchemist must have abandoned that clay man,” Alex added thoughtfully.

“What about the Kanban?” Arban asked Karlo.

“They were a fierce bunch. Captain Urtz is checking to make sure we have gotten them all,” Karlo said before looking at the burning Manor House.

“We found Jacob’s half burned body near the back entrance. House Miloz and Sten Rezel have been avenged,” he said with a sad look in his eyes.

A moment later Captain Urtz jogged up.

“Master Karlo, the grounds have been secured. All of the opposition has been eliminated,” the Half-Elf said.

“Put down your weapons!” a voice cried out to them.

They all turned in surprise and saw a large group of City Watch soldiers walking towards them from around the side of the burning house. There looked to be about twenty swordsmen and twenty pikemen led by an officer.

The men halted about fifteen feet from them, spreading out in a semicircle, each swordsman backed by a pikeman.

“I said PUT DOWN YOUR WEAPONS!” the officer yelled at them, his face flushed with anger.

“We will do no such thing, Captain Pavlo,” Dav Karlo said in a strong voice.

The Watch Captain blinked in surprise as he realized who it was that had addressed him.

“Master Karlo! What is the meaning of this! You have attacked House Orzetz!” the Captain said in shock.

“I have found evidence that Jacob Orzetz murdered House Miloz and was planning to strike my House next,” Dav Karlo said evenly.

“But,but, you cannot just destroy House Orzetz! If you had evidence, you should have brought it before the council. I am afraid I am going to have to arrest you. The council must be called to handle this!” Captain Pavlo said as he regained his composure.

“No one is getting arrested tonight unless it is Luz Krazno,” Alex said as stepped up beside Dav Karlo.

“Luz Krazno! What does he have to do with this?” the Captain sputtered in confusion.

“Krazno has allied himself with Orzetz and has been aiding him in his plot to take over Kargosk,” Alex said.

“And who might you be!” Captain Pavlo asked Alex.

“I am Strongman Alex. Master Kev and the Caravan Guards stand with House Karlo,” Alex said to the man.

Taiya walked up to stand beside Alex. As she did so her hands burst into flame. She glared at the Captain who took a step back. The soldiers of the City Watch glanced at each other nervously.

“Well now, I uh,…" the Watch Captain stammered.

“WE TOO STAND WITH HOUSE KARLO,” Zura said with a loud clear voice as she walked forward. Alex noticed that she had her hood pulled up.

“And who are you!” the Captain asked in frustration.

Zura parted her cloak and threw back her hood so that her robe could be clearly seen. As she lowered her hands from her head, they began to sparkle with blue energy and sparks danced around her eyes.

“I am Lady Zura of the Council of the White Witches. Do you dare interfere in council business,” she said in an icy voice.

The soldiers of the City Watch looked like they were ready to run and hide. Captain Pavlo stood there with his mouth hanging open in surprise. Then he hurriedly bowed to Zura.

“I’m sorry my Lady! Please forgive me my Lady,” the Captain said as he remained in his low bow.

“She’s good!” Taiya whispered.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Alex said.

Alex wondered how she was able to sound so loud. Her voice had to be amplified by using Power, he guessed.

“Rise, Captain Pavlo. Do want you can to assist Master Karlo,” Zura said.

“Yes, my Lady,” Captain Pavlo said with a visible sigh of relief. Alex guessed that the Watch Captain had decided that with the backing of two important factions, it was safe to believe Karlo.

“How can I help you Master Karlo?” The Captain asked.

“Gather your men. We are going to pay a visit to Luz Krazno.” Karlo said with a determined look in his eye.


Chapter forty-three


Before they set off for House Krazno, Alex helped Arban bind the wound of the Guard who had been hit by the crossbow bolt. The other Guard who had been thrown against the wall was dead as was the one who had been crushed by the monster's grip.

Karlo’s men had suffered eight casualties. Three more of his guards had wounds serious enough that they stayed behind with the injured Caravan Guard. They would send a Healer for them once Krazno had been dealt with.

A short time later, the combined force made their way to the vicinity of House Krazno. Alex was in the front group with Urtz and Karlo. In the street outside of the walls of the compound was a group of about 30 City Watch Soldiers. Alex could see a number of Krazno’s men manning the walls of the compound.

“Lieutenant Wertz, report.” Captain Pavlo called out to the man in charge of the other group of soldiers.

An officer walked forward and saluted the Captain.

“Sir when we arrived, the men of house Krazno were putting out some fires in the street here,” the lieutenant said as he pointed to the charred remains of what looked like three wagons which had been set on fire next to the compound's walls.

“We helped them put out the fires, but they refused to speak with us any further. They went back into their walls and slammed the gate in our faces. I have asked to speak to Master Krazno, but they do not respond,” the lieutenant added.

Captain Pavlo nodded and directed him back to his unit.

“Luz Krazno! Luz Krazno! Show your face. Dav Karlo is here to speak with you!” Karlo shouted up to the ten foot high walls as he walked towards the gate.

A minute later a man stood up on something behind the wall by the gate. Alex guessed they had placed a box or chair for him to step on. Alex recognized Luz Krazno as he glared down on them.

“What is the meaning of this affront, Dav Karlo! Begone from my property!” Luz yelled down indignantly.

“We are here to arrest you for your crimes, Krazno,” Master Karlo said to him.

“Crimes! Wait till the council hears of this outrage. As a member of the council, I declare an emergency meeting! Wait until Orzetz hears of your arrogance!” Luz was spitting his words out, red faced and angry.

“Jacob is dead,” Karlo said.

There was silence for a moment. Krazno glanced to the north where the light of the burning manor could still be seen.

“Murderer! And now you have come to murder me! I know my rights as a member of the Council! You can’t -” Luz started yelling before he was interrupted.

“SILENCE! You have committed treason against the City of Kargosk and have forfeited your rights because of your treachery,” Zura took a step forward and used her powerful voice to command everyone’s attention. She had her hood up and cloak closed again.

Luz eyes bugged out and he grew an even brighter shade of red as he switched his ire to the White Witch.

“And who do you think you are, you yapping bitch, to speak to me that way!” Luz screamed at her.

Alex grasped his club tightly as he judged the distance to the top of the gate. He tensed his muscles for a run and jump when suddenly a blue sphere crashed into Luz. His body convulsed for a moment as the blue energy covered his body.

As the blue sparks faded, Luz’s body collapsed over the wall and tumbled to the ground, landing in front of them with a sickening smack.

“Does anyone else wish to address me in such an insolent manner?” Zura said coldly to the men on the wall.

Alex was taken aback by Zura’s action. He noticed a few of the men had ducked down behind the wall for safety. A woman archer on the wall took aim with a bow.

Before she could pull the string back, she was engulfed by a fireball. Alex looked to his right and saw Taiya scanning the walls for any other threats.

“Fetch the leader of the Kanban,” Zura called up to the men on the wall.

A heavily muscled Orc, who was standing to the left of where Krazno had been standing, spoke up.

“What do you want,” he said in a gruff voice.

“Krazno is dead. Is your contract fulfilled?” she asked.

“We were paid to defend House Krazno!” the Orc said defiantly.

Before the Orc could react, he was struck by a sphere. He fell backwards off the wall as he died.

“Fetch the new leader of the Kanban,” Zura said patiently.

A grey bearded Dwarven warrior raised a mailed fist.

“Yes, my Lady,” he said respectfully.

“Krazno is dead. Is your contract fulfilled?” she asked.

“As House Krazno is no more, our contract is fulfilled,” he said with a bow.

“You will be given safe passage out of the city. Fetch the Captain of the House Krazno Guards,” she said.

Before Zura finished speaking the Gates were already opening. A skinny man wearing a burnished breastplate and helmet rushed out. He started bowing profusely. His weasel face was sweating as he tried to speak.

“Captain Ives at your service. I am sorry for any misunderstanding. My men will cooperate fully,” he sputtered.

Zura turned to Master Krazno.

“I’m sure you can handle it from here,” she said.

“Thank you, my Lady,” Krazno said with a deep bow.

“Disarm Krazno’s men and take them into custody for questioning,’ Dav Karlo said to Captain Pavlo.

A cloaked figure approached them from the shadows. Alex recognized the cloak from earlier in the day.

“Thanks for your help, Renna,” Alex said to her as she reached them.

Dav Karlo turned as he heard Alex speak.

“Renna, you have my gratitude. You have done your part and I will honor our agreement,” Dav Karlo said to her.

Renna nodded and Dav Karlo went to speak with Captain Pavlo.

“I am in your debt twice now. You have saved my life and you have saved my livelihood,” Renna said softly as she moved to stand in front of Alex.

She reached out a hand to him, running it over his mailed chest and shoulder.

“Come home with me tonight and I can show you how thankful I am,” Renna said.

Before Alex could say anything, Taiya came up next to him and entwined her arm with his.

“This is no time for foolishness, I am taking Alex to see a Healer,” Taiya said, her eyes dangerous.

Renna let her hand drop with a little laugh. Zura came up beside Alex on his other side. The Tarenian gave Renna a piercing look.

“Well Alex, I see you have your hands full tonight. I will speak with you another time,” she said with another little laugh before she turned and walked away.

“It doesn't hurt much anymore,” Alex said. It was true. He wondered if he had a faster healing rate while he was boosted.

“I still want a Healer to see you,” Taiya insisted as she tugged on his arm.

“You may have internal injuries,” Zura added as she grabbed his other arm.

The strong sexual energy flowing through his body while Taiya was touching him felt like it almost doubled when Zura added her touch. Alex wondered if his hair was standing on end from the Power swirling through his body.

“You should go get checked,” Janx said as he looked at Alex with concern.

Arban walked over to see what they were doing. He stopped in front of Alex. The Orc looked at Taiya and then at Zura with their bodies pressed close to Alex. Then he looked at Alex and let out a hearty laugh.

“What’s so funny?” Taiya asked icily.

“I fail to see the humor in the situation. Alex may have internal injuries,” the Witch said angrily.

“Oh, nothing, nothing!” Arban said as he reached out and patted Alex on the shoulder.

“Come Janx, let’s see what is going on inside House Krazno. I can see that these fine ladies will take good care of our friend Alex!” Arban added.

The Orc was still chuckling as he walked away, the Foxman following behind him.

“I don’t understand Orc humor,” Taiya said with a shake of her head.

Alex just smiled as he allowed them to pull him back towards the Guildhouse. The feel of their bodies and the sexual energy flowing through him was intoxicating. He thought about telling them he didn’t need them to hold his arms, but he was enjoying the sensation too much.

They walked in silence for a little while.

“You feel different tonight,” the Witch said, breaking the silence.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“Your energy is different... stronger,” Zura said as she looked at him questioningly.

“What energy,” he asked innocently.

“Don’t take me for a fool. I have been touching you at every opportunity. I know the feel of your energy. Tonight, it has changed,” she said with a frown.

“You have been touching him constantly?” Taiya asked as she leaned forward to see Zura while they walked.

“Of course, how else can I study him?” Zura asked as she leaned forward with a puzzled look.

“Interesting,” Taiya replied as she straightened, trying to hide a smile.

“I know you are Elder Touched,” Zura stated as she looked at Alex again.

Alex opened his mouth to deny it, but she was already giving him a frown. He let out a sigh.

“All right. I am Elder Touched he said softly. But I don’t want the world to know,” Alex said softly.

Zura gave him a self-satisfied smile.

“I am glad you have decided to stop playing your little games. As if I would not be able to discover the truth!” Zura said.

Alex just nodded. They continued walking. Alex saw two shady looking characters eying them from the shadows of a building they were about to pass.

Taiya saw them as well. She held one of her hands out to the side and it erupted in flames. Alex heard a muffled oath from the shadowy figures as they took off running, hastily turning down the next side street. Taiya let the fire die out.

“Why do you feel different tonight,” Zura asked as they continued walking.

“I don’t know,” Alex tried to shrug his shoulders but couldn’t because of the beautiful women holding his arms.

Alex guessed it was because he was Boosted, but he wasn’t comfortable telling her that. She was a White Witch after all, and he was afraid to confide in her too much.

They saw the lights of the market plaza ahead of them. A few minutes later they entered the Guildhouse dining room, where Master Kev was pacing anxiously, while a servant was nodding off in a corner chair.

“Are you all right? Where are the rest?” the GuildMaster asked with a concerned look.

Alex quickly explained what had happened.

“Those were two good men we lost,” Master Kev said with a sorrowful look on his face.

“We need to get a Healer to look at Alex’s ribs,” Taiya said.

“I sent for Ezra the Healer. I thought we might need him tonight. He is resting in one of the rooms upstairs,” Master Kev said.

He sent the servant to fetch him.

“Take your shirt off,” Taiya said to him as she guided him to a chair.

Alex sat down and pulled off his mail shirt and then the tunic he was wearing under it. Zura let out a gasp as she saw his left side.

“That looks terrible!” Taiya said in alarm.

Alex looked at his side. The whole of his left ribcage and chest was a black and blue mess of bruising. Alex looked closer. That was strange, he thought. It looked bad, but it also looked like it had happened a few days ago.

Once again he wondered if the Boost caused him to heal faster. Just then the healer walked into the room. He was a thin, grey haired man with a kindly smile. Alex was glad that the Healer was a man. For whatever reason, he did not experience the shock of energy unless he touched a female Power user.

“Tsk, tsk,” he said as he walked over to Alex and saw the bruising.

He pulled up another chair and sat down by Alex. The man’s hands began to glow a green color as he gently touched Alex’s bruising.

“Strange, your ribs should be cracked or broken with this much bruising,” the Healer said with a puzzled expression.

“I tried my best to channel some of my Power into him to try to help heal him. But there is only so much I can do, and I have little control over it,” Zura said to the Healer.

Ezra looked at her in confusion for a moment. The he saw her White robes under her cloak. He bowed his head to her.

“My Lady. That must be it. Witches have great Power no doubt. But the gift of Power gives us different strengths and weaknesses,” Ezra said with a nod as he turned back to Alex’s wound.

The Healer’s hands glowed brightly as he gently passed them over Alex’s side a few times. The glow faded and the Healer took a look at his handiwork. Much of the bruising had faded.

“Your ribs are solid. Just take it easy for a few days,” Ezra said to Alex.

“How can I thank you,” Alex asked.

Ezra smiled as he stood up.

“No need to thank me lad. Master Kev always compensates me well for my time. If there are no other patients to see, I am going to take these old bones upstairs again. Send for me if any more wounded show up,” Ezra said as he headed back to his room.

“Well, it will be dawn in a few hours. It seems that the excitement for tonight is over. I am going to try to sleep for a little. I have a feeling tomorrow will be a busy day,” Master Kev said with a yawn as he bid them good night.

Alex noticed that Zura was staring at his bare torso. She reached out a hand and touched his arm. He saw her nostrils flare as her breathing quickened from the energy surge. Zura let go of his arm for a moment and then she touched him again for a few moments.

“Such strange... sensations,” Zura said softly, almost as if she was thinking aloud.

Alex glanced at Taiya. The Elf was trying to hold back a smile.

Zura let out a large yawn which surprised her more than it surprised the others. She had a startled look on her face.

“The Caravan Master is correct. The hour is late. I shall go to bed,” Zura stood up.

The Witch touched her hand to Alex’s bare shoulder for a moment. With a sigh she walked away and headed up the stairs. The servant was snoring in the corner chair.

“What a strange thing to watch,” Taiya said.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“Zura’s reaction to you. It’s... almost amusing,” the Elf said with a smile.

Alex looked at Taiya with a puzzled expression.

“The way she acts and looks at you, you would think she has never-” Taiya paused as her eyes opened wide as realization hit her.

“What?” Alex asked.

“Zura has never lain with a man!” the Elf whispered excitedly.

Alex didn’t know what to say to that.

“She can’t have seen more than twenty summers! She told me that she has been studying to be a Witch since maturity. And seeing how driven she is in her studies, she probably hasn’t done anything else but study and work hard!” Taiya whispered to him as she considered the possibilities.

“That may be true, but what of it?” Alex asked.

Taiya considered for a moment.

“Maybe her curiosity about your Powers could get her to ally herself with us. And if you make a woman out of the girl, she may be even more inclined to join us,” Taiya said with a devious smile.

“I still don’t think that would be a good idea,” Alex said with a frown.

“Well, we don’t have to decide tonight,” she said with a little laugh.

Taiya leaned over and kissed him. She ran her hands over the smooth muscles of his chest.

She placed her hands on his hands and drew him out of the chair, pulling him into a deep kiss as she pressed her body against him.

“I’m glad we don’t have to sleep for a few days,” she whispered as she kissed his neck.

“Why is that?” Alex asked as he caressed her hips.

“I have to make love to you right now. It is torture watching Zura lust after you... even if she doesn't understand that she wants you. And the other woman, Renna, wanted to devour you,” Taiya whispered as she started grinding her hips against his erection.

“I need you now!” she said as she grabbed him by the hand and pulled him towards the exit.

“The doctor said I should take it easy,” Alex said with a smile.

“I will be as gentle as I can!” Taiya said as she glanced over her shoulder at him, green eyes burning with desire.

A few moments they were in her bed. The Elf did her best to avoid hurting him as she sought release for her pent-up passion. Unable to sleep because of the boosting, they alternated between making love and relaxing in each other's arms until the sun rose a few hours later.


Chapter forty-four


The next morning Alex and Taiya skipped breakfast and instead took a long soak in adjoining tubs in the bathing room. Alex went into his room to get fresh clothes and saw that Janx was sound asleep on the floor. Alex took his clothes next door to dress with Taiya.

They walked across to the market. The place was abuzz with people talking about the news of last night’s events. There was also a palpable relief in the air, a sense that the recent strife was behind them and that life in Kargosk would be returning to normal.

After passing the morning in the market, they returned to the Guildhouse where Master Kev invited everyone to lunch. Janx, Arban and Zura were there as well.

Alex asked Arban about what happened with House Krazno after he had left to find a Healer.

“There were about a dozen Kanban mercenaries. They gathered their gear and a squad of the City Watch escorted them to the east gate. My guess is they will head to Zenkova. The Guards of House Krazno were arrested and will be held for questioning.

“Karlo wants to see if any can be identified as particularly bad actors. The servants were dismissed. Krazno’s wife and daughter will be banished from Kargosk,” the Orc explained.

“Banished? How foolish of Dav Karlo. They should be publicly executed as an example of what happens to traitors and usurpers!” Zura said emphatically, her golden eyes glittering with righteous anger.

“None of my business what he decides to do,” the Orc said with a shrug.

Alex looked at Zura in surprise. He was taken aback again at how ruthless she could be. Alex had to remind himself that this wasn’t Earth and life on Ktor could be harsh and cruel.

It was a good reminder to not judge situations by what he was used to back on Earth. None of the others batted an eye at Zura’s suggestion with Janx and Master Kev nodding in agreement with her.

“I received a note from Dav Karlo. He wishes to come here tomorrow afternoon to thank all of you for your help,” Master Kev told them as the servants brought out their lunch.

After lunch Janx and Arban went back to their respective rooms to take naps. They were still tired from the night before, having only slept a few hours.

Alex, Taiya and Zura passed the time by walking back to House Orzetz. The town watch was there to keep people off the property until the Council decided what to do with it.

They then walked over to House Krazno. As they approached, an expensive looking carriage with the curtains closed was passing out of the gateway. It passed them quickly as it headed towards the center of town.

“I still think it is a mistake to let the family live. My father says that one should uproot the evil rose, root and all, lest it grow back and prick you again,” Zura said as her golden eyes watched the carriage pass.

Zura’s father must be a ruthless man, Alex thought as they walked up to the gate. There were more City Watch soldiers here than had been at House Orzetz. There were several scribes and other workers wearing green ribbons going about their business. They watched the activity for a few minutes before heading back to the Guildhouse.


Chapter forty-five


The next afternoon, Alex sat leaning against the stable wall as he watched Zura practicing in the back courtyard. She had formed a staff out of her Power and was swinging it around in various movements.

“I just thought of something- were you trying to kill me that day you shot an energy sphere at me?” Alex asked the Witch.

“No, why do you say that?” Zura asked as she swung her staff above her head before bringing it down in an overhand smash.

“Because I saw what your spheres did to our enemies two nights ago,” Alex said.

“I can control how much Power I charge the balls with. When you shocked me when we touched, my instinct was that you were a Wizard attacking me. I threw a low energy sphere at you to knock you back.

“You can imagine my surprise when you shot it right back at me. Thank the Gods I didn’t throw a more Powerful sphere at you. It might have been the death of me!” Zura explained.

The Witch practiced a few more moves, before she stood up straight and let her staff disappear.

She walked over to Alex, a sheen of sweat on her brow from her exertions.

“How did you throw my energy back at me?” she asked as she stood in front of Alex.

“I don’t know,” Alex said.

“You must have been Elder Touched for at least...” she paused as she appraised him,” at least ten or more years. How can you not know your Power?”

“Ten years! Why do you say that?” Alex asked her with a puzzled frown.

“As a guess from your age. I have had my Power for almost 7 years.” she said.

Alex laughed.

“I have had my Power for only a short time,” he replied.

Zura narrowed her eyes.

“That’s impossible!” she said.

Alex just looked up at her. Zura’s golden eyes searched his face.

“You are serious,” she said.

She was lost in thought for a moment. Then she reached down and took his right hand in her left hand, lifting it up so she could see the tattooed mark of his dzi beads. The flow of sexual energy between them was strong, enhanced by his boosted state.

“Why do you wear the Mark of Marra?” she asked.

“I told you before, I never heard of Marra,” he said.

“How then did you come to bear this tattoo?” she asked with a frown as she released his hand.

Alex looked around. There was no one else nearby.

“Can I trust you Zura?” Alex asked.

Zura looked at him for a time.

“Can I trust you, Alex? Why are you hiding your Power. You would be a valuable ally to many of the factions and rulers of Ktor,” she asked him.

“Because I don’t wish to become a piece in someone’s game. I want to find my own path in this world,” he said.

“It is a fair answer. And I suppose you are worried that the White Witches will want to use you for their own ends,” she said.

Alex said nothing. He stood up.

Zura took a step closer and laid her right hand on his chest. Alex took a quick breath. Her golden eyes were such a fascinating contrast with the smooth red skin of her face and the rich black of her eyebrows and hair.

“I know why your Power feels stronger now. You are boosted,” Zura whispered.

Alex was fighting the desire to kiss her.

“What is it like to be boosted?” she whispered, her eyes glittering with desire.

“Alex, Dav Karlo is here,” Arban called over to him.

Alex turned and saw the Orc standing in the rear door of the Guildhouse.

“Ah, Lady Zura, I didn’t see you there!’ the Orc said with a big smile as he nodded his head.

“Coming,” Alex said.

Zura dropped her hand and walked with him to the Dining Room.

The rest of the gang was already there including Master Kev and the four guards that participated in the assault on House Orzetz. Alex was glad to see that the man that had taken a crossbow bolt to the shoulder had his arm in a sling, but otherwise seemed fine.

Dav Karlo and his scribe were speaking with Master Kev while some of his servants were carrying in some boxes and packages. After a few minutes Master Karlo asked the Caravan Guards and Lady Zura to be seated.

“I wanted to thank you personally for coming to the aid of House Karlo. Without the assistance of the White Witches and the Caravan Guards, my House would have been destroyed. You risked your lives, suffered injury and lost two of your comrades. I would like to give you these small gifts as a token of my gratitude,” Karlo said and nodded to his scribe.

The scribe directed the servants to open the first box which contained ten glass jars. Karlos men placed one in front of everyone. The jars contained some kind of dried fruit.

“Dried Tarenegian figs,” the scribe announced.

“I am sure Lady Zura will tell us that fresh taste better, but this is the only way we can enjoy them this far south,” Dav Karlos said as he gave Lady Zura a small bow.

Zura’s eyed the jar in front of her with appreciation and then nodded her head towards Karlo.

The servants then placed ceramic jugs in front of them, sealed with wax.

“Zeytan oil of the first pressing. From Genozia,” the scribe informed them.

Next came glass jars of fruit in a thick liquid.

“Honeyed Targa fruit. From Oktoban,” the scribe said.

“A local delicacy that I hope you will enjoy,” Dav Karlo said with a small smile.

The servants opened another box and gave them each a bottle.

“Samovian White Wine,” the scribe explained.

Alex smiled, remembering the interesting character named Flynn that he had met in the Oktoban Dungeon. Flynn had asked the jailor if he could have a bottle of Samovian White with his dinner. The jailor had not been amused.

The servants then placed bolts of some kind of greyish white cloth next to each of them. Alex estimated they were about four feet long.

“Royal Silk cloth. From Javon,” the scribe informed them.

“You may certainly sell the cloth, but I hope you will have it dyed and have something fashioned from it that you will enjoy wearing. We have several fine craftsmen here in the city that are more than capable of making something for you,” Dav Karlo said to them as they felt the incredible softness of the fabric.

The servants then opened a large box containing black furs.

“Samaya Furs from the Red Forest,” the scribe explained.

Alex saw Arban’s eyes light up as he stroked the silky fur.

“The furs as with the silk can be crafted into clothing. Or perhaps you will you use them as a blanket and it will bring you fond dreams of Kargosk,” Dav Karlo said with a smile.

A servant then handed the scribe a small chest. The scribe flipped the lid open, but Alex could not see what it contained.

Dav Karlo pulled out a golden ring. There was a small green stone centered in it.

“Thankfully, my favorite jeweler in the city was able to craft these for me on short notice. Please accept this final token of my gratitude,” Dav Karlo explained.

Master Karlo walked around the tables, the scribe following with the ring box and he placed one of the rings on each of their pinky figures.

Alex looked at his ring. It was a simple gold band with an emerald stone. Alex realized that it was a “Royal” as the 1,000 gold piece stones were also known as.

When he had placed the final ring, Dav Karlo thanked them and gave them a final bow. Master Kev stood up and thanked him on behalf of everyone.

“Should any of you need assistance in Kargosk, do not hesitate to pay a call on House Karlo and we will do our best to help you,” Dav Karlo said after his men had packed up the empty boxes.

Alex stood up and went to speak to Master Karlo before he left.

“Excuse me, Master Karlo,” Alex said.

“Strongman Alex, what can I do for you?” Dav Karlo asked with a smile.

“I was wondering if you had found any clue as to where the Alchemist had come from or who had been providing aid to Orzetz?” Alex asked.

“Unfortunately, no. If there were any clues, they were destroyed in the fire. My men also searched Krazno’s house. They did not find anything of note,” Karlo said with a frown.

“I have an idea that whoever was providing funds to Orzetz was also behind the assassination attempt on Duke Oktoban. Whoever it is, they have been good at staying in the shadows, “Alex replied.

“I was relieved that Jacob and Luz were eliminated, and their power broken. Thank you for reminding me that Kargosk cannot relax. Someone is stirring up trouble and they are still out there,” Karlo said.

Alex nodded, disappointed that no further clue had been found.

After Dav Karlo left, Master Kev spoke to them about the gifts.

“House Karlo has given us all some very fine and, in some cases, very expensive gifts. If you would like the Caravan Guards to store your valuables for you, we can arrange it for a reasonable price. I can also buy any goods that you do not wish to hold on to. At a discount of course, so that we will be able to sell it for a reasonable profit,” The Caravan Master explained with a smile.

They spent the next half hour talking about the gifts as they examined them.

“If anyone does not want their fur, I will match whatever price Master Kev offers,” Arban said to them.

“I didn’t know Orcs were so fond of furs,” Taiya said to Alex with a little laugh.

“These are Samaya Furs! They are not only soft but tremendously warm in the winter!” Arban said with a happy smile as he rubbed his fur against his cheek.

They all laughed except Zura.

“A merchant’s gifts,” Zura said with a little shrug.

“But at least he has good taste,” the Tarenian added.

Taiya rolled her eyes at the Witch’s attitude.

“Alex,” Janx said.

“Yes, Janx,” Alex said as he looked across the table at the Foxman.

“I want you to have my share of the gifts,” Janx said earnestly.

Alex was taken by surprise by the Foxman’s words.

“Why?” he asked in confusion.

“I wish to pay you back for my giving me my freedom,” the Foxman said with a serious look.

“Janx, I told you, you do not owe me anything. I am glad that I was able to help you,” Alex said with a smile.

The Foxman frowned at his response.

“Look at it this way. I want you to have your own wealth. Perhaps in the future I will be in prison, and then you can use your money to buy my freedom. Only a short time before I met you, I was thrown into the Oktoban Dungeon for a few days!” Alex explained with a smile

“I will consider what you have said,” Janx replied, though he was still frowning.

“The room next to my office is currently empty. We can place these goods in there for a few days. That will give you a some time to decide what you are keeping or storing or selling,” Master Kev said.

In short order, they had put away their prizes. The Four Caravan Guards held onto their bottles of wine. Arban kept his fur with him.

“This is going to be my blanket tonight!” the Orc said happily as he headed upstairs to place it on his bed.

The rest of them just laughed and smiled at how happy Arban was with his fur.

Alex and Taiya spent the rest of the afternoon and evening at The Black Rooster Inn. It was a pleasant place only a few buildings away from the Guildhouse and highly recommended by Master Kev.

They rented a room for the night and spent a lazy night in bed, making love, and just relaxing as they enjoyed each other’s company.

In the morning they ordered a light breakfast before heading back to the Guildhouse. Once there, he asked Master Karlo if he could have the cost of a private room for the next three days taken out of his pay.

Alex and Taiya found Arban and Janx practicing in the courtyard. Janx was showing Arban how to improve his spear throwing technique.

Alex waited until they were finished and then he invited them up to the private room for a meeting. Arban and the Foxman gave each other a concerned look before following Alex and Taiya into the Guildhouse.

“I need to explain something to you, but I am going to ask that you keep it a secret,” Alex said after he had closed the room door.

“Of course,” Arban said.

Janx nodded.

“Have you ever heard the phrase “Elder Touched”,” Alex asked them.

Both of them shook their heads no. Alex looked at Taiya.

“They don’t have Power, so it is not something they would have studied,” the Elf said with a shrug of her shoulders.

“What does it mean?” the Orc asked.

“Someone who is Elder Touched is able to “Boost” the Power level of another person with Power,” Alex explained.

“I must admit that I was surprised at the size of the fireballs Taiya was making. I thought that maybe she hadn’t used her full Power the other time I saw her fight against the Goblins in the Lawless Lands,” Arban said as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“I was only able to do that because Alex had boosted me,” Taiya said.

“How does Alex boost you?” the Orc asked curiously.

“Well, uhh, you see,” Alex stammered, as he tried to think how to phrase it.

“He has sex with me,” Taiya said simply.

Alex felt himself blush. He still needed to adjust to the casual views on sex held by the Ktorians.

The Orc blinked as he realized what Taiya had said.

“You mean our friend Alex has magic....“ the Orc made thrusting motions with his hips.

“Exactly!” Taiya said with a laugh.

Alex felt his cheeks redden further.

“No wonder he has all these women around him!” Arban said as he laughed so hard that tears came to the Orc’s eyes.

Janx just looked at Alex thoughtfully.

“Remember, I don’t want everyone to know!” Alex reminded them.

Arban’s laughter died away and his face grew serious. The Orc nodded.

“Does the Witch know?” Janx asked.

“She has guessed it. I am going to try to convince her to keep it a secret. I don’t know if she will,” Alex explained.

Janx nodded.

“I wanted to explain that the Boosting comes at a cost. Taiya and I are stronger for three days. We don’t have to sleep and aren’t very hungry. But then we have to pay the price with three days of sleep. Well, Taiya will sleep for three days. I only slept for one day back in Arras,” Alex explained.

“That means you must pick and choose when to Boost your Power. If you use it too soon, you may be asleep when the enemy strikes,” Janx said thoughtfully.

“Yes. It makes it a difficult decision,” Alex said.

“We will keep your secret,” Arban said.

“In a few hours, Taiya and I will fall into a deep sleep. That is why I rented this private room. I wanted to tell you so you guys would not be worried about us. I should wake up tomorrow afternoon,” Alex said

“Understood. We will keep an eye out for you,” Arban said.

Janx and the Orc left them to enjoy each other's company for a few hours before they felt their bodies grow tired. By midafternoon they had fallen into a deep slumber.


Chapter forty-six


Alex woke up the next afternoon. He stretched languidly in the bed. Taiya was still in a deep sleep next to him. She would probably sleep for another two days because of the boosting.

Alex leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. He brushed her hair to the side. Her pointy elf ear made him smile. He leaned on his arm and just looked down at her for a time. At times like this he wondered if this was all a dream.

His stomach grumbled. The hunger felt real.

With a sigh, Alex got out of bed and got dressed. He noticed that the bruising on his side had significantly faded. He checked on Taiya one last time before heading downstairs.

Alex went to the dining room. He noticed Zura sitting at one of the tables facing the stairs that led to the upstairs rooms. She was reading one of her books, but she closed it and laid it on the table when she saw him.

The bunkhouse kitchen would be closed at this time of day. If he wanted food, he would have to buy it. He ordered a plate of meat and cheese from the servant at the bar.

“Is a long sleep a side effect of being boosted?” Zura asked quietly as he sat down at the table across from her.

The servant brought him a pitcher of water and a cup. Alex waited until the servant had walked away before answering.

“What makes you think I was sleeping for a long time.” Alex asked.

“I was looking for you yesterday. Master Kev said he hadn’t seen you since you had rented one of the private rooms. I had seen Arban walk out of his room, so I already knew which one was his.

“I checked all the other doors, and they were all unlocked save one. I listened for a time and heard nothing. I checked multiple times. I stayed down here late and came down early. This is the first time you have stirred,” she said with a self-satisfied smile.

She was persistent and thorough, Alex thought. She would probably hound him for eternity until he told her what he knew about boosting.

“A deep sleep is the price you pay for being boosted,” Alex said.

Zura’s eyes lit up and she gave him a genuine smile.

“Finally! I was worried that you would never admit the truth to me even though it was obvious that I knew,” she said.

“Why are you so curious about boosting,” he asked.

Zura leaned forward excitedly.

“Because I can’t find any real information about it in my books. The White Witches don’t seem to know much about it. This is an incredibly rare opportunity to add to the lore books!” she said enthusiastically.

“So, I am like a rare bird or flower you have discovered?” Alex asked.

“Don’t be foolish! This is much rarer and more important!” she replied.

The servant approached with Alex’s plate. He couldn’t help himself, he felt ravenous and he began to eat.

Zura watched him with intense interest as he devoured the food set before him.

“You are very hungry,” she stated.

“I haven’t eaten in a day,” he replied between mouthfuls.

“Why is the Elf still upstairs, surely she is hungry as well?” Zura asked.

“She will be, once she wakes up,” Alex said as he finished the last piece of cheese. He was still hungry, but he would wait for dinner to be served in a few hours.

Zura’s eyes narrowed in thought as she considered what he had just said.

“How long will she sleep?” Zura asked.

“Two more days,” Ales said.

“What!” the Tarenian said in surprise.

“She needs three days to recover from the boosting,” Alex explained.

“Why do you only require one day?” she asked.

Alex shrugged.

“I don’t know. I assume it is because I am the one doing the boosting,” he said simply.

Alex could almost see Zura’s mind spinning as she considered and analyzed that bit of information he had given her. He took a long drink of water. He felt the need to get out and walk around.

He stood up and stretched his arms.

“I want to walk around a bit. I am going over to the market. Would you care to join me?” he asked.

Zura, not wanting to miss a chance for more information while he was in a talkative mood, agreed. She hurried upstairs to put her book away and then they walked across to the market.

As they walked through the busy market, Alex could feel a sense of excitement or maybe it was relief from the people that he saw. He supposed that they felt relieved that a civil war wasn’t going to break out and that the fighting between the Houses was over.

Zura’s white robes acted like a barrier around them as they walked. People gave her a wide berth, nodding and bowing if she looked in their direction. Alex was surprised. He supposed she was doubly exotic. First as a White Witch and then as a red skinned, golden eyed Tarenian. He guessed they were rare in the Greenspring valley. Zura was the only Tarenian he had seen here.

After a few minutes, Zura slipped her arm in his and they walked arm in arm. The energy flowing between them brought a warm throbbing through his body.

“What are you doing?” Alex asked quietly as he leaned in toward her.

“Comparing the feel of your energy. It is back to normal. When you were boosted it was stronger. It had a more... I don’t know how to describe it. It was somehow different,” she answered quietly.

They passed a stall selling small sweets. It was next to the plaza with tables and the food and drink vendors. The cakes looked really good, Alex thought. He stopped walking and turned back, pulling Zura along with him.

“Would you like to try a cake? I’m still hungry,” he said to her.

Zura looked at him in surprise for a moment and then looked at the cakes.

Two elderly women were running the dessert stand. They smiled and waited patiently to see if they would like to buy something.

“They do look rather nice,” she admitted.

“Which would you like?” Alex asked.

Zura leaned over and examined the display. She brushed her lang black hair back over her ears. The smell of fruit and baked flours tantalized Alex's nose.

“Are those egg custards?” Zura asked.

“Oh yes, my lady,” the closest woman said, bowing and smiling at the Witch.

“I would like one of those,” she said.

The woman placed the custard on a small square of linen and handed it to Zura.

“What is that?” Alex pointed to a small pie with some kind of dark blue jelly oozing out of slits in the top.

“Blueberry tart, good Sir,” one of the women replied with a smile.

“And that?” Alex pointed to what looked like a slice of cheesecake.

“That is our cheesecake. We are known throughout Kargosk for the most delicious cheesecake,” the woman beamed proudly.

“Excellent, I will take one cheesecake and one blueberry tart,” Alex said.

Zura let out a small laugh, as she saw how excited he was about the desserts.

“Hey, I’m still hungry!” Alex said with a laugh.

He paid for the desserts, and they walked over to a small table in the market plaza. As it was only late afternoon, the plaza was not too crowded.

Alex took a bite of his cheesecake. It really was one of the best he had ever tasted. He tasted the blueberry tart. The taste was so fresh, and the tartness contrasted well after the sweetness of the cheesecake. Alex let out a contented sigh after he swallowed it down.

Zura was watching him with a smile on her face.

“It must be very good,” she said.

Alex saw that she hadn’t tried hers yet.

“Are you afraid to try yours?” Alex said.

“Oh no, I was having so much fun watching you!” she said.

Zura picked up her custard and daintily took a small bite. Her face betrayed how good it was.

“Oh, this is quite delightful!” she said after finishing her bite.

They finished their desserts in quiet as they savored the sweets that the women had made.

“You have blueberry on your chin!” Zura said as she used her linen square to dab at his face.

Alex smiled and looked down at himself. He had managed to get crumbs all over his tunic. He glanced at the Tarenian. Zura’s robe was spotless and her lips free from any custard residue.

Alex brushed his clothes off and wiped at his face one last time with one of his napkins.

“How did you eat that without making a mess?” Alex asked her.

“As if I would ever make a mess! I was raised in Tavalon, in the … in my father’s house,” she said, her chin raised up proudly.

Alex smiled, the Tarenians deserved their reputation for haughtiness.

“What are you smiling at,” she asked.

“I just find you amusing,” Alex replied, his smile widening.

Zura narrowed his eyes at him. She opened her mouth to say something but changed her mind.

Alex flinched slightly at an unexpected sexual surge. Zura had slid her leg forward under the table, so her foot was touching the side of his calf.

“That will teach you to be amused at a Tarenian Lady,” she said, her golden eyes sparkling.

Alex smiled back at her.

“Let’s head back to the Guildhouse, I want to see what Janx and Arban are doing,” Alex said as he stood up.

Zura nodded and stood up. As they started walking back, Alex took her hand and hooked it around his arm.

“What are you doing,” Zura asked, her nostrils flaring at the swirl of energy coursing through her.

“I just want to study your energy,” Alex said with a straight face.

Zura frowned at him, but she didn’t remove her hand.

When they returned to the Guildhouse, they found The Orc and the Foxman sitting at a table in the dining room. They were glad to see he was awake, though they were a bit surprised that he was with the Witch.

“Any noteworthy news from last night or today?” Alex asked the Orc.

“Karlo has announced that the City Council will be made up only of Houses Karlo, Tuzlo and Rezel for the time being. Once things have been sorted out with the trade that the three destroyed houses owned, they will see about elevating any more merchant houses to the leadership council,” Arban explained.

Alex nodded. Whoever was stirring up trouble in the Greenspring Valley was not going to be happy. The assassination attempt on Duke Oktoban had failed and civil war in Kargosk had been averted.

Alex was certain that the same person or nation was behind the sudden rise of House Orzetz. Alex guessed that Orzetz was to be either a puppet or loyal ally to whoever was trying to destabilize the region.

“Lady Zura, I believe you said that the other White Witch had gone to Zenkova because of trouble there. Zenkova is the next city down River from us, correct?” Alex asked.

“You are correct. Master Nella traveled back to Zenkova when word reached us that General Tam had been assassinated. She sent me ahead to Oktoban to assess the situation there,” Zura replied.

“Have you had any other news from Zenkova?” Alex asked.

“Two more of the King’s council have been murdered. But it is not just the advisors that have been killed. The bodies of common folk have been found left in alleys. The people are restless and afraid,” she explained.

“Whoever is behind the troubles in Kargosk and Oktoban has to be the same one stirring up trouble in Zenkova. Assassinating the King’s advisors weakens the King and his decision making. Murdering common folk instills fear in the population. It also makes the King look weak because he can’t protect the people in his own city,” Alex said, thinking out loud.

Arban and Janx nodded in agreement. Zura looked at Alex in surprise as she didn’t expect such a deep analysis from the young Caravan Guardsman.

They talked a bit about the events of the past few weeks. Alex asked Arban and Zura if they had any thoughts about any nearby nations that might be involved in the troubles of the Greenspring Valley. Neither had any good candidates to provide.

Zura offered to buy them dinner on behalf of the White Witches, and they accepted. As they finished a leisurely meal a young boy entered the dining room.

“Strongman Alex! Message for Strongman Alex!” the boy said loudly as he peered about the room.

Alex stood up from the table and motioned the boy over.

“I’m Strongman Alex,” he said.

“How do I know that yer him. You don’t look that strong to me,” the boy said suspiciously.

Alex casually reached out and grabbed the boy by his shirt, easily lifting the boy up into the air.

“Whooo!” the boy said surprised and delighted.

Alex smiled and placed him down again.

“Here you go sir!” the boy said and handed him an envelope.

Alex fished in his pocket and gave the messenger a silver coin.

“Thank you, sir!” the boy said with a huge grin before bowing and hurrying out.

“What does the note say?” Zura asked.

“It says patience is a virtue,” Alex said as he sat down and looked at the envelope.

Zura glared at him.

Alex used a knife to break the plain red seal and then he pulled out a neatly folded piece of paper.

He read the note out loud.

“Alex-

Come to House Krazno tomorrow at noon. I have information for you.

-Lady Renna”

“I wonder what she has found out?” Janx said.

“Maybe she wants to give Alex some more intimate information!” Arban said with a laugh, that was cut short when he saw the Witch glaring at him.

“This time she did not say for you to come alone. I shall accompany you,” Zura stated after a moment.

“Why do you want to come along?” Alex asked her.

“One. To make sure you are safe. This “Lady” as she calls herself now, is a thief and maybe easily swayed by gold. There is the possibility that she may be working for the enemy now.

“Two. She says that she has information. Perhaps she is loyal to our cause and has discovered something that the White Witches, as well as the Caravan Guards need to know,” Zura said, staring at Alex as if she dared him to defy her.

“Very well. It is strange that she chose House Krazno as the meeting place,” Alex said.

“I will talk to Master Kev about using a coach to take you there,” Arban said.

“I will ride along with the coach driver,” Janx said.

Alex nodded and smiled. It was always better to have a good team around you, he thought.

“Are you two still practicing spear work?” Alex asked.

The two men nodded.

“How about I join you for some practice after breakfast. My bruise is almost healed and I could use a workout,” he said.

“I too will attend and watch. There may be a technique that I am unfamiliar with that could be of benefit to me in the future,” Zura said as she leaned her knee into Alex’s leg, sending sexual energy flowing through them.

“When I saw you fight the other night, your energy spheres are quite effective from a distance. Why do you practice with the energy weapons that you create?” Alex asked as he tried to focus his mind away from sexual thoughts.

“The spheres are useful, but we train for other situations. There may be times when close quarter combat is needed. We may be fighting another Witch for example. The energy spheres are not equally effective against all creatures,” Zura explained.

“That is good. The more options you have to use in a fight, the better your chances of survival,” Arban said with an approving nod.

“I am content with my spear. It is a versatile weapon,” Janx added.

They spoke about fighting and weapons until they were all tired. Janx headed off to the bunkhouse while the others went up to their respective rooms.

Alex lay in bed with Taiya, finding comfort in her warm body. He heard a soft knock at his door. He threw on his pants and opened the door a little to see who was there. He was only half surprised to see it was the Tarenian.

She was wearing some kind of little white... toga was the only word that came to Alex’s mind. The outfit barely covered the tops of her smooth red thighs and her arms were bare.

“What is it?” he asked with a concerned frown.

“I forgot to say goodnight,” Zura said and she stood on her tiptoes to reach his lips in a quick kiss.

Alex blinked in surprise. Before he could think of something to say, the Witch had spun around and walked back to her room. He caught a last glimpse of shapely legs as she entered and closed her door behind her.

Alex just shook his head in confusion. He didn’t know what to make of the Tarenian sometimes.


Chapter forty-seven


The coach slowed to a stop in front of House Krazno. Alex opened the door and jumped out before helping Zura out.

He glanced up at the driver’s seat. Janx was seated next to one of the servants from the Guildhouse. He gave Janx a nod and then he turned towards the House’s gate.

The Gate was open and a man with a sword at his belt stood to the one side. He gave Alex a nod and a smile. Alex nodded back. Alex thought that the man was one of Renna’s fighters that had fought the Kanban at the Jumping Kitty. Alex was surprised that he didn’t see any soldiers of the City Watch.

Alex and Zura entered the front courtyard and walked up the couple of steps to the front door. Luka, the old man who had guided them through the tunnels was waiting for them and he led them inside to the main meeting room.

House Krazno was considerably more modest in size compared to House Karlo. It was nicely appointed, however, even if some of the décor choices were a bit garish.

The old man opened the double doors to the meeting room and ushered them in. Renna was sitting in a large chair at the head of a large table. Her raven hair was pulled back in a thick ponytail and she was wearing brown leggings and a white shirt. Her booted feet were resting on the tabletop.

To her right was the Orc bartender from the Jumping Kitty and on the other side was another of the fighters from the Kanban brawl.

“Welcome to House Panthera! Please be seated,” the dusky skinned Half-Elf said with a big smile as she raised her arms wide.

“House Panthera?” Alex asked as he and Zura sat down across from her.

“Yes, House Panthera! The newest merchant House of Kargosk,” Renna said with a laugh.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

Renna moved her feet off of the table. She leaned forward with a smile.

“It seems that Dav Karlo is trying to make an honest woman out of me. He honored his agreement and I now own the two mills that provided Orzetz with a nice income flow.

“Then he surprised me by offering me Krazno’s manor. Krazno’s business interests will be divided up, but I will get a small share. The income from that and the mills puts me on a level with the smaller merchant Houses of the city,” Renna explained.

“Is this why you are styling yourself as Lady Renna?” Zura asked her casually.

Renna looked at the Witch for a long moment before answering.

“We all have our little vanities. My Lady,” Renna replied flatly.

“That’s great news for you. I wish you great success in your new businesses,” Alex said.

“Thank you, Alex. I knew you would appreciate it,” she said as she gave him a warm smile.

“Have you had a chance to search the mills? I remember you said that Orzetz would meet with mysterious riders there,” Alex asked.

“Oh, Alex. I was hoping we could discuss pleasure before business. But I suppose that isn’t going to happen today,” Renna said with a sigh and a glance towards the Tarenian.

“Did you discover anything useful, Lady Renna,” Zura asked as she emphasized the title.

“We searched the mills but found nothing, sadly,” Renna said.

“I had hoped you had found a clue,” Alex said with a rueful smile.

“I found no clues, but I did get some small bit of information,” Renna said as she leaned back in her chair.

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“I told the staff at the mills that I would be keeping them on as I took over the operation. They were quite relieved. I spoke to them individually and asked each one about the visitors that Orzetz received there.

“The mysterious riders always wore hooded cloaks. Two of the old hands there were there in the evenings to serve refreshments were certain that the visitors were elves,” Renna explained.

“What makes them so certain?” Zura asked.

“Little glimpses they caught of the visitors features. Something about the way they carried themselves. But perhaps the biggest tell was that their horses were unshod,” Renna said as she leaned forward with gleam in her black eyes.

“Interesting,” Alex said and nodded.

In truth, Alex had no idea what unshod horse hooves meant regarding Elves. He would have to ask Arban when they got back to the Guildhouse.

He could see Zura thinking. He hoped she had some link to connect Elves to the troubles in the area.

“Do you have any thoughts as to what their involvement means?” Alex asked.

“Not really. They could be messengers hired by someone else. Elves are stealthy travelers. I am not sure why any Elf Kingdom would bother themselves with Kargosk’s affairs,” Renna said with a shrug.

“Thank you for telling me this. It is some kind of clue, even if we don’t know what it means at the moment,” Alex said.

Renna stood up, signaling the meeting was over.

“I was going to ask you to spend the day here, but I see you are busy,” Renna said as she glanced towards the Witch.

Alex and Zura stood up as Renna walked over to him.

“And I should be focusing on setting up House Panthera,” she said as she laid a hand on his chest.

“I have a feeling you will be leaving our fair city soon. Just remember that you will always find a very warm welcome at House Panthera. If there is anything you need, I am always at your disposal,” the Half-Elf said as she stared into his eyes.

Alex nodded and walked away, Zura following close behind. In a few moments they had entered the coach and were on their way back to the Guildhouse.

When they arrived, Master Kev and Arban were waiting for them. Master Kev ordered lunch for them in his office as they held a meeting to discuss what Renna had learned.

Master Kev was surprised to learn of Renna’s elevation to Master of a merchant house.

“Dav Karlo is shrewd. Renna, or should I say, Lady Renna has many connections no doubt and he probably hopes this will keep her as his ally. As well as cutting down on the crime if she is kept busy with legitimate businesses,” the Caravan Master said.

With regard to Orzetz meeting with Elves, none of them had any real guesses as to what it might mean. The consensus was that they were probably hired messengers.

Throughout the meeting, Zura would make sure she was touching his body in some fashion. It could be a hand on his arm, knees touching or even her hand caressing his thigh under the table. That made him jump the first time she did it.

Alex had difficulty concentrating. The sexual energy generated by her touch was becoming more and more difficult to resist. Even without that flow he was already attracted to her.

Her exotic beauty fascinated him. Her golden eyes, black hair and red skin were a mesmerizing combination. She was very pretty, and her body was toned from her workouts.

After the meeting, Alex headed up the stairs towards his room Zura was a few steps behind him.

“What are you going to do now?” Zura asked him when he reached the second floor.

“I was going to head to the bunkhouse to take a bath,” Alex replied as he turned to wait for her.

“Why don’t you take a bath in your room. The tubs are so much nicer and the soaps they have are very nice. After all, it's part of the service you are paying for,” she said with knitted brows.

“Oh. Well, Taiya is still sleeping. I will just go to the bunkhouse,” Alex said with a shrug.

“Just use the tub in my room. I was only going to retrieve one of my books. I can read downstairs while you bathe. I will fetch the servants for hot water,” she said with a smile and before Alex could react, she was already heading downstairs.

Alex went to his room and exited a few minutes later with only a towel wrapped around his hips. Two servants were already bringing up buckets of hot water. Alex walked into the room behind them.

Zura was standing to the side with one of her books in her hands. She stared at Alex’s naked torso appreciatively, until she realized that he was watching her. She quickly glanced towards the tub.

“One more trip should do it,” she said weakly.

Alex smiled. On the one hand Zura was so cocky and sure of herself, but sometimes she showed signs of her youth and uncertainty.

The servants finished filling the tub and then they arranged some soaps on a little stand next to it. Finally, they sat a small pitcher and some washcloths on the stand.

“Take your time, I will be downstairs reading,” Zura said with one last lingering glance at his body, before she left, closing the door behind her.

Alex set his towel aside and stepped into the tub. The water was hot at first, but as his body adjusted, the heat felt good. Alex sighed and slid down as far as he could. He just sat there for a few minutes, letting his muscles relax.

After a little while, Alex picked up one of the bars of soup. He sniffed it. The bar had a strong floral scent. The second bar had a sweet cinnamon scent to it. The last bar had a pleasant and subtle pine scent. Alex choose that one and he began to wash his body.

As he was soaping up his chest, the door opened behind him. Startled, Alex looked over his shoulder.

“Sorry, I grabbed the wrong book!” Zura said sheepishly as she crossed over to the corner of the room where the desk was.

“It’s okay, you startled me,” Alex said as he reached his arm behind his back in an effort to soap up the area between his shoulder blades.

Zura picked up a different book and she turned to walk past Alex. She couldn’t keep herself from staring at his naked body. The Witch paused as she passed his tub and turned back towards him.

“The middle of the back is such a difficult place to reach,” she said to him.

“What?” Alex said in confusion as he turned his head towards her.

Zura placed the book back on the desk and then walked back to the tub. She knelt down gracefully behind him.

“What are you doing?” Alex asked as he tried to turn and look at her.

“I am going to help you,” she said simply.

Zura grabbed one of the washcloths that were on the stand next to the soap bars. She took the bar of soap out of Alex’s hand and then dunked the cloth in the water behind Alex.

She soaped up the cloth and then Zura began to gently rub Alex’s back with it. The feel of her energy started arousing him. He was glad the soapy water was hiding his erection.

“I am fine, really,” Alex said, even though it felt wonderful having someone else wash that hard to reach area.

“Really, you weren't even using a washcloth!” Zura said with a laugh.

“Uh, I was going to... to use one,” Alex said.

“When? Tomorrow?” she asked.

“You don’t have to do this?” Alex said as she lifted up his arm and rubbed at his underarm. Alex flinched- he was a bit ticklish there. His sudden movement splashed some water onto Zura.

“Ticklish?” she said with a laugh as she flicked some soap bubbles off of her arm.

“Sorry,” Alex said with a grin.

“This reminds me of when I would help Mother wash one of my little sisters,” Zura said as she laid the cloth on the side of the tub and stood up.

The Tarenian walked over to the bed and slid off her white robe. Alex mouth dropped as he saw her standing there in nothing but a small white pair of panties. She was stunning.

“What are you doing?” he said as he recovered his senses.

“My sisters always made a mess. I don’t want to get my robes soaked,” she said simply as she knelt behind him again.

“Do you have many sisters?” Alez asked as she worked on his shoulders.

“Oh yes, many. My father has many wives,” she said.

Alex should not be surprised by the various mating and marriage customs on Ktor. But it was still somewhat strange to him as a man from Earth.

“Does that mean that your father is an important man in Taren?” Alex asked, recalling the tribal leader he had met who had 17 wives.

Zura paused her rubbing for a moment.

“He is certainly well off, I would say,” Zura answered before resuming her work on him.

Alex let his body relax with a contented sigh as she rubbed the back of his neck. Well, all but a certain part was relaxed, he thought with a small smile.

“Do you like that?" Zura asked as she continued rubbing the back of his neck and traps.

“Umm, hmmm,” Alex mumbled.

Zura let out a little laugh. She gently pushed him forward so she could reach the small of his back.

“It’s been years since I’ve done this. And... I’ve never helped a male wash. Please let me know if I am doing something wrong,” she said.

“You’re doing great,” Alex told her.

Zura gently pulled him so that his back was leaning against the tub wall. She leaned into him and lathered up his chest as her arms snaked past his neck. He could feel her warm breasts pressing against his shoulders.

His erection grew even stiffer as she rubbed at his stomach muscles. Her hands were coming tantalizingly close to his cock. Zura slid her arms back as she stood up. Alex watched her walk around to the foot of the tub, the washcloth dripping water along the floor.

She kneeled down, gracefully sitting on her heels. Alex loved the way she moved with such effortless grace. He literally could just watch her for hours, he thought.

Zura reached a hand into the water and pulled up one of his feet. She gently massaged his foot with the soapy washcloth. The shift in his body caused his erection to poke out of the water.

Alex watched her work on his foot with half closed eyes. It was a strange feeling of relaxation and sexual tension as she massaged first one and then his other foot. As she slid her hands up to his calf, she paused in surprise. Alex saw that she was staring at his cock as it poked out of the water.

Zura’s eyes lingered on his erection for a time as she bit at her lower lip with her bright white teeth. She glanced at his face for a moment before concentrating on his calf. Alex wasn’t sure but he could swear that her face had turned a deeper shade of red.

Zura massaged his other calf before she stood up again. She shifted her position so that she could kneel at his side, near the side table. Alex noticed that she studiously avoided looking at his cock as she changed position.

Alex fought the desire to grab her and pull her into the tub with him. Zura was gorgeous and he was burning with desire for her.

Zura grabbed the small pitcher and dunked it into the tub, filling it with water.

“Lean forward,” she said to him.

Alex obliged and the Tarenian slowly poured water on his head, soaking his hair. She repeated the process one more time before setting the pitcher aside and picking up the soap again.

Zura leaned forward and used the bar to lather up his scalp and hair.

“Close your eyes,” Zura admonished.

Alex laughed.

“That’s not so easy to do,” he said to her.

“Why not,” she said as she paused and looked at him with a puzzled expression.

“Because you are so beautiful, I don’t want to close my eyes,” Alex said.

Zura bit her bottom lip again and he saw her nostrils flare. She was breathing heavily. Alex reluctantly closed his eyes.

Zura finished washing his hair. She cautioned him to keep his eyes closed as she poured water over his head.

Alex opened his eyes. Zura gently brushed his wet hair back from his forehead.

“I’m almost done,” she said softly as she trailed her hand down his cheek to his chest.

Her gaze travelled down to his cock.

“May, I touch you?” she asked softly.

“Please, do,” Alex told her.

Her hand travelled down to where his cock was sticking out of the water. She gently brushed her fingers over his tip before trailing them down the side of his shaft. Zura then lightly wrapped her hand around him with gentle pressure.

“It feels so strange. Hard and yet soft to the touch. It feels so hot to my touch,” Zura said as her golden eyes stared at his erection.

Instinctively she began stroking his cock, her hand moving in a slow up and down motion.

“It's so much larger than I imagined it would be,” she said as she leaned forward to see it better.

Alex, unable to fight the urge any longer, reached out and trailed his fingers along the smooth red skin of her back. Zura glanced at him with a smile.

“Let me finish what I was doing,” she said as she took the wet cloth in her other hand and used it to soap up his cock.

Alex couldn’t help but flinch for a moment as she used her soapy hands to massage his shaft. Zura paused her motion and looked at him in alarm.

“Am I hurting you?” she said with genuine concern in her voice.

“No, No. Your touch... it's amazing. Combined with the energy flowing between us... it is almost overwhelming,” Alex explained.

“Oh,” Zura said and then she continued to stroke him, this time watching his face as she did so.

It was very sensual watching a beautiful girl massaging him in such a way. Alex tilted his head back and took a deep breath. He could see Zura’s eyes glowing. She was breathing faster, and her hand motion was increasing in tempo.

With a smile Alex reached down and held her hand. She looked at him in confusion, uncertain as to what she was feeling.

Alex gently took a hold of her chin. Tilting her head towards him, he leaned over and kissed her. The sexual energy flowing between them coiled and swirled inside of them. Alex’s heart was racing.

“Bath time is over,” Alex said as he broke off the kiss.

Zura looked at him with an expression of confusion mixed with disappointment.

Alex smiled and he slowly stood up in the tub. The Tarenian eyes were drawn to his cock. It was sticking straight out and was at about her eye level.

Alex leaned over and grabbed his towel, using it to quickly dry off his body before tossing it on the floor. Zura was sitting on her heels, watching him.

Alex stepped out of the tub. He leaned over and took her by the hands, helping her to stand. He pulled her close and leaned his head down to kiss her softly on the lips. Zura let out a soft sigh.

He ran his hands over her body, feeling her warmth as the energy flowing between them made their heartbeats quicken. Zura lifted her arms to his chest and rubbed his muscles before sliding her arms down and around his waist.

Alex deepened their kiss as his tongue tasted her mouth. She moaned softly as her tongue began to return the favor, dancing along in an interplay of desire.

Alex cupped her bottom and gently lifted her so that she was leaning on his chest. He carefully walked over to the bed, maintaining their intimate kiss.

He broke off the kiss as he sat her down on the bed. She leaned back on her elbows.

Alex just looked at her for a moment. She was so beautiful with her thick lustrous black hair and golden eyes. Her body was beautiful with a sweet swell to her breasts and hips.

“What?” Zura asked as she looked up at him.

“I was just appreciating how beautiful you are,” Alex said to her.

Zura beamed at the compliment, giving him a dazzling smile. Alex reached down and gently moved her so that he could lay next to her.

They kissed for a time, savoring each other’s warmth and the energy that moved between their bodies. Alex squeezed her bottom and stroked the smooth skin of her thigh.

After a bit he broke off their kiss and shifted his body so that he could kiss and lick her breasts. She had small aureoles of a deep red color topped with taught little nipples. Alex alternated licking them and then blowing on them, causing little goosebumps to form across the tip of her breasts.

“Oh, that feels so strange,” Zura said as she lay back on the bed, enjoying his ministrations.

Alex smiled and then he kissed and licked his way to the flat plane of her belly. He paused to stick his tongue in her little belly button, which elicited a little giggle from Zura. He shifted his position so that he was down by her thighs.

Alex carefully lifted her bottom as he pulled down her panties, slowly sliding them down her long red legs. Once he got them past her pretty little feet, he tossed them to the floor.

Alex slid his palm along the smooth skin of her calf and thighs. Then he began to lightly caress her inner thighs, gently pushing her legs apart as he did so.

Zura lay there looking at him with an unreadable expression in her golden eyes. She was biting her lower lip again, Alex noticed.

Alex slowly worked his fingers to the point where her legs met. He lightly tickled the outside of her folds, causing her to jump a little bit at his touch.

“Are you all right,” Alex asked with a smile.

Zura nodded but didn’t say anything.

Alex slowly worked one of his fingers inside the outer part of her folds. He could feel her warmth and wetness. He moved his finger in a circular pattern as he tickled her entrance.

Zura started wiggling her hips in response to his touch. Alex smiled, glad that his touch could give her pleasure.

He slowly slid his finger into her tunnel. He was surprised at how tight she was.

“Alex,” she gasped as her thighs clamped down on his hand.

“It's all right. Just breathe, relax and enjoy my touch,” he said quietly.

Zura nodded and slowly unclenched her thighs. Alex began moving his finger gently in and out of her. Zura began wiggling her hips again with an occasional little spasm as her muscles reacted to his intimate invasion.

Alex slowly slid a second finger into her. Zura arched her back a little and began breathing heavily.

“Oh Alex... that feels... so strange... but so good,” she said between breaths.

Alex slowly withdrew his fingers as he shifted his body. He gently pushed her legs apart and settled in between her legs where he began to kiss the soft skin of her thighs.

Alex alternated between one thigh and the other slowly working his way up to her glistening opening. He gently blew on her, eliciting a little squeal of delight from the Tarenian.

He slowly touched his tongue to her opening, causing her body to spasm.

“Oh!” she gasped.

Alex gently kissed and licked her as his hands gently massaged the back of her thighs. Alex pushed his tongue into her causing her to gasp again as her thighs clenched the sides of his head.

Alex continued to gently lick and kiss her as her thighs relaxed, spreading farther apart to allow him easier access. She was panting heavily now.

Alex inhaled her musky aroma as he tasted her sweetness on his tongue. She tasted like no other woman he had been with before.

Alex shifted his hands to her bottom as he held her tight, quickening the motions of his tongue as he drove it in and out of her entrance. The energy flowing between them was driving both of them wild.

Zura was wiggling and gasping. She spread her thighs farther apart as she ground herself into his mouth. Alex released one of her cheeks so he could slowly slide a finger into her again as his tongue worked on her hard little nub.

As he began working his finger in and out of her while simultaneously kissing and licking her most intimate parts, Zura let out a gasp. With a little cry, Zura’s body convulsed in a mighty orgasm. Alex could feel her muscles clenching around his finger.

He continued kissing and gently stroking her as she slowly came down from her high. As her breathing calmed, Alex shifted his body upwards and leaned on his hands so that he could look down at her.

He smiled at how wonderful she looked. Her black hair was spread out around her. Her eyes were closed as she savored what had just happened to her body.

Alex leaned down and kissed her breast. He worked his way up to her neck and then he caught her mouth in a long kiss. Her arms wrapped around his midsection as she pulled him down on top of her.

Alex kissed her for a time as he felt the energy in her body quickening. He was surprised as he realized that he had become able to sense the ebb and flow of the sexual energy in her and himself.

Zura began to kiss him in earnest, her tongue becoming the aggressor as her tongue danced with his tongue.

“I want, I need to feel that again,” she said as she paused her kisses for a moment before plunging her tongue into his mouth again.

Alex had been struggling to control his body. He wanted to drive himself deep into her.

He reached down and guided himself to her entrance. She was wet, but she still felt so tight. He started pushing past her outer folds, working his tip in.

Zura let out a little gasp of surprise as she felt him trying to enter her. She froze, unmoving underneath him.

“This isn’t going to work,” she said as she looked up at him with confusion in her eyes.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“You’re not going to fit,” she said softly, looking up at him with sadness in her eyes.

“Trust me I will take it slow,” Alex said as he slowly pulled his tip out to her edge before pushing in again a little deeper.

Zura winced in pain as her legs clenched around him.

“What’s wrong,” Alex asked in concern.

“I will be all right. My mother told me that the first time would hurt a little. I just never imagined that you would be so large,” she said softly.

“Wait, this is your first time?” Alex asked in surprise.

Zura nodded, biting her bottom lip again.

“Once I joined the White Witches, there was no need to worry about marriage or boys. I honestly thought I would never do this,” she said softly.

Alex started pulling away from her.

“But I want to do this. The way you touched me a little bit ago was incredible,” she added as she held onto him tightly, refusing to let him pull away from her.

Alex frowned. He didn’t want to cause her pain. But he wanted her so desperately. He leaned down to kiss her.

He kept his cock still, just leaving the tip inside of her. As he felt her desire rising in her, he slowly started working his way in and out of her. With each stroke he was pushing slightly deeper into her.

After a short time, he felt her body respond to him. Zura started to match his gentle thrusts, helping him reach deeper and deeper inside of her. Finally with a final thrust, Alex buried himself to the hilt inside of her tight hot passage. She arched her back with a low moan at the feel of him filling her up completely.

The sweat beaded at his brow as he fought to control himself. Zura looked up at him in concern.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

Alex gave her a smile.

“It is difficult to hold on to my self control. You are so beautiful. Your body feels so wonderful. I just want to plunge myself into you,” Alex said with a little smile, his breathing quickening as he fought against his passion.

Zura’s eyes glowed with desire at his words. She pulled his head down into a passionate kiss as she began to grind herself against his erection.

Alex could control himself no longer as he began to pound his cock into her. Zura broke off their kiss with little cries of pleasure and pain as her body shuddered in another orgasm.

Alex let out a grunt as he drove himself deep into her pussy, his cock exploding in a wave of pleasure inside of her. Breathing hard he collapsed on top of her. Zura held him close with one arm as she tenderly stroked his hair with her other hand.

After a few minutes he propped himself on his elbows and looked down at her with concern.

“Are you all right? Are you in pain?” he asked her.

Zura gave him a little smile.

“A little. But it was worth it,” she said as she lifted her head up to give him a quick kiss.

Alex nodded. He rolled off her and then he pulled her into his arms. They lay there for a time letting their bodies recover.


Chapter forty-eight


“How are you feeling?” Alex asked the Zura. They had been lying in bed for almost an hour.

Zura seemed to be pondering the question. He felt her body shift and wiggle as she lay next to him.

“Better. I was feeling quite sore afterwards,” she said contemplatively.

“I could be wrong, but it seems that being boosted helps your body heal faster,” Alex explained.

“That could be true,” Zura said.

Then she sat up in bed suddenly.

“Wait, I’m boosted!” she said in surprise.

“Well, yes,” Alex said with a laugh.

Zura looked down at him and playfully slapped his stomach.

“You had me so distracted with your lovemaking, that I forgot!” she said excitedly.

Alex just smiled.

Zura held her palm out before her. An energy sphere formed in her palm. As the Witch concentrated on it, it slowly grew larger until it was the size of a basketball.

“Amazing!” she said as she gazed at the sphere. After a few moments she let it dissipate.

She jumped out of bed. Standing at the foot of the bed, she made a large energy sphere in each palm.

“Be careful, you don’t destroy the Guildhouse!” Alex cautioned.

With a nod, Zura let the balls fade away.

“I need to go someplace that I can practice!” she said excitedly.

Alex thought about it. It was still an hour or two until dinner and the sun would be up for a few hours afterwards.

“I will ask Master Kev if we can borrow a couple of horses. We will go out of the city so you can try out your enhanced power without hurting anyone,” Alex suggested.

They dressed and went in search of Master Kev. A half hour later they were riding out of the north gate towards the nearby hills. They soon found a secluded spot well away from any of the outlying farms and pastures.

Zura practiced with different sized energy spheres. She was able to throw the balls farther than before and she could merge the two basketball sized spheres into an even larger sphere.

Zura then practiced making a staff. Her first attempt she created a comically long one. With some practice, she was able to create a normal sized staff. But this one burned brightly with sparkles of energy running up and down its length.

“Is it heavier?” Alex asked.

“No not really. It just feels like if I strike something with it, I will do a lot more damage,” she said.

As the sun dipped low in the horizon, Zura practiced making energy shields. She could craft two medium sized shields, one in each hand. She could also fashion a much larger shield that easily covered her whole body.

“We should head back to Kargosk,” Alex said.

“But I’m not even tired!” Zura said with a pout.

“No, not yet. But we don’t know how long that will last. When the boost runs out, you will fall into a deep sleep. And we have no idea how long that sleep will last,” he explained patiently.

“Very well,” she said, and they headed back to the city, getting there just as they were about to close the gates.

After the horses were put away, Alex suggested they get something to eat.

“I am not hungry,” Zura protested.

“That is another side effect of the boosting. You won’t be tired or hungry until the boost is finished. You won’t be able to sleep. But it's best to eat something to give your body the fuel it needs to function,” he explained.

They both ordered a bowl of stew from the Guildhouse dining room and washed it down with some water.

Afterwards they went back to her room where Zura asked him some questions about boosting. Alex didn’t have much else to offer her. He was still trying to fully understand what it meant to be Elder Touched.

After they had talked for a while, Zura walked over to Alex and sat on his lap.

“I wish to experience making love with you again,” she whispered in his ear as she kissed his neck.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Alex said as he turned to look in her eyes.

“You are right about healing. My body is no longer sore. I wish to take advantage of this healing. Show me more about lovemaking,” she said with an eager look in her eyes as the energy surged through their bodies.

Alex was already aroused by her the feel of her body against his. He needed no further invitation. He picked her up and sat her on the bed.

He sat down next to her as they alternated kissing and removing articles of clothing. Finally naked, they tumbled down onto the bed as they kissed.

“I want you to be on top this time,” Alex said to her.

“What do you mean?” Zura asked.

Alex lifted her so that she lay on his chest.

“Straddle me by putting your knees outside of my hips,” he said and she obliged him.

“Now you can guide me into you when you are ready. You can set the pace of our lovemaking. Take as much or as little of me inside of you as you want,” Alex said.

Zura’s golden eyes lit up even brighter as she considered what he said. She lifted herself up on her knees and positioned herself over his cock. Reaching her hand down she guided his thick erection towards her entrance.

Zura let out a little gasp as she pushed herself onto him, taking a little bit inside of her. Alex held still, letting her set the pace of her penetration. Zura lifted up slowly and then pushed down on him again, taking a little more of him inside.

She repeated the process a few more times until she had about half his length inside of her. She leaned forward on one hand as her other hand still grasped the base of his shaft. She tilted her head so she could see his length going inside of her as she pushed down on him a little more.

“I can’t believe all of that was inside of me a little while ago,” Zura said as she tossed her head back so she could see his face.

An expression of pleasure crossed her face as she pushed more of him inside of her. She bit her lip again as she looked at him with desire.

Alex was having trouble controlling himself, she looked so hot as she was taking more and more of his cock inside of her tight, hot pussy.

Zura was making little moaning noises, her eyes closed as she took the rest of him using little thrusts to force all of him into her. She was gasping and she had to take a moment to adjust to his size again.

With torturous slowness she lifted her hips up to the point that he almost fell out of her before reversing the motion. With equally agonizing slowness she took all of his length again.

She repeated the motion, again and again, each time increasing the tempo. Alex gradually began to move his hips. He started to gently match her thrusts with little thrusts of his own. He slowly increased the force of his thrusts.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Zura repeated as she began to buck wildly in a mighty orgasm.

The sight of this exotic woman riding him to her orgasm pushed Alex over the edge as the sexual energy flowing through their bodies powered him to a shuddering orgasm as he came again and again inside of her.

Zura collapsed on top of him, breathless. Alex kissed the top of her head as he wrapped his arms protectively around her.

They rested for a time and then Zura started asking him questions about sex. Alex was still surprised that such a beautiful young woman as Zura was inexperienced. She asked him about different positions and why he had kissed her privates in that fashion before they had made love the first time.

