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"It does not matter how slowly you go as long as you do not stop"

-Confucius


Thank you to all the fans who have patiently waited for this book to be written!


Prologue


The Old King’s Road

The Caravan wound its way between the cities of Pahada and Ganeuf. The wagons were heavily laden with goods. Some would be sold in Ganeuf and others would continue on to Montebelar and other cities to the east.

The road was known as The Old King’s Road. It was a remnant from the time when King Vartan of Ganeuf had conquered these lands. The kingdom had fractured many generations ago. The largest portion remained the Kingdom of Ganeuf to the east. Pahada was again its own kingdom in the west.

The Duchy of Hallburg and the Duchy of Wazno, both located in the region between the two kingdoms, eventually broke away and achieved independence. Occasionally, the countries fought over control of the lands on their borders as they each strove to increase their influence in the region.

But the trade must flow and the Caravan Guards saw to it that goods moved smoothly between the cities and kingdoms. The merchants and rulers were happy and the Caravaners made a handsome profit for their services.

“I will be glad to sleep in a warm bed once we get to the Guildhouse in Ganeuf,” an old Dwarf grumbled to his companion as they rode in the driver’s seat of the fourth wagon.

“Warm bed? Why with summer approaching, the nights are barely cold anymore. You just like to complain,” the Orc laughed. She was old, but not as old as the Dwarf.

“In a few hours we will reach the next way stop. After we get the horses in the corral, you can run around in circles until you work up a sweat!” the Orc added as she laughed at her own joke. The old Dwarf just shook his head.

The caravan rolled along, fourteen wagons strong. Twenty outriders guarded the wagon. Each wagon had a driver and most had an assistant sitting with them. They were all trained in basic combat. A small stream flowed eastwards as it ran next to the road.

The line of wagons was led by a veteran Wagon Master. The run between Pahada and Ganeuf was usually quiet. It had been many years since the last attempt by bandits to rob the caravan. The attempt had been unsuccessful.

Afterwards, the Caravan Guards had dispatched a large force of warriors to the area. They found the remaining bandits and killed them. Most of the Master’s Council that oversaw the Caravan Guards were Dragonkin. The worst way to anger them was to steal from them.

“I didn’t think we would see fog this night,” the Dwarf said. In the distance, he could see mist floating above the stream.

“It should only be another hour to the way stop,” the Orc shrugged her shoulders.

To the south of the road, a grassy plain stretched away towards gently rolling hills. The stream was on the north side of the road. A long stretch of woodland bordered the far side of the stream.

By the time the first wagons reached the mist, it had already spread across the road. The mist soon thickened into fog.

“I’ve been traveling this stretch of road for six years and have never encountered evening fog,” the Dwarf looked around nervously.

“Bah, quit your worrying. You know we never have any issues except for the occasional beast that tries to get to the horses and mules,” the Orc said. She felt under the wagon seat and touched her crossbow to make sure it was there. Just in case.

The fog grew thicker, billowing out from the stream and covering the road. The wagons slowed down, as it became harder to see where they were going.

“I’ve never seen fog come up this fast,” one of the outriders said as she brought her horse closer to the Wagon Master.

“There’s something not right,” the Wagon Master looked around nervously. He could only see the first three wagons in the mist and a vague shadow marking the fourth.

“Halt!” the wagon master cried out.

The wagons creaked to a halt as the drivers pulled on the reins of their animals. The wagon master listened. All he heard was the splashing of the stream to his left.

“Wonder why we are stopping?” the Orc squinted her eyes as she tried to peer into the fog.

The Dwarf could barely make out the wagon in front of theirs. “This fog, it's getting tough to see. The Wagon Master probably wants to make sure no one goes off the road.”

The Dwarven woman looked towards the stream. The swirling fog made it look like there were shapes moving in the mist.

“I don’t like this,” she said as a chill ran down her spine. She reached underneath her seat and pulled out the loaded crossbow.

The swirling shapes in the fog became darker. It looked like they were rapidly coming closer.

Suddenly, a huge shape appeared through the mist as it bore down on her wagon. The creature was seven feet tall, with a pair of upturned horns protruding from the sides of its forehead. It was holding a two-handed sword in its hands.

“Hargs!” the guard shouted as she aimed her crossbow at the charging bull man. The shot was rushed as the Harg leapt towards her and the bolt flew harmlessly past his shoulder. The beast man smashed his sword down on the Orc, cleaving her from shoulder to breast bone.

The old Dwarf drew his waraxe and leapt onto the wagon's seat, standing over the body of his friend as she slumped over. He parried the Harg’s first swing, but the bull man quickly brought his blade around in a sideways swing.

The blade bit through the chainmail shirt, drawing blood as the Dwarf’s ribs cracked and broke. The blow knocked him onto the crates in the wagon’s bed. Stunned, he could do nothing as the Harg’s blade fell on his neck, severing his head. His red blood stained the crates.

The eerie fog began to rapidly dissipate, revealing a chaotic scene in the late afternoon light. Hargs and Caravan guards were locked in a battle. Three Hargs had fallen and a dozen of the caravaners were down.

From the south side of the road, ten archers sprang up, arrows nocked to their bows. Their long yellow hair, pointed ears and tan skin betrayed them for Sun Elves. Their first volley felled another seven of the Caravan Guards.

“Behind us!” the Wagon Master cried out as he glanced towards the archers. He and the outrider had just felled a Harg.

He wheeled his horse to charge the archers. As he did, his body was hit by a sparkling sphere that glowed with blue and purple light. The Wagon Master’s body spasmed as he died. His corpse fell off the side of his horse as it galloped away.

Another sphere hit the outrider, killing her. More spheres found their target as the Caravan Guards crumpled under the arrows and energy spheres. In less than two minutes, the battle was over.

The archers slung their bows and drew their daggers as they checked the Caravan Guards. They finished off any wounded that were still breathing before examining the contents of the wagons.

A hooded figure nimbly jumped across the rocks in the stream. Another hooded figure who plodded through the water followed him. A dozen Elven warriors followed after them.