Alex smiled at her curiosity. Then he remembered that she was a very driven girl. She wanted to be the best of the best. He wondered if she would think of sex as another subject that must be mastered. That could be quite interesting, he thought.

They spent the night and the early morning hours trying out different positions. It was certainly the most interesting night of lovemaking that he had ever experienced. Zura was insatiable in her curiosity.

“What shall we try-” Zura stopped talking as Alex laid a finger across her lovely lips.

“Shhhh! Let’s just enjoy each other’s company for a bit,” Alex said with a little laugh.

“What’s wrong?” Zura said as she looked at him with a frown.

“Fortunately, I am boosted, or you will be the death of me,” he said with a smile.

“Wait? What do you mean?” she said as her frown turned to a look of concern.

“I’m joking. But the sun has been up for a little while now. We should have a little bit to eat and see what the others are up to,” he explained.

Zura gave him a pout, but then nodded her head.


Chapter forty-nine


They shared a plate of fruit and cheese before heading out to the courtyard. They found Arban and Janx practicing. Janx was using a broom handle to simulate spear attacks while Arban used a shield to block them.

When they saw Alex and Zura approach, they took a break from their exertions.

“There you are. I was wondering where you too had disappeared to!” the Orc said with a smile.

“Lady Zura wished to experience boosting,” Alex explained.

“Interesting,” Janx said.

“Boosting, eh? Is that what the young folks call it these days?” the Orc said with a wink and a smile.

Zura stood up straight and proud.

“I assure you that what I and Alex did was for the benefit of increasing my knowledge on a very rare and poorly understood Power,” she said coldly.

“I’m sure you have only the purest of intentions, my Lady,” Arban said with a deep bow as he tried to hide his smile.

“I shall be in the dining room if you require anything of me,” Zura said as she gracefully turned and walked back to the Guildhouse.

“Do you think it was wise to show her your Power?” Janx asked.

Alex shrugged.

“She has suspected me for some time now and I think she would have hounded me until she got her answer. She is a very determined young woman. And she is quite beautiful,” Alex said with a smile.

“That may be, but don’t make a habit of making decisions with your small head instead of your big head. You connect with the wrong woman and it could lead to disaster,” the Orc said sternly.

Alex nodded. He watched the two men spar for a time and then he joined in as well, taking turns working first with Arban and then with Janx. He was mindful of his enhanced strength and was careful to avoid injuring them.

It was good practice at moderating his blows and actions. There could come a time where he would want to disable and capture an opponent rather than kill them.

Afterwards, Alex headed back to the Guildhouse. Zura was seated at one of the tables reading.

“Where are you going?” she asked as he walked by her table.

“I’m going up to check on Taiya. She should be awake sometime this afternoon,” he said.

“This afternoon?” Zura asked with a surprised look on her face.

“Yes,” Alex said as he headed up the stairs.

The Wood Elf was still sleeping soundly. Alex brushed her auburn hair from her face and kissed her forehead. He closed the door behind him as he left the room.

He was surprised to find Zura waiting outside in the corridor. She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him into her room, closing the door behind them.

Alex was about to ask her what she wanted when she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him into a deep kiss.

He felt the sexual energy surging through her body and his own responding to it. She stopped kissing him for a moment to pull off his tunic. Then she kissed him again.

“I want you again and I want you now!” she said as she took him by the hand again and pulled him to the bed.

Alex was surprised by her actions, but he was also turned on by her aggressiveness. His cock was already rock hard for her. In a few moments their clothes were on the floor and Zura was riding him, letting her passion run wild.

Afterwards, as they lay next to each other, breathing hard after their lovemaking, Alex gave her a grin.

“That was certainly unexpected. I didn’t think you would want to make love again so soon,” Alex said.

“I wanted to take advantage of having you all to myself for a little while longer. You said that Taiya is waking up soon. Making love is such an amazing experience. She will probably want you all to herself when she wakes up,” Zura replied as she reached out a hand to caress his face.

Alex smiled and grabbed her hand, giving it a kiss.

“The first thing Taiya will want is some food. She will be ravenous. Then she will probably want to take a bath,” he said with a smile.

“Yes, but afterwards, I’m sure she will want to make love with you!” Zura said.

Alex laughed.

“This may come as a surprise, but Taiya and I have only made love a few times,” Alex explained.

“You’re joking! I would want to do this every day!” she replied, her brows furrowed in confusion.

Alex grinned at her and reached out a hand to caress her face and long black hair.

“I know you don’t have anything to compare it too, but boosted sex is incredible. That sexual energy flowing through our bodies makes the experience so much more intense.

“But you’re forgetting the price we have to pay. If I make love to Taiya, she will be awake and boosted for three days, but then she will sleep like a dead person for three days. And even I have to sleep for a full day,” he explained.

“Oh. I had not considered that,” she said with a sheepish smile.

“How long do you think I will sleep for?” she asked after considering the implications.

“I’m not sure. It seems that the more Power the woman possesses, the longer she sleeps. Taiya is strong and she sleeps for three days. The Power that I feel when I touch you is strong as well. Not as strong as Taiya’s but still quite powerful,” Alex said.

“They say that Elemental Dancers naturally hold the strongest Power in their bodies. It is pure raw Power that even the strongest Warlock is unable to match,” Zura said thoughtfully.

“I don’t expect you to fall asleep until tomorrow,” Alex said.

Zura looked thoughtful as she considered the possibilities. Her hand caressed his shoulder.

“Make sure you stay near the Guildhouse tomorrow. Exhaustion will hit you suddenly and soon you will not be able to stay awake,” Alex cautioned her.

“I was only planning on reading. And perhaps making love to you,” she said with a little smile as her golden eyes glowed with desire again.

Alex laughed and pulled her into a kiss.


Chapter fifty


That afternoon, Alex and Janx were sitting with Zura. Janx had asked her about Wizards and Witches and she was reading him the passages about the different Mage Councils on Ktor. Alex had heard it before on their journey to Kargosk, but he still paid close attention. He wanted to make sure he absorbed as much information about Ktor as possible.

Alex saw Taiya coming down the steps and he rose to greet her. She laughed as he pulled her into his arms and gave her a kiss.

“I know you are starving, what would you like to eat,” he asked.

“Anything really. I feel like I could eat a whole Oxcow by myself,” she said as she sat down at their table.

Alex went up to the servant who was standing by the bar and ordered a number of various dishes for the Elf. He told the woman to charge it to his account.

As he walked back to the table, he saw Taiya and Zura were talking to each other excitedly.

“What are you two so excited about?” Alex asked.

“The Witch has informed Taiya that you have claimed her!” Janx said as he held a triumphant fist in the air.

Taiya and Zura looked at Janx and then at each other. The women started laughing.

“Let’s just say that Zura was catching me up on events I missed while I was sleeping,” Taiya said as she looked at him with her green eyes gleaming with mirth.

The servant brought the plates of food and set them in front of Taiya while Alex poured her a cup of water. Taiya looked at the food apprehensively.

“Food in the Guildhouse is expensive! I could just eat in the bunkhouse kitchen,” Taiya said as she looked at Alex with a frown.

Alex gave her a smile.

“The bunkhouse kitchen won't be serving dinner for another hour or two. Don’t worry, I put it on my account,” Alex said.

Taiya only frowned at him.

“Besides, we both have ample funds. We still haven’t touched all the things that Dav Karlo gave to us,” Alex said with a laugh.

“Just because we have it, does not me we should waste it!” the Elf said.

Then she took a deep breath and relaxed.

“I’m sorry. I had been saving my money for a long time. When I lost it all in the Empty Lands... it was quite depressing,” she said with a wry smile.

Alex nodded and Taiya dug into her plates with gusto. The others watched in amusement as she hungrily devoured the food in front of her.

While she ate, Alex told her about his meeting with Lady Renna. He explained why they thought that Orzetz’s secret meetings were with Elves.

“Our best guess is that the Elves are hired messengers as no one could think of any nearby Elf Kingdoms that would be involved in what’s happening in the Greenspring Valley,” Alex said.

“Did Renna try to thank you some more?” Taiya asked as she paused between bites.

“I was with Alex,” Zura said.

“Good.” Taiya smiled at the Tarenian.

“Yes, better to leave her wanting more in case Alex needs a favor from her in the future,” Zura said with a serious look.

“I like how you think!” Taiya said and nodded at the Tarenian.

There wasn’t much else to tell Taiya, so they waited for her to finish eating.

“Let me treat you all to a pastry. Zura and I found a stand in the market that makes some incredible desserts,” Alex said.

A little later, the four of them were seated at a table in the market plaza. Taiya had asked for two pieces, trying the cheesecake and a small cherry tart. Zura went with an egg custard again while Janx and Alex tried fig tarts.

Alex sat back in his chair, enjoying the late afternoon sunshine. The air was definitely warmer, and he wondered if the spring season was turning into summer here.

Alex thanked the universe for his good fortune. He was living an exciting new life on Ktor. In addition to his friend Arban, Alex had added a new friend in the Foxman.

He then looked at the beautiful Wood Elf and the exotic Tarenian. He could have never imagined having such amazingly Powerful and beautiful women as his lovers back on Earth.

As he looked at Zura, he wondered what would happen with her. Could she join them on a permanent basis as Taiya had suggested?

He would find out soon enough. For now, he would take life as it came to him. They still had to uncover who was behind the troubles in this region. The White Witches and the Caravan Guards were both interested in solving that mystery. That should help keep Zura with them for the time being.

After they finished, they headed back to the Guildhouse to see if Arban had any new news.


Chapter fifty-one


A few days later Alex sat with the "team” of friends at a dining room table in the Guildhouse. Zura and Alex had fallen asleep after being boosted for two days. Alex woke up in the middle of the night, his stomach hungry, but not ravenous.

Alex guessed that he had slept for about twelve to sixteen hours. Zura slept for two full days and had awoken in the afternoon. Like Taiya, she was starving. After eating a generous amount of food, the Tarenian had gone upstairs to take a bath.

The rest of the team were discussing the value of the gifts that Dav Karlo had given them. Master Kev had asked them earlier if they planned on storing or selling them, because he would have to start charging them storage fees.

“I will happily buy the furs from you, if you don’t want them,” Arban reminded them.

“Those furs are supposed to be amazing at keeping you warm, even in the frozen lands of the south,” Taiya said.

“I was going to sell the oil. I can’t see myself using that anytime in the near future,” Alex said and Arban nodded.

“I want to hold on to my silk cloth. I will have a seamstress fashion something out of it... I just don’t know what yet,” Taiya said with a laugh.

“I will probably sell everything except for the fur and maybe the ring,” Janx said with a shrug.

Taiya glanced over towards the steps and then smiled warmly. Alex looked over his shoulder. Zura was coming down the steps.

She was wearing a different white robe this time. Her lovely shoulders were bare and two long slits in the robe showed over her smooth thighs as she walked. Her black hair was still damp and she had it pulled back in a ponytail.

“Have you decided what you will do with your-,” Zura paused mid-sentence as she was walking toward them.

Zura’s eyes flew open in surprise as she stumbled. She fell to her hands and knees, narrowly missing a chair. Alex jumped out of his chair, sending it falling backwards with a crash. As he rushed over to help her, he swore he saw a little sparkle of blue energy circle her head for a moment before it faded away.

Alex helped her to a chair as everyone else rushed over to help. Zura's eyes were glazed over for a moment, and she was breathing heavily.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Here, drink a little water,” Taiya said as she held a cup to her lips.

Zura took a few sips as her eyes returned to normal and her breathing calmed.

“Are you all right?” Alex asked again.

Zura nodded.

“What happened?” Taiya asked.

“My... my connection is broken,” she said with a confused frown.

“What connection?” Alex asked.

Zura took a deep breath. She looked for words to explain.

“Wizards and Witches can form a connection... a bond, with another Mage. This allows us to communicate over long distances with each other,” she said to them.

“Is that bond the strange blue bird that I saw you with?” Janx asked.

“Yes, that is part of the message,” Zura said with a nod.

“I was bonded with my mentor, Master Nella,” she added.

“I saw a sparkle of Power around your head a moment ago as you fell down,” Alex told her.

Zura frowned as she considered what Alex had said.

“Is Master Nella the only person you are bonded with?” Alex asked.

“Yes, as far as we know, it is only possible to bond with one person at a time,” she said with a nod.

“Did she sever the bond?” Alex asked.

“Impossible! Both of us have to be present to form the bond and to break the bond. The only other way it can be severed...” Zura paused as her eyes flew open.

“Master Nella is dead,” the Witch said softly.

“What!” Arban said.

Taiya let out a little gasp.

“It is the only possibility,” Zura said as she hung her head in sorrow.

Alex and Taiya put their hands on her shoulders, offering her what little comfort they could.

Alex’s mind was spinning as he considered what the news meant. He had never met Master Nella. He didn’t know what her age or health condition was. What he did know was that Zura had told him that her mentor had gone back to Zenkova to investigate the assassinations and murders there.

“Was she in poor health,” Taiya asked her gently.

“She was in excellent health. She was older, but not frail,” Zura said as she looked up again.

“I fear that she was murdered,” Zura said flatly.

Alex was thinking the same thing.

“I must go to Zenkova,” Zura said, but Alex could see a glimmer of uncertainty in her eyes.

“Don’t worry, I will come with you,” Alex said.

A look of relief came across her troubled face.

“As will I,” Taiya added.

“As will I,” Janx said.

Everyone looked to the Orc who was watching them with a blank expression. Then he shrugged his shoulders and gave them a grin that showed his canines.

“I guess we’re going to Zenkova,” Arban said.

The End of Book 2
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Kargosk Outskirts

The moons of Ktor were high in the starry night sky. A few stray clouds drifted slowly by, casting dark shadows on the ground. The Greenspring River flowed slowly past the sleeping city of Kargosk.

East of the city, the river passed by two grain mills located along the shore. The water wheels were silent, awaiting the morning light when they would be allowed to spin again. The wheels would power heavy millstones which would grind grain into flour. It was a peaceful night, the only noise coming from the gentle splashing of the river along the nearby dock.

From the northeast, two horsemen silently approached. The riders wore hooded cloaks and their black horses had plain harnesses and unadorned saddles.

Next to the mills were two large warehouses, one for storing grain and one for storing flour. A stable housed mules and some of the transport wagons. A smaller building was home to the mill's overseer and some of the workers.

The horsemen dismounted and walked their horses to the stable. They paused as they realized the stable hand was not there waiting for them. Handing his reins to his companion, one of the riders entered the building.

He found the groom sleeping on his mattress, near the doorway. One of the mules snorted softly, its sleep disturbed by the stranger’s presence.

The groom was startled awake by the booted foot of the rider pressing on his chest. The man blinked his eyes as fear rose in him.

“Where is the overseer?” the rider asked in a cold, quiet voice.

“F-f-forgive me sir! I wasn’t told you were coming tonight!” the man stammered.

“Fetch him and be quick about it!” the rider commanded.

The cloaked man lifted his boot off the groom and stepped back. The groom scrambled out of his bed and hurried towards the house, pausing a moment to bow to the rider who was waiting in the courtyard. The first rider walked out and whispered to his companion.

A few minutes later, the overseer and the groom exited the house. They hurried over to the cloaked riders.

“I am sorry, good sirs! I did not know you were coming!” the overseer said, breathlessly.

The overseer was uncertain, but he suspected that the two were the same Elves who came periodically to the mill to meet his former employer.

“It is the appointed time. Where is Orzetz?” the second rider asked angrily.

The overseer, a portly middle-aged man, was sweating profusely. He looked at the groom who was nervously shuffling from foot to foot.

“Orzetz is dead sir!” the overseer blurted out nervously.

The riders looked at each other in surprise.

“What happened to Orzetz?” the second rider asked coldly.

“Dav Karlo attacked House Orzetz. He murdered everyone there!” the overseer said as he wiped the sweat off his brow.

“What of Krazno?” the rider asked.

“Karlo killed him as well,” the overseer said quietly.

The riders looked at each other. The second rider nodded and a moment later their swords hissed out of their sheaths. Before the mill workers could cry out, two blades flashed in the moonlight, piercing their throats.

The riders lowered their blades, letting the bodies slump to the ground. The riders looked about. Not seeing anyone, they wiped their swords on the dead men’s clothes. They quickly mounted their horses.

The two cloaked men glanced around one last time before riding back in the direction they had come from. Their unshod horses made little noise as they travelled across the ground.

Soon, the gentle lapping of the water was the only sound to be heard. The peaceful scene was marred only by the dead men’s blood seeping onto the moonlit ground.


Chapter one


Kargosk

“Keep the spear level when you swing it around!” Janx admonished as Alex practiced swinging his broomstick “spear”.

The two men were in the back courtyard of the Kargosk Caravan Guildhouse. Janx was showing Alex the finer points of spear fighting.

“Now thrust twice rapidly and jump back,” the Foxman said.

Alex did as he was instructed. Spear fighting was similar to the quarterstaff fighting that he and Arban practiced with occasionally. It also reminded Alex of pugil stick fighting he had practiced in the Army, back on Earth.

“Again!” The Foxman said.

Janx was four and a half feet tall and covered with short grey fur. He was wearing a pair of leggings and a sleeveless leather vest. Janx was barefoot, allowing his prehensile feet the ability to grab things. His pointy ears and tail twitched in agitation as he watched Alex with a critical eye.

“No! Keep the spear level, when you thrust. You will strike with more force if it is level!” Janx said as he used his broomstick to show Alex.

Alex smiled and nodded. He practiced the double thrust and jump move several more times. He made sure to keep his strikes level.

Alex was glad to see that Janx had come out of his reserved shell. When he had freed Janx from his long captivity in the Dwarven city of Igrim, the Foxman had been very quiet.

“Pay attention to Janx’s teachings. He is an expert with the spear and can teach you much more than I can,” Arban said from the side of the courtyard.

The Orc was leaning against the stable’s fence. He was holding a broomstick, waiting for his turn to practice with the Foxman again.

Arban was strongly built with green skin, dark eyes and large canine teeth. His head was hairless except for the very top. All the Orcs that Alex had seen wore leather ties in their hair which let their long hair flow down behind them in a ponytail. Arban had streaks of grey through his hair.

“Arban, I appreciate everything you have taught me,” Alex said as he practiced swinging the spear butt around in a vicious blow.

The Orc was a Wagon Master in the Caravan Guards. When Alex had joined, Arban had taken a liking to him and had taken him under his wing. Orcs believed in being proficient in as many weapons as possible and he had begun training with Alex in their free time.

Alex was grateful for the Orc’s help. Ktor had a medieval level of technology, without the rifles and pistols that Alex had been trained to fight with.

Janx attacked Alex with a series of jabs. Alex deftly parried the Foxman. The Foxman spun around, bringing his broomstick around towards Alex’s ribcage. Caught by surprise by the move, Alex swung his stick vertically, blocking Janx’s stick. The force of the blow, amplified by Alex’s strength sent the broomstick flying out of Janx’s hands.

The Orc ducked as the broomstick narrowly missed his head, flying into the stable yard.

“Sorry!” Alex said with a laugh.

Arban laughed as well. Janx just shook his head.

“Give me your stick and I will practice with Arban while you retrieve the broom stick you sent flying,” the Foxman said.

The Orc took Alex’s place while he nimbly vaulted over the fence. Alex was a Strongman with enhanced strength. His strength allowed him to jump 3 or 4 times higher than normal. When sparring with his friends, Alex did his best to control his swings so he wouldn’t accidentally hurt one of his friends. He retrieved the broomstick and then sat on the fence.

“Are you sure you don’t want to practice with two spears at the same time?” Alex yelled to the Orc as he watched him blocking Janx’s attacks.

“Ha! You jest, but I may have to try it someday,” The Orc said and then let out a grunt as Janx’s broomstick spear hit him in the midsection, knocking him back.

“Stay focused!” Janx said to Arban.

“Stop distracting me!” Arban said with a laugh as he regained his defensive posture.

Alex smiled. The Orc had become a good friend and mentor to him. Arban’s preferred weapons were two curved swords which he wielded at the same time. The clack-clack of sticks hitting each other reverberated through the courtyard as the men alternated between defending and attacking.

The three men practiced for about another hour. Afterwards, they headed to the bunkhouse kitchen for lunch. The only other occupants were a pair of Guildhouse workers eating at a table in the corner.

The kitchen would be very busy once the next Caravan arrived. The Guildhouse would become a hive of activity as the wagon drivers maneuvered the vehicles around the yard. Some of the goods would be unloaded into the warehouses while other goods were loaded on to the wagons. The influx of guards and workers would make the facility crowded for a few days until the caravan was ready to depart for its next destination.

The three of them grabbed plates of sliced mutton, hunks of a sweet yellow cheese and some loaves of a crusty brown bread. They washed it down with cups of water. As usual, Alex thought, the food was simple, tasty and filling.

They ate in silence, enjoying the break from their morning workout. Once they had finished, they headed towards the main Guildhouse building.


Chapter two


The dining room of the Guildhouse was a large room with a number of tables as well as a bar with stools located along one wall. Alex saw Taiya and Zura sitting at one of the tables. Zura had one of her books sitting on the table in front of her.

The red skinned Tarenian was an Adept of the White Witches. and was usually studying one of her books as she prepared to become a Master level Witch. The book was closed, however, and her golden eyes were staring into the distance, lost in her thoughts.

Taiya, an auburn-haired, green-eyed Wood Elf, gave Alex a smile. She was sitting next to Zura. Alex smiled back. The Elf was a powerful Flame Dancer.

The Wood Elf was the first person Alex had met when he had found himself on Ktor. Well, the first friendly person. Alex had been captured by a Harg and his Rockskin warriors. Taiya was also a prisoner. Together they had managed to kill their captors and escape.

Alex walked over to Zura and placed his hand on her shoulder. The Witch jumped as she felt the surge of sexual Power that flowed between them.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Alex said.

Zura gave him a little smile and nodded. Alex was getting used to the surge of sexual energy he felt whenever he touched a woman with Power like Zura or Taiya. Zura was still surprised by it.

“Are you all right,” Alex asked the Witch.

“Yes. I am still trying to understand how Master Nella could have been killed,” Zura said thoughtfully.

The previous evening, the communication bond that Zura had with her mentor, Master Nella had been broken. The Tarenian had explained that there were only two ways that that could happen. One way was if they mutually cancelled the bond together. The only other way was if one of them died.

Master Nella had been in Zenkova, investigating the murders in the city.

Alex nodded and released her shoulder. Taiya stood up out of her chair for a moment to give him a kiss on the cheek before sitting down again. The Wood Elf had asked Alex if she could be his life mate and he had accepted.

Alex was slowly becoming accustomed to the different lifestyles the people of Ktor followed. The Ktorians were a lot more relaxed about things like nudity and sex than Alex had been used to on Earth.

Having multiple wives or mates was a common practice in many of the countries and races of Ktor. Multiple husbands for one woman was also practiced by a few cultures like the Moon Elves.

Taiya wanted Alex to attach more women to himself. She was worried that because Alex was Elder Touched, powerful people or organizations would want to use Alex for their own ends. Surrounding him with strong women, especially if they had Power would help keep him safe.

Alex sat down across from the women. Arban and Janx had already taken seats.

As they journeyed to Kargosk, Zura had discovered that Alex was Elder Touched and she had been relentless in finding out all she could about his Power. Alex smiled as he remembered. She had practically thrown herself at him in her desire to see what it was like to be boosted.

Alex’s Power in addition to making him a Strongman, let him amplify a female’s Power. This happened after having sex and seemed to last for one to three days, depending on how strong the woman’s Power was.

Alex’s strength was also boosted from the sex and seemed to last from one to three days as well. The main difference was in the recovery time. Taiya, who was a naturally powerful Elemental Dancer, needed three days of sleep to recover from three days of boosted Power. Zura had required two days of rest for her two days of boost.

Alex’s rest seemed to last from about six to 24 hours of solid sleep, depending on how strong his lover was. Alex glanced at the Tarenian.

The White Witch was arrogant and entitled, but she was also smart and powerful. Once Taiya realized that Zura would stop at nothing until she had been boosted by Alex, she began to consider the possibility of adding her to the “team”. She had pushed Alex to make her his woman as well.

Zura could be annoying, but she was also a beautiful and strong woman. She had dedicated her life to studying instead of fun. When Alex had finally given in to her advances, Zura was an eager lover ready to explore and discover what she had been missing out on.

Taiya’s concern was the Tarenian’s loyalty to the White Witches. She hoped that she would be able to convince Zura to stay with them. The Elf hoped that the possibility of being able to study an Elder Touched in person would be enough to keep her with Alex.

“Ah, I am glad to find you all together,” Master Kev said as he entered the dining room and walked over to their table.

Kev was the Caravan Master of the Kargosk Guildhouse. He was an older Human, grey haired with years of experience managing trade.

“Master Arban told me that the five of you plan on departing for Zenkova soon. I am preparing dispatches for Master Daerona in Zenkova. She will need to be informed of the developments here in Kargosk and she can pass the information on to the Verbana Guildhouse,” Master Kev explained.

“I was hoping you would be able to deliver the dispatches for me. Of course, if you do, I will be able to pay you your standard daily rates as you will be on official business,” Master Kev added.

“Why do something for free, when you can get paid for it!” Arban said with a laugh.

“Indeed. Janx, you have proven yourself to be a valiant warrior. I wanted to ask if you would like to join the Caravan Guards. There is no long-term commitment. You can take on trips at your own desire,” the Caravan Master said as he looked towards the Foxman.

“I go where Alex goes,” Janx said as he looked towards Alex.

“I am going to Zenkova, you might as well earn some coin since we are going there anyway,” Alex said.

“Very well,” Janx nodded towards the Caravan Master.

“Good, stop by my office when you are ready and I will get you a paydisc,” Master Kev said with a smile.

“I will have the reports ready for Zenkova in the morning,” Master Kev added, before heading back to his office.

“It will be nice to get paid for a journey we were planning to make for free,” Taiya said with a happy smile.

“Yes, I suppose we can leave tomorrow after Master Kev has the dispatches ready,” Alex added.

“Depending on what time we leave, we may be able to make the first waystop before evening. We will be travelling much faster than a Caravan can with their loaded wagons,” the Orc said.

Everyone fell silent as they thought about their journey and what might await them in Zenkova.

“Zura, when you were in Zenkova with your mentor, did many people see you?” Alex asked thoughtfully.

Zura turned her golden-eyed gaze towards him as she considered his question.

“We were there for two days. We stayed at the Guildhouse but we did meet with the King and Queen. The White Witches do not hide our presence,” The Tarenian said with a frown.

“It would be hard to miss a red skinned Tarenian out here in the frontier. They are a rare sight outside of Taren,” Arban said.

“And you can see their robes from a distance. No one else dresses like that in this region,” Taiya added thoughtfully.

“What does that have to do with anything?” Zura asked as she looked around the table at them.

“The people that killed Master Nella will recognize you,” Alex explained.

Zura sat ramrod straight. Her eyes began to glow with little sparkles of Power as she became angry.

“Of course, they will recognize me! They will know who it is that brings righteous vengeance upon them for the slaying of Master Nella!” Zura’s face was flushed, and her voice was loud in her anger.

“Relax, Zura,” Alex said as he made calming motions with his hands.

“We will find out who killed your mentor and make them pay for it. But we can’t rush into Zenkova without knowing the situation there. Whoever killed your mentor was strong enough to defeat a Master level White Witch. They will see you as a threat and I don’t want you to get hurt,” he added.

Zura took a deep breath. Her eyes returned to normal, and she leaned back into her chair.

“One does not rush into an Omodo’s lair, without first seeing how many Omodo’s are in there,” the Foxman added.

Alex had no idea what an Omodo was, but he nodded in agreement.

“You will need a disguise,” Alex said as he considered their options.

“A disguise?” Zura said as she looked down at her white robes.

“The clothes are easy. But how are we going to hide her red skin and yellow eyes?” Arban asked.

“There should be a cosmetics shop in a city as large as Kargosk. They might have powders that we can use to lighten or darken her skin tone,” Taiya suggested.

“What about her eyes? They are very unique around here,” the Orc asked with a frown.

“I know somebody that might be able to help. I will go pay her a visit and see if she can help,” Alex said.

Taiya and Zura looked at each other.

“We’re coming with you,” they said in unison as they looked at Alex.

Arban started laughing as he realized who Alex was going to visit.


Chapter three


A short time later, Alex found himself stepping out of the carriage Taiya had hired to take them to see Lady Renna. The man standing by the gate of House Pantera was the old man who had led Alex, Dav Karlo and the rest of them through the secret tunnel into House Orzetz’s compound.

“How can I help you sir?” the man said with a smile as he recognized Alex, Taiya and Zura.

“I am here to speak to Lady Renna,” Alex said.

“She is in the back by the warehouse, checking a shipment of grain that just came in,” the man said and pointed towards the side of the manor house.

Alex thanked him and the three of them made their way around the main building. Lady Renna was talking to a couple of workers who were standing by two wagons.

Lady Renna was a Half-Elf. Her dusky skin betrayed her Moon Elf parentage. She was slender with long black hair and dark eyes. She had small, pointed ears, not as pronounced as those of a full-blooded Elf like Taiya.

As Renna turned to head back towards the main house, she saw them walking towards her. Her face lit up with a smile as she recognized Alex. She changed direction and met them halfway.

“Alex, interesting that you showed up here, I was going to send you a note to have you come here. I have some news you may be interested in,” Renna said as her smile faded away.

“What news is that?” Alex asked.

“The overseer and one of the stable hands at the mills were murdered last night,” Lady Renna informed him.

“Murdered. Do you have any idea who was behind it?” Alex asked with a frown.

“The overseer and the stable hand were the two men that Orzetz had take care of his mysterious visitors when then showed up for meetings. They found the two men lying in the yard. Both had been stabbed through the throat,” Renna explained.

“So, you think it was the mysterious Elves that slew the men?” Zura asked.

Renna gave the Witch a disdainful look, before focusing on Alex again.

“My guess is that the Elves showed up for a scheduled meeting with Orzetz. The workers must have informed them that Orzetz was dead. The Elves killed them because they were witnesses and then left,” Renna said.

“You are probably right. I am sure that the mystery Elves are long gone. They had to get back to whoever their Master is and tell him that their ally in Kargosk had been eliminated,” Alex said thoughtfully.

“I don’t expect them to come back now that Orzetz is dead,” Rena said.

“Whoever was behind Orzetz is probably the same person that tried to assassinate Duke Oktoban. They are also stirring up trouble in Zenkova,” Alex said as he rubbed his chin.

“Yes, I have heard about the murders of high officials in Zenkova,” Renna replied.

“Which brings me to my reason for our visit,” Alex said to her.

“I was hoping your two friends were dropping you off for a night of fun and relaxation with me,” Renna said as she glanced at the women on either side of Alex.

Both of the women frowned at the half-Elf.

“Not quite. We are leaving for Zenkova soon. Lady Zura was there recently and as a Tarenian, I am worried that she will be easily recognized as the White Witch who had passed through there a few weeks ago.,” Alex told her.

“How does this involve me?” Lady Renna asked.

“I know that you are an expert in disguises. We can easily get Lady Zura new clothes to replace her white robes. But I was hoping you had an idea about hiding her distinctive red skin and golden eyes,” Alex explained.

Renna gave the Tarenian woman a measuring look.

“There is a shop on the North side called The Lady’s Helpmate. Luzja has a fine selection of wigs that can change her appearance. She has powders that can alter her skin’s shade. Luzja is also very discreet. But those eyes...” Lady Renna tapped a long finger on her chin as she thought about the problem.

Alex let her think. A minute later the Half-Elf's eyes lit up.

“I think I can give you the name of someone who can help,” she said with a smile.

“Great! Who is it?” Alex asked.

“Come now, you know I am a business woman. Important information always has a price,” she said with a little laugh.

“We do not have time for games. Name your price. I can pay you,” Zura said impatiently as she frowned at the Half-Elf.

“Only Alex can pay my price,” Renna said as her dark eyes stared into Alex’s green eyes.

“What price is that?” Alex asked as he wondered if she was going to ask him for sex.

“Why a kiss, of course,” Renna said as she walked closer to him until their bodies were almost touching.

Alex opened his mouth to answer her, but before he could say anything, Renna wrapped her slender arms around his neck and pulled him into a deep long kiss. Alex wrapped his arms around her body, pulling her tight against him.

A minute later, she released him and took a step back. She was breathing heavily.

“You will stop by and visit me the next time you pass through Kargosk,” Renna said to him.

“So, who can help us?” Taiya asked impatiently.

Alex glanced at her. Taiya’s eyes were sparkling, and Alex could not tell if she was agitated or aroused.

“Go to The Kargosk Cauldron. It is an apothecary shop on the west side of town. Nankossa, the Naadaar women that owns the store can make you a potion that can change your eye color for a short time,” Renna answered Taiya, but she never took her eyes off Alex.

“Thank you, Renna,” Alex said with a nod of his head.

“Until we meet again,” Renna said with an answering bow of her head before turning and walking towards the manor house.

“Oh, one more thing.” Renna said and turned back towards him.

Alex tilted his head and waited for what she would say.

“If you need help in Zenkova, go to the Lazy Lion. Ask for Ozvald. Tell him I sent you.” She said as she gave him a wink before walking away.

Taiya and Zura wrapped their arms around his and then proceeded to guide him towards the house gate. Alex could feel the sexual energy flowing through both their bodies. Both flows seemed a little faster than usual.

They walked out to the street and climbed into the waiting carriage after giving the driver the name of their next destination.

“If we didn’t have to leave for Zenkova,I would take you upstairs in the Guildhouse, lock the room door and make passionate love to you,” Taiya said softly as she sat on one side of him.

Even though there was an empty bench on the other side of the carriage, the two women had sat on either side of Alex, sandwiching him tightly between them.

“Taiya, this is so strange. I am having similar thoughts about Alex. I do not understand,” Zura said with a frown as she leaned forward to look at the Wood-Elf.

“I will explain later,” Taiya told her.

Alex tried hard not to smile as the carriage started swaying as it headed down the street towards the potion maker’s establishment.


Chapter four


The Kargosk Cauldron was a small shop located next to a store selling furniture. It had two floors. There was a small counter with a couple of scales on it. The wall behind the counter contained shelves filled with various sized jars and flasks. The air was heavy with strange smells.

“One moment,” a voice called from an open doorway between two shelves.

Alex could see some worktables through the opening. There were some mortars and pestles and some burners for heating things up. It looked like a mad scientist’s workshop.

A woman came out from the back and stood at the counter. Her face was a pale white color, and her head was hairless. The white of her face blended into a green shade just past her forehead. Her small ears were a darker shade of green and she had a small nose.

The woman had large yellow eyes set in a triangular face. Her pupils were slit like a snake’s eyes. Like the Naadaar woman he had seen in Oktoban, she had a long, slender forked tongue that flicked in and out of her mouth.

She was a little over 5 feet tall and she was wearing a brown apron over a dark blue shirt and black leggings. A pair of old black boots covered her feet. The boots were discolored from potions and other liquids that had spilled onto them. Alex guessed her to be in her young twenties, but he wasn’t sure.

The woman glanced at them, and her eyes opened wide in surprise at she recognized Zura’s robes.

“My Lady! How can humble Nankossa be of assistance to you?” the woman said, and she made a small bow to the Witch.

“We are looking for a particular kind of potion,” Zura told her.

The Naadaar woman frowned. Her tongue flicked in and out faster. She looked at Taiya.

“Fire,” the woman said.

“The potion we need...” Zura’s voice trailed off as the Naadaar woman’s eyes narrowed at Alex.

The woman walked out from behind the counter. She stopped a few paces away from Alex. Her mysterious yellow eyes looked into Alex’s green eyes as her frown deepened.

“What... What are you...” she said softly.

Alex didn’t say anything. He could see the woman was breathing faster.

“It can not be... give me your hand please,” the woman said to him.

Alex held out his hand. Nankossa took it in her right hand and raised it close to her face. Alex felt a strange, mild shock of Power when she touched him. It was different from the energy he felt when he touched other women with Power. Her hand felt cool to the touch. Alex saw that her palm was white but the back of her hand and arm was green.

Nankossa’s tongue flicked out and she gently licked his palm. The woman’s body convulsed in a shudder, and she dropped his hand like it was on fire. She took a step back and she placed her other hand on the counter to steady herself.

“A Gift Giver! In my shop!” she gasped as she stared at Alex with wide eyes.

“Are you all right?” Taiya said in concern.

Nankossa took a deep breath and shook her head to clear it. She composed herself and walked back behind the counter.

“Forgive me. It is not every day that a man out of legend walks into my shop,” she said to the Elf as she glanced back at Alex again.

Taiya and Zura looked at Alex and then back at the Naadaar woman.

“I apologize. What did you say you needed, my Lady,” Nankossa said with another small bow towards Zura.

“I need to disguise the color of my eyes,” Zura explained.

The potion maker looked closely at Zura’s golden eyes.

“Taren eyes. Very bright. Not easy to change. Very expensive,” she said after considering a moment.

“Cost is not an issue,” Zura said as she raised her chin.

Alex saw Taiya wince at the Tarenian’s easy ways with money.

“For how many hours will you need the potion to work?” the Naadaar woman asked.

“Hours? I will probably need it to last for perhaps six or seven days,” Zura said with a frown.

“Days! Impossible!” the Naadaar woman said in surprise.

Zura frowned at the shopkeeper’s words.

“Can’t you make a stronger potion?” Alex asked.

The woman turned to Alex. She was breathing heavily again. She bowed towards Alex.

“Gift Giver, I would not dream to ask for such a blessing. I am not worthy,” the Naadaar woman said to him as she stayed bowed.

“Rise Nankossa, what is this blessing you are talking about?” Zura said to the woman.

The woman straightened up and turned towards Zura.

“The Gift Giver is correct. A stronger potion is required. But such a potion is beyond my humble skills. Few if any have such skill without a blessing,” the woman explained.

“What is this blessing that you are talking about,” Alex asked with a frown.

Nankossa looked at him in surprise. Her tongue flicked in and out.

“But... but you are a Gift Giver! A bestower of blessing!” she said.

“We are not familiar with the ways of the Naadaar people. You must explain this to us,” Zura said with a frown.

Nankossa looked to Zura and then back at Alex.

“He is a Gift Giver. When a Gift Giver blesses one with his Essence, it is said that even the humblest of potion makers can craft vials of the purest elixirs and potions of exquisite potency,” she spoke softly as she regarded Alex with a reverent expression.

They all looked at her in confusion as they tried to make sense of what she was saying.

“Oh! She must be talking about Boosting!” Taiya said.

Alex and Zura looked at the Elf.

“Nankossa, does a Gift Giver bless you by having sex with you?” Taiya asked the shop keeper.

“Sex is too vulgar a word for the gift of Essence,” Nankossa said softly as she continued staring at Alex.

“If Alex, lays with you, will you be able to make a potion strong enough to change my eye color for many days?” Zura asked her.

The woman couldn’t keep her eyes off of Alex. He could see that she was trembling.

“Yes,” Nankossa whispered.

Zura turned to Alex, with a frown.

“It seems you must bless Nankossa!” she said to him.

Alex blinked.

“Wait, what? You want me to sleep with Nankossa? Are you crazy” he said in surprise.

“We need a strong potion,” Taiya said with a shrug.

Nankossa hurried out from behind the counter and knelt at his feet. She clasped her hands in front of her in supplication.

“Gift Giver, I will craft you many fine potions in exchange for your blessing. They will be my gift in exchange for your gift!” the woman pleaded.

“I do not understand. Nankossa is pleasing to look upon. I thought men were always eager to lay with a woman?” Zura said in confusion as she looked at Alex.

“Alex is a simple country boy,” Taiya said with a little laugh.

“I am sorry Gift Giver. I know many humans are repulsed by my people,” Nankossa said, bowing her head.

Alex let out a sigh.

“Nankossa, I am not repulsed by you. You are beautiful in your own unique way. Its just... I am not used to laying with people I just met,” he gently said to her.

Taiya let out snort as she shot him a surprised look.

“What about the minstrel in Arras!” the Elf said as she crossed her arms and arched an eyebrow at him.

“Don’t forget Lady Renna!” Zura added as she also crossed her arms.

Alex looked at one, then the other. He was about to argue, but then just shook his head.

“Very well, Nankossa. I will … give you the gift,” he said, wondering if those were the proper words to say to the Naadaar woman.

Nankossa let out a cry of joy. She bent down and began kissing his booted feet, saying thank you over and over. Alex reached down and took her by the upper arms and lifted her to her feet.

“Thank you for honoring Nankossa!” she said as he let go of her arms.

“Are we going to lay together now?” Alex asked.

“Now?” she said as her eyes widened.

She started pacing nervously.

“Nooo! Not yet, I must prepare. It is said the Gift only lasts for a day. I must prepare my workshop! I must have my ingredients ready. Time is of the essence,” She explained.

“We were hoping to leave Kargosk tomorrow,” Alex told her.

“Tomorrow! Very well. Give me until moonrise to prepare. I will close my store now while I prepare the ingredients. I will be ready when you return,” she said.

They left Nankossa to make her preparations as the potion maker locked the door behind them after they had exited her shop.

“The Lady’s Helpmate shop in the north side,” Alex gave the directions to the carriage driver. A short time later they pulled up to the storefront.

The Lady’s Helpmate was a large store with all types of items a woman could need to make herself more appealing. There were wigs and undergarments. A large selection of perfumes, lip colorings, and powders.

Luzja, the shop’s owner was a well put together Human woman who looked to be in her late fifties. Taiya and Zura explained that they were trying to alter the shade of the Tarenian’s skin.

Luzja showed them some samples of powders that would darken the White Witches skin by a few shades. She also showed them an assortment of wigs.

Zura settled on a dark brown wig which gave her shoulder length wavy hair. She thanked the woman and then paid her. They gathered their purchases and headed back to the Guildhouse.

Zura had only brought her White Witch’s robes on her journey. Taiya accompanied her across the plaza to the Kargosk market so she could purchase some less conspicuous clothing while Alex went off in search of Janx and Arban.

Alex found them practicing with daggers in the courtyard. They took a break from their exertions so he could catch them up on what he and the women had learned.

***

“How strong does the Power feel in Nankossa?” Taiya asked as the team ate dinner in the Guildhouse dining room.

“Not as strong as Zura or you. It had a different feel to it,” Alex said with a frown as he swallowed his bite of food.

“The potion maker said that the “Gift” only lasts about a day,” Zura added.

“Yes. I am wondering how long Alex will need to recover from sex with her,” Taiya said as she considered the possibilities.

“If her boost lasts about a day, I would think we can still leave tomorrow morning if she has the potion for Zura ready by then,” Alex said.

“If it affects me, I think it won't be until we have stopped to rest,” he added.

“I hope it will not take you too long to recover. I am anxious to get to Zenkova. The longer we wait, the colder the trail gets,” Zura said.

“We can always tie you to your horse if we have too,” Arban said.

“I have spoken to Master Kev, the carriage will take you to the Kargosk Cauldron and wait outside until you are finished,” Taiya told him.

“Janx will ride along with the driver as an extra set of eyes. The city is returning to normal, but we should remain cautious,” Arban said.

“The sun is setting, I will go get the carriage driver,” Taiya said as they finished their meal.

A few minutes later, Alex set off for his meeting with Nankossa. Janx rode along in the driver’s box, next to the woman from the Guildhouse who would take them to the potion maker's store.


Chapter five


Alex looked up at the evening sky as he stepped out of the carriage. The Great Moon Thuros was peeking over the building across the street. The stores on the street were closed except for a Tavern on the corner that had some customers walking out.

With a nod to Janx, Alex walked to the door of the potion shop and knocked. After a short wait, the door opened and Nankossa let him in. She locked the door behind him.

“One moment, Gift Giver,” she said nervously as she turned and hurried to the back room. Alex could hear the sound of footsteps rushing up a staircase.

Alex wandered about the room, looking at the different bottles and flasks. He carefully picked some of them up. He was intrigued by the different properties the liquids displayed. Some were clear and seemed like water while others were thick like honey. The colors ranged from clear to white to black. Others were brightly colored and sparkling.

“Be careful with that one,” Nankossa said quietly.

Alex cautiously set down the flask of a sparkling green liquid. He turned to see the Naadaar woman standing in the doorway that led to the back room.

Nankossa was standing there with a white towel wrapped around her body. Alex guessed that she wasn’t wearing anything else except for the towel. Her long, forked tongue was moving in and out of her mouth nervously.

Nankossa let the towel slip from her body to the floor. She was naked. She had small pert breasts and thick thighs with a nice curve to her hips.

“Do you find me pleasing Gift Giver?” she said nervously as she glanced down at the floor.

Alex looked at her appreciatively.

“You are very beautiful Nankossa,” Alex told her.

It was true. The Naadaar woman was unlike any woman he had met on Ktor, but she was attractive in her own unique way. Her breasts and belly were the same pale white color as her face. The white faded to green on her sides and back. Her arms and legs were green as well. Her body was smooth and hairless.

She seemed relatively human, he thought. She had a pair of breasts, and he could see the folds of her labia. Her tongue, hairlessness and coloring were the main differences that he could see.

“My bed is upstairs,” she said.

Nankossa picked up her towel and walked over to Alex. She took his hand in hers. The sexual energy flowed between them. Nankossa stood there for a moment, adjusting to the flow of Power.

Alex could feel himself getting aroused by her touch. Still holding his hand, she led him through the workshop. Alex passed tables filled with ingredients ranging from plants, to rocks and powders. There were jars with preserved animals and insects. There was a cage with birds and another with frogs. Strange and intriguing scents filled the air. It made Alex think of a strange combination of a spice store and a pet store.

Nankossa led him up the stairs. Alex admired her curvaceous buttocks as they moved ahead of him in the shadows of the staircase. At the top of the steps was a short hallway with a door on either side. She led him into the room on the right.

Her bedroom was small and tidy. A lamp on a side table provided a soft glow to the room. There was a low sitting, medium sized bed near the window. There were a couple of dressers in the room as well as a desk with a chair. Nankossa let go of his hand so she could drape her towel over the back of the chair.

Nankossa walked over and stood in front of him. She took both of his hands in hers. Her skin was so cool to the touch, Alex thought. He guessed that Naadaar operated at a lower body temperature.

“I am ready to be blessed with your Essence, Gift Giver,” Nankossa said as she looked up into his eyes.

Alex could see that she was breathing rapidly. What a strange situation he had found himself in. It was surreal to him that he was about to have sex with a strange woman he had barely met a few hours ago. A woman of an exotic alien race.

Nankossa let go of his hands and slid her hands up his arms. She cupped his face and stared into his eyes. The flickering lamplight reflected off the yellow colors of her iris. The slit of her pupil grew wider as the sexual energy continued to flow between them.

Nankossa pulled his head down for a kiss. As their lips parted, she slid her tongue into his mouth, her forked tongue tickling his human tongue. Alex rested his arms on her hips. Nankossa moved forward so her body pressed against his.

Alex gagged as she forced her tongue down his throat. He instinctively pulled away and looked at her in surprise.

“Forgive me, Gift Giver! I was carried away- I forgot that humas have short tongues,” she said with a look of panic in her eyes.

Alex let out a little laugh.

“Don’t worry about it. You caught me by surprise. And call me Alex,” he said as he pulled her close again.

“Yes, Gift – Alex,” she said as she smiled up at him.

They kissed again. Nankossa was careful with her tongue as she savored the taste of his mouth. Alex ran his hands over her back and rear. Her skin was incredibly smooth and cool to his touch.

Alex could feel her energy swirling inside of her. It was different.

Alex broke off his kiss and slid his shirt off. He kicked off his boots and took his pants off, freeing his erection. Nankossa gazed at his cock in fascination. She wrapped both of her hands around his shaft.

“Your penis is so warm to the touch,” she said in amazement.

Alex took her face in his hand and kissed her again. He could feel her breath getting faster as she stroked his length.

“I must taste you. I must taste your essence,” she whispered breathlessly as she broke off the kiss.

The Naadaar woman let go off his cock for a moment as she knelt before him, steadying herself by grasping his thighs.

She stared at his cock for a moment and then her tongue flicked out and tasted the drop of precome that was on his tip. She smiled up at him.

Her hands went to his cock again as she caressed his shaft. Her tongue flicked in and out a few times, tickling his shaft. She alternated running her lips along his length and licking him.

After a minute of this, she took his cock head into her mouth with a little low moan of pleasure.

Alex could feel her long tongue wrapping itself gently around his shaft as she savored the taste of him. It was an incredible sensation.

Nankossa began working more and more of his cock into her mouth as she sucked on him. Alex was amazed as he watched her take more and more of him into her mouth. It looked like Nankossa was able to dislocate her jaw allowing her to open her mouth wider than normal.

Alex felt shivers of pleasure running up and down his spine as she deep throated him. No girl that he had been with before had been able to take all of his thick long cock into her mouth like that.

Alex could feel her throat moaning with pleasure as she slid his cock in to the hilt. She paused for a moment and took a deep breath. A moment later he felt her bottom lip caressing his balls as she opened her mouth even further.

In a moment she had all of him in her warm wet mouth. His cock and balls – the sensation was incredible. She took a moment to adjust to the feel of him in her mouth and then she began to work her magic with her long tongue.

The feeling was surreal as she wrapped her tongue around his shaft, caressing and tickling him before flicking across his balls. Nankossa began to move back, releasing his balls and part of his shaft, before reversing direction and taking all of him in again. With each pass she became better at taking him in. Soon she was letting half of his length out before engulfing him again.

Alex let out a moan of pleasure. He had never had a blowjob like this. It was amazing. Nankossa began moaning softly and the thrum of her vocal cords along his cockhead as she deepthroated him was too much and he began to shoot his load down her willing throat.

Nankossa made little squealing noises of pleasure as she took all he had to offer. Her body shuddered as she orgasmed. She swallowed every drop. Finally, when he had stopped coming, she slowly let him out of her mouth.

“Your taste is so incredible, so powerful,” she said as she looked up at him with glazed eyes.

Alex just smiled and pulled her to her feet. He kissed her.

“That was amazing,” he said.

He noticed that her eyes had little green flecks in them. They were moving around.

“Your essence is strong. When you fill me, I will be able to make the purest of potions,” she whispered.

Nankossa took him by the hand and led him to her bed. She motioned him to lay down.

After that incredible orgasm, his cock was only half hard. Nankossa began to stroke him, her tongue flicking up and down his length. After a few minutes, she had him fully aroused again.

She straddled him, positioning her entrance over his tip. She slowly worked his cockhead into her tight passage.

“Alex, you are too big!” she said with a gasp.

Nankossa was tight but she was already wet from her orgasm. Alex slowly pushed himself deeper inside of her.

She rode him for a time and soon he had most of his cock inside of her. Alex caressed her smooth skin. He leaned forward and licked her taught little nipples. She moaned as her body shook in another orgasm. She paused and looked down at him.

“I must have your essence!” she said and began to ride his cock again.

She began to ride him with wild abandon. Her pussy was so tight as she was finally able to take all of him inside of her.

“Alex you are so deep inside of me. I feel like I will burst!” she said.

Alex grabbed a hold of her hips and started meeting her thrusts with thrusts of his own, Nankossa squealed with pleasure and pain as his thick cock stretched out her passage.

His breathing grew heavy as he neared his climax.

She looked down at his eyes as she sensed he was close.

“Fill me Alex! Give me your Gift! Give me your essence!" she gasped.

A moment later Alex exploded inside of her.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Nankossa yelled as she arched her back as another orgasm racked her body.

She collapsed against his chest. He could hear her sobbing.

He wrapped his arms around her in concern.

“Are you all right,” he asked.

“This is so amazing! The power of you flowing inside of me. I am overwhelmed with sensation,” she whispered.

Alex held her close, caressing her back as emotions washed over her. After a few minutes he heard her sigh.

Nankossa sat up, his cock still inside of her. She smiled down at him.

“Thank you, Gift Giver. Never in my life did I ever think to experience this,” she said.

Alex noticed that her eyes had a faint green glow.

“The sensation of our joining was incredible. I wish I could stay in bed with you and do this all night. But the Gift only lasts for a day or so. I must hurry downstairs and begin making my potions. I can not let one moment of this opportunity go to waste,” she explained.

They dressed and Alex took his leave as she began grinding some herbs in a mortar and pestle.

“I will have the eye changing potion ready for you, first thing in the morning,” she told him as she glanced up from her work.

Alex gave her a smile and headed out, closing the door behind him.

Janx and the carriage were waiting for Alex outside of the shop. Alex climbed into the carriage, and they headed back to the Guildhouse.


Chapter six


Early the next morning, Alex and Zura made their way to the Kargosk Cauldron. The door was unlocked, and they saw Nankossa in the back making potions. She was concentrating on her work and did not hear them come in.

“Hello!” Alex called out.

The Naadaar woman jumped in surprise, startled by his voice.

She stopped what she was doing and hurried out to the front of the store.

“Gift Giver... I mean Alex! I’m sorry I did not hear you come in!” she said apologetically.

“I hope we are not too early?” Alex asked.

“Oh no! Not at all. The first thing I did was make the potion for you. Well, the second thing actually. I made a potion of healing first to test the Gift! I needed to understand how it would affect my work,” Nankossa said as she hurried back to the workroom.

She brought out a small flask filled with a clear liquid. She handed it to Alex.

“This is the potion of healing. Its purity is unparalleled!” she said with a touch of awe in her voice.

Alex handed it to Zura. The White Witch held it up to the light.

“I have never seen a healing potion this clear,” Zura said.

“The Gift is amazing. The Power in that healing potion is easily three or four times greater than a normal healing potion,” Nankossa explained.

Zura handed the flask back to her. Nankossa carefully set it down on the counter and hurried back to the work area. She returned with a flask containing a dark blue liquid. She sat it down on the counter and then went back to fetch five more flasks. Two contained a clear liquid and the others contained a reddish liquid, one was yellow, and the final flask contained a cloudy liquid that swirled and sparkled.

“This blue liquid is the potion that will change your eye color. Drink it about fifteen minutes before you will need it, to give it time to work,” she explained to Zura and handed her the blue flask.

“These are also flasks of healing. There are three or four doses in here, depending on the severity of the wound,” she explained as she held up one of the clear bottles.

“The red liquid is a potion of speed. You will be able to move incredibly fast for a period of time,” the Naadaar women said as she picked up the flask with the red liquid.

“Do you mean I can run faster?” Alex asked.

“Not only run faster, your reflexes and movements will be faster. Incredibly faster, I would guess, from the purity of the potion,” Nankossa explained.

“That’s amazing! How long will the effect last?” Alex asked.

Nankossa frowned.

“I apologize Alex. I do not know. A normal potion such as this might only last a few minutes. This will probably last at least twice as long. But beware, using a potion of speed will leave you tired and hungry afterwards,” Nankossa explained.

Alex nodded. There was a price to pay for the speed potion just like there was a price to pay for being boosted.

“The yellow liquid is a potion of awareness. Your senses will be enhanced. You will be able to see, smell and hear things at a much greater distance. You will be able to sense danger or traps near you. Time itself will seem slowed as you perceive everything in great detail,” Nankossa explained as she held up the yellow flask.

“Is there a price to pay for using it?” Zura asked.

“Only when the potion wears off. For a few moments, the user will feel disoriented as their senses return to normal. The normal potion lasts for about 10 minutes. As for this one...” Nankossa gave them a shrug as she raised her hands up uncertainly.

“The last flask is a potion of spirit form,” Nankossa said as she held up the bottle filled with the cloudy sparkling liquid. The potion swirled and billowed like clouds of creamer in a glass coffee mug.

“That sounds interesting,” Alex said he watched the tiny sparkling lights.

“This will transform your body into that of a spirit. You will be able to walk through solid walls. You could also walk on water. The effect will extend to the clothes that are touching your body. As pure as this potion is, the effect may also affect things you are carrying, like a spear. But I am uncertain,” Nankossa said.

Alex tried to hide his surprise at what Nankossa had just explained. Zura and the potion maker took it for granted that walking through walls was possible. Ktor was truly an incredible place, always finding new ways to amaze him.

“What happens when the potion wears off?” Nura asked.

“The potion drinker will experience a mild sense of nausea as the potion begins to lose effect. The nausea ends soon after the potion wears off,” the Naadaar woman explained.

“You have crafted some amazing potions,” Alex said to her.

“Thank you, Gift Giver! I tried to make potions for you that would be useful should you find yourself in a dangerous predicament,” Nankossa explained.

“You have done well, Potion Maker,” Zura said.

“My only regret is that I could not make Alex a potion of levitation. Alas, I lacked the necessary materials,” she answered with a frown.

Was the Naadaar woman implying she could have made him a potion that would let him float or fly, he wondered?

“I am sure what you have made me will be very useful someday,” Alex said.

“What do I owe you for the eye potion?” Zura asked.

“Nothing, my lady. The Gift Alex has given me is almost priceless. I can not believe the purity of what I am creating. The joy of creating them makes my heart sing,” she said with a smile.

“I hope you find these potions an adequate exchange for your Gift to me, Alex,” she said to him.

“Thank you, it is more than enough,” he said.

“Take one of my satchels. There are padded pockets inside to help cushion the bottles,” she said as she reached under the counter and retrieved a small leather bag.

Nankossa carefully placed all of Alex’s potions in the bag. Zura handed hers to the Naadaar woman and she added it to the pouch.

“Should you ever wish powerful potions, I will gladly make them for you should you wish to honor me with your Gift again!” she beamed at Alex as she handed him the pouch.

“I will keep that in mind. I appreciate you making the potions for us,” Alex said as he accepted the pouch.

“Thank you. I wish you well on your journey. If you will excuse me, I must hurry and make more potions before the Gift passes!” Nankossa gave them a quick bow and then hurried back to the workroom.

“Well, you seem to have had quite the effect on the Naadaar woman,” Zura said with a little laugh as they left the store.


Chapter seven


The rest of the team were readying the horses for the journey. They had five horses. Janx was not an experienced rider but they figured he would be okay on the pack horse. They were travelling light, only bringing a few things with them.

Zura went inside to change her clothes while Alex went in to gather his things. A short while later, they gathered by the stables.

It was strange seeing Zura wear something other than her White Witch robes. The Tarenian was wearing a short sleeved leather jacket over brown leather pants and high black boots. She had a sword belt with a plain short sword. Her long black hair was tied in a ponytail.

“You should easily pass for a Caravan Guard. What did you do with your robes?” Alex asked her.

“They are wrapped inside other clothes and packed at the bottom of one of the travel bags,” Zura replied.

Alex nodded. They were traveling light. Master Kev was going to store their things for them including Zura’s books. Once they had finished their business in Zenkova, they would either return to Kargosk or have it sent to them in Zenkova.

The five of them exited through the eastern gate of the city. They passed a few wagons laden with goods from the outlying farms heading towards the city. As they passed the last wagon carrying several chickens in a large wire cage, they urged their horses into a canter.

They made good time along the road, eventually stopping to eat a quick lunch. The food was the typical small loaves of journey bread. The bread was densely packed with fruits and nuts and would stay fresh for a long time. It didn’t taste too bad and was packed with nutrients.

The journey bread packed a lot of calories in a small package, and they ate it for breakfast, lunch and dinner on journeys. It was convenient, but it certainly got boring after a few days, Alex thought.

They reached the first waypoint with still several hours to go before nightfall. Despite getting a later start in the morning than the caravans usually did, they moved much faster than the wagons which were often heavily laden with goods.

“We might as well rest here. We have water and a safe place for the mounts. We could push on and reach Zenkova a day sooner, but why rush into a dangerous situation,” Arban said.

“We can each take a turn at guard duty. This section of the valley is usually quiet- but with all the trouble lately, who knows...” the Orc added.

They made sure the horses were watered and fed before tying them up in the stone walled corral. The waypoints had large areas walled off for keeping the Caravan animals together during the night. There was a water pump and long troughs for the animals to drink from. The waypoints were built and maintained by the Caravan Guards to provide a convenient rest stop between cities.

After they had eaten, Alex pulled out the satchel that Nankossa had given him. He showed them the different flasks while Zura explained what they were. The others were impressed with the rarity of the potions that the Naadaar woman had crafted.

“I am going to practice, but I don’t want to startle the horses.” Zura said after they put the potions away.

The White Witch walked towards the river, settling down in the grass some distance from them. Alex could see that she was meditating.

There was a small clump of trees several hundred yards to the north of them. Alex saw Taiya gazing at them wistfully.

“I am going to go check out those trees,” Taiya said.

“I too wish to see the trees,” Janx said in agreement.

Both the Wood Elf and the Foxman had an affinity for trees. Taiya had told him that she felt a great sadness if she was away from the trees for too long a time.

“Just be careful and keep an eye out for each other,” Alex cautioned them.

Alex and Arban used their time to practice with swords. Arban gave Alex one of his blades and they practiced at half speed since they did not have wooden practice swords with them.

After about an hour of this, Alex felt himself getting tired. The boost was wearing off.

“Are you all right?” Arban asked in concern as he saw Alex swaying on his feet.

“Yes, the effect of the Power Boost is wearing off. I am going to fall asleep soon,” Alex said softly and then fell to his knees, the sword dropped to the ground. He could barely keep his eyes open.

“Let’s get you to bed,” Arban said as he sheathed his sword and hooked one of his arms under Alex’s shoulder.

The Orc helped him up and guided him to where they had set up a little area to make a fire later. Their bedrolls were already spread out on the ground. Arban helped Alex get into his bed and Alex fell asleep instantly.


Chapter eight


Alex woke up before dawn. He lay in his sleep roll for a few minutes as he tried to orient himself. The small moon was low in the sky. The Great Moon Thuros was not too far behind it. The two moons were a beautiful and fascinating reminder that he was far from Earth.

Alex sat up and stretched. The campfire was burning low, and he could see the sky was starting to lighten in the east. Zura, Arban and Janx were sleeping in their bedrolls around the fire. Alex looked around for Taiya. The Wood Elf was sitting on the stone wall of the animal corral.

Alex stood up and walked over to her. The Wood Elf had her feet up on the low wall and she was leaning on her raised knees, her head turned towards him. She welcomed him with a smile. Alex cupped her face with his hands and kissed her lips.

“You were sleeping like a rock,” she said softly with a little laugh.

“It’s the price I had to pay for boosting,” he said with a wry smile.

Taiya reached out her arm and pulled him into another kiss.

“I can’t wait to make love to you again,” Taiya said wistfully.

“Hopefully we can solve the mystery of whatever happened to Master Nella quickly. Then we can relax and spend some quality time together,” he agreed.

“Why don’t you rest. I will finish your guard shift,” he suggested.

Taiya looked to the east. The dawn was brightening.

“Thanks, but the sun will be up soon, and the day will get started before I can fall asleep. Besides, I slept well earlier. The trees calmed my spirit,” she said with a smile.

“I’m glad,” Alex answered.

He pulled himself up on the wall beside her. Placing his back against hers, he kept watch in the opposite direction until the sun crested the horizon. Birds began to chirp as they rose to greet the new day. Alex enjoyed the beauty of the morning and the comforting feeling of Taiya’s back against his.

“As wonderful as this feels, it's time to start our day,” Taiya said and jumped down off the wall.

Alex joined her and they proceeded to wake up the rest of their companions. They breakfasted on more journey bread and in a short while they were on the road again heading eastward towards the morning sun.

They crossed two streams that morning. Their chilly water flowed down from the Lesser Barakan mountains visible to the north. The Greenspring River was getting wider as its water was augmented by the inflows from the mountains. The valley was also getting wider as the mountains receded to the north.

Soon after their lunch break, Alex noticed wagons in the distance, heading their way. As they drew closer, he realized that it was a trade caravan.

“It’s probably Master Farah on her way back to Kargosk,” Arban said.

As they drew closer, two of the guards from the caravan rode forward to meet them. The guards were an Elven woman and an older Orc male. They had their hands on their weapons as they approached to investigate. Alex’s group slowed their horses down to a walk.

“Ah! Wagon Master Arban! Good to see you!” the Orc said with a relieved smile as he recognized Arban.

“Dorvod, well met!” Arban answered with a smile of his own and the two men clasped hands.

“We will inform Master Farah,” the Orc said, and the two guards turned their horses and rode back to the front of the caravan.

Alex’s party continued walking their horses towards the oncoming wagons and then they veered off to the side of the hard packed dirt road to allow the wagons to pass. Master Farah guided her horse over so she could speak to Arban. She was a tall, sinewy, brown skinned woman with grey hair.

“What news of Kargosk?” she asked with a pensive expression on her weatherworn face.

“Good news. The city is at peace again with minimal bloodshed and destruction,” Arban answered.

“What happened?” Farah asked.

“House Karlo had destroyed House Orzets. Luz Krazno is dead, and his House has surrendered,” the Orc explained.

“So, Dav Karlo is the unchallenged leader of Kargosk now,” Farah said.

“Indeed,” the Orc said with a nod.

“Well, that is good news from Kargosk, I wish I could say the same from Zenkova,” Master Farah said with a frown.

“What is the situation in Zenkova,” Alex asked.

“Terrible news. The King & Queen have been murdered. Their two children, Princess Hilda and Princess Antonina are missing,” Farah said grimly.

Zura let out an audible gasp.

“Grim news. Who is in charge of the city now?” Arban asked with a frown.

“The chief advisor, Viljan the Wizard, has assumed control. He has soldiers searching every house and building in the city and the surrounding countryside looking for the Princesses. We could not leave the city until everyone was checked, and all of our wagons searched thoroughly,” Farah explained.

“Have you any news of Master Nella, the White Witch?” Zura asked anxiously.

Master Farah turned to her and her frown deepened.

“I saw her at the Guildhouse the first day we arrived in Zenkova. She has a room there. I did not speak to her. Caravan Master Daerona is concerned because she has not seen the Witch since that day. She does not think the Witch has left Zenkova because all her belongings are still in the room,” Master Farah said.

Zura nodded.

“Are you taking news of Kargosk to Master Daerona?” Farah asked Arban.

“Yes,” Arban said.

“Watch your back then. People are still mysteriously dying in the city and not just the important people. Common folk have been found murdered as well. Stay safe old friend,” Farah said as she reached out to clasp Arban's arm.

“Safe travels,” the Orc replied.

Master Farah gave them a little wave and then hurried back to the front of the wagon train. The companions stood by the side of the road in silence as the caravan passed by them.

After a time Marka, one of the Caravan Guards, waved to him. Her friend Meeva was with the rear guard.

“Oh no! We were hoping you would still be in Kargosk when we arrived!” the saucy red head yelled to him as she rode by.

Alex raised his hand in greeting and gave them a smile as they passed him. They watched the wagons head west for a few minutes as they thought about what Master Farah had said.

“Master Nella has disappeared. That confirms my fears that she is dead,” Zura said with a grim set to her eyes.

“We will do our best to help you find out who is behind her death,” Alex said.

Zura nodded and they urged their horses back onto the road, heading eastwards at a steady canter. Three hours later they reached the next waypoint.

After they had eaten, Zura stood up and looked at Alex.

“Yesterday, when I was practicing my forms, I had an idea I wanted to try out with you. Unfortunately, you had already fallen into a deep sleep,” Zura said.

Alex brushed off some breadcrumbs and stood up.

“What did you have in mind?” he asked the Witch.

“I remembered how you had thrown my energy sphere back at me when I thought you were a Wizard. I want to try something like that again... but with a very small ball of energy,” she explained.

“Are you sure?” Alex asked.

“Yes, but let's move far away from the others and the horses. I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” Zura said.

“This should be interesting,” Taiya said.

“What does she mean that you threw her energy sphere back at her?” Arban asked with a confused look.

“Zura threw one of her energy balls at me. It bounced off of me and flew back at her,” Alex said with a shrug.

“Does this mean a Magic user can not harm you!” Janx asked excitedly.

“I don’t know what it means,” Alex replied honestly.

“Well, we are about to find out,” the Witch said, and she started walking away from the waypoint.

Alex followed her. The other three stood up and watched them from a safe distance.

“This should be far enough,” Zura said and turned to face him.

The Witch began to form a round shield with her left hand. She soon had an energy shield about two feet in diameter in front of her. She moved back about ten paces.

“Are you ready?” she asked Alex.

“Yes, I think so,” Alex said with a laugh.

He really had no idea what to expect. He watched as Zura formed a golf ball sized sphere with her right hand. A moment later it sped towards Alex and hit him in his chest. The sphere shattered into dozens of little squiggles of electricity that sparkled across the front of his body for a moment.

He felt a surge of electricity course through his body for a split second and then the ball reemerged from his chest and flew back towards Zura.

The Witch was ready for it and blocked it with her shield. The sphere shattered into a little shower of sparks that dissipated as they fell towards the ground.

“How do you feel?” Zura asked.

“I feel fine,” Alex replied.

He looked down at his wrist tattoo. A few blue sparks were crawling over the pattern. Zura walked over quickly and examined his wrist as the sparks faded.

She looked up to say something but instead let out a little chuckle.

“What’s so funny?” Alex asked.

“Sorry, some of your hair is sticking up,” Zura said as she tried to suppress another laugh.

Alex reached up a hand and tried to smooth his hair back down. The electric surge probably made his hair stick out, he thought. He wondered if he looked like some kind of mad scientist.

“That mark of Mara must be a clue. I wish I knew what the connection is. Let’s try it again, but this time try to hold onto the energy ball,” Zura said.

“Hold on to it? How?” Alex asked her.

“I’m not sure how to explain it. When you have Power you can sense it flowing within you. Controlling the Power within is the first lesson they teach at the Great Hall,” she explained.

Alex thought about the sexual energy he felt whenever he touched Taiya, Zura or any woman with Power. In the last few weeks, he noticed that he could sense its ebb and flows as well as its strength. He guessed it was he was becoming used to it... more familiar with it. He imagined what Zura was saying was something similar.

Zura moved away from him again, raising her shield up.

“Ready?” she asked.

Alex nodded and she launched another small sphere towards him. When it hit him, Alex tried to analyze what he felt. For a moment he could feel the flow of the Power through his body. The energy was similar, but different than the sexual energy he usually felt. Alex tried to grasp hold of it, but before he could, the sphere flew out of his chest and back towards Zura who deflected it.

“I could feel the Power that time. I wasn’t able to grasp it in time,” Alex said.

“That’s good! Let’s try again!” Zura said enthusiastically.

It took Alex about a dozen more tries before he finally held the energy inside of his body. He could feel the energy swirling around in his chest.

“I did it!” Alex said excitedly.

Zura lowered her shield cautiously and peered at him.

“What are you feeling” she asked.

“The energy is swirling around... it feels like it wants to come out,” Alex said.

Suddenly the energy sphere flew out of his body towards Zura. The Witch deftly caught it on her shield.

“Let’s try again. Try to hold it in,” Zura said.

They practiced for about half an hour. Alex could only hold the energy in his body for about thirty seconds before it flew back out in the direction it had come from.

Zura tossed a ball at him and then took a few steps to the side. The ball flew towards where she had been rather than where she was currently standing.

“It seems that the sphere just goes back in the direction it came from, not specifically towards you,” Alex said.

Zura noticed that Alex’s wrist tattoo was crawling with blue sparks of Power.

“I have an idea. The next ball of Power I send, try to channel it into your right hand,” the Witch suggested.

“I will try,” Alex said.

As his body absorbed the energy, Alex visualized the Power flowing down his arm and into his right hand.

“It worked!” Alex said.

He could feel the energy gathering in his hand... or he should say his wrist. He could feel it swirling in circles around his wrist, following the lines of his tattoo. His wrist was glowing with blue Power.

“How do you feel?” Zura asked.

“The energy is swirling faster. It wants to come out.” Alex said.

A moment later, his hand glowed blue and the sphere emerged, shooting out from his palm. The sphere flew up into the sky where it slowly dissipated and faded away.

“Let’s try it again. See how long you can hold it in,” Zura said.

They practiced for another half hour. The most Alex could manage was about 40 seconds before the sphere would shoot out of his palm. At least he could control in which direction the ball traveled by pointing his palm that way.

“Hey, you two... take a break for dinner!” Taiya called out to them.

The others were sitting on the grass, passing the time watching them practice.

Alex nodded at Zura, and they walked back to the others. They sat down and ate their typical meal of journey bread.

“It seems that you are making progress with your Power,” Taiya said

“Yes. I can absorb her sphere and hold it in my body briefly. The Power wants to shoot back out of my body, but at least I can control the direction that it travels,” Alex said.

“That is good news! This means that a Witch or Wizard can’t hurt you with their Power!” Janx said enthusiastically.

“That is a great defense to possess,” the Orc agreed.

Alex nodded.

“I can tell you from personal experience...You will definitely catch someone by surprise by shooting their own Power back at them!” Zura said with a serious look.

“That surprised me as much as it surprised you,” Alex replied as he remembered the time Zura had shot a small energy sphere at him. It had travelled immediately back to her, shocking her and sending her tumbling.

After dinner, they practiced for another hour before sunset. Alex then took the first watch as the others went to sleep.


Chapter nine


The next morning as they continued their journey, the road and the river began curving towards the north. Across the river, to the southeast, Alex noticed that the land rose in a line of gentle hills. Alex could see the dark green of woodland in the farther hills. They looked like pine trees. The rise of the land pushed the river northward and the road followed the path of the water through the broad valley.

The river was about 60 or 70 yards wide here, but it seemed shallow, and Alex could see the tops of rocks and small boulders breaking the surface of the water.

As they took a break for lunch, Zura was looking at Taiya with a thoughtful expression.

“What are you thinking?” the Elf asked her.

“I have an idea for an experiment. When we stop for the evening, I would like you to test something,” the White Witch explained.

“Sure,” Taiya said with a nod.

They continued on their way. The sun was warm, and the scenery was pretty. The grass was low and there was a gentle sound of the river flowing along with them. It was a beautiful day, and they were making good time.

“Rider!” Janx said suddenly.

The Foxman was pointing across the river. A man was galloping down the nearest hill towards the river. He was about two hundred yards away and heading in their general direction.

Alex noticed that the man seemed to be waving at them. It sounded like the man was yelling something.

Alex and his companions stopped their horses, all of them curiously looking towards the rider.

“I wonder what he is saying?” Alex asked aloud.

Janx’x ears were pointed towards the man and Alex could see that he was listening intently. Alex heard the man yell again as he changed direction and was heading straight for them.

“He is saying RUN!” the Foxman replied in alarm.

“Run?” Alex said questioningly.

They all looked around nervously. The land around them was relatively level and clear save for some trees to the northwest. The trees were almost a mile away. Alex could see no threats.

“Run!” the rider yelled again.

Alex could clearly hear the rider now as he reached the bottom of the hill and headed towards the river.

“Run from what?” Arban asked no one in particular.

Just then Alex noticed something rising up from behind the hill the rider had just ridden down. It looked like a shaggy green bush. Two more bushes appeared a moment later. The bushes grew taller.

Alex frowned in confusion as he sought to make out the figures. Were they walking trees, he wondered.

“Oh oh!” Taiya whispered.

“Trolls!” Arban said.

“Fascinating, I have never seen one.” Zura said as she nudged her horse closer to the river.

“You don’t want to see one up close, they’re wild and dangerous,” Arban cautioned, before adding, “That rider must have really pissed them off for them to chase him this far outside of the trees.”

Trolls, Alex thought and shook his head. He had seen Elves, Orcs, Dwarves, Rockskins, Goblins and Hargs... why should he be surprised that Ktor also had Trolls?.

The rider guided his horse into the river as he attempted to cross. Alex got a better look at the Trolls as they lumbered down the hill in pursuit.

Alex guessed that they were about twenty feet tall and humanoid in shape. They were solidly built and were covered in thick green hair the color of pine needles. Their coloring would be good camouflage in the forest. Alex thought they looked like giant green Bigfoots. They were naked save for crude necklaces that looked like they were made from animal bones and vines.

The Trolls were not particularly fast, but their long legs covered a lot of ground with each step. By the time the Trolls reached the bottom of the hill, the rider was halfway across the river.

The Trolls reached the riverbank. Two started to cross immediately but the third reached down to the ground. The creature’s hands began to glow with a reddish light.

“Get back!” Arban yelled and wheeled his horse away from the river.

Taiya and Janx followed after the Orc but Alex saw that Zura hadn’t moved. She was watching the Trolls with interest. Alex nudged his horse closer to her and grabbed the reins out of her hands.

“Let’s go!” he said as he pulled her horse along behind him.

“What are you doing!” the Witch exclaimed in frustration as she looked back over her shoulder towards the Trolls.

“Never mind! Get us out of here!” she yelled as the Troll across the river scooped out a ball of earth and threw it in their direction.

The ball of dirt and stones was easily five feet in diameter and it arched across the water and smashed into the grass where Zura and Alex had just been. The ball shattered, spraying dirt and rocks into the air.

Alex tossed Zura her reins back as they reached the others who were waiting about fifty yards away.

Alex turned to check on the rider. The man had reached their side of the river. The two trolls in pursuit were about one third of the way across. The rider had only gotten a few feet out of the water when another ball of earth smashed into the ground a few feet away from him.

The impact startled his horse as dirt and rocks sprayed everywhere. A rock clipped the rider’s head as the horse reared in fear. The dazed man fell off the horse as it bolted away to the east. The two trolls were now halfway across the river.

Alex turned his horse and galloped towards the fallen man. He grabbed his club.

“What are you doing!” he heard Tiaya’s surprised cry from behind him.

Maybe he was crazy, but he couldn’t leave this stranger to be killed by those things. The Trolls were nearing the riverbank as he reached the fallen man.

The Troll on the other side of the river began crossing over as well.

Alex jumped off his horse and grabbed the man. Alex realized then that the fallen rider was a girl! With a quick motion he heaved the stunned girl up and across the saddle. He gave it a slap on the rump to send it running off. He had his club in his hand.

The first two creatures were stepping onto the land. Alex leaped towards the nearest one. He hoped they were not as strongly built as the clay man. The Trolls were big, but they were slow. They were focused on his horse which was trotting away with the girl draped across its back.

Alex leapt up towards the nearest creature's knee, swinging his club in a mighty blow. The club connected with a crack of breaking bones. Alex tumbled to the ground in a roll towards the second Troll.

The first Troll gave out a howl of pain as it stumbled and fell to the ground with a crash. The second Troll looked down at Alex and reached down to smash him with its fist. Alex got to his knees and rolled away as the Troll’s fist smashed into the ground where he had been just a moment ago.

The Troll lifted its foot to stomp him. As the creature lifted its leg slowly, Alex ducked underneath it and ran towards its other foot. Alex swung his club at its ankle. Crunch! The bones were crushed.

Alex had to dive to the side to avoid the falling giant. The second Troll stumbled into the first one that was trying to get up and they both fell to the ground. A fireball smashed into the bottom troll, catching its long hair on fire.

As the second troll rolled off of the first, it was struck by one of Zura’s energy spheres. It howled in pain as blue sparks crawled over its body. Shaking it off, the creature got to its knees before one of Taiya’s fireballs smashed it in its face.

The two women kept up a constant barrage of fireballs and energy spheres causing the Trolls to scream in agony.

Alex turned towards the Troll in the river just in time to see a large ball of wet dirt and river rocks flying towards him. He jumped to the side as it smashed into the ground in front of him. The ball shattered and a few of the stones sprayed into him, knocking him to the ground. He lost his grip on his club.

That hurt, he thought. He rolled to his hands and knees and looked around. He had to scamper away as a burning troll collapsed almost on top of him. The third troll was almost across the river.

Alex saw one of the smaller river rock boulders, half embedded in the ground near him. With a heave he lifted the four-foot-long jagged rock out of the ground and over his head. Using all of his strength, he flung it at the Troll as it reached the riverbank. The creature tried to raise its hands to block it, but it was too slow. The boulder caught one of its shoulders, spinning it around. The Troll lost its balance and crashed into the river with a mighty splash.

Alex looked around. The two other Trolls were laying on the ground, their bodies smoldering from Taiya’s fireballs. The creatures were moaning in agony. Zura and Taiya pulled up their horses next to Alex as they looked at the Troll in the river. It had gotten up and was stumbling back towards the far side of the river.

Zura sent an energy sphere crashing into the creature. Causing it to stumble and fall. Taiya launched a pair of fire balls at the Troll. Its wet hair was singed but it didn’t ignite as the others had.

“He’s retreating, why are you still attacking,” Alex asked with a frown.

“What if it reaches the other side and starts tossing boulders at us?” Zura said.

“Our attacks can’t reach across that far,” Taiya added as she sent more fireballs at the Troll.

Janx and Arban pulled up. The Orc was leading Alex’s horse. The girl was sitting up in Alex’s saddle with a dazed expression as she looked at the carnage around her.

“Trolls are dangerous. Better to finish them off,” Arban said.

Janx got off his horse, spear in hand. He walked over to the nearest Troll. He drove his spear into the Troll’s eye, deep into the creatures’ brain. After a second it was still. He repeated it with the second Troll, putting it out of its misery.

Alex climbed down to the water. It was only about knee deep here. He walked over to the Troll where it lay face first in the water. He reached down and picked up a rock that was about three feet in diameter. He got a little closer to the Troll’s head and threw the rock with all his might.

The boulder crushed the creature's skull. Alex let out a troubled sigh. The rules of warfare that he was taught on Earth didn’t apply here on Ktor. It was a brutal kill or be killed world.

Alex walked back out to the grass and joined his companions. The girl was staring at Alex in wonder.

She was dark skinned with shoulder length, jet black hair. Her eyes were grey, and she had pointed ears like Taiya’s. She was wearing brown pants and a vest that laced up the front. Both looked like they were made out of hide. Brown shoes and a leather belt with a long knife completed her outfit.

The girl had some kind of white paint that made two-inch-wide bands around her upper arms. Under each eye were two white stripes of the same paint.

The girl looked to be about 14 or 15 years old. Alex wondered if her dark skin signified that she was a Moon Elf. Lady Renna in Kargosk was Half Elven. She was part human and part Moon Elf and had dusky skin and black hair. The girl looked like she hadn’t slept in days.

The girl jumped down from the horse and walked over to Alex. She fell to her knees and bowed low before Alex. Alex looked down at her in confusion.

“Spirit Guide, thank you for your intervention,” the girl said to him.

Taiya and Zura looked at each other at the girl’s words. Janx nodded thoughtfully. Alex looked at Arban, but the Orc just shrugged his shoulders.

“Please stand,” Alex said.

The girl slowly rose to her feet. She was swaying from exhaustion. The girl’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she pitched forward. Alex caught her before she hit the ground.

“Is she injured?” Arban asked.

Alex laid the girl back down and quickly examined her. Back on Earth he had done a tour of duty with the Green Berets. He was trained as a medical sergeant, and he was used to examining soldiers for wounds after a battle. The Elf’s body had a few bruises, including one on the side of her head, but otherwise she seemed fine, and she was breathing evenly.

“I don’t see any wounds. I think she is suffering from exhaustion,” Alex said as he stood up.

“We should get out of here. These bodies are going to attract scavengers. There may be more Trolls coming this way,” Arban said.

Janx had found Alex’s club and he attached it to the saddle again. Taiya was looking at him with a critical eye.

“You’re injured!” the Elf said in concern as she looked at his arm.

Alex looked at his forearm. It was bleeding, but not badly. A sharp rock must have cut him, he thought.

“It's nothing,” he said.

Taiya ignored him and climbed off her horse and searched through her pouch. A moment later she had retrieved a roll of cloth. It took her less than a minute to bandage his wound.

“Thank you,” he said.

“I will look you over once we make camp,” Taiya said, concern still showing in her eyes as she put the roll away and mounted her horse.

“I can see the girl’s horse,” Zura said, pointing to the east.

Alex could see the black horse in the distance. It had stopped and was eating grass.

“Let me go ahead, I think I can calm him and get him to follow us,” the Wood Elf said and kicked her horse into a canter.

The rest of them followed behind. Arban lifted the girl up to Alex and he held her in front of him as he rode. Taiya was able to calm the girl’s horse and soon had taken a hold of its reins.

“Elves, especially Wood Elves seem to have an affinity with animals,” Arban said when Alex was surprised at how the horse responded to Taiya.

The Elf gave them a triumphant smile, her green eyes sparkling with joy, as they reached her.

“You never cease to amaze me,” Alex said to her with a smile of his own.

They continued on to the next way point which they reached about two hours later. The girl’s horse had a simple saddle and a sleeping roll across the back along with two small packs. They unpacked her bedding and spread it on the ground. The girl was unconscious the whole time and they laid her in her sleeping roll so she could continue resting.


Chapter ten


“What is she?” Alex asked as they finished their evening meal.

“A Moon Elf,” Taiya answered.

“I wonder what she was doing out here?” Zura asked thoughtfully.

“There is a Moon Elf tribe in the hills to the west of Verbana. I have seen them come to the market in the city,” Arban said.

“How far is that?” Alex asked.

Arban looked towards the hills on the other side of the river.

“From here... I would guess somewhere around 10 or more days journey through the hills. I am not sure exactly where the Moon Elf settlement is,” the Orc said thoughtfully as he rubbed his chin.

“What are those markings on her arms and face?” Janx asked.

They all looked towards Taiya for an answer. The Wood Elf frowned in thought.

“I have heard that the Moon Elves paint themselves before they go into battle. But I am not certain. This is not a tradition amongst my people,” she said.

“Do Moon Elves battle with Trolls often?” Alex asked.

The Orc laughed.

“No one battles with Trolls unless they have too. They are too big, and they have some kind of magic they use to scoop out big balls of dirt. As you saw earlier, they can throw them far. Fortunately, they keep to themselves and favor the deep forests,” Arban explained.

“I wonder why the Trolls were chasing her,” Zura asked thoughtfully.

“We should check her packs,” Janx said.

They stood and went over to the girl’s horse. The saddle was of simple construction. On the front left side of the saddle was a sheath containing the shaft of a stone headed club. Arban took it out and examined it. It consisted of a two-foot-long handle with a triangular shaped stone lashed to one end. The stone gave the weapon a roughly axe shape, but it was clearly designed for smashing and not cutting.

The Orc handed it to Alex. The club felt light to Alex, but he imagined it would be easy for the girl to swing and heavy enough to do some damage in close quarters combat. He handed it back to Arban and the Orc returned it to its sheath.

Next, Arban searched the pack on that side of the horse. It contained a few leaf wrapped items.

“Probably journey bread,” Arban said.

There was also a piece of metal and flint for starting a fire, a length of thin rope and some fishing hooks. The Orc placed the items back into the pack.

Zura walked around the horse and searched the other pack. She drew out a coiled rope and handed it to Janx. Next was a waterskin which was almost empty. The final item she pulled out drew a gasp from Taiya and Arban.

Zura held a ring of metal with some kind of stones arranged around it. Alex realized it must be some kind of crown. The metal looked like gold. The stones were a greenish color that sparkled in the late afternoon sun.

She handed the crown to Janx and placed the rope and waterskin back in the pouch. Janx looked at the crown curiously for a moment and then handed it to Alex.

The green stones were a lighter shade of green compared to the emeralds Alex had seen. Those emeralds were cut in a uniform round shape and were used as currency on Ktor.

One Emerald was equal to 1,000 Gold pieces. It was also called a “Royal”. If the price of something was 3,000 gold pieces, people could also say it cost 3 Royals.

In addition to the color being lighter, these stones were roughly oval in shape, except the top of the stones came to a point and the bottoms were curved. The shape was somewhat like a teardrop. Alex counted 13 stones spaced evenly around the crown. He passed it to Arban.

“If these stones are what I think they are, this is very valuable,” the Orc said and then passed it to Taiya.

“Elfstones!” Taiya said in wonder and held the crown up so the late afternoon sun made the stones gleam and sparkle.

“What are Elfstones?” Alex asked curiously.

“Some people call them Lifestones. Elven Druids craft them. They can help the Druid channel their Power,” Taiya explained.

The others nodded in understanding, but Alex wasn’t sure what the Elf was talking about.

“What is an Elven Druid?” he asked.

Arban, Zura and Janx looked at him curiously. Taiya just smiled.

“I forgot that you grew up... in an isolated area,” the Wood Elf said.

She thought for a moment.

“I guess you could say the Elven Druids are the opposite of the Human Necromancers. Druids practice life magic while Necromancers deal in death magic,” she explained.

“What can an Elfstone do?” Alex asked.

“Asides of helping a Druid channel and focus their Power, they also shine in the darkness. It's said that Undead creatures hate the light from the Elfstones,” Taiya explained.

Alex nodded as he digested what she had just said. Undead creatures. That didn’t sound like fun. He wondered if she meant things like Vampires or Zombies. He would ask her privately. He did vaguely remember her mentioning Necromancers when she first told him about Power. He had forgotten about it though as he tried to wrap his mind around this strange world he had found himself in.

“Do you think the girl stole the crown from the Trolls?” Janx asked.

“Trolls are simple creatures. From what I was taught, they do not fashion many things. This crown would be too small for a Troll’s head,” the White Witch said.

“She did something to anger them. Trolls don’t like to venture out of the woods. It's a few miles to the hills with trees,” Arban said.

“I wonder what she is doing with this crown?” Taiya asked.

Alex looked over at the sleeping girl.

“I don’t think she will wake up before morning,” he said.

“It is still an hour or two until the sun sets. We should try the experiment I told you about earlier,” Zura said as she looked at Taiya.

“Of course. What do you need me to do?” the Elf asked.

“I want you to shoot a fireball at Alex,” Zura said.

“What! Why would I do that! I never want to hurt him!” Taiya said as her eyes flashed in anger.

“Peace!” Zura said with a smile.

“I only want you to use the smallest ball possible. I have an idea that Alex’s body may simply repel your fireball back at you in the same way he sent my energy sphere back to me,” the Witch explained.

Taiya thought about what Zura had said. After a moment, she reluctantly nodded her head.

“If you are correct, that means Alex may be immune from attacks from Elemental Dancers,” Taiya said thoughtfully.

“Exactly. Let’s walk away from the others and the horses. I am not sure exactly what will happen or how dangerous this may be,” Zura said.

The White Witch led them about fifty feet away from the waypoint. Arban and Janx watched from a safe distance.

“How small a fireball can you make? I would rather not be burned to death if Zura is wrong about this,” Alex said with a rueful grin.

“I am highly confident in my hypothesis regarding your Power,” Zura said angrily as she crossed her arms and glared at Alex.

Taiya held out her right hand, palm up. A tennis ball sized ball of flame appeared. The Elf concentrated and the fireball shrank to the size of a quail egg.

“I have always tried to make a fireball as large as possible. It is strange trying to make one as small as possible,” Taiya said.

The Elf looked at Alex. Alex pointed towards his chest and nodded. Zura quickly formed an energy shield and held it up in front of her.

With a nod, Taiya flicked her hand forward and the fireball sped towards Alex. He closed his eyes as a precaution.

The ball smacked into his chest and small flames spread across his armor. Alex felt a soft warmth as the flames licked at his neck and chin for a moment. An instant later the fireball reformed and sped back towards Taiya. Alex opened his eyes as he felt the warmth disappear.

Taiya calmly held up her hand and the fireball crashed into her palm. Her hand was engulfed in fire for a moment and then the flames disappeared.

“The fireball doesn’t affect you?” Alex asked in surprise.

Zura lowered her shield and walked forward to examine Alex’s chest.

“No. Fire does not affect me. Real or magical,” Taiya said with a shrug.

“Why did your energy sphere knock you back when it hit you?” Alex asked Zura with a confused look.

Zura straightened up from looking at his chest.

“Because I am a Witch, not an Elemental Dancer,” she explained with a puzzled look at his question.

Seeing the confused look was still on his face, she elaborated.

“Taiya is an Elemental Dancer. Power comes easily and naturally to her. The element that she controls, in her case fire, is a part of her. It cannot harm her,” Zura said.

Taiya had walked up to him as well. She reached out a hand and touched his chest.

“I am relieved that I didn’t hurt you,” she said with a smile.

“What did you feel?” Zura asked.

“A slight feeling of warmth on my chest. Some warmth on my chin and neck,” he said.

Zura nodded and reached out a hand to touch his chest.

“Your armor is warm,” she said.

“I want you to try to absorb and hold the fireball like you are able to do with my energy spheres,” Zura said.

Alex nodded and the women walked back to their original positions. Zura held up her shield and nodded at Taiya.

The Wood Elf launched another fireball at Alex. This time Alex kept his eyes open. As the fireball splashed across his armor, he tried to grab hold of the energy. The Elemental Fire energy was a swirling mass of chaos. It flew back towards Taiya before he could grip it.

“Again,” Zura said.

Taiya sent another fireball crashing into his chest. Alex couldn’t get a hold of the energy and it flew back to Taiya.

“Again,” Zura said.

Taiya spent the next half hour sending fireballs at Alex. Try as he might, he could not control it.

“Let’s practice with my energy spheres for a moment. Perhaps that will help you focus,” Zura suggested.

Alex spent the next fifteen minutes absorbing Zura’s energy spheres before sending them harmlessly up into the early evening sky.

Zura then switched places with Taiya and the Elf sent fireballs at Alex. But the result was the same. Alex was unable to grasp the Elemental Fire Energy he felt in his body for a moment before it flew back at the Elf.

They practiced until the stars began to shine in the evening sky.

“We can try again tomorrow,” Zura said with a shrug.

“Sorry to disappoint you ladies,” Alex said with a wry smile and a bow.

“It’s not a disappointment! It took me months to be able to understand the basics of my Power and how to begin to properly control it,” Zura said.

“Even an elemental Dancer must spend years refining their focus and control. And this is with the Power coming naturally to us,” Taiya added.

“Yes, this is all new to you. You have progressed remarkably well in being able to absorb my energy spheres,” Zura added.

They turned and walked back towards Arban and Janx.

“And we have learned that Elemental Power does not harm you! That is wonderful news!” Taiya said as she slipped her arm through his.

They explained their findings to the Orc and Foxman. Both were glad to hear that Alex was safe from Elemental Dancers.

They readied their sleep rolls and went to bed while Taiya took the first shift of the night watch.


Chapter eleven


The next morning, Alex woke the Moon Elf by shaking her arm. The girl sat upright, a look of confusion on her face.

“What- where am I!” she sputtered.

The girl looked around and saw the rest of Alex’s companions rolling up their sleeping mats.

“Take it easy, you’re safe,” Alex said.

The girl’s eyes widened as they looked at Alex. The Moon Elf rolled out of her bed so that she was kneeling at Alex’s feet.

“Forgive me, spirit guide!” the girl said as she bowed her head.

Alex reached down and grabbed the girl’s arm, easily lifting her to her feet. The girl’s mouth dropped open at the ease with which Alex lifted her.

“Stop calling me that and stop kneeling. My name is Alex,” he said as he let go of the girl’s arm.

“Yes, spirit guide,” the girl said.

“I mean, yes, Alex,” the girl added with a bow of her head.

“What is your name?” Alex asked.

“I am called, Ujenna,” the girl said.

“Why were those Trolls after you?” Alex asked.

“The Trolls!” Ujenna said and looked around in a panic.

The girl saw her horse in the nearby corral. She sprinted towards it, vaulting over the low wall. The girl ran up to her horse and opened the pack that contained the Elfstone Crown and stuck her hand in. Alex could see the visible sigh of relief on the girl’s face as her shoulders relaxed.

“Don’t worry, the crown is still in the bag,” Zura yelled to the girl as she watched with an amused look on her face.

“You have seen the crown! But you did not steal it!” Ujenna said with a surprised look.

Alex could see the girl tense up again and saw that Ujenna’s hand grasped the knife hilt at her belt.

“Why would we take it?” Zura said with a frown.

The girl looked around at the mixed group watching him. Her eyes met Alex’s and she relaxed again.

“Forgive me, spirit guide. The last few days have been difficult,” Ujenna said and bowed her head towards Alex.

“Come. Let us eat breakfast and you can tell us your story,” Alex said.

Ujenna nodded and pulled out one of her journey breads. Janx and Taiya sat on the corral wall while the others sat on the grass to eat.

“Ujenna, this is Wagon Master Arban,” Alex said as he indicated the Orc.

Ujenna nodded.

Alex then introduced Taiya and Janx. He didn’t refer to the Witch as Lady Zura since she was undercover.

“This is Sarah,” Alex said, calling her Zura the first name that popped into his mind.

Zura blinked in confusion for a moment and then nodded to Ujenna.

“Where are you from?” Alex asked as they were eating.

“I am of the Vara Tribe. Our home is in the Vara hills near Lake Limni,” Ujenna said.

“I believe I have seen your people in the marketplace in Verbana,” Arban said.

“Yes, our people go to Verbana for trade, Wagon Master,” the Elf replied.

“What are you doing in the Troll hills?” the Orc asked.

The Moon Elf was silent for a few moments as she considered the best way to explain her journey.

“It is the time of my spirit journey. For three days and three nights I fasted and meditated. My dreams told me I must come to the Troll Hills and seek the lost crown of my people,” she finally said.

“What is a spirit journey?” Janx asked.

“If a Moon Elf wishes to follow the warrior’s path, they must fast and meditate for three days. On the third night they will be visited by a dream. The dream will instruct them on a quest they must undertake.

“The quest is usually a hunt. It may be a rare bird, a savage beast or the pelt of an elusive animal they must take. Sometimes it is a journey to bring back some rare plant or berry. Sometimes it is a journey to a distant land or a tall mountain peak,” the girl explained.

“What did your dream show you?” Taiya asked with a curious look.

“My dream showed me the lost crown of Queen Sofya. I saw the path I must take to find the cave in the hills where it would be found,” Ujenna said with a faraway look in her eye.

“What is the story of the crown?” Zura asked.

“Many generations ago, as our tribe grew in strength and numbers, our people sought to establish another settlement here in the northern hills. The land was rich in game and the forest was plentiful with a variety of useful trees.

“The scouts warned Queen Sofya, however, that they had seen many fierce Trolls in the wooded hills. Queen Sofya was prideful and arrogant, and she wanted to claim the hills for our people. She left our city called Reeva with many warriors. They never returned,” the Moon Elf explained.

“Trolls are fearsome opponents,” Arban said.

“Scouts were sent to see what had become of Queen Sofya and her warriors. They found signs of a great battle and bits of weapons and armor but no sign of the Queen or her crown,” the girl added.

“The Trolls probably ate the dead bodies,” Zura said.

Arban nodded.

“It’s said that they even eat their own dead,” the Orc added.

Alex was glad that he had Taiya and Zura with him when he had fought the Trolls. Even with his strength, those creatures were powerful.

“How did you find the crown?” Alex asked.

Ujenna got a faraway look in her eye as she told them what she had seen in her dream...

“In my dream, I saw the battle. Even though Moon Elves can be stealthy travelers, Queen Sofya made little effort to hide her host as they travelled northward. Her two captains, Tiano and Remijio, urged for stealth, but she thought the Trolls would tremble in fear at her coming and they would abandon the hills without a fight.

“The Trolls are savage and wild, but they are not stupid. They saw the Moon Elves approaching and gathered all of their people. The Trolls saw that the Elves were following a stream. As the water flowed through a narrow gap in the hills, the Elves would be forced to spread their host in a long line. The ground was rough, and the Elves had to dismount and lead their horses.

“The Trolls hid in the hilltops on either side of the stream. After half of the Elven Host had passed, the Trolls struck. Boulders, small trees and the balls of earth they can form rained down upon the Elves. Many fell in that first assault and many horses panicked and ran away.

“The Queen and her Captains rallied the Elves and a great battle ensued. Queen Sofya and Captain Tiano led some of the Elves up one hill towards the Trolls while Captain Remijio led the rest up the other hill. Many Elves were crushed by the Trolls as destruction continued to rain down upon them.

“As the Elves closed with the Trolls, The Chief of the Trolls let out a mighty yell and led his people in a charge down the hills. Captain Remigio felled one Troll before he was crushed by a boulder thrown by another Troll.

“On the other hill, Queen Sofya and Captain Tiano fought against the mighty Troll Chief. He was taller and stronger than the other Trolls with a small tree that he used as a club. The Chief swung at Captain Tiano but missed the nimble warrior who ducked and rolled under the swing.

“The Captain found himself behind the Troll and he leapt up and slashed the creature's hamstring. The Chieftain howled in pain and stumbled to one knee. Queen Sofya saw her chance and leaped up with her sword outstretched. The point pierced the Troll Chief’s eye and drove into his brain. As the mighty Troll collapsed, Queen Sofya lost her grip on her sword, diving out of the way of the falling Giant.

“The other Trolls fell back for a moment at the sight of their fallen chief. Captain Tiano helped Queen Sofya to her feet, and he called for the remaining Elves to fall back. The Elves ran down the hill and followed the stream as the Trolls regrouped and began their pursuit.

“Some of the Elves, turned back to the Trolls to buy time for their comrades. They didn’t last long, but it bought the rest a few minutes respite. Unfortunately, the Elves saw more Trolls moving in their direction from the front. They were trapped.

“They saw a tall narrow cave entrance nearby. Queen Sofya, Captain Tevio and the twenty Elves that were left made their final stand there. They pushed the Queen into the cave behind them, but the cave was shallow.

“The Elves fought to keep the Trolls back and slew three of them at the entrance before the Trolls fell back. The Trolls then dug out giant fistfuls of dirt and rock and threw it at the Elves. Some of the Elves fell under the rain of stones.

“Queen Sofya was struck in the temple by one of the stones. As she was knocked back, her crown flew off her head, rolling to the back of the cave. The Queen fell to the ground dead. The Elves were slowly overwhelmed, Captain Tevio the last one to perish.”

They were silent for a few minutes as they thought about the story Ujenna had told them.

“Arrogant and prideful is not a good way to approach a battle. You should never underestimate your opponent,” Alex said.

“Her Captains cautioned her, but she would not listen,” the Moon Elf said.

“Where you able to locate the crown from your dream?” Zura asked.

“Yes. My dream showed me that the Trolls had a meeting area in a little hidden valley where they would gather sometimes. There was a dead tree in the middle of the clearing. On it they had hung skulls of various enemies and animals they had killed.

“Many of the weapons and armor from the fallen Elves were also there. The crown was also hung on one of the branches. The Trolls were fascinated by the light it gave off in the dark of night. I found the stream that Queen Sofya had taken and then the cave where they had made their last stand. From there I found the hidden valley,” Ujenna explained.

“How did you manage to steal away the crown?” Alex asked.

“I hid up on the side of the valley and watched the Trolls for two days. I noticed that a few of the older Trolls seemed to sleep there, but most would leave the valley in the late morning.

“On the third day, I took the crown from the tree. Unfortunately, as I almost reached the safety of the trees around the clearing, one of the Trolls returned early. It raised a howl when it saw me. Luckily it was old and slow and did not try to chase me.

“I scrambled up the valley side and made my way down the other side where I had my horse waiting. I tried to head south, but there were too many Trolls in that direction as they searched for me.

“I used the trees as cover as I worked my way northward. The Trolls were slow, and I managed to put some distance from them, but they do not tire easily. I had to stop to rest my horse and they would close the distance. I had a potion of stamina with me from which I would give some to my horse when we would stop to rest.

“When I saw you, it was the third day we had been running from the Trolls. I hoped to lose them once I had crossed the river. Trolls do not like to be long from the woods and I had finally escaped the trees in the morning,” Ujenna said.

“I have read that Trolls are sustained by their forests. Their strength and magic wanes if they are away from the woods for too long,” Zura said.

“Lucky we were nearby, or those Trolls would have caught you,” the Orc said.

“In my dream, my spirit guide rescued me from the Trolls,” Ujenna said and looked at Alex and bowed her head towards him.

“Why do you call me spirit guide?” Alex asked with a confused frown.

“When a young warrior has their dream about their spirit journey, sometimes they will also be given a vision of a person or an animal that they will meet on their journey. This is a spirit guide who can help or guide the quester,” the Moon Elf explained.

“Are you saying that you saw Alex in a dream?” Taiya asked.

“Yes. When I saw Alex yesterday, I recognized him from my dream... or I should say a version of Alex,” he answered.

“What do you mean by a version of Alex?” Zura asked.

“In my dream, Alex was larger, perhaps 10 feet tall with arms made of stone. In one hand he held fire and in the other hand he held lightning. He used the fire and lightning to smite the Troll that was chasing me,” the girl said reverently.

Zura and Taiya looked at Alex with little smiles. Alex just shrugged.

“What else did your dream tell you?” Alex asked.

The Moon Elf hesitated for a moment.

“You rescued me and then I travelled back to my home with the crown,” Ujenna answered.

Alex considered the story that the girl had just told him. Considering what he had already seen on Ktor, it wasn’t particularly crazy.

“What is your plan?” Alex asked the girl.

“I must begin my journey home,” she said and looked across the river to the south.

Alex stood up and brushed the crumbs from his chainmail shirt.

Everyone else stood up as well.

“You should travel with us for another day or two. We are only a couple of hours east of where we met you. I think you should put some distance from where the Trolls were following you,” Alex said.

“In three days we will be in Zenkova. The Greenspring joins the Lim River there and it flows down to Lake Limni. You should be able to book passage on a boat heading south there,” the Orc suggested.

The girl considered what they had said.

“I will heed the advice of the Spirit Guide and travel with you for two more days. Closer to the Lim River, the hills are low, and the woods are not as deep. I cannot trust taking the crown on a boat with strangers. I will cross the river and ride south along the low hills. Trolls tend to prefer the thick of the forest,” Ujenna said.

“Allright. Let’s get moving then,” Alex said.


Chapter twelve


The day’s ride was uneventful. They stopped for a quick lunch and then made good time to the next waypoint. Alex practiced with Zura before dinner as Ujenna watched wide eyed from a safe distance.

Janx headed off towards the tall grass to the north of the waypoint with his spear. The Foxman returned a short time later with the three fat rabbits slung over his shoulder.

“I do not understand why we do not hunt for our meals. Game is plentiful in these lands between the cities,” Janx said.

“The journey bread is convenient and quick, especially when you have a large group to feed, like a caravan,” Arban said.

“I do not understand how you people do not tire of eating this bread every day,” the Foxman said as he made a face.

“I did not say that we wouldn’t mind something different upon occasion!” the Orc said with a laugh.

Arban walked with Janx to the river’s edge where he helped the Foxman clean his prizes. Taiya used her Power to heat up a couple of large flat stones which they used to cook the rabbits.

“Thank you Janx. That was a good change,” The Orc said as he licked his fingers happily as he finished his portion of the meal. The others expressed their appreciation for Janx breaking up the monotony of their travel meals.

After they had eaten dinner, Alex spent an hour of practice with Taiya. There were a few times where he felt that he could grasp the flames for a fleeting moment.

He expressed his frustration that he could not do more.

“You have made progress. You said you could feel and grasp the flames for a fleeting moment. You couldn’t even do that yesterday!” Taiya said encouragingly.

Alex just scowled at her. He was used to being able to master new skills relatively quickly. Struggling with the flame Power was a new experience for him. He was not a quitter. He would just keep trying until he grasped the concept. He figured it had to be similar to what he was doing with Zura’s energy spheres.

As they divided up the night watch shifts, Ujenna wanted to take one. Alex insisted that she rest instead for her journey. The girl bowed her head to Alex and accepted. Arban gave Alex a knowing nod.

Alex didn’t want to tell the girl that he didn’t know her well enough to trust her yet. The girl seemed okay, but Ktor was a harsh world. And the girl still looked tired from her escape.

Alex didn’t sleep well and got out of bed a little before the third watch had finished their shift. Taiya had taken the first watch followed by Janx and then Zura. Alex was next with Arban taking the final shift.

Zura was sitting on the low stone wall that fenced the horses in. She looked at him curiously as he walked over. The fire they had built cast flickering shadows over the waypoint.

“I couldn’t sleep anymore,” he whispered.

The White Witch nodded and looked around.

“Anything to worry about?” Alex asked.

“A little while ago, a large bear was sniffing around the far side of the animal pens. I hit it with a little energy sphere and it ran off fast. It's probably still running,” she said.

Alex smiled as he pictured the shocked bear’s reaction.

The Witch looked up at the moons. Alex couldn’t help but notice how pretty Zura’s golden eyes looked in the moonlight. She was a beautiful young woman.

He hadn’t liked her at first. She was haughty and arrogant. But she had grown on him. When they had finally made love, it was quite the adventure as she was curious about different positions and techniques. Alex smiled as he remembered her insatiable curiosity.

He wondered if she would stay with him once they had finished their business in Zenkova. He certainly hoped so. He had gotten used to having her around and she and Taiya were getting along well.

“Cluria will be setting soon,” Zura said softly.

Alex blinked in confusion and looked up at the night sky. The smaller moon was low in the horizon. The larger moon, Thuros was high above them.

“Cluria?” he asked.

It was her turn to look at him in confusion.

“Yes, Cluria, the lesser moon,” she whispered.

“Cluria,” he said and looked up at the small moon.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know the names of the moons!” she said incredulously.

“I know the big one is Thuros,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders.

“The Great Moon Thuros. The small Moon is Cluria. What do they call the small moon where you came from,” she asked curiously.

Alex almost said that they only had one moon where he came from. He wondered how Zura would take the fact that he had come from another planet. Taiya had assumed he had been transported from some isolated country beyond the Empty Lands. Alex decided to stick to the story.

“We just called it the little moon,” he said simply.

The Witch thought for a moment.

“Do you not know the story of Thuros and Cluria?” she asked.

“No. I have never heard it,” Alex said.

“Taiya is right, you are a simple country boy,” Zura said with a smile.

“I will tell you what I told her... I’m just a stranger in a strange land,” Alex said with a wry smile.

Zura just shook her head.

“So, what is the story of Thuros and Cluria?” he asked.

“Thuros was a great and mighty warrior. He fell in love with a beautiful princess named Cluria. Yet Cluria will not tell Thuros that she loves him. Cluria does love Thuros, but she is uncertain if he is worthy of a princess. So Thuros chases after Cluria. Cluria sometimes lets Thuros get close for a short while, but then she changes her mind and runs farther away from him,” she explained.

Alex looked up at the moons, smiling at the analogy of the moons’ movements representing two lovers.

“In life, their love was never consummate. So, in death, the gods placed them in the evening sky, where Thuros still chases after Cluria and Cluria alternates between drawing near and then away from her love,” Zura added.

Alex was quiet for a moment as he thought about her story.

“The story of Thuros and Cluria reminds me of our relationship,” Alex said as he looked at her.

“What!” she hissed in shock at his words.

Her eyes grew big as she stared at him for a moment.

“You think I am a beautiful princess like Cluria?” she whispered.

Alex blinked for a moment at her response.

“No!” he said with a little laugh.

Zura’s mouth dropped open in surprise.

“I was thinking that you keep chasing after me just like Thuros chases after Cluria!” he added as he grinned at her.

Zura let out a shocked gasp. She jumped down off the wall, golden eyes flashing in the moonlight.

“The arrogance you have! As if I, a high born Tarenian would ever chase after an uncouth country bumpkin! I... never mind!” she said as she stomped her foot in anger.

The Witch held her chin up high and tried to walk past Alex. Alex grabbed her by the upper arm and spun her to face him.

“You may not be a princess, but you are beautiful,” he said softly as he pulled her into a kiss.

Zura kissed him for a brief moment and then used her hands to push him away.

“The nerve you have!” she said and then spun and marched a few steps away from him.

Alex tilted his head as he watched her stand there for a moment. He saw her take a deep breath and then she spun around and marched back to him. She stopped as their chests were about to touch.

Zura stared up at him, her golden eyes swirling with emotion.

Suddenly she reached her hands up to his face and pulled his face down to hers. Their lips met in a fierce kiss. She slipped her tongue hungrily between his lips as the kiss deepened. They kissed for a moment before she pushed him away, breathing heavily.

Zura stared into his eyes for a moment before she spun and marched away again. She climbed into her sleeping roll. She rolled to face the fire, turning her back to him.

Alex smiled as he savored the lingering taste of her on his lips. Zura was a fascinating young woman. He really hoped she decided to stay with them once they left Zenkova.

Alex started walking around the waystop, keeping alert for any dangers. He had difficulty concentrating as thoughts of her kiss brought back memories of their love making in Kargosk. He really did hope she would stay with him.


Chapter thirteen


The next morning was uneventful. At one point, they saw a bear watching them from a distance. They again made good time and Alex had time to practice with Zura and Taiya.

After a few attempts, Alex was able to hold onto the flame energy for a few seconds. He soon was able to hold onto the flame energy for about five seconds before it shot back towards Taiya. Alex could not send it any other direction.

Taiya smiled and gave him a big kiss when they finished the evening's practice.

“It is so much harder to control than Zura’s type of Power,” Alex said with a frustrated sigh.

“I am so proud of you! You can sense my Elemental Power and hold on to it for a few seconds. That’s amazing progress,” she said encouragingly.

Alex gave her a half smile and they walked back with the others.

“Tomorrow afternoon we should be in Zenkova,” Arban announced to them.

“Then sometime in the morning I will cross the river and head to my home,” Ujenna said thoughtfully.

“You are welcome to come to Zenkova with us. I can pay for your passage south to Lake Limni,” Alex suggested.

“Thank you. In my dream, I did not visit Zenkova. I will ride south through the hills,” she said and bowed her head towards Alex.

The next morning, they gave Ujenna some of their spare journey bread. The Moon Elf thanked them and then walked over to her packs and drew out the crown. She took out her belt knife and sat down on the ground.

Using the tip of her knife, Ujenna carefully pried at one of the Elfstones on the back side of the crown. After a few minutes, she had worked the stone free. She stood up, sheathed her knife and returned the crown to its pouch.

Ujenna walked over to Alex and gave him a deep bow. She then held out the Elfstone in both hands, offering it to Alex.

“Sprit Guide, this is for you, for you and your people saving my life and helping the crown on its journey back to my people,” the Moon Elf said solemnly.

Alex held up his hands and shook his head.

“I cannot accept it Ujenna. You do not have to thank me,” Alex said with a frown.

“I am sorry Alex. But in my dream, I gave the Spirit Guide this Elfstone. I gave you the Elfstone,” Ujenna said.

“Take the stone back to your people with the crown,” Alex said.

“I want you to accept it as a gift,” the Moon Elf said and bowed again.

“Ujenna, keep the stone with the others,” Alex said and shook his head.

“Spirit Guide, if you do not accept, I will follow you until you relent and accept, however many days or months it takes. I gave it to you in my dream and I must give it to you in reality,” the Elf said as she remained bowed with hands outstretched.

Alex let out a sigh in resignation.

“Very well. I accept your gift,” Alex said.

Ujenna looked up and smiled. She took a step closer and handed the stone to Alex.

“In my dream, you refused the stone three times before accepting it,” the Moon Elf said.

“Dreams can be powerful messengers,” Janx said as he watched the exchange.

“Thank you, Ujenna. Be careful on your journey home,” Alex said.

The Moon Elf bowed again and walked over to rest of the team. She thanked them and clasped hands with each of them before mounting her horse.

“If you find yourselves near the Vara hills and need anything, seek out my people. Tell them that the daughter of the Vara has offered you friendship,” Ujenna said before turning her horse towards the river.

The Greenspring was over 100 yards wide here, but it was shallow and slow moving. The Elf girl stopped her horse at the river’s edge and turned to look at Alex.

“Spirit... Alex... We will meet again,” Ujenna said.

Alex raised his hand in acknowledgement and Ujenna turned towards the river again. They watched the girl ride her horse across. In some parts the water rose up to the horse’s chest, but, after a few minutes, Ujenna made it safely across. The girl turned and gave them a final wave before heading for the hills just south of the river.

Alex and the others watched until she disappeared over the first hill. Alex opened the potion satchel that Nankossa had given him. He placed the Elfstone in one of the empty pouches.

“Did you hear her refer to herself as the daughter of the Vara,” Taiya asked.

“Yes, I thought that was strange,” Arban said as he looked to the Wood Elf.

“What does it mean?” Alex asked.

“It is an old way of referring to the eldest son or daughter of the Chief of an Elven tribe. The larger Elven Nations these days are usually ruled by a King or Queen and their children would be Princes or Princesses. But in most of the smaller tribes and nations, the leader is still referred to as a Chief or Chieftess.

“They are often called by the Tribe Name. If the Vera chief is a man he may be referred to as Chief of the Vara or simply Chief Vara. The firstborn child and heir of the Chief is called the Son or Daughter of the tribe,” Taiya explained.

“That means that the girl is an important person among the Vara,” Zura said.

“It’s good to have important friends,” the Orc said with a laugh.

“Indeed!” Alex said with a smile.

Their morning ride was quiet, and the day was warm. After they had stopped and eaten their lunch, Zura drank the blue potion that would change her eye color. Zura gagged for a moment at the bitter burning flavor of the drink.

The rest of them watched in fascination as her pupils began to swirl and darken. After about two minutes, her eyes had changed to a dark green color.

“Did my eyes change color?” Zura asked them.

“Yes! They are a dark green color now!” Taiya said excitedly.

Taiya then helped her apply the powders to darken her skin. As a final touch, Zura donned her dark brown wig.

“How do I look?” Zura asked when she saw Alex staring at her.

“Like a new woman. Without your robes and with your skin and your eyes darker, I don’t think anyone will recognize you,” Alex said.

“I am worried that the guards at the gate will remember me,” Zura said with a frown.

Alex looked at the confident way Zura held herself. She oozed Power and sophistication.

“When we enter the city, slouch your shoulders. Try not to make too much eye contact with anyone. Try to look like you are bored,” Alex directed her.

“Like this?” Zura asked as she slumped her shoulders.

“Yes. The guards will remember a proud and powerful White Witch in her white robes. In this outfit, you look just like any other bored adventurer,” Alex said.

“They would also remember a Tarenian, because your people are a rare sight outside of your lands, especially with their red skin and golden eyes. With darker skin and eyes, you just look like someone from the northern lands,” Arban added.

“Well hopefully, the disguise will fool everyone,” Zura said with a pensive frown.

“Unless you call undue attention to yourself, people tend to see what they expect to see,” Alex said.

“I hope you are right,” Zura replied.

They mounted their horses and continued their journey east. After about a two-hour ride, they started to come across some outlying ranches and farms. As they passed a small watchtower by the side of the road, a soldier waved for them to stop. He was wearing a light tunic bearing a red and yellow diamond pattern over his armor.

“What is your business,” the guard asked.

“We are with the Caravan Guards. I am delivering dispatches to Master Daerona at the Zenkova Guildhouse,” Arban explained.

The guard looked them over for a moment. Satisfied that they didn’t seem to be a major threat, he nodded and waved them on.

After travelling another hour, the number of farms they passed increased, and they passed wagons and travelers on the road heading to and from the city. A patrol of eight mounted soldiers rode past them heading west.

As they crested a small hill, they could see Zenkova ahead of them. It was the largest city Alex had seen up to this point. It seemed significantly larger than Oktoban.

As they rode closer, Alex saw that the city was built on the triangle of land formed where the Greenspring river slowly curved and met the Lim River. The valley seemed to end here as the hills to the north and south receded into the distance.

The Lim River must be deeper than the Greenspring because he could see medium sized boats riding on its surface. The Greenspring, in contrast, only had a few small boats on it and those did not seem to be moving far west up the river.

As they neared the city Alex could see the tall walls protecting the city. Square towers were spaced along the city walls. Past the walls, he could see a couple of towers rising within the city. A large Keep or Castle could also be seen rising inside of the city.

Alex realized what a strategic location the city possessed. The main trade route through the Greenspring Valley passed by the city. The Lim River was obviously big enough for ships to sail up and down. Zenkova probably dominated the river trade in this region.

Whoever was causing trouble in the Valley was probably also behind the troubles in Zenkova. Whoever controlled Zenkova, controlled the valuable trade in and out of the Greenspring Valley.

Alex glanced over at Zura. The White Witch had a pensive look on her face as she studied the city before them. She was sitting very properly on her horse.

“Remember to slouch and look bored,” Alex said to her.

“Right,” Zura nodded and assumed a bored look.

It was midafternoon and the flow of people in and out of Zenkova was relatively light. As they neared the gate, Alex noticed that the guards were spending most of their time searching wagons that were leaving the city and paying little attention to those entering Zenkova.

The gatehouse was a large square building. It had both an outer gate and an inner gate. Alex could see the bottom edge of a portcullis protruding from the ceiling. It was a formidable looking structure.

Flags waved above the gatehouse. They bore patterns of alternating red and yellow diamond shapes. Banners in the same colors and patterns hung down the front of the building. Strips of black cloth were hanging down in front of the middle of the banners.

Taiya noticed that he was looking at the banners.

“The black cloth signifies a period of mourning,” she explained.

He thought about what Master Farah had said about the missing Princesses. Alex assumed that from the guardsmen's actions, the Princesses were still missing. It was more likely that a kidnapper was trying to remove the women from the city rather than trying to bring them in.

A tired looking guard motioned for them to stop.

“State your business in Zenkova,” he said.

“We are with the Caravan Guards. I have dispatches to deliver to Master Daerona at the Guildhouse,” Arban said as he patted the satchel attached to his saddle.

The guard nodded to one of his companions and the two men walked around their group, pausing only to look at Janx.

“The Foxman with you?” the guard said as he looked over at Arban.

“Aye,” the Orc answered with a nod.

The guard nodded and looked at Janx.

“Your people have a reputation for being excellent scouts and trackers. If you haven’t heard the news yet on the road, the King and Queen have been murdered and the Princesses are missing. Viljan, the Chief Minister is in charge of the city now. If you are looking for work, the guards at the castle could use someone with your skills. We’ve been scouring the city looking for the Princesses, but they have vanished without a trace,” the Guard said to the Foxman.

“I am committed to the Caravan Guards, but I will inform the Caravan Master of your suggestion,” Janx said with a bow of his head.

The guard nodded and then waved them through the city gates of Zenkova.


Chapter fourteen


Zenkova

Zenkova was a bustling city. As a guess, Alex thought it was probably double the size of Ocktoban. As they walked their horses down the broad main street, Alex could sense the tension in the people that they passed.

In many ways it reminded him of the tension in the faces of the people of Kargosk. That was not correct, he thought. There was more fear in the faces of the people of Zenkova.

The people of Kargosk were faced with the prospect of civil war. They knew who the sides were. They knew who would fight against whom. It was a fight between the Houses for control of the city.

From what Alex had heard, things were different in Zenkova. There was no outright challenge for the city like there had been in Kargosk. Here the unknown threat was murdering people in the night. Highborn and common citizen alike.

It wasn’t just the people in positions of power that were being murdered in Kargosk, common folk had been found killed with their bodies left in alleyways.

An old woman looked at them suspiciously as they rode by her. She huddled up against a building, trying to stay as far away from them as possible.

Alex wondered again who could be behind all the troubles in the Greenspring Valley. The attack on Duke Oktoban had been meant to remove a capable leader from power. The Duchess was not a strong woman and her son, the Duke’s heir was too young to be effective.

Someone wanted the Duke out of the way, so that Oktoban would be an easy target when the time was right to strike.

The same people were no doubt behind the trouble that House Orzetz had been causing in Kargosk. Mysterious Elven messengers were funneling funds and instructions to House Orzetz, backing him in a bid to eliminate the other two powerful houses in the city. If Alex’s team had not intervened, House Orzetz would be the undisputed ruler of Kargosk.

Alex wondered what the game was in Zenkova. Was the enemy trying to weaken the city for a possible assault. A number of the key advisors to the King had been eliminated and now the King and Queen had been murdered.

Alex wondered what had happened to the Princesses. Perhaps they were being kept as potential hostages for when the city was attacked. Alex wondered if one of the Princesses was now the Queen of the city. Maybe the enemy was pressuring her to surrender the city, he wondered.

After travelling for a while, the road broadened into a wide avenue which then led to a large square plaza. The broad avenue continued eastward to the main castle of the city. To the north a road led to a stout Tower. To the south, a road headed towards what looked like another gate in the distance.

On either side of the south road were a pair of matching buildings with many wide openings. Alex noticed many people moving in and out and then realized that it was a marketplace. Instead of being an open-air market like he had seen in other Ktorian cities, the central market of Zenkova was housed in the two buildings. The banners over the entrances also had black cloths attached to them.

To the northwest side of the plaza was a large two-story building that could only be the Guildhouse of Zenkova. The Caravan Guildhouses all had a similar look and feel and layout to them. The only differences Alex noticed was the size of the Guildhouses. Those in cities with busier trade routes seemed to be larger than houses in smaller towns. The first Guildhouse he had seen was in Arras and it was not very big compared to this one.

Around the other edges of the plaza, Alex noticed a couple of Inns and a few buildings that looked like they could be for official purposes. One of the larger buildings looked like it housed some of the city watch, judging from the soldiers entering and leaving or just lounging about the outside of the building.

The Zenkova Guildhouse was a two-story building and it was definitely wider than the ones in Oktoban and Kargosk. As they walked their horses around the side of the building, Alex could see that it was also a little deeper than the other Guildhouses.

The stables, warehouses and other buildings were also larger here in Zenkova. Alex assumed that the city handled a lot of trade as everything from the Greenspring Valley had to pass through here. There were probably more goods coming from the Lim River as well.

They took their packs from the horses and turned their mounts over to the grooms that had come out from the stables. Arban headed towards the Guildhouse where he would be accorded a room as befitted his station as a Wagon Master. Arban would find Master Daerona and deliver the dispatches from Kargosk.

Zura followed after him. The others turned towards the bunkhouse.

“Sarah!” Alex whispered loudly. Zura kept on walking.

“Sarah!” Alex repeated.

The Witch paused and turned to look at him questioningly.

Alex nodded his head towards the bunkhouse. Zura frowned for a moment and then her eyes widened as she realized what Alex meant. The Tarenian was disguised as a common Caravan Guard and thus would be housed in the bunkhouse with the rest of them.

“Sorry,” Zura said as she hurried over and walked with Alex towards the bunkhouse.

The team found four rooms in the far corner of the first floor of the bunkhouse. Judging from the few animals and wagons Alex had seen in the stable area, he guessed that there was no Caravan here at the moment.

Yet, despite the lack of animals and wagons, Alex noticed a surprising number of guardsmen around the bunkhouse.

Alex asked Taiya about it as she had been to Zenkova before.

“Much of the trade out of Zenkova is done by river boats. It is usually faster to move the goods by using the river Lim to travel to Verbana. The boats between Zenkova and Verbana are run by the Caravan guards.

“There are also barges coming south with cattle and other animals from the Orc herds to the north. The Orcs handle those barges themselves, including protecting them,” Taiya explained.

“Do the wagons only head up the Greenspring valley?” Alex asked.

“Yes. The rest of the trade is by river,” she answered.

“Interesting,” Alex said.

Taiya’s information confirmed Alex’s guess that Zenkova was critical to the trade in the region. It would make sense if someone was trying to control the Greenspring Valley, Zenkova would play a critical part in their plans. It also explained the number of Caravan Guards present. They were working on the boats instead of guarding the wagons.

“It's too early for dinner, I am going to take a bath and clean up from our journey,” Taiya said.

“That sounds wonderful,” Zura said and then she frowned.

“What?” Taiya asked.

“A bath will wash of my skin powders. The bunkhouse is not very private. People will see that I am really a Tarenian!” the Witch said in frustration.

“Can’t you just reapply it?” Alex asked.

“The bathing room is wide open. Also, I am not sure how long I will have to masquerade with this darker skin. I do not want to waste the powders. I will wait on the bath,” she said with a frown.

The others nodded.

“I brought one of my books along. It is a history of the Taganag kingdom. I didn’t want to bring any books that would be suspicious. I will sit in my room and read while you three get cleaned up.”

The bathroom attendant prepared water for them in three of the tubs. There were eight tubs total, but the other 5 were empty. They asked the attendant if he could see that their clothes were washed. Free laundry service, a bed to sleep in and meals in the bunkhouse kitchen were all perks of being a Caravan Guard.

They took their time, luxuriating in the hot water. Janx let out a contented sigh.

“This doesn't feel quite as nice as the hot springs in Igrim, but it is very good,” the Foxman said as he closed his eyes and sank to his chin in the water.

Taiya noticed Alex admiring her breasts as she washed her auburn hair. Her green eyes flashed with merriment as she blew him a kiss. He smiled as he admired her body. She was so sexy he thought.

Alex let out a sigh as well, but his was in frustration that he could not carry the Elf off to his room and make passionate love to her.

“After we solve this mystery, I need some alone time with you,” Taiya whispered as the look in her eyes shifted from merriment to desire.

“I feel the same way,” he whispered back at her.

They both laughed.

Afterwards they headed back to their cubicles to change into a fresh set of clothes. Arban popped his head into their rooms. He told them that he would be dining with Master Daerona this evening, but she wanted to meet with them for breakfast in her office.

Arban told them to stick to the Guildhouse tonight. People were still getting randomly murdered every few nights. It had gotten to the point that people only travelled in groups once the sun went down.

The four of them ate an early dinner in the bunkhouse kitchen. The cooks were a pair of older men. They had prepared a spicy fish stew. They had mugs of a bright yellow ale to wash it down.

They were all tired from the road. They all went to bed early, enjoying the comfort a bed could provide compared to sleeping on a bedroll on the hard ground outside.


Chapter fifteen


The next morning, they met in Master Daerona’s office. In addition to her desk, there was a large table with room for ten people. Arban quickly introduced them, remembering to call Zura Sarah.

“Please be seated. We can talk after we break our fast,” Master Daerona said as she motioned them to be seated.

A pair of human servants brought in platters of eggs, bread, cheese and fruit as well as pitchers of water and some kind of fruit juice. The servants closed the door behind them for privacy as they left the room.

Caranvan Master Daerona was an Elven Woman. She looked to be in her late forties, but Alex still wasn’t sure about how different races aged on Ktor. She had long dark blonde hair and light brown eyes. She was wearing her official cape. It was a short, gold trimmed cloak covering her shoulders that signified her position as a Caravan Master.

Her pointy ears were a little larger than Taiya’s. Alex wondered if that signified that she was a particular type of Elf or if it was just an individual trait in the same way that a human could have a small nose or a large nose.

Master Daerona did a double take when she looked at Zura. She frowned for a moment as she tried to place her. Her eyes opened wide as she finally made the connection. She stood up and bowed her head to the Witch.

“Lady Zura, forgive me, I didn’t recognize you at first,” Daerona said in a confused voice.

Alex was surprised for a moment and then he remembered how everyone seemed to defer to the White Witches. Her Order certainly commanded respect from everyone. Zura stood up and nodded to the Caravan Master.

“Master Daerona, I would ask that you keep my arrival and my identity a secret. Please call me Sarah for the time being. I am hoping to discover what happened to Master Nella. If people knew who I am, I may become the hunted instead of the hunter,” Zura explained.

“Of course, my Lady. You have my word. I must say that I fear the worst regarding Master Nella. She disappeared over a week ago. When I checked her room, all her belongings were still there. With all the murders in the city, I worry that she has also been killed,” the Elf said sadly.

Zura nodded and sat down so that Master Daerona would not feel obligated to stand.

“I fear that my mentor has been murdered. We have ways to... communicate, and I have not heard from her in many days,” Zura said.

They finished their breakfast in silence. When everyone had finished, Daerona callled for the servants to clean off the table. She instructed the servants that she should not be disturbed until after her meeting had finished. The men closed the door behind them.

“What is the current situation in Zenkova,” Alex asked as he leaned forward in his chair.

Master Daerona frowned at him and looked towards Arban.

“Alex is young, but he is wise for his years. He has proven himself invaluable in his service to the Caravan Guards,” the Orc said with a smile.

The Elf made a “humph” noise, before turning back towards Alex.

“Zenkova is afraid. People are still getting murdered, their bodies found in side streets and alleys or down by the docks. Viljan, the Chief Minister has proclaimed himself Commander of Zenkova. With the murder of the King and Queen, the murders of General Tam and two of the other advisors, much of the city’s leadership has been destroyed,” Daerona explained.

“Has there been any clue as to who has been behind these killings,” Alex asked.

“No. That is the strange part. Zenkova has good relations with Kargosk to the west and Verbana to the southeast. To the southwest are the Troll Hills, but we avoid them, and they avoid us. To the South are the Vara Elves, but they do not venture this way.

“To the east is an empty grassy plain for many days journey until it reaches the Deathwood. To the north, the river Lim comes down from Orc lands, but we are on good terms with them and provide a resting area for them as they travel south to Verbana. The only problem are Hargs in the hills North of here who sometimes raid the outlying farms or attack the Orc barges as they go up and down the river.” Daerona explained.

They were quiet for a time as they pondered what the Caravan Master had told them.

“If there are no obvious external threats, what about internal threats?” Alex asked.

“What do you mean?” Daerona asked.

“Did the King have any enemies among the other nobles of the city. Perhaps someone that wants to take over the city,” Alex explained.

The Caravan Master considered his question.

“No one comes to mind. King Brun and Queen Marta were liked by the people of Zenkova, nobles and commoner alike. Why do you think that is a possibility?” she asked.

“In Kargosk, House Orzetz wanted to become the chief House of the city and usurp the power of House Karlo. The city was ready to fall into a civil war. We also discovered that House Orzetz was receiving aid from an outside source. Some person or group was giving Orzetz aid in his quest to take over Kargosk” Alex said to her.

“Who was providing the aid?” Master Daerona asked.

“I wish we knew,” Arban said with a snort.

“Alex thinks that whoever was helping Orzetz in Kargosk was also behind the assassination attempt of Duke Oktoban,” Zura added.

“Then it is a possibility that the same person or persons is causing the trouble in Zenkova,” Daerona said with a frown.

“Yes. It must be. Someone has been trying to destabilize the whole Greenspring Valley,” Alex said.

“This is so strange. If this is so, what is their goal in Zenkova? Could someone be planning an invasion of our lands?” Master Daerona said thoughtfully.

“It is certainly one possibility,” Alex said.

The room was quiet for a moment.

“Has there been any word on the Princesses?” Alex asked.

“No. They disappeared a week ago. It was the same day that their parents were murdered,” Daerona explained.

“Where were the King and Queen when they were killed?” Alex asked.

“They were in the Castle. The attack occurred in the middle of the night. The Princesses were abducted the same night,” the Caravan Master explained.

“I am assuming that the older girl is the heir to the throne?” Arban asked.

“Yes. Princess Hilda is almost 25 years old. She is unmarried and the heir. I suppose we should say that she is the Queen of Zenkova now that her parents are dead,” Daerona said.

“Why do you think that the Princesses were taken and not murdered along with their parents,” Alex asked.

“I am not sure,” Daerona said with a shrug.

“With the parents dead, the girls cannot be used as bargaining chips,” Zura said thoughtfully.

“Whoever is behind the attack wants to use Princess Hilda in some way,” Alex said, thinking out loud.

“They may want to coerce her into some kind of alliance,” Zura said.

“What is Princess, or should I say Queen, Hilda like,” Alex asked.

“From what I have seen, the new Queen is a pragmatic girl. She was often in attendance with her parents when the King and Queen held meetings and ceremonies. She was being groomed to be the future leader of Zenkova,” Daerona explained.

“What of the other Princess?” Zura asked.

“Princess Antonina? She is not seen much. I have heard that she is a strange girl. She is kept out of the public eye,” Master Daerona said.

“How old is she?” Alex asked.

The Caravan Master thought about it for a moment.

“I am not sure. Perhaps 18 or 19 summers. In the 5 years that I have been here, there has not been a public celebration of her birthday. Yet every year, the King has a public ceremony for Princess Hilda and children are invited to the castle where the Princess hands out sweets in celebration,” she said.

Alex wondered what was wrong with the other Princess that they kept her hidden.

“They could be using the younger girl as leverage to threaten the new Queen with,” Arban said.

“They may also have kept the younger one alive as another option. If the new Queen refuses to do what they want, they may kill her and use that to scare the younger girl to do their bidding,” Zura said.

Alex nodded. Zura certainly had a ruthless way of looking at things. He wondered if Taren was a vicious land. Or maybe this was normal for Ktor. He had only been here for a relatively short time.

He had seen an assassination attempt on a head of state and an outside force trying to fund a civil war in Kargosk to put their man in Power. Was it really any different than what his country had been doing with the CIA or even his own Green Beret unit? Power struggles on Earth were pretty ruthless as well, he supposed.

“I will assume that since the bodies of the girls have not been found, there is a good chance that they are still alive,” Alex said.

“They are no doubt trying to bend one or the other to do their bidding,” Zura said with a nod.

“How many days before the King was assassinated, did Master Nella disappear?” Zura asked.

The Elf thought for a moment.

“Two days,” she said.

“Perhaps Master Nella was on the verge of discovering something about the people behind the trouble. The enemy probably saw her as a threat that needed to be eliminated,” Alex said.

“Her disappearance will arouse suspicion, but it will be weeks, if not months before the White Witches can respond,” Zura said.

“All the activity in the Greenspring Valley indicates that the enemy is well on its path, whatever that goal may be,” Alex said.

“Do you believe someone is trying to conquer the Valley,” Arban asked.

“Conquer it? Perhaps. At the very least they wanted to put their people in charge of Kargosk and to leave Oktoban weakened. My guess is they plan on using the new Queen as their puppet in Zenkova,” Alex said.

Alex wondered if they would convince the new Queen that she would need to let “advisors” into her city to help her run things in the “correct” way. Perhaps using her sister as a hostage.

“Do you still have Master Nella’s things?” Zura asked.

“Yes, I have not touched her things, they are still in her room. I have held out hope that she will return,” Master Daerona said.

“I would like to examine her room,” Zura said as she stood up.

The rest of them stood up and Master Daerona led them to an upstairs room. The Caravan Master removed a key from her pocket, and they entered.

The room was a typical Guildhouse guestroom. There was a small bathtub by the window, a double size bed, and a wardrobe. A small desk with a mirror along with a small table and two small chairs were also in the room,

They stood to the side of the room while Zura examined the room’s contents.

“Her travel cloak is still here,” Zura said as she held up the cloak.

“Her travel bags and her books are here as well,” Zura said as she examined a pair of packs that were laid next to the wardrobe.

“I fear the worst,” the White Witch said as she turned towards them with a sad look on her face.

Alex walked over to her and rested his hand on her shoulder.

“I am afraid you were correct. The most likely option is that Master Nella was murdered. My guess is that she was close to discovering who was involved in the troubles here. The enemy had her killed before she could warn others,” he said.

“I wonder if Master Nella’s investigations caused the enemy to advance their plans and murder the KIng and Queen,” Janx speculated.

“Perhaps. Certainly, things were heating up in Kargosk. Orzetz had already taken out House Miloz. It was probably only a matter of days before he moved against House Karlo. Do not forget that the assassination attempt on Duke Oktoban happened many weeks ago. I Imagine that the move on Zenkova was probably close either way. Several of the chief advisors had already been murdered.,” Alex said.

“How would you expect the enemy to proceed?” Janx asked.

Alex considered the question. He thought about how the Green Berets would prepare to overthrow a country and some of the tactics used.

“The city is afraid. The murders of common citizens have the people feeling unprotected by their government. No one is immune, both high and low are being murdered. They might try to persuade the new Queen to form an alliance with them. They could then send some of their troops in to Zenkova under the pretense of protecting the people,” Alex explained.

“Even though they themselves are the ones causing the problems,” Taiya asked with a look of puzzlement on her face.

Alex gave her a rueful smile.

“Exactly. They can scare or threaten the young Queen to do what they want and have her keep quiet about their threats or else they will kill her. Or perhaps they threaten to kill her sister. The people of Zenkova will welcome the new soldiers into the city as protectors. The murders of the common folk magically stop. The people will feel safe and will accept the presence of the strangers. People want to feel safe,” Alex told them.

“That is truly an evil plan if it is true,” Taiya said with a frown.

“You were right Arban, the young man is truly wise beyond his years,” Master Daerona said as she looked at Alex appreciatively.

Arban smiled and gave Alex a pat on the shoulder.

Alex nodded. He noticed that Zura had narrowed her eyes and was regarding him suspiciously.

“What?” he asked her.

The White Witch blinked and then shook her head.

“Nothing,” she said.

“If you do not mind, I would like to look through Master Nella’s books. She kept a notebook as a record of what we saw on our travels for when she was to report back to the Great Hall. Perhaps there is something in there regarding her investigation,” Zura added.

“That is a good idea,” Alex said with a nod.

“I’m going to take a walk down to the docks. There is a bar there called the Flying Fish. Orcs traveling to Verbana frequent it on their way down the river. I will see if they have any news from the North,” Arban said.

“I can go with the ladies to the market across the plaza and see if we can overhear any news. Janx, would you mind waiting here at the Guildhouse. Foxmen are pretty rare and you might draw attention to us,” Alex said.

“Not at all. I will practice my spearwork in the courtyard while I await your return,” Janx replied.

“All right then. We can meet this afternoon to discuss our findings,” Alex said.

“Watch your backs. The city is on edge. You should be safe because the murders seem to happen after dark, but keep your eyes open,” the Caravan Master said before turning to head back to her office.

The rest of them headed out, leaving Zura to go through her mentor’s books.


Chapter sixteen


Alex and Taiya walked across the plaza to the market while Arban headed eastward towards the docks. The Orc assured them he would be back before nightfall.

The market was large, housed in two long budlings across the street from each other. Alex noticed some stalls were exclusively selling fish. He had seen fish for sale in other markets, but they were always sold in butchers' stalls with only a few fish to choose from. Alex counted three fish sellers offering a large selection of fish and river crabs.

Otherwise, the market seemed like the other markets he had seen. The smell of spices, leather, soaps and candles were some of the things Alex noticed as they walked between the rows of merchant’s stalls. Alex noticed that there were a few more Orcs present, especially at the butcher’s stalls.

“What does that Orc woman sell?” Alex asked Taiya.

Two Orc women had a small stall that seemed empty. One of the women was talking to a Dwarven man and writing something down in her ledger. The other Orc was talking to an Elven Woman. A Human woman was waiting patiently for her turn.

“I’m not sure,” Taiya said.

They walked closer and saw the Dwarven Man hand the Orc some silver coins. The woman thanked him and the man left. The Orc smiled at the Human woman.

“Good morning, Gerta! What would you like to order?” the Orc said as the woman approached.

“Good morning, Narma! My husband wants to know if you have any yearling calves left for the next delivery?” the woman asked.

The Orc woman looked down at her ledger. She ran her finger down the entries before stopping at one. She looked up at the woman.

“I still have two unsold that should be here in five days,” the Orc said.

The Human woman let out a sigh of relief.

“Wonderful! My husband was worried that he had waited too long to place his order,” the woman said.

“I am pleased that we can provide what you need,” the Orc woman said.

The other Orc had finished with her customer. She smiled at the Human woman.

“Greeting Gerta! How is your family?” she asked.

“Well, thank you. And how is your husband doing?” the woman replied.

“Our husband is doing well. We will be sure to tell him you asked about him,” the first Orc said with a smile.

“How much deposit do you need?” the woman asked as she reached for her coin purse.

“For a regular customer like you Gerta, one silver will suffice,” the Orc said.

The Human handed her a coin and thanked her. The Orc made a note in her ledger.

Alex and Taiya wandered away from the merchant’s stall.

“I suppose the merchant represents the Orc ranchers to the north. They probably ship livestock down river, stopping here on their way to Verbana,” Taiya said to him.

“That makes sense,” Alex said.

They wandered down the aisles of the market. There was an underlying sense of unease to the place. For a large market, the place had a hushed note compared to the typical noise level one would expect in a large marketplace.

They noticed a vegetable vendor where a handful of men and women were standing around. The people seemed to be more interested in talking than looking at the vendor’s wares.

Alex looked at Taiya and tilted his head in the direction of the stand. Taiya looked over and nodded. They walked over to a woman selling ceramic mugs and vases that was next to the vegetable stand. It should be close enough that they could eavesdrop without attracting too much attention to themselves.

The ceramics merchant was an older Moon Elf woman. She had fine lines of age on her forehead and around her dark eyes. Her long black hair was shot with grey. She was sitting on a stool surrounded by three small tables that formed a “U” shape around her.

The woman stood up as the approached and smiled encouragingly at them. Taiya picked up one of the mugs and started examining it. Alex walked to the side of the Moon Elf’s display closest to the vegetable vendor. He crossed his arms and tried to appear like a bored husband waiting for his woman while she looked at trinkets.

Taiya politely asked the woman about the patterns and designs on the various mugs and vases. The woman explained that some of the geometric patterns were traditional patterns used by the Moon Elves in this region. The woman then held up a vase with a more flowing design. She explained that it was one of the designs that she had created.

Alex focused his attention on the conversation going on behind him.

“Aye hopefully Minister Viljan will have better luck putting an end to these murders than King Brun did, may his soul rest in peace,” a woman’s voice said.

Alex heard someone snort.

“I say he will wind up murdered in cold blood just like the King and the other ministers,” a man’s voice said.

“Our city is cursed,” another woman said, speaking softly.

“Hush your tongue, Nan!” a different woman hissed.

“How else can you explain what has befallen our city,” the woman who was Nan replied.

“Did you here that they found Zev’s body in an alley near the northern wall,” the man spoke again.

“That old fool. What was he doing out alone after dark. He was probably drunk as usual.” another woman chimed in.

“Tis a dark cloud that hangs over Zenkova,” Nan said.

“It's a shame that General Tam was the first one murdered. He was a good man. He would have gotten to the bottom of these murders,” another man added.

The conversation soon changed to gossiping about a widow who had been seen visiting a married fruit vendor that had a stall in the other market building. Alex cleared his throat to get Taiya’s attention.

Taiya fished out some iron coins from her pocket and bought a small ceramic mug from the Moon Elf. The woman thanked her, and they moved down the aisle.

“Why did you buy a mug?” Ales asked.

The Elf looked at him with troubled eyes.

“I didn’t want to waste money... but I felt bad that I had taken up so much of the woman’s time with my questions,” she said.

Alex gave her a reassuring pat on her shoulder.

“You did the right thing. I’m sure the woman was grateful,” he said with a smile.

“I suppose I can pack it in my bag and hope it doesn’t break on our next journey,” she said as she held up the mug for his inspection as they walked.

The two of them wandered about for a few hours as they listened to snippets of conversation. Near the center of the market was something like a food court. It seemed that every market had one. The food vendors could provide food for both customers and merchants alike.

They had passed another food court earlier. Alex guessed that the large market could easily support two. They settled on an Orc woman who was frying lightly battered fish fillets in an iron pan with oil. Another woman was frying potatoes cut into small cubes. The woman handed them a wooden plate with two fillets each and some of the potatoes and a young girl handed them a wooden knife and fork.

“If you could, please return the plate and utensils to me sir,” the girl said to Alex.

Alex smiled and nodded to her. He guessed that she must be one of the cook’s daughters.

They found an empty table and Taiya sat down. Alex set his plate down and walked over to a nearby merchant that was selling ales. He returned with two mugs of a golden frothy local beer.