The second figure’s hood fell back as she stumbled for a moment. The hood revealed an oval face with brown hair streaked with grey. Her brown eyes had a faraway look in them. The afternoon sun’s rays glinted off a collar around her neck.

“The Caravaners are all dead, Sire,” one of the archers said with a bow to the first figure.

“Five of the Hargs are also dead, also four of the wagon’s horses. Three of the riders' horses are dead and five have run off,” he added.

The hooded figure nodded. The losses were acceptable, considering there were more guards than he had anticipated.

“You know what to do,” a voice used to command answered from the hood.

The Sun Elves, assisted by the Hargs, quickly dragged all the dead across the stream. They hid the bodies in the woods.

The Elves used some of the outriders’ horses to replace the dead horses attached to the wagons. The Hargs then dragged the dead horses across the stream while fourteen of the Elves climbed onto the wagon driver’s benches.

The Elves drove the wagons off the road and onto the grassy plain. The hooded man watched them as they headed south towards the hills. As he turned around, he noticed the woman’s hood had fallen.

“Put your hood up,” he commanded the woman. Her face was expressionless as her hands reached up and pulled the hood back up.

“Follow me,” he commanded.

The robed man crossed back to the woods, the woman plodding along after him as the remaining Sun Elves formed an escort around them. The Hargs brought up the rear. They disappeared into the trees as they headed north.

The road was quiet as the sun set. The only evidence of the bloody battle was the bloodstains in the dirt.


Chapter One


“Make love to me again, Alex,” Nina whispered as she reached up and wrapped her slender arms around his neck.

Alex smiled down at his wife. Her bedroom was mostly shadows, the sole illumination coming from a candle sitting on a nearby dresser.

He brushed her golden brown hair to the side so he could better see her face. Her golden flecked green eyes sparkled in the gently flickering candlelight.

“You're not too sore?” Alex asked as he admired her pretty face with its high cheekbones and the cute little dimple in her chin.

“I think you’re right about my body being able to heal faster while I am boosted. Besides, I can tell that I am getting tired. I want to feel my hero inside of me one more time before I fall asleep,” Nina answered as she pulled his head down and kissed him deeply. Her mouth tasted faintly of the strawberries they had shared earlier in the evening.

Alex needed no further encouragement. He gently guided himself into her, and their bodies soon moved together in a sweet rhythm.

The swirling Power that flowed through their bodies wherever they touched heightened their sensations. His mouth covered hers as she softly moaned. Her body trembled in a long, slow climax.

Afterwards, Alex held Nina in his arms as she drifted off into a deep sleep. Her hair smelled of flowers and he enjoyed the feel of her smooth skin as she pressed her slender body against him.

Alex smiled as he thought about the amazing journey he had been on since he had been transported to the world of Ktor. After completing his service as a Green Beret medical sergeant, he had enrolled in college, hoping to become a history teacher. But a lightning strike had activated an ancient stone portal and somehow he had found himself on another planet.

A planet that was a living fantasy world where magic was real. A place where Elves, Orcs and other races and creatures actually existed. In the few short months that he had been here, he had found himself in one adventure after another.

Eventually he wound up here, in a Princess’s bedroom. He smiled again and then he kissed the top of Nina’s head. Princess Antonina. His wife. Alex chuckled as he realized he was living out some kind of fairy tale life.

Alex yawned. He could feel himself getting tired. When he woke up, he would have to go check on his team. With a deep sigh of contentment, he fell asleep, comforted by the warmth of Nina’s presence.
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Alex woke the next morning feeling well rested. He glanced at Nina. She was sleeping soundly.

Nina would probably be asleep for a day and a half to two days. Her body would need to recover from being boosted for the previous two days.

Alex’s stomach grumbled loudly. He would need to eat a hearty breakfast once he made his way to the Caravan Guildhouse.

From the light coming in from the small window, Alex guessed that it was mid-morning. Getting out of bed, Alex pulled on his leggings and boots. The only shirt he had was the fancy red and gold tunic that Captain Rolf had given him for the wedding ceremony. His other clothes were back at the Guildhouse.

Alex gently kissed Nina’s cheek and then headed out of her bedroom into the castle hallway. The castle was a maze, and he had to ask directions from a passing servant.

“Follow this hallway and then take the first left. You will soon see the stairs, my lord,” the man said with a bow.

Alex thanked the man and made his way to the ground floor. He could see the main entrance to his right. Eight guards decked in the red and gold tabards of Zenkova were lined along the wall near the doors. As he made his way to the castle entrance, an elderly servant moved to stand in front of him.

“My lord,” the man said with a bow.

“Will the Prince require a carriage?” the man added as he looked at Alex questioningly.

Alex blinked in confusion for a moment. Then he realized that the “Prince” the man was referring to was himself. Upon his marriage to Nina, he had been given the title “Prince Consort”.

“I am only going to the Caravan Guildhouse. I can walk,” Alex replied.

The servant had a shocked look on his face. Then he turned to another servant.

“Bring one of the carriages around for Prince Alex,” the man ordered, and the other servant quickly disappeared through the front door of the castle.

Before Alex could say anything, the leader of the guard detachment took a step forward.

“Yoseph. Vanik. Escort Prince Alex,” the leader commanded.

Two of the guards immediately marched forward and took up positions behind Alex. He gave the guard’s leader a bemused smile.

“There is no need for an escort,” Alex said. With Viljan and his accomplices dead, life in Zenkova was returning to normal.

“Queen’s orders, my lord. Princess Antonina and yourself are to be escorted whenever you are in residence in the city. The gate of the Hero’s Tower is now also part of the town watch’s responsibility,” the soldier replied with a small bow.

Alex was about to argue, but then realized it would be pointless.

“Very well,” Alex said, with a nod of his head.

A few minutes later, Alex was sitting in a plain carriage as it wound its way through the streets of the city. The hooves of the pair of horses pulling the carriage beat a steady clip-clop as they made their way down the cobblestone street.

Alex pulled back the curtain and looked out. The people he saw looked just like any other citizens of a large city or town. Gone were the looks of stress and the people were no longer looking over their shoulders.

It was hard to believe that until last week, Zenkova had been gripped by fear as seemingly random murders struck its citizens. Commoner and highborn alike, neither was immune from the threat of death.