The fish was pleasantly mild, and the batter gave it a touch of saltiness. The diced potatoes had an interesting, slightly spicy flavor.

“What do you think of the fish?” Taiya asked.

“It’s pretty good. Sort of a Zenkovian version of Fish and Chips,” he said.

Taiya looked at him with puzzlement in her green eyes and then she looked at her plate.

“What do you mean by chips?” she asked as she looked up at him again.

“Oh... some of the people back home call fried potatoes “Chips”,” he said with shrug.

“Why don’t they call them fried potatoes?” she asked in confusion.

Alex laughed.

“Honestly, I don’t know. That’s just what some people call them,” he said.

“Merica. What a strange land you come from,” the Elf said with a little laugh.

As they ate, they quietly compared notes regarding what they had each overheard. Fear and uncertainty were the common themes.

After they had finished and returned the plates and utensils to the little girl and dropped off their mugs with the ale merchant, they walked back to the Guildhouse.

Arban returned about half an hour after Alex and Taiya had returned. They gathered the team together and met in Daerona’s office. Alex noticed that Zura was carrying a small book.

“Where you able to learn anything from the Orcs?” Alex asked after they all had been seated.

“They are concerned with the murder of the King and Queen. They are worried that there may be some sort of attack on Zenkova which will cut off their trade with Verbana. They are not certain who could be behind the attacks.

“They are also reporting increased activity with the Hargs to the northeast of here. The Hargs have tried to attack the Orc’s river barges. They have sunk two recently and made away with some of the livestock that didn’t drown,” Arban told them.

“Anything else?” Alex asked.

The Orc thought for a moment.

“Well, one of the Orcs was with a war party that tracked some Hargs to the edge of the Deathwood. They didn’t follow them in, fearing an ambush. But the one fellow who was with the rear guard as they headed back to the river swears that he saw a skeleton warrior watching them from the woods,” the Orc said with a shrug.

“Impossible. The Necromancer was killed ages ago. It was probably his nerves causing him to see things that weren’t there,” Master Daerona said as she scoffed at the idea.

“What do you think?” Alex asked Zura.

“I agree. The Tarwin Forest is probably home to Hargs and nothing more,” the Witch said.

“What did you learn in the marketplace?” Arban asked.

“Nothing of note. The people are tense and afraid. They seem to have lost confidence in the government. It sounds like few have much faith in the remaining advisors and wonder if they will be the next ones murdered,” Alex said to them.

The room was silent for a few moments as they considered what Alex and Arban had said. Alex then turned towards Zura. It was strange seeing her darkened skin, brown wig and hazel eyes.

“I went through Master Nella’s journal, and she has taken notes on the various murders in the city. She felt like there was a difference in the murders of the common folk and the murders of officials,” she told them.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

The White Witch opened the book that she had been holding. She flipped through the pages until she reached about two thirds of the way through the book. She underlined the words with her finger as she read out loud.

“The common folk have all died from straightforward wounds. Most have been run through with what was probably a sword. There were no signs of struggle on the three bodies that I was able to see before the Town Watch cleaned up the mess and took the bodies away.

“I was also able to observe the scene where two of the ministers were murdered. One had been poisoned. The other had been pushed off the city wall in the middle of the night. Their murders were more complicated. I believe it was done by someone that they knew, who was able to get close to them without suspicion,” Zura finished.

“The commoners are probably being killed randomly. Their deaths are meant to strike fear in the population and to undermine their faith in the King’s power,” Alex said as he considered what Zura had read.

“Her notes about the advisors' deaths seem to indicate someone within the advisors or close to the King was responsible for their murders. They were able to get close to the advisors, even in this time of heightened security,” Zura said.

“Exactly. My thoughts are that the enemy, whoever they may be, has an important person that they have promised a position of power once the city of Zenkova has fallen. Similar to what they were doing in Kargosk with Jacob Orzetz,” Alex said to them.

Zura looked towards the Caravan Master.

“Was there strife between members of the King’s advisors with the King?” Zura asked her.

“No, if anything, the King and his advisors seemed to get along well,” she said, surprised at the question.

“What about any other noble houses? Especially those that could have a claim to the throne?” Zura asked.

Master Daerona frowned as she considered the possibilities.

“No particular house comes to mind. None of the other houses in the city are particularly strong. And none has made an attempt to stand out and be strong as these murders have continued,” Daerona said.

“How many advisors are still alive?” Alex asked.

“The Wizard Viljan is the Commander, and General Vetz has been brought out of retirement to head the Army. Julia represents the merchants, there is also the Captain of the Watch, the chief steward, the librarian, and the chief almoner, a priest of the temple of the elders and the steward of the granaries,” Daerona said.

“Open positions are the treasurer, the chief herald and the Master of the hunt,” she added after a moment’s thought.

“Are some of those advisors you mentioned newly appointed in their positions?” Alex asked.

“General Vetz and the chief steward are new. The treasurer, herald annd Master of the hunt were all murdered, but no one has replaced them yet. The Captain of the Watch position was recently replaced with a new officer,” she said.

“Do you think any of them would have designs on the throne?” Zura asked.

“I... I never thought of it in that way. I will consider it and let you know,” Master Daerona said with a frown.

They sat and pondered for a time.

“Master Daerona, could you get me directions to a tavern called the Lazy Lion?” Alex asked.

The Elf paused and thought for a moment.

“The Lazy Lion? That’s located in the northeast corner of the city. Its is not in the best neighborhood. Why would you want to go there?” she asked with a frown.

“There is someone there that I need to talk to. I am hoping they have some information as to what is going on in the city,” he said.

“I would suggest you do not travel there alone. Especially at night, when the murders seem to happen,” she advised.

“Do most of the killings happen in that particular section of the city?” Arban asked.

“No... No neighborhood had been safe, rich or poor. I meant that the northeast is always a little dangerous and even more so at night because of the murders,” she explained.

“I will accompany him,” the Orc said.

“As will I,” Taiya said.

“I too would like to come,” Janx said.

“Foxmen are a rare sight. Better that you stay behind with Zura so as not to draw too much attention,” Arban said.

“Yes. I understand,” Janx said with a nod. Alex could see that the Foxman was a little agitated at having to stay behind again.

“We will go eat dinner there, that way it looks like we have a reason to be there,” Alex said.

Master Daerona gave them the directions. It should take less than an hour to walk there, she told them.

“It's midafternoon now. We should leave in an hour,” Alex said.


Chapter seventeen


The Lazy Lion was a modest sized tavern located in a poor section of the city. The interior was similar to most taverns he had seen on Ktor. The wall to the right contained a long bar, in this case it had about a dozen stools, half of them occupied. There were about twenty square tables spaced about the rest of the room.

The customers turned to look at the newcomers for a moment before turning back to their meals, drinks or conversations. The clientele was diverse including Orcs, a pair of Dwarves and a table with three brown haired Elves in a corner.

They sat at an empty table on the left side of the room near the wall. After a few minutes' wait, one of the serving girls stopped by their table and Arban ordered them a round of ales. When she returned with the drinks, Alex asked what the food specialty of the place was.

“We always have our spicy crab soup, which is very popular. Tonight, the cook has broiled fillets of rockfish and seasoned rice. The soup, fish and rice can be had for a special price of 1 silver,” she said to them.

Alex looked towards Taiya and Arban and they both nodded.

“We will take three of the specials,” Alex said.

The serving girl nodded and headed through a door behind the bar. A few moments she returned with three bowls of soup, utensils and napkin cloths.

“Ooohh! The soup is very spicy!” Taiya said with a smile as she tasted the crab soup.

“No doubt to sell more ale to cool you down,” Arban said with a laugh as he savored the soup with an approving nod.

Alex thought the soup definitely had a kick to it. The soup was a red colored broth with bits of crab meat in it. There were also carrots and onions and another vegetable that he couldn’t identify. At least Alex thought it was a vegetable. It was very good, but he certainly needed another mug of Ale once he had finished eating the soup.

“What did you think of the soup?” Taiya said, smiling as she noticed the beads of sweat on his forehead.

“It’s very spicy. But it was good,” he said and coughed as some of the spice still burned his throat.

Taiya’s eyes lit up with laughter as she smiled at him.

“It’s definitely a nice change from the journey bread we eat on our travels,” he added.

“Aye. The bread is convenient, but it becomes dull after a couple of days,” Arban said as he took another swig of his ale.

The serving girl cleared off their bowls and then brought them a second round of drinks. Alex was grateful for the cool liquid after the soup. A few minutes later she stopped by with fillets of fish on top of plates of rice.

The fish was cooked well and lightly seasoned compared to the spiciness of the crab soup. The rice had a citrusy flavor which paired well with the fish.

The three of them finished the meal in silence as they looked around occasionally at the other patrons. A few of the customers had a rough edge to them, but most seemed to be what Alex thought of as the working class of Ktor.

A couple of the humans and one or two of the Orcs had the look of mercenary soldiers. Alex wondered if they were Kanban Mercenaries. These men didn’t have the hard edge to them like the Kanbans he had seen in Kargosk possessed. Perhaps they were independent.

“Do you think they are Kanban?’ Alex asked Arban.

“I don’t think so. They don’t have the Kanban look and swagger. Probably adventurers who will pick up work wherever they can,” the Orc said.

They serving girl cleaned off their table.

“Is Ozvald here tonight?” Alex asked.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” the girl said.

Alex discreetly handed her a silver coin.

“A mutual friend from Kargosk said I should stop by and say hello when I passed through Zenkova,” Alex said to her.

The girl glanced at the coin before slipping it into her apron. She nodded and then disappeared into the kitchen.

A minute later, Alex noticed an Elf poke his head through the door. His eyes scanned the room before stopping for a moment on Alex and his companions. The Elf scanned the rest of the room before disappearing back into the kitchen.

A minute later, the serving girl approached their table.

“Ozvald will see you. In a few minutes, finish your beer. Leave the Lazy Lion by the front door. Just to your right you will see an alley. It is between our building and the next. Go down the alley and knock on the first door on the right. Knock 4 times,” the serving girl explained.

Alex nodded.

“Hou much do we owe for the food and drink?” he asked.

“Five silver,” she said.

Alex fished out the coins and gave her an extra silver.

The girl accepted the coins with a smile.

After they had finished their ales, they headed out of the tavern. A few feet away was the entrance to the alley. A young boy was sitting on a box near the alley entrance.

Alex guessed that the kid was some sort of lookout. Alex gave him a nod as they walked past. The boy tipped his hat.

A little way down the alley, Alex saw the door. He knocked 4 times.

After a moment, the door opened a few inches and the same Elf that had looked at them from the kitchen doorway was peeking at them. The Elf nodded his head and opened the door and let them in.

“A moment while I lock the door,” the Elf said.

As the Elf proceeded to lock the door Alex looked around. They were in a narrow hallway that ran parallel to the outside wall. Alex guessed it was behind the wall that their table had been inside the tavern. The hall was dimly lit by a few small lanterns.

“Follow me,” the Elf said, and he led them down the passage towards the back of the building. The hallway led to a rectangular room. A table with six chairs was positioned at the back of the room. In the back right wall of the room was a closed door. A pair of lanterns provided dim lighting.

An older Human sat at the table. A scar ran down his forehead and across his right eye. The eye was milky white and blind. To his left was an Orc woman in leather armor. Two men armed with crossbows stood in opposite corners. The crossbows were loaded, but they were pointing at the floor.

A human man and woman stood a little behind the seated pair. They were wearing chainlink armored hauberks and were armed with longswords. Their faces and arms bore the telltale signs of many battles. The Elf who had let them in walked behind them and stood in the doorway.

“You wanted to speak to me,” the one-eyed man said.

“Renna, the former owner of the Jumping Kitty and Master of House Pantera suggested we seek you out if we needed anything once we arrived in Zenkova,” Alex said.

The man sat silent for a moment as he watched Alex. Alex assumed that the man was Ozvald.

“What do you mean, former owner of the Jumping Kitty?” he asked.

“It was burned down by House Krazno during the recent fighting in Kargosk,” he said.

“What is House Pantera?” the man asked.

“The former House of Krazno. Dav Karlo gave her the House to repay her for supporting him,” Alex said.

The man blinked as he tried to make sense of what Alex had just told him.

“Karlo gave Renna House Krazno? Much has happened in Kargosk it seems. Last I heard, Jacob Orzetz was poised to take over the city,” the man said.

“Jacob Orzetz is dead, and his House eliminated,” Alex said.

Surprise flickered across the Orc woman’s face for a moment. The man was silent as he considered what Alex had just told him.

“How did Renna become involved in all of this,” the man asked.

“Luz Krazno found out she had been stealing from his warehouses. He sent his Kanban mercenaries to smash up her bar. That attack failed, but later he had his men burn it down. I convinced her to support Karlo, since Krazno was allied with Orzetz.

“Thanks to her help, Karlo eliminated Orzetz and Krazno. He gave her Krazno’s manor house in gratitude. She is now Lady Renna of House Pantera. I think Karlo is trying to turn her into an honest and respectable citizen,” Alex finished with a smile.

“Lady Renna,” the man said with a laugh.

“Good luck turning that shifty woman into an honest citizen!” the one-eyed man added.

The man leaned back in his chair and regarded Alex and his friends.

“I am Ozvald. Who are you and how do you fit into all of this?” Ozvald said.

“I am Alex. I work with the Caravan Guards. Turmoil is bad for business. Karlo was the better choice,” he said.

“How did you convince Renna to help you?” Ozvald asked.

“I happened to be in the Jumping Kitty when the Kanban tried to bust it up. I already had a run in with the Kanban group’s leader. I didn’t like him, so I helped Renna deal with the problem. Soon afterwards, her place was burned down, and it was obvious that Krazno wasn’t going to let her survive in Kargosk. It was in her best interests to help Karlo,” Alex explained.

“You helped her beat Kanban mercenaries?” Ozvald asked with a look of doubt.

“I did have my friend with me,” Alex said and nodded at Arban.

The Orc flashed a grim smile, showing off his canines.

“That is certainly an interesting tale. So, what is it that you wanted to talk to me about,” Ozvald said as he rested his elbows on the arms of his chair and steepled his fingers together.

“There are two things I wanted to ask you about. First, I wanted to see if you had any idea about who is behind the murders in the city. Secondly, I wanted to see if your people have seen Master Nella, the White Witch, anywhere in the city,” Alex said.

The man considered his request.

“Why do you care about the Witch?” Ozvald said.

“A friend of ours is concerned that she may have been murdered,” he said.

Ozvald leaned towards the Orc woman next to him and whispered something. The woman thought a moment and then whispered a response. Ozvald leaned back in his chair again.

“I assume your “friend” is the young Witch that was with the older Witch when they passed through Zenkova a few weeks ago,” Ozvald said.

Alex considered a moment before answering truthfully.

“Yes,” he said.

“I thought you were working with the Caravan Guards? Why do you care about Witch’s business?” Ozvald asked.

“The young Witch helped us in our battle with House Orzetz and House Krazno. I told her I would investigate Master Nella’s disappearance as a favor since she had helped us,” Alex explained.

“You want information. Information leads to knowledge and knowledge leads to power. Power comes at a price,” the man said.

“What is your price?” Alex asked.

The man considered for a moment.

“Ten gold pieces,” he said.

Alex could almost feel Taiya’s wince at the figure.

“Five gold,” Alex countered.

The man thought for a moment and then gave Alex a half smile.

“Since you have given me information today and you have helped my friend Renna, five gold is enough,” Ozvald said with a nod.

Alex pulled out his coin pouch and counted out 5 gold coins. He walked to the table and placed the coins down in front of Ozvald. The Orc woman scooped up the coins, glanced at them for a moment and then placed them in one of her pockets.

“Tell him what you know of the Witch,” Ozvald said.

The Orc woman looked at Alex and his companions.

“The Witch has not been seen since last week. As far as I know, she has not left the city. She was seen all over Zenkova about two weeks ago when she returned. I had reports of her in the marketplace, the docks, the castle... even the old cemetery in the south side of the city.

“Sometimes she was seen openly, other times she was cloaked with her hood up, but my people recognized her. We were not sure what she was doing, so we kept an eye out for her,” the Orc explained.

“When was the last time your people saw her?” Alex asked.

The Orc frowned.

“I am not sure. I did not have anyone following her. A few days had passed before we realized she had disappeared,” she replied.

Alex nodded.

“What about the murders in the city?” he asked.

“The murders have us all on edge,” Ozvald answered

“Do you have any idea who is behind it?” Alex asked

“No. The death of high-level advisors would indicate that they were killed by professional assassins. My people have not seen anything or anyone to indicate their presence. Even the commonfolk have been taken out quietly. No one seems to have seen or heard anything,” Ozvald said with a frown.

“The assassin sent to kill Duke Oktoban was an Esteemed Sister of the Nameless Sect,” Alex said.

Ozvald's eyebrows raised up in surprise. He rubbed his hand with his chin.

“They say the Sisters are some of the best. Very expensive too,” he said as he looked at the Orc woman next to him. She frowned and shrugged her shoulders.

“Do you have any thoughts as to who wants to throw Zenkova into turmoil?” Alex asked.

“That is a question we have asked ourselves many times. Zenkova is at peace with her neighbors. The people of the city were content. King Brun was not well loved by the people, but neither was he disliked,” Ozvald explained.

“What about the King’s advisors? Do you think one of them could be behind the troubles?” Alex asked.

“General Tam was ambitious, but he was the first one murdered. Kell was also strong willed, and she was also killed,” he said.

“What about the Wizard?” Alex asked.

“Vijan? He was an advisor to King Brun’s father for a few years before he passed away. He has been loyal to the royal family. The Wizard looks exhausted as he tries to keep the people calm. He is probably worried that he will be the next to be murdered,” Ozvald said.

Alex nodded.

“Anything else unusual that your people have seen?” Alex asked.

Ozvald looked to the Orc woman. She shook her head no.

“Thank you. I appreciate your help,” Alex said.

Ozvald stood up, indicating the meeting was over.

“And I appreciate you helping my old friend Renna. My brother was one of the victims of the murders. I will have Bolorma ask about the Witch. At the least we can give you a better feel of where she had been seen. All I ask in return is the name of the killer should you discover it,” Ozvald said and nodded towards the Orc woman who stood up.

“Come by the Lazy Lion about this time tomorrow. Ask for me at the bar and I will give you whatever information I can gather,” Bolorma said.

“Thank you,” Alex said.

Alex and his companions turned towards the doorway they had entered from. The Elf led them back down the hallway and unlocked the exit for them. They turned up the alleyway and made their way back to the Guildhouse.


Chapter eighteen


A trumpet blared, causing the crowd gathered in the plaza to quiet down to a murmur. Many of the people of Zenkova had gathered here in front of the castle for an announcement.

The castle was home to the royal family. It sat on a small hill on the north side of the city. A ten-foot-high wall with a double doored gate surrounded the castle. A herald stood on the wall near the gate, lowering the horn he had just sounded.

“The Commander of Zenkova, Viljak,” the herald announced in a loud voice.

A man in plain grey robes walked over and stood next to the herald. The crowd stilled, expectantly looking up at the former king’s chief advisor.

Alex, Taiya and Arban were in the crowd as was Master Daerona, though she had made her way close to the front of the crowd, near the castle wall. The Elf had told them about this morning’s announcement when they had returned from the Lazy Lion. Alex and his friends kept to the far side of the plaza, away from the castle wall.

“Citizens of Zenkova,” the man on the wall began.

Alex guessed that the older, white-haired man was the Wizard Viljan. He wondered what news he had.

“This has been a trying time for you and for our city. A trying time for all of us,” Viljan continued.

The Wizard sounded tired, and his shoulders were slumped.

“Rest assured that we are doing everything in our power to find the missing Princessess. Our soldiers and the City Watch are scouring the city and the countryside, tirelessly looking for clues,” the Wizard continued.

There were some murmurs in the crowd.

“Some of you may have already heard the news, but for those who have not, another citizen was found murdered this morning,” a deep sadness crept into the Wizard's voice.

The crowd grew restless as people started whispering and looking about nervously.

Viljan raised his arms and made a calming motion with his hands towards the crowds. After a moment the people hushed and turned their attention back to the Wizard.

“Our soldiers and the Watch are doing all that they can. But they are stretched thin and they are exhausted,” Viljan said.

The crowd began to murmur again as people shifted about nervously.

“But fear not. The safety of the people is of the utmost concern for myself and the council of advisors,” Viljan said.

The crowd focused on the Wizard again.

“In order to ensure the safety of our people, I have hired additional soldiers to help keep our people safe. Some of you may be concerned about the cost of more soldiers and the burden of new taxes to pay for them. Fear not, my fellow citizens. I will pay for these soldiers with my own funds,” the Wizard said.

Alex could hear a visible sigh from some of the people near him. There was a smattering of applause.

The Wizard motioned and a Dwarf in mail armor walked over and stood next to him. The Dwarven warrior had a yellow ribbon tied around his upper arm. It was the same color as the yellow in the Zenkovian flag.

“Starting today, you will see these men with yellow armbands. They are the auxiliaries that I have hired to help protect our city,” Viljan said as he indicated the yellow ribbon.

Some of the men and women near Alex were nodding approvingly.

“That’s the Dwarf that was working for House Krazno!” Taiya hissed softly.

Alex squinted at the man on the wall. He couldn’t tell at this distance. The Elf had keener eyesight than he did.

“Viljan must have hired Kanbans,” Arban said.

“Do you think he will recognize us?” Alex asked.

“Not at this distance and among so many people,” the Orc responded.

The Dwarven mercenary was looking down at the crowd toward the front. He seemed rather bored.

“Within a week’s time, Captain Get has promised me additional men will be available to help,” the Wizard said as he laid his hand on the Dwarf’s shoulder.

“Remember to stay strong in this time of trouble,” Viljan added.

The crowd nodded and some clapped approvingly.

“For Princess Hilda and Princess Antonina!” the Commander said and raised a hand in the air.

“For the Princessess!” many in the crowd cheered hopefully followed by a few crying out “Viljan!”

The Wizard nodded and turned away from the people as he made his way down the wall. The Kanban mercenary and the Herald followed him.

The crowd began to disperse as the citizens were buzzing with today’s news. Alex and his companions filtered out of the plaza with the others and then made their way back to the Guildhouse.

***

“Are you sure that the men Viljan hired are Kanban mercenaries?” Zura asked as they sat around the table in Master Daerona’s office.

The Elven Caravan Master had lunch served to them in her office after Arban told her that the men VIljan had hired were Kanban mercenaries.

“The Dwarf on the wall was the same warrior who was in charge of the Kanban when they left Kargosk. I am sure of it,” Taiya replied.

“What does it signify? Kanban mercenaries work all over Ktor,” Master Daerona asked.

“It may be nothing. The Kanban were in the area. Viljan needs more men,” Arban said with a shrug.

“From what I understand, Kanban are expensive to hire. It is strange that we have run into them again. But as you say, it may just be a coincidence,” Alex said as he considered the possibilities.

“There are also few mercenaries and adventurers left in Zenkova. The Orcs have hired on more men for their barges to help defend against Harg raids. We have hired extra guards for our boats to Verbana in case the Hargs strike farther south. The wealthy in the city have hired on extra guards as well,” Daerona explained.

“With few soldiers available, these Kanban may be the only option available,” Arban said.

Alex saw Janx and Taiya nodding in agreement with the Orc. Alex took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“My experiences with these Kanban have not been pleasant. I don’t like them. But, you are probably right. They are the best option for Viljan as he tries to keep his city calm,” Alex said.

Alex turned towards Zura.

“Have you found any other clues in Master Nella’s notes?” he asked the Tarenian.

Zura reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper that was folded in half.

“In the back pages of her notebook, I found this piece of paper tucked in between the pages. I had missed it the first time I went through her book,” Zura said.

The White Witch unfolded the paper and glanced at it. She then handed it to Taiya who was seated next to her. The Wood Elf looked at it and then the paper was passed around the table so that everyone had a chance to look at it.

When the paper reached Alex, he was intrigued by what he read. Across the top, Master Nella had written “Who has the most to gain?” followed by a list of names:

Who has the most to gain?

King Brun

Queen Marta

Princess Hilda

Princess Antonina

Queen Elanor

The merchants of Port Lar

The merchants of Kargosk

Advisor Viljan

Commander of the Watch

The Caravan Guards

Another Mage Order

An unkown Party

Master Daerona was the last to read the list. Alex saw her frown as she read the last few entries.

“The Caravan Guards! Why are we suspect?” she said indignantly as she glared at Zura.

“Master Nella was very thorough and would consider every possibility. I am sure she thought you were not involved, but it is important to think of every possibility before eliminating them,” Zura said as she raised her chin up defiantly.

“Hmphh!” Master Daerona said before adding, “the Caravan Guards value stability and peace, not murder and unrest!”

“I am sure that Master Nella understood that. But if you noticed, she even had the King and Queen on her list of suspects,” Alex said.

Master Daerona glanced at Alex with narrowed eyes. After a moment her face relaxed, before frowning.

“Why would she have the King and Queen as suspects?” Daerona asked Zura.

“In a city or nation, there can be all manner of struggles for power and control. At the Great Hall I have studied the histories of Ktor. There are many examples of murder and double dealings amongst the family members of ruling houses,” Zura explained.

“Yes, but the King and Queen were good people,” Daerona added.

“You must remember, Master Nella was not familiar with Zenkova or it’s rulers,” Zura added.

Master Daerona nodded and relaxed.

“Who is Queen Elenor?” Alex asked.

“She is the Queen of Verbana. It is not beyond the realm of possibility that she wishes to expand her influence in the region,” Zura explained.

Alex nodded. He wished he knew more about the political situation in the region.

“Where is Port Lar? I have never heard of it,” Zura asked with a frown.

“It is the name of the small port the Orcs maintain upriver from here. It is not very large, more of a fortified village. The docks there are used to ship the herds downriver and unload goods purchased in Verbana or Zenkova,” Master Daerona explained.

“I wonder why the Commander of the Watch’s name is crossed off?” Alex asked.

“Captain Vettel was removed from his duties a few days after Master Nella arrived. The King’s Council of advisors felt that he was not doing his job. He was derelict in his duties as he was powerless to stop the murders in the city,” Master Daerona explained.

“Is he still alive?” Zura asked.

The Caravan Master’s eyebrows lifted in surprise at the question.

“Yes, as far as I know. Why would he be dead?” she asked.

The White Witch shrugged.

“In Taren, if a commander is found to be severely lacking in his duties, he is often executed as an example,” Zura said.

Alex looked at her in surprise. Ktor was certainly a harsh world, but it sounded like Taren was an especially cut throat land.

Alex was silent for a moment. He was still wondering about Captain Vettel’s name being crossed off when Taiya interrupted his thoughts.

“What are you thinking?” the Elf asked him.

Alex rubbed his chin.

“I am wondering if there is a clue here with Captain Vettel,” Alex replied.

“What do you know about the Captain?” Arban asked the Caravan Master.

“Vettel is from a prominent family. He was appointed as Commander of the Watch a few years ago. He seemed to be well regarded by most people,” Daerona answered.

Alex wondered if the Bolorma had any information on the former Commander. He assumed that Ozvald was running some kind of illegal operation out of the Lazy Lion. Captain Vettel was the local equivalent of the Chief of police and he would bet a large sum of money that they knew where he could be found.

“We are going back to the Lazy Lion later today. I will see if they have any information on Captain Vettel. Zura, why don’t you see if Master Daerona has any insight into some of the other names on the list. If you don’t mind that is,” he said and nodded towards the Caravan Master.

“I can spare a few more minutes,” the Elf said.

“Janx, if you don’t mind, I would like to practice spear work with you this afternoon. I could use some exercise,” Alex said and stood up.

“I too, could use some exercise,” Arban said as he stood up as well.

“I will stay with Zura,” Taiya said.

“In three hours, we will head over to the Lazy Lion,” Alex said and then headed out of the room and to the courtyard followed by Janx and Arban.


Chapter nineteen


Alex, Taiya and Arban arrived at the Lazy Lion a few hours later. The time was late in the afternoon and there were only a few patrons seated at the tables with a few more at the bar. Arban and Taiya sat down at an open table while Alex walked up to the far end of the bar.

The bartender, a tall, thin older woman, looked at Alex with a frown.

“What can I do for you?” she asked.

“Bolorma said to ask for her at the bar when I stopped by today. Can you tell her that Alex is here,” he said.

The woman looked at him for a moment and then glanced at his companions. She gave him a nod and then walked through the doorway that led to the kitchens.

Alex went and sat with his friends. A moment later the bartender returned and went back to minding the bar. A serving woman stopped by their table and Arban ordered a round of beers for them.

They had just gotten their mugs of ale when Bolorma walked out from the kitchen and came to sit with them.

“You’re early,” the Orc woman said.

“The early bird catches the worm,” Alex replied with a smile.

Bolorma tilted her head in puzzlement for a moment as she considered what he had just said. Then she broke out in a smile, chuckling softly. Both Arban and Taiya also looked at him in confusion for a moment. They must have never heard that phrase here, Alex thought.

“Now that is an interesting expression. I will have to use it myself!” she said.

“Were you able to find out anything about Master Nella?” Alex asked softly.

“The last report I have about her is that she was seen by the old cemetery in the south side of the city,” the Orc woman replied quietly.

“The cemetery? What was she doing there?” Alex asked in surprise.

“She was cloaked and hooded and moving cautiously?” Bolorma replied.

“Are you sure it was her?” Arban asked.

“Yes. The man who saw her also saw her passing through the cemetery the previous evening. Except she was heading in the opposite direction. One of my other people had seen the Witch near there earlier, so I am pretty sure it was her,” Boloroma said.

“How many days ago was this?” Alex asked.

“About 10 days ago,” Bolorma said after doing some quick mental calculations.

“Is there anything special about that cemetery?” Arban asked.

The Orc woman shrugged.

“Not that I know of. It was filled up with graves a long time ago and has fallen into disrepair,” she said.

The three of them pondered what she might have been doing there.

“It is the only place that my people saw her twice in the same area. And both times it was very late in the evening, when normal folk avoid places of the dead,” Bolorma added.

“Did your people have any other information about her?” Alex asked.

The Orc shook her head.

“No. This was the only unusual thing they noticed. It was also the last place we saw her,” she answered.

“If you don’t mind, I wanted to ask you about someone else,” Alex said to her.

“It depends on who you are asking about,” Bolorma replied with a grin.

“I wanted to see if you had any information on Captain Vettel of the Watch,” Alex asked her.

The Orc woman frowned in surprise at his answer.

“The disgraced Commander. Good riddance to him, I say. Why do you ask about him?” she asked.

“I believe he may be a clue regarding the disappearance of Master Nella.” Alex replied.

“A clue? How so?” she asked.

“As to that, I am not sure yet,” Alex replied with a half-smile.

The Orc nodded.

“What do you want to know?” she said.

“What kind of man is he?” Alex said.

Bolorma considered for a moment before responding.

“The worst sort of Watch Commander,” she said finally.

Alex was surprised at her answer.

“Was Vettel corrupt?” he asked quietly.

Now it was Bolorma’s turn to look surprised.

“Ha! I said the worst sort... a stickler for law and order. Wouldn’t even sniff at a bribe. A man of high ideals, so called,” she said with a sneer.

“We were very relieved to hear he had been removed from his position in disgrace,” the Orc woman added.

Alex rubbed his chin in thought.

“Was he loyal to the King?” he asked.

“Loyal to the King, loyal to his office, loyal to the city. His men loved him. They have been quite demoralized without him. As I said, we were shocked to see him removed,” Bolorma said.

“Where can he be found?” Alex asked.

“He used to dine and drink sometimes with the other fancy folk at the White Horse Tavern. Now that he has been disgraced, I’ve been told that he has moved out of his family’s manor house and taken a room above the Sunrise Inn. It’s a working man’s place and he sits at a corner table most days, drowning his sorrows,” the Orc informed him.

“Which part of town is the Sunrise located in?” Alex asked.

“The west side of town. What are you going to do with Vettel?” she asked.

“I want to ask him some questions. I want to see if he knows anything about Master Nella,” Alex replied truthfully.

“I advise you to go find him early. From what I have heard, he gets drunk and passes out before dinner,” Bolorma said and stood up.

“Where can I find the abandoned cemetery?” Alex asked.

“Head towards the center of the city and then head towards the city walls on the south side. It's an old overgrown cemetery along the wall,” she said.

“Thank you,” Alex said.

“Ozvald said to stop by if you ever want to do business,” Bolorma said before turning and walking back to the kitchen door.

They finished their beers and then headed back to the Guildhouse.

***

After they had dinner in the bunkhouse, the five of them met in Arban’s room to discuss their findings and to plan their next move.

“None of the people on Master Nella’s list seem to have a particularly strong motive to indicate they are behind the problems in Zenkova. None of the prominent houses in the city have been making any kind of moves. There is of course the possibility of an outside nation interfering like in Kargosk,” Zura said.

“It could be a case like Oktoban, where they tried to assassinate the King to destabilize the city,” Alex said.

“What about the Princesses?” Taiya asked.

“Perhaps they will convince the young Queen to agree to whatever things they are offering. Ally with us and we let you live. Fight us and you will die like your parents,” Alex guessed.

“What did you find out from the Lazy Lion?” Janx asked.

“The last time Ozvald’s people saw Master Nella was soon before she had disappeared. That was about 10 days ago,” he said and looked towards the Tarenian.

He could see her making mental calculations.

“That was when I sensed her death!” Zura said.

“Where did they see her last?” the Foxman asked.

“She was last seen in an old cemetery by the south wall. It was also the second time that they had seen her by that cemetery,” he said.

“We have to go to the cemetery!” Zura exclaimed and stood up.

“We will go first thing in the morning so we can scout out the area. It won’t do us any good to go fumbling about in the dark in an old cemetery,” Alex replied calmly.

Zura paced about the room in an agitated fashion. They all gave her a few moments to compose herself. Taking a deep breath, she sat down again.

“You are right. What else have you learned tonight?” Zura said.

“The former Captain of the Watch, Captain Vettel, seems to have been an outstanding commander. He was diligent in his duties and loyal to the King,” Alex said.

“Strange. If this is true, why were they so quick to disgrace him?” Zura asked.

“That does seem strange. I am thinking that whoever is behind these murders, saw Vettel as a threat or obstacle to their plans. They used the murders as an excuse to get rid of him,” Alex explained.

“That is a possibility. It also removed someone loyal to the King,” Zura said.

“I have a hunch that Master Nella spoke to Captain Vettel and realized that he was not a bad guy. That is why she crossed off his name,” Alex said.

“Do you know where to find Vettel?” Janx asked.

“Yes. He is staying at a place called the Sunrise Inn. He now gets drunk every day, so I want to pay him a visit after we look at the cemetery,” Alex explained.

“Who is going with you to the cemetery?” Taiya asked.

“We should keep it small so as not to attract too much attention,” Arban said.

“I was thinking of going by myself,” Alex said.

“No, I must go with you. I have been hiding here too long,” Zura said as she jumped up.

“I don’t want anyone to recognize you,” Alex said with a frown.

“With my disguise, they will not know. People see what they expect to see,” the Witch said with a smile as she repeated what he had told her regarding her disguise.

Alex nodded reluctantly.

“What about when you go to the Sunrise to visit Vettel?” Taiya asked.

“I can accompany him there. It is a common folks bar,” Arban said.

Alex stood up.

“Very well, its settled. We should all get some sleep. I have a feeling tomorrow might be a busy day,” Alex said.


Chapter twenty


The next morning, Alex and Zura made their way to the south side of the city. They passed through a merchant neighborhood and then into a section with a number of well-kept two-story homes.

Some of the people stared or frowned at them as they passed them on the street.

“They don’t seem too hospitable,” Zura said softly.

They had just walked past a home where a woman had frowned at them from her doorway before loudly slamming the door closed.

“The city is on edge. Their King and Queen have been murdered along with regular people. I am not surprised that they are wary of strangers,” Alex said.

“They are openly staring at us, even through their windows,” Zura said.

Alex looked around and caught an old man peeking from a second story window. The man ducked behind a curtain when he realized Alex was watching him.

“This seems to be a residential area. I would assume that these streets are mainly travelled by people that live here as they go to work or to the market. The residents are probably familiar with each other and a strange face sticks out. Especially when they are all looking over their shoulder, wondering if they are the next one to be murdered,” Alex said.

Zura nodded as they continued to walk to the south. They could see they were getting close as the city walls became visible over the nearby rooftops. The street they were walking down ended in a row of houses that were parallel with the city wall beyond them.

A street ran east and west, Alex guessed and went right. After about a hundred yards they reached an intersection. Turning south again, they reached a street that was next to the walls. Against the wall were small, poorly made wooden homes. The opposite side of the street was mainly made of brick or stone walls. Occasionally there was a door in the wall.

“These simple homes must be where servants and other workers live,” Zura said.

“I don’t understand the purpose of this secondary row of walls. They won’t do much to slow down an enemy if the main wall is breached,” Alex said.

“These smaller walls are so the residents of the nicer homes don’t have to look at the poor people,” Zura explained.

“Really?” Alex said in surprise.

Zura let out a little laugh.

“Of course. The homes along this street are less valuable because they are next to these poor houses. The homeowners console themselves by putting up the walls so they can distance themselves from the poor and hide their shame from visitors that they could not afford a home on a better street,” she said.

Alex shook his head. It was common for people on Earth to make themselves feel better by putting other people down. He shouldn’t be surprised to see the same thing happen on Ktor.

To the east, Alex thought he saw a break in the wooden homes.

“Let’s try that direction first,” Alex said as he pointed eastward.

“Why don’t we ask one of the locals in which direction the old cemetery is?” Zura asked.

“People are already suspicious. I don’t know who we can trust,” Alex said.

Zura nodded and they began walking up the street. After a few minutes they reached a small cemetery.

“We found it,” Zura said excitedly.

The cemetery was a grassy area extending about twenty yards from the walls to the street. It seemed about thirty yards long. A white picket fence with a gate surrounded the plot of land. The one half of the cemetery closest to the wall was filled with rows of small low headstones. The rest of the cemetery wass empty grass.

“This is not what I imagined when she said the old cemetery. It seems too new and nicely kept,” Alex said with a frown.

“True,” Zura said.

Alex looked up the street. Just past the cemetery was a long one-story building with some workers going about their business. Just beyond the workshop, the city wall ended in a small slender tower. The wall and street must take a turn to the south there, he thought. Alex could see that the home’s walls began angling southward before they disappeared from view.

“Let’s keep going and see if we find another cemetery,’” Alex said.

They continued up the street past the workshop. Alex guessed that it was some kind of carpenter’s shop. There were piles of wood outside the shop and he could hear the sounds of sawing going on inside the building.

Alex nodded to a man with sawdust on his apron who came out of the building and headed towards one of the piles of wood. The man stared at Alex and Zura before giving a curt nod in return.

As they passed the slender tower, Alex noticed an opening at the tower’s base. He could see narrow stairs spiraling up the wall inside of the tower.

The street angled southeastward following the next section of city wall’s direction. Just past the tower were more of the simple wooden homes. They passed a few citizens who hurried past them without glancing in their direction.

As they continued, they passed two more openings on their left where streets headed away from the city wall. A little past the second street, Alex noticed that there were no more of the wooden houses, though the walls of the better homes continued. They passed another slender tower giving support and providing access to the top of the walls.

Just past the tower, the nicer homes ended and a little farther along Alex could see a metal fence ahead of them. The fence stretched from the wall, across the road and continued on for a short distance northward.

As they neared, Alex could see monuments and tombstones behind the fence. Several trees were growing among the weeds and gravestones. Several small birds flitted about, chirping at each other.

Zura pointed to a stone tower Poking up to the sky past the trees. It was constructed of stone and rose to a height a little taller than the city wall to their right. Alex shrugged, uncertain as to what it could be.

“This has to be the old cemetery,” Alex said as they reached the rusting iron fence that formed the perimeter of the burial ground.

There was a metal gate in the fence where the street ended. One of the doors had fallen inward and the other door was opened halfway.

Some of the monuments leaned at an angle and others had fallen over, half buried in the old weeds. The cemetery stretched ahead of them, perhaps for 150 yards. To his left, Alex could see that the fence reached to the level of the street that ran parallel to the city walls before turning eastward.

Trees were growing randomly throughout the graveyard. The stones had a weathered and aged look. Alex was surprised at how unkempt the place looked.

“Why would a cemetery in the city be abandoned like this?” Alex asked.

“It looks pretty old,” Zura said as she walked through the half open gate.

“Why was this place abandoned?” Alex wondered out loud.

Zura frowned for a moment as she surveyed the cemetery.

“It looks like it was filled and there was no room to expand. The size of the monuments indicates wealth. But the areas around here seem like the homes of small merchants and craftspeople,” Zura said.

“Perhaps this once was a wealthier part of town. As families moved farther away and generations passed, this cemetery fell into neglect,” Zura added.

“That sounds like a good guess,” Alex said.

Zura flashed him a smile and raised her chin up.

“Of course it does. I am the greatest student to ever study in the Great Hall, the youngest to reach apprentice and soon to be the youngest ever Master!” she said proudly before turning to walk deeper into the cemetery.

Alex just smiled and shook his head as he followed her. His smile quickly faded as he wondered how long Zura would stay with his team. He was getting used to having her around- even if she was a bit of a know-it-all.

The two of them walked around, looking for any clues. Just ahead past two trees, Alex noticed a small stone building. He headed towards it, Zura following close behind. As Alex passed another fallen tombstone, he imagined that this place must be pretty creepy at night. He wondered what Master Nella had been looking for.

The small stone building’s door had rotted away. Fragments of wood could still be seen around the rusting iron hinges. Inside was a twenty-by-twenty room. Part of the wooden roof had collapsed, and its remains littered the floor. Old leaves and dirt littered the floor near the entrance.

The walls of the building were carved with strange symbols. They seemed to be geometric designs. At the far end of the room was a rectangular block of dull grey stone.

“What was this building used for,” Alex asked?

“It was probably some sort of chapel or small temple at one time,” Zura replied.

In the dim light, Alex thought he could see the outline of footsteps in the dust and dirt covering the floor. He held his arm out, stopping Zura from moving any farther into the room.

“What is it?” she whispered.

“Footsteps,” he said.

Zura held her hand out and created a small ball of energy. The area around them was lit up by the blue white light of the sphere. They both hunched down to look at the footprints.

The footprints were of medium size and Alex guessed they could certainly have been formed by a woman’s boot.

“Master Nella must have been here!” Zura said excitedly as they straightened up.

“Not necessarily, what if some vagrant or some kids were playing around in the cemetery,” Alex asked.

“In an abandoned cemetery? I doubt children would be playing in such an ill-omened place. It would take a brave vagrant to sleep here,” the White Witch said.

“Are you afraid of this place?” he asked curiously.

“Afraid? Ha! Fear of the dead is for common folk and fools. The only time one should fear the dead is if they have been raised by a Necromancer. And those are a very rare form of Power,” she said as she crossed her arms and frowned at him.

“So, people would avoid this place?” Alex asked.

“Yes. People tend to be superstitious. But I doubt there is a Necromancer in Zenkova. If this place was haunted or cursed, I am sure the people of Zenkova would have taken care of that a long time ago,” Zura said.

“A curse would make this place dangerous?” Alex asked.

“Of course. You really are a simple country boy like Taiya says,” the Tarenian said as she shook her head.

Alex just grinned. This planet was certainly crazy, he thought to himself.

They walked around the room looking at the footprints. It looked like whoever had left the footprints had been walking all over the room.

“It looks like they were searching for something,” Alex said.

“Yes. But what?” Zura asked.

The chapel was bare except for the debris and the stone altar. They walked over and examined it. The altar seemed to be a plain and unadorned block of solid stone.

“There seems to be a lot of footprints here,” Zura said.

Alex noticed that the dust and dirt had been disturbed on the left side of the stone block, Curious, Alex knelt down and examined the floor.

“What is it” Zura asked as she brought her light sphere over to him.

“The dirt here had been swept aside,” Alex said as he pointed to a little line of dirt.

The narrow pile of dust was about the same length as the side of the altar nearest him. He stood up and walked around the block of stone.

“I am going to try to push the stone,” Alex said.

Alex placed his hands on the top edge of the stone and pushed. The stone didn’t budge. Alex frowned and tried again. Nothing.

“This stone has to be very heavy,” Zura said.

“I am a Strongman. If Master Nella was able to move it, then I can move it,” Alex said as he braced his legs against the floor and pushed again.

Sweat popped out on his forehead as he strained, but the stone refused to move. He let out a sigh as he stood up.

“Maybe there is a lock or switch that needs to be released first,” he said.

They looked around the stone block and the nearby floor. Then Alex walked over to the wall and started touching the carvings, poking, pulling and prodding them.

Zura frowned as she looked at the stone.

“I wonder... Alex, I have an idea!” she said excitedly.

“What are you thinking?” he asked as he walked back to where she was standing.

“This!” Zura said as she let her light sphere dissipate.

The Tarenian pointed both her palms toward the stone block. Slender bolts of electricity crackled out of her hands and touched the stone. After a moment, the stone began to glow with a blue light.

Zura increased her Power output and the stone shifted upwards and began to slide to the side. After a moment it moved about five feet to the side before stopping its motion. Zura turned off her Power and the stone’s glow faded as it settled on the stone floor again.

A rectangular opening that had been covered by the altar was now revealed. Alex could see stone steps descending into the darkness.


Chapter twenty-one


“How did you do that?” Alex asked in amazement.

“You said that Master Nella moved the stone so you could too because you are a Strongman. But you couldn’t. So, I thought about what she had that you do not have. She had Power, a mage’s Power,” Zura said and her hands crackled with bule energy for a moment.

“You can use your Power to move things?” Alex asked.

Zura looked at him in confusion for a moment.

“No,” she said.

“But you just moved the stone,” Alex said.

“This is obviously a mage worked stone, otherwise my Power would have done nothing except some light damage or scorching,” she said.

“Mage worked?” he asked.

“Of course. Certainly, you have heard stories of magical items or weapons?” she asked.

“Uhh, I guess, Alex said.

Zura crossed her arms and pursed her lips for a moment.

“How do you think your paydiscs works? They are mage worked in some fashion,” Zura said.

“I’m just glad they work,” Alex said with a smile and a shrug.

Zura just sighed and shook her head. Generating a new light sphere, she walked over to the opening in the floor. Alex looked down into the opening. It looked like the steps ended in an open area about 15 or 20 feet below the floor of the temple. The dust on the steps had been disturbed by footsteps recently.

Zura stepped on the first step.

“Wait, let me go first,” he said drawing his dagger.

Zura frowned for a moment, before nodding and moving aside to let him go down the steps first. Alex carefully walked down the steps, dagger at the ready. The walls of the passage were made of bricks.

He moved cautiously as the light was behind him, casting strange shadows in front of him. The steps ended on a small landing.

Directly in front of him was an opening. He waited for Zura to reach him. It looked like some kind of room in front of him. He stepped into the room and as Zura followed him, he could see a wall about 5 feet in front of him. The floor and ceiling were made of the same bricks as the walls. The ceiling was maybe 7 feet in height.

“Is this some kind of long narrow room?” Zura asked softly.

In the dim light, Alex couldn’t make out the walls to his left or right, only the wall that was in opposite the stairway opening. The place had a musty smell of dampness.

“Shoot one of your small energy spheres in that direction,” he said and pointed to the right.

Zura formed a small sphere and let it fly. As it travelled, Alex could see the room was the same size as where they were standing. It travelled about 30 feet before it dissipated in the air. It had not hit a far wall.

“Now the opposite direction,” he said, and she threw another sphere down the other side of the room.

The results were the same.

“This is a very long room,” Zura said.

“It's not a room, it’s a tunnel,” he said.

“A tunnel! I wonder where it leads?” Zura asked.

Alex thought for a moment, orienting the direction of the tunnel with the temple above them.

“This direction leads towards the city walls,” he said pointing to the right.

“This must be some kind of secret entrance or escape tunnel,” Zura said thoughtfully.

“You’re probably right” Alex said.

“Which way did Master Nella go?” she asked.

Alex squatted down and examined the floor. There was a thick coating of dust on the floor.

“Shine your light this way,” he said.

The tunnel floor in the direction of the walls was undisturbed. Decades of dust still lay untouched.

“She didn’t go this way. In fact, it looks like no one has gone that way in a very long time,” he said.

They examined the floor heading in the opposite direction. Alex could see footprints coming and going on the tunnel floor.

“She didn’t travel at all in the other direction. She knew she wanted to head this way,” Zura said.

‘Yes. It looks like she came and went more than once. And Bolorma said she had been seen twice around the cemetery,” he said.

“I wonder were this leads?” the Witch said with a frown.

“Only one way to find out,” Alex said with a smile.

Zura nodded and they proceeded down the hallway, following the footsteps on the dusty floor. The tunnel was a straight passage for about one hundred yards. It then turned right and continued straight for a bit before turning left. After a short walk, the tunnel ended abruptly. The path was blocked by a grey stone wall.

“Do you think this is another magic door like the altar covering the steps back in the chapel?” Alex whispered.

“Yes. It does not seem to be on a hinge or a rail,” Zura said softly.

“I’m going to try to open it. Stand back,” the Witch said.

Sparkling energy crackled and surged from Zura’s hands towards the stone wall. Nothing happened. Zura stopped. They were plunged into pitch darkness for a moment as the light from her Power faded.

Zura tried again, lighting up the tunnel with the energy flowing from her hands. Alex could see that the stone wall did not glow with blue energy like the stone altar had. Zura stopped throwing Power at the wall and created her blue sphere for light again.

“The stone wall must not be a magic door,” she said.

“There must be some way to open it. Master Nella’s footsteps disappear here. She must have continued past here,” Alex said.

“Yes. But how?” Zura said in a frustrated voice.

Alex tried pushing on the stone with his enhanced strength. The wall did not move at all.

“Maybe we are missing a clue,” Alex said.

They spent the next 15 minutes scrutinizing the stone wall, and the bricks in the wall and floor. They pushed and prodded, looking for a secret switch that could open the path forward.

“I don’t see anything,” Zura said.

“Do Witches have some kind of magic or Power that would have allowed her to pass through a solid wall?” Alex asked.

“No, I have not heard of such a thing,” Zura said.

Alex let out a frustrated sigh. He rubbed his chin as he considered other possibilities.

“What if the wall is a door, but it was open when Master Nella passed through here. Maybe she closed it behind her,” he said.

“The footprints lead here. She did not come back this way,” Zura said.

“If Master Nella was murdered, it may have happened somewhere on the other side of this wall. If she was captured, the bad guys may have closed the door from the other side,” he added.

Zura nodded.

“Let's get back outside and see if we can figure out where this tunnel leads,” Alex said.

They made their way back the way they had come. Once they neared the steps leading up to the small chapel, Alex had Zura turn off her light sphere. Motioning Zura to keep behind him, Alex cautiously made his way back up the steps.

Alex peeked over the edge of the temple floor. The room was empty. He paused, listening, but he heard nothing. He quietly climbed the last few steps and looked around. The room seemed undisturbed since they had ventured into the tunnel.

He motioned for Zura to come up.

“Should I move the stone back over the hole?” Zura asked.

“Yes. Better to leave it how we found it,” he said.

As the Witch energized the stone altar, Alex walked over to the Temple’s doorway. The cemetery was still empty, save for the birds.

“Let’s walk back to the side street we entered from,” Alex said as Zura came up next to him.

They headed back the way they had come and soon were back on the street. Once there, they headed northwards, parallel to the direction of the tunnel. The corner edge of the cemetery ended at the next intersection.

Alex looked to his right. He could see the square tower looming ahead, just past a row of small homes. They turned and walked down the street heading east. After they had walked a bit, Alex stopped.

“The tunnel should have reached to about the level of this street and then turned east somewhere around here,” Alex said as he looked towards the overgrown cemetery.

Past the small trees and monuments, he could make out the temple building towards the back of the cemetery. They continued walking down the street.

Alex nodded to an old woman sitting on the front steps of her home. An old dog was lying next to her. The woman was knitting something. She continued her knitting, watching them but not acknowledging them. The homes here were small and narrow. They had seen better days, the paint peeling on many of them and one seemed abandoned. Alex guessed that across the street from an old cemetery was not the most popular place in Zenkova.

Ahead they could see the cemetery ended at the next intersection. Diagonally across from the cemetery was a stone wall surrounding the stone tower. Across the street from the tower and the cemetery was a large two-story building.

“The tunnel should make its turn up ahead. The tunnel's end is under that wall, maybe under the tower,” Alex said softly.

“Those look like guards,” Zura whispered.

Her keen eyes had spotted some armed men lounging about on the porch of the building across from the tower.

“Let’s turn back, I don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to us,” Alex said as he turned and started walking back down the street.

Zura hesitated for a moment, before turning and following him.

“How are we going to learn anything if we don’t get closer?” she asked in a frustrated whisper.

Alex didn’t say anything. He just continued walking down the street. A few moments later he stopped in front of the house where the old woman was knitting. The old dog stood up and walked down the steps to Alex, sniffing him and wagging his tail

“Good morning,” he said.

The woman looked at him suspiciously and then gave him a curt nod of her heard. She laid down her knitting on her lap.

“Old Bess doesn’t usually take too kindly to strangers,” the woman said.

Alex smiled and reached down to scratch the dog behind its ears for a moment. The dog looked at Zura, walked over and sniffed her for a moment before coming back to Alex.

Alex petted her again and then reached in his pocket and pulled out a silver coin. He handed the coin to the woman who looked at it in surprise.

“We are visiting Zenkova and I was wondering if you could tell me anything about that tall tower,” Alex said as he looked over at the tower peeking up past the nearby roofs.

“The tower you say?” she said as she looked at the coin again, before slipping it into an apron pocket.

Alex nodded as she looked up at him.

“Used to be called Hugh’s Tower. That old tower used to belong to the Hornik family. Built by Hugh Hornik, one of their ancestors. The family bult a fine manor on the north side of town many years ago,” she said.

“Who is the Hornik family?” Alex asked.

“The Horniks are one of the old noble houses of Zenkova. They own a lot of the farms around the area,” she explained.

“You said that the Horniks used to own it. Who owns it now? "Alex asked.

“Lord Hornik sold it. The old Lord Hornik, not his son, mind you, sold it years ago,” she said.

“Who purchased it?” Alex asked patiently.

“Why, Viljan bought it years ago when he first came to Zenkova. I’m sure Lord Hornik was happy to be rid of it, the place was practically abandoned. Most young folk call it the Wizard’s Tower these days,” she explained.

Alex looked at Zura in surprise. The White Witch was as surprised as he was upon hearing who owned the tower.

“What is that large building across from the tower?” Alex asked.

The woman looked down the street toward the building.

“Viljak bought that old warehouse from the Horniks. He converted part of it for lodging for some of his guards. I don’t know what he uses the rest of it for,” she said.

Alex couldn’t think of anything else to ask, so he thanked the woman and turned to leave.

“Wait,” the old woman said.

“I don’t have anything bad to say about Chancellor Viljak. He seems to be doing the best he can in a difficult situation. But...” the woman’s voice trailed off.

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“Strange things have been happening lately. Well, through the years there have always been strange things going on since Viljak bought the Tower. But lately...” she paused.

Alex waited for the woman to continue.

“The last few months... there have been more strange things happening,” she said.

“Like what?” Zura asked impatiently.

The old woman looked at her in annoyance for a moment before turning to Alex again.

“Old Bess wakes me up in the middle of the night almost every night. I tie a leash on her, and we walk across the street to the old cemetery. There’s a gap in the fence right there,” the woman nodded with her chin to a spot across the road.

“Old Bess does her business, sniffs around for a minute and then we come back home,” she added.

“Have you seen anything unusual?” Alex asked.

“Through the years I have seen strange lights coming from the windows up in the Tower. Sometimes I see people heading to or from the Tower in the middle of the night when most folks are sleeping. But things have gotten even stranger lately,” her voice trailed off as she got a faraway look in her eyes.

“What have you seen recently?” Alex asked.

The woman shook her head and focused on Alex again.

“A week or two ago, I swear I saw a real ghost in the cemetery! Old Bess saw it too,” she said in a hushed whisper.

“Why do you think it was a ghost?” Zura asked.

“As the ghost was walking, every few moments I could see the flickering of a ghostly blue light,” she said quietly.

“Where was the ghost going?” Alex asked

“It was heading from there to there, before it disappeared,” the woman said.

The old woman had pointed from the area near the intersection around the Tower and then towards the direction of the old temple.

“Thank you,” Alex said and went to turn.

“Wait! I think you and your friend should stay away from the Tower,” she said.

“Why?” he asked.

“A few nights after I saw the ghost, I was out again with Bess,” the woman said and shuddered.

“What happened?” Zura asked.

“From the direction of the Tower, I heard people yelling and screaming in pain. Crazy blue lights lit up the Tower. It was only for a few minutes, but it terrified me. I couldn’t go to sleep that night,” the woman said with a pained expression.

“We appreciate your knowledge and warning,” Alex said.

He reached in his pocket and handed the woman another silver coin.

“You never talked to us,” Alex said with a smile

“Of course,” the woman replied with a smile of her own.

Old Bess followed them for a few yards down the street, tail wagging, before the woman called the dog back to her.

They made their way back to the Caravan Guildhouse.


Chapter twenty-two


“Did you find any clues in the cemetery?” Taiya asked as she entered Arban’s room followed by Janx.

The rest of the team was sitting around the room. They had been waiting for the Foxman to find the Wood Elf and bring her to the meeting. Master Daerona was down at the docks, checking on a barge getting ready to deliver goods to Verbana.

“Yes. There is some kind of old temple in the cemetery. We found footprints there that we believe belonged to Master Nella,” Alex said.

“Only footprints? That does not seem to be strong evidence,” Arban said.

“We also found a secret passage in the old temple. A passage that could only be opened with magic,” Alex said.

“And the footprints continued in the passage,” Zura added.

“Where did the passage lead?” Taiya asked.

“To a tunnel underneath the temple,” Alex said.

“Where does the tunnel lead?” Janx asked curiously.

“Unfortunately, to a dead end,” Alex said with a frown.

“A tunnel to nowhere?” the Orc said in confusion.

“The tunnel ended in a stone slab. Neither my strength nor Zura’s Power could move it,” he said.

“The footsteps we were following ended at the wall. Master Nella was able to get past that barrier,” Zura added.

“How was she able to pass, but you did not?” Taiya asked.

“We are not sure. The stone slab may be a door that can only be opened and closed from the other side. My guess is that the door was open when Master Nella went through the tunnel,” Alex said.

The Wood Elf nodded.

“Do you have any idea as to where that stone door leads?” the Orc asked.

“We went back out and then followed the path of the tunnel from above the ground. It was a simple route with only a couple of turns,” Alex explained.

“The tunnel leads to The Wizard’s Tower!” Zura said with a flash of anger in her eyes before Alex continued.

“What is the Wizard’s Tower?” Janx asked.

“We found out that it is the home of the King’s Chief Advisor, Viljan,” Alex explained.

There was a gasp from Taiya and the other two men had surprised looks on their faces.

“I thought that Viljan was well respected by the King and the people of Zenkova!” Taiya said.

“Appearances can be deceiving. Viljan may have been planning his treachery for a long time,” Zura said.

“Are you certain Master Nella went into his tower?” Arban asked.

“I am certain that she went in and never came out,” Alex said.

“We spoke to an old woman who lives next to the cemetery. She said she saw a ghost with an eerie blue light walking through the cemetery in the middle of the night. That was probably Master Nella and the blue light was an energy sphere made with her Power,” Zura said.

“Do you think that was Master Nella sneaking around trying to spy on the Wizard?” Arban asked.

“Most likely. She must have discovered something that made her suspicious of Viljan,” Zura said.

“She must have been discovered,” the Orc said with a frown.

“The old woman told us that a few nights after she had seen the ghost, she heard screams and yelling coming from the Wizard’s Tower. She saw flashes of blue light coming from behind the tower’s walls,” Alex said.

“The sounds of battle,” Arban said grimly.

“The Wizard must have defeated her,” Zura said sadly.

“Was Master Nella a strong Witch?” Alex asked.

“Yes, from what I saw. She had good control of her Powers and was versed in combat skills,” Zura said.

The team was silent as they considered the implications.

“Did you and Master Nella meet the Wizard the first time you passed through Zenkova a few weeks ago?” Alex asked.

“Yes, briefly when we met with the King and his council,” Zura replied.

“What were your impressions of him,” Alex asked.

The White Witch thought for a moment before replying as she pictured the meeting in her mind.

“Viljan seemed like a kind old man. Grey haired. He certainly did not give off the airs of a mighty Wizard,” she said.

“I am not that familiar with the relative strengths of Wizards and Witches. Is there a way to tell how Powerful one is?” Alex asked.

“No. Not just by looking at them. What I have noticed among the White Witches is... is an attitude or an arrogance that the more powerful Witches have. They carry themselves proudly and they have a certain swagger,” Zura said thoughtfully.

Alex smiled for a moment. He wanted to say something about Zura’s own arrogance, but he thought the better of it. He noticed Taiya was also trying to hide a smile.

“It is possible that Viljan is playing the humble card so that people underestimate him?” Taiya asked after she had composed herself.

It was certainly possible that Viljan had kept his strength hidden, Alex thought.

“Is it possible that Master Nella was overconfident and may not have planned properly when she went into the Wizard’s Tower?” the Orc asked.

Zura crossed her arms across her chest and began pacing around the room. A range of emotions crossed her face.

“Yes. Master Nella was a very confident woman. I remember after our meeting with King Brun and his advisors, I asked her if she was familiar with the Wizard. She dismissed him offhand. She said she couldn’t be expected to know every minor Wizard in every backwater town,” Zura said.

“She was hunting a lamb but found a lion,” Janx said.

“Her over confidence cost her life,” Zura said as she stopped pacing.

The Foxman nodded in agreement.

“If Viljan is behind the murders, what is his plan? The King and Queen are eliminated. He is now in charge of Zenkova. What else does he want?” Janx asked.

“Indeed, I have been wondering the same thing. Why not declare himself ruler and be done with it?” Zura said.

“There must be something holding him back,” Alex said.

The team was silent as they considered the possibilities.

“I wonder if the Princesses have something to do with his plan,” Alex said, thinking out loud.

“Yes, why not kill them instead of abducting them?” the Orc asked.

“Perhaps he wants to use them in some way. Maybe they are pawns in some larger game,” Zura said.

“It is strange that he did not kill them along with the King and the Queen,” Taiya remarked.

“What if they were not kidnapped by Viljan? Perhaps they escaped and are in hiding,” Zura said.

“That could be an explanation for why the Wizard has not declared himself King yet. The Princesses could be a wildcard in this,” Alex said.

“Technically, the older girl is now the Queen,” Zura said.

“Maybe the Wizard is afraid that the new Queen is going to cause problems for him,” Taiya said.

“The City Watch was carefully searching everyone leaving the city. I think that is a sign that the two girls are still alive. No doubt the Wizard issued those orders,” Arban said.

“Yes, you are probably right,” Alex said.

Alex rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“It seems that there are two possibilities. One, the Wizard is holding the girls captive and will use them as some kind of pawns in whatever game he is playing. Or two, the girls escaped the night of their parents' murders and are now in hiding,” Alex said.

“If they are his prisoner, why the charade of searching the people leaving the city?” Janx asked.

“If he indeed has the Princesses, it may be a way to show the people that he is doing something useful while he bides his time for his next move,” Zura answered.

“If he has the girls, do you think they are being kept in his Tower?” Taiya asked.

“It is the most likely place. He has his own guards and there is a ten-foot wall around the place,” Alex said.

“Master Nella may have discovered that the Princesses were being held in the Tower and that is why she went there. She may have been trying to free them from Viljan,” Zura added.

“So, what is our next move?” Arban said.

They all looked towards Alex.

“We need to speak to the former Watch Commander Vettel. Ozvald’s assistant, Borloma from the Lazy Lion, said that he is staying at the Sunrise Inn. Arban and I can head over there for lunch and see if we can talk to him,” Alex said.

“Do you think he will help you?” Janx asked.

“Bolorma said he is disgraced at his removal from his office. He is the son of a wealthy family in Zenkova and his fall has shamed them. I have a feeling that he will be eager to help us solve the mystery of the Pricesses in order to regain face in the city,” Arban said.

Alex nodded. He was hoping that would be the case. The Orc strapped on a belt with his two daggers, and they headed out towards the Sunrise Inn.


Chapter twenty-three


The Sunrise Inn was a modest two-story building of wood and stone. It was located off one of the side streets that intersected the main east-west road through the city.

The layout was like most of the other Taverns he had seen on Ktor. There was a long bar along the back wall with about a dozen stools. There were about fifteen small square tables scattered about the room. Most had 4 chairs, but a few had been pushed together to make larger tables.

There were about a dozen patrons in the Inn, evenly split between the bar and the tables. Two Orc women and a Dwarven man were seated at one table. There were a couple of Elves at the bar and the rest were Humans.

They saw a serving woman bringing plates of food to a couple seated at a table, so they seated themselves at one of the tables along the wall. They waited for the serving woman to come to their table.

After a few minutes, the serving woman, a plump middle-aged woman with streaks of grey in her black hair stopped by their table.

“What will it be, gentlemen?” the woman asked with a cheerful smile.

“We were looking for some lunch. What is the house specialty?” Arban asked.

“Today we have Warboar shoulder cooked in apples, boiled potatoes and peas,” she said.

“Sounds wonderful, I’ll take it,” the Orc said.

The woman nodded and looked at Alex.

“I will have the same,” Alex said.

“Drinks?” she asked.

“Mugs of beer,” Alex said.

The woman nodded again and headed to the bar for their drinks before going through a doorway to the kitchen.

As they waited for their food, Alex looked around at the patrons. Boloroma said that Vettel always sat in a corner getting drunk. The only corner table that was occupied was one on the other side of the room.

An older man was sitting there, eating soup or stew from a bowl. The man had had a mug of ale, but from what Alex could tell, he was barely drinking any of it. The man was short and slender and what little hair he had was turning grey.

“I don’t think that’s our man,” Alex said to Arban.

The Orc glanced over his towards the man in the corner and shook his head.

“Doesn’t have the air of someone who was recently Commander of the Watch,” Arban said.

A few minutes later, the woman brought over their lunch as well as some wooden utensils and cloths to be used as napkins.

The meal was served in a large shallow bowl. The Warboar was similar to a large Earth boar, except that they were armed with a pair of wicked horns in addition to their tusks. The shape of the horns reminded Alex of Longhorn cattle back on Earth.

The boar shoulder had been braised and then baked with the apples, potatoes and peas. The resulting broth was well seasoned with a hint of sweetness from the apples. Alex considered himself lucky in that he had yet to find a Ktorian food that he found unappetizing.

As they finished their meals Alex noticed a man walking down the steps at the back of the room. The man looked to be about 30 years old, tall and strongly built. The man walked past their table, head down and shoulders slumped. He looked neither to the right nor left as he headed to a corner table near where Alex and Arban were sitting.

The man had a few days growth of facial hair. His clothes looked like they had been slept in. But despite their rumpled appearance, Alex could see that the man’s clothes were of nicer cut and better materials than what the other patrons were wearing.

“Now that man looks like he could have been Commander of the Watch,” Arban said with a nod towards the man who had seated himself at the corner table.

Alex nodded. This had to be Vettel.

After a minute or two had passed, the serving woman stopped by his table and sat a mug of ale in front of him.

Vettel just sat there, staring at the tabletop. The woman shook her head and then headed over to their table.

“Another round of ale?” the woman asked.

“Yes, please,” Alex answered.

His politeness brought a smile to the woman’s face. She nodded and in a short time returned with two new mugs of beer. Seeing that they had finished their meals, she cleaned off their table.

Alex noticed that Vettel had almost absentmindedly taken a swig of his ale. The man wasn’t looking around, even as patrons came and went out of the Sunrise Inn.

Alex waited until it looked like the man had drunk most of his beer before walking up to the bar. He bought two more mugs of beer. With a mug in each hand, he walked over to the corner table. He sat one of the beers in front of Vettel and then he sat down across the small table from him.

It took Vettel a moment to realize that it wasn’t the serving woman who had brought him another beer. He scowled at Alex. Alex gave him a nod.

“I don’t need your charity or your pity, stranger,” Vettel said.

“I just want some conversation,” Alex said.

“And I just want to be left alone,” the man said.

The former Watch Commander drained his mug and set it aside. He took the one Alex had placed in front of him and took a drink from it as well. Vettel stared down at his drink, ignoring Alex.

“A friend of a friend was murdered here in Zenkova. I was hoping the Commander of the City Watch could help me,” Alex said.

“Then why don’t you find him and ask him,” Vettel said without looking up.

“You are the former Commander,” Alex said.

“Yeah, former. Go ask that fool Matteus Kunk. I heard they made him the new Commander,” Vettel said, still looking down.

“I heard he is not a capable man,” Alex said.

Alex had heard no such thing, but he guessed that whoever had replaced Vettel was probably just a weak puppet.

Vettel let out a little laugh.

“Matteus is a lazy fool. His family is wealthy and connected. That is the only reason they put him in there. He’s not even a soldier,” Vettel said and took another swig of his drink.

“I heard your family is wealthy and connected,” Alex said.

Vettel slammed his mug down, sloshing some of the beer out onto the tabletop. The former Commander’s eyes flashed with anger. Two women that were seated at a nearby table glanced over at them for a moment before nervously turning away.

“I earned that job because I wanted that job. I was a soldier. I got the job because I love the royal family. I got the job because I love Zenkova!” Vettel replied angrily.

“That’s what I heard. That’s why I am coming to you for help instead of that puppet Matteus they replaced you with,” Alex said evenly as he looked him in the eyes.

Vettel’s eyes narrowed as he regarded Alex.

“You seem to know all about me. Who are you?” the former Commander asked.

“My name is Alex. My Orc friend over there is Arban. We work with the Caravan Guards,” Alex said.

Vettel glanced over towards Arban. The Orc met his eyes and nodded.

“Caravaners? Was one of your men one of the recent murders?” Vettel asked.

Alex shook his head.

“No. It was a friend of a friend,” Alex said.

Vettel looked at Alex for a minute. Alex could see the man’s mind working. It was a good sign. Even if the man had been on a multi-day bender, he still had some semblance of control.

“I don’t know what you want from me. You know that I have been removed from my office and have been disgraced. I moved out from my parent’s manor and took up lodging here so they could save face. There is nothing that I can do to help you,” Vettel said, as shoulders slumped, and he took another drink from his mug.

“What if I told you that I suspect someone high in the Council of advisor’s is behind the murders, both high and low,” Alex said softly.

Vettel glanced up sharply. He regarded Alex for a long moment, before staring back down at his beer.

Alex frowned for a moment. He tried to think of how he could snap the former Commander out of his funk. Then he remembered that the man had said he loved the royal family.

“What if I told you that I have an idea as to where the Princesses might be being held?” Alex said softly.

Vettel’s eyes grew wide as his head snapped up. With surprising speed, the man drew a dagger and pointed it a few inches from Alex’s throat.

“Tell me!” Vettel said loudly.

The other patrons all turned to look towards the corner table.

“I suggest we don’t make a scene,” Alex said softly.

Vettel glanced around. He put his knife away.

“Where are they keeping Hilda?” Vettel whispered intently as his eyes bored into Alex’s.

“This is not the time or place to talk about this. You have drawn enough attention to us,” Alex said softly.

“I must know,” Vettel said as he ground his teeth together in frustration.

“Are you willing to help us?” Alex asked.

“Yes,” Vettel whispered.

“Meet us at the Caravan Guildhouse when the Great Moon rises tonight. Ask for Wagon Master Arban. Make sure you are not being followed,” Alex said quietly.

A range of emotions flashed across Vettel’s face. Alex could see that the man was desperate for information about the Princesses. After a few moments Vettel nodded.

“Very well, I will be there tonight,” the former Commander said.

Alex nodded and stood up. He walked over to Arban and took a few silvers out of his pocket. He laid them on the table, guessing that there would be more than enough to cover their meals and drinks. Arban stood up and they left the tavern without another glance towards Vettel.

“Did you learn anything?” Arban asked as they walked down the street.

“He is coming to the Guildhouse tonight so we can talk,” Alex said.

The Orc nodded.

“Did you learn anything else,” Arban asked.

“I think that Vettel is in love with Princess Hilda,” Alex said.


Chapter twenty-four


“Let’s see if Master Daerona has returned. We can fill her in on what we have learned,” Alex said as they walked up the couple of steps and through the main door of the Guildhouse.

Arban nodded and they headed towards her office. The Orc knocked on the door, but there was no answer. They went to the dining room, but she was not there either.

Arban asked one of the bartenders if she had seen the Caravan Master.

“No, Wagon Master Arban, I have not seen Master Daerona since breakfast this morning. Perhaps Dak, or her other her assistant, Jassan, knows where she is,” the woman said.

“She could still be down at the docks checking on shipments,” Arban said as they went in search of Dak.

“I can imagine that this Guildhouse is busy with the Caravans from the west and the river traffic,” Alex said.

“Yes. There is enough to do here that she is allowed two assistants. Dak and Jassan are good men,” Arban said.

One of the scribes employed at the Guildhouse informed them that Jassan was down at the docks, but Dak could be found in the larger of the two warehouses beyond the courtyard.