It had all been part of a plot by the city’s Chief Counselor, Viljan the Wizard, to seize power. Viljan murdered the King and Queen and he was about to marry their eldest daughter, Hilda, in order to cement his position as the new ruler of the city. Fortunately, Alex and his companions had discovered the plot and he was able to kill Viljan before the wedding ceremony was completed.

The carriage slowed to a stop in front of Zenkova’s Caravan Guildhouse. One of his escort guards opened the carriage door for him. The guards then moved to follow him inside.

“No need to come inside. You can wait outside with the carriage,” Alex said, as he paused and turned to the two men.

The guards looked at each other nervously.

“But, my lord… the Queen insists that you and Princess Antonina are escorted while in Zenkova,” one of the guards spoke.

Alex could understand the young Queen’s concern. Her parents had been murdered and she had been kidnapped, along with Nina.

“I understand, but…” Alex smiled as he reached out and grabbed each guard's tunic and then easily lifted both of them into the air. The guard’s eyes widened and their mouths fell open in surprise.

“Don’t forget that I am a Strongman and I can take care of myself. Is that understood?” Alex asked as he held the guards off the ground.

“Yes, my lord!” they both said frantically.

“Good,” Alex said, as he set the men down. The guards positioned themselves on either side of the door as Alex entered the Guildhouse.

He made his way to the great room. The great room served as a dining room and bar for the Guildhouse guests. A couple of long bearded, broad shouldered Dwarves were sitting at the bar. Three green skinned Orcs, their heads hairless save for the long ponytails that flowed from the top, were seated at a corner table.

Alex smiled when he saw his “team”. They had pushed a couple of tables together in the back of the room and were speaking softly together. Taiya, the auburn-haired Elf, saw him first. She stood up and ran over to him, jumping into his arms. She pressed her lips against his. Alex squeezed her tight.

“I’m glad you are awake!” she said once she broke off her kiss.

Alex laughed and kissed her again. He felt the surge of Power flow through his body as they touched. Taiya took him by the hand and led him to the table as Arban pulled up a chair for him.

“Thank you!” Alex nodded to his friend as he sat down between Arban and Taiya.

“Congratulations on your wedding,” the Orc said as he patted Alex on the shoulder.

“Yes, congratulations, Alex. It is good that you have allied yourself with a powerful family,” Janx nodded approvingly from the other side of the table.

Alex gave the Foxman a nod and a smile. Then he glanced at Zura. The red skinned, golden eyed Tarenian was sitting next to Janx. She was wearing the white robes trimmed with blue that were the symbol of the council of the White Witches.

The White Witch had a pensive look on her face as she gave him a nod. Alex noticed her eyes were red and tired. He glanced at Taiya and saw that her green eyes were also bloodshot.

“What’s wrong? Have you two been crying?” Alex asked in alarm as he looked at his friends. Arban and Janx’s eyes seemed normal.

Zura gave him a frown.

“What? No. Zura and I haven’t slept much the last two nights,” Taiya replied with a half smile.

“Why not?” Alex asked.

“These two have been keeping an eye on your tower,” Arban explained.

“My tower?” Alex asked in confusion.

“The Hero’s Tower,” Janx added. The Queen had gifted him Viljan’s tower as a wedding gift. She had proclaimed that it would be henceforth known as the Hero’s Tower in honor of his victory over the Wizard.

“Why?” Alex asked.

“Zura saw a ghost,” Taiya replied quietly as she glanced around at the other customers.

Alex blinked as he processed what she had said. It was not what he had been expecting to hear.

“What do you mean, a ghost?” Alex whispered, taking his cue from Taiya’s caution.

Zura leaned forward, her golden eyes looking into his.

“I suspect a Necromancer,” the red skinned Tarenian said softly.

Necromancer. He vaguely had an image of some kind of Wizard that could animate the dead. He remembered that Taiya had listed it as one of the unusual Powers that a Human could have.

“Where did you see the ghost?” Alex asked her.

“In your tower,” Zura answered.

“How do you know it was a ghost?” Alex asked. Even though he had seen many strange and magical things here on Ktor, his Earthborn mind had trouble believing that she had actually seen a real ghost.

“Shhh,” Taiya whispered as she glanced around to see if anyone was listening to their conversation.

“We do not want to alarm the Zenkovians unnecessarily after what this city has been through,” Arban added. The Orc smiled, showing his vampire-like canines, as Alex’s stomach let out a loud rumble.

“Haven’t you eaten?” Taiya asked in concern.

Alex gave her a smile.

“I just woke up,” he answered.

Taiya stood up with a shake of her head.

“We can finish this conversation later. Let’s get some food in you,” Taiya added before walking over to speak to the bartender.

“So, you were watching the tower?” Alex asked Zura as Taiya ordered food for him.

The White Witch nodded.

“Two nights ago, as I was searching through Viljan’s notes for any clues, I saw a ghost walking through the tower,” Zura explained quietly.

“What was the ghost doing?” Alex asked, keeping his voice low.

“Looking for Viljan,” Zura replied.

Alex frowned as he considered what Zura had said. He didn’t know much about ghosts or spirits.

“Was it someone he had killed coming back to haunt him?” Alex asked.

“No,” Zura said as she shook her head.

“The ghost looked like he was a warrior who had been killed in battle,” the Tarenian added as Taiya sat down again.

“What did the ghost do?” Alex asked.

“The ghost searched the tower for Viljan. When he didn’t find him, the ghost disappeared,” Zura explained.

Alex wondered what the ghost wanted with the Wizard.

“Zura and I took turns watching the tower the last two nights, but neither of us saw anything,” Taiya added.

“I am fairly certain that the ghost will not return,” Zura said.

“Why is that?” Alex asked.

“The ghost seemed to sense the blood and death from our recent battle with the Wizard’s men when we sought to rescue you from the tower. I assume that the ghost, or rather, whoever sent the ghost, will soon know that Viljan is dead,” Zura explained.

Alex was about to ask Zura what she meant, but the bartender arrived with his breakfast. Heaping plates of scrambled eggs, slices of ham, chunks of yellow cheese and a small loaf of brown bread were set before him. The bartender then returned with a mug of fruit juice and a plate of grapes.

“I’m assuming you all have already eaten?” Alex asked, as he looked around the table.

“Eat Alex, we had breakfast earlier,” Arban answered for the group.

Alex nodded as he hungrily scooped up a forkful of eggs. Then he tried the ham. It had an interesting sweet and salty flavor.

“Is the tower safe and secure?” Alex asked, after swallowing down another mouthful of ham.

“A pair of guards from the Town Watch protects the front gate now,” Janx said with an approving nod. That confirmed what the guard at the castle had told him.

“Zura suggested you would need staff for your new tower,” Arban said.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Alex said between mouthfuls.

The Orc smiled. “I took the liberty of trying to find you some.”

Alex looked at the Orc with a puzzled expression.

“Our acquaintance, Ozvald, at the Lazy Lion, seems the kind of man with plenty of connections. While the girls were watching the tower, Janx and I paid him a visit. He promised to do his best to find trustworthy people,” the Orc explained.

“I’m not sure about going to Ozvald for help. I worry that the people he brings will be loyal to him first and Alex second,” Taiya said with a frown.

Ozvald had proved to be honest in their dealings with him. Alex would give the man the benefit of the doubt for now.

“Let’s see what kind of people he brings us before we make any decision,” Alex said.

Taiya nodded in agreement.

“Is Princess Antonina still sleeping?” Zura asked.

Alex took a drink of his juice before responding. “Yes. My guess is that she will wake up late tonight or sometime tomorrow morning.”

Alex could see Zura’s mind working as she used that knowledge to evaluate how strong Nina’s Power was. Taiya, as an Elemental Flame Dancer, was the strongest. Once boosted, she would stay awake for three days, but then she would need to sleep for three days to recover.

Zura was a powerful White Witch. But she couldn’t match Taiya for raw Power. She stayed awake for two days, followed by two days of sleep. The Power Alex had felt in Nina was pretty strong, but not quite the level of the Tarenian.

His friends fell silent as he ate the rest of his food. With a contented sigh, Alex sat his fork down on an empty plate.

“Should I order you more food?” Taiya asked.

“No, I am full,” Alex said.

Taiya smiled happily before giving him a kiss on the cheek.

“We should pay a visit to the tower where we can continue our conversation,” Zura said, her face still wearing a serious expression.

“I will arrange a carriage for us,” Arban said as he stood up from the table.

“No need, I have a carriage waiting outside,” Alex said with a grin.

Taiya let out a little laugh. “Of course you do, my Prince.”

“I forgot! Lead the way, my Lord,” the Orc said as he gave Alex a wink before performing an exaggerated bow.


Chapter Two


The carriage rolled to a stop in front of the Hero’s Tower. Alex’s escort guards opened the door and helped the team exit the vehicle.

Alex saw that the gate in the wall was open, but on either side of the gate stood a soldier wearing the same red and yellow colors as his escorts. The gate had been repaired. The guards nodded to Alex.

Taiya and Zura led the way through the courtyard and up to the main entrance of the four-story tower. The stones around the doorway still bore the scorch marks from Taiya’s fireballs.

“There are still some areas that need to be cleaned, but otherwise, the repairs to the tower have been completed,” Zura explained.

Alex’s two guards took up a position on either side of the door as the rest of the team entered the building. A faint smell of charred wood still hung in the air inside the tower. Zura led the way up to the third floor, where the Wizard’s study was located.

The middle of the room contained a large desk with a large ornate chair behind it. Two plain wooden chairs were positioned at the front of the desk. Much of the wall space was taken up by bookshelves containing various tomes and scrolls. A medium sized window was in the far wall.

“Your chair, Prince Alex,” Zura motioned towards the ornate chair with a little smile.

“You and Taiya are tired, go ahead and sit down. I would rather stand,” Alex said. The women nodded as Taiya took one of the small wooden chairs while Zura sat behind the desk.

“There is one more chair,” Alex said as he looked at Arban and Janx.

“I was tied up in one of those chairs for many hours, I will stand,” the Foxman replied. The Orc shrugged his shoulders and took the remaining seat.

“So, tell me about this ghost,” Alex said as he moved to stand next to the desk.

“I believe the ghost was sent by a Necromancer,” Zura said with a serious look on her face.

“What exactly is a Necromancer?” Alex asked.

“Someone who can summon and control the dead to do their bidding,” Zura explained.

“They can command ghosts?” Alex asked.

“Yes. They can summon the spirits of the dead. They can also raise dead bodies,” Zura answered.

“Ghouls,” Taiya said with a shudder.

Alex looked at the Elf and then back to Zura. He frowned as he tried to understand what she meant.

“The Necromancer returns the dead body to a half-life state. They are referred to as Ghouls. The Ghoul does not remember much of its past life. Their sole purpose is to do the Necromancer’s bidding,” Zura explained.

“Wasn’t there a war with a Necromancer in the forest east of here?” Alex asked, recalling some of the lore of the region he had picked up during their adventures.

“The Deathwood,” Arban said with a nod.

“The Tarwin Forest,” Zura corrected him. The Orc shrugged.

“That Necromancer was killed 200 years ago,” the Witch added.

“What are the odds that another Necromancer had occupied the same forest?” Alex wondered out loud.

“It may be a coincidence,” Taiya replied.

“The Tarwin Forest is empty, except for some Hargs. It would be a good place for someone to hide and work their magic away from others,” Arban added as he rubbed his chin.

“This new Necromancer may have been drawn to the forest because of the stories of the previous one, even if he was killed in the war,” Alex mused.

Zura’s eyes lit up.

“Of course! The war!” Zura said excitedly.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“The final battle of the War of the Necromancer was in the Tarwin Forest. There must have been hundreds of dead after the fight,” Zura explained.

“Why is that important?” Taiya asked.

“Because this Necromancer would have access to many warriors and Skeletons that they could raise. All within a short distance.” Zura frowned as she considered the severity of the threat.

“True,” Arban nodded.

“Zura, you have studied the ways of Power. How dangerous is this Necromancer you speak of? Such a thing is unheard of among my people,” Janx asked.