They found Dak inspecting some crates and making notes in a small ledger he had with him. Alex guessed that Dak was Half Elven from the smaller pointed ears. The Half Elf looked up and smiled as they approached.

“Master Arban, how may I be of assistance,” Dak asked.

“Do you know if Master Daerona is still down at the docks?” Arban asked.

“The docks? I don’t believe so, unless she returned from the castle, and I missed her. But if she had, I’m sure she would have informed me that she was heading there,” the man said.

“The castle? Do you know what she was doing there?” the Orc said.

“A messenger arrived this morning. The advisors wanted to speak to her about the security of the shipments on the river. Master Daerona went to the castle after she returned from checking the shipment to Verbana,” Dak informed them.

Arban frowned and glanced towards Alex before turning towards Dak again.

“Thank you, Dak,” the Orc said.

“Is there anything the matter?” Dak asked.

“No. If you see her, tell her that I would like to meet with her,” Arban said.

“I will,” Dak said before turning back to his examination of the crates.

Alex and Arban left the warehouse, walking out into the sunlit courtyard.

“It is midafternoon. If Master Daerona left late in the morning, she should have returned by now,” the Orc said.

“We should take a walk to the castle and inquire,” Alex said.

“Yes,” Arban replied.

They saw Janx walking towards them from the bunkhouse.

“You have returned. Did you find the Watch Commander?” the Foxman asked.

Alex quickly explained that they had met Vettel but that he was going with Arban to ask about Master Daerona. They were concerned that she had not returned yet.

The Foxman frowned as he considered the news.

“I will come with you to the castle,” he said.

“I appreciate your offer, but I think if more than two of us show up, they may be suspicious and draw too much attention to ourselves. I also need you to tell the ladies where we are going,” Alex explained.

“Very well. Taiya and Lady Zura went to the marketplace,” Janx said and headed off in search of the women.

Alex and Arban headed off to the castle.

***

“Let me do the talking. Just act disinterested,” Arban said as they approached the main gate of the castle.

There were a pair of guards leaning against the walls of the castle, one on either side of the gate. Alex was surprised to see that they were wearing mismatched armor and not standing at attention. The guard on the left was an Orc woman and the man on the right was Human.

Alex noticed the yellow ribbon tied around their upper arms. The guards were some of the Kanban mercenaries that the Wizard had hired.

The soldiers straightened up as they saw the two of them approaching. They walked closer together, blocking the path through the open gate, hands on the pommels of their swords. The Orc woman held her hand out, motioning for them to stop.

“The castle is closed for the day. The council is not accepting any more visitors today,” the mercenary said.

“We came to inquire about Caravan Master Daerona,” Arban said as he stopped in front of the guards, crossing his arms across his broad chest.

“And who might you be?” the woman asked.

“Wagon Master Arban. The Caravan Master is late for our meeting and I wanted to remind her that the shipment of Wool from Oktoban needs her approval before it can be loaded on the ship to Verbana,” Arban said.

The Orc woman glanced at her companion for a moment before turning to Arban again.

“Is Master Daerona the Elf that arrived here this morning?” the mercenary asked.

“Yes,” Arban said.

“The Moon Elf left before lunch time. Seek her elsewhere,” the woman said.

“Thank you,” Arban said and turned to head back down the street.

Alex followed after him. Arban was silent until they had travelled well out of earshot of the gate guards.

“They are lying,” Arban said quietly.

“I agree,” Alex said.

“They must have her prisoner,” the Orc said as they turned down the main street back towards the Guildhouse.

“My guess is that they have murdered her,” Alex said somberly a few minutes later.

Arban’s face darkened with anger, and he turned around, ready to head back to the castle. Alex grabbed his upper arm, restraining the Orc.

“Now is not the time. We need to make plans,” Alex whispered.

Arban noticed a couple of women were staring at them. He took a deep breath and relaxed. They continued towards the Guildhouse.


Chapter twenty-five


"Is it possible that Master Daerona is down at the docks?” Zura asked as the team sat around one of the tables in the dining room.

Two women were seated at the bar and a pair of Orcs were seated at one of the tables. They spoke quietly.

“Her assistant, Jassan, returned from the docks just at the same time we returned from the castle. He has not seen Daerona since this morning,” Arban said.

“The castle guards said that Master Daerona had left the castle in the morning. I believe they were lying,” Alex said.

“Is it possible that Daerona is about some other business in the city?” Zura asked.

Alex shook his head.

“Arban and I asked both of her assistants if that was a possibility. They said the Daerona did not have any other meetings scheduled with any merchants or officials for today,” Alex replied.

“You suspect that they are keeping her a prisoner in the castle?” Janx said.

“It is a possibility. Alex believes that they have murdered her,” Arban said, his expression grim.

Taiya’s eyes opened wide in surprise at that information. Zura frowned and Janx hung his head sorrowfully.

“If that is true, that is a bold move by the Wizard. This is a direct confrontation with the Caravan Guards,” Zura said.

“But why would he want to go to war with the Caravan Guards?” Taiya asked.

“I wonder if he has had word from Kargosk. I am going to make an assumption that the Wizard is connected to the assassination attempt on Duke Oktoban and with Orzetz’s attempt to seize control of Kargosk.

“It is possible that he has spies in Kargosk who know that the Caravan Guards supported Dav Karlo in the battle. He has made a bold move already in killing the King and Queen,” Alex said.

“Then he probably knows the White Witches also helped Dav Karlo,” Taiya said.

“Master Nella’s involvement may have triggered his moves,” Zura said.

“I suspect that the Wizard felt that he was running out of time. He probably feels that he has eliminated the main threat from the White Witches for the moment. Perhaps by eliminating Master Daerona, who is the Caravan Guard’s leader here in Zenkova, he hopes to delay any response from the Caravan Guards to the moves that he is making,” Alex said.

“In general, the Master’s Council frowns on interfering in local affairs unless trade may be disrupted. In Kargosk, Master Kev saw that the city was going to fall into civil war with the strong possibility that Orzetz would win. It was not too hard for her to support Karlo and the stability he represented,” Arban said.

“The Wizard may have been surprised to see that the Caravan Guards picked a side to support in Kargosk. He might feel that the Caravan Guards were going to fight against him anyway,” Alex said.

They sat silently for a time as they considered the implications.

“We have no proof that the Wizard killed Master Daerona. If the Caravan Council asks, he can feign ignorance. He may be hoping that the Caravan Guards favor stability over fighting him without proof,” Zura said.

“Princess or should I say Queen Hilda is the rightful ruler of Zenkova. If the Wizard can pressure her to become his puppet, there is little evidence to use against him. He can maintain the façade that he has been loyal to Zenkova and has tried to do everything in his power to make things better. The murders stop, the Princess is safe, the city returns to normal,” Alex said.

“It is difficult to say exactly what his game is,” Zura said.

“With no proof that he was behind the murders, the Caravan Council may not want to move against him,” Arban said.

“The missing Princesses may be the key,” Zura said.

“They might be inside the Wizard’s Tower. If we can sneak in, we might be able to break them out,” Alex said.

“The Tower seemed well guarded,” Zura said.

“Perhaps the former Watch Commander, Vettel, might have some information on the Tower,” Arban said.

“We can meet here after dinner and wait for Vettel,” Alex said.

The rest of the team nodded, and Arban stood up.

“I am going to speak to Dak and Jassan. I will tell them our suspicions that Daerona was murdered. Word must be sent to the Guildhouse in Verbana,” the Orc said and then headed off to find Daerona’s assistants.

“I am going to go through Master Nella’s notes and belongings again. Perhaps I missed something,” Zura said.

“I will help you,” Taiya said and the two women headed up to Master Nella’s room.

“Shall we practice until it is time to eat?” Janx asked.

Alex nodded and the two men headed out to the courtyard. They spent the next hour practicing spear work.


Chapter twenty-six


Vettel arrived at the Guildhouse shortly after moonrise. Alex was glad to see that the man appeared sober and his eyes were clear. Vettel’s clothes were still rumpled but otherwise he seemed in a better place than when they had seen him at lunch time.

Arban had arranged for them to use Daerona’s office. Technically, with Master Daerona missing, the Orc was the highest-ranking Caravan Guard official in Zenkova. Dak had asked Arban to be the acting Caravan Master. Arban had politely refused, having Dak take the position since he was familiar with the operation.

“Thank you for coming,” Alex said as Dak escorted Vettel into the office before he left, closing the door behind him.

Vettel nodded. The former Commander eyed the rest of the room’s occupants with suspicion. His gaze lingered on Zura for a moment as his expression became one of puzzlement.

“Please have a seat Commander,” Alex said.

“I am no longer the Commander,” Vettel said as he sat down in an empty chair.

“You have seen Wagon Master Arban earlier today. This is Janx, Taiya and...” Alex paused for a moment, wondering if he should use a fake name for Zura.

“The young Witch!” Vettel said.

Zura’s eyes widened in surprise.

“But you are in disguise,” the former Commander mused.

“Zenkova is a dangerous place these days, as you well know,” Zura said.

Vettel nodded slowly. He seemed amazed at Zura’s disguise.

“I am surprised that you recognized me, we met but for a moment,” Zura said.

“It was my job to be aware of any threats to Zenkova and the Royal Family. Two White Witches in the city at the same time was an unusual occurrence. And... no offense, your Council has a reputation for meddling in the affairs of nations,” Vettel said with a small bow of his head.

“You have an eye for detail,” Alex said.

“It is important to be aware of everything,” Vettel answered.

“Would you like anything to drink?” Arban asked.

The former Commander shook his head.

“What do you know about the Princesses?” Vettel said as he leaned forward in his chair, intently eyeing Alex.

“We are investigating a murder,” Alex said.

“You said as much earlier. Who was killed,” Vettel asked.

“Master Nella, the other White Witch,” Alex said.

Vettel leaned back in his chair with a frown.

“Impossible! I had heard that the Witch had returned to Zenkova. But murdered? When do you think this happened?” Vettel asked as he sat up in his chair.

“A few days ago. The Witch hasn’t been seen since. But few people outside this room know this,” Alex said.

“What makes you think she is dead?” Vettel asked.

“I have ways of knowing. Master Nella is dead. That is why I returned to the city,” Zura said.

Vettel turned to look at Zura for a moment. He nodded and then turned his head back to Alex.

“What does this have to do with the Princesses?” Vettel asked.

“We believe that whoever killed Master Nella is also responsible for abducting the Princesses,” Alex said.

Vettel’s eyes narrowed.

“Quite possible. This mysterious group has been able to operate with impunity, murdering who they will, without so much as clue left behind,” Vettel replied in angry frustration.

“We believe we have discovered the villain,” Alex said.

“I spent weeks trying to track down clues and suspects. And you have been here for a few days and you think you have solved the mystery?” Vettel scoffed as he leaned back in his chair.

“Do you wish to help us defeat this evil or not?” Alex asked.

Vettel gazed at Alex for a long moment.

“Yes. So, tell me who you think is behind our troubles in Zenkova?” Vettel asked.

“The Chief Advisor, Viljan,” Alex replied evenly.

“The Wizard! Impossible!” Vettel sputtered as he bolted upright in his chair.

Alex nodded. Vettel glanced over at Zura. The White Witch nodded in agreement.

“Viljan has been a loyal advisor to the Royal family as long as I can remember,” Vettel said.

Alex could see a range of emotions play over Vettel’s face. They gave him time to process the information. The former Commander stood up and began to pace the room, running his hand through his hair

Vettel sat back down in his chair. They could see the faraway look in his eye as he considered the possibilities.

“There were times in meetings that I noticed Viljan looking at the Queen Marta with... with a look of longing in his eyes. I never paid much attention to it. But now...,” Vettel said.

“Interesting. Do you think the Wizard may have been in love with the late Queen?” Zura asked.

“I don’t know. Perhaps,” Vettel said.

“But why kill her if he loved her,” Taiya asked.

The sat pondering the question.

“Perhaps she had refused his advances,” Zura said.

“His desire for power outweighed his love for the Queen,” Arban said.

“I have failed the Royal Family,” Vettel said softly as he hung his head in shame.

“What do you know of the Wizard’s Tower,” Alex asked.

“Very little. It is surrounded by a wall and the gate is stout. I would say that Viljan employs about thirty guards. He may have increased the number recently,” Vettel said.

“Do you think it is likely that the Princesses are being held there,” Arban asked.

“The Wizard has no other residence in the city. If he still had the girls in the palace, it would be difficult to keep word out,” Vettel said.

“I would imagine he took them to the Tower where he has loyal servants and guards,” Alex said.

“He has replaced many of the Castle Guards with mercenaries under the pretense of needing more help. He has moved many of the old castle guards to the City Watch ostensibly to help search for the princesses or the murderers,” Vettel explained.

“We have to get inside the Wizard’s Tower!” Vettel said as he stood up and paced the room again.

“The people must be told that Viljan is the one behind the murders,” Zura said.

“No one will believe you. The Wizard has been the chief advisor for over a decade. He is well respected in the city and the people think he is trying hard to help everyone,” Vettel said.

“At the moment we have no proof,” Arban said.

“The people will not fight against Viljan on the word of a disgraced Commander and a group of strangers,” Vettel said.

“Can you try to convince any of your comrades in the Watch about Viljan’s duplicity?” Alex asked.

“Matteus, the new Commander is an idiot. His family is always trying to position themselves for favors. Lieutenant Welt is a good man. He might believe me,” Vettel answered.

“I understand now why the Wizard insisted that Captain Vetz be brought out of retirement and made General of the Army. He is an incompetent fool, but he supports the Wizard. My friend, Captain Rolf, will listen to me. It might take me a few days, but I can probably convince a few of the men,” he added after a moment’s thought.

“We don’t have much time. I think Viljan is getting ready to make his move and use the Princesses in some way. Our only hope is that he is cautious and waiting for more Kanban to arrive. He has already replaced many of the castle guards. He has either captured or killed Master Daerona.” Alex said.

“Do you think he wants to use Hilda in some way?” Vettel asked.

“Perhaps he wants her to declare him regent and use her sister as leverage,” Zura said.

“Her sister is a strange one,” Vettel said absentmindedly.

“Perhaps he will force the new Queen to marry him and then he will be the King.” Zura said.

“Marry her!” Vettel exclaimed and slammed his fists down on the table, rattling the pitcher of water and the cups.

“It is a possibility,” Zura said.

“I am going to go scout out the Wizards Tower tonight,” Alex said

“I will come with you!” Vettel said eagerly.

“I can’t risk you coming. I’m sorry, but you are too angry and too eager to redeem yourself and rescue the girls. You will get us caught. I need you to start contacting people you know that would be willing to hear what you have to say about the Wizard. Janx can come with me, he is nimble and quiet,” Alex said.

Vettel argued for a moment and then he realized that Alex was right. The former Commander thanked them and headed back to the Sunrise Inn. He would work on a list of friends that would be open to supporting them against the Wizard.

“I will rest for now. Janx you should do the same. Taiya, wake us up in three hours and we will head to the Tower.”


Chapter twenty-seven


The Wiard’s Tower seemed quiet in the chill night air. Alex and Janx hid in the shadows of the building across the street from the Tower.

Alex had brought his dagger and Janx had his stone belt knife. Alex wore his mail shirt, but he wore a dark tunic over it. They were not looking to get into a fight, just a quick reconnaissance mission and they would run if spotted.

The gate was closed, and two guards were leaning against the wall on either side. The warehouse building had one guard sitting on a chair by the front door. The guard looked half asleep.

Alex tapped Janx on the shoulder and they cautiously moved away from the buildings. They kept to the shadows as they worked their way around the nearby street so they could approach the tower from the back side.

“The guards seem to be quite relaxed considering the number of murders that have occurred,” Janx whispered as they made their way down a narrow alleyway.

“They are Viljan’s men. They know that he is the one behind the killings. They may have helped him kill, especially the common folk,” Alex said quietly.

The back wall of the Tower ran parallel to a narrow street. Across the street was a store that sold cloth, closed for the evening. The sign hanging from the side of the building said Franzi’s Fabrics.

The street was dark and quiet, lit only by the light of the moons. Alex examined the walls. They were about ten feet high and made from bricks. At either corner of the wall and in the middle was a support tower made of the same bricks, about two feet wide. Alex guessed that they provided anchors for the walls.

At Alex’s signal, they hurried across the street and stood close to the wall by the central tower. The brick column stuck out about a foot from the wall. Janx examined the bricks.

“I can climb this wall,” Janx whispered.

Alex looked up at the top of the wall. He was certain that he could use his enhanced strength to jump up and grasp the top of the wall. He could be over the wall in a matter of moments.

“I can get over the wall easily,” Alex said.

“Let me go first. I am smaller and my coloring blends well in the darkness,” Janx said.

Alex looked at the Foxman. He was short and slender. His grey coloring and dark clothing would help him blend into the wall and the shadows.

“Very well. But be cautious. Get up to the top of the wall and look around. Then come back and report what you see,” Alex said.

The Foxman nodded and slung his spear back across his shoulder. Using the corner of the wall for extra leverage, Janx quickly climbed up the wall, his bare feet easily finding grip between the bricks of the wall.

Once he neared the top, the Foxman slowed to stop and then cautiously peered over the top of the wall. Janx then placed his hands on the wall top and laid his chest on the wall top so he could see what was directly beneath him. A moment later he climbed back down the wall.

“Do you see anything of interest?” Alex asked.

“There are some barrels and crates stacked about the back wall. Otherwise, it is just dirt until the Tower itself which is about twenty feet from the back wall. Along the side walls I could see what looked like wooden sheds. Perhaps for storage, it is difficult to tell,” Janx said.

“Did you see any guards?” Alex asked.

“No, I saw no one,” Janx said.

“Is there a door or any openings in the Tower that you could see?” Alex asked.

“No. No door. There are two windows about twenty feet up. On the next level above there are larger windows,” Janx replied.

Alex pondered their next move. They should probably head back to the Guildhouse, he thought.

“I can climb up and down the wall easily. We have not learned anything of value. I will go over the wall and see if I can find anything out,” Janx said.

Alex did not want to risk his friend, but they were running out of time and options.

“Go, but do not take any risks. Do not stay long,” Alex said.

Janx nodded and then scurried to the top of the wall. The Foxman cautiously peered over the top of the wall. A moment later, he disappeared from view.

Alex looked up and down the street and then he hurried across to deeper shadows of the fabric store. Alex leaned against the wall, trying to blend into the darkness. His gaze was in constant motion as he looked to the top of the wall and then down both ends of the street.

The minutes slowly ticked by. Alex started growing nervous, worried for his friend. Then Alex saw movement at the top of the wall and he felt relief. His emotion changed to shock a second later as he realized that the movement wasn’t at the top of the wall. It was on the Tower wall behind it. Janx was scaling the Wizard’s Tower!

“What is he thinking!” Alex whispered to himself.

The Foxman made his way up to the first set of windows. The window to the right had light shining through it while the window on the left was dark. Janx made his way to the left window.

Alex could see Janx draw out his belt knife. The Foxman used the knife to slowly pry open the window. He could see Janx lean his head into the window opening. It looked like he was listening. A few moments later Janz opened the window up a little wider and stealthily climbed into the building.

Alex realized he was holding his breath and he released it in a slow exhale. Then he frowned in anger and worry. Janx should not be taking such a risk. Alex took a calming breath and forced himself to relax. All he could do now was wait patiently. In addition to scanning the street, he was listening intently for any sounds of alarm or struggle from the building.

Time was passing agonizingly slowly. Alex began to grow nervous for his friend. After a few more minutes, he began to think something had gone wrong. He hadn’t heard anything. He began to wonder if Janx was trapped somewhere because there were too many guards. Perhaps he should cause a diversion, Alex thought.

He needed to get closer to see if he could make anything out. Alex double-checked his dagger, making sure it was securely sheathed. Alex backed away from the wall. With a last look up and down the street, Alex ran back towards the wall.

With a powerful leap, Alex jumped up and grabbed the top of the wall, quickly pulling himself up so that he could see over the wall. He scanned the grounds below him. It was quiet, without a sign of movement.

Confident that he could quickly get back over the wall in a hurry, Alex swung over the top and dropped down into the ground below. He crouched down, listening. All was quiet, maybe too quiet.

Alex hurried over to the corner of the Tower to his right. He cautiously peeked around. There was a door about 15 feet down the wall. Across from the Tower along the outer wall were a number of small buildings. The closest looked like storage sheds and the ones farther down looked like animal pens.

Alex hurried over to the other corner and peeked around it. There were some storage sheds along this side as well. Another door was visible halfway down the building. Alex debated for a moment. If there were animals in the pens on the other side of the building, his presence might startle them, alerting the guards. He made his decision and made his way toward this door, drawing his dagger.

He was relieved to find that it was unlocked. On the other side was a hallway leading towards a dimly lit opening. Alex tiptoed towards the light. He cautiously peeked through the opening.

The large room beyond was a kitchen from the looks of it. There were ovens, prep tables and various pans, cauldrons, buckets and crates all about the room. Opposite from him was another passage. Alex guessed it led to the other door near the animal pens.

To his right was another doorway, but it was closed. To his left was a set of double doors that were propped open. The hallway beyond the double doors was shrouded in darkness. The room was lit by a couple of lamps on the walls that were turned down to a low flame. There was a single candle flickering on the central prep table in the middle of the room.

Alex frowned as he quietly walked towards the candlelit table to better make out what was on the table. His blood ran cold. Janx’s knife, broken in half, was lying next to the candle.

“One wrong move and your little friend dies!” a voice to his left said coldly.


Chapter twenty-eight


Alex whirled to face the double doors. Out of the shadows a guard wearing a yellow armband emerged from the shadows, followed by two more guards holding Janx prisoner between them. One of the men had a sword pointed at Janx’s throat.

Janx’s arms were bound, and he had cloth tied around his face to keep him from speaking. The Foxman had a gash over his eye that was still bleeding. Alex could see another cut on his upper arm.

Alex glanced over his shoulder as the door behind him flew open and two more guards stepped into the room. They had crossbows leveled at him. A moment later guards blocked the other two doors as well. He was trapped!

“Put down the dagger,” the man commanded.

Alex considered his options. There were two behind him, one on either side, and three to his front. His strength and speed might be able to overcome them if the crossbows missed. Maybe. But Janx would die. Alex dropped his dagger onto the table. A moment later, two of the guards seized him by the arms.

Alex felt the tip of a crossbow bolt pressed against his back as one of the guards from behind stepped up behind him as the guards from the side doors came up next to him, swords pointed at him.

One of the guards struck Alex in the back of the head with the butt of their crossbow. Alex crashed to the ground, unconscious.

The group’s leader walked over and stood over Alex’s body.

“Should we kill them, Grat?” one of the men asked.

“Take them downstairs. Separate cells. The boss may want to question them first,” the leader said.

Two of the men picked Alex up and took him away, followed by the men with Janx. Grat frowned. The Wizard was not going to be happy. This was the second time in a fortnight that intruders had broken into the Wizard’s Tower. The Wizard had sealed off the entrance in the basement after the White Witch had surprised them. Six of Grat’s men had been killed by the Witch before the Wizard had come down and defeated her.

Grat walked over to the table and picked up Alex’s dagger. He looked at the blade with interest for a moment before sliding it into his belt.

A moment later, Grat let out a cry of pain as his sword belt fell to the ground. The strange blade had sliced through the leather of the sword belt and then Grat’s leather leggings, biting deep into his thigh. Blood spurted out of the wound.

Grat grabbed the dagger and pulled it out of his thigh, but it only made his wound worse as the blade sliced a wider gash. Two of Grat’s men rushed into the kitchen, drawing their swords as they saw their leader bleeding. Grat tossed the blade onto the central table.

“Damned cursed blade sliced me open! Get some bandages!” Grat yelled to his confused men.

One of the guards ran for supplies while the other put his sword away and grabbed a chair for Grat.

The mercenary grimaced in pain as he sat down. He tried to push the edges of the wound closed as he waited for the other guard to return with bandages. The Wizard was not going to be happy, he thought as he shook his head in dismay.

***

Alex awoke a few hours later. He realized he was lying on a cold stone floor. His head was pounding. He sat up, gingerly feeling the back of his head. He didn’t feel any dried blood, but he certainly had a lump back there. In front of him were prison bars.

“You’re awake. I was worried you might be dead,” a woman’s voice said.

Alex looked to his left. There were two more cell cages there. A girl was sitting on a small cot in the cell that was next to him. The farther cell was empty except for a cot. Alex looked to his right. There was one more cell in that direction. It was empty.

Alex stood up. His muscles were sore from laying on the cold floor, so he began to stretch.

He looked towards the young woman in the cell next to him.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“I think we are in the dungeon of the castle,” she said.

“The castle?” Alex said with a frown.

“Yes... at least that is my guess,” she said.

The last thing Alex remembered was that he had been struck in the back of his head when he had been captured in the Wizard’s Tower.

Alex walked over to the bars separating them to get a better look at her. The woman seemed to be about 18 or 19 years old he guessed. She had high cheekbones, full lips and a dimple in her chin. Shoulder length, dark blonde hair hung down past her shoulder blades.

The girl had unusual green eyes flecked with gold. Her eyes were bloodshot. Alex guessed the girl had been crying.

“How long have I been here?” he asked the girl.

The girl thought for a moment.

“It is hard to tell time down here. There are no windows. But the guards bring me three meals every day. I had fallen asleep and sometime later that brought you and that Foxman here. It might have been the middle of the night. They brought me breakfast a few hours ago,” she said.

Alex looked around the room again at her mention of a Foxman. But it was just the two of them. The rest of the room was bare stone walls with a wooden door as the only exit. The door was banded with metal bars for extra strength. A pair of lamps near the door provided light.

“What happened to the Foxman?” Alex asked as he looked towards the girl again.

She stood up and began pacing the room, her arms crossed underneath her breasts. She was wearing what looked like a long white nightgown with long sleeves made from a silky material. A pink sash was tied around her waist. She was barefoot. The young woman had a slender build and Alex guessed that she was a little over 5 feet tall.

“Soon after breakfast, Viljan came with some guards and they took the Foxman away,” she replied.

“Viljan? The Wizard?” Alex asked.

The girl stopped pacing near Alex and nodded, yes.

“Did they he say where he was taking the Foxman?” Alex asked.

“Viljan was very excited to see the Foxman. I think that was the first time I have ever seen that evil old man smile. Well, except when he looks at my sister,” she replied.

“Did he say anything?” Alex asked.

The girl shook her head, no.

“He couldn’t say anything, he was tied up and his mouth was bound,” she said.

It took Alex a moment to realize that she was talking about Janx.

“I meant the Wizard,” he said.

The girl raised her hand to her mouth and blushed.

“Oh, right! I’m so sorry,” she said.

“It’s alright,” Alex said.

He gave her an encouraging smile. The girl was obviously distraught. He would have to be patient.

“The Wizard looked at the Foxman and said something like... after all these years the package has finally arrived. Better late than never,” she said as she concentrated on remembering the exact words.

“Did he say anything else?” Alex asked.

“He ordered his men to take him upstairs to his study and to bind him securely in a chair,” she said.

“Anything else?” he asked encouragingly.

The girl put her fingers up to her mouth again, this time with a pained expression.

“One of the guards asked if they should kill you and dispose of your body. Viljan said not yet. He was holding some kind of knife. He said he wants to know where you got this dagger before they kill you. Then they left with the Foxman,” she explained.

Alex nodded and he began to pace the room, thinking about what the girl had just told him. He paused as he thought of something she had said.

“Who is your sister?” Alex asked as he walked back towards her.

“My sister? My sister is Princess Hilda,” she said.

“So, you are the other Princess?” Alex asked as he tried to remember her name.

“I am Nina. Well... Princess Antonina,” she said with a little smile as she made a curtsy.

Alex smiled. It was good to see the girl smile, even if it was for a fleeting moment.

“I am Alex,” he said and tried his best at making a courtly bow.

“Alex,” she said as she savored his name thoughtfully.

“You have good manners for a criminal,” she said as she walked over to her cot and sat down again.

“Criminal? Why do you say that?” Alex said.

“Oh... if this is the dungeon, I assumed you must be a criminal,” she said with a frown.

“If that is true- what crime did you commit?” Alex asked.

“Oh, right,” she said as she blushed again.

“This is probably the basement of the Wizards Tower, not the Castle’s Dungeon,” Alex explained.

Nina stood up as he considered what he said.

“I just realized that Viljan said for his men to take the Foxman up to his study. The Wizard did not have a study or even an office in the castle. He would come to meet with my Father or with the Council of Advisors,” she said.

“Yes. I’m sure we are still in his Tower,” Alex said.

The Princess frowned and sat back down on her cot. Alex walked over to the other side of the cage. He looked at the bars of the cell. He grasped two of the bars and slowly applied pressure. After a few moments, the bars started to bend apart.

Satisfied that he could break his way out of the cage, Alex bent the bars back so that only a close inspection would reveal that they had been tampered with.

“These bars are quite solid. I doubt you will be able to break them,” the Princess said as she tried to see what he was doing.

“You might be right. But it was worth a try,” Alex said as he turned back towards her.

Alex looked at the door to the room. It had no latch or handle on this side that he could see. He guessed that it was barred from the other side. He wondered if there was a guard posted outside of the door.

“Would you like some bread and the other half of this pear,” the Princess said.

Alex turned towards the girl. He hadn’t noticed it before, but sitting next to her on the cot, was a small wooden plate with a half-eaten pear and a hunk of bread that looked like it had been torn from a bigger piece.

Alex’s walked over to the bars separating them.

“No, thank you. I don’t want to eat your food,” he said.

His stomach rumbled loudly.

She smiled and stood up, picking up the plate of food. Taking the bread in one hand she reached between the bars separating them, offering it to him.

“Please, I saved this because I thought you might be hungry when you woke up,” she said.

“I cannot accept,” Alex said.

“I heard your stomach rumble,” she said with a little smile.

“I do not eat very much and don’t finish what they give me,” she added.

Alex nodded and accepted the bread. She then passed the half-eaten pair through the bars.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t have anything to cut the pear in half with,” she said in embarrassment.

Alex gratefully accepted the half-eaten fruit. Then he remembered something that Zura had said to him once.

“I am grateful to eat something that has been graced by the lips of a beautiful Princess,” he said and gave her a small bow which made her blush again.

Zura was some kind of noble born Lady from Taren. The White Witch wasn’t a Princess, but she certainly acted like one, he thought. Zura had tossed him her leftover journey bread when he was escorting her to Kargosk. She had been offended when he had instead fed the leftover bread to his horse.

As Alex ate the food, he thought about his team. They would certainly be worried about him and Janx. He hoped that they didn’t do anything rash.

Alex sat on the floor near the bars separating him and Nina. He leaned back against the stone wall.

Alex noticed something peeking out from Nina’s sleeve. He did a double take when he realized it was a small green garden snake.

“Is that a snake?” he asked curiously.

“What? Oh... no,” Nina said in surprise as she reached over with her other hand and pulled the sleeve down, covering the little snake.

Alex noticed she was blushing, and she shifted her body on the cot so he could not see her face as her hair hung forward hiding it.

After a few moments she turned and looked at him again.

Alex gave her an encouraging smile. She pulled up her sleeve. Wrapped around her forearm was a small green snake.

“It is a snake. I call her Sophy,” Nina said quietly, watching his reaction.

Alex leaned forward to see Sophy better.

“She is well behaved,” Alex said.

Nina smiled.

“My sister thinks it’s strange that I have snakes as pets,” she said.

“I suppose it is unexpected to see a Princess with a snake as a pet,” Alex said with a shrug.

“A friend of mine had a lizard as a pet,” Alex added.

The snake slid down her wrist and crawled down the cot leg, sliding across the floor towards Alex. The little snake came near Alex and its tongue flicked in and out as it regarded him with its little eyes. After a few moments it slithered back to Nina, curling up on the cot next to her.

“Sophy likes you,” the Princess said with a note of surprise in her voice.

“I’m a likeable person,” Alex said with a little laugh.

“You don’t understand, my snakes have never liked other people!” Nina said.

“Tell Sophy I am honored,” Alex said and nodded towards the little snake.

Nina gazed down at the little snake and Sophy lifted its head up, looking her in the eye.

“Alex is honored that you like him,” Nina said.

A moment later, the little snake turned to look at Alex for a moment before curling up again.

Alex was surprised. Did she really just communicate with the snake, he wondered.

“Is Sophy able to understand you?” Alex asked.

Nina thought for a moment before responding.

“She seems to grasp my intentions. I’m not sure how to explain it. If I try, I can sense her feelings for a moment. I think she can do the same. I don’t have to actually speak to her, but I find that it is easier for me to explain my thoughts if I speak them out loud to her,” the Princess explained.

Alex considered what she had just said. Was she some kind of snake charmer, or was this some other kind of Ktorian magic, he wondered.

“How many pet snakes do you have?” Alex asked.

“Oh, just Sophy right now. The small snakes only live for a few years, and they get snatched by birds or cats sometimes. My parents didn’t let me keep them, but I usually had one or two that I kept hidden. My mother...” Nina stopped as a stricken look came over her face.

The Princesses dropped her face into her hands and started crying.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked as he stood up in concern.

Nina sniffled a few times and looked at Alex with tears streaming down her face.

“Viljan said he killed my parents. He said if I didn’t cooperate, he would kill Hilda next,” she said as she wiped her eyes.

“What does he want from you?” Alex asked.

Before the Princess could reply, the door to the room opened. Two guards with yellow armbands walked into the room. One was carrying a tray with something on it. The other guard had his sword out. He pointed it towards Alex.

“You! Stand at the back wall of your cell?” the guard said to Alex.

“Or what?” Alex said as he frowned at the man.

The man gave him an evil grin.

“Or you starve to death,” the guard replied.

Alex realized that the other guard's tray had some food on it as well as a pair of cups. Alex shrugged and moved to the back wall. The guard with the food knelt down and slid a cup through the bars of his cell. A slender wooden plate followed.

The guard moved to stand in front of the Princess’s cell. Nina stood up, wiping her tears with the sleeve of her shirt. She slid her old cup and plate through the cell bars and the guard gave her a fresh cup and plate. The guards left, closing the door behind them.

“Our lunch is served,” Nina said as she picked up her plate and cup.

Alex walked over to see what they had given him. He picked up the cup and sniffed at it cautiously. It seemed to be plain water. He was a bit thirsty, so he took a sip. It was a cup of cool water.

The plate had a hunk of brown bread on it. He picked up the plate and went to sit near the Princess again.

He noticed that her plate had a hunk of cheese and some grapes on it. No doubt, she was the more important prisoner, he thought. As for him, they probably wanted to give him just enough to keep him alive for now.

Alex sat down and began nibbling on his bread.

“Oh. They didn’t give you very much, did they?” Nina said as she glanced over at his plate.

“It's better than nothing,” Alex said with a shrug.

“Take some of mine,” she said as she knelt on the floor next to the cell bars.

The Princess broke her cheese in half and reached towards Alex through the bars.

“I am okay. You eat it, Princess,” he said, shaking his head in refusal.

“Please. Take it. I have no appetite. I never finish what they give me,” she said.

Alex reached out his palm and she dropped the cheese into it. He thanked her and she turned to her plate and pulled a few grapes off of the stem before reaching the rest out to Alex. He accepted with another thank you.

Nina held her cup of water near the snake and Sophy drank a little of her water.

After they had eaten, Alex asked her about the Wizard.

“Viljan wants me to convince Hilda to marry him,” Nina explained.

“Marry him?” Alex said in surprise.

Nina nodded. Alex wondered about the Wizard’s plans. Obviously, he wanted to rule Zenkova. He wondered why he needed the sister.

“The Wizard is running Zenkova now. No one suspects anything and trusts him. Why does he want to marry your sister? I would think he would want both of you dead,” Alex asked.

“I have thought about it. My mother’s brother is the King of Kaznak. He could have a claim on the throne of Zenkova. I think Viljan wants to make himself the legal king by marrying Hilda,” she said.

“Where is Kaznak?” Alex asked. He didn’t recall seeing it on the map that General Rosk had shown him in Oktoban.

“It is about a week’s journey south of Verbana on the Kaz River near the White Sea. I went there once as child to visit my uncle,” she said.

“Would your uncle challenge Viljan?” Alex asked.

“King Kaspar is a stern man with many grim warriors. I think he would challenge the Wizard if he thought he could win Zenkova,” she said.

“I wonder if he will use your sister to become King and then kill her at some point. They people of Zenkova will recognize him as their rightful king and your uncle then might not challenge.” he said.

The Princess started crying softly at his words.

“I’m sorry Princess, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Alex said.

“It’s all right. It is the truth of the situation we are in,” she said after she had wiped her eyes and taken a deep breath.

Alex tried to think of something to take her mind off of her troubles.

“So, tell me what it is like living the life of a Princess?’ he asked.

The Princess had a sad, faraway look in her eyes.

“It is not as glamorous as you might imagine,” she said, her voice tinged with sadness.

“Do you live in the castle,” he asked.

“The castle is... is where I spend most of my time,” she replied.

There was something strange in her voice, but Alex couldn’t be sure what she was implying.

“Don’t you leave the castle very much?” he asked with a frown.

“No. My parents are... were, very protective of me,” she said as her voice caught with emotion at talk of her parents.

“I’m sure they wanted the best for you,” Alex replied, not knowing what else to say.

They were both quiet for a time.

“What did you do to pass the time in the castle?” Alex asked.

“I like to read. I read a lot of books,” she said.

“I enjoy reading, but I haven’t had much time to read these last few years,” he said wistfully.

“What have you been doing that you don’t have time to read?” the Princess asked as she looked at him curiously.

“Travelling, mostly,” Alex replied.

“Travelling! You are so lucky!” Nina said as she looked at Alex enviously.

“Travelling is great. But as a soldier, it can be dangerous,” he explained.

“You’re a soldier?” she asked, intrigued.

“I was. Now I work with the Caravan Guards,” Alex said.

“The Caravan Guards! They are always travelling. They get to see so many new and exciting places. I only get to visit those kinds of places by reading my books!” she said excitedly.

“What kind of books do you like to read?” Alex asked.

“Mostly stories of travel and adventure,” she said with a little blush.

Alex nodded. He imagined if he was stuck in the same building most of his life, he would also want to read stories of travel and adventure.

“What else did you do in the castle?” Alex asked.

“Well....” she began and then stopped.

“What?” Alex prompted.

The Princess gave him a long look, almost as if she was taking his measure to see if he was trustworthy.

“Sophy seems to like you,” she said softly.

Alex waited patiently.

“Promise not to tell anyone?” she asked finally.

“I promise, Princess,” Alex said earnestly.

“I explore the castle... secretly,” she said as she looked around the room to be extra sure that there was no one else in the room.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked with a puzzled frown.

“The castle is full of secret passages!” Antonina said excitedly.

“That is exciting,” Alex said with a smile.

He meant it. After all, he thought, who didn’t like the idea of sneaking around a castle using secret passages.

“How did you avoid being caught?” Alex asked.

“No one else knows about the hidden hallways and ladders. I found them by accident. I could tell from the dust that no one had been in them for many, many years!” Nina told him as her eyes shone with excitement.

Alex gave her another smile as he pictured her sneaking around some dusty and dark secret passage.

“You should be proud of yourself. It takes a brave person to explore something like that,” he gave her an approving nod.

The Princess responded by giving him a dazzling smile. It was the first smile he had seen from her.

“I don’t think I’ve ever talked so much to one person in a short period of time” she said.

“Really? Why is that?” Alex asked.

“My parents... kept me in the castle most of the time. I don’t have any friends,” she said.

“I find that hard to believe. You’re a Princess,” Alex said.

“I, well, sometimes I can be awkward around people,” she said as a sad look crossed her face.

Alex smiled.

“You don’t seem awkward to me,” Alex said.

She gave him a shy smile.

“Do you think so?” she asked.

“Of course. Why would you think you are awkward,” he said.

“It’s... It’s a long story,” she said with a frown.

Before Alex could ask a follow up question, the door of the dungeon room opened. Two guards walked in with swords drawn. An older man entered behind them. Two more guards waited in the doorway.

Alex recognized the Wizard from the other day when he had spoken to the people of Zenkova. Except that the Wizard seemed energetic and vigorous compared to the tired and weary stance he had taken when addressing the crowd. Alex realized that it must have been an act. A show for the people to show them how hard he had been working.

“Princess Antonina,” Viljan said with a sneer and a mocking bow before turning to Alex.

Alex stood up and walked towards the front of the cell. The guards motioned for him to not get any closer. Alex saw that the Wizard was holding his dagger in one of his hands.

“I see you are awake. I hope my men have not done any permanent damage to you. At least not yet,” the Wizard said as he took a few steps closer to Alex’s cell.

“I’ve had worse,” Alex said.

“I’m sure you have,” Viljan said with a narrowing of his eyes.

The Wizard held up the dagger.

“Who are you working for?” the Wizard asked.

“Working for? No one,” Alex replied.

“Really? Then why did you break into my residence?” Viljan asked.

“It must have been a mistake,” Alex said with a shrug of his shoulders.

“Oh, it’s a mistake all right. One that you will soon regret. Are you an assassin?” the Wizard asked.

Alex shook his head, no.

“Just a travelling adventurer,” Alex said.

“With a priceless dagger such as this? Where did you get it?” Viljan said.

“I found it,” Alex said.

The Wizard laughed.

“I wonder if those meddlesome Witches sent you,” the Wizard said, sounding like he was thinking out loud.

Alex didn’t say anything.

“I must thank you for bringing the Foxman to me. I had expected him many years ago. But better late than never, as the saying goes,” the Wizard said.

Alex remained quiet.

“Well, your friend is quite anxious about you. I have a feeling he will tell me what I need to know, once he sees what I am going to do to you,” the Wizard said.

Alex just looked him in the eyes. The Wizard probably planned on torturing him.

“But I suppose the mystery of the Foxman can wait a little longer, as it has been waiting a long time already. I have more pressing things to attend to,” the Wizard said as he turned and walked over to stand in front of Nina’s cell.

The Princess stood up, her fists clenched at her sides.

“Where is Hilda! Why won’t you let me see her?” Nina said to him.

“In due time, my dear, in due time,” the Wizard said with an evil laugh.

The Wizard look down at his feet. Sophy had slithered out of the cage and was heading towards the Wizard. With a snarl, the Wizard stomped on the little snake with his booted foot, grinding the life out of Sophy. He kicked the carcass to the far side of the room.

Nina let out an anguished cry. A moment later, her body shivered with a golden glow for a moment. As the glow disappeared, her body had transformed into a large snake that fell to the floor with a wet sound.

The dark green colored snake coiled into a spiral. Its head swayed back and forth as it hissed angrily at the Wizard.


Chapter twenty-nine


Alex couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Where Nina had been standing, A five-foot snake was curling up on the floor. Did the Wizard just change her into a snake, he wondered. But he hadn’t seen Viljan do anything.

The Wizard had a look of revolt on his face as he looked down at the snake. The guards on either side of the Wizard took a step back as they eyed the snake curled on the floor with horror.

“Disgusting creature!” the Wizard said.

With a final glance towards Alex, the Wizard turned on his heel and left the room, followed by the guards. The door closed firmly behind them.

Alex walked over to the bars separating Nina’s cell from his. He dropped down to one knee and looked at the snake. The creature had curled up into a tight spiral. Had Nina been turned into a snake, he wondered again.

Alex was about to stand up when he noticed the snake was starting to glow with the golden light again. The glow brightened, and a moment later, Nina had reappeared. The Princess was curled up on the floor where the snake had been. She was sobbing softly.

“Are you alright?” Alex asked.

The Princess looked up at him and then down at her body. With a mournful cry she stood up and then ran to the cot. She threw herself down, face first on the bed, sobbing into the blanket.

Alex stood up and gave her a moment to cry. This was a new kind of magic for him. The girl had changed into a snake!

“Princess are you alright?” he asked again.

“No! I will never be all right!” she wailed.

“Is there anything I can do to help you?” Alex said.

“No one can help my shame!” she said softly.

Alex tried to understand what she meant. He remembered that Commander Vettel had said that the sister was strange. Was she like a werewolf, he wondered. Except she turned into a snake instead of a wolf?

The guards had backed away from her in horror when she had transformed. The look the Wizard had given her was one of pure disgust.

Princess Nina let out a deep sigh. She sat up on the cot, wiping the tears from her eyes.

“I understand if you do not wish to speak to me anymore,” she said softly.

Alex looked at her in confusion. Nina stood up and dragged her cot as far away from Alex’s cage as she could. The legs made a scrapping sound across the stone floor.

“What are you doing?” Alex asked with a frown.

“I am sorry you are stuck in the same room with me. I can’t get any farther away from you,” she said woodenly as she sat down on the cot.

The Princess sat there dejectedly; her shoulders slumped. She had a faraway look in her eyes.

“Princess, why would I not want to talk to you. Why would I want to get far away from you,” Alex asked in confusion.

“Because of my shame,” she said softly, avoiding his gaze.

Alex finally realized that she meant her transformation magic. Alex didn’t remember Taiya mentioning shape shifting or Werewolves when she was explaining different types of Powers that people could have. But it shouldn’t surprise him that people could change into other animals, he thought.

“Why would I care that you can change into a snake?” Alex said.

The Princess turned on the bed so that she was facing him.

“Aren’t you afraid, like everyone else?” she asked.

“No. Were you planning on biting me?” he asked.

It was her turn to have a look of surprise on her face.

“No! Of course not!” she answered.

“Are you poisonous?” Alex asked.

“No!” she said and then a look of confusion passed across her face.

“At least... I don’t think I’m poisonous,” she added.

“Well as long as you aren’t planning on biting me, we should be okay,” Alex said with a smile.

The Princess stared at him for a moment, a glimmer of hope in her eyes.

“Are you not disgusted by me?” she asked softly.

“No, not at all. Curious, but not disgusted,” he said.

“Oh,” she said as she digested what he had said.

Alex gave her an encouraging smile. He could see a range of emotions playing across her face.

“You are the first person I have met that has seen me transform and has not been afraid of me. Or disgusted by me. Or both,” she said.

Alex felt a stab of sadness in his heart as he saw the stricken look on her face as she had said that to him.

“I am sorry to hear that, Princess. That must have been very hard on you,” he said softly.

She met his gaze and gave him a little smile.

“What about your parents or your sister? I can’t believe they were afraid of you?” he asked.

Nina got a faraway look in her eyes again and was silent for a few minutes.

“My parents treated me differently when... my body changed. They kept me in the castle most of the time,” she said.

“What about your sister?” he asked.

“She cares for me. But she also is embarrassed by me. Imagine, a Princess that’s also a snake!” Nina replied.

“Is this some kind of Power? I am not familiar with all the different types,” he asked.

“Yes. There are people who are born with the Power of Shifters. Why did it have to be a snake!” she said angrily.

“I think it's pretty interesting,” Alex said.

“Really? The people of Zenkova are not fond of snakes,” Nina said.

“Why is that?” he asked.

“The city is built between two rivers. The waters around here are home to the venomous white mouth snakes. Their bite can kill if not treated soon. People are afraid of them,” she explained.

“Is that why your parents kept you hidden away in the castle?” he asked.

“Yes. I think they were embarrassed by my Power. They were probably worried that the people would hate and fear me,” she answered softly.

Alex wondered at what a lonely life the Princess must have led after her Power manifested itself.

“Is that why you read a lot, to pass the time?” Alex asked as he tried to cheer her up.

“Yes. If I couldn’t travel physically, at least I could travel in my mind,” she said with a shrug.

“Books are a great escape, Princess,” he agreed.

“Please, call me Nina. I love books of travel and adventures in faraway lands,” she said shyly.

“What are your favorite types of stories?” he asked, curious to see her taste in books.

“You will think me silly... but I love the children's stories about Princesses being trapped in a tower by an evil stepmother, or being held captive by a dragon, or being held for ransom by bandits. She is always rescued by a handsome and daring knight,” she explained.

Nina looked at him sheepishly, worried that he would find her taste in books childish.

Alex gave her an encouraging smile. Princess Nina had been trapped in her castle for years. No wonder she dreamed of escape and adventure.

“How did you find out about your Power?” Alex asked.

“There was a boy who liked me. His name was Jon and he was the son of Sir Ben, the Castle Steward. It was my thirteenth summer. I would meet him in the library where we would talk. One day he leaned in and kissed me. The next moment I transformed into a snake. He backed away screaming. He knocked over one of the bookshelves.

“I didn’t know what happened or why I was on the floor. I ran away. Well, I slithered away I suppose. I hid under a bookshelf. After a little while, I heard my mother looking for me. I was afraid, so I stayed hidden. They found me curled up on the floor in a corner the next morning. I had transformed back. The Wizard figured out that I was a Shifter. My parents were horrified by the news,” she concluded with a sad, faraway look in her eyes.

Alex nodded in sympathy.

“I found a book in the castle library. It was an old book called Magics of Ktor. From what I could find, I am a Serpent Shifter. It’s very rare, but I just got lucky, I guess,” she added with a rueful smile.

“Can you not control the change?” Alex asked her.

“I change when I am upset or emotional or excited. I do my best to fight it,” she answered.

“Don’t you try to change back and forth?” he asked her.

“Why would I want to change into a serpent?” Nina replied with a surprised look.

“People are horrified by me. That is the last thing I want to do!” she added.

Alex thought about her predicament. The Princess had been conditioned to hate her Power by the reactions of the people around her. He sat down in the corner of the wall and bars next to her cell. Nina pulled her cot close again, so that it was next to the bars separating them. She sat down on the cot, crossing her legs under her.

“I want to thank you for listening,” Nina said gratefully.

She reached out her hand and touched his shoulder through the bars. There was a surge of Power through them. Alex flinched in surprise at the unexpected flow of Power. He should have expected that he would get a small shock when they first touched each other.

Nina gave a little shout and jumped back from him. There was a golden glimmer and in an instant, she had transformed into a snake again. The snake coiled up on the cot. The head looked up at him, the forked tongue darting in and out.

“Are you okay?” Alex asked as he stood up and looked down at her.

After a few moments, the snake unwound and started rising up as the glimmering glow returned. As the light faded, Nina sat before him again.

“I’m sorry if I hurt you!” she said as her hand flew up to her mouth in concern.

“You didn’t hurt me,” he said.

“I have never had that happen before! Is this some new calamity that has befallen me?” She said with a stricken look.

“No. Princess- this wasn’t because of you. It's something that happens sometimes when people touch me,” he said.

She thought about what he said.

“What do you mean? Are you some kind of magician? Do you have some kind of Power too?” she asked.

“Something like that,” he said with a shrug.

“What kind of Power do you have?” Nina asked.

“I can’t say. It’s kind of a secret.” he explained.

“I understand if you don’t want to trust me,” she said.

“Trying to keep your Power a secret is a terrible burden,” she added.

Alex thought about what she had been through and how she had confided in him.

“I am able to boost women that have Power,” he said to her.

“What do you mean,” she said with a perplexed frown.

“For example, my friend is a Flame Dancer. If I boost her, she can make more powerful Fire Balls,” he said.

“Well, that does not seem too bad. Why is it important to keep it a secret?” Nina asked.

“Because Powerful people may want to use me so I can boost their Powers,” Alex explained.

“Oh... so someone like Viljan might want to use you to make his own Power stronger,” she said.

“Well, yes... but not Viljan. My boost only works for women. It wouldn’t help the Wizard unless he had a female ally that I could boost,” he said.

“Oh. I think I understand. How do you boost a Woman?” she asked curiously.

“It seems that the only way it works is by having sex with her,” Alex said.

“Sex? Oh!” she said and turned to look at the floor uncomfortably, her cheeks turning red.

Alex was surprised to see her blushing. He was surprised by this, because from what he had seen on Ktor, the people here were very open about sexual relations between men and women.

Then he considered her past. He thought about how she had been kept secluded in the castle. Kept away from other people. She had also said that her first transformation had occurred when she had kissed a boy. She probably was still a virgin, he realized.

There was an awkward silence.

“Is your friend the Flame Dancer beautiful?” she asked him, but she was still looking at the floor.

“Taiya? Yes, she is a Wood Elf. She is very pretty,” Alex answered truthfully.

Nina was silent for a while.

She reached through the bars and touched his shoulder again. She flinched away as she felt the Power spark between them. Alex heard her take a deep breath and then she touched him again, this time letting her hand rest on his shoulder.

“This is such a strange sensation,” the Princess said as her breathing quickened.

The sexual energy was fairly strong between them. Alex took a moment to analyze the flow of energy between them. The level was not at Taiya’s level or even Zura’s, but it was still strong. Certainly stronger than what he had felt with Lariza the Minstrel or Lady Isabel the Healer or the Nankossa.

“I don’t know how to describe what I am feeling. I want to stop touching you and at the same time I want to never stop touching you,” she whispered. Her eyes were big as she looked at Alex.

There was a difference in the feel of her Power compared to that from other women he had felt. The Power within Nina was moving sluggishly, was the best way he could describe it. The flow felt off. There was a restrained quality to it.

“Princess... have you ever practiced with your Power?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Do you ever practice changing back and forth from your snake form to your Human form?” he asked.

“What! No. I never try to turn into a serpent! Whenever it happens, I try to change back as quickly as possible!” she said.

Alex nodded. He was trying to ignore the sexual urges he was feeling. The Princess still had her hand on his shoulder. She was a very pretty girl with lovely lips and beautiful eyes. Even if they were bloodshot at the moment.

Alex shook his head and stood up, breaking the contact. He looked over at the Princess. Her mouth had dropped open at his breaking of the contact. She shook her head as if to clear it.

“That was the most amazing sensation. Alex, I must admit, I had the strangest urge to kiss you. I have not felt that way since... well, since the incident that changed my life,” she said as she looked up at him in wonder.

Alex gave her a half smile.

“I seem to have that effect on women with Power,” he said.

Alex shook his head as well. It was time to plan his escape.

“Princess, after the guards bring you dinner, when is the next time they check in on you?” he asked.

She blinked for a moment at his change of topic.

“After the bring dinner, they don’t come back until the morning. At least, it feels like morning. It’s hard to tell without windows. It definitely is many hours between dinner and breakfast,” she explained.

Alex considered his options. He would be able to bend the bars of his cage enough so that he could squeeze through. He would need some kind of distraction to bring the guards in. He could get the Princess to cry for help.

Once the guards unlocked the door to the room, he could pounce on them and hope that his Strongman strength would be enough to overpower them before they could call for help.

When they had brought lunch in, it looked like there were only two guards. Hopefully that would be the case during the night watch. If he was lucky, most of the guards would be sleeping and he could sneak his way upstairs and find Janx.

He wondered what he should do with the Princess. Should he bring her along right away. Or maybe find and release Janx first and then come back and release her. Or escape with Janx and come back with reinforcements to free Nina and her sister. Or did he try to free both of the sisters now.

“What are you thinking?” Nina asked as she stood up and grabbed hold of the cell bars, watching him as he paced his cell.

“I am trying to figure out a way to escape,” he said.

“But how? Even if you could get out of the cell, there are sure to be many guards here in Viljan’s Tower,” she, concern evident in her voice.

Alex considered his options. He could easily escape his cell. But he was unsure how strong the room door was. He could wait until the guards opened the door and then jump them as they came into the room. He was uncertain how many were stationed outside. If they were in the basement, the best time might be in the middle of the night, if he could trick the guards into opening the door while most of the Tower was asleep.

He looked around for something he could use as a weapon. There was a chance he could bend and break off one of the cell bars and use it as a club or staff. That did run the risk of making a loud enough noise that could alert the guards, he realized.

The plates and cups they gave them were of thin wood and not very useful. Alex looked at the cot that the Princess was sitting on. He could break it up and use a piece of wood as a weapon. That might be his best option.

Alex’s eyes rested on the Princess. She certainly had Power and if they made love, Alex would be even stronger which would come in handy in a battle. She was a very pretty woman, and it certainly wouldn’t be a hardship to make love to her.

Alex paused for a moment, surprised at how he was becoming used to the idea of sex as a tool. The Ktorian lifestyle was rubbing off on him.

When he had first arrived on Ktor, Alex had been captured and held prisoner with Taiya. She had realized that he was Elder Touched and that if they made love, both of them would be “Boosted” and have their Powers amplified. She was the one who had insisted they make love to escape.

Alex looked at the Princess, sitting there. She looked so sad and vulnerable. No, he realized that he couldn’t ask her to have sex with him. He would rely on his own Power.

“What are you thinking?” Nina asked.

“What?” Alex said as he realized he had been lost in his thoughts.

“What are you thinking?” she said.

“I was thinking about how pretty you are,” Alex answered with the first thing that popped into his mind.

The Princess blushed and looked down at her feet.


Chapter thirty


Alex was sitting in the corner of his cell, next to the Princess, when the door to the room opened. Two guards, swords at the ready entered, followed by the Wizard. Behind him, two more guards followed, escorting a young woman between them. One of the guards was holding the woman’s upper arm, restraining her.

The young woman had long black hair tied in a braid and dark brown eyes. She looked like she had been crying. She was dressed in a similar long-sleeved night shirt like the one Princess Anotonina was wearing.

“Hilda!” Princess Nina said as she rushed to the front of her cell. Alex stood up as well, moving to the front of his cell.

The other woman shrugged off the hand restraining her and rushed to the cell, clasping Ninas hands. Alex guessed that the woman was Nina’s sister Princess Hilda, though they did not resemble each other. Princess Hilda was taller with fuller hips and large breasts. Her features were softer, and rounder compared to her younger sister.

“Nina! Are you all right!” Hilda asked.

The two guards that had been escorting her took her by the upper arms and dragged her back from the cell. The Wizard had an amused look on his face.

“See, your sister is just fine,” Viljan said.

“Has he hurt you?” Nina asked as she worriedly looked at her older sister.

“I am all right. How are you?” Hilda asked as her eyes searched her sister’s face.

“I am fine, just worried about you,” Nina replied.

“Enough talk!” Viljan said angrily as he scowled at Hilda.

“I have shown you your sister. Are you ready to agree to my proposal?” the Wizard asked.

“I cannot marry you! You killed my parents!” Hilda answered angrily.

“Very well. Then watch your sister suffer!” Viljan answered.

The Wizard raised his hand and pointed a finger towards Nina. A slender crackling blue lighting bolt shot out and struck Nina. She cried out in pain. A moment later she fell to the ground writhing in agony. Her body convulsed under the shock and then in a flash of golden light, she had transformed into her snake form.

The snake was writhing and convulsing on the floor as Viljan attacked again.

Alex grabbed the cell bars. He considered the odds. He wouldn’t be able to get through the bars before the guards attacked. And they still had the young Queen hostage.

“Stop! You will kill her!” Alex yelled at the Wizard.

The Wizard stopped his torture of Nina and looked at Alex with an evil smile. Nina’s body glowed again, and she transformed back into her Human shape. She lay on the floor moaning in agony.

The Wizard turned back to the Princess raising his hand to shock her again.

“Wait!” Hilda yelled.

The Wizard turned towards her. He raised one of his eyebrows as he waited for her to continue.

The young Queen dropped her head in defeat.

“I will marry you,” she said softly.

The Wizard smiled.

“I knew you would come to your senses eventually,” Viljan said triumphantly.

Alex could see that Queen Hilda was crying.

“You’ll pay for this, you monster,” Alex said angrily.

The Wizard looked over at Alex. He tilted his head to the side as he considered his prisoner.

“Don’t worry, it will be your turn soon enough. Your Foxman friend is quite concerned about you. He has resisted my attempts at persuasion so far. But perhaps when he sees you suffering, he will see the light in the same way that my future bride has come to her senses,” Viljan said.

The Wizard nodded to his men, and they left the room. Queen Hilda tried to look over at her sister who was still lying on the floor, crying.

“Nina!” she said and then they were through the door and out in the hallway. The door slammed shut behind them.

Alex knelt and reached through the bars to touch Nina’s hand. The girl flinched at the flow of energy between them, snatching away her hand. Then as she recognized the sensation, she turned her head towards him with relief, eagerly grasping his hand.

“Are you all right?” Alex asked her.

Nina nodded her head.

“My arms and legs feel strange, the muscles clench strangely,” she said softly.

“It is from the shock the Wizard gave you,” Alex said.

Princess Nina sat up and moved so that she was against the bars, next to Alex. He did his best to reach his arms through the bars and hold her as her body shivered. The flow of energy through their bodies seemed to soothe her.

She let out a sigh. Alex looked down at her face. She was looking up at him with a strange look in her eyes.

“How are you feel-” he started to say but he was interrupted by her lips as they found his in a soft kiss through the bars.

Already aroused by the sexual energy flowing between them, Alex returned the kiss, pressing his lips into hers. After a moment, her body glowed, and he was holding a large snake in his arms. And he was kissing it!

The serpent slithered in his arms and fell to the floor. Alex looked down at Nina with a bemused look. The snake glowed and Nina was back in Human form. She was on her knees, facing him. Her hand shot up to her mouth and a look of horror shone on her face.

“I’m so sorry!” she practically wailed.

“Sorry for what,” Alex said as he grabbed a bar and stood up with a smile.

“I kissed you and then I changed, and you were kissing a snake!” she whispered.

Alex let out a little laugh.

“Well, it was certainly an interesting kiss,” he said and smiled down at her.

“Are you not disgusted with me?” she asked incredulously as she stared up at him through the bars.

“No, Princess. I am not troubled by your magic,” he said with a smile.

Princess Nina stood up and walked close to him again. She placed her hand on top of his where he was still holding the bar.

“Thank you, Alex,” she said.

“I should be thanking you. After all, it's not every day that a simple guy like me gets to kiss a beautiful Princess,” he said.

Nina blushed again. Tears welled up in her eyes.

Alex was troubled as he thought again about how Princess Nina had been treated because of her Power. She was shunned by her people and her family considered her an embarrassment.

“Alex...” her voice trailed off as they heard the door of the room open again.

Two guards were dragging Janx into the room, followed by two more guards. Alex hurried over to the front of his cell and looked at the Foxman.

Janx’s eye was swollen, and he looked a little worse for wear. The Foxman saw Alex and a look of relief passed over his face. One of the guards untied the rope holding the Foxman’s wrists together while another held his sword point up to Janx’s neck to keep him from doing anything to try to escape.

The guards opened the cell door next to Alex and threw the Foxman in before locking the cell door behind him. Without another look around, the guards left, closing the room door behind them.

“Janx! Are you all right?” Alex asked with concern.

The Foxman stood up, rubbing his wrists. He walked up to the cell bars separating them.

“I have been better, and I have been worse. I am glad to see that you are alive. I was concerned that they would kill you,” Janx said as he looked Alex up and down.

“No not yet. The Wizard wants something from you. It sounds like he was going to try to torture me in front of you to get you to cooperate,” Alex explained.

Janx nodded.

“What did he want from you?” Alex asked.

“The same as the other Witch wanted. They wanted to know where I came from. Where my home was. I told them both the truth, that my home was far away, and I had no idea how to get back. Like the Witch before him, this Wizard does not believe me,” Janx explained.

“Why do they care so much about your people?” Alex asked.

Janx got a faraway look in his eye.

“I do not know. It was a question I asked of myself many times when I was a prisoner with the Witch. I asked her why, but she never explained,” Janx said thoughtfully.

The Foxman glanced past Alex towards Princess Nina.

“Who is the other prisoner?” Janx asked.

Alex looked over his shoulder and saw that Nina was watching them curiously. He gave her a smile before turning back towards Janx.

“That is Princess Antonina, the younger of the two missing Princesses,” Alex explained.

Janx nodded.

“Princess Antonia, this is my friend Janx,” he said, and she gave Janx a curtsey.

“Why did they bring you back down here?” Alex asked Janx.

“A little while ago, the Wizard came into the room where they were holding me with some of his guards. He said to me, ‘I have waited a long time to question you. I will have to wait a little longer it seems. I have had to move some of my other plans forward. But, do not worry, I shall give you all the attention you deserve in due time’. Then he ordered his guards to bring me back here,” Janx explained.

“Well, I am glad you are here. I want to escape tonight. This saves me time looking for you. The one Princess is here, so we will only have to find her older sister. Did you happen to see the other Princess upstairs?” Alex asked.

Janx thought for a moment and then shook his head.

“I did not see her, but I could faintly hear a woman crying every so often from the window in the room,” the Foxman said.

Alex tried to picture the Tower again. There were small windows on the 3rd floor and larger windows on the top floor. It would make sense that Nina’s sister would be up there.

“How do you plan on escaping?” Janx asked.

“How many guards are stationed outside this door?” Alex asked.

“There were two men seated outside when they brought me down here,” Janx said.

“Only two? Good,” Alex nodded in satisfaction.

With a little luck, it should not be too hard to overpower them, Alex thought.

“From what you have seen, describe the layout of the Tower,” Alex asked.

Janx thought for a moment before answering.

“The steps leading to this level lead to a hallway. There is one door on either side of the hallway. One is this door. The other door was closed,” Janx explained.

“Hopefully there are no guards in the other room,” Alex said.

“What is on the floor above us,” Alex asked.

“The floor above us is one large room. It seemed to be used for storage with piles of crates and barrels. The floor above that is the main floor with the cooking area. There are more rooms, but I do not know what they hold.

“The next floor up had a central hallway with about six doors. There were a couple of guards walking out of one of the rooms as we passed the landing for that floor. Above that floor was the Wizards Study. There is another closed door across the hall from it. I do not know what is on the top floor,” Janx told him.

“If you heard the girl crying, she is probably being held in a room on the top floor,” Alex guessed.

“The first floor above the main floor may house the Wizard’s Guards,” Janx said.

“Princess, what did you see when they brought you to the Tower?” Alex asked.

“Nothing at all. My sister and I were blindfolded, and cloths were tied around our mouths. They had blankets over us. I did not see anything until they removed my bonds here in this cell. I assumed we were in the castle’s dungeon,” she said.

Alex considered their options. It was not going to be easy. But hopefully they could use the element of surprise to their advantage.

“How are you feeling, Janx? Are you able to fight?” Alex asked.

The Foxman stretched his arms out and twisted his body in various directions. He then gave Alex a feral smile.

“I will be all right,” Janx replied.

“Princess Nina -” Alex started to say.

“Please Alex, just call me Nina,” she said as she looked at him with a hopeful smile.

“Nina,” Alex said with a smile. “Janx and I are going to escape tonight. I am taking you with me and I want to find your sister as well. But I want you to know it will be dangerous,” Alex said as he walked over to the bars between them.

Nina reached out her hand and laid it on his where he had grabbed hold of one of the cell bars.

“I do not care about the danger. Wherever you go I will gladly follow you,” she said as she stared up into his eyes.

Alex nodded. He held his hand there for a moment, savoring the sensual contact of her touch. He then pulled away slowly and turned to Janx again.

“We will make our attempt tonight. Why don’t you try to rest now. I will take a nap after they bring us dinner later,” he explained.

Janx nodded and then sat down in a corner of his cell. The Foxman leaned back and closed his eyes.

“You should try to rest as well,” he said as he turned towards Nina again.

She shrugged her shoulders.

“I am not tired. But I will try, because you want me too,” she said.

The Princess looked at him longingly for a few moments before she laid down on her cot. Alex paced about his cell, stretching his arms. He was glad that they had not made him take off his chainmail shirt. It might be a difference maker when they tried to escape later. He saw that Nina was watching him as she lay on her cot.

Alex sat down and thought about various ruses he could try to get the guards to open the door. The room was empty save for the two cots and blankets in the other cells. The cups and plates would not be useful.

Alex stood up and walked around his cell again. Janx was asleep. He looked towards the Princess and saw that her eyes were closed as well. That was good, he thought. They would need all their energy for tonight’s escape.


Chapter thirty-one


Alex felt a hand shaking his shoulder. He shook his head to clear his mind. He was sitting on the floor leaning against the corner of his cell where it met Janx’s cell. The Foxman had reached through the bars and was gently trying to wake him up.

“It’s time,” Janx said.

Alex stood up. Nina was asleep on her cot. Alex smiled. When he had woken them up for dinner, she said that she would stay awake with Janx until it was time to escape. He was glad to see that she had fallen asleep again. This ordeal had taken its toll on her.

“Nina. Wake up,” he said softly.

The Princess sat up abruptly, blinking her eyes in confusion for a moment. Then she saw Alex and gave him a smile.

“How are we going to get out of the cells? Did you steal a key before they captured you?” she asked as she stood up and walked towards him.

“Alex does not need a key,” Janx said with a soft laugh.

The Princess looked at Janx in confusion before turning to Alex again. Alex walked over to the bars separating his cell from hers. He grabbed hold of the two bars and began to exert force on them. After a moment he was able to bend them apart.

Nina’s eyes opened wide in amazement at his strength. After bending the bars in a few spots, Alex was able to pass through the gap into her cage.

“You’re amazing! Like a mighty hero in the stories I read!” Nina said as she stared at Alex in admiration.

Alex walked over to the bars separating Nina’s cell from the one her sister had been kept in. In a moment he had bent the bars enough that he could pass through. He grabbed the blankets off the cot and then passed them through to Nina.

“Take your blankets as well and pile them in a corner of my cell,” he said to her.

Alex then bent the bars of the far wall of the cells so he could walk out into the room. He walked over to the door of the room and placed his ear against it. He didn’t hear anything.

Alex then turned to look at the cells. He had bent the cell bars that were closer to the back wall. If they could lure the guards into the room, it would not be immediately obvious that the bars were bent.

Alex then walked around Janx’s cell and bent the bars so he could escape his cell when ready.

“Is this enough of an opening?” Alex asked.

Janx hopped through the opening easily and then hopped back into his cell. Alex nodded and walked around to the front of the cells.

He looked at Nina. He had come up with a simple plan and had explained it to them as they ate dinner earlier.

“You remember what to do?” he asked her.

“When you give me the signal, I will yell for help. When the guards come in, I will be pointing to the Foxman. He will be on the floor moaning in pain,” she said.

“Are you sure you do not want me outside of the cell, to help you fight the guards?” Janx asked in concern.

“No. You do not have a weapon. And if you are rolling around and moaning, you will draw their eyes to you when they come in,” Alex said.

“Won’t they be alerted when they don’t see you in your cell,” Nina said worriedly.

Alex pointed to the pile of blankets in the corner.

“The eye sees what it expects to see. At first glance, they will assume I am asleep in the corner. By the time they realize it is just a pile of blankets it will be too late,” he explained.

“It is a bold plan,” Janx said in approval.

“Yes! It is the kind of plan the heroes in my books would think of!” Nina agreed as she gazed at Alex in admiration.

Alex smiled. A prisoner pretending to be sick was a distraction he had a seen a number of times in movies back on Earth. Hopefully the guards did not read any of the books that Nina favored.

He glanced at Nina. He wondered if the violence would scare her and cause her to transform again. He didn’t want Janx to accidentally attack her.

“Princess, Janx needs to know about your Power,” Alex said.

Nina’s eyes tensed with a look of worry. She glanced at the Foxman who was looking at her curiously. She looked at Alex and he gave her a reassuring smile. She took a deep breath.

“I am a Serpent Shifter. I can change into a snake,” she explained to Janx.

“Interesting. Thank you for telling me, Princess,” Janx said as he gave her a little bow.

A look of surprise that turned to relief passed across Nina’s face at Janx’s response.

“I am going to turn down the lamps. Get ready,” Alex said to them.

Janx lay down on the floor and Nina moved to the front of her cell. Alex turned down the lamps to half their strength so that the room was dimly lit. He was tempted to turn them down even more, but he was afraid that would cause the guards to not enter the room.

Alex stood a couple of feet to the side of the door and then flattened himself against the wall. Unfortunately, the door did not open into the room, or he would have hidden behind the side as it swung inwards.

His next best option was to position himself opposite the hinge side as the Guards would probably not swing the door all the way open and would probably enter at a slight angle, facing slightly away from Alex as they entered.

“Now!” he said to his companions.

“Help! Help! Guards! Help!” Nina began to shout as Janx began rolling and convulsing on the floor, moaning loudly.

The Princess kept crying for help. After about thirty seconds, Alex heard the sound of something being moved on the other side of the door. The door was pulled open and the first guard entered, sword drawn.

Nina was pointing emphatically towards Janx.

“He’s dying! He’s dying!” she kept yelling at them.

The guard started walking towards Janx’s cell. The second Guard walked into the room, his attention focused on the moaning Foxman.

Hoping there were no more guards, Alex lunged towards the second guard, fist flying in a mighty blow towards the man's head. Alex’s fist connected with the side of his head. With a sickening crunch, the guard’s skull cracked inwards from the powerful blow. Alex glanced towards the open doorway as the guard toppled over, dead. He didn’t see anyone else standing there.

Without looking at the first Guard, Alex reached down and picked up the dead man and swung him up and to his right. The dead man acted as a shield, catching the sword of the first guard as he spun around and swung at Alex. The sword bit into the dead man’s body.

As the Guard tried to pull his sword back, Alex charged forward, driving the dead body into him. Caught by surprise the Guard tried to yell, but he fell backwards from the impact. The man’s head bounced off the floor, momentarily stunning him.

As Alex’s momentum carried him forward, he lifted the body and drove it down on the fallen man. Alex picked the body up and was about to slam it on the man again, when he realized the guard was unconscious. He dropped the body to the side and picked up the first guard's sword off the floor. He quickly drove it into the unconscious man’s heart.

Janx was out of his cell and had picked up the other sword.

“Do either of them have a dagger or knife on their belt?” Janx asked quietly as he peeked out into the hallway.

“They both have one?” Alex replied.

“Two? Good,” Janx said as he hurried over and took the daggers.

“I would rather dual wield daggers than use a heavy sword. Arban has given me some excellent training. Do you want this sword as well?” Janx asked.

“I will take it. I have not really worked on using two, but I could always throw it at someone,” he said.

Princess Nina had gotten out of her cell and had joined them. She avoided looking at the two dead bodies.

Alex took off his tunic and tossed it aside. He removed one of the dead guard’s yellow armbands and Nina tied them around his upper arms. He took the undamaged helmet and placed it on his head. At a quick glance, he should be able to pass as one of the Kanban mercenaries.

“Nina, you stay behind us. Stay quiet unless you see someone approaching from behind us,” Alex said.

The Princess nodded.

“I will go first, my padded feet make less noise than your boots,” the Foxman said.

Alex nodded and they tiptoed their way down the hallway towards the stairs. Alex was glad to see that they were made of stone and would not creak like they might if they were made of wood.

Janx sped up the steps, making barely any noise. Alex and Nina followed at a slower pace. Alex could see Janx peeking over the opening at the top of the steps. The room above was dimly lit. Alex saw the Foxman relax.

“There is no one here,” Janx whispered as he looked back down at them.

The storage area was dimly lit by one lamp near the stairs. As Janx had described, the room was full of barrels and crates. Alex noticed that the walls were made of large rectangular stone slabs. They looked like the stone that was blocking the end of the tunnel from the abandoned cemetery.

“The tunnel I told you about must lead to this room. I wonder if we can find the door. It might come in handy as an escape route,” Alex said to Janx.

On a table near the stairs were 3 more lamps and some candles. Alex set his sword down and lit one from the wall lamp. Retrieving his sword, He started exploring the room, looking at the walls. Janx waited by the stairs, alert for any sign of more guards. He noticed that one section along the far wall looked like the barrels and crated had been recently moved aside.

There were some scrapes on the floor where Alex guessed the stone slab had moved aside when the door had opened. Alex sat the lamp down on a nearby crate. He started looking around the slab to see if it could be opened from this side of the tunnel.

“What are you looking for?” Nina whispered.

Alex looked over his shoulder. He hadn’t realized that she had followed him.

“This is a secret door. I thought that it might only be opened by magic, but Zura tried to open it from the other side with magic and nothing happened,” Alex said.

“Perhaps Viljan removed the charm that powered the door,” Nina said.

Alex turned to her in puzzlement.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“In the stories I read, Mages are always using their Power to make magic things. But sometimes they unmake magic things too,” Nina said.

“What do you mean by unmake?” he asked.

“They remove the magic from it,” she explained.

Alex considered. Maybe the Wizard had figured out that Master Nella had used the tunnel to sneak into his Tower. It would make sense that he would seal off the potential entry point. If the Wizard was confident of his position in the city, he would not be thinking about escape. He would be more worried about being attacked again.

“You are probably right. This way is closed to us,” Alex said as they walked back to Janx.

“Did you find the door?” the Foxman asked quietly.

“We found it, but it is sealed,” Alex said.

Janx nodded and then proceeded up the steps. Alex and Nina again followed at a distance. Nina slipped her hand around his bicep as she pressed her body close to him for comfort and security. They stopped on the steps and waited as Janx peeked over the landing.

A moment later Janx returned.

“There are two guards standing about halfway down the hallway. They are near the main entrance. They are talking to each other and not paying much attention. They are too far away to attack unnoticed, but I believe we can quietly slip up the stairs without them noticing,” Janx whispered.

“You go first, then Nina and I will follow after,” Alex whispered.

The Foxman nodded and quietly slipped up the stairs, slinking down low and hugging the shadows as he started up the next flight of stairs. Alex and Nina crept up near the landing. He could feel her body trembling.

“Alex, I’m scared. What if the guards see me?” she whispered worriedly.

Alex looked down and gave her an encouraging smile.

“I have an idea. I’m going to kiss you for good luck, and you will transform into a snake and quietly slide up the stairs. They won't notice you,” Alex said confidently.

Her eyes searched his face questioningly.

“Do you really think I can do it?” she asked.

“Yes,” Alex said.

Nina opened her mouth to say something, but before she could make a sound, Alex captured her lips in a deep kiss. He felt her buddy shudder and a moment later, the Princess had transformed into a snake. Alex caught her before she could fall on the floor, gently placing her body on the steps.

The snake looked up at him and Alex could see the intelligence in its eyes. He gave Nina a reassuring nod. A moment later the Princess was gone, stealthily sliding up the steps. Alex waited a moment and then followed.

He glanced through the opening as he crept along the landing. The opening led to a long hallway. The guards were still there, passing the time in talk. He noticed that the guards did not have yellow armbands. He guessed that that meant they were Viljan’s trusted original men and not Kanban mercenaries.

Alex slowly climbed the final steps and then he was up on the next flight. Nina had transformed back into human form and was waiting for him next to Janx near the next landing.

“That is a useful Power. Great for sneaking around,” the Foxman said to Nina.

Nina blushed.

“I never thought about it in that way,” the Princess replied.

“The hallway above is empty,” the Foxman said to Alex as he reached them.

“Nina’s sister is probably on one of the top two floors,” Alex said.

Janx nodded and started up the stairs, quickly checking the hallway past the landing before heading up the next flight of steps. Alex and Nina quickly followed. Janx peeked over the top of the landing and quickly ducked down. He crept back down the steps towards them.

“There are two guards standing at the end of the hallway guarding the door to the Wizard’s study. They are alert and I do not think we can sneak up the steps without being noticed,” Janx whispered.

“You said that the door leads to Viljan’s study?” Alex asked quietly.

“Yes, that was where I climbed in through the open window. It was unoccupied at the time. When I tried to open the door, the guards were just outside and were alerted. They jumped me when I tried to exit. That is how I was captured. It is also the room where they brought me for the Wizard’s questioning,” the Foxman explained.

Alex nodded and considered his options. He looked down at his clothes and mail shirt. With the helmet he was wearing and his yellow arm bands, he should be able to pass as one of the Wizard’s hired mercenaries.

“Are the guards wearing yellow armbands?” Alex asked.

Janx thought for a moment and then shook his head, no.

“Good. Listen. I am going to approach the guards and tell them Viljan sent me to retrieve the dagger they took from the prisoner. That should keep them off guard until I can get close to them. I will try to take them down quickly before they can alert the others,” Alex explained his plan.

“Alex, that’s too dangerous... you could be hurt!” the Princess whispered, and Alex could see the concern in her eyes.

“I can handle them. If they make too much noise and more guards come out from another room on this floor, Janx, I want you to attack them from behind to distract them and then I will hit them from the other side. If no one comes out from this floor but guards start coming from either above us or the floor below us, I want you two to hurry over to where I am. Understood?” Janx and Nina nodded.

Alex stood up straight and sheathed one of the swords. He handed the other to Nina who held it awkwardly.

Alex gave her a reassuring pat on the arm before he confidently marched up to the landing and out into the hallway towards the two guards.


Chapter thirty-two


The guards eyed him curiously as he approached. Alex could see their bodies tense and they laid their hands on the pommels of their swords.

“Hold. What are you doing here?” the guard on the left said, holding up a hand, palm outward.

Alex ignored the command and continued walking towards them confidently. The guards stood close together, blocking his path.

“The Wizard sent me to fetch some fancy dagger that he forgot,” Alex answered.

He held up his hands about a foot apart as he continued walking towards them. The hallway was not very wide, and the guards were standing on either side of the closed door.

“He said it's about this long. Very sharp. Said that they took it off one of the prisoners,” Alex explained in a bored tone of voice as he continued to hold his hands out in front of him.

The guards looked at each other in confusion. Alex could see their shoulders relax as they believed his story. Alex was only a few feet away from them as they turned towards him again.

Before they could react, Alex launched himself at them. His hands clenched into fists, and he smashed both of them in the face. The impact drove both of their heads into the wall behind them. Alex felt their bones crush and blood splattered back towards him.

His fists pinning them to the wall stopped his forward momentum as he was about to crash into the closed door. He let their bodies slide to the floor slowly to avoid any clatter. He looked around. There was no sign that anyone had heard the quick fight.

Alex wiped his hands on one of the dead guard’s pants. He then motioned to Janx and Nina who were watching from the landing. They quickly hurried to him.

“Did you hear any sign of activity from the floor below?” Alex asked.

“No. You dispatched those guards quickly and quietly,” Janx said approvingly.

The Princess was looking at him in wide eyed amazement. Alex gave her a quick smile before taking back the spare sword.

“Let’s check the study,” Alex said.

The door was unlocked. They went into the room. There was a low burning lamp on a nearby table. Janx walked over to it and turned the lamp up slightly. Alex dragged the two dead bodies into the room leaving the door slightly ajar.

“Nina, watch the hallway. Let us know if anyone approaches,” Alex directed.

Alex walked over to what looked like the Wizard’s desk. He quickly searched it, looking for his dagger.

“The Wizard had your dagger sitting on this table. I don’t see it anywhere now,” Janx said, guessing at what Alex was looking for.

There were many books and scrolls in the room, but Alex didn’t want to spend any more time here than was needed. There were two other doors across from each other down the hall.

“Let’s quickly check the other two doors, even though I think that Nina’s sister is probably on the top floor,” Alex said.

Janx nodded and they quickly exited the room, Nina following close behind them. The door on their right opened up into a room with a large rectangular table with chairs around it. There were a few cabinets along one wall. Alex guessed that it was either a dining room or a room for meetings. Or perhaps both, he thought.

The room across the hall was a simply furnished bedroom. The room had an untouched feel about it. It felt like it hadn’t been used in quite some time.

“Time to check the top floor,” Alex whispered.

They made their way to the landing, pausing to listen for any signs of activity. All seemed quiet. They made their way up the final flight of steps with the Foxman leading the way again.

“There are no guards,” Janx whispered from the landing.

Alex and the Princess made their way up the last few steps. The hallway here was only half as long as the one on the floor below. There were two doors opposite each other. The three of them quietly tiptoed down the hall to the doors.

Janx carefully laid his ear against the door on the left and then the door on the right.

“I don’t hear anything,” the Foxman whispered.

Alex drew his sword and then he tried to open the door on his right. It was locked. He walked across the hall and tried the other door. It was unlocked.

Alex slowly opened the door. The room inside was dark. Moonlight was coming in from the window across from him and from the window on the wall to his right. He let his eyes adjust to the dim light.

The room seemed to be a bedroom. Alex walked into the room. He motioned to Nina to keep watch at the door again.

Alex and Janx walked about the room. It was a very opulent and well appointed room with a large bed. Alex figured it belonged to the Wizard.

“The Wizard must have returned to the Castle,” Alex said softly.

“He did say that he had to quicken his plans,” Janx agreed.

Alex had a cold feeling as he realized that he had probably taken Nina's sister along with him.

Alex and Janx walked back to Nina.

“I am afraid that Viljan has taken your sister with him, back to the castle,” Alex whispered.

“Why would he do that? Surely the soldiers would rescue her!” Nina said in confusion.

“Not if he keeps her hidden. And I think he has replaced many of the castle guards with his own men,” Alex explained.

“But, what if Hilda is in the room across the hall from us!” Nina asked worriedly.

“The door is locked, but I did not hear anything,” Janx said.

“Alex, you are so strong. Perhaps you can break the door down?” Nina offered.

“It's a possibility, but the noise of the door breaking will alert the guards,” Alex said.

“I can’t leave if my sister might be in that room!” Nina whispered desperately.

“I have an idea,” Janx said.

Janx turned and walked over to the window. The Foxman cautiously peered out. He could not see any guards from the window. He looked to his right and saw that the window to the adjoining room was open. He turned to Alex who had followed him.

“The other room’s window is open. That is probably where I heard the other Princess’s sobs coming from. It will only take me a moment to climb across,” Janx said.

Before Alex could respond, the Foxman had tucked his knives into his belt and climbed out of the window. Alex leaned out and saw the shadowy figure of his friend disappearing into the other window. He ducked back into the darkness of the room. No need for a guard to see him looking out by chance.

After about two minutes, Janx climbed back through the window. Alex let out a sigh of relief.

“Is Hilda in the other room?” Nina whispered loudly.

“Shhh,” Alex cautioned as they walked back to the door.

“The other room was empty. It is another bedroom, but simply furnished like the one below us. It does look like it has been used recently,” Janx explained.

“We have to assume that Viljan has taken Hilda to the castle with him,” Alex said.

“That monster wants to marry her! We must stop him!” Nina said anxiously as she grabbed him by his biceps. Alex could see her tears of worry glistening in the moonlight.

“Yes. We will stop him. But first we have to escape,” Alex said.

Alex led them back out into the hallway. They quietly made their way back to the landing. Alex’s froze as his foot moved to the first step. He could hear guards shouting down below!

***

“Look!” Zura whispered as she grabbed Taiya’s arm as she pointed up at the Wizard’s Tower with her other hand.

Taiya looked up. Her night vision was as sharp as the Tarenian’s. She saw a shadowy figure carefully climbing across the tower near the top. She could see the figure’s bushy tail as it climbed into an open window.

“Janx!” she whispered excitedly.

The two women looked at each other, relief in their eyes. If the Foxman was alive, there was a good chance that Alex was also alive.

The two of them and Arban had been watching the Wizard’s Tower for the last few hours. They were debating if they should assault the building in an effort to find and rescue their comrades.

Zura had found the old woman she had spoken to the other evening. The woman had informed them that earlier in the evening she had seen the Wizard’s men leave the warehouse building across from the cemetery. The woman guessed that most of the guards had left as they marched behind a carriage they were escorting.

Arban had gone to investigate the warehouse while the two of them kept an eye on the Tower. At the front gate of the Tower’s outer wall there were two guards stationed. A few minutes previously, the gate had opened, and two new guards took the place of the men who had been there. It was the end of their shift.

The Orc had not returned yet, so the women made their way to the back intersection of the street near the warehouse, keeping to the shadows. As they waited for the Orc, Zura noticed Janx on the building.

A few moments later, they saw the Foxman exit the window and make his way back to the other open window. Janx disappeared into the building again. The Elf pointed across the street. Arban was stealthily making his way towards them.

“The warehouse barracks are empty. I took my time exploring but it seems all the guards have left for now, but their supplies are still there, so they will return,” the Orc explained softly.

“We saw Janx!” Taiya whispered.

“What! Where?” the Orc asked.

Zura pointed to the top windows and explained to Arban what they had seen.

“What was he doing up there?” Taiya wondered.

“Perhaps Janx managed to escape, and he is looking for Alex,” the Orc guessed.

“I can’t wait any longer. We have to break in there!” Taiya said worriedly.

“Yes! The extra guards have gone and who knows when they will return. The carriage probably had the Wizard in it,” Zura said.

“Aye, we should not waste any more time,” the Orc agreed.

They turned and made their way up to the next intersection. There were still only the two guards out front.

Suddenly they heard shouting from behind the walls.

“To arms! To arms!” multiple voices were shouting.

The guards in front of the gate drew their swords and turned to look up and down the street. Seeing no immediate threat, they turned to the gate and unlocked it, peering carefully inside the courtyard.

“Quick! We can’t let them lock the gates from the inside!” Arban drew his swords and started sprinting towards the guards.

Taiya and Zura took after him. Arban reached the gate first, just as it was closing. The Orc leapt and crashed his shoulder into it, slamming the door back into the guard who was closing it from the other side. The force knocked the guard backwards onto the ground, but it also caused Arban to fall to his knee.

The second guard, sword already drawn, leaped at the Orc, swinging his blade in an overhead blow. Before he could connect, a sparkling energy ball from Zura caught the man’s chest. The blue sparkles crawled over the man’s front and face, causing his body to shudder.

The guard's lifeless body crashed into the Orc, sending both of them to the ground. The first guard had recovered and was moving towards Arban around the gate door. Zura finished him with another ball of energy as she passed through the gate. A moment later Taiya had reached Arban and was helping him to his feet.

They entered the courtyard. The grounds were empty, but they could hear the sounds of fighting coming from the open Tower door in front of them.


Chapter thirty-three


“To arms! To arms!” Alex froze on the steps as he heard guards shouting below him.

“They must have found the bodies in the dungeon!” he said as he hurried down the stairs.

He stopped a short distance from the landing of the floor with the study.

“You and Janx wait here, just out of sight. I will try to catch them by surprise as they come up the stairs,” Alex said and holding both swords he started down the stairs again.

He could hear the pounding of footsteps up the stairs. Alex rounded the landing and started hurrying down the next flight of stairs just as two guards had started up the stairs. The two men had their swords out and were caught by surprise at the sight of Alex. Neither had yellow armbands.

“Where is the prisoner!” Alex yelled as he continued forward.

“What? Who are you?” one of the guards asked as he saw the bands around Alex’s arms.

“I’m with the-,” Alex started to say and then he kicked out at the closer of the two guards, his foot catching the man under his chin.

The blow crushed the man’s jaw and sent him flying backwards into the guard behind him, catching him in the shoulder and sending him stumbling down the steps. Alex hurried down the steps and drove one of his swords into the man’s side as he tried to get up.

He thought the first guard was already dead, but he stabbed him as well to be sure. He heard what sounded like the sound of a battle down in the Tower. He wondered what that meant as Janx and Nina reached him.

“Help the Princess over the bodies,” Alex directed as he hurried down to the next landing.

Another of the Wizard’s guards was running towards him. Alex flipped his grip on the sword in his right hand and flung it at the man like a spear. The speed and power of the projectile caught the man off guard as he tried to lift his shield up.

The sword buried itself in the man’s chest, penetrating his chain mail. The guard's eyes opened wide in shock and then he collapsed.

Alex glanced down the hallway. All six doors were open. Alex guessed that the other guards had rushed downstairs.

“It sounds like a battle going on downstairs,” Janx said as he and Nina reached the landing.

“Yes. At first, I thought it was because they had found the dead guards,” Alex said as he walked past them and started down the steps.

He braced himself as a wild-eyed guard started running up the steps at him.

“Run! It’s a Witch!” the guard yelled as he saw Alex’s yellow armbands.

Alex’s sword caught the surprised guard in his throat, the blade severing the man’s spine. The man crashed to the ground, choking on his own blood.

Alex jumped over the man's body and reached the ground floor landing. As he did so, two more guards rushed towards him. These men had yellow armbands. They paused as they looked at him suspiciously.

“Imposter!” one yelled and jumped at Alex with an overhead blow.

Alex deftly caught the man’s blade, instinctively moving in the form that Arban had taught him. Alex flung his arm up and his strength caused the other man to lose his grip as his sword went flying. The last thing the man saw was Alex’s sword reversing its movement and slicing at his head before the blade cleaved his head in half.

The other guard took one look at Alex and turned to run towards the kitchen. He only managed one step before his body was engulfed by a ball of flame. Alex grinned, guessing where that ball had come from. Nina and Janx reached him, standing on either side and a little behind him on the landing.

Alex was filled with pride as Taiya walked into view. Her hands were balls of fire, and her hair was disheveled. She looked like some kind of avenging angel from Hell. The Elf raised her hands up as she saw them standing in the doorway of the landing, ready to shoot fireballs at them.

“No! Don’t hurt him!” Nina yelled as she stepped in front of Alex, her hands held out towards Taiya pleadingly.

Taiya looked at them in confusion for a moment. Then a look of relief came over her as she extinguished her fires.

“Alex!” she cried and rushed towards them.

The Elf shoved the surprised Princess aside and wrapped her arms around Alex’s neck, crushing her lips to his. Alex hugged her tightly for a moment, before pulling her away.

“I’m happy to see you too! But we are still in danger here!” He said with a grin.

“Zura and Arban are taking care of the other guards!” Taiya said.

“Your arrival is fortunate. We were about to fight our way out,” Janx said.

Taiya smiled at the Foxman.

“We have been watching the Tower all night. We saw you climbing in the windows. We guessed you might need our help!” Taiya explained.

The Elf turned towards Nina.

“One of the Princesses?” Taiya asked.

“Yes. I am afraid that Viljan has taken the young Queen to the castle with him and is going to marry her,” Alex said.

Nina was staring at Alex and Taiya with an embarrassed look.

They turned towards the kitchen hall as they heard the sound of running. Alex was relieved when he saw it was Arban and Zura.

As they reached them Zura stopped and stared at Alex for a moment. Then she grabbed him and kissed him, before stepping away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Nina’s mouth drop open in surprise.

“Glad to see you two alive,” the Orc said.

“Not as glad as we are to see you three!” Alex said with a smile.

“I believe we have finished off the Wizard’s Tower guards,” Arban added.

“What about the warehouse barracks?” Alex asked.

“Those guards left with the Wizard earlier. I assume they went to the castle, but those guards may yet return tonight. We should get out of here,” Arban said.

The five of them followed Arban out into the courtyard. Two of the sheds along the tower wall were ablaze.

“Oww. Sorry, I don’t have shoes!” Nina said as the rough ground stung her dainty feet.

Alex sheathed his sword and picked her up effortlessly. He cradled her in his arms as she wrapped her arms around his neck. He headed towards the gate.

“Even if Viljan’s men aren’t on the way here, the Town Watch will sure to be here to investigate the fire. Let’s head to the street next to the abandoned cemetery,” Alex said.

They followed Alex out of the gate and jogged down the side street to the road that ran parallel to the city wall. As they turned a corner, they could hear shouting coming from the other street.

“Arban, you and Janx lead us to the Lazy Lion,” Alex said to the Orc.

Arban nodded and took the lead as they jogged after them. The Orc kept to the side streets and alleyways.

Alex found it disconcerting to feel the sexual flow between him and Nina as her body rubbed against his while jogging. It was enjoyable and distracting at the same time. He was relieved to finally reach the tavern.

Alex placed Nina on her feet. She looked up at him with a dazed expression. The sensation was new and overwhelming for the Princess. He gave her a reassuring smile.

The Lazy Lion had closed for the night. Alex rapped loudly on the front door while Arban and Janx each kept an eye on the street.

After a few minutes, Alex knocked again. He waited and was about to knock again when he heard footsteps approaching on the other side of the door.

“Go away you stupid drunk. The Lion’s closed for the night!” A man’s voice came from the other side.

“Wait! We are here to see Ozvald. This is an urgent matter!” Alex said as he heard the boots receding.

The boots stopped. Alex heard the man approach again.

He heard the sound of a bolt being pushed back. The door opened a crack and Alex saw a man peering at them. Moonlight glinted off a blade the man was holding.

“What’s your business?” the man asked suspiciously.

“We have important news about the Princessess, and we know who is behind all the murders in Zenkova,” Alex said quietly.

The man stared at Alex for a long moment.

“You’re the one from Kargosk that Renna sent. Give me a moment,” the man closed the door and bolted it again.

The minutes passed agonizingly slowly as they waited. Alex and the rest glanced nervously up and down the street. The moons were low in the sky.

Alex heard the sound of boots approaching again. The door was unlatched and opened. Ozvald’s assistant stood there with the first man.

“Hurry up and get inside!” Boloroma said softly.

They entered the barroom. One of the serving women was lighting a couple of the lamps, while the man stood guard by the door after closing and locking it again.

“What has happened?” the Orc woman said as she glanced at them and then her mouth opened in astonishment as she saw the Princess.

“Princess Antonina!” she said and bowed her head.

Nina shifted nervously, looking embarrassed that she had been recognized.

“Have we met?” Nina asked her.

“Not officially,” the woman said with a grin.

“I’m surprised you recognized her. The Princess says she is not seen much in public,” Alex asked curiously.

Boloroma let out a little snort.

“There have been times when I worked in the Castle as a maid and a cleaner. The high and mighty pay little attention to the servants,” she said.

“Oh. I’m sorry I don’t remember you,” Nina said.

“I only saw you in passing,” she answered.

“Why did you come here?” the Orc added as she turned to Alex.

“I need to speak to Ozvald” Alex said.

“I have already sent someone to get him. His main house is not far from here. Have a seat. Mary, fetch a round of ales please,” she said.

They pulled a couple of tables together and sat down. Two more of Ozvald’s men came down the steps and stood quietly at the back of the room, rubbing their eyes as they tried to wake up.

Taiya sat to Alex’s right. She kept looking at him as if to reassure herself that he was all right. Zura went to sit on his left, but the Princess beat her to the chair. Nina pulled her chair as close as possible to Alex. Zura gave her a bemused smile as she sat next to her.

“You seem to have made quite the impression on the Princess,” Zura said to Alex.

Nina blushed and then looked at Alex admiringly.

“Alex is a hero! You should have seen how strong and mighty he was!” she said excitedly as she laid her hand on his arm.

Taiya caught Zura’s eye and smiled with a rueful shake of her head.

“Do you have a healer nearby? Janx had some rough treatment at the hands of the guards. I can pay you once this mess is finished,” Alex said.

Boloroma took a look at Janx, noticing his bruised eye and other cuts. She directed one of her men to fetch the healer.

They sat in silence and waited. After about fifteen minutes, Ozvald walked into the room from the kitchen door.

“I hear you have some interesting news,” Ozvald said as he sat down at the table.

Alex filled him in on what they had discovered during his capture. The proprietor of the Lazy Lion was surprised to find out the girl next to Alex was Princess Antonina.

“So, all this time, it was the Wizard who was behind all these murders. I must say I find it hard to believe,” Ozvald said.

“Boloroma, any news yet?” Ozvald asked as he turned to her.

Just then one of Ozvald’s men came in from the kitchen and strode up to the table.

“What have you found out?” she asked.

“The City Watch is fighting a fire at the Wizard’s Tower. Early in the evening, the Wizard’s carriage was seen entering the Castle followed by a large group of his personal guards and those mercenaries he has hired,” the man said.

“Thank you,” she said and dismissed him.

“Oh, our man said that the Castle Gate has been closed,” the man added before he turned to go.

Ozvald and his assistant looked at each other.

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“As far as I can remember, the Castle Gate has never been closed. The number of guards was increased when some of the important people began to die, but the gate is always open,” Ozvald said.

“The Wizard is preparing for an attack,” Alex said.

“So it seems. I take it you want something from me and that is why you came here with the Princess?” Ozvald said.

“There was a good chance that the Guildhouse is being watched, so firstly, I hoped this place would be a safe place to bring the Princess.

“Second, I need you to find Vettel, the former Watch Commander, and bring him here. He will be the key to getting the Watch and the Soldiers on our side,” Alex explained.

“What’s in it for me?” Ozvald said through narrowed eyes.

“What do you want?” Alex asked.

“Even if you get the soldiers to help, how will you take down a Wizard? He will fry you from a distance,” the man said with a frown.

“He is not the only one in Zenkova with Power,” Alex said.

Zura caused a small sphere of Power to form in her hand.

Ozvald’s eyes widened at the sight. Then they narrowed as he regarded Zura.

“You are the Tarenian Witch that was here a few weeks ago. Great disguise,” he nodded approvingly.

The Master of the Lazy Lion looked at Zura thoughtfully.

“You are young. Viljan is powerful, more powerful than any of us suspected. The other Witch fell to his hand. What makes you think you can stand up to him,” Ozvald asked.

“Lady Zura is very strong for her age,” Alex said.

He didn’t want to tell them that he planned on Boosting her before the upcoming battle. There was no need for him to know their secret.

The thief seemed doubtful. Alex nodded to Taiya. The Wood Elf held out her hand and produced a small ball of fire for a few seconds.

“A Flame Dancer!” Ozvald said, dutifully impressed.

“I am a Strongman,” Alex said.

Ozvald looked at each of them in turn, calculating their odds of success.

“If Vettel can turn some of the guards to your side, you may be able to pull this off,” he said slowly.

Alex waited as the Thief looked at the Princess.

“5,000 gold,” Ozvald said.

“Done,” Alex said.

The old thief nodded.

“Payment contingent on our surviving the upcoming battle,” Alex added.

“Of course,” Ozvald said with a grin.

The thief stood up and went to direct his men to bring Vettel here. He sent others to gather intelligence.

“I have a favor to ask,” Alex said as Ozvald returned to the table.

The old Thief looked at him expectantly.

“Do you have a room I can use until they bring Vettel here. I need to make special plans with my two Powered friends,” Alex explained.

The thief looked at Alex with a confused frown for a moment and then shrugged.

“Mary, show our friends here up to an open room upstairs,” Ozvald commanded.

Taiya and Zura stood up. Alex went to rise, but Nina grabbed hold of his bicep desperately.

“Don’t leave me! I am afraid,” she whispered.

Alex placed his hand over hers. He looked her in the eyes reassuringly.

“I won’t be long. I will be upstairs. Janx and Arban will guard you. They are my friends and they have saved my life many times. Don’t be afraid, be strong,” he said and gave her hand a squeeze.

She stared into his eyes for a long moment, before finally nodding and letting go of his arm.

“Ozvald, I was hoping you had some clothes that could fit the Princess,” Alex said as he stood up.

Ozvald nodded towards Boloroma.

“I’m sure I can come up with something,” the Orc said as she looked at Antonina appraisingly.

“Thank you,” he said.

Alex stood up and the three of them followed Mary up the staircase.


Chapter thirty-four


The serving woman left the room and Alex closed the door behind her. As he turned back to the women, Taiya flew into his arms, kissing him fiercely.

“Oh, Alex, I was so afraid! I thought I had lost you!” Taiya said.

“With two mighty women like you looking after me, I was not afraid,” Alex said with a smile.

“From what I saw, it looks like Princess Nina wants to be one of your women as well,” Zura said with a laugh.

“How do you win her so quickly?” Taiya said as her hands reached down to caress his length through the fabric of his leggings.

“With my witty personality, of course,” Alex said as he reached his hands up to cup her face. He pulled her close for another deep kiss. The sexual energy swirled and flowed through their bodies.

“I want you so badly,” Taiya whispered as she broke off the kiss.

She dropped to her knees in front of him. In a moment she had pulled his leggings down, allowing his erection to spring free. Taiya kissed his shaft hungrily before taking him in her warm mouth. She began to vigorously move him in and out of her mouth as she moaned with pleasure.

Alex looked toward Zura. The Tarenian was watching Taiya with a fascinated look on her face. She was breathing heavily.

Alex reluctantly stopped Taiya’s movements, pulling his erection out of her mouth.

“We don’t have much time,” he said as he picked up the beautiful Wood Elf and carried her to the bed where he gently sat her down.

Alex quickly kicked off his boots and tossed his leggings aside. Taiya had already slid her leggings off.

Alex didn’t bother taking his mail shirt off and Taiya left her top on as well. He climbed on top of the bed, pushing her down across the bed as he captured her mouth in another kiss. Her tongue danced with his as their passions were enflamed.

He felt her hand slide down his chest to his raging hard on. She deftly guided him into her warm, wet passage. She spread her legs wide as he pushed and strained against her tightness.

“Oh, Alex! I love how big you are!” she gasped as he worked his length into her.

He pulled out a little and then pushed himself deeper inside of her. She met his motion with passionate thrusts of her own as she strove to fit as much of him inside her as she could. Soon their bodies were in a rhythm, pushing and pulling against each other.

Taiya closed her eyes as she laid her head off the edge of the bed. She looked so beautiful as her auburn hair spread out around her as it flowed in time to the swaying of their lovemaking.

Alex saw that Zura had moved around the edge of the bed near Taiya. The White Witch was biting her lip in pent up sexual frustration as she watched them making love. Alex caught her eye, watching her as he thrust into Taiya.

Zura was breathing heavily as she watched them. She slowly started taking her clothes off. Soon she was naked before him, her hands running over her breasts, stomach and thighs as she watched him.

Alex was enthralled with watching her watching him making love to Taiya. It was a heady feeling, making love to his beautiful Wood Elf as an equally beautiful Tarenian was watching him, eager for him to claim her as well.

Taiya’s soft moans, Zura’s burning desire for him mixed with the sexual flow of Power inside of him was too much to withstand. With a final powerful thrust, he exploded inside of Taiya. His orgasm pushed her over the edge as she climaxed. He felt her body clenching around him as she shuddered in pleasure.

Zura came closer and kissed him deeply as he finished his orgasm inside of Taiya. It was a surreal experience for him.

“I also need you, Alex,” Zura whispered as her eyes burned with desire.

Alex rolled off of Taiya, lying next to her on the bed. He reached up and placed his hands around Zura’s small waist. Zura gave out a little squeal of surprise as he easily picked her up and laid her body down on top of his.

Her face was down by his still hard cock, and she began to hungrily suck. He buried his face into her pussy, surprised at how wet she already was for him. He licked and tasted her as she let out little squeaks of surprise as his tongue tickled and teased her.

He only allowed himself a couple of minutes of tasting her before he broke off and started lifting her up again.

“Ride me,” he directed.

Zura eagerly obliged as she straddled his body. She slowly impaled herself on his massive cock. She arched her back and tilted her head back as she struggled to fit him deep inside. Her mouth was open and eyes closed in pleasure as she let out little gasps as she bounced on him.

Her hands grasped at his chainmail shirt as she began to rapidly bounce up and down. Alex reached up and massaged her pert breasts. God she was beautiful, he thought as he pushed himself deeper into her.

Taiya leaned over and caressed his face. A moment later she was kissing him deeply. Zura was moaning softly.

Alex increased the speed of his thrusts, lifting her off the bed with each push.

“Yes! Oh, Alex! Yes!” Zura moaned as she began to shudder and clench around him.

Her orgasm pushed him over the edge as his senses were reeling from the onslaught of sensations. He came again and again inside of her until his orgasm finally began to subside.

Taiya broke off the kiss as Zura collapsed on top of him.

“That was amazing!” he said, breathing heavily.

“Let’s go defeat this accursed Wizard and rescue the other Princess so we can relax and make love again,” Taiya said with a smile as she leaned on her forearms and looked at him lovingly.

“Yes. I too need more of this lovemaking,” Zura said with a sigh as she lay on his chest.


Chapter thirty-five


Princess Nina was watching the steps anxiously and a look of relief flooded her face when she saw Alex come down the stairs. Alex saw that Nina was wearing a hooded cloak and he could see she had a pair of slippers on her feet. Janx and Arban were still seated there but Ozvald and Boloroma were nowhere to be seen.

The Orc noticed the look of bliss on the two women’s faces as they approached. He tried his best to suppress a laugh.

“I trust your meeting was fruitful,” the Orc said with a smirk and a wink.

Alex ignored his friend. He looked at the Princess and gave her a reassuring smile and sat down next to her again. The Princess laid her hand on his forearm.

Alex noticed a frown cross her face.

“What’s wrong?” he asked her.

“You feel different,” she said as she looked at him with a puzzled expression.

“It’s just your imagination,” Alex said and gave her hand a reassuring pat.

Nina leaned closer to him.

“No, the feeling I get, when I touch you... I have never felt that before. I will never forget it. But now it feels different, stronger,” she said softly and glanced at Zura.

The Witch looked at her and then glanced at Alex before turning back to Nina.

“Perhaps if you are lucky, Alex will help you understand that feeling better someday,” she said.

Nina looked at Zura. She then realized that the Tarenian had changed.

“Your eyes!” Nina said, fascinated by the golden irises.

“It seems my disguise has worn off,” Zura said as she glanced at Alex.

Alex wondered if the Boosting had caused her eyes to change back or if it was simply the potion wearing off. His thoughts were interrupted by Mary and Boloroma arriving at their table carrying platters of food.

The women brought them plates of bread and cheese and grapes to eat as they waited for the Commander. The Orc woman joined them for breakfast as Mary went to fetch water for them.

A short while later there was a knock at the front door. Boloroma went to check, while her henchman waited next to her with a club. She opened the door a crack and then opened it wide to let Vettel and one of Ozvald’s men inside before locking the door again.

Vettel was wearing a hooded cloak. He saw Alex sitting at the table and walked hurriedly over to him. As he drew close, Alex saw that he was wearing armor underneath the cloak, and he had a sword at his side. Alex was glad to see the man had come prepared for battle.

“I was told you have news of Princess Hilda?” he asked Alex with a look of hope and fear in his eyes.

“Do you not wish to hear news of me, Commander Vettel?” Nina asked with a little smile before Alex could respond.

Nina lowered her hood and Vettel’s eyes widened in recognition. He gave her a deep bow.

“Forgive me Princess Antonina,” Vettel said.

“Where is your sister?” he asked as he looked around the room.

“I am afraid that Viljan has taken her to the Castle,” Alex said as he stood up. He was worried that the former Commander would run out the door once he knew where Hilda was. A look of anger crossed Vettel’s face, and he turned to the door. Alex grabbed the man by the arm.

“What are you going to do, storm the castle all by yourself? The Wizard will kill you instantly if his guards don’t kill you first,” Alex said.

Vettel struggled against Alex’s strong grip for a moment before letting out a deep sigh and relaxing.

“I’m sorry. I have spent the last week worried for her safety,” Vettel said.

“I understand. But first we need to make a plan to defeat the Wizard and rescue the Queen,” Alex said.

Vettel nodded and took a seat at the table just as Ozvald came from the back and joined them.

“Who are these other people?” Vettel asked as he looked about the table.

“Allies who have been wronged by the Wizard,” Alex replied.

The former Commander regarded Ozvald suspiciously for a few seconds before relaxing and nodding his head.

“Were you able to contact your friends with the City Watch?” Alex asked.

“Yes. I waited for Lieutenant Welt to go home, and I snuck around the back of his house. He almost stabbed me with his sword when I knocked on his back door,” Vettel said.

“What does he think about the Wizard?” Alex asked.

“He finds it hard to believe. He wants proof,” Vettel answered.

Alex looked at Princess Nina.

“Well, what better proof could he ask for than hearing it from Princess Antonina,” Alex said.

The former commander glanced at the Princess.

“Yes. That should convince him,” Vettel said with a nod of his head.

“What about the Army?” Alex asked.

“Captain Rolf was more receptive. Appointing that old fool Vetz as General has left the soldiers dismayed. They are ready to believe that Zenkova is being maliciously weakened,” Vettel explained.

A man came hurrying out the back room and went to Ozvald and whispered something in his ear. Ozvald nodded and the man hurried back out.

“The soldiers at the City Gate have been replaced with Viljan’s mercenaries,” Ozvald informed them.

“Why would he do that?” Vettel asked with a confused look.

“The Wizard said that he had more mercenaries coming soon. He has probably learned that the Princess and his prisoners have escaped. He wants to secure the Gate so that his reinforcements can get into the city,” Arban said grimly.

Alex nodded. He had been thinking the same thing.

“Captain Rolf will not be happy to hear this. It will also help sway him to our side,” Vettel said.

“We need to retake the Gate and we need to take the castle to eliminate Viljan and to rescue the Queen,” Alex said.

“We need to rescue the Queen first!” Vettel said.

Alex considered their options.

“We need to secure the gate first. What if his reinforcements arrive this morning. We can’t risk assaulting the castle and then have his new men attack us from the rear,” Alex explained.

A range of emotions played over the former Commander’s face. Vettel reluctantly nodded.

“What is the Wizard planning to do with the Queen?” Vettel asked.

“He plans on marrying her!” Princess Nina said in a pained voice.

“What!” Vettel roared as he shot up out of his chair.

Alex laid a steadying hand on Vettel’s arm as he stood up as well.

“We need to get to Captain Rolf now. We will need his help to secure the gates before more Kanban arrive,” Alex said.

“I will have runners bring you any news my people discover,” Ozvald said.

Vettel guided Alex’s team and the Princess through the back streets and alleys of the city as they made their way to the Army’s barracks.

“You know your way around the city,” Janx said to the former Commander.

“As Commander of the Watch, it was my duty to know every street in the city. I take my responsibility very seriously. I would personally lead patrols in every neighborhood,” Vettel said.

They approached the barracks. Two guards were stationed outside.

“What business do you have?” one of the soldiers asked.

“Tell Captain Rolf that Vettel is here to see him with important news,” Vettel said.

The guard nodded and went inside the building. A few minutes later their party was ushered inside. They were led to a small meeting room where the Captain was pacing back and forth.

“Vettel, you won’t believe what the Wizard has done!” the Captain said.

“He has taken over the City Gate,” Vettel answered.

“Yes! He replaced my men with mercenaries! Loyal citizens with paid foreigners!” the Captain said.

“The Wizard is preparing to take over the city,” Alex said.

“Who are these people?” Captain Rolf asked.

Princess Nina reached up and pulled her hood back.

“These people helped rescue me from the Wizard’s Tower,” she said.

“Princess Antonina!” the Captain exclaimed and gave her a hasty bow.

“I had feared the worst after what had happened to your parents,” he added sorrowfully.

Nina tensed for a moment at the reminder, before nodding her head to the Captain.

“Where is the Queen?” Rolf asked.

“The Wizard has taken her to the Castle. He is planning on forcing her to marry him so he can legitimatize his rule over Zenkova!” Nina said worriedly.

“We need to rescue the Queen!” Vettel exclaimed.

The Captain ran his hand through his hair, stunned by the revelations.

“Why are you involved?” the Captain asked as he looked towards Alex.

“We are with the Caravan Guards. We believe that the Wizard has murdered Caravan Master Daerona,” Alex explained.

“Master Daerona is dead!” the Captain’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Are your men loyal to Zenkova or will they support the Wizard?” Alex asked.

“The men are not happy that the Wizard brings in outsiders and says that we are failing in our duties. They do not understand why he placed that doddering old fool Vetz in charge. If Princess Antonina addresses them, I believe they will follow us and fight the Wizard,” Captain Rolf answered.

“But... they will be nervous to challenge a Wizard,” the Captain added.

“We have a Witch and a Flame Dancer to counter him. I am a Strongman,” Alex explained.

“What about General Vetz?” Vettel asked.

“The new General has a room in the Castle, he does not have a room here like General Tam did,” Rolf replied.

Captain Rolf walked over to the door and called for his aide. A young soldier entered the room and saluted.

“Gather all the men in the barracks and have them meet us in the training ground immediately,” the Captain said and the young man hurried off.

“How many men do you have Captain?” Alex asked.

“Here now, are about 150. There are another 30 on the walls and at the docks,” he answered.

They followed the Captain to a large open area behind the barracks. The training ground was a large dirt covered area with an archery target area to one side. There was a small, raised platform to one side for observing the troops while they trained.

As they waited for the soldiers to assemble, the Captain explained that the army of Zenkova was a defensive force. They also had a few horsemen that were used primarily as messengers and for scouting duties.

Over the next few minutes, the soldiers hurried out of the barracks. Alex looked on approvingly as the soldiers formed up smartly in 6 units of about thirty men each as the sun rose over the nearby buildings. Each unit consisted of swordsmen with small shields, a handful of archers, and a few heavily armored soldiers with tower shields.

The Captain stepped up onto the platform and addressed the troops.

“Soldiers of Zenkova. You do not need me to tell you that a dark cloud has been hanging over our city. Friends and family have been murdered in cold blood. The best leaders of our city, even the King and Queen have been struck down.

“I know now who has been behind this darkness. The Wizard Viljan, Chief of the King’s advisors, has been plotting to take over our city. He is the one behind all the killings!” the Captain spoke loudly so that all the men could hear his voice.

The troops began to murmur as they looked at each other in confusion and surprise. Alex could see that the soldiers were having a difficult time believing the Captain.

Alex took Nina by the hand and led her up onto the platform. He could sense her nervousness.

“Princess, you need to address the troops. Tell them what the Wizard has done,” Alex said to her as he looked into her eyes.

“What if I turn into a snake?” Nina said as tears welled up in her eyes. Alex could feel her trembling.

“Hold onto my arm. Feel the strength flowing in me. That strength is here to support you and protect you. You are a brave and strong woman. I believe in you,” Alex said earnestly as he held her gaze.

Nina smiled up at him and wiped the tears from her eyes. Alex nodded to the Captain as Nina pulled back hood and stepped forward.

“I know you find my news hard to believe. But Princess Antonina herself has confirmed it to me herself,” the Captain said as he bowed to the Princess.

“The Princess! She’s alive! Princess Antonina!” Alex heard the soldiers exclaim in surprise.

“The Wizard killed my parents. He took me and my sister to his Tower. He told the Queen that he would kill me if she did not marry him. Queen Hilda was afraid for me, so she has agreed. These brave friends rescued me, but the Wizard had already left and taken the Queen to the Castle,” Nina said to the gathered soldiers.

“This is why the Wizard has killed our leaders. He wishes to rule over us!” the Captain said to the men.

“I am very proud of you,” Alex whispered in Nina’s ear.

“The Wizard has seized the City Gate with his paid mercenaries. More are on the way so he can take over our fair city. He will replace the loyal Soldiers of Zenkova with foreigners!” the Captain said as he raised his fist in anger.

The soldiers continued to murmur and shift as they looked at each other doubtfully.

“Sir, when we joined as soldiers, we pledged our lives for Zenkova, but how can we hope to defeat a Wizard?” one soldier finally asked as he walked forward to address the Captain.

“You are not alone in this fight!” Alex said as he took a step forward.

The soldiers looked at him.

“Who are you?” the soldier who had spoken up asked.

“We are with the Caravan Guards. The Wizard has murdered Caravan Master Daerona,” Alex said loudly.

Alex could understand why the soldiers were hesitant. He motioned for Zura and Taiya to join him on the platform.

“Lady Zura of the White Witches is here to help the people of Zenkova,” he nodded and Zura’s hands glowed blue.

The soldiers began whispering in surprise.

“We also have a mighty Flame Dancer on our side,” Alex said and Taiya’s hands burned with fire.

“And Alex is a brave and mighty Strongman!” Nina said loudly as she smiled at Alex.

“Soldiers of Zenkova, any of you who do not wish to join us in this fight, leave now and go to your homes. Those who wish to fight for our city, remain here,” the Captain said.

The soldiers milled around looking at each other. No one left.

“I am proud of you! First, we march to the City Watch’s headquarters. We will persuade our brothers in arms to join us. Now quickly, gather your gear and meet back here in five minutes. Dismissed!” the Captain said.

The soldiers hurriedly left, and in a few minutes, they were back with their armor and weapons. The Captain had his aide bring a horse for the Princess.

“Can you ride?” Alex asked her.

“Yes, though it has been a while,” she answered.

Alex lifted her up into the saddle. She pulled her hood up again and took the reins. Alex and his team followed the Captain out of the training yard and down the street. The 150 soldiers followed behind them.


Chapter thirty-six


The people of Zenkova watched in surprise as the soldiers of the city marched past them. The procession made its way into the central square of the city. The Watch building was in front of them.

“We need to get their commander out here. Then we need to get him to publicly confess his actions with the Wizard in front of his men,” Alex said to Vettel and Captain Rolf.

He motioned to the citizens around the plaza who had gathered at the sight of the soldiers. The early market goers came out to watch as word spread about the soldiers in the plaza.

“The people here will hear his confession and spread the word among the populace,” Alex explained.

Vettel and the Captain nodded.

“Tell Commander Kunk that he is needed here immediately,” the Captain said loudly to the two guards stationed at the building’s main entrance.

Some of the watch guards had come out of the building, curious as to what was happening. Vettel saw his friend among them.

“Welt, get the men out here. They need to hear this,” Vettel said to the man.

The man hurried in. Guards started coming out piecemeal.

Commander Kunk walked out of the building. He looked like he had just woken up even though it was late morning. The balding man was skinny with a potbelly and spindly legs. His officer’s coat was unbuttoned, and he was buckling on a ceremonial sword as he came out of the building. He had an agitated look on his face.

“What is the meaning of this Captain Rolf?” he said in a condescending voice.

Captain Rolf just looked at Commander Kunk for a minute as more guards came out of the building. About fifty guards had gathered outside by the time Lieutenant Welt hurried out of the building. Welt gave Vettel and Rolf a nod.

“Commander Kunk, you are under arrest for committing treason against Zenkova,” the Captain said loudly.

“What!?” the surprised man sputtered.

“Lieutenant Welt, seize this man,” Captain Rolf ordered.

“Gladly,” the Lieutenant said as he walked up to the Watch Commander.

The Commander turned to the Lieutenant with venom in his eyes.

“You can’t do this. I am your commander! And you!” he said to Captain Rolf, “I outrank you! You can’t arrest me! Wait until General Vetz hears of this! The Wizard will have your head for this!

Alex whispered to Nina. She looked down at him nervously before reaching down to grasp his shoulder with one hand. With her other arm, she slid her hood back and took a deep breath.

“You and the Wizard are traitors to my family and to Zenkova!” Nina said loudly.

“Princess Antonia!” the Lieutenant said in surprise.

“Princess!” the Commander said in shock.

“The Princess! The Princess!” people shouted from the plaza around them.

“I command you to arrest him!” she said, trembling. Alex was afraid she would turn into a snake, but she maintained control over her shape.

Some of the guards came forward and grabbed the Commander by his arms. The Lieutenant removed the man’s ornamental sword. Alex doubted the man could even use it.

“We need him to confess in public,” Alex said.

“What do you know about the Wizard’s plans?” Captain Rolf asked.

“I.. I don’t know anything!” the man stammered.

“What is Viljan planning to do with Queen Hilda!” Vettel asked loudly.

“I don’t know!” the man yelled back.

Alex looked at Taiya.

“Perhaps Taiya can help you remember?” Alex said.

Taiya nodded and held up her hand. A small fireball appeared. She walked towards the traitor and slowly brought the fire closer to his face. He tried to squirm away, but Vettel went behind the man and grabbed his head forcing him to look to the fire.

The man started sweating.

“Please, no! Viljan will kill me!’ he said.

Taiya brought the flame closer.

“All right all right!” the man screamed.

Taiya did not move the flame away.

“What do you know?” Alex said to the man as Taiya inched the flame closer.

“The Wizard is going to force the Queen to marry him!” the man yelled.

“Why are you helping him?” Alex demanded.

“The Wizard promised me a comfortable position if I supported him with the Town Watch!” the man yelled.

“Who is behind all the killings in the city?” Alex asked as Taiya inched the flame closer to his face.

“The Wizard! He has been killing off anyone that could be a threat. He has his mercenaries killing citizens so the city is afraid!” the man yelled out in desperation as he squirmed in Vettel’s grasp.

At the Commander’s declaration of Viljan’s plan, the guardsmen of the City Watch and the citizens in the area let out gaps of shock and surprise.

“Throw him in a cell. The Queen will decide his fate once we rescue her!” Vettel said as he let go of the man’s head.

The guards took him away, dragging him roughly into the Watch’s headquarters.

“How are we going to defeat the Wizard? He has holed up in the castle.” the lieutenant asked.

“First, we need to secure the city gate. The Wizard had Kanban mercenaries on the way. He has placed his men in charge of the gate,” Alex explained.

“I will send runners to tell my men on the walls and by the dock what the situation is. They will close off the small gates and prepare to defend the docks” Captain Rolf said.

“Have the Watch assemble near the Castle, but back from view,” Alex said to Vettel.

“My team will march on the main gate with the soldiers. We need to secure the gate quickly,” Alex added.

Vettel, Captain Rolf and the Lieutenant all nodded. Alex was glad that they did not question his plans. Now was the time for decisive action, not debate.

The soldiers marched down the main street westward towards the gate while the guards of the Watch moved north towards the castle. As they passed back past the Guildhouse, Janx sprinted away, saying he would catch up to them. Alex frowned, wondering what the Foxman was up to.

A short while later, Alex saw the city gate rising before them. He directed the Captain to halt his column of men. Just then, Janx caught up with them. He was holding two of his spears in one hand and Alex’s club in his other. His travel pack was slung on his back.

“I thought you might need this,” Janx said with a grin as he handed the club to Alex.

“Alex is becoming proficient with other weapons,” Arban said with a frown. Alex glanced meaningfully at the two sword handles sticking up from behind the Orc’s back.

“Well, I suppose we all have our favorite’s,” Arban said with a grin.

“Captain Rolf, you and your men wait here for a few moments. Let my team approach the gate first. Zura and Taiya will be able to strike from a distance as we approach. If they see your soldiers coming, they will be prepared,” Alex said.

“Very well, but strike quickly. We can’t let them damage the gate or the portcullis mechanism,” the Captain said with a worried frown.

“Princess, stay with the Captain,” Alex directed.

“Please be careful, Alex!” she said with a worried look on her face.

He gave her a smile and then he turned towards the gate. Zura and Taiya took up positions on either side of him while Arban and Janx followed a few steps behind them. Alex could see that a few of the yellow armbanded guards were causally inspecting an ox cart that was about to leave the city.

As they approached Zura hit the guards with balls of Power. Two men fell lifeless as two more caught fire from Taiya’s attack. Then, four guards who had been on the outer gate rushed in calling the alarm. They soon fell before Zura’s spheres and Taiya’s fireballs.

Alex bounded up the stairs to the left as Arban and Janx headed right. A yellow ribboned guard was coming down the steps. Alex stabbed forward with his club, caving in the man's chest. Alex jumped over the body.

Alex cut down another man before he leapt into a large room situated above the gate’s passageway. The mercenaries there were smashing the pulleys and the ropes that controlled the gate doors.

Three mercenaries rushed at Alex. He used his club to smash the first one’s sword back into his body, knocking him back into the second man. Alex had to dodge to his right to avoid being cut by the third man’s sword as he tried to hit him with an overhead blow.

Alex jumped at the man with speed and force that caught the Kanban by surprise, knocking him backward. More Kanban entered the room as Arban and Janx joined the fight from the matching flight of steps to his right.

Alex lashed out with his foot as the man he had just knocked down tried to rise. The boot caught his in the ribs, smashing the bones like brittle twigs. The man crashed into the wall behind him, moaning in agony as blood poured from his mouth.

Alex drove his club into the next soldier trying to get up while he stomped on the first man he had knocked down. Both died instantly.

Arban and Janx were engaged with the guards who had recently entered the room. Alex used the moment to leap at the two men destroying the pulleys. With two quick swings of his club, the men fell.

Alex turned towards his friends. It was three versus two and he saw that Arban had a gash on his shoulder. Alex jumped over the gate mechanism and brought his club down in an overhead smash on the nearest mercenary, crushing the life out of him.

The mercenary next to him was startled by the surprise attack and lost his concentration for a moment. Arban used the opportunity to run him through with one of his swords.

The remaining guard was driving Janx backwards, using his superior size to wear away at the Foxman’s defense. The Kanban had just knocked aside Janx’s spear and was about to skewer him when Alex’s club caved in the side of his head, sending his body flying into the nearest wall.

Alex heard a trumpet blowing from the top of the wall. He heard an answering blast from a distance. Alex ran to one of the arrow slits at the front of the room. A large number of soldiers were approaching the City. The front group consisted of about a dozen horsemen who broke into a gallop towards the Gate.

Zura and Taiya reached Alex. A moment later the Captain, Nina and ten of his men rushed up the steps into the mechanism room.

“They smashed the pulleys and cut the ropes!” the Captain said in dismay.

“Can we drop the portcullis?” Arban asked.

Just then another group of mercenaries ran down the steps into the room. They fell back as Zura and Taiya blasted them. The Zenkovian soldiers rushed forward to attack the remaining Kanban.

“Zura, follow the Captain’s men and help them clear out the roof!” Alex directed.

Alex examined the mechanism holding up the portcullis gate. The top three feet of the gate was sticking up from a slit in the floor. A thick and heavy iron chain was connected to a ring at the top of the portcullis. The chain climbed upwards and split into two chains that were wrapped around pulleys that had been smashed by the Kanban.

“If we could cut the chain, the gate will drop, but it will take hours for a blacksmith to cut it!” Captain Rolf exclaimed.

“Captain, we need to lower the portcullis! The riders are almost at the gate!” a soldier cried as he ran into the room from the stairs.

Alex jumped to the top of the gate and tossed his club to Arban. He grabbed one of the large metal chain links and began to pull it apart. The link might have resisted his normal strength, but with his enhanced strength he was able to slowly start pulling the link apart.

With a screech of breaking metal, the chain gave, and the portcullis fell. Alex jumped off as the gate disappeared into the floor of the gatehouse.

The portcullis slammed into the ground, a few feet from the Kanban horsemen who had just entered the gatehouse’s passage. Their horses reared up in shock and panic as the grated gate slammed down in front of them. One of the mercenaries was thrown from his horse and was almost trampled by the spooked horses.

“The roof is secure,” Zura said as she rejoined them.

Alex noticed that Nina was looking at him in awe. Arban was looking out one of the arrow slits.

“You managed to get the portcullis down just in time,” the Orc said.

Alex took Nina by the hand as they all made their way back down the stairs. The Captain had reached the gate before them and he was yelling at the Kanban who were watching him warily through the grates of the portcullis.

“I order you to leave the city of Zenkova and our surrounding countryside!” the Captain said angrily.

“We are hired by the first Councilor Viljan to help the city. We will not leave until he tells us to,” one of the riders replied.

The Kanban was a grizzled, grey-haired veteran. Alex guessed that he was the leader of the group.

“Archers!” the Captain yelled.

Twenty Zenkovian archers rushed forward and notched arrows to their bows.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” the mercenary sneered.

Alex walked over to the Captain.

“We don’t know what these mercenaries may have up their sleeve. Tell them to wait back from the city walls and you will get the Wizard for him,” Alex whispered.

The Captain nodded and took a few steps closer to the Gate.

“Very well. Have your men pull back from the city walls. I will go fetch the Wizard for you,” the Captain said to them.

The mercenary leader looked at the Captain for a long moment. Then, with a nod towards his men, they wheeled their horses around and galloped back towards the column of mercenary foot soldiers.

“I count about five hundred men. They have some light siege equipment with them,” Arban said grimly as he approached Alex and the Captain.

Before Alex could respond the sound of trumpets sounded from the direction of the castle.

“Those are the Royal Horns used to inform the city of important events and proclamations!” the Captain explained as he saw their questioning look.

“We have no time to waste!” Alex said.


Chapter thirty-seven


The sound of the horns reverberated through the city as they followed Captain Rolf to the castle. They had left 50 men behind to watch the gate.

They found Vettel, Lieutenant Welt and the Guards of the City Watch waiting two streets away from the Castle. People were walking up the nearby streets, heading in the direction of the castle.

“What can Viljan be up to?” Vettel said as they joined him.

“He must have heard the warning horn from the Gate,” Arban said.

“Citizens of Zenkova! Gather for wonderful news!’ they heard a loud voice coming from the plaza in front of the castle.

“The Wizard is using the Power to amplify his voice,” Zura explained.

“We have to hurry!” Alex said.

They led the soldiers through the throng of people.

“Make way! Make way! For Princess Antonina!” Vettel and Captain Rolf shouted as they forced their way through the crowd.

“Joyous news! I have rescued our fair Queen. Traitors among us have...” whatever else the Wizard was saying was drowned out by a cheer from the people.

“The Queen has asked me to become her Consort and King. Together we will unify Zenkova and bring the traitors to Justice!” Viljan’s voice rang out as the crowd noise subsided.

There was another great cheer from the people.

Alex and the soldiers forced their way onto the edge of the plaza. The Wizard was standing above the gate to the castle’s wall as he had done the previous time Alex had seen him address a crowd. This time, Queen Hilda was standing to his left. Her shoulders were slumped in despair. Next to her was an old man dressed in a military uniform.

To the Wizard’s right was an elderly man dressed in ornate robes. Alex wondered at who he could be. Probably another advisor, he guessed. Whoever he was, it didn’t matter. It was time to put an end to this charade.

“Liar!” Alex yelled.

The people nearby turned towards Alex. But few could hear his voice over the noise of the crowd.

“Viljan, you are a liar and a traitor,” Zura’s voice amplified by her enhanced Power cut across the plaza.

Zura’s voice was louder than the Wizard’s voice. Alex gave her a wry smile and she nodded back. That was certainly a useful benefit of her Power. He wondered if he could also master that skill.

The people all turned to Zura and a murmur arose as they saw the Witch. The Wizard scanned the crowd as he tried to see who was speaking. He finally saw Zura across the plaza, his eyes narrowing.

“You have deceived the people of Zenkova and are forcing the Queen to marry you,” Zura said.

“Lying meddlesome Witch!” Viljan spat in anger at the unexpected interruption of his moment of triumph.

“Queen Hilda, we have rescued your sister Princess Antonina from her cell in the Wizard’s Tower!” Zura answered, her voice clear above the surprised crowd.

Princess Nina waved to her sister. Alex saw the Queen shrug off the Wizard’s arm and rush to the edge of the parapet.

“Antonina!” the Queen could barely be heard over the restless crowd.

“Who is the man next to Viljan?” Zura asked the Princess.

“That is old Safed, Chief Priest of the Temple of the Ancestors in the City,” Nina answered.

“He probably wants to marry your sister immediately!” Zura exclaimed.

“No!” Nina cried out in fear for her sister.

“I will kill him first!” Vettel shouted angrily as he tried to rush forward through the crowd.

“Control yourself before the Wizard blasts you!” Arban said as he grabbed Vettel by the arm and pulled him back.

“Aaarrr! You’re right! Dammit!” Vettel answered in red faced frustration as he regained control of himself.

Zenkovian soldiers and Guards poured into the Plaza. The Wizard grabbed the Queen and pulled her close to him. Alex realized he was using her as a shield. The Wizard turned to the officer next to Queen Hilda.

“Silence! Soldiers of Zenkova! Members of the Watch, I order you to arrest these traitors and free the Princess from their control!” the old general shouted in their direction.

“We serve Zenkova, not you!” the Captain yelled.

The old man looked flustered at the response. He turned and looked at the Wizard.

Viljan suddenly created a Powerful energy ball and shot it in the direction of Alex’s group. Zura reacted quickly, forming a large shield that caught the ball in a shower of sparks. The Wizard fired again, but Zura easily countered it.

The crowd panicked as people screamed in terror. The people rushed towards the streets leading away from the plaza, trying to get away from the Wizard and from Zura.

“I can’t get a clear shot at Viljan because of the Queen!” Zura shouted in frustration.

“Taiya, start taking out the Kanban on the walls!” Alex yelled so she could hear him over the screaming crowd.

Zura let fly with a pair of fireballs. Viljan intercepted one with an energy sphere, but the other found its mark as a mercenary guard on the wall burst into flame.

“Clear the square!” Alex yelled to Captain and Vettel.

Panic ensued among the chaos as people trampled each other to escape the plaza.

Taiya launched two more fireballs, and the Wizard again could only intercept one as his other hand was holding the Queen as a shield. Zura took the opportunity to fire spheres of her own which took out two more Kanban on the wall.

The Wizard quickly realized his position was untenable, so he and his men fell back from the top of the wall to find cover from the assault from Alex’s team. The area in front of the castle gate was clear of people as the plaza emptied. Alex saw that some of the City Watch were helping people who had been knocked over and injured in the panic.

“We need to get inside!” Vettel said.

“How will we breach the castle gate. We don’t have a battering ram,” Arban said.

“Let me try burning it. Stand back!” Taiya said to them.

Taiya hit the gate with a couple of fireballs, Soon the wood was on fire. She then attacked the iron bands of the gate with concentrated flames that gushed from her palms. Her enhanced flames were too much from the metal and soon the iron turned red as it melted under her onslaught. The gate began to collapse.

“Shield men, forward!” Captain Rolf ordered.

A dozen Zenkovian shield bearers moved forward. Zura and Taiya moved forward, crouching behind the soldiers with tower shields for protection.

As the remains of the gate crashed to the ground, a hail of arrows hit the shields. None found a target. Zura and Taiya launched counter volleys, lifting their hands up and firing blindly through the opening. The arrows stopped as the Kanban archers were either killed or ran for cover. The shield men pushed on through the opened gate.

“Swordsmen! Now!” The Captain shouted.

A couple of dozen swordsmen rushed forward, pouring through the gap on either side of the shield bearers as they pressed into the castle courtyard.

The Wizard appeared at the castle doors. He fired a pair of energy spheres which killed two of the shield bearers. Zura and Taiya returned fire, but the Wizard blocked their attack. Viljan then pulled back into the castle as the doors slammed shut.

The courtyard was quickly cleared of mercenaries. Zura and Taiya scanned the castle windows for signs of Kanban or the Wizard.

The castle must have gone through renovations in the past as it was obvious that windows and balconies had been added on the higher floors. The only opening on the ground floor, however, were the stout castle doors. Captain Rolf brought his archers up so they could help cover the castle windows.

Alex considered the castle. The mercenaries would use the hallways and rooms of the building to ambush them and slow them down. It wouldn’t be too different than urban warfare back on earth. He frowned. He needed to get past the mercenaries quickly so he could rescue the Queen.

“Taiya, take out the castle’s door. The rest of you help the soldiers advance. I’m going to jump up to that window and see if I can get behind them. Just be careful as you guys advance through the castle, the mercenaries will try to ambush you,” he said.

“You have never been in the castle, how will you know where to go?” Taiya said worriedly.

“I know my way around, including the secret passages that no one else knows about,” Princess Nina said as she came up behind Alex.

“Princess! I told you to stay back!” Alex said as he frowned at her.

“I couldn’t stay back while you were in danger,” she replied with a worried frown.

Alex considered what she knew about the castle. Secret passages could help him surprise the Wizard or the Kanban.

“Very well. Jump on my back and wrap your arms and legs around me,” Alex said as he offered his back to her.

The Princess jumped onto his back, wrapping herself tightly around him.

“Throw this up to me,” he said as he tossed his club to Arban.

“Hold on!” he said as he started running towards the castle. With a mighty jump he reached up and grabbed the bottom edge of the nearest balcony. Alex hung there for a moment and then he pulled himself up the iron railing. The metal started groaning at the weight. Suddenly part of the railing gave way, breaking off in his grasp!

Nina’s legs slid down his back as she let out a gasp of fear. Her arms tightened around his neck.

“Hold on,” he managed to say as she was choking him.

The Princess managed to wrap her legs around him again. With a quick movement, Alex pulled himself over the rest of the railing and onto the balcony. The French style doors were unlocked, and he quickly entered the room. It was empty.

“You can let go now,” he gasped.

The Princess loosened her grip and slid down his back. She pressed close against him and he could hear her breathing raggedly. Alex quickly stepped onto the balcony again. Arban threw the club up towards Alex and he deftly snagged it out of the air as it flew by him. With a quick wave of thanks, Alex headed back into the room.

“Where is the nearest secret entrance?” he asked quietly.

The Princess looked around as she sought to get her bearings. She pointed to one of the doors ahead of them.

“The next room has a secret door,” she whispered.

Taking her hand, Alex pulled her along behind him as he walked softly to the door. He placed his ear against the door, but he heard nothing on the other side. The sounds of fighting reached his ears from the open window. He realized that Taiya must have broken through the castle’s door.

Alex opened the door and scanned the room. It seemed to be some kind of study with bookshelves along two of the walls and a desk in the middle.

“Bring the lamp from the table with us, the passages can very dark,” Nina whispered as she let go his hand and walked to the nearest bookshelf.

Alex watched as she ran her hand along the outside of the ornately carved bookshelf. She finally stopped near the bottom and pressed a small carving. A moment later, the bookshelf swung quietly outwards.

Alex grabbed the lamp off the desk and followed the Princess into the darkened passage as the door slowly closed behind them.


Chapter thirty-eight


Alex turned the lamp up. He could see a thick layer of dust on the sides of the passage floor. The central part of the path had been disturbed by so many footprints that it was difficult to distinguish Indvidual shapes.

“Are you the one that left these footprints?” Alex asked quietly as Nina led him down the passage.

“Yes. As far as I can tell, no one else has disturbed these paths for a long time. I don’t think anyone else knows about them,” Nina whispered.

“Where in the Castle do you want me to take you?” she added.

“Where would the Wizard take your sister to perform the wedding ceremony?” Alex asked.

“All the important events are held in the throne room,” Nina answered.

“Can you take me there through the secret passage?” Alex asked.

“Yes. Give me the lamp and I will lead the way,” Nina replied.

The Princess led him through the narrow maze of the secret passages of the castle. They went up a flight of stairs and then down another flight. At one point they had to climb a ladder to reach the passage above them.

“The throne room door is just up ahead, a little way past the next turn. There is a peep hole that we can look through right here,” Nina said as she stopped and turned down the lamp.

The Princess stood on her tiptoes and slid aside a narrow panel. She let out a little gasp.

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“Its Hilda! It looks like Safed is getting ready to marry them!” she said as she stepped aside so Alex could look through the slit.

Alex looked through the opening and realized that they were standing slightly above and behind a pair of ornately carved wooden thrones at one end of a large room. The thrones were short backed with a wide cushioned seat. The room was high ceilinged with decoratively painted wooden columns along the walls.

Over half of the room was filled with wooden benches for people to sit and face the thrones. The thrones were on a raised platform and Safed was standing on the top step facing away from them. To the side of the priest, a small tripod holding a golden bowl had some kind of sweet smelling incense burning in it.

Two steps below him and facing the priest were Viljan and Hilda. A Kanban mercenary was standing directly behind the Queen. Alex guessed that he was holding a blade to her back. Tears were running down Hilda’s face.

Next to the Wizard, two of his guards were each holding a red cushion with an ornate crown resting on them. Alex realized that Viljan was about to marry Hilda and declare himself King of Zenkova.

Next to the Queen was General Vetz and and next to Viljan was a well-dressed elderly woman. Alex guessed that they were Advisors loyal to Viljan, probably there to act as witnesses. At the far end of the throne room, Alex counted six Kanban mercenaries.

The yellow armbanded guards had barricaded the door with some of the benches and were ready to keep anyone from interrupting the ceremony. They had their backs to the ceremony and were focused on the barricaded door.

“We have to hurry,” Alex whispered as he slid the panel shut.

Nina led him down the passage to the hidden doorway. She paused and turned to look at him with fear in her eyes.

“What are you waiting for? Open the door,” Alex whispered.

“Alex, I am afraid for you! I know you are strong, but how can you hope to fight against the Wizard!” she replied.

Alex placed his hands on her shoulders and gave her a little squeeze.

“Don’t worry about me. The Wizard’s magic can’t affect me,” he said reassuringly.

Alex hoped that that was true. He assumed that Viljan’s Power would be deflected back at the Wizard in the same way that Zura’s and Taiya’s had been. He would find out soon if his assumption was correct.

Nina looked at him worriedly, her green and gold flecked eyes searching his face. She nodded and turned towards the hidden door.

“The door opens behind one of the columns. No one will see you unless they are looking directly in this area,” she whispered as she opened the door inward.

As Alex squeezed by her, she grabbed his arm fiercely, stopping him for a moment.

“Please be careful!” she whispered as she stood on tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss. He could feel her body trembling.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be back,” he said with a grin.

Alex stepped out of the passage and Nina closed the door quietly behind him.


Chapter thirty-nine


Alex peeked around the column. The Kanban guards were focused on the door they were guarding. Alex moved forward so he could see the group at the back of the room. They were focused on the priest. Old Senefed was facing the back of the room, but Alex doubted the old man could see very far.

“We call upon the ancestors of our people to witness today’s ceremony,” the old priest’s voice was cracking as he recited words from memory.

The guards at the back of the room were probably his biggest threat. They were about thirty feet away. Alex gripped his stone club and took a running jump towards the nearest guard.

Alex sailed through the air and brought his club down in an overhead smash on the guard’s shoulder. The man crumpled to the ground, killed instantly as the club crushed bones and organs.

The two Kanban that had been standing next to him turned in confusion, uncertain as to what had happened. Before they realized they were under attack, Alex brought his club around in a vicious swing like a lethal baseball bat. The club caved in the closest guard's chest, sending him flying into the next guard with enough force to send both of them flying into the pile of benches that had been erected as a barricade.

Alex heard the elderly woman at the front of the room cry out in alarm as the three other Kanban turned to attack him.

“Kill him!” the Wizard shouted.

Alex knew he had to subdue the three guards near him quickly before the three guards from the front of the room attacked him from behind.

The first mercenary, a muscular Orc woman, swung an ax at his head in an overhead blow. Alex dove to his right in a roll as she narrowly missed him. Alex recovered to a crouched position and then launched himself at the next guard, holding his club out like a spear aimed at the man’s chest.

The sheer power of Alex’s legs shot him forward like an arrow and his club caught the man in the face instead of the chest. The was a smack and crunch of smashed bones as the man’s head was caved inward.

Alex’s momentum carried over the dead man and into the third guard. Alex landed awkwardly on top of the surprised guard as they both tumbled to the ground. Alex’s club went flying, sliding under the nearby benches as he landed with the surprised guard on top of him.

Alex brought his knee up, smashing the man’s groin. The guard let out a scream of pain as Alex crushed the man’s pelvis. Alex threw the man off of him and rolled aside. The Orc woman’s axe crashed into the ground where his head had been a moment before.

Alex rolled to his feet and drew the sword he was still wearing. He parried a blow from the Orc and then another before kicking out with his right foot. His boot caught her in the knee, crushing the joint.

Off balance and in agony, the mercenary crashed to the ground. Alex finished her with a swift thrust to her throat.

The remaining three guards had reached him and were warily circling him, cautious as they had seen what he was capable of.

“Step away from him fools! I will finish him myself!” the Wizard yelled in anger.

Alex looked towards the back of the room as the three Kanban backed away from him. The woman and the General were cowering in the far corner. The priest was standing there with a confused look on his face. The Wizard was holding Hilda’s arm and his right hand was glowing blue with Power.

Viljan formed an energy sphere and sent it flying towards Alex. The sphere crashed into Alex’s chest, sending waves of crawling blue sparks all over his body. Alex’s hair stood on end and he dropped his sword as pain burned his body.

The sensation was different than when Zura had hit him with a sphere. It definitely hurt, but not unbearably so, Alex realized as he tried to hold onto the Power. He didn’t want it to fly back towards Viljan and kill the Queen by accident. His body shook as he gained control of the energy.