“Necromancy is a Power particular to Humans, in the same way that Alchemy is only found among Humans or Beast Mastery is found among the Elves or Forge Masters among the Dwarves,” Zura explained as she looked at the Foxman.

“The original Necromancer was very strong. His undead army laid waste to some of the towns near the forest,” Arban added.

“We did not spend much time studying the subject of Necromancers because they are so very rare,” Zura said as she glanced at Alex.

“I don’t believe it. Are you saying there is a subject about Power that you are not an expert in?” Alex said as he feigned mock surprise.

Zura’s golden eyes glared at him.

“Necromancers are very secretive. The fact that they deal with the dead causes most people to shun them. There is very little scholarship on the subject,” Zura said as she lifted her chin proudly.

Alex held his hands up, palms facing the Tarenian.

“I was just teasing you, Zura,” Alex said with a little laugh.

“Hmmpphh,” Zura muttered as Taiya tried to hide a smile.

“I was about to add, before someone rudely interrupted me, that there appears to be three… levels, for lack of a better word, of Necromancers. Those with basic knowledge of their Power can summon ghosts. As the Necromancer practices and builds their skill, they are able to animate dead bodies,” Zura explained.

“What is the third level?” Alex asked.

“The most powerful Necromancers can animate Skeletons, breathing life into the very bones themselves. They can summon the bones up out of the earth and use their Power to knit them together for a time,” Zura replied as she touched the fingertips of her left hand to the fingertips of her right hand.

“The Orc I spoke to from Port Lar was with a war party that tracked a group of Hargs to the edge of the Deathwood. He said that one of the members from their party claimed to have seen a Skeleton warrior watching them from the woods. Nobody believed him,” Arban added.

Alex thought for a moment.

“If that Orc really saw a Skeleton warrior, this Necromancer could be trouble. So how do we handle him?” Alex asked.

“Her,” Zura said.

They all looked towards the Tarenian.

“The ghost was looking for Viljan. He kept calling out “Wizard” as he wandered around the upper floors of the tower. As the ghost made its way downstairs, it must have sensed our recent battle here. It began wailing about blood, death, and murder. The last thing it said before it disappeared was… “the mistress will not be pleased”. The Ghost had to be referring to the Necromancer,” Zura explained.

The group fell silent. Alex processed the information as he tried to assess this new threat.

“I will need to inform Guild Master Orevein in Verbana of this development,” Arban spoke first.

Zura stood up and began pacing back and forth. “I can not delay my trip to Verbana any longer. In addition to Master Nella’s death, the council must be informed of this new threat. Master Camila will be able to communicate with the Great Hall in Vizan.”

Alex thought for a moment. “Nina should be awake by morning. We should be able to head out tomorrow.”

“I will check with acting Caravan Master Dak to see when the next boat heading downriver to Verbana leaves,” Arban said.

“Have you learned anything else?” Alex asked.

Taiya leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. “When I was keeping watch for more ghosts, I found a ledger with notes about Janx.”

Zura sat back down and opened up one of the desk drawers to retrieve a book. There were a few pages of notes and a folded sheet of paper tucked between some of the pages.

“These are some of Viljan’s notes. This is the part that mentions Foxmen,” Zura opened the book and began to read aloud.

“I dined with King Brun last night as we hosted a merchant’s delegation from the city of Minska. One of the merchants was entertaining the King with tales of the various lands he had visited and the strange things he had seen during his travels. He mentioned a captive Foxman of unusual color he had seen while visiting the city of Jakan. The Foxman had gray instead of red fur.

I asked him if he was sure of the color. The man was certain of it. A village of Foxmen was not far from Minska and many frequented the city. All had red fur save the elderly that showed small bits of gray at the tips of their ears and tails.

I tried my best to hide my excitement. Could it be? The Gray Foxmen disappeared ages ago. Yet the merchant claimed to have seen one in Jakan, the city of rogues and thieves. Perhaps he was mistaken and this prisoner was merely a very old Red Foxman.”

“The Witch that bought me from the Elf lived in Jakan,” Janx said once Zura finished reading the note.

“Then there is another entry,” Zura said as she flipped ahead a few pages. She found the note and began reading it out loud.

“I have sent my agent to Jakan. He has confirmed that the Foxman is indeed gray colored. The Witch who owns him knows his rarity and wants a high price for him. No matter, he is priceless to me and I will greatly rise in favor when I present him. I will be master of Zenkova and all the Greenspring Valley.”

“Present him? Present him to who?” Arban wondered out loud as Zura finished reading.

“Probably whoever was sending him aid,” Alex answered.

“The Witch sold me to a Human. We were traveling south with a group of adventurers when the Goblins attacked. The rest were killed, but the Goblins spared me when they saw I was a prisoner. They in turn, were attacked by the cave dwellers and I was placed in a cage again,” Janx’s voice was bitter as he recalled how he had wound up in the Dwarven City of Igrim.

“You are a free man now,” Alex laid his hand on the Foxman’s shoulder.

“Thanks to you,” Janx replied, his eyes intense and serious as he looked up at Alex.

Zura then flipped to the next page.

“The Gray Foxmen are believed to be extinct. They were also known as “Seekers”. Below the note is a drawing of a Gray Foxman holding a spear,” Zura held the book up so they could see the drawing. An inscription underneath the drawing read “copy of an image from a mural in the Temple of X’Waj.”

“Where is that temple located?” Alex asked as he finished reading the page.

“No one knows. This image of a Gray Foxman is from a copy of an old text. There is speculation that the Temple of X’Waj is the same as the Temple of Chiwak which is mentioned in surviving Aquillian texts. Unfortunately, that temple’s location has also been lost,” Zura explained.

Zura passed him the folded sheet of paper. The outside was worn and smooth and it felt like it was very old. Alex gently opened it, surprised at the thickness of the dry, parchment like paper.

The left side of the folded sheet had a crude drawing of a spear wielding Gray Foxman. He was facing a symbol on the right side that looked like the letter “X” with a vertical line drawn through it. The vertical line was longer on the bottom than the top.

“What is this image?” Alex asked as he pointed to the strange symbol.

“I do not know,” Zura replied with a frown.

“I wish I had my books with me so I could research it,” she added.

“Have you seen anything like this?” Alex asked as he passed the picture to Janx.

“No. I do not know what it means,” the Foxman said.

“What about the term Seeker?” Taiya asked as she glanced at the drawing before passing it to Arban.

“No… but I am reminded of a children’s rhyme that has been passed down through the generations,” Janx said as his eyes had a faraway look. He began reciting a small poem.

“We are those who always seek,

Scent of prey we will find,

As we do what Elders speak,

Not to kill but only bind.”

“That is all there is,” Janx added.

“The Elders speak!” There was a look of surprise on Zura’s face.

Janx shrugged.

“It is but a children’s rhyme,” he said.

“What are your people always seeking?” Taiya asked.

“Food, peace, a good life,” Janx said with a faraway look in his eyes.

“Do your people have any other stories of the Elders?” Zura asked.

Alex could see the troubled look in Janx’s eyes as he looked around the room, pausing for a moment at each member of the team. Sensing his tension, they waited patiently for him to speak.

“The nameless one,” Janx whispered softly.

The title meant nothing to Alex. Looking at the others, it seemed to hold no significance to them either.

“What, or who is the nameless one?” Zura asked.

“My people were brought to The Land by the nameless one,” Janx had a faraway look in his eye.

“The Land is what you call your home,” Alex said, hoping to get more information.

The Foxman’s eyes focused again as he turned to Alex.

“Yes. It is far to the north where the seasons are always warm. The nameless one led us there after a time of great war and death. Few of my people survived. The nameless one instructed my people to remain separate from other nations and to forget the past. We do not speak of those times,” Janx explained.

“Was the nameless one an Elder?” Zura asked.

“The story does not say, but it has always been assumed,” Janx nodded his head towards Zura.

“Do you have any other stories about what your people seek?” Arban asked.

“No. Just the children’s rhyme,” Janx shook his head.

“Your people are a fascinating mystery. I hope someday we can visit them,” Zura said as her golden eyes appraised the Foxman.

Alex smiled to himself. Zura loved mysteries and was eager to grow her knowledge.

“The Land is very far from here. I would not even know where to begin to search for it,” Janx shook his head.

“But think of the knowledge I could gather!” Zura said excitedly.

“My people would flee before we found them. The nameless one warned us to avoid other peoples,” Janx explained.

Zura frowned as she looked at Janx.

“The Foxman mystery will have to wait for another day. Did you find anything else of interest?” Alex changed the subject to distract the White Witch. He knew Zura could be very single-minded about a subject once it caught her interest.

Zura looked at Janx for a long moment before nodding. She closed up the notebook and returned it to its drawer.

Zura then opened up another drawer and pulled out a small box made of dark wood. She opened the hinged lid. The inside of the box was covered in red velvet. The box had a number of gems inside.

“There are four Royals and some smaller rubies and sapphires. As Queen Hilda gifted the tower to you, they are rightfully yours,” Zura said as she slid the box closer to Alex.

Alex picked up one of the four emeralds. They were of uniform size and shape. The gems served as a standardized currency here on Ktor and were each worth one thousand gold coins. Alex tossed one of the emeralds to Arban.

The Orc deftly caught it. He gave Alex a smile and then tucked it in his pocket.

Alex tossed another gem to Janx.

“There is no need to give me one of your gems,” the Foxman protested.

“We are a team. Share and share alike,” Alex replied.

Janx placed the gemstone in his pocket. “Thank you, Alex.”

Alex handed one of the Royals to Taiya, before turning towards Zura.

“I do not want any of your gems,” Zura said with a frown.

Alex tossed the remaining emerald towards her. Instinctively, Zura reached up her hand and caught it.

“I insist,” Alex said with a grin.

Zura’s golden eyes flashed in annoyance. With a shake of her head, she slipped the emerald into one of the pockets of her white robe. Then she leaned over to open the bottom drawer of the desk.

“There is a strongbox built into this drawer. I found the key to it the night that the ghost appeared,” Zura said as she unlocked the strongbox lid.

“What is inside?” Alex asked.

Zura lifted out a ledger and set it on the desk.

“This is a ledger of payments. The oldest is from almost two years ago,” Zura explained.

Alex opened the book and glanced at it as Zura began removing small gold bars from the strongbox. The precious metal bars clinked as she stacked them on the desktop.

The pages of the ledger contained columns of numbers. He assumed one set of notations corresponded to the Ktorian calendar.

Zura stacked seven gold bars and then added another 4 silver bars. Finally, there was a velvet purse closed with a drawstring. Zura opened the purse and dumped out a handful of gems.

Arban let out a low whistle. Alex recognized the 2 red gems as Blood Rubies worth 10,000 gold. There were also 3 more Royals and a blue gem that Alex had never seen before.

“What is the blue gem?” Alex asked.

Zura frowned at their surprised expressions. “Surely you’ve seen a Sea Sapphire before? They are not as rare as Ice Diamonds.”

Taiya picked up the Sea Sapphire and held it up so that it sparkled in the sunlight coming in from the window. The gem had a vibrant blue color that caught the eye as Taiya turned it to the left and then the right.

“I’ve never seen a Sea Sapphire!” Taiya said in awe.

“Nor I,” Arban said as he looked at the sapphire appreciatively.

“They are just pretty rocks. You can’t eat them,” Janx said with a shake of his head.

“No, but you can buy a lot of food and drink with them!” the Orc said with a big smile.

“How much are the gold and silver bars worth?” Alex asked.

Both Arban and Zura looked at Alex with puzzled frowns.

“Alex is a poor country boy,” Taiya reminded them.

When she had first met Alex, the Elf thought he had come from an isolated country that was beyond the Empty Lands. A country called “Merica”. Alex still wasn’t sure if his friends would believe him if he said he was from another planet. A planet called Earth.

“Gold bars are 500 gold coins and silver are worth 50 gold coins,” Zura explained.