The guard in front of him was smiling at Alex’s discomfort, thinking that Alex was about to die. A moment later Alex pointed his hand at the man and a blue energy sphere flew out, crashing into the Kanban. The man fell down, dead before he even hit the ground, his smile frozen on his face.

The remaining two mercenaries gasped in surprise.

“Impossible!” Alex heard the Wizard say as he sent another sphere crashing into Alex.

This time Alex was able to adjust to the pain and energy surge quickly. He knew what to expect. Quickly controlling the power, he emptied out of his body in a ball that smashed into one of the remaining Kanban guards.

The Wizard stood openmouthed. He couldn’t believe what he had just seen Alex do. Then his eye’s flashed with anger.

“What meddlesome council are you working for! Which Master sent you!” Viljan yelled at Alex.

Instead of answering, Alex picked up the nearest bench. Though it was made of a dense and heavy wood, it felt like a child’s toy to Alex. The remaining guard was backing away from Alex, fear in his eyes. Alex ran towards the man and the guard turned to flee.

Alex’s strength made him fast, and in a moment, he crushed the Kanban with the bench. Alex tossed the bench aside and turned towards the Wizard.

Viljan shoved the Queen aside so he could have both hands free. Hilda stumbled on the steps and fell, hitting her head. She lay there unmoving, stunned from the fall.

Alex started walking towards Viljan. The Wizard’s eyes turned blue as he conjured forth another energy sphere. This one was significantly larger than what Zura could normally conjure when she wasn’t Boosted. He really was a powerful Wizard, Alex thought.

Alex braced himself as the sphere flew towards him. Alex felt the surge of Power in every fiber of his being as the shock surged through his body. The pain was intense. Alex gritted his teeth letting the Power burn through him before it coalesced in his chest and then flew back to Viljan.

The Wizard was surprised, but it was a testament to his skill at how quickly he formed a shield that caught the energy ball before it struck him. Senefed yelled in surprise and then he scurried over to where the other two advisors were huddled in a corner.

Alex continued walking towards the Wizard. Viljan maintained the shield with one hand as he fired a succession of energy spheres at Alex with his other hand. Alex let each of them bounce back to the Wizard who caught them on his shield.

“What are you?” Viljan hissed as his shield disappeared.

“Your worst nightmare,” Alex said as he continued walking forward.

He was about twenty five feet away from Viljan. He wasn’t afraid of the Wizard. But he had to be careful that Viljan didn’t kill the Queen.

Viljan took another step back and then bolts of Power crackled out of his hands. The Wizard aimed his lightning at the bowl with the incense and sent it flying towards Alex.

The move caught Alex by surprise. He threw his arm up at the last minute and deflected it, but hot coals burned his face and hot ash blinded him for a moment. Alex had never seen Zura do something like that!

Alex quickly wiped his face with his other arm as Viljan sneered at him.

“You’re no Wizard!” Viljan laughed.

Alex said nothing and kept walking. He was less than twenty feet away. He tensed his body, ready to leap at the Wizard.

Alex realized that Viljan had something in his hands. A wooden box he must have had hidden in his clothes. The Wizard lifted it up over his head with his left hand and threw it at Alex. Alex lifted his arm up to block it. Distracted by the wooden box, he realized too late that Viljan’s was holding something else, and it was glowing blue.

As Alex knocked away the wooden box with his forearm, lightning crackled from Viljan’s hand as something flew at high speed towards Alex. Alex could only shift his body a few inches before it sliced into his body.

Pain blossomed in his left shoulder as he was spun around from the force of the impact. Alex stumbled and dropped to one knee, catching his fall with his right hand. Alex glanced at his shoulder. A dagger was buried to the hilt, just below his clavicle. He recognized the hilt... it was his own knife!

Alex heard Viljan laughing at him.

“You fool! You think you could challenge me!” Viljan said as crackling bolts of Power flew from both his hands and engulfed one of the thrones.

A moment later the ornately carved wooden chair flew towards Alex. Alex was knocked backward, stunned by the blow. His dagger had been pushed by the blow, slicing the skin and widening the wound. Blood was pouring out of the gash. Alex realized he had little time left as he managed to get to his knees again.

“Alex!” he heard Nina scream from behind him.

The Wizard’s hands glowed blue as he was about to send the other throne flying towards Alex. Viljan paused as he was distracted by Nina’s scream. Alex reached up and grabbed the dagger’s handle. With one swift motion he yanked it out of his shoulder and sent it flying towards the Wizard with all his might.

The dagger smashed into the Viljan’s chest with enough force to knock him off his feet. His body went flying as he crashed into the wall behind him.

Alex fell forward, catching himself with his right hand to keep from hitting the ground. His left arm was numb. He was feeling lightheaded from the loss of blood. He could see the blood running out of his cut and pooling on the floor.

“Alex!” Nina said as she reached him.

She helped him lie down on the floor. Her eyes widened in fear as she saw all the blood and the wound in his shoulder.

“No! No! No!” she kept saying.

Alex felt so tired, he just wanted to sleep.

“Unghh,” he grunted as Nina took off her cloak and pressed the fabric against his wound in an effort to stop the bleeding.

“You can’t die and leave me Alex now that I found you!” Nina said as tears streamed down her face.

Alex just gave her a half grin.

“Heroes never die in my books! You can’t die on me!” she whispered as she bent down and kissed him.

Well, if he had to go, he thought, what better than an angel’s kiss to send him off.

Alex heard the sound of smashing nearby. He thought he smelled something burning. Hopefully it wasn’t the fires of Hell getting ready for him, he thought.

“Alex!” he heard a woman shout.

“Hilda!” a man’s voice was yelling.

“What happened!” Taiya said as she knelt next to him, her face afraid.

“He has a deep cut!” Nina replied.

Alex saw Zura leaning over him as well. The Witch peeked under the cloak at his wound. Her face went white.

“We need a healer now!” Zura yelled over her shoulder.

Alex heard the sound of shouting and people running. He closed his eyes.

“Here, take this!” was that Janx’s voice, he wondered.

“Janx! Thank you!” he heard a woman say.

“Alex! Drink this!” someone said.

A hand was gently slapping his face. Alex opened his eyes. Zura was holding a bottle up to his lips while someone else was lifting his head.

Alex took a sip.

“Aghh!” he sputtered as some of the awful, burning liquid burned his tongue and throat.

“Alex, drink it or you will die!” he heard Taiya pleading with him.

Alex nodded and drank more of the awful stuff. It burned his throat. They made him drink more. The liquid made his stomach feel like it was on fire. Soon he felt the fire spreading throughout his body.

“This is going to hurt,” he heard Zura say as she pulled the cloak away from his wound.

How could it hurt worse than the burning sensation, he wondered. Zura poured some of the liquid onto his open wound. Alex quickly discovered that he could feel even more pain. It felt like she was pouring hot lava on him.

“AAAGGHHH!” he gasped and then promptly passed out.


Chapter forty


Alex felt a hand caressing his cheek. His eyes blinked open. It took him a moment to focus on the face hovering over him. He smiled as he realized it was Taiya. She had was caressing his cheek with a look of worry in her brilliant green eyes.

Alex noticed another face looking down at him. Princess Antonina. Her face was streaked with tears. Why was she crying? he wondered.

He tried to sit up. He grimaced as pain shot through his left shoulder.

“Alex, no. Don’t exert yourself!” Taiya said worriedly.

“Help me up,” his voice cracked, and his throat had a lingering burning sensation to it.

Taiya frowned. Then she looked towards Nina and nodded.

“I will pull on his good arm. You can gently lift from his back. But be careful of his shoulder,” Taiya said.

The women helped him sit up. Alex winced and then looked around. He realized he was still in the throne room. He remembered his battle with Viljan.

“The Wizard!” he said in concern as he looked around.

“The Wizard is dead,” Taiya said as she laid a comforting hand on his arm.

Alex realized that they had pushed two of the benches together and had laid his body on it. He shifted his body around so that his feet rested on the floor. Janx and Arban were standing nearby, looking at him with concerned looks.

Alex saw Queen Hilda sitting on the top step of the throne platform. Vettel was sitting next to her, his arm protectively around her. Zura was tending to a small cut on the Queen’s forehead.

Zenkovian soldiers were standing around the edges of the room. Captain Rolf was in a corner of the room, watching as his men tied up the hands of the elderly priest and the two traitorous advisors.

Alex looked down at his left shoulder. Strips of cloth had been used to make a makeshift bandage. He looked at Nina and saw that she was no longer wearing her cloak. He guessed that they had used it for the cloth strips.

“Thanks for the bandages,” he said with a wry smile.

Nina gave him a smile and wiped at the tears flowing from her green-gold eyes.

“How long was I unconscious?” he asked Taiya.

“Not long. Especially considering how much blood you had lost, I was so worried when I saw how pale you were,” she said.

Nina took his right hand in her hands. She lifted his hand up and kissed it tenderly. Alex noticed the blood on her hands and on her clothes. He looked at Taiya. She was bloodied as well.

“I take it that’s my blood you lovely ladies are wearing?” he asked.

They both nodded.

He noticed that his mail shirt and pants were stained with blood. He had a feeling that most of that was his blood as well. A large puddle of blood was on the floor nearby. That was a lot of blood to lose, he thought.

“You must have gotten me a Healer pretty quickly for me to have survived,” Alex said thoughtfully.

Alex had been a medical sergeant in the Green Berets back on Earth. He had seen men lose that much blood after being wounded. They died unless they received a transfusion quickly.

“The Healer hasn’t arrived yet,” Arban said.

“What? Then how am I still alive?” Alex asked.

“Thank Janx,” The Orc said with a grim smile.

Alex looked towards the Foxman. Janx nodded and reached into his pack. He pulled out a large bottle. It took a moment for Alex to realize that it was one of the potions that Nankossa had made for him. It looked like it was half empty.

“When I went to retrieve my spears and your war club, I saw the pouch of potions that the Naadaar woman had given you. We were going to battle a Wizard, so I grabbed the healing potion. I was worried that we would be in for a difficult fight,” Janx explained.

“Good thinking, Janx,” Alex said appreciatively.

“The potion she made is extremely powerful. I have never seen the like. Zura poured some on your wound and I could see your flesh knitting itself back together!” Taiya said in wonder.

“Indeed. A normal healing potion can help you mend, but not at such speed,” Arban said.

Alex tried to stand up and Arban stepped over and helped him, putting Alex’s right arm over his shoulder. Alex felt a little unsteady on his feet. Alex could feel his Power and something else... probably the magic in the potion swirling through his body.

With the Orc’s help, Alex walked over to where Zura was tending to the Queen. Nina had already walked over to check on her sister. Vettel gave him a nod. Alex noticed that the former Commander of the City Watch was bleeding from various small wounds. His mail shirt was gashed in several places.

“How is the Queen?” Alex asked.

Zura looked up at him and frowned.

“Why are you not laying down,” she scolded.

Alex gave her a smile. He could see the worry in her golden eyes.

“The Queen will be fine. She has a bump on her head and a headache. The small cut on her forehead has stopped bleeding,” Zura explained.

“Who are you?” the Queen asked as she looked up at Alex.

Nina quickly stood up and stood by Alex.

“Sister! This is Alex. He rescued me from the Tower and defeated Viljan. He is so brave and strong... just like the heroes in my books I told you about!” Nina said as she looked up at Alex with star-struck eyes.

Queen Hilda frowned at her sister’s enthusiastic outburst. She looked at Alex appraisingly.

“Wait, you were the one in the dungeon next to my sister,” the Queen said.

Alex nodded.

“I am with the Caravan Guards. We came to Zenkova to investigate the murder of Master Nella, the White Witch,” Alex explained.

“The White Witch is dead?” Hilda said in surprise as she looked closer at Zura.

“You are the Tarenian. The Witch’s pupil. I didn’t recognize you without your white robes. Your skin has been darkened,” the Queen said as she examined Zura.

“A disguise, my Lady,” Zura answered.

“We gave our friend Zura our word that we would help her solve Master Nella’s murder,” Alex explained.

“Is this how you found out about the Wizard?” she asked.

“Our investigation led us to the Wizard’s Tower. The Foxman and I went to scout the Tower, but we were captured. Fortunately, we were able to escape...” Alex was interrupted.

“Sister! Alex is a Strongman! He single-handedly defeated the Wizard’s Guards and freed me. We tried to find you, but the Wizard had already taken you away!’ Nina said excitedly.

“I think the Princess is exaggerating. My friends arrived just in time to help us escape the Tower,” Alex said with a rueful smile.

“Alex is a good man, Hilda,” Vettel said.

The Queen turned towards Vettel and gave him a smile.

“You look a little worse for wear, Vettel,” Alex said as he looked at the many wounds on the former Commander.

Vettel just shrugged.

“Thanks to Vettel’s bravery, we were able to cut through the Kanban and reach the throne room quickly. The man caught the mercenaries off guard with his attacks. He fought like a wild man,” Arban told them.

“I had to get to the Queen as quickly as possible,” Vettel said as looked at Hilda, raw emotion burning in his eyes.

The Queen patted Vettel’s knee affectionately. She then looked at the expression on her sister’s face as Nina looked at Alex. Hilda then gave Alex an appraising look. A small smile flickered across her lips.

“The Healer! Make way for the Healer!” a soldier’s voice called from the front of the room.

A young woman carrying a leather bag rushed forward and knelt by the Queen.

“My Lady where are you injured?” the Healer asked breathlessly.

“I just have a bump on my head,” Hilda explained.

The Healer nodded and reached a hand up to touch Hilda’s bruised cut. Her hand glowed with a green aura as she gently massaged the injured area. When the Healer pulled her hand away, the cut had been healed to just a thin red line and much of the bruising had faded.

“Thank you, Healer,” the Queen said.

“Who else needs my services, my Queen,” the Healer said.

“Alex is sorely wounded,” Vettel said, motioning towards Alex.

The Healer stood up and started walking towards Alex. Suddenly Zura grabbed her by the arm, stopping her.

“No!” Zura said as everyone looked at her in surprise.

“What are you doing?” the Healer asked as she struggled against Zura’s grip.

“I have given Alex a healing potion. You cannot use your Power on him,” Zura answered.

“What do you mean? I have worked with healing potions before without issue,” the Healer said in confusion.

“This is a special recipe, developed by the White Witches. It is extremely potent and dangerous. If you touch Alex, you could kill him,” Zura explained.

Nina gasped and quickly stood between Alex and the Healer.

“Oh, I see. I did not know,” the Healer said and bowed her head towards Zura.

“You should check Vettel,” Zura said.

The healer had Vettel move to a bench, and she helped him remove his mail shirt so that she could better tend to him.

“I want to see Viljan’s body,” Alex said.

Arban helped Alex up the steps while the rest of the team, including Nina followed.

“That was quick thinking,” Taiya whispered to Zura.

“Thank you,” Zura said softly with a little smile.

“What are you two going on about?” Alex whispered with a frown.

“The Healer,” Taiya whispered.

“What about her?” Alex asked in confusion.

“The Healer is a woman,” Zura whispered.

“So,” Alex whispered back.

Nina also had a puzzled look on her face as she tried to hear what they were saying.

Taiya looked at Alex pointedly. Then it struck him. If the Healer had touched him, she would have a shock as his Power interacted with her. She would no doubt have been curious as to what was happening between them. Taiya and Zura smiled when they saw the look of understanding cross his face.

“Right. Thank you, Zura,” he whispered before turning to look at the Wizard’s body.

The Wizard was slumped against the back wall. Some blood, drying now, had trickled out of Viljan’s mouth as he died. Alex’s dagger was stuck in the man’s chest at a strange angle.

Alex realized that the knife must have rotated after he had thrown it. Part of the pommel and one of the cross guards had penetrated the Wizard’s chest like some kind of bizarre Ninja throwing star. The blade was pointing up and away from the body. The impact had caved in Viljan’s sternum.

“Not a good throw. Luckily, you threw it so hard that it crushed his chest,” Arban said as he examined the body critically.

“Well, I was dying at the time,” Alex answered ruefully.

“Hmmm. We will have to work on your knife throwing skills,” the Orc replied.

“Yes. Better to have skill. Luck can come and go,” Janx agreed.

Alex looked at his friends. At first, he thought they were joking, Then, he realized that the Orc and the Foxman were being serious. He just smiled and nodded in agreement.

The Foxman knelt and cautiously removed Alex’s dagger from the dead Wizard’s chest. Janx wiped the dagger the best he could on Viljan’s robes before placing the dagger carefully in the Dragon skin sheath attached to Alex’s sword belt.

Queen Hilda walked over and stared down at Viljan’s body.

“I always hated how that man would look at my mother when he thought no one else was looking. Such sorrow he has brought to my family and to Zenkova,” Hilda said angrily.

“At least the nightmare is over, sister,” Nina said as she gave Hilda a hug.

“Unfortunately, it is not finished yet,” Vettel said as he joined them.

The commander seemed refreshed, and his wounds were well on their way to being fully healed.

“What do you mean?” the Queen asked as her brows furrowed in concern.

“There are Five Hundred Kanban Mercenaries camped outside the City Gate. The Wizard has paid them to come “help” Zenkova. They will not leave until they speak to him,” Vettel said grimly.

“Five hundred soldiers!” the Queen gasped.

In the aftermath of his battle with Viljan, Alex had forgotten about the Kanban outside of the gate. Alex looked at the Wizard’s dead body.

“If it’s the Wizard they want to talk to … lets arrange a meeting immediately,” Alex said with a nod towards the dead body.

The Queen looked at Alex and then at Viljan’s body. A smile crept over her face.

“I like how you think, Alex of the Caravan Guards,” the Queen said.

“Vettel, it is time to go to the City Gate. Have your men, bring the Wizard’s body along,” she added.

“I have no men, my Queen. If you recall, I was relieved of my duties last week,” Vettel said with a bow of his head.

The Queen frowned as she remembered how the Wizard had convinced her father and the other advisors to remove Vettel from his position.

“Hear me soldiers of Zenkova and guards of the Watch. I proclaim that Commander Vettel is reinstated as Commander of the Watch and he will also act as General of our army!” she spoke loudly so all in the room could hear her.

The soldiers and guards let out a cheer. Vettel was a competent leader and well respected by the warriors of Zenkova. Vettel raised his arm in appreciation. He caught Alex’s eye and gave him a nod of thanks.

Soldiers hurried over to pick up the Wizard’s body and soon they were all on their way towards the City Gate.

*** **** *****

Alex gazed over the parapet towards the road leading towards Kargosk. Perhaps a half mile from the city, the Kanban mercenaries were waiting. Their “army” had pulled off the side of the road, with about half of their force on either side. They had not set up a camp.

Alex was surprised that he could walk up the steps without help. He didn’t feel dazed or as tired as he had felt earlier. He mentioned it to Zura. The Witch guessed that being Boosted was accelerating the healing power of Nankossa’s potion.

When they had set out of the castle, Viljan had sent one of his men to fetch the Royal Heralds and the Royal Banner of Zenkova. Two Heralds, with their large trumpets stood ready on top of the City Gate. At a nod from the Queen, the Heralds sounded a long note. As they echoes died, they sounded a second note. Another soldier unfurled the Royal Banner.

After a couple of minutes, Alex saw riders approaching from the Kanban. It looked like the same dozen that had approached earlier. They halted a short distance from the gate.

The Queen stepped forward and looked down at the Kanban.

“Why have you come to my city?” she said loudly.

“Your city? Where is the Wizard? Who are you?” the grey-haired mercenary who was their leader responded.

“I am Queen Hilda, and this is my city. I command you to leave my country and go back to wherever you came from,” she said to them.

The leader looked up at her in silence for a long moment and then he spit to the side.

“I am afraid we cannot do that, your majesty,” the man said.

“Why is that?” the Queen asked.

“We have a contract with the Wizard Viljan to help him defend this city. The Kanban always honor their contracts,” the leader responded.

“The Wizard is ready to meet with you,” the Queen said.

Alex could see the man narrowed his eyes at her response, wondering what she was up to. The Queen nodded to Commander Vettel. A moment later, two soldiers threw the Wizard’s corpse over the wall.

The body landed with a dull thud. A couple of the Kanban’s horses shifted about nervously, startled by the flying body.

The Kanban leader nodded to one of his men. The man dismounted and walked over to the corpse. He knelt down and examined the body. A moment later he looked towards the leader and nodded.

The leader looked up at the Queen. He could see the man was thinking.

“It seems that the Wizard no longer requires our services. I imagine that your majesty may be a little short on soldiers and guards after the recent turmoil in your city. I have the services of up to 500 well trained mercenaries that I can offer you for a fair price, for as long as you require them,” the leader said with an evil grin.

“He can’t be serious... does he take me for a fool?” the Queen said softly in surprise.

“The Kanban only care about gold. They will honor their contract to the death, if you pay them. Their leader is trying to get work for these men, now that his deal with the Wizard is over,” Arban explained.

“The traitor is dead. Zenkova does not need your services. Leave this land,” the Queen spoke to the mercenaries again.

“Are you sure, your Highness. Perhaps there is a troublesome neighboring city that you are having problems with. We have light siege equipment along that is also available for a reasonable price. I could even give you a discount as a show of good faith!” the mercenary offered.

Alex was surprised at the Kanban’s continued attempts to make a deal. The Queen shook her head in disbelief.

“Zenkova only seeks peace. Leave us,” the Queen replied.

The Kanban leader gave her a little bow as he sat on his horse. A moment later, the mercenaries wheeled their horses around and rejoined their army. In short order, the Kanban had their equipment and wagons turned around. They watched as the Kanban faded away in the distance. Alex heard the Queen give a sigh of relief.

“Come Antonina, we must return to the Castle. Much needs to be done to set the city right again. But first I need a hot bath. I suggest you take one as well,” the Queen said wearily.

Nina looked at Alex with worry.

“Don’t worry, we will take good care of Alex. He needs rest and some fresh bandages. We will be at the Guild house,” Zura said to her in an effort to calm her fears.

“Very well. I will visit you first thing in the morning,” Nina said and then she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.

Alex and his team waited for the Queen’s group to leave the City Gate. They then headed to the Guildhouse to clean up.


Chapter forty-one


Alex winced as Taiya pulled away the makeshift bandages on his shoulder. Alex examined the wound. The gash was closed over with fresh skin, but it was still seeping. He was amazed at how much it had healed in only a few hours.

A Guildhouse servant finished filling the bath in his private room. Dak had insisted they all take rooms in the Guildhouse when he heard about their battle with the Wizard. The servant took the empty water buckets and closed the door behind him as he left.

“Nankossa’s healing potion is amazing,” he said.

Taiya nodded in agreement. Zura looked at his wound.

“I am glad that Janx had the foresight to bring the potion along. You were losing so much blood, I’m not sure you would have survived until the Healer arrived,” the Witch said.

The Wizard had caught Alex by surprise, and it had almost cost him his life.

“How were you wounded?” Zura asked.

“The Wizard somehow used his Power to throw my dagger at me. It caught me off guard. I didn’t know Wizards go use their Power like that,” Alex explained.

“Viljan could throw things with his Power? Only a Mage with exceptional training can master that skill. Only a few Masters at the Great Hall can do so,” Zura said with a frown.

“He also threw one of the thrones at me,” Alex said.

“To have such Power... he must be from one of the other Councils,” Zura said pensively.

They sat quietly as they considered the implications of Viljan’s possible connection to one of the powerful Mage's Councils.

“We need to get you cleaned up,” Taiya said, breaking the silence.

Alex looked at the two women. Their arms and hands were bloodstained from taking care of him. Their faces were smudged with soot from the fires Taiya had caused. He smiled as he remembered how fierce these two could be in battle.

“What are you smiling at?” Taiya asked as she looked up from his wound.

“I was just thinking how beautiful you two are,” he said.

Taiya wrinkled her nose.

“I look terrible!” the Wood Elf replied.

“Not as bad as I look. The powders that darken my skin are smeared and sticky,” Zura said as she held up her forearms.

Alex chuckled.

“We are going to get you in that bath so you can relax,” Taiya said.

“I can wait. Why don’t one of you go first,” he said.

“After we get you in the tub, Zura and I are going to go use the bunkhouse baths. We will help you finish up when we get back,” the Elf explained.

The two women knelt in front of him and pulled off his boots. Then two pairs of hands worked on his leggings, pulling them down and freeing his half hard erection. Having two beautiful women undress him was certainly erotic, he thought.

Taiya was staring at his cock appreciatively. She reached up and lightly ran her fingers along his shaft, causing him to spasm slightly.

“I am going to take full advantage of being awake for the next two and a half days,” she said as she looked up at him with hungry eyes.

Zura let out a sigh.

“Unfortunately, I will only stay awake for another day and a half,” the Tarenian said wistfully as she stood up.

“I’m sure Alex will see that you are well taken care of,” Taiya said as she stood up.

“We will just have to be careful that we don’t injure his shoulder,” she added as they helped him climb into the tub.

Alex slowly lowered himself into the hot water. The tub was long enough that he could stretch his legs out. He carefully rested his right arm on the side of the tub as the water came up to his chest. He winced as he tried to lift his left arm.

“Don’t try to lift up your left arm!” Taiya admonished.

“Yes, ma’am,” Alex said and gave her a wink.

“Hummpphh,” Taiya said as she crossed her arms and looked at him sternly.

“Do not try to get out of that tub until we return,” she added.

“I feel much better. I can get out of the tub by myself,” he said.

“DO NOT MOVE UNTIL WE GET BACK!” Taiya said, emphasizing each word.

Alex just nodded. The women looked at him worriedly for a moment and then they left the room.

Alex leaned back, letting the warmth of the water relax his muscles. He leaned back and closed his eyes. The water felt so nice, he probably would have fallen asleep if he wasn’t boosted.

That was one of the side effects of having sex with a woman with Power. In addition to having his strength enhanced even more than it normally was, Alex would remain awake for a few days, requiring no rest and barely any food or water.

The negative was that Alex would then fall asleep for about a day or so. He would be overcome with extreme weariness, and he couldn’t be woken for more than a few moments. It was the price he had to pay for being boosted.

It was worse for the women. Zura would stay awake for two days and then fall asleep for two days. Taiya, as a powerful Elemental Flame Dancer, would stay awake for three days and then would be out cold for three days to recover.

Alex’s thoughts drifted towards the events of the last day. He was glad that the mystery of Master Nella’s death had been solved. He smiled as he thought about Nina. The girl thought he was some kind of hero. His smile grew wider as he remembered how Nina had placed herself between Taiya and him because she was worried that the Elf was going to hurt him.

Alex’s smile faded as he remembered the sadness in her eyes and voice when she had told him how her parents had kept her confined to the castle and out of the public eye as much as possible. Nina was a beautiful young woman, but her self-confidence was missing.

He wondered about her Power as a Shifter. It seemed like she had had zero training or instruction regarding her ability to change into a snake form. Nina herself had told him that she never tried to change into a snake. She was only concerned with changing back to her human form as quickly as possible.

Would Zura or Taiya be able to help the Princess with her Power? he wondered. He considered that Shifting could be a very different type of skill compared to what Zura and Taiya could do. Zura had to spend years studying and mastering her Power as a Witch. On the other hand, a lot of what Taiya could do came naturally because she was an Elemental Dancer.

His thoughts were interrupted by the door opening. He looked over and saw Taiya and Zura enter the room. They were wearing towels wrapped around their bodies and their hair was wet. Zura’s red skin had almost a glow to it. Alex realized that she must have been scrubbing hard to remove the powder that had disguised her coloring.

“That was fast,” he said with a smile.

“We were in a hurry to check on you,” Zura said.

“You didn’t even take time to get dressed,” he laughed.

The girls looked at each other and smiled. As if by a silent signal, they dropped their towels to the floor at the same time. Alex felt himself grow hard as he admired the two beauties standing before him.

“We assumed there would be no need for clothes for quite some time,” Taiya said as she walked over to the tub and knelt beside it. She leaned over and kissed him deeply.

Zura walked over to the other side of the tub and knelt down. After the Elf had taken a break from kissing him, the Witch pulled his face towards her and kissed him hungrily.

“First we need to get you cleaned up,” Zura said as she broke off the kiss.

The girls each grabbed a washcloth and some soap. Taiya started washing his feet and legs while Zura washed his hair. Alex let out a contended sigh. It was a wonderful sensation, being taken care of by two beautiful women.

“I love your muscles,” Zura said as she washed his chest and shoulders. She was careful not to touch his wound.

“I love this muscle,” Taiya said as she ran her hands up his thighs and wrapped them around his shaft.

Zura laughed.

“Indeed, there is much to love about Alex,” the Tarenian said.

Alex reached up and touched Zura’s chin. Alex tilted her face towards him. Her golden eyes were burning bright with desire. Alex leaned over and kissed her.

Alex could feel Taiya’s hands stroking him vigorously as the Elf was aroused by watching him kiss Zura. He really needed to make love to them soon, he thought as he broke off the kiss.

The women were just as eager to make love to him as they quickly finished bathing him. They helped him out of the tub and to a nearby chair.

“I want to put a fresh bandage on, just in case,” Taiya said.

As the Elf placed the first bandage on his wound, Alex flinched.

“I’m sorry, did that hurt?” Taiya asked in concern.

Alex let out a little chuckle.

“No, you’re fine. I just didn’t expect Zura to... ahhh....” he said as he looked down at his legs.

Zura had knelt in front of him and was sucking on his cock. Alex had been focused on Taiya and Zura had caught him by surprise when she had suddenly started giving him oral. Taiya laughed as she saw what Zura was doing.

“I don’t blame her, I can’t wait to taste you,” Taiya said as she looked back at him, her green eyes burning with passion.

As soon as Taiya finished applying the new bandages, they took him by the hand and led him to the bed. The girls alternated between kissing his lips and sucking and licking his erection. Alex’s body was on fire with desire for both of them.

“I can’t wait anymore, I need one of you know,” Alex growled.

“Zura gets you first, since I will have you for an extra day,” Taiya said as she moved aside and knelt near his head.

A moment later Zura was straddling him, slowly bouncing up and down as she took more of him inside her with each downward thrust. Alex reached out with his good arm and squeezed her breasts, He enjoyed how they were both firm yet soft.

Taiya bent over and started kissing him as Zura managed to take all of his length inside of her. The Tarenian was moaning softly as she rode him. Alex increased his tempo, lifting Zura off the bed with each powerful thrust.

Zura began to climax, and as he felt her tight passage spasming around his shaft, Alex came, releasing a powerful orgasm inside of the red skinned beauty.

Taiya broke off the kiss, breathing heavily as she looked down at him.

“Alex, I want you so badly,” The Elf said pleadingly.

Alex gave her a feral grin. He carefully rolled Zura off him. The Witch lay down next to him, stretching her body languidly.

“Oh, Alex, that was amazing,” she said softly.

Alex carefully got to his knees. He motioned Taiya to face away from him, on her hands and knees.

Alex ran his hand over her thighs, squeezing her gorgeous round derriere. Then he inched forward so he was right behind her. He placed a hand on her hip and pulled her closer.

“Guide me into your sweetness,” he told her.

Taiya reached up between her thighs and grasped him. She positioned him at her entrance. She was so wet for him.

Alex slowly pushed himself into her. Taiya gasped as she felt him stretching her as he worked more of his girth inside of her. Alex grasped her hip firmly and pulled her back as he thrust into her. Taiya let out a little yelp of surprise as Alex sheathed his full length deep inside of her warmth.

Alex started moving in and out. Taiya was breathing heavily as she adjusted to him. Soon she was matching his motion as their bodies found a rhythm.

Alex lengthened his strokes, savoring the feel of her body as it wrapped around his erection. Soon he was pounding into her with long, forceful thrusts.

Taiya was whimpering with little yelps of pleasure and pain as she met every thrust of his with a vigorous push of her own. The Elf’s body shuddered as a massive orgasm washed over her.

Taiya collapsed onto her forearms, her face resting on the pillow as Alex continued to pound into her.

“Yes! Yes!” she was whispering.

Alex felt another orgasm building. Soon he was pumping himself into her as he found release again in a long slow orgasm. After he had finished, he stayed in that position for a long moment, caressing Taiya’s back lovingly.

After he finally pulled out of her, Taiya rolled onto her back and smiled up at him. She moved over and made room for him to lay down between the two of them.

As Alex lay there, slowly coming down off his orgasm, he couldn’t believe how lucky he was. Making love to two women was the stuff men’s fantasies were made of. Yet here he was lying with two exotic alien beauties.

They lay in bed as the late afternoon turned to evening. None of them were tired, energized by the boosting. Alex spent the night making love to them. The girls took turns, becoming more daring as the night went on, yet mindful of his injured shoulder. It was the most amazing night of Alex’s life.


Chapter forty-two


Tiaya was changing Alex’s bandages in the morning when there was a knock on the door. Alex admired Zura’s naked body as she walked over to the door. Her long black hair almost reached her pert round bottom.

All three of them were naked, comfortable in each other’s company. The White Witch cracked open the door and spoke to the person in the hallway for a moment before closing it again.

Zura walked over to them with amusement in her golden eyes.

“It seems that the Princess is downstairs. She would like to check on your health. I told the servant to inform her that you would be coming down soon,” Zura said.

“The Princess is quite smitten with you,” Taiya said with a smile.

“She is just grateful that I helped rescue her. You should have just told her that I was resting,” Alex said.

“I doubt she would take no for an answer. You should also maintain a good relationship with the ruling family of the city we are staying in,” Zura said.

Taiya finished applying the new bandages. She looked at Alex’s naked body.

“Let’s get some pants on you. You can’t meet a Princess like that!” the Elf said with a smile.

Tiaya pulled out a clean pair of leggings from Alex’s travel bag and she helped Alex pull them on.

“Now you are ready to meet the Princess,” Taiya said.

Alex looked down at his body with a frown.

“Shouldn’t I put on a tunic and boots?” he asked in confusion.

“No, I don’t want you ruining my bandages that I just worked so hard on. You look fine,” she said as she pulled him towards the door.

“Aren’t you two coming?” Alex said.

“The Princess wants to see you, not us,” Taiya said with a laugh as she pushed Alex out into the hallway.

Alex just shook his head as the door to the room closed behind him. Still bemused, he headed down the steps to the Guildhouse dining room.

***

Zura looked at Taiya with curiosity as she walked back and sat down on the bed.

“Why did you send Alex downstairs without a shirt and shoes?” Zura crossed her arms under her chest as she frowned at Taiya.

“He did look a bit savage, didn’t he? And exciting!” Taiya said with a laugh.

Zura frowned.

“You want the Princess to be attracted to Alex?” the Witch asked in surprise.

“Yes. The Princess could wind up being a useful ally for Alex. A friend of mine once told me that it was always good to have friends in high places,” Taiya explained with a smile.

Zura placed her hand on her chin as she considered what the Elf had said.

“Yes, I suppose a Princess from even a backwater like Zenkova could be useful. Your thoughts are wise,” the Witch said as she nodded approvingly.

Of course, a noble woman from the wealthy nation of Taren would consider Zenkova a backwater, Tiaya thought as she hid a smile.

***

“Alex!” Nina said as she saw Alex coming down the steps into the dining room.

The Princess had been anxiously pacing back and forth as she waited to see him. She hurried over to him and took his right hand in hers. Her golden flecked, green eyes were full of concern as she looked at his bandages.

“Alex, are you all right? Are you in pain?” she asked him.

Alex gave her a smile.

“I am doing much better. That potion is working wonders,” he said.

“Is the White witch certain that the Healer cannot help you? I can send for her,” Nina asked, her voice full of worry.

“No, it is safer if she does not treat me,” Alex answered.

The Princess looked much better than when he had seen her yesterday. She had a chance to bathe and looked like she had gotten a good night’s sleep. She was wearing a short sleeved green dress that closely matched the green of her eyes.

Alex noticed Nina’s eyes travelling over his shirtless body. The Princess had a slight blush to her cheeks, and it looked like she was breathing faster. Nina, shook her head, as if to clear it and then she pulled him towards a table.

Alex noticed four Zenkovian soldiers standing off to the side. The dining room table had a small pot sitting on it.

“The soldiers are your bodyguards?” Alex asked as he sat down at the table.

The Princess looked over at the guards before turning to Alex again.

“Yes, my sister insisted that I only leave the castle with guards and a carriage,” Nina said with a frown.

Alex nodded and looked at the pot curiously.

Nina smiled and sat down next to him. She pulled her chair closer, so that their knees were touching.

“I brought you some chicken soup. Ever since I was a child, Cook would make me spicy chicken soup when I wasn’t feeling well. It always made me feel better. I asked her if she would make some for you,” Nina explained.

“Tell her that I said thank you,” Alex said.

The Princess smiled and handed him a spoon. Alex saw that it was made of metal, probably silver. She took one of the napkins she had and placed it on his lap. He saw her blush as her hand touched his thigh.

“Are you going to taste it? I hope it isn’t too spicy!” the Princess said to him.

Alex stirred the soup with the spoon. It seemed to be a clear broth with some rice, bits of chicken and some small pieces of carrot. Alex tried a spoonful. It was quite tasty. The soup had some heat from whatever spices Cook had used, but it left a pleasant warmth on his tongue without being overpoweringly spicy.

“Do you like it?” Nina asked hopefully.

“It is very good. A tasty balance of flavors,” he said.

Nina smiled.

“I was hoping you would like it. It’s one of my favorites!” Nina said enthusiastically.

Alex wasn’t hungry, because he required little food and water when he was boosted. Knowing that it would make Nina happy, he dutifully ate half of the bowl.

When a little of the soup dribbled from the spoon onto his chin, Nina quickly dabbed his mouth with one of the spare napkin cloths she had brought. Alex appreciated her concern, but he was glad that Arban wasn’t there to witness Nina hovering over him like he was a helpless child.

“Are you finished? Are you sure you don’t want anymore?” Nina asked with concern in her voice as her eyes searched his face.

“The soup is wonderful. I just don’t have a strong appetite at the moment. I think I need rest more than anything else,” Alex told her. He was worried that she might start trying to feed him the rest of the soup by hand.

“Oh! Rest! I’m so sorry. Please go up and lay down,” Nina said as she stood up hurriedly, accidentally knocking over her chair. One of her guards rushed over and picked it back up.

Alex stood up and Nina took him by the hand and walked him over to the stairs.

“Do you need help going upstairs?” she asked.

“No, I will be fine,” Alex said.

Nina nodded and then stood up on tiptoe to give him a quick kiss on the cheek.

“I will bring you more soup for dinner!” she said.

Alex thanked her and walked upstairs. At the top, he looked back down and saw Nina looking up at him. She gave him a worried smile and a little wave. He gave her a nod and headed back to his room.


Chapter forty-three


In the early afternoon, Taiya checked Alex’s wound again. The seeping had stopped, and it was well on its way to healing. Alex still had some pain and soreness in his shoulder, but it was definitely feeling better he thought. The Wood Elf changed Alex’s bandages and then Alex put one of his looser tunics on over it. The three then went down to the dining room where they found Janx finishing up lunch.

A short while later, Arban returned from a trip to the market.

“The market is buzzing with the news of the Wizard’s death,” Arban informed them.

“Workers are also setting up a platform in the central plaza,” the Orc added.

“A platform. For what purpose?” Alex asked.

“I asked one of the guards. He said that the Queen’s justice would be given out just before sunset,” the Orc told them.

“What does that mean?” Alex asked.

“The Wizard is dead. I would assume the Queen will have pass sentences on some of the Wizard’s accomplices,” the Orc said with a shrug.

“I guess we will find out in a few hours,” Alex said.

***

As the sun disappeared behind the buildings of Zenkova, Alex and his team walked out of the of the Guildhouse and faced the center of the plaza. Alex was surprised to see how full of people the plaza was. They could only walk a few steps out of the door because of the crowd.

Alex guessed that there were at least 4 or 5,000 people crowded into the square. Alex then noticed the platform that had been erected in front of the City Watch headquarters building. Alex realized that it wasn’t just a platform, it was a gallows! Eight nooses had been set up, hanging from a wooden beam running the length of the platform.

“I see that the new Queen is not wasting time in meeting out justice,” Zura said approvingly.

“Indeed, I thought that perhaps today would simply be an announcement of the crimes of those who had worked with the Wizard,” Arban said.

To the left of the platform, Alex noticed a smaller platform had been raised up as well. He could see Queen Hilda seated there, surrounded by guards. Two heralds with their long trumpets stood on either side of the Queen.

Alex looked for Nina, but he couldn’t see the Princess anywhere. A fancy carriage was waiting near the Queen’s platform. It was also protected by Zenkovian guards.

The curtains of the carriage were open. Alex guessed that Nina was watching from the safety of the carriage. Her sister might be worried that she would shift into snake form and therefore had her hiding in the coach.

The Queen’s heralds blew a long note to quiet the crowd. As the crowd grew hushed, a drum started beating out a steady beat from somewhere behind the platform. A moment later, Alex saw a line of people climbing up the platform steps.

Leading the procession was Vettel, looking resplendent in his Commander’s breastplate and helmet. He was followed by two guards and then a line of prisoners shuffled along behind them. The prisoners wore manacles on their hands and feet. More guards followed behind them.

The guards positioned each prisoner in front of a noose. Three hooded executioners walked up onto the platform and securely placed a rope around each prisoner’s neck.

Alex recognized the first two prisoners on the left. One was General Vetz and the other was the older woman who had been in the throne room during the final battle with the wizard. Next was another man and woman. The fifth was Matteus Kunk, the lackey Viljan had placed in charge of the Watch.

The last two wore battered armor and had bandages on their arms and heads. Alex saw that they were wearing yellow armbands and realized that they must be Kanban mercenaries that had been captured during the fight for the city gate or the castle.

The drum stopped its beat as Vettel walked to the front of the platform.

“Citizens of Zenkova. We have called you here today to witness Queen Hilda’s justice. Justice that is swift and merciless to those that would do harm to our city and our people,” Vettel’s voice rang out over the crowd as he unrolled a large sheet of paper.

“General Vetz, advisor Clara, advisor Franks, advisor Belinda, Commander Kunk, mercenary soldier Karl, and mercenary soldier Wort. You have been found guilty of Treason against the people of Zenkova. You have been found guilty of conspiring with the Chief advisor, the Wizard Viljan, to murder the rightful King and Queen of Zenkova. You have been found guilty of assisting in the murder of citizens of Zenkova, both high and low. You have been found guilty of conspiring to help the Wizard Viljan’s attempt to seize control of Zenkova and make himself the new King. For all these crimes, you are sentenced to death,” Vettel said solemnly.

The crowd began shouting in anger.

“Death to the traitors! Kill them! Traitors! Murderers!” came the shouts from the people of Zenkova.

“They killed my uncle!” Alex heard someone shout from near where they were watching.

“I am surprised to see those two mercenaries up there,” Alex said to Arban.

“One of the risks you take working as a mercenary. Sometimes the side you are working for loses,” the Orc answered with a shrug of his shoulders.

The people of Zenkova were filled with anger and hate for those who had cast a cloud over their city. Many lost a friend or family member to the evil plot of the Wizard. The whole city had been living in fear, looking over their shoulders as they worried that they might be the next victim of the mysterious murders.

The Queen let the people vent their anger and frustrations for a long moment before she signaled her heralds. The trumpeters let out a long note, quieting the crowd again.

Vettel looked over to the Queen. Hilda gave him a nod. Vettel raised his hand high and held it there for a moment. The sound of a rapid drum roll could be heard from behind the platform.

Vettel dropped his hand and the drum stopped as part of the platform swung open, dropping the traitors to their death.

The angry crowd let out a ragged cheer at the sight of the prisoner’s kicking out the last moments of their lives. The cheering lasted for a long time after the last prisoner had ceased moving.

Alex looked at the crowd around him. People were breathing heavily, and some were crying. Alex realized that the people were crying not in joy or pain, but in relief. Seeing justice served to the cause of their troubles was like the lifting of a weight off their shoulders.

The heralds let out another long note. The crowd quieted as the Queen stood up and addressed the crowd.

“People of Zenkova, you can finally rest easy. The evil that had befallen our city has been vanquished. Our friends and neighbors and my parents King Brun and Queen Marta have been avenged.

“Go home and rest easy tonight my people. In three days' time, I ask you to join us here in the central plaza again. We will have a day of celebration. A day of renewal for our city,” the Queen said to the people.

The crowd cheered loudly with cries of ‘The Queen’ and ‘Queen Hilda’ ringing out. The Queen stood there for a minute as her people cheered. Hilda then raised her hand and waved to the crowd before her guards escorted her to the waiting carriage.

The Queen headed back to the castle as guards and workers began to remove the dead bodies of the traitors. The crowd began to slowly disperse as Alex’s team headed back inside the Guild house.

“The Queen was wise to move quickly,” Zura said approvingly as they sat down at one of the large tables in the dining room.

“Yes. I could see the relief in the people’s faces. Zenkova’s people have been under a lot of strain,” Alex.

“Now the people can return to a normal life,” Zura added.

The rest of them nodded in agreement. Janx and Arban ordered dinner. Alex and the women weren’t hungry, so they just sat and kept their friends company while they ate.

Afterwards, they sat and recounted the events of the last few days until finally Zura stood up from the table and walked over to Alex.

“I will be falling asleep before the sun rises. I hope you don’t mind,” the Witch said as she looked over to Taiya.

The Elf gave her a smile and a wink.

Zura took Alex by the hand, gently pulling him up from his chair. She started walking towards the stairs and Alex let out a low laugh as he realized what she wanted.

Zura looked over her shoulder at him as they reached the stairs.

“Taiya gets to enjoy you for another day, all to herself. I need to enjoy you now,” she whispered with a little smile.

“My shoulder hardly hurts at all now,” Alex replied with a mischievous grin.

Zura’s golden eyes lit up and her smile widened. She turned towards the stairs and hurried up them, pulling Alex along with her. Arban let out a roar of laughter as he saw Zura practically dragging Alex upstairs.

Alex could still hear Arban laughing downstairs as Zura closed the room door behind them.


Chapter forty-four


By the time the morning sun began to peek through the curtains, Zura was sound asleep. Alex was gently stroking her hair as he had been for the last hour. He had smiled as her eyes had become tired and her eyelids had started drooping. Zura had snuggled up against his good shoulder and soon her breathing became soft and even as she drifted off to sleep.

Alex knew that Zura was a powerful Witch. She was intelligent, arrogant and driven to succeed. But as he watched her sleeping next to him, he was reminded that she was also a young woman, one who wasn’t experienced in relationships between men and women. Not that he had very much experience either, he thought with a wry smile.

Alex leaned over and kissed her eyelids softly. He rolled out of bed and then made sure that her nude body was covered by a sheet. Alex got dressed and headed down to the dining room, looking for Taiya.

The dining room was empty, so Alex checked the rear courtyard. He found the Wood Elf in an open area by the warehouses. Taiya was standing there with one hand outstretched. A narrow stream of fire was pouring out from her hand. The flames reached out to a distance of about five feet in front of her.

Taiya stopped what she was doing and gave Alex a smile as he walked up to her.

“Practicing?” he asked.

“Yes. I was thinking about how to better attack a closed door or gate. I want to be able to burn through or melt obstacles faster. If we had taken much longer to reach you in the castle, you might have bled to death!” Taiya said with a worried look as she recalled how they had found him after the battle with the Wizard.

“I didn’t know Wizards could throw things with their Power. If I ever have to fight a Wizard again, I will be ready,” Alex replied.

“I hope that day never comes. Unfortunately, you seem to find trouble!” Taiya answered with a frown.

“Any regrets in asking me to be your life mate?” Alex asked.

Taiya walked over and wrapped her arms around him.

“No. Never,” she said.

Alex smiled and kissed her.

Taiya rested her head on his chest with a sigh.

“I used to worry about getting hurt or killed. Now I don’t worry about that very much,” she said.

“Well, that’s good news,” Alex said as he wrapped his arms protectively around her.

“It's worse actually! Because now I worry about you getting hurt or killed!” Taiya said as she squeezed him tightly.

Alex laughed.

“Show me what you have been working on,” he said, to distract her.

Taiya stepped aside and pointed her palm in a safe direction.

Her hand was engulfed in flames as a gout of fire flew out about fifteen feet in front of her. After a few seconds, the stream of fire grew narrower and brighter. As the flames intensified, the distance that it travelled became shorter. Taiya managed to get the flames to a white-hot heat, but it was a narrow stream that only reached about five feet in front of her.

“That is the best that I have been able to achieve,” she said as she turned off the flames.

“How are you controlling it?” Alex asked.

“By concentrating and focusing the Power flowing through me. It took a few hours of work, but I am able to make my fire very hot. Unfortunately, the flames don’t reach very far,” she explained.

“That’s amazing! You made great progress in a short time,” Alex said.

Taiya smiled.

“But remember, I am boosted now. I am curious to see if I can focus my normal flames. I’m sure they won’t be as hot as what I can create now,” she said.

“You are probably right, but I am sure that being able to concentrate your normal flames will come in handy at some point,” Alex said as he rested his hand on her shoulder.

“I love that you always see the bright side of things,” Taiya replied with a little laugh as she gave him a kiss on the cheek.

They were interrupted by a servant running over to them.

“Strongman Alex! The Princess is here to see you!” the young woman said breathlessly.

“Thank you,” Alex nodded.

“I think I will join you today,” Taiya said as she took his hand and pulled him towards the Guildhouse.

Princess Antonina was waiting in the dining room. Her four guards were standing a respectful distance away in the otherwise empty room. Alex smiled when he saw the crock of soup on the small table.

Nina stood up with a worried look in her eyes. She wanted to run over to Alex, but restrained herself when she realized that Taiya was with him.

“I’m so sorry that I was unable to come visit you again yesterday. My sister insisted that I accompany her to the plaza for the executions. Are you feeling better?” she spoke in a rush.

Alex smiled.

“I understand. Please, Princess, sit down,” he said to her.

Nina sat down and Alex took the seat next to her. Taiya sat down across from the Princess.

“Are you feeling any better?” Nina asked with a look of worry in her eyes.

“Much better, thankfully,” Alex nodded.

“I brought you more soup,” Nina said.

The Princess looked at Taiya and blushed.

“I apologize, Flame Dancer. I didn’t bring any extra soup,” Nina said.

“Do not concern yourself, Princess. I already ate. Alex needs a good bowl of soup, more than I do,” Taiya answered and gave the Princess an encouraging smile.

Nina relaxed and responded with a relieved smile before turning back to Alex.

“Please, eat it now while it is still hot,” she said encouragingly.

Alex picked up the spoon and ate the soup while Nina watched him anxiously. Alex could see the amused expression on Taiya’s face from the corner of his eye.

“Princess, what are your plans for today?” Taiya asked.

“Oh? Today?” Nina turned towards Taiya and blinked her eyes in surprise at the unexpected question.

“Yes,” Taiya said encouragingly.

“Oh, well... I had only thought about bringing Alex soup this morning and then checking on him again later,” Nina said with a little blush as she glanced at Alex.

“As a Wood Elf, I find trees comforting. I am going to see if there is a park in the city with a stand of trees. Or perhaps there is a wooded glen near the city. I am going to bring Alex along so that he can get some fresh air. Would you like to join us?” Taiya asked the Princess.

“Join you and Alex? Oh, yes, please! That would be wonderful!” the Princess said excitedly.

Taiya gave her a big smile.

“Do you know of an area with trees we can visit?” Nina asked.

Nina thought for a moment.

“There is a royal estate not far from the city. It is mainly for riding horses, but there is a small wood on the edge of the property,” Nina said.

“That sounds wonderful,” Taiya said.

“We can take my carriage!” the Princess said.

“Is the city gate fixed?” Alex asked.

“I don’t think so, but we can take the north gate near the castle. It is small, but a carriage will fit,” the Princess explained.

“When we pass the castle, I will have one of my guards inform the castle as to what we are doing. Otherwise, my sister may worry,” Nina said.

“Give me a moment to change Alex’s bandage,” Taiya said.

“And then I will look for Janx or Arban to let them know where we are going and to keep an eye out for Zura,” Alex said as they stood up from the table and headed upstairs.


Chapter forty-five


It was late morning when they arrived at the country estate. The group of guards had grown to an escort of twenty mounted soldiers.

Nina’s carriage had arrived at the castle just as Captain Rolf was walking out of the ruined gates. He had asked where they were going, and when he found out they were leaving the city, he insisted that the Princess take extra soldiers with her.

Alex had been surprised when Taiya had invited the Princess to join them. The Elf had done her best to make Nina feel at ease with them. She asked the Princess what it was like growing up in the Castle.

Nina was vague with her responses and Alex realized that Nina was worried about telling Taiya about her Shape Shifting ability.

Alex gave Nina an encouraging smile and let her know that Taiya would understand. The Princess had looked at Alex for a long moment before taking a deep breath and telling Taiya about her Power.

Taiya was fascinated by her admission and explained how she had once worked with a Caravan Guard that was a Shape Shifter. The woman had been able to transform into a large, powerful bear. Nina was relieved at how understanding Taiya was.

Taiya also told the Princess about Alex’s adventures in Oktoban and Kargosk. Nina listened with rapt attention as Nina’s described their battles with the Goblins in the Lawless Lands, the clay man in Kargosk and the Trolls on the road to Zenkova.

The Elf’s voice was filled with pride as she described Alex’s bravery. Alex felt that Taiya was exaggerating things a bit, but he enjoyed the looks of admiration both women were giving him. Their journey was not a long one and the stories made the time pass quickly.

The staff at the estate had sprung into action when the Princess arrived. Servants ran out to see what Nina required. The Princess informed them that they were merely going for a walk in the nearby wood. Mabel, the chief housekeeper, said that she would prepare lunch for the Princess and her guests while her staff saw that the guards were provided for.

Alex saw that the estate was a long two-story building. Behind the house was a large stable and several fenced in grassy areas. Alex counted a dozen horses grazing in one of the pastures. The Princess led them to a small patch of woods that was past the fenced in pastures.

Alex noticed that the four guards from the carriage were following at a discreet distance. Considering all the turmoil Zenkova had seen in the last few weeks, Alex was not surprised that the Queen insisted that Nina travel with bodyguards.

The day was warming up and the shade of the trees felt nice after they walked across the fields. Alex and Nina sat down with their backs resting against tree trunks while Taiya wandered among the trees, her arms outstretched and her breathing deep as she inhaled the scents of this patch of woods.

“She truly loves the trees,” Nina said as she watched the Elf.

“Yes, the trees bring her peace,” Alex said.

“I understand. When my parents would bring us here to practice horsemanship, I would often sneak away and hide among the trees. The trees didn’t judge me, and they weren’t afraid of my snake form,” the Princess said with a wistful smile.

Alex reached out and held her hand. Nina turned and looked at him.

“I’m sorry others made you feel that way. Promise me to never be ashamed of what you are,” he said as he gave her hand a soft squeeze.

Alex saw tears welling up in her eyes as she nodded in agreement.

“Ouch!” he said in surprise as something small and hard hit the top of his head.

Alex raised his hand to cover the top of his head, but not before another small object hit his head. He heard Taiya laughing above him.

Alex and Nina looked up. High above them among the tree limbs was Taiya. The Wood Elf was laughing as she dropped another acorn down on Alex. Alex dodged to the right and the acorn hit his left shoulder.

“Owww! My wound,” he said, even though it barely hurt.

“Please! I changed your bandage myself... you are almost fully healed!” The Elf laughed as she dropped another acorn on Alex.

Suddenly an acorn flew up towards Taiya and bounced off her knee.

“Hey!” Taiya said in surprise as another acorn flew by her.

Alex looked over at the Princess. She was bent over, picking up more acorns.

“Owww!” Nina said as an acorn bounced off the back of her head.

Nina stood up and let another acorn fly at Taiya. This one smacked her in the stomach. Alex picked up an acorn and sent it flying towards Taiya. He didn’t throw it with much effort, and it fell well short. He was afraid of hurting her because of his enhanced strength.

“That was a terrible throw!” Taiya said as she pegged him with another acorn.

Nina was laughing as she started picking up acorns as fast as she could and throwing them up at the Elf.

“Ouch!” Taiya said as one of Nina’s acorns bounced off oh her temple.

“Serves you right for your sneak attack!” Alex said as he started laughing as well.

“I surrender!” Taiya said with a smile.

“What! Giving up already,” Nina said breathlessly as she stopped mid throw.

“I have to... I am out of acorns!” Taiya said with a laugh as she effortlessly made her way down the tree.

“That was fun!” Nina said as a huge smile lit up her face.

“I needed a good laugh,” Alex said.

“Princess Antonina! Princess Antonina!” they heard a woman’s voice calling.

“Over here!” Nina shouted as she waved to the chief housekeeper.

The housekeeper and three servants carrying baskets made their way over to where they were standing. In short order, the staff had blankets set out for them with an assortment of foods, two bottles of wine and a jug of water. Cups, plates, napkins and utensils followed.

“You have prepared a feast, not just lunch, Mabel” the Princess said as she saw how much food the housekeeper had prepared for them.

“Thank you, Princess,” the woman said, beaming from ear to ear at the compliment.

They sat and ate in quiet, enjoying the gentle breeze that was rustling the tree leaves as orange breasted birds eyed them curiously. The birds let out little trills of song as they hopped from branch to branch.

Alex and Taiya weren’t hungry, but they ate so as to not arouse awkward questions about being boosted. Once Nina had eaten her fill, Alex stood up and offered his hand to the ladies in turn, helping them to their feet.

“We really should head back. If we stay much longer, the Queen may send out the entire army to check on you,” Alex said with a smile.

A look of sadness fell across Nina’s face. She let out a little sigh.

“I suppose you are right,” the Princess said.

They thanked Mabel for lunch and the housekeeper blushed and bowed profusely to them, unused to such praise from visitors to the estate. The Princess led them back to the Country house while the servants cleaned up their lunch. Nina’s guards followed behind them.

The ride back was quiet and uneventful. The Princess fell asleep as she leaned against Alex. Taiya gave Alex a little smile as she watched the Princess napping.

“She is probably exhausted from the stress of the last few weeks,” Taiya whispered.

Alex nodded, not wanting to speak or move so the Princess could rest.

As the carriage clattered to a stop in front of the Guildhouse, Alex nudged the Princess awake.

“Nina, we are here,” Alex said.

“Already!” Nina said as she yawned and rubbed her eyes.

The Princess looked out of the window, surprised to see they were in front of the Guildhouse. She leaned across and took Taiya’s hands in hers.

“Thank you! This was the happiest day that I have had... that I have had in a long time,” Nina said to the Elf.

Taiya gave her a smile and bowed her head to her. The Princess then turned to Alex and kissed him on the cheek. Alex gave her a wink and then he opened the carriage door. He hopped out and then helped Taiya down.

“Good night, Princess,” Alex said.

“Good night, Alex,” Nina answered.

Alex closed the carriage door. A moment later the driver flicked the reins and the coach headed off to the castle, surrounded by the Zenkovian horsemen. The sound of the horse’s hooves on the cobblestones slowly faded as they disappeared around a corner.

Late in the evening, as Alex and Taiya lay together in the Elf’s bed, the expected exhaustion began to creep into their bodies. Alex caressed Taiya’s back as she snuggled against him.

“I was surprised you asked the Princess to come with us in search of trees for you,” Alex said to her.

“Hhmmmm,” Taiya murmured.

“Why did you ask her to come? I am glad you did. It was good for her,” Alex asked curiously after he let out a large yawn.

“I wanted to see what she is like as a person and not as a Princess,” Taiya muttered.

“Why?” Alex asked curiously.

“Because she could be a good ally for you. And she is in love with you...” the last words were difficult to hear as the Elf drifted off to sleep.

“What?” Alex said in surprise.

He waited for Taiya to respond as his eyes grew heavy with sleep. A few moments later, he was breathing softly as he fell into a deep sleep.


Chapter forty-six


Alex woke up and stretched. He looked next to him and saw that Taiya was still sound asleep. He stretched again and got out of bed. He noticed that sunlight was peeking through the curtains. From the angle of the light, he guessed that it was mid-morning.

Alex threw on some clothes and headed downstairs. He saw Arban, Zura, and Janx sitting at a table in the corner. A group of Orc merchants were having breakfast at the bar. Alex joined his friends. He saw that Zura was wearing her White Witch’s robes again.

“Good morning,” Zura said.

“Morning. How long was I asleep?” Alex asked as Arban and Janx nodded in greeting.

“You slept all day yesterday,” Arban said.

“Interesting. That means I slept a few hours longer than expected,” Alex said.

Arban just shrugged.

“This time you boosted two women,” Zura reminded him.

“Maybe that affects my recovery time,” Alex said.

“You were severely wounded. That or Nankossa’s healing potion may have also been a factor,” Zura added.

“How long have you been awake?” Alex asked her.

“I awoke before sunrise,” Zura replied.

Alex nodded. That was what he had expected for Zura. His stomach grumbled loudly.

“Let’s get you some food!” Zura said with a little laugh.

“Have you eaten?” Alex asked.

“Oh, yes. I had two servings of pan bread and syrup. It was delightful. And some fruit,” Zura told him.

“Pan bread?” Alex asked.

“Yes. The server said it is a Zenkovian speciality,” Zura said.

“It is very good,” Arban added.

Alex looked at Janx. The Foxman wrinkled his nose in disdain.

“It is some kind of bread. You people here eat too much bread,” Janx said disdainfully.

They all laughed at Janx’s reaction and then Zura went to the bar to order food for Alex. A short time later, the serving woman brought Alex two plates of what looked like pancakes and a small pitcher of syrup. She returned with a plate of fruit and a glass of water.

Alex took a bite of the pan bread. It tasted like an unsweetened pancake.

“No! You have to put the syrup on it!” Zura said.

Alex nodded and poured some syrup on the bread. It was definitely like an Earth pancake, just not as sweet. He hungrily devoured both plates and then he started on the fruit.

“I see you like the pan bread,” Arban said with a smile.

Alex nodded as he chewed on a berry.

“Did I miss anything yesterday?” Alex asked.

“The Princess stopped by twice to check on you,” Arban said with a glint of humor in his eye.

“What did you tell her?” Alex asked.

“That you were in a deep sleep. The second time she came, she became worried that you were still sleeping. I told her that it was probably a side effect of the potent healing potion you had taken. She was still worried, but that seemed to calm her,” the Orc said.

“Speaking of healing, how is your shoulder?” Zura asked.

Alex lifted his left arm up and moved his shoulder around.

“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” he said.

“After you are done with your fruit, we can go upstairs and I can remove your bandage and check,” Zura said.

Alex finished his last bite and stood up. He heard someone call his name and he turned to see Commander Vettel walking towards him.

The Commander shook his hand in greeting and looked him over with a concerned expression.

“How is your wound healing?” Vettel asked.

“It is almost completely healed,” Alex said.

“That is good news. Queen Hilda told me that her sister had been stopping by to check on you,” Vettel said.

“How are you and the Queen doing?” Alex asked.

“We are doing well, thank you. The castle is cleaned up. The repairs on the city gate should be finished today,” Vettel explained.

“Hopefully life in Zenkova is returning to normal,” Alex said.

“Yes. And that brings me to the reason for my visit. The Queen is holding a gathering of celebration this afternoon in the central plaza. As part of the celebration, the Queen would like to recognize you, the Flame Dancer and your fellow Caravan Guards with a small token of her appreciation,” Vettel said with a nod to Arban and Janx.

“And you as well, Lady Zura,” Vettel added with a bow to the Witch.

“We will be honored to attend,” Alex said with a smile.

“I shall be there as well,” Zura said with a nod.

“Excellent!” Vettel said with a big smile.

“Oh, could you please inform the Queen that Taiya, the Flame Dancer will not be able to attend. She is not feeling well and is upstairs resting,” Alex explained.

“I will do that. Give her my wishes for a speedy recovery,” Vettel said with a concerned frown.

Alex nodded. Vettel then looked Alex up and down with a critical eye.

“Alex, do you have a nice tunic for today’s celebration?” Vettel asked him quietly.

“If not, I am sure I can find you one,” the Commander added.

Alex looked down at his shirt. In one of his packs, he had his nice outfit that he had worn to the Duke’s Dinner in Oktoban.

“I have a nice tunic in my pack,” Alex said.

“Ah, excellent,” Vettel said with a relieved smile.

“I look forward to seeing you all this afternoon,” Vettel said to them as he gave them a bow before heading out.

“Why was he worried about Alex’s clothing?” Janx asked after Vettel had departed.

“My guess is that Alex is going to be the main attraction at today’s celebration,” Zura said, her golden eyes shining with mirth.

“I hope not,” Alex said uncomfortably as he turned to head upstairs with Zura following close behind.

***

A few hours later, Alex and his team found themselves on a raised platform in front on the north side of the central plaza. A row of wagons, covered with tarps, lined the south side of the plaza. Workers wearing red and yellow sashes as well as guards from the City Watch were stationed around the wagons.

Alex and his team were seated with Vettel, Captain Rolf of the Zenkovian Army and Lieutenant Welt of the City Watch. Alex was pleased to see Ozvald seated with them. The old thief gave him a big smile.

On the other side of the platform, the Queen, Princess Antonina and a young man dressed in priestly robes was seated. The two heralds and a number of soldiers were also on the platform as well as a servant holding a large basket. Alex caught Nina’s eye and he gave her an encouraging smile. She gave him a nervous little wave.

Alex realized that the robes were similar to those worn by the old priest who was trying to marry the Wizard to the Queen. Alex leaned over to ask Vettel what had happened to the old priest.

“Senefed, the old priest, was popular with the people. He was not what I would call in full control of his faculties. The Queen convinced him to retire to a nice estate outside of the city. If the Queen had hanged him, many people may have been upset. The new high priest is a distant cousin of mine and a good man,” Vettel explained.

Once the plaza was packed with the people of Zenkova, the heralds blew a long note on their horns to silence the crowd, The new high priest walked to the front of the platform and offered a blessing for the Queen and for the people of Zenkova.

Next, the Queen approached the front of the platform. The crowd stilled, eager to hear the words of their new Queen.

“Citizens of Zenkova, it is with great pleasure that I declare this a day of celebration and of reward. Today we will honor and reward those who were most instrumental in freeing our city from the darkness that threatened all of us,” the Queen paused as the crowd applauded and cheered.

“First, I would ask Ozvald, proprietor of the Lazy Lion to step forward.”

Ozvald went and stood before the Queen and gave her a deep bow. The servant with the basket moved to stand next to the Queen.

“You provided invaluable aid to those fighting against the Wizard,” the Queen said as she reached into the basket and handed Ozvald a small pouch. The crowd gave a cheer.

The thief thanked the Queen and bowed again before returning to his seat. The Queen then thanked the Lieutenant of the watch and the Army Captain, handing them each a green pouch. Next, she called up Arban and Janx, rewarding them with brown pouches. The crowd dutifully cheered and applauded after every gift.

“I would ask Lady Zura of the White Witches to step forward,” the Queen said.

Zura stood up and walked to the Queen. The crowd murmured in surprise as the people recognized her robes. The Queen and Zura each nodded their heads to each other.

“Lady Zura, I know that you had your own grievance against the Wizard for his vile murder of one of your Sisterhood. Know that Zenkova is thankful that you were here to act against him,” the Queen said as she handed Zura a white pouch.

“Next, I would ask Commander Vettel to step forward. Vettel, you have been a stalwart defender of Zenkova and friend of our family since you were a young man. You were wrongly relieved of your duties because the Wizard was afraid you would discover his traitorous ways. For your loyal service, I now appoint you Commander of the City Watch and General of the Army of Zenkova!” the Queen said.

The crowd gave out a loud cheer with many chanting his name. Vettel raised his hand in gratitude to the crowd and then bowed to the Queen before returning to his seat. Alex was surprised that the Queen did not hand him a gift pouch.

“Finally, I would like to ask Strongman Alex of the Caravan Guards to step forward,” Queen Hilda said.

Alex walked over and gave the Queen a deep bow. As he stood up, he noticed that the Queen had a mischievous look in her eyes.

“Strongman Alex. I was saddened to hear that the Wizard had murdered Caravan Master Daerona and you have our condolences,” she began, and Alex nodded his head in acknowledgement.

“People of Zenkova, I wish to let all of you know of the bravery shown by Alex during the battle for our city. First, Alex broke into the Wizard’s Tower and rescued my sister, Princess Antonina,” the Queen explained, and the people clapped and cheered for Alex.

“Then he led the attack to secure the city gate before more of Viljan’s mercenaries could enter the city. I am told that Alex snapped the chains holding back the portcullis with his bare hands after the Wizard’s men had damaged the gate!” The crowd let out murmurs of awe and surprise at the Queen’s words.

“And finally, during the final attack on the castle, Alex defeated the Wizard in single combat, despite being gravely wounded in the battle!” the Queen said, and the crowd erupted in a mighty cheer for Alex.

Alex was taken aback by the cheers. He raised his hand in a wave like he had seen Vettel do. He looked over at his friends. Janx was proudly smiling at him. Arban was laughing happily. Zura rolled her eyes at him. Alex shrugged and turned back to the Queen.

Nina had stood up and had walked over to stand between him and the Queen. In her hands, she was holding an object wrapped up in a purple cloth. Alex saw that Nina was trembling and he gave her an encouraging smile again.

The queen motioned to the heralds and they blew a note to silence the crowd again.

“Citizens of Zenkova, for his bravery and service to our city, I name Alex, “The Hero of Zenkova”!” the Queen proclaimed loudly as the crowd erupted again.

The Queen stood in front of her sister and unwrapped the purple cloth. Sitting there was a sword, inlaid with gold and silver and with a jewel encrusted pommel. The Queen turned towards the crowd and held up the sword for all to see. The crowd quieted as they waited to see what the Queen would say next.

“Our Hero deserves a sword worthy of him. I give you this sword, Alex, which has been in my family for many generations,” the Queen handed the sword to Alex as the crowd cheered again.

The Queen held up her hand and the crowd quieted again.

“Alex, Hero of Zenkova, I have only one gift that I can give you that is worthy of the gift of salvation you have given our city and my family,” the Queen said and paused.

Alex wondered along with the crowd at what could be better than the priceless sword she had just given him. The plaza hushed as everyone waited for what the Queen would say next.

“Alex. Hero of Zenkova. It is with great pride that I give you the hand of my sister, Princess Antonina, in marriage,” the Queen said triumphantly.

Alex’s mouth opened in surprise as the crowd erupted into wild cheering. Alex glanced at Nina who was trembling next to him. Her body glowed brightly as she turned into her snake form.

Vettel and two of his guards rushed forward to block the crowd from seeing her as Alex swiftly knelt down next to her, laying aside the ornamental sword.

“Nina, it's okay. Everything will be fine,” he said to her as he gently caressed her skin.

The snake looked up at him, her tongue flicking in and out. Her eyes met his for a long moment and then her body glowed again she returned to normal. Alex gently picked Nina up as she wrapped her arms around his neck. He could feel her Power swirling wildly within her.

Vettel gave him a nod before turning to the Queen and whispering something In her ear. The soldiers returned to their original positions as the Queen raised her hand to quiet the crowd. Vettel picked up the sword and wrapped it in its purple cloth before walking over and handing it to Arban.

“It seems that my sister was overcome with joy at the happy news. I would also let the people know that I am gifting the Wizard’s Tower to Alex. From this day forward the Tower will no longer be a place of dread, but a place of joy. I proclaim that the Tower shall henceforth be known as The Hero’s Tower!” the Queen exclaimed as the crowd began to chant Alex’s name.

“Alex, this is like a dream,” Nina whispered to him.

“It certainly is,” Alex replied with a smile.

The Queen had the heralds blow a note again to quiet the crowd.

“I told you that this is a day of rewards and a day of celebrations. General Vettel,” the Queen said, and Vettel moved to stand closer to her.

“I have asked General Vettel to stand beside me and help me govern our city. Today we celebrate my betrothal to General Vettel!” the Queen proclaimed.

The crowd was stunned at the news for a moment before cheering and chanting Vettel’s name. Alex realized why Vettel hadn’t been given a reward pouch. Vettel was finally getting the only reward he ever really wanted.

“In celebration of my betrothal, candies and sweets will now be handed out in the marketplace,” the Queen said and pointed to the opposite side of the plaza.

The crowd cheered again as they turned towards wagons. Guards removed the coverings from the wagons. They were filled with sweets which the workers began to hand out to the crowd. Soldiers formed up around the platform and the crowd began to disperse towards the wagons.

“The Queen would like you to join us back at the castle for refreshments,” Vettel said to Alex with a bemused smile.

Alex nodded.

“I am under control. You can set me down now,” Nina said.

Alex set her down on her feet, but Nina still wrapped her arm in his for comfort.

Arban walked over to where Alex was standing and clapped him on the shoulder.

“Congratulations!” the Orc said, laughter in his eyes.

“The Queen has invited me to the castle for refreshments. I will meet up with the team later,” Alex said.

The Orc nodded to him and then gave Nina a little bow before heading back to the others.

A minute later, Alex was sitting with Nina in a carriage as they drove towards the castle.


Chapter forty-seven


“Antonina, Vettel... I would like a word alone with Alex,” the Queen said after they had finished a light snack of chilled wine and petite cakes in one of the smaller dining rooms in the castle.

The Queen and Alex regarded each other across the table as the two servants followed the Princess and Vettel out of the room. Alex had overcome his initial surprise at the Queen’s announcement that she was “giving” him Nina in marriage. But he still wasn’t sure what the Queen’s motivation was in doing so. The Queen in turn was looking at Alex with a calculating look in her eye.