“The bars were the standard for large transactions until the Aquillian Empire collapsed. Afterwards, the Merchant Guilds developed the standardized gems. 1,000 gold for a Royal Emerald, 10,000 gold for a Blood Ruby, 20,000 for Sea Sapphires and 50,000 for Ice Diamonds,” Arban added.

“46,700 gold,” Alex said after doing a quick calculation.

“Those small gems in the box could fetch another thousand or so,” Arban added as Taiya sat the Sea Sapphire back on the desktop.

Alex picked up one of the Blood rubies and tossed it to Arban.

“This should buy you a few more Oxcows for that herd you want to start when you retire,” Alex said.

“Aye, at this rate I will have the largest herd on the plains!” the Orc said enthusiastically as he pocketed the ruby.

“That’s two blood rubies in the last couple of months. Working with you is the best luck I’ve ever had,” he added with a grin that showed off his canines.

Alex looked at Janx as he reached for the other ruby. The Foxman held his hands up and shook his head.

“No, Alex. I have more than I could ever spend,” Janx said with a serious look.

Alex turned to Taiya. She was touching the pay disc she had hung on a chain around her neck.

She gave him a smile as she reached out to lay her hand on his arm. “We are lifemates and I have plenty of spending money. I was saving for a house, but now we have this tower as a home. Hold onto the spoils for the future.”

Alex picked up the Blood Ruby and handed it to Zura. She opened the velvet purse and dropped it inside. Then she added the other gems to the bag before placing it back in the strongbox.

“That ruby was for you,” Alex protested.

“Taiya is correct. You need to save your resources for your future. You still need to hire staff and there will be costs associated in maintaining this household,” Zura said as she added the metal bars to the strongbox before closing the lid and locking it.

“This belongs to Prince Alex, Master of the Hero’s Tower,” the Tarenian said as she stood up and handed Alex the key.

Alex reluctantly accepted. The people in this room were his team and his friends. He wanted to make sure they were well taken care of.

“Visitors for Prince Alex,” one of the guards called up from downstairs.

“I wonder who that could be?” Taiya said as she stood up.

“One way to find out,” Alex said as he walked towards the door.


Chapter Three


“I’m sorry for yelling, my lord. I wasn’t sure where in the tower you were,” the guard said apologetically before leading Alex and the team out to the courtyard.

“Hoy! Prince Alex!” someone called to him from the gate.

Two men and two women were standing in the opening, their way blocked by the two gate guards. The man in front had a scar running down his forehead and across his right eye. The eye was milky white and blind. Next to him was an Orc in leather armor with a long dagger at her belt.

Alex smiled as he recognized Ozvald, the proprietor of the Lazy Lion and leader of the Zenkovan Thieves Guild. The Orc was Boloroma, his chief assistant. He didn’t recognize the older couple that was standing next to them.

“It’s all right, let them approach,” Alex said. The guards nodded and stepped to the side. The group entered the courtyard.

Ozvald gave Alex a deep bow, and then he smiled as he took in the fancy red and gold tunic that he was wearing.

“Look at you! You look every bit the Prince! I am happy for you, Alex. You certainly earned it,” Ozvald exclaimed.

“Thank you, Ozvald. What brings you here?” Alex asked.

“I heard you were in need of help for your fancy tower. Let me introduce you to this fine married couple, Alfred and Florence,” Ozvald said as he motioned for the older couple to step forward.

“My lord,” the man said as he took a step forward and bowed to Alex before taking a step back again.

“My lord,” the woman copied what the man had done.

Alex nodded his head.

“Alfred and Florence worked for the late General Tam. Alfred was the General’s steward and Florence ran the kitchen. After his murder, the General’s nephew inherited the manor. He brought his own staff with him and Alfred and Florence found themselves without employment or a home,” Ozvald explained.

Alex looked at the couple. They seemed like decent people. Florence had a hint of worry in her eyes while Alfred met his gaze with a stoic expression.

“Of course, I inquired about them. I am pleased to report that I could not find anyone with anything negative to say about them,” Ozvald added.

The couple looked at Alex expectantly. He had never employed anyone and he wasn’t sure what to ask.

“How long were you in the employ of General Tam?” Zura asked, breaking the awkward silence.

“Nineteen years, my lady,” Alfred said as he gave Zura a deep bow.

“Are you versed in entertaining highborn guests?” Zura asked as she turned to Florence.

Florence bowed to the Witch. “Indeed, my lady. General Tam often hosted gatherings of the Council or parties with the important families of Zenkova.”

“As steward, did you manage the finances of the General’s estate?” Zura asked as she looked at Alfred again.

“Yes, my lady. The general owned several properties in the city and he maintained a small house in the country,” Alfred answered.

“I believe that Alfred and Florence will be up to the task,” Zura said as she turned to Alex.

“Excellent! Boloroma and I will leave you then to discuss salary and other things,” Ozvald said.

“Thank you, Ozvald,” Alex said with a nod.

“My pleasure, Prince Alex, my pleasure,” Ozvald replied before he and Boloroma left.

“Prince Alex, may I ask if we will be given lodging here?” Florence asked.

Alex turned to look at Zura and she gave a little nod of her head.

“Yes,” he answered and a look of relief washed over Florence’s face.

“Thank you, my lord. We have been staying with our daughter and she has a small house with five children. I worry that we have been a burden to her,” Florence said with a sigh.

“Florence, Prince Alex does not need to be bothered with such mundane details,” Alfred said. Alex could see the old man was embarrassed by his wife’s words.

“It’s alright Florence. I am glad to be able to help,” Alex said as he gave the woman an encouraging smile. Florence gave him a deep bow.

“My lord, may I ask how much staff you will require for the tower?” Alfred asked.

“Uhhh…” Alex said as he turned to look at his new tower.

“I take it you have never had a household to manage when you lived in the country,” Zura said as she looked at Alex.

“How did you guess?” Alex replied with a grin as he turned to the Tarenian.

Zura then looked at Taiya, but the Elf shook her head.

“I take it you have expertise in such matters?” Alex cocked an eyebrow at the Witch.

“Of course. My mother taught me since I was a child for my future role as…” Zura’s words drifted off.

“Role as what?” Alex asked.

“It is not important. The tower is small, it will not require much,” Zura said as she glanced at the building.