“Alex, I must apologize for catching you off guard with the announcement of your betrothal,” the Queen said as she watched for his reaction.

“What if I do not wish to marry your sister?” Alex asked through narrowed eyes.

“I understand,” the Queen said with a pained look in her eyes.

“I had hoped you could look past her... condition,” she added.

Alex didn’t understand what the Queen was implying. Hilda mistook his expression for one of revulsion.

“This is the first time since... since the calamity befell her, that I have seen my sister happy,” Queen Hilda said her voice tinged with regret.

“Are you referring to her Shifter Power?” Alex asked.

“Yes. She can’t even control herself. At the most inopportune moments she turns into a snake,” the Queen said with a shudder.

Alex blinked in confusion.

“That does not bother me. I don’t care that she is a Shifter,” he said.

The Queen’s eyes flew open in surprise as she looked at Alex. A moment later, her eyes narrowed as she leaned back in her chair.

“I see. What then is your price?” the Queen asked softly.

“Price? Queen Hilda, now it is my turn to not understand. My price for what?” Alex asked in confusion.

“You said that you are not offended by Antonia’s unfortunate shifting ability. Under normal conditions, a commoner, such as yourself would jump at the chance to marry into a royal family. So... what is your price to marry my sister?” the Queen asked with a frown.

Alex stood up and started pacing back and forth. How did he get involved in such a strange predicament, he wondered. He paused and looked at the Queen.

“I do not need payment to marry your sister,” Alex said with a frown.

“What do you want?” the Queen asked in puzzlement.

“I want to understand why you are offering the Princess’s hand in marriage to a commoner,” Alex said.

The Queen looked at Alex for a long moment.

“You may find this hard to believe, but it has pained me greatly to see my little sister suffer like this for these last seven years. She has been practically a prisoner in this castle. My parents feared that she could get hurt if she … changed... among strangers. In Zenkova, our first instinct if we see a snake is to kill it,” she explained.

“My sister dreams of escape. She longs to travel the wider world. She has told me the stories she reads in her books. Stories of heroes that rescue trapped Princesses. My sister had told me of your exploits in Oktoban and Kargosk. You can be that hero, Alex,” the Queen added softly.

Alex thought about the pain he saw in Nina when she told him about her life in the castle. He remembered the revulsion he saw in people’s faces when they saw her change into a snake.

“Life on the road can be difficult. Travelling with the Caravan Guards can be dangerous. I cannot promise Nina an easy life or the life of luxury a Princess is used to,” Alex replied.

“My sister has always been simple in her tastes. And do not think that my sister will be coming into the marriage destitute,” the Queen said as she raised her chin proudly.

Alex wondered if he should decline. Then he thought about how Nina looked at him with those green gold eyes full of hope. The Princess was afraid of her Power, but she had shown sparks of bravery in their escape from the tower and their journey in the castle.

Alex felt that once Nina mastered her Power, she had the potential to become a valuable ally for the team. She also provided an important connection to Zenkova.

He already had one woman. There was also Zura, who he hoped would stay with them. He could tell that Taiya liked the Princess.

“Very well. If Nina also accepts, I will marry her,” Alex said with a nod.

“Under what conditions?” Queen Hilda asked suspiciously.

“I have no other conditions,” Alex replied.

A look of surprise, followed by a look of relief passed across the Queen’s face.

“Do not forget that I have given you the Hero’s Tower. Should you and my sister tire of the road, you make take up residence there. Or you use it when you return to Zenkova for a visit,” the Queen said as she picked up a little bell and rang it.

A servant opened the door and looked towards the Queen.

“Send the Princess and General Vettel in. Alone,” the Queen said.

The servant nodded and a minute later, Nina and Vettel joined them. The Princess walked over to Alex and looked at him apprehensively. Alex gave her a smile.

“Princess Antonina,” he said as he took her hands in his. “Will you be my wife?”

“Oh, Alex! Yes! A thousand times yes!” she said as her eyes filled with tears of joy.

Nina flew into his arms and kissed him. Alex held her tight for a moment before pulling her away with a smile.

“Congratulations!” Vettel said as he clasped Alex’s hand.

“There is no reason to delay. We shall have a private ceremony in three days. That should give us plenty of time to get things in order,” the Queen said as she smiled at her sister.

Nina rushed over and gave Hilda a big hug. Alex took a deep breath, wondering how he had wound up in this position.

“Antonina, this has been a busy day for all of us. Alex is no doubt still recovering from his wound. Why don’t you escort him down to the courtyard and have a carriage give him a ride to the Guild house,” the Queen suggested.

The Princess looked at Alex with a hint of worry in her eyes.

“I didn’t hurt you when I hugged you, did I?” Nina asked in concern.

“I am fine,” Alex said reassuringly.

***

After Nina had escorted Alex out of the room, the Queen looked at Vettel with a worried frown.

“Are you sure I am doing the right thing in marrying my sister to a Caravan Guard?” she asked.

Vettel took the Queen in his arms.

“Don’t worry. Alex is a good man. Alex and his comrades are worth a score of guards. Antonina will be safe,” Vettel said.

“But travelling with the Caravan Guards!” the Queen said.

“Alex is a leader. I have seen how his comrades look up to him. I have a feeling that Alex will not be merely a Caravan Guard for very long,” Vettel said.

“I hope you are right,” the Queen replied.


Chapter forty-eight


The sounds of wooden swords cracking against each other reverberated across the rear courtyard of the Guildhouse.

“Faster!” Arban said as Alex swung his practice sword in an arc towards the Orc.

The Orc deftly blocked Alex’s swing with one practice sword while simultaneously chopping at Alex’s leg with his other practice sword.

Alex only partially blocked Arban’s swing with his second sword. The Orc’s sword was deflected upward, smacking into Alex’s hip.

Alex winced in pain. That was going to leave a bruise, he thought. Alex was slowly improving his skill with two swords, but he would need a lot of work to become proficient.

Arban was mindful of Alex’s shoulder, even though he had told the Orc that he felt that it was fully healed.

Janx sat on the ground near them, watching with interest. A couple of the Guild house workers had paused their work and were watching the display from the nearby stable.

After a few minutes, Janx traded places with Alex. The Foxman preferred daggers, so he and Arban put the wooden swords away and brought out wooden daggers for them to use.

The three men practiced for another hour until Arban held up his hand.

“This has been a good workout, but I am hungry! Let us get some lunch,” the Orc said.

Janx nodded in agreement. Alex gathered up the practice weapons and placed them back in the shed next to the stable. The workers had already gone back to their duties.

It felt good to work out with his friends, Alex thought as they headed into the bunkhouse to grab some lunch. The events from yesterday’s celebration seemed almost unreal.

When Alex had returned to the Guildhouse yesterday, Arban and Janx congratulated him on his betrothal. Zura had remained noncommittal, giving him a skeptical glance as the others shook his hand. She went up to bed early, so Alex lay down next to the soundly sleeping Taiya when he went to bed.

In the morning, the Witch had asked if she could visit “His Tower”. She wanted to see if she could find anything of interest in the Wizard’s study.

Alex had told her to go ahead, but he didn’t have a key or anything for it yet if anything was locked up.

After lunch, Alex went to the main Guildhouse building to check on Taiya again. The Wood Elf was still sound asleep. She should finally wake up in the morning. Alex wondered what she would think of the news of his upcoming marriage to the Princess. He gave her a kiss on the forehead before he left.

In the afternoon, Captain Rolf stopped by to pay Alex a visit. He was carrying a medium sized package.

“Greetings, Hero Alex!” the Captain said with a big smile.

“Good afternoon, Captain. What can I do for you?” Alex replied.

“General Vettel and I were talking, and we guessed that you may not have a suitable tunic for your upcoming nuptials. We do not have time to make you one,” the Captain said.

“I was just going to wear the same one that I wore on the day of celebration,” Alex said with a shrug.

“Alex, my good man,” the Captain Rolf said jovially. “You are marrying a Princess! You need to be dressed like a Prince!”

“Well, I guess they will have to accept me for what I am,” Alex said with a shrug of his shoulders.

“Never fear, I have a solution to your problem!” the Captain said as he sat the package on the table.

The Captain carefully unwrapped the package. Inside was a red tunic. Rolf held it up for Alex to see. The red tunic was beautifully made with golden stitching forming elaborate patterns across the chest.

Alex let out a low whistle, suitably impressed by the tunic.

“Where did you get that?” Alex asked.

“It is one of mine. We are of a similar build, and I had the idea to give you one of my tunics!” the Captain replied with a smile.

“I can’t borrow this! What if I spill something on it?” Alex said as he guessed the tunic was probably very expensive.

“Borrow? Alex, this is a gift from me to you!” the Captain said as he handed the tunic to Alex.

Alex was about to refuse, but then he realized how happy the Captain was in being able to help him.

“Thank you,” Alex said gratefully.

“It is the least I can do for all you have done for our city!” Rolf replied as he gave Alex a big smile.

Alex nodded.

“Forgive me, I have to go check the work on the city gate. I will see you at the wedding!” the Captain said as he took his leave.

Later, Zura returned from the Tower and joined them for dinner.

“I assume you were able to get into the Tower,” Alex said.

“They have soldiers guarding the Tower. There were workers there replacing the gate and cleaning up some of the damage from our battle. The guards saw my robes and let me in without question,” Zura explained.

“Did you find anything of interest?” Janx asked.

“Nothing of great import yet. He had many books and papers. It will take me some time to go through all of it. I am hoping to find a clue as to how he managed to become so powerful. From what I can tell, he was not affiliated with any of the Great Councils of Wizards and Witches,” Zura said.

“Did you find any valuables? Any magic weapons?” Arban asked eagerly.

“No. No magic weapons. I did find a small box with some gems inside. I left it there as I assumed it is rightfully Alex’s now since the Queen gifted him the Tower,” she said with a shrug.

“No, whatever we find in the Tower, I will share with all of you,” Alex said.

Arban and Janx thanked him. Zura remained noncommittal, simply shrugging her shoulders again.

After dinner, all four of them were tired from the day's activities so they all went to bed early. Alex crawled into bed with Taiya again as Zura headed to her own room.


Chapter forty-nine


Alex woke up as the sun was rising. He was surprised to see that Taiya was still sleeping, though she did shift her position when he got out of the bed. He guessed she would be up soon, but he didn’t want to disturb her rest, so he quietly dressed and headed down to dining room.

Janx and Zura were already there, eating breakfast. Alex ordered food and then joined them. The same Orc merchants from the previous day were finishing up breakfast at a nearby table.

A short while later, Arban came downstairs, pausing to talk to the merchants who had finished eating and were heading out. The Orc wished them safe travels and then ordered some food before joining Alex’s table.

“The merchants said that they saw some Hargs, north of here, as they came down the river to Zenkova. The bull men just paced them from a distance for a half a day before turning east and disappearing behind a hill,” Arban said.

“Have the caravans been attacked?” Janx asked.

The Orc shook his head.

“The caravans heading towards Kargosk have been quiet. The trade between here and Verbana is done by boat. So far, the Lim River, south of here has been quiet. The trouble is north between here and Port Lar. That trade is handled exclusively by Orc merchants,” Arban explained.

“Zura, I believe you said that you did not find any papers linking Viljan to an outside sponsor?” Alex asked.

“No. But he had many papers and notes. It will take me some time to go through everything. What are you thinking?” she asked Alex.

“I was wondering if Viljan was in some way connected to the increase in Harg attacks this area has seen,” he said.

Zura nodded.

“There is also the question of the mysterious Elven messengers that would visit Jacob Orzetz in Kargosk,” the Witch reminded him.

“I don’t believe I saw any Elves amongst Viljan’s men. It was mainly Humans and Orcs,” Arban said thoughtfully.

“Viljan may have been working on his own plans. But that seems like too strong a coincidence if we look at all the troubles in the Greenspring Valley,” Alex said.

“Someone tried to assassinate the Duke. Hargs have been harassing Oktoban and the Dwarven City of Igrim. Orzetz was receiving aid to help him take control over Kargosk. And finally, we have the Wizard trying to seize Zenkova while Hargs harass the trade route north of here,” Alex added.

“Good morning!” Taiya said cheerfully as she pulled up a chair and joined them at the table.

The rest of the team looked over to her in surprise. They had been concentrating on their discussion and hadn’t noticed that the Elf had come downstairs.

“What have I missed?” Taiya asked with a frown as she saw the serious looks on her friends faces.

“We were just considering if Viljan was connected to the other problems that have happened in the valley,” Alex said with a smile.

“Oh, I was worried that I had missed something important while I was sleeping,” Taiya said.

“Alex is marrying the Princess tomorrow,” Arban said nonchalantly as he tried to keep a straight face.

Taiya began to nod her head and then her eyes flew wide open in surprise as she realized what the Orc had said.

“Is this true?” the Elf asked Alex.

Alex nodded.

Taiya clapped her hands in delight as she laughed happily.

“That was faster than I expected!” Taiya exclaimed.

Alex had a suspicion that Taiya would be pleased with the news, but he was relieved to see that she did indeed view it in a positive light.

“How did this come about?” Taiay asked as her stomach grumbled loudly.

“Let me order you some food and then we can tell you the story,” Alex said.

While they waited for her breakfast, they told Taiya how the Queen had rewarded them on the day of celebration. She was surprised that the Queen had given him the Princess’s hand in marriage as a reward for his bravery.

“This was the Queen’s idea? That is not what I expected,” Taiya said.

“If the Princess marries Alex and travels with him to distant lands, the Queen won’t have to concern herself with her sister’s awkward snake transformations,” Zura said.

“That is a possibility, but I do think that the Queen wants her sister to be happy. She knows that Nina will be miserable if she stays here,” Alex said.

“I hope so. Zura, do not judge her too harshly. She has lived a strange life,” Taiya said encouragingly.

The Tarenian just looked at her evenly, her golden eyes unreadable.

“The Queen also gifted Alex the Wizard’s Tower,” Janx said.

“They have renamed it the Hero’s Tower,” Arban added.

“We can use it as a place to stay when we visit Zenkova,” Alex explained.

“I suppose that means I don’t have to worry about buying a house for us somewhere that we could use a base. Though Zenkova was not the first place I would have chosen as a location,” Taiya said.

“Who would?” Zura muttered under her breath.

“It is not a bad area. There is the road to Oktoban and river access to Verbana,” Arban said.

“Oh, no! I just remembered how I damaged the tower in our battle. I hope it won’t cost too much to make repairs,” the Elf said in dismay.

“Zura was there yesterday, going through the Wizard’s papers for clues. She said that there were guards there protecting it and workers making repairs,” Alex said.

The Elf let out a sigh of relief as an older man entered the dining room and approached their table. He was well dressed and had the look of a government official, which was Alex’s first thought.

“Alex, Hero of Zenkova,” the man said, giving Alex a little bow.

“Yes, how can I help you?” Alex asked as he stood up from the table.

“I am Pavlo, Chief Record Keeper of Zenkova,” the man said.

“I am pleased to meet you, Pavlo,” Alex said with a smile which the man returned.

“I am sorry to bother you sir, but I was hoping you would be able to accompany me to the castle. I have important papers for you and the Princess to sign. I have a carriage waiting outside,” the man said apologetically.

“Papers? What kind of papers?” Alex asked.

“I have the deed for the Hero’s Tower regarding the transfer of ownership. There are also papers concerning property ownership with regards to your marriage tomorrow,” the man explained.

“Is this customary?” Alex asked his friends.

Taiya and the men just shrugged their shoulders. Zura let out a pained sigh.

“Of course, this is customary! You are marrying a Princess!” Zura said as she shook her head in disbelief.

The Chief Record Keeper looked relieved at the Witch's words.

“It is also customary for you to bring along one of your people as a witness,” Pavlo explained.

“Zura you should go along. You have knowledge of these things,” Taiya suggested.

“Would a White Witch suffice as my witness?” Alex asked.

“Of course! Of course!” Pavlo said as he bowed profusely towards Zura.

Zura let out another sigh.

“Very well. Lead the way,” Zura said as she stood up.

Alex followed behind Pavlo and Zura. He frowned as he wondered why Zura was acting so agitated lately.

A short while later, Alex was seated at a table in one of the many rooms of the castle. Nina was seated next to him. Across the table from them, Pavlo was seated, with a couple of assistants standing nearby with documents in their hands.

Standing behind Alex’s chair was Zura. General Vettel, who would act as Nina’s witness, stood behind her chair. Nina had given Alex a hug and kiss when she had seen him. She pulled her chair close to his so their knees were touching.

“This certifies the transfer of the deed to the Wizard’s Tower from the Crown to Alex, Hero of Zenkova. The tower shall henceforth be known as the Hero’s Tower,” Pavlo said as he handed the parchment to the White Witch.

Zura examined the paper, and then with a nod, handed the paper to Alex. Pavlo showed him where to sign.

“The next paper is the deed for the adjacent warehouse formerly owned by the traitor Viljan. The Crown has graciously gifted that building to you as well,” Pavlo said as he handed the second paper to Zura.

Once Zura had checked it, Alex signed the paper and returned it to Pavlo, who in turn handed it to one of the assistants. The other assistant gave Pavlo another document.

“Princess Antonina, the Crown is gifting you the Coldspring Farm and all income it may produce. Its primary yield is from its orchards with a small portion from oats,” the Chief Record Keeper said as he handed the paper to General Vettel.

“Oh! I wondered why I needed to attend this meeting. I was not expecting anything from my sister,” Nina whispered to Alex in surprise.

“Next, the Crown is gifting you the rents from stalls number 22,23 and 24 in the west market building. The stalls are currently rented by a jewelry merchant, a shoemaker and a candle maker,” Pavlo explained as he handed over the papers to Vettel.

“And finally, the Crown gifts to you the Riverside Fishery and all income it may produce. The property transfer also includes its dock and three fishing boats,” Pavlo handed the papers to Vettel.

“My sister is too generous,” Nina said as she signed the final paper.

Alex thought he heard Zura let out a little snort behind him.

“If I may ask, Chief Record Keeper, what is the income from the aforementioned properties?" Zura asked.

“Excellent question, my Lady! Give me one moment...” Pavlo said as he checked some additional documents while scribbling down numbers on a clean sheet of parchment.

Nina reached under the table and held Alex’s hand as she looked at him adoringly. Alex gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

“The stalls at the market currently generate 156 gold pieces each per year. Coldspring Farm should generate in the neighborhood 700 to 750 gold pieces per year, depending on the crop yield. The Fishery will generate approximately 1,300 gold pieces per year,” Pavlo said as he looked up with a smile.

Alex raised his eyebrows in surprise at the numbers. It sounded like a decent amount from what he had seen regarding costs. His daily pay as a Strongman with the Caravan Guards was 5 gold when he was guarding a shipment. Otherwise, he only received 5 silver per day between trips.

“Is that good?” Nina whispered to him.

Alex just smiled and nodded.

“I have one final document regarding the marriage arrangement,” Pavlo said as he motioned an assistant to bring over the final document.

“This document states that Alex is the sole owner of the Hero’s Tower and the warehouse. Alex may keep it, sell it, or dispose of it in his will. Should Alex perish without a will recorded with the Zenkovian Office of Records, the properties will revert back to the Crown. The Document also states that Princess Antonina is the sole owner of the aforementioned properties given to her. She may not sell the properties. If Princess Antonina gives birth to an heir or heirs, ownership of the properties shall pass to her children. If Princess Antonina perishes without issue, the properties shall revert back to the Crown,” Pavlo explained and handed the document to Zura.

Zura examined the document and then handed the paper to Vettel. After he had gone over it, Alex and Nina signed it.

“This concludes today’s business,” Pavlo said with a genial smile as he stood up and bowed to them.

Nina gave him a hug and looked at him in wide eyed wonder.

“Alex... can you imagine! Children!” she whispered.

Alex smiled and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“I will see you tomorrow,” he said and then he and Zura headed out to the waiting carriage.

Children, Alex thought in wonder as he leaned back into the carriage seat. It was certainly not something he had considered. His time here on Ktor seemed almost like a dream. The thought of having children was both an exciting and terrifying thought.

Alex wondered how Taiya or Zura weren’t pregnant with his child. They had certainly had enough sex to accomplish the deed. Alex wondered if the fact that he was a human affected his chances of fathering children here. Taiya was a Wood Elf and Zura was a red skinned, golden eyed Tarenian.

Alex had made love to Lariza who was a human as well as the fiery red headed Caravan guard. He wondered if being Elder Touched had any bearing on his ability to have children on this planet. He wondered if Zura had any knowledge on the subject.

He was about to ask her, but then he changed his mind. Zura was staring out of the carriage window, ignoring him. He wondered again why she was acting so strangely lately.

As they stepped out of the carriage, Zura turned to head down the street instead of going into the Guildhouse. Alex quickly caught up to her ang grabbed hold of her arm so that she had to stop and look at him.

“Zura... what is wrong. Why are you acting so strange lately?” he asked.

She looked at him angrily for a moment before a range of emotions played across her face.

“You wouldn’t understand,” she said, her golden eyes blazing with emotion.

Zura shook off his grip and turned away. She hurried off into the plaza. Alex watched her walking away until he lost her in the crowd of people. Alex guessed she was heading towards the Hero’s Tower from the direction she was headed.

Alex shook his head and sighed, wondering what could be bothering her. He stood there for a moment longer before heading into the Guildhouse.

*** **** ****

Later that afternoon, Ozvald from the Lazy Lion stopped by the Guild house to see Alex. There were three women, all of them older, along with him. One was an Elf, while the other two women were Human. Alex was able to use the Caravan Master's office to meet with them privately.

“My lord, I was wondering if we could have a moment of your time,” Ozvald said as he gave Alex a deep bow.

Alex was confused as to why Ozvald was suddenly treating him differently.

“Ozvald, why are you calling ‘my lord’ and bowing?” Alex asked with a frown.

“Why... you are the Hero of Zenkova and betrothed to Princess Antonina. Certainly a man of much higher stature than lowly Ozvald,” the thief said with mirth in his eyes.

Alex just shook his head.

“What can I do for you?” Alex asked.

“My friend Tella, the jeweler, has been informed that the Princess will be her new landlord in the market,” he indicated the Elven woman, who bowed nervously to Alex.

“Jan, the shoemaker and Eva the candlemaker run the other two stores,” Ozvald indicated the other two women who also bowed to him.

“Pleased, to meet you. How can I help you?” Alex said to them.

Ozvald nodded and the Elven woman stepped forward and bowed again.

“We are sorry to bother you, my lord. We know that your soon to be wife will be our new landlord. We know that our stalls are in a very good location in the market and that there are other merchants in the city who would gladly take our spots.

“My friends and I are here to beg you to ask the Princess to please consider allowing us to stay in our spots. We would be willing to pay the Princess a little more in rent to keep our spaces,” the Elf said and bowed again. The other women bowed as well.

Alex was moved by the worry in the women’s faces.

“Don’t worry, I don’t think the Princess has any intention of giving your spots to other merchants. I will speak to her and recommend that things stay the same for all three of you,” Alex said.

The women’s faces lit up with smiles and relief at his words. They thanked him profusely. Ozvald gave him a smile and the group turned to leave.

“One moment, Ozvald,” Alex said.

Ozvald motioned for the women to leave while he stayed in the room with Alex.

“I appreciate you putting the merchant’s minds at ease, my lord. Tella has been a good friend to me, helping appraise the value of the occasional gem I come across,” Ozvald said with a wink.

“Ozvald, are you familiar with the warehouse that is adjacent to the Wizard’s Tower?” Alex asked.

“You mean the Hero’s Tower! Yes, I have passed by it a few times,” Ozvald replied.

“It seems that I am the new owner of the warehouse along with the tower,” Alex explained.

“That’s a large warehouse,” Ozvald nodded approvingly.

“I have no use for it. I was hoping you knew someone that might be interested in renting it,” Alex said.

Ozvald rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“I have some ideas as to who might be able to use it. I could arrange it, for a small finder's fee, of course,” Ozvald said with a twinkle in his eye.

“Of course,” Alex said.

“How much do you want in rent?” Ozvald asked.

“What is a fair price?” Alex asked.

“I would say 8, 10 maybe even 15 gold per month. I will walk by the building later to refresh my memory,” Ozvald said after thinking for a moment.

“I leave it in your hands. Thank you,” Alex said.

“Thank you, my lord,” Ozvald said with a smile and a bow.


Chapter fifty


The next day, Alex awoke early, surprised that he felt a little nervous about the wedding which would take place at noon. They were going to be married in a small private ceremony at the castle.

Alex had agreed to become Taiya’s life mate. She had suggested they might have an official ceremony if they had an opportunity to visit her tribe’s forest.

The fact that Alex and Nina were having an official wedding ceremony today, made the event seem somehow more real and more “official”. He wondered if that was the reason for his wedding day jitters.

Alex shook his head at his thoughts. Just because Taiya and he hadn’t had an official ceremony didn’t mean that he considered his relationship any less committed or less important than his marriage to Nina would be.

After breakfast, Alex bathed in the bunkhouse. He asked the attendant to give him a shave and to trim his hair.

Taiya made sure he was dressed appropriately. She picked out a pair of black pants for him to go with the red and gold tunic that Captain Rolf had given him. He wore his Elven boots and Taiya buckled his new ornamental sword around him using his sword belt.

“We should have bought a fancy scabbard and belt for that sword. But it is too late now,” Taiya said with a frown as she looked at him with a critical eye.

“I doubt they will kick me out of the castle because I am wearing a plain sword belt,” Alex said with a laugh.

“I know. But it fills me with great pride to see my chosen life mate looking so handsome and dashing! The first chance I get, I am buying you a fancy belt for that sword!” Taiya said as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

“And I am filled with pride seeing how beautiful you always look, no matter what you are wearing,” Alex replied.

Taiya looked beautiful in the green colored dress she had worn to the Duke’s Banquet in Oktoban. The green matched her eyes and the fine gold trim gave a pop of color. The cut of the dress emphasized her slender waist and the gentle flare of her hips and breasts.

Once Taiya finished brushing her auburn hair one last time, they headed downstairs to where the others were waiting. Arban was also wearing his outfit from the Duke’s Banquet. He saw that Janx had bought a simple dark green tunic with silver trim. Zura was wearing her normal white robes.

Alex noticed that Zura had a faraway look in her eyes. He wondered what she was thinking. Was she mad that he was marrying Nina?

Now that they had avenged her mentor’s death, would the Tarenian part ways with them, he wondered. Alex hoped not. Despite her occasional attitude of superiority, he had gotten used to her being a part of their team.

Zura was intelligent, powerful and beautiful. She was a great ally and he had hoped she would think of him as more than just a study subject. Once things had settled down after the wedding, he would ask her what her thoughts were. He wanted her to stay with them.

The carriage arrived and Alex, Taiya and Arban rode in the first carriage while Zura and Janx followed in the second carriage. After the short ride to the castle, a footman opened the door and helped them out.

A red carpet with gold trim led up the steps and into the castle. Guards in polished breastplates and helmets stood in a line on either side of the carpet. They drew their swords and held them up in front of their faces, tips pointed towards the sky.

A sergeant, standing to the side, drew his sword.

“Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova!” the sergeant proclaimed and raised his sword in salute before leading Alex’s party into the castle. The guards marched behind them in two lines.

The sergeant led them to the throne room where another red and gold carpet led to the raised platform at the far end of the room. The guards spread out to the sides of the room where they stood at attention.

As they walked down the carpet, Alex noticed that there was now only one throne instead of two. He wondered if a second would be added once the Queen married Vettel. A stand with incense burning in it was off to the side.

The sweet smell of the incense reminded Alex of his battle with the Wizard in this same room a week ago. He was glad to see that they had cleaned his bloodstains off the marble floor.

Queen Hilda was seated on the throne. She was wearing an ornate red dress with yellow trim. A bejeweled crown sat on her head. She was holding a small silver staff with a golden ball on the top in her right hand. Alex wondered if that was her scepter.

The Chief Priest of the Ancestors stood on the steps below the Queen. General Vettel was standing to the right, on the bottom step which was deeper than the other steps. To the left, on the bottom step, Nina was seated on a small ornate chair. A few servants were standing on either side at a respectful distance. The Princess gave Alex a nervous smile.

Some of the wooden bench seats had been pulled forward, to provide seating close to the ceremony. The sergeant motioned for Alex and his party to sit on the benches to the right.

Alex looked over to the other benches and saw Captain Rolf and Lieutenant Welt sitting there along with two men and two women that Alex didn’t recognize. The officers both gave Alex a smile which he returned.

Once Alex’s party had been seated the sergeant bowed to the Queen and then marched to stand in front of the doors to the throne room. The Priest then looked up at the Queen. She nodded her head slightly and the Priest turned towards Nina.

“Princess Antonina,” the Priest said.

Nina stood from her chair and walked a couple steps closer to the Priest while a servant hurried over to remove her chair. She was so beautiful, Alex thought.

She was wearing a long, butter yellow dress made of a smooth, silky material. The sleeves of the dress were short, and they puffed out slightly at her shoulders. The square neckline, trimmed in a delicate white lace showed a glimpse of the soft curves of her breasts.

Nina’s dark blonde hair was artfully pulled back and arranged in little curls. Slender yellow ribbons were worked into the hair. Little white boots completed her attire.

On her head, the Princess wore a golden circlet with a large oval diamond positioned at her forehead. She was holding a small bouquet of yellow flowers.

“Princess Antonina of Zenkova, whom do you call upon to stand beside you as your witness for today’s ceremony?” the Priest asked.

“I call upon General Vettel to stand beside me as my witness,” Nina replied.

General Vettel walked over to her and stood to her left.

“Princess Antonina of Zenkova, who shall you join yourself to today in this ceremony of marriage?” the Priest asked.

Nina looked towards Alex and gave him a tentative smile. He could see that she was trembling, and he gave her a smile in return.

“I will join myself to Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova,” Nina answered.

“Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova,” the Priest said and indicated that he should stand next to Nina.

The Priest turned towards the Queen once Alex was in position.

“Your Highness, Queen Hilda of Zenkova, do you grant your blessing for the union of your sister, Princess Antonina to Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova?” the Priest asked and bowed his head to the Queen.

“I give my blessing for this union,” the Queen said solemnly as she raised her scepter high for a moment.

“Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova, whom do you call upon to stand beside you as your witness for today’s ceremony?” the Priest asked as he turned towards Alex.

Everyone instinctively turned towards the White Witch. Zura stared at Alex for a moment and then she stood up and nodded to him.

“I call upon Lady Zura of the White Witches to stand beside me as my witness,” Alex said.

Zura walked over and stood next to Alex. The Priest then offered a prayer for the blessing of the marriage ceremony. The Priest then asked Alex and Nina to face each other and hold each other’s hands. He felt her energy swirling like crazy in her body and gave her hands a comforting squeeze.

“Princess Antonina, repeat after me... I, Princess Antonina of Zenkova, accept Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova, as my husband,” the Priest said.

Alex felt Nina trembling as he saw tears well up in her eyes. A golden glow appeared and a moment later Alex was awkwardly holding a large snake in his hands. He heard gasps from some of the people present.

Alex pulled the snake up against his chest.

“It’s alright Nina, you don’t have to be afraid,” he whispered.

After a moment, the glow returned, and he was holding Nina in his arms.

“Oh, Alex, how can you marry someone such as me?” she said softly as tears streamed down her face.

“I told you; your form doesn’t bother me. Will you believe me?” he asked.

Nina nodded her head. She wiped the tears from her eyes and composed herself before taking a step back from Alex. She took a deep breath and repeated what the Priest had said.

“I, Princess Antonina of Zenkova, accept Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova, as my husband,” Nina said.

The Priest motioned to one of the servants. A young woman holding a golden circlet on a red pillow came and stood next to the Priest. It was similar to the circlet that Nina was wearing except it was unadorned.

The Priest took the circlet and carefully placed it on Alex’s head. Another servant approached holding a silver tray. On it were two strands of wide ribbon, one yellow and one red. They had been twisted together and either end had a small golden hook attached.

The Priest took the ribbon in both hands and used the hooks to first attach one end to Nina’s circlet before attaching the other end to Alex’s circlet. He then whispered for Alex to repeat after him.

“I, Prince Consort Alex, Hero of Zenkova, accept Princess Antonina of Zenkova, as my wife,” the Priest said, and Alex blinked in surprise at the title.

“I, Prince Consort Alex, Hero of Zenkova, accept Princess Antonina of Zenkova, as my wife,” Alex repeated as he looked into Nina’s beautiful green and gold eyes.

He saw tears well up in her eyes again, but Nina controlled herself and Alex felt her energy begin to calm.

The Priest offered up a prayer for their marriage. He asked the ancestors to bless their union with health, long life, and children.

“You may share the Unity Kiss,” the Priest said to them with a smile.

They leaned towards each other, and Alex kissed her lips in a slow, tender kiss. When they straightened, the Priest removed the ribbons from their crowns and placed it on the servant's tray again.

The Priest then instructed them to bow to the Queen. He then placed his hands on their arms and turned them to face the guests. Everyone clapped heartily for them.

As the guests came forward to congratulate the newlywed couple, Zura still stood in her position on the first step. Her lips were parted in surprise as her mind raced. She walked over to where Vettel was standing, waiting his turn to congratulate Alex and Nina.

“General Vettel, why did the Priest call Alex a Prince Consort?” she asked quietly as she stood next to him.

The question caught Vettel by surprise as he turned to her and gave her a hasty bow.

“Lady Zura. Forgive me, but I do not know the custom in Taren. But here, once Princess Antonina accepted Alex as her husband, with the Queen’s blessing, of course, he was elevated to the position of Prince Consort. He will be referred to as Prince Alex except in official settings where his correct title of Prince Consort will be used,” Vettel explained.

Zura blinked as she digested his words. Realizing the General was waiting for a response, she thanked him for the explanation. Vettel nodded and then headed to congratulate the couple.

The four people Alex didn’t know turned out to be a pair of couples who headed houses that had remained steadfastly loyal to the Royal family.

Zura was the last to congratulate them. She had a huge smile as she took Nina’s hands in hers and then gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“I am so happy!” Zura said and Nina nodded and thanked her.

She then turned to Alex and gave him a big hug. She placed her hands on Alex’s arms and looked up at him, her golden eyes alight with happiness.

“Prince Alex,” Zura said and hugged him again before letting him go and stepping to the side.

Alex blinked in confusion at the sudden change in Zura’s attitude. He didn’t have time to question her as the Priest announced that everyone should follow the sergeant to the dining room for the wedding feast.

The dining room was a short walk from the throne room. Servants guided them to where they should sit. At the far end of the table was an ornate chair that was reserved for the Queen. Nina was seated to the Queen’s left and Alex had the seat to Nina’s left.

To the Queen’s right was Vettel, the Queen’s betrothed. Next to Vettel, and across from Alex, Zura was seated. Then the two couples who Alex had been introduced to were seated next and then Captain Rolf and Lieutenant Welt, followed by Alex’s friends. The Priest was given a seat of honor at the far end of the table.

The guests rose as the Queen entered the room followed by the guards from the throne room. After the Queen was seated, the Priest rose to offer a blessing for the feast. Servants then sprang into action, bringing them appetizers and filling their glasses with wine.

The first plate set before them had small balls of soft yellow cheese and little slices of brown toasted bread. After a few minutes, servants removed those plates and replaced them with a serving of what Alex assumed were crab legs along with little cups of melted butter. The legs were not very big, but the cooks had already cut the shells open for them, making it easy to remove the sweet meat within.

After they were finished with the crab legs, there was a little break before the next course was brought out. Alex noticed that the Zenkovians used this time to engage in conversation. He had thought it strange that everyone seemed rather quiet when the first courses were served. He supposed it was a good idea... it wouldn’t be ideal for the Queen to try to talk with a mouth full of food.

The next course was a plate of thinly sliced beef with a mushroom sauce. It was served with an assortment of boiled vegetables with a spicy seasoning on them. None of the plates had a large quantity of food on them to give them room to sample all the different foods without getting full quickly. There was another conversation break after their plates were cleared away.

“Lady Zura, will you be staying in Zenkova or will you be traveling elsewhere?” the Queen asked.

“I must travel to Verbana to speak with Master Camila. The Great Hall must be informed of Master Nella’s unfortunate death,” Zura replied.

“What are your plans after Verbana?” Queen Hilda asked.

Zura glanced at Alex for a moment.

“I am not sure,” Zura said.

The next course arrived, and everyone’s focus turned to the poached fish that the servants laid before them. The fish was served with little potatoes and a light cream sauce was drizzled over everything.

“What are your plans, Alex? Will you be staying in Zenkova long or will you be off traveling?” Vettel asked once the plates of fish were cleared away.

“I hope we will be travelling!” Nina said as she gave Alex a smile.

“We will accompany Lady Zura to Verbana. She has done so much to help us, and we will help her in any way we can,” Alex said.

“Verbana is a beautiful city! I still remember how beautiful the lake was. I went there twice as child.” Nina said happily.

Alex glanced down to the other end of the table. Arban and Janx were talking with the two officers. Taiya was speaking with the Chief Priest. As if sensing his gaze, Taiya turned and gave him a smile before turning back to her conversation.

The next course looked like large shrimp. They were artfully arranged around a little mound of some kind of fried rice.

“River prawns! This is one of my favorites,” Nina whispered to Alex.

Alex smiled as he saw her pickup one of the prawns with her fork and take a big bite. She closed her eyes as she savored the delicate flavor. Alex tasted one and nodded in agreement, the prawns were delicious.

“Sister, when will you and General Vettel marry?” Nina asked during the next conversation break.

“We will marry during the Spring Equinox celebration next year. This will give us time to inform our uncle, King Kaspar in Kaznak and some of the other dignitaries from our neighboring countries should they wish to attend. I trust that you and Alex can arrange to visit Zenkova at that time,” the Queen said.

Nina looked at Alex hopefully.

“We will do our best to be here for your wedding,” Alex replied.

The Queen smiled and gave him a nod.

The final course was dessert. The servants placed a slice of yellow cake in front of them and then poured a warm strawberry syrup over it. Cups of mint tea replaced the wine glasses.

Alex was stuffed, even though he hadn’t eaten everything on each plate. The mint tea provided a pleasant and refreshing finish to the feast.

There was a little ringing sound as the Queen tapped her cup with a spoon to get everyone’s attention.

“I wish to thank you all for joining us today in celebration of Antonina and Alex’s marriage,” the Queen said and then nodded to the Chief Priest.

The priest stood and offered a final blessing for the marriage and for everyone’s health. The Queen then stood, signaling the end of the feast. The guests each came over to Alex and Nina to offer their congratulations again before bowing to the Queen and departing.

“You never cease to amaze me,” Arban said with a laugh as he gave Alex a powerful hug before congratulating Nina.

“The best deserves the best,” Janx said as he looked at Alex proudly as he clasped Alex’s hand.

Zura gave them each a kiss on the cheek. Alex wondered at the mysterious little smile she gave him.

“How strong is the Princesses Power?” Taiya whispered to Alex after she had given Nina a hug and kiss on the cheek.

“Not as strong as Zura’s. Why?” Alex asked.

“I was just wondering how long you would sleep after your wedding night. I will see you in two or three days,” she said and gave him a quick kiss.

“Flame Dancer Taiya, a moment please,” the Queen said as Taiya turned to leave after giving her a bow.

Vettel handed the Queen a small pouch which she in turn handed to Taiya.

“I wanted to make sure you received our thanks as you were unable to attend the day of celebration,” the Queen said to the Elf.

Taiya thanked her and gave her another bow. As the guests departed, the Queen turned to Alex.

“Vettel has informed me that the Hero’s Tower is not fully repaired yet. You are welcome to use Antonina’s room for as long as you like. Of course, you two are always welcome to stay at the castle even when the tower is ready,” the Queen said.

“Thank you, your majesty,” Alex said with a bow.

“Antonina, show Alex your room. I am sure you two are tired from today’s festivities,” the Queen added.

“Yes, your majesty,” Nina said with a smile to her sister.

The Princesses took Alex by the hand and led him out of the dining room and up a nearby staircase.


Chapter fifty-one


Nina’s room was on one of the upper floors of the castle. It was a large room with two windows and a private bathing area. One area of the room had a small table with four chairs. Another corner of the room held a small desk and chair.

Along one wall was a dressing table with a chair and mirror. There was a king-sized bed at the far end of the room. There were also a few large wardrobes for clothes and a full length mirror. What really impressed Alex were the five bookshelves filled with books.

“You have an amazing collection of books,” Alex said.

“Do you think so?” Nina said as she beamed happily at his praise.

“Have you read them all?” Alex asked.

“The books in the last bookshelf I have not read yet. But the others I have read,” she explained as she walked over to the shelves.

“Impressive. Which are some of your favorites?” Alex asked.

Nina spent the next hour picking out her favorite books and showing them to Alex. Alex smiled as he noticed that the common theme of many of those books was that the main character escaped from or was rescued from a bad situation. Some of Nina’s other favorites were books involving adventures and travels in the various lands of Ktor.

Alex loved the way her eyes lit up with excitement as she told him what the different stories were about. It reminded him of how much he loved to read. He hadn’t had much time to read when he was on deployment with the Army. He hoped he would find time to discover some great Ktorian books in the near future.

Nina realized from the change in sunlight entering the room that it was now late afternoon. She held her fingers up to her mouth and blushed.

“Alex, I am so sorry! I have been going on and on about my silly books. I must be boring you to death!” Nina said.

“Don’t apologize. I enjoyed every moment,” he said with a smile.

Alex took her hand in his. She was trembling slightly. He could feel her energy swirling wildly.

She pulled her hand away from his and she walked over to the window for a moment and then she began to pace about the room. Alex walked over to her and took her hand again.

“Nina, what’s wrong?” he asked.

She looked at him with worried eyes.

“Alex... I’m afraid,” she said.

“Afraid of what?” he asked.

“That... you won’t find me good enough or smart enough or pretty enough...” she whispered.

“I don’t understand,” Alex said with a frown.

“I know that Taiya and Zura are your lovers. They are so beautiful and strong. What can I offer you to compete with them for your affection?” she said as she looked at him sadly.

Alex gave her a smile and held her other hand as well.

“Nina, you are just as beautiful as Taiya and Zura. You are an intelligent woman. You have suffered greatly and survived a difficult situation. I think you are a wonderful woman. I find you interesting and desirable,” he spoke to her honestly.

“Do you?” Nina asked hopefully as she looked up into his eyes.

In answer, Alex let go of her hands and moved his strong hands up to cup her face. He leaned down and kissed her lips tenderly.

“I do,” he whispered.

“Oh, Alex!” Nina sighed happily as she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him again.

They kissed for a long time as Alex savored the taste of her mouth. He ran his hands down her back, gently trailing his fingers over her hips. He enjoyed the feel of her silky soft dress. The sexual energy between them swirled and coiled as their passions were aroused.

Alex broke off their kiss and trailed kisses along her jawline. He nibbled her earlobe and then he kissed and licked her neck tenderly. Her hair smelled of flowers and her skin smelled of springtime. Alex inhaled deeply as Nina giggled.

“Alex! That tickles!” she whispered happily.

Nina ran her hands along his shoulders and upper arms, feeling the hardness of his muscles.

“You are so strong,” she whispered as she kissed his neck.

Alex slowly pulled her arms to her sides and then he let them go so he could move and stand behind her. He began to gently massage her shoulders as he gently kissed the back of her neck.

His hands reached up to the ribbons that closed the back of her dress. Alex slowly undid each one as he worked his way down to the small of her back. Nina was breathing faster.

Alex reached up and spread the dress apart, sliding it down her shoulders and letting the delicate fabric glide down past the gentle swell of her hips. The dress pooled in a yellow pile around the dainty boots she was wearing.

The Princess was only wearing a pair of delicate white panties under her dress. Alex trailed gentle kisses down her spine. He knelt behind her and hooked his thumbs into the sides of her panties. He slowly pulled them down her silky-smooth thighs, letting them fall to the floor with the dress.

Alex caressed the outside of her thighs as he admired her perfect little ass. He kissed one cheek and then the other as Nina trembled and whispered his name. Alex stood up and held her hand.

“Step out of the dress, my Princess,” he whispered.

He steadied her as she carefully lifted up her boots and walked out of the pile of clothing on the floor. Alex took a step back so he could admire her.

Nina blushed and she reached one hand down to cover her privates as she placed her other arm across her breasts.

“What is wrong?” she asked in confusion.

Alex smiled and shook his head.

“There is nothing wrong, Nina. I just wanted to admire how beautiful you are for a moment,” Alex said.

Nina looked at him longingly.

“Do you really think so?” she whispered.

“Of course, I do,” Alex replied.

Nina slowly let her hands drop to her sides as she exposed herself to him. Nina was beautiful in both face and body. Her breasts were pert and round, crowned with taught little nipples. Her flat stomach and slender waist flared out to gently rounded hips.

Nina stood there wearing only her little circlet in her hair and her boots. Alex thought she looked so sexy in the fading afternoon light.

Alex reached out and pulled her close to him. Nina smiled up at him.

“You are perfect,” Alex said as he kissed her deeply.

Alex picked her up and carried her to the bed, gently setting her down on the edge. He knelt down and pulled off one of her boots. She had pretty feet with a well-defined arch. Alex kissed the top of her foot and then each one of her little toes. Then he did the same with her other foot.

Alex stood up and took off his circlet so he could remove his tunic. He set the circlet on the nearby dressing table and then he draped his tunic on the back of the chair. Alex sat down on the bed and pulled off his boots while Nina gently ran her fingers along his shoulders.

“Your wound is almost healed,” Nina said.

Alex glanced at his shoulder. The flesh there was still pink, and he would have an interesting scar, but all the pain was gone. Alex stood up and walked over to the table. There was a lamp there and he turned it up a little as the sunlight faded.

Alex took off his pants and added them to the chair with his tunic. He turned back to the bed and saw that Nina was staring at him in wide eyed amazement as her eyes traveled up and down his body.

“Alex, you are magnificent,” she said softly.

Alex just grinned and shook his head.

“You have the body of a mighty warrior,” she said as her eyes travelled down his front to his hips, “and the manhood of a horse,” she added as she looked at him in wonder.

Alex walked over to her and stood in front of her. His cock was standing at attention.

“May... May, I touch you?” Nina asked as she continued to stare at his cock.

“Of course. We are here to enjoy each other’s bodies,” he replied.

Nina reached up her hand and gently ran her fingertips along his shaft. She slowly wrapped her hand around him. He could feel her excitement rising as her sexual energy moved rapidly through her body.

“You are so hot to the touch!” she said in amazement.

“That’s because my body burns with desire for you,” he said softly.

Nina looked up at him, her eyes full of hope. She released her grip on him and stood up so she could kiss him deeply. Alex reached down and cupped her bottom, pulling her tight as his erection pressed along her stomach.

Alex picked her up and crawled onto the bed with her, laying her down as he stretched out next to her. He broke off their kiss and leaned up on his elbow. He caressed her face with his hand for a moment.

Alex then shifted his body downward as he rolled on top of her. He propped himself up on his elbows and admired her breasts for a moment before he began trailing kisses along them.

Nina gasped as he suckled one of her nipples. He licked the other nipple and then gently blew his breath across it. Her skin puckered and she shivered in delight.

Alex shifted his body downwards again as he trailed kisses down her stomach. He loved how smooth and tight her skin was. He then shifted farther down her body so his head was positioned between her thighs.

Alex kissed the insides of her thighs and then he trailed his tongue up her leg to the apex where her hips joined her pelvis. Nina’s legs clamped together in surprise as she squeezed his head with her thighs.

“Alex!” she gasped.

“It’s alright. Just relax and enjoy my kisses,” he said.

Nina slowly lowered her knees and Alex continued to kiss and lick the area around her entrance. He could see she was already wet and he could smell the sweet musk of her desire for him.

Alex gave her the most intimate kiss as Nina gasped in surprise at the sensation of his mouth on her.

“Alex! What are you doing?” she whispered in confusion.

“Kissing you,” Alex replied as he gently kissed and licked her intimately.

Alex felt her relax a little as she allowed herself to enjoy the attention he was giving her. She was breathing faster. Alex pushed his tongue inside of her as she let out another gasp. He reached out and teased her opening with his finger, slowly working his way into her tight passage as he continued to kiss and lick her.

“Alex! Now what are you doing?” she gasped.

“Exploring you,” he answered.

Nina arched her spine and tilted her head back as new sensations assaulted her senses. Alex’s kisses and his touch were amplified by the strange and exciting energy she felt whenever he touched her.

Alex slowly added a second finger inside of her as her hips started to gyrate as she strained and sought release from the sweet torment he was giving her.

“Alex! Alex! Something strange is happening!” Nina said as her body began to spasm in pleasure. She let out a long soft moan as her first orgasm washed over her.

Alex smiled in satisfaction as he felt her body clenching around his fingers, and he tasted the honey of her release.

“Alex... Alex.... Alex,” she whispered as her body slowly relaxed, and she came down off her high.

Alex shifted his body up. He caressed her face as she looked up at him, emotions swirling in her eyes.

“Alex, that was amazing,” she said as she reached her hand up and pulled him down for a kiss.

They kissed for a time and then he took her hand and guided it to his cock. She wrapped her fingers around his shaft and gave him a gentle squeeze. She began to stroke his length.

“You are hard yet your skin is so soft. And you feel so hot to my touch,” she whispered in fascination as she looked at his erect member.

“I never imagined a man could be so large. I found a book in the library that had drawings of the famous statuary garden in Danuva. The marble carvings are all nude. The male heroes are muscular like you, but their... manhood is nothing like yours,” she said as she continued to stroke him.

“I will take that as a compliment,” Alex said as he let out a little growl of satisfaction as her touch was driving him crazy.

Alex grabbed her hand and moved it aside.

“Why are you making me stop?” she asked curiously.

“Because you are driving me crazy with desire,” Alex replied with a feral grin.

“Really?” Nina’s opened wide in surprise at his words.

Alex rolled over so that he was on top of her as he rested his weight on his hands and knees.

“Spread your legs wide for me, my Princess. I need to be inside of you,” he said softly.

Nina nodded and moved her feet as wide apart as she could. Alex looked down and gave her a little smile.

“Bend your knees. I need you to spread your thighs for me,” he explained.

“Oh!” Nina said and bent her knees, allowing her to spread herself open for him.

Alex reached down and guided himself to her opening. His and her wetness combined to slicken the front of his shaft. Alex began to slowly push into her.

“Alex! You are too big!” Nina said with a hint of panic in her voice.

“Relax, my Princess. We will proceed together slowly,” Alex said reassuringly.

“Oh!” she whispered as Alex pushed a little farther inside of her.

“Alex are you sure about this?” she whispered; her eyes wild as she looked up at him.

Alex leaned down and kissed her. He slowly pulled out to her entrance and then he went into her again, pushing a little farther. She was unbelievably tight. Alex concentrated on working his way in and out of her. Each stroke brought a little more of him inside of her.

Nina broke off the kiss, breathing heavily.

“Alex, I don’t know if I can fit anymore of you inside of me!” she said as her eyes searched his face.

“I am confident that you can take more of me. Much more,” Alex said as he pulled out and pushed a little farther in.

Nina nodded. Alex pushed a little farther in and felt the resistance of her maidenhead. He paused, giving her more time to adjust to the feeling of him inside of her.

“Alex, have other women taken more than this inside of them?” she asked.

Alex gave her a grin.

“Once we have practiced a little more, you will be able to fit all of me inside of you.” Alex said and kissed her again.

“So, the Elf and the Tarenian can take all of you?” Nina asked.

“Yes, they enjoy it immensely,” Alex said simply.

He could feel her energy swirling as she thought of his other lovers being pleasured by him.

“Alex, I want all of you. I want all of you inside of me,” she said desperately.

Alex bent down and kissed her tenderly.

“Nina, today’s ceremony made you my wife. Tonight, I am going to make you my woman,” he said as he looked into her golden green eyes.

“Alex! Yes!” she said in desperate hunger as she kissed him.

Alex surged past her hymen, tearing past the resistance.

Nina sobbed in pain; her moan stifled by their kiss. Alex held still, giving her time to adjust again. He kept kissing her.

He slowly started to move his hips, stretching her gently in every direction. He alternated that motion with an in and out motion, his slow thrusts plunging ever deeper into her tight passage.

Nina was panting heavily now as she felt her body mold itself to his length and girth. With a final push, Alex was fully sheathed inside of her. Nina let out a long moan as her passage was stretched to the limit.

Alex began to pull himself out, stopping just before his tip would enter her. He then pushed back into her in a long, strong stroke. He could feel her energy coiling up inside of her as he increased the tempo of his movements.

“Oh! Alex! It's happening again!” Nina let out a low moan as her body shuddered in another orgasm.

The feel of her tight passage clenching around his cock broke whatever little self-control Alex had left. With one last powerful stroke, Alex exploded inside of her as a mighty orgasm pulsed through his body.

“Alex,” Nina whispered in wonder as she felt him pumping inside of her.

Alex leaned down and kissed her before rolling over to lay down beside her.

“That was the strangest, most amazing combination of pleasure and pain,” Nina whispered as she wrapped her arm around him and laid her head on his chest.

“Hmmm. And the night is only just getting started,” Alex said with a little laugh.

Nina’s head shot up as she propped herself up on his chest. The look of surprise on her face was priceless.


Chapter fifty-two


They spent the next few hours making love. Nina was tender from their first joining so Alex took his time, gently stroking himself inside of her as he brought her to a slow building orgasm that left her breathless.

They lay there for a bit, Alex caressing her hair as she stroked his cock in fascination. She had taken her diamond circlet off and removed the ribbons so she could let her long hair down again.

The boosted energy flowing between them had kept him aroused and rock hard in desire. He wanted her again.

“I want you to ride me, Princess,” Alex said.

“I don’t know how,” she said as she shifted her position to look at him.

“I will teach you,” Alex said with a grin.

Nina let out a little squeal of delight as Alex easily lifted her body and laid her down on his torso.

“Straddle my hips like you are riding a horse. Then grab a hold of me and guide me inside of you,” Alex instructed her.

Nina shifted her body, so she was on her knees. Then balancing herself with one hand she reached down and wrapped her hand around him. She positioned his tip at her entrance and slowly pushed down on him.

“Take your time. Lift up and then push down again. Try to get a little more of me inside of you each time,” Alex said.

Nina’s hair fell across his face as she tilted her head down. She was watching his shaft as it penetrated deeper inside of her.

“I can’t believe all of that is going inside of me,” she gasped.

“I want all of me inside of you,” Alex said softly as he trailed his fingers along the outside of her thighs.

That was all the encouragement Nina needed as she pushed herself onto him, impaling herself with pleasure on his rock-hard cock. She let out a soft moan as she fit the last of him deep inside of her.

“Now sit up and rest your hands on my chest,” Alex directed.

“Oh, my. This feels nice,” Nina said as she followed his directions.

“You can swivel your hips or lift them up and down. Whatever gives you pleasure,” Alex said as he smiled up at her.

Nina nodded and began to experiment. She gyrated her hips as Alex ran his hands up her stomach to her breasts. He gently squeezed and massaged her as she changed her motion and began to move up and down, gently bouncing on his cock.

“Now arch your back and lean backwards. You can support your hands on my legs,” Alex explained.

Nina did as he directed. Her long hair tickled his legs as she tilted her head back in pleasure at the new angle.

“Oh! Alex! This feels amazing!” she whispered.

She started gyrating her hips faster and faster. Alex answered with little thrusts of his own as he reached his hand down between her thighs and rubbed her little bud, making little circles with his thumb.

Nina mumbled something incoherently as her body shuddered in another orgasm. Alex helped her lean forward and she collapsed against his chest, breathing heavily.

“That was fun! I can’t wait for you to teach me more,” Nina said happily as she tilted her head up to kiss his chin.

That made Alex chuckle and he gave her a happy squeeze. They lay together quietly for a bit until Nina leaned up on her arms and looked at him.

“I am surprised I am wide awake. I would think with all our... exertions, I would be sound asleep by now,” Nina said.

“That’s because we are boosted now. We will be awake and not hungry for about a day or so,” Alex explained.

“Really? That’s amazing!” Nina said.

“But there is a price to pay. You will fall asleep for a full day. It is the price to be paid for not resting the previous day,” Alex said.

“Oh. That’s no fun!” Nina said and wrinkled her little nose.

Alex laughed and Nina rested her head on his chest again.

“Your energy feels different again. Like it did when I touched you at the Lazy Lion,” she said as she caressed his chest and arm.

“That’s because I am boosted,” he said.

Nina shot up, a look of surprise on her face.

“Wait! That means you had sex at the Lazy Lion!” she said, her eyes wide.

Alex nodded. He saw her mind whirling as she connected the dots.

“You went upstairs and had sex with Taiya AND Zura!” she said in surprise.

“Yes. Does that bother you?” Alex asked.

Nina blinked at his question.

“What? No. Why should it bother me? The great heroes in my stories almost always have many wives and concubines,” she answered.

“Those are stories, this is real life,” Alex said.

Nina looked at him with a puzzled expression.

“Some of my books are tales of fanciful imagination, but many are based on real heroes. For example, it is said that Zamzed the Great had over 100 wives and 200 concubines. Even my uncle Kaspar has three wives, maybe even more now,” Nina explained.

“I came from a …. very isolated area... very far from here. There it is the custom of only one man for one woman,” Alex said with a wry smile.

Nina looked at him and nodded.

“I understand. Here in Zenkova, multiple wives are more the exception rather than the rule,” she said thoughtfully.

Alex leaned up and gave her a kiss.

“Alex, I see how others look to you for leadership. You are already a hero. You may think this sounds foolish, but I think your journey is just beginning. I am so excited to share the adventure with you!” she said as she caressed his cheek.

**** ***** *****

Nina ran her fingers across the muscles of his chest. They had made love again and were now lying next to each other as moonlight played across the bed.

“Last summer, there was a time when I had difficulty sleeping. This reminds me of that, but different,” Nina said with a little laugh.

“How is it different?” Alex asked as he ran his fingers through her hair.

“Then, I wanted to fall asleep. Now I don’t want to sleep. I want to enjoy every moment with you,” she said.

“What did you do when you couldn’t sleep?” Alex asked.

“One of the secret passages leads to a ladder which opens a door on the roof. Sometimes I would go up there and just look out at the city, or the stars, or the moonlight on the river,” she explained.

“Show me,” Alex said.

“What?” Nina asked, confused.

“Take me up to the roof,” Alex said with a smile.

“Why not!” Nina said enthusiastically as she rolled out of the bed.

“Where do we enter the secret passage?” Alex asked as he sat up on the edge of the bed.

Nina walked over to the large full-length mirror. She pressed a hidden button and the mirror swung forward. Behind it was an opening.

“I found this by accident a few years ago. That’s how I know about the secret passages,” she said as she looked over her shoulder at him.

Nina walked over to one of her wardrobes.

“What are you doing?” Alex asked.

“I was going to put on a nightdress,” she replied.

“Is there ever anyone on the roof?” Alex asked.

“As far I can tell, no one ever goes up there,” she said.

“Let’s just go up as we are,” Alex said as he gazed at her perfect body.

Nina’s eyes widened in shock at his suggestion. Her hand flew up to her mouth.

“Alex! You can’t be serious!” she exclaimed.

Alex walked over and picked her up and tossed her over her shoulder. She let out a little shriek as Alex gently bit the side of her derriere. Alex walked over to the table and picked up the lamp and boldly walked through the secret opening.

“Alex! Put me down! You don’t know where you are going!” Nina whispered frantically.

Alex stopped and set her down on her feet, kissing her lips before releasing his hold on her.

“You are crazy!” Nina said as her eyes glittered with desire in the lamplight.

She took him by the hand and led him down the secret passage. Around the next turn, Nina started climbing a ladder while Alex held the lamp up so she could see.

“What are doing?” Nina whispered as she looked down at him from the floor above.

“I was admiring the view,” he whispered back and then carefully began climbing up to her.

“Alex!” she whispered as her cheeks turned red.

“Lead on,” Alex said.

They climbed another ladder which led to a small room. Nina released the latch to door and peeked outside. She opened the door further and looked around.

“There is no one up here,” she said, and he followed her onto the moonlit roof.

The secret door was in the back of a small narrow building on the roof.

“What is this building for?” Alex asked curiously.

“It houses the staircase that leads to the roof,” Nina said as she led him around to the other side of the structure.

That side of the building was open to a flight of steps leading down to a door. There was a small pile of debris that the wind had deposited at the bottom steps. Alex could tell that the door must not have been opened for a long time.

Alex sat the lamp down next to the building. Nina took him by the hand and walked to the middle of the roof. She looked up at the moons and the stars.

“Isn’t it beautiful up here?” she asked as she raised her arm up to the heavens.

Alex just kept his eyes on her as he admired how wonderful she looked as the moonlight played across her skin.

“It’s very beautiful up here,” he said softly.

Nina looked at him and realized that he was staring at her instead of the sky.

“Alex!” she whispered as she playfully swatted him in the chest.

He laughed and pulled her close for another kiss. Then he looked up at the sky. It was a wonderful, cloudless night. The Great Moon Thuros was high overhead while Cluria, the smaller moon hung low on the horizon. The twinkling of thousands of stars added to the majestic scene.

Nina took him by the hand again, leading him towards the northern parapet wall. She cautioned him to stay low as they peered between the crenellations. The castle’s wall was just below them and a little farther was the outer wall of the city.

Alex could see guards on both walls. They were focused on possible threats from below and outside of their walls, none of them spared a glance upwards towards the castle roof.

Just beyond the city, Alex could see the Lim river flowing past as it bent around the city on its southward journey. The moonlight glittered on the water. Alex could see a structure on the far side of the river.

“What is that building on the other side of the river?” Alex asked.

“That is a guard tower that protects the docks there for ships to ferry people and goods across the river,” she explained.

She next led him to the eastern wall from which they could see the main dockyards of Zenkova. Even at this late hour, Alex could see signs of activity. He could make out people travelling along the streets, probably going to the taverns and Inns of the city.

The south wall gave them another view of the city and the Greenspring River flowing by. In the distance Alex could make out where the two rivers joined. The western wall looked out over a quiet section of the city. Beyond, Alex could see the City Gate and the road to Kargosk.

“I can see why you come here. It is both beautiful and peaceful,” he said.

Nina smiled happily and wrapped her arms around his midsection.

“I hoped you would like it,” she said as she rested her chin on his chest and smiled up at him.

Alex wrapped his arms around her, savoring the feel of her skin and the flow of energy between them. After a few moments, Alex pulled away and looked at her with a little frown,

“Nina, do you feel any different?” Alex asked.

“No, why?” she asked as she gave him a puzzled look.

“When I am boosted, my Power is stronger. I am a stronger Strongman, if that makes sense,” Alex said, and Nina nodded.

“When Taiya or Zura are boosted, their Powers also become stronger. So, my question is, what changes when you are boosted? I can sense your energy and it is definitely stronger now,” Alex said.

The Princess blinked in surprise at what Alex had implied.

“I don’t know how my Power could be stronger. All I do is turn into a snake,” Nina said.

Alex thought about how he could gain temporary control of the Powered spheres Zura shot at him as they practiced.

“Nina, I want you to try to feel the Power within you. I want to see if you can control it or change it somehow,” Alex said as he released her and moved a few steps away.

“I don’t want the feel of my Power distracting you,” he explained.

Nina nodded. She began concentrating. Alex could see that she had a faraway look in her eye as she looked inward.

“It does feel stronger now,” Nina said.

“Try turning into a snake," Alex suggested.

Nina nodded and her body flashed a golden glow for a split second before she transformed into her snake form. The snake looked up at him, tongue flicking in and out. Nina slithered around Alex, her tongue tasting the air. The snake glowed and Nina stood before him again.

She blinked in surprise and she placed her fingers up to her lips.

“Did you notice anything different?” Alex asked.

“I can transform much faster! And when I pictured myself as a Human, when I transformed, I was standing up. Usually, I am lying prone on the floor. And my senses were sharper as a snake. I could literally taste your Power,” Nina said.

“That’s great. Who knows, that could prove very useful someday,” Alex said encouragingly.

“And... when I was a snake... I felt something... I don’t know how to describe it,” Nina said with a frown.

A moment later she had shifted into her snake form again. Alex walked closer and looked down at her. Her head was swaying gently back and forth as if in concentration.

Nina’s snake body began to glow again. Instead of turning into her Human form, the snake expanded in size rapidly. It happened so fast that Alex couldn’t back away fast enough. Her expanding body knocked him backwards and he fell on his backside.

Alex’s mouth dropped open in surprise as he looked at the Princess. She was easily four feet in diameter and maybe 40 feet long! She lifted her head up and stared down at him. Her long tongue reached out and caressed his face briefly.

Her body glowed again, and she disappeared. Alex sprang to his feet in concern. He looked at the ground, wondering what had happened. Then he noticed a little snake, perhaps a foot long, darting about rapidly on the ground. Could that be Nina, he wondered.

The little snake quickly slithered towards him and began to glow. Suddenly Nina appeared, running directly towards him. Alex caught her before she crashed into him.

“What happened?” he asked her.

“Was I really towering over you? I had to taste you to believe that was you?” she said breathlessly.

“You can turn into a giant serpent now?” Alex asked in wonder.

“Yes! And then I tried turning into a little snake. I could move around so fast! Then I was curious to see what happened if I tried to change back while I was moving!” Nina said in an excited rush of words.

“That is remarkable,” Alex said as he kissed her little nose. He was happy to see her so excited.

“There is something else too,” Nina said with a puzzled expression.

“What is it?” he asked.

“A strange sensation in my stomach and mouth. I will be right back!” she said and then Alex was holding a snake in his arms.

He sat her on the ground and Nina slithered a short distance away from him. She stood still for a while. Then she lifted her head up into the air. She opened her mouth. Alex noticed she had small fangs. Suddenly the fangs started growing and in less than a second, Nina had the fangs of a viper!

A greenish liquid dripped from her top two fangs. He could see her concentrating again. The viper fangs returned to their normal size. Then they grew again for a moment before turning small again.

Nina glowed and she was Human again. Nina spat a few times and wiped her mouth.

“Ughhh! What an awful taste!” she said with a grimace.

“What happened?” Alex asked.

Nina looked at him and gave him a wry smile.

“It looks like I am venomous. But don’t worry, I can control it. I think,” she said.

Alex laughed.

“Remind me not to make you angry at me!” he said.

Nina hurried over to him and wrapped her arms around him, a worried look in her eyes.

“Oh, Alex! I would never hurt you!” she said, her voice full of concern.

“I know,” he said and kissed her.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, passionately returning the kiss.

“Are you sure you are not disgusted by the fact that your wife is also a venomous serpent?” she asked as she broke off the kiss and searched his eyes with hers.

Alex smiled.

“Not at all. You’re perfect,” he said and kissed her.

Alex could feel her desire rising in her as her energy coiled and swirled through her body. Alex cupped her bottom and picked her up. Nina wrapped her arms and legs tightly around him.

Her position opened herself up for him to easily guide himself into her. She gasped with pleasure as she felt his shaft sliding into her silky wet passage.

“Oh, Alex! I never dared hope that my dreams of being rescued by a hero who could love me for me could come true!” she said as tears of joy filled her eyes.

“I do love you, Nina,” Alex said, and Nina began bucking wildly up and down on him as she came again and again.

Nina’s passion for him was driving him mad with desire for her. He used his hands to lift her bottom up and down as he drove himself deep inside of her with each downward motion of her body. Soon he exploded inside of her as she climaxed yet again as she felt him coming deep inside of her.

As their breathing and heartbeats returned to normal, Alex gently set her down on her feet again. She leaned her head against his chest.

“Alex, I love you so much,” she whispered.

Alex squeezed her tight. He did love her. Perhaps not in a wildly passionate way yet. But he knew that she was a good person. He cared for her and wanted to protect her. And she cared for him. If that wasn’t a good foundation for a deeper love, what was? he wondered.

As they made their way back to the secret entrance, the Wizard’s Tower caught Alex’s eye in the distance. He could have sworn he saw a light on in one of the top windows a moment ago.

“What is it?” Nina asked, wondering why he had stopped.

“I thought I saw a light on in the Wizard’s Tower,” he said.

Nina looked towards the tower.

“You mean the Hero’s Tower!” she corrected him.

“It must have been a reflection from another light. Who would be up there at this hour?” she added.

“You’re probably right,” Alex said as they headed back to her bedroom.


Chapter fifty-three


Zura opened the door to the Wizard’s bedroom and sat her lamp down on the small writing desk in the corner. She sat down in the chair and began searching through the small drawers. All she found were supplies for writing and some wax for sealing letters.

The White Witch stood up and walked over to the nearby bookshelf. It was half filled with notebooks. She reached up and pulled the first book from the top shelf. The notebook contained lists of supplies to be ordered for the Tower. The entries were dated from last year.

Zura leafed through another one of Vijan's notebooks. She skimmed through the contents. It seemed to be a record of goods that had been stored in his warehouse. The dates written were all from several years ago. She placed the book back on the Wizard’s bookshelf.

Zura had returned to the Guildhouse with the others after the wedding feast. Taiya, Janx and Arban had retired early, but Zura was restless and couldn’t sleep. She walked to the Hero’s Tower and the guards unlocked the new front gate and let her in to continue her search for clues.

All the notebooks that she checked were mundane records of the Wizard’s activities as the master of the tower and his duties as an advisor. Zura blinked as she tried to remember if she had gone through the notebooks on the third shelf.

The Witch was having trouble concentrating on her task as her mind drifted to the events of the day. Alex’s marriage to the Princess had opened a new range of possibilities for her. And her future.

Zura walked over to one of Viljan’s dressers. A cool evening breeze ruffled the curtains as she passed by the open window. The dresser was filled with the Wizard’s clothes.

Zura lifted a few articles of clothing up, checking if anything was hidden or stored under the clothes. Finding nothing of interest, Zura closed the dresser and moved on to the one sitting beside it.

The top drawer contained Wizard’s robes. She lifted one up. They were plain and unadorned. Zura again wondered where he had studied magic. She found it hard to believe that he had become so strong on his own. She had already searched his study but had not found any reference to any of the other Mage’s groups.

Zura lifted another robe out so she could check the bottom of the drawer. As she did so, she heard the clink of something metallic hitting the floor of the bedroom. Zura looked down and didn’t see anything. She placed the robe back in the drawer and knelt down.

She generated a little energy sphere to light up the space under the dresser. She frowned for a moment. Then she saw a glint of metal behind the nearest wooden leg of the dresser. She picked up the item. It was a small key.

Zura had found a strongbox inside one of the larger desk drawers in the Wizard’s study downstairs. She had searched the study but hadn’t found the key for it. She smiled as she realized the key in her hand looked to be the right size to fit the strongbox’s lock.

Zura headed out of the bedroom into the dimly lit hall. She had lit both hall lamps but had taken one off the wall to bring into the bedroom. She turned towards the landing, eager to go down to the study and try the key she had found.

Zura froze as she placed her foot on the first step. An eerie voice called out from the bedroom she had just left.

“Wiizzzaaarrrddd,” the voice called.

Zura quickly ran down the first few steps of the staircase before turning around to peek over the top step. She frowned as she wondered how someone had entered the room. She would have sworn that there was no one else in the bedroom with her.

Then she remembered the open window. Perhaps they had climbed in the same way she had seen Janx climbing the tower! She waited for the newcomer to show himself.

The hair on the back of Zura’s neck stood up as a chill ran down her spine. A ghostly figure exited the room and drifted towards the other door.

“Wiizzzaaarrrddd,” the voice called again as it disappeared through the closed door of the other room.

A ghost! It had to be, Zura thought. She had never seen one, but the various types of spirits and undead had been discussed in one of her classes at the Great Hall. The spirit reappeared and turned towards the steps.

Zura ducked down and hurried to the next floor. She ran into the Wizard’s study and hid behind the desk. She heard the ghost call out again as it entered the study. She waited a moment and then she peeked around the side of the desk. The ghost was drifting out of the room and down the hall.

“Blooddd, deathhhh,” she heard it say.

The ghost drifted past the doorway as it headed towards the stairs again. The ghost looked like that of a male warrior. Its ghostly armor was damaged and there was a dark hole where his right eye would have been.

Zura hurried over to the door and carefully looked down the hall. The ghost was heading downstairs. She could see tiny blue sparkles of Power twinkling on the ghostly form.

“Blooddd, deathhh, murderrr,” the ghost moaned as it travelled down the staircase.

Zura carefully followed the ghost to the ground floor. She heard it moaning about blood and death several times.

The White Witch waited on the stairs as she peered down the hall. The ghost had quieted, and she wondered if it had gone. She stepped out onto the hall and immediately froze as the ghost drifted out from the kitchen and headed out the front doorway.

Zura breathed a sigh of relief. The ghost had not looked in her direction.

Zura hurried over to the door and peeked outside. The ghost was standing just in front of her, looking out at the courtyard. Zura caught her breath as she tried not to make a sound.

“Blooddd anddd deathhh,” she heard it moan again.

The ghost seemed to be fading, becoming more transparent.

“The mistresss willl nottt beee pleaseddd,” the ghost said faintly as it disappeared.

Zura let out her breath as the last of the blue sparks of Power faded away. She felt another small chill pass through her body as she realized what this apparition meant.

“Necromancer,” she whispered.

This concludes the first part of Alex’s adventures- what I like to think of as the “Greenspring Valley Trilogy”. Look for more books featuring Alex and his friends in the near future! I am also working on another series that I hope you will enjoy. Thank you for reading!
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