“I appreciate your help,” Alex said with a smile as he wondered at what “role” Zura was referring to.

It was a somewhat strange relationship he had with Zura, Alex thought. He had spent a lot of time with her the last couple of months as they traveled to Kargosk and then Zenkova. They had been intimate a few times yet he felt that he still had much to learn about her.

She was very secretive about her family and her life in Taren before joining the White Witches. Of course, he himself hadn’t told anyone the truth about his being from Earth.

“I will handle this for you. I can explain to Alfred which properties the Queen gifted you and Princess Antonina so that he can manage them. Are there any changes or renovations you wish for the Hero’s Tower?” Zura asked.

“Uhhh, not that I can think of,” Alex said as he rubbed his chin.

“Taiya would you stay and we can give the couple a tour of the Tower? Perhaps you have some ideas on how to best spend Prince Alex’s money on tower improvements?” Zura asked the Elf.

Taiya smiled.

“I would love that,” Taiya replied as she gave Alex a kiss on the cheek.

“I should get back to the castle. I need to check on Nina and then I will inform the Queen and General Vettel about the… situation we discussed earlier,” Alex said.

“If you don’t mind, I will have Dak send word to Master Otto so he can forward our gifts from Dav Karlo to your tower. Unless you plan on charging us storage fees too?” Arban asked with a grin.

“Of course, not,” Alex said as he patted the Orc on the shoulder.

“Master Arban, please have my bags sent here as well,” Zura said.

“Do you want me to leave the coach here for you?” Alex asked the ladies.

“It is not that far of a walk. Besides, we can’t have the Hero of Zenkova walking to the Castle!” Taiya said, her green eyes lighting up with mirth.

“I will meet you for dinner at the Guildhouse,” Alex said with a nod.

Taiya and Zura led the older couple into the tower as Alex, Arban and Janx walked out the gate to the carriage, followed by the two guards.
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“One of the Caravan Guard transport boats is heading downriver two mornings from now,” Arban explained as they waited for their evening meals to be served.

The Guildhouse dining room was half filled with customers tonight. The air was gently buzzing with the sound of conversations accompanied by the clinking of glasses and utensils.

“Two days? I must get to Verbana,” Zura exclaimed with a frown.

“The river is the fastest way. If we were heading from Verbana upriver to Zenkova, then horse or boat is about the same time,” Arban said with a shrug.

Alex could see that Zura was anxious to report to Master Camila, the White Witch in Verbana. He could understand her sense of duty especially since her mentor, Master Nella, had been murdered by the Wizard Viljan.

“What did the Queen say when you told her our suspicions about the Deathwood?” Taiya asked.

“Queen Hilda didn’t know what to make of the information. General Vettel is planning on strengthening the tower that guards the docks on the other side of the river. He will also send patrols out on the plains between the river and the Deathwood,” Alex explained.

“Does he have enough soldiers to march on the Tarwin Forest?” Zura asked.

“No. Vettel said that Zenkova’s army is primarily a defensive force. The river protects them from the east and they have good relations with Kargosk and Oktoban in the Greenspring Valley to the west,” Alex told them what General Vettel had said regarding their troops.

“Zenkova only has to worry about the occasional Harg raid from the mountains to the northwest,” Arban added.

A server brought them their meals. The main course was local fish baked in a sweet and tangy tomato sauce and served over rice. The server then returned with small plates of pickled beets before bringing out a basket containing slices of warm bread.

“Smells like Rosemary and Oregano,” Taiya picked up a slice of bread and held it close to her nose before taking a small bite.

“Very good,” she added with a pleased smile.

“Is the Princess coming with us to Verbana?” Arban asked as they finished their meal.

“Yes. She is eager to get out of Zenkova and see the world,” Alex replied with a smile as he remembered how excited Nina was at the prospect of traveling.

“After she wakes up, make sure that she has traveling gear. I imagine she is used to traveling by carriage, not by horseback,” Taiya said with a wry smile.

“We can visit the market tomorrow and pick up any gear Nina or anyone else needs for the trip,” Alex suggested.

Zura had a pensive look on her face. “I need nothing.”

“You should come. It will distract you,” Taiya offered.

Zura looked like she was about to argue, but then she nodded.

“I need to speak to Dak about placing some of my gems onto my pay disc,” Alex rubbed his chin in thought. Even though he had plenty of coin on his account, he didn’t know what expenses they might run into in Verbana.

“He can’t help you,” Arban shook his head.

“What do you mean?” Alex frowned.

“Dak is acting Guild Master, but he is not an official Guild Master. He doesn’t have a Guild Master’s Ring. The ring that Master Daerona had was lost when she was killed. They will have to send a new ring for whoever they appoint to run the Guildhouse here,” Arban explained.

“Oh! I was going to put my Blood Ruby on my disc!” Taiya exclaimed softly as she reached up a hand to touch the disc attached to her necklace.

“We can have Master Orevein in Verbana put them on our discs,” Arban suggested.

“I am going to buy you a necklace for your pay disc. I don’t want you to lose it like I lost my old one in the Empty Lands,” Taiya gave Alex a worried frown as she considered how much funds would be on his disc.

“And you too, Janx,” she said as she gave the Foxman a smile.

The Foxman bowed his head towards her.

“What about me?” Arban asked.

Taiya frowned at the burly Orc.

“You can afford to buy your own!” she replied.

The others, including Arban, all laughed.


Chapter Four


"I feel like a real adventurer!" Nina exclaimed, her eyes shining with excitement as she admired her reflection in the mirror. Her dark blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail that swung back and forth as she twisted her body and examined the fit of her outfit.

The princess was trying on a brown leather jerkin. Under the leather armor, she was wearing a tan colored, long-sleeved shirt and black leggings.

Around her waist was a leather belt with small pouches sewn into it. A pair of knee high, brown leather boots made of the same leather as the armor completed her outfit.

“Can you move your arms freely?” Taiya asked while Zura cast a critical eye over Nina’s outfit.

“Yes, easily. The leather is not too stiff,” Nina replied as she lifted her arms to the sides and then over her head.

“It’s not too tight in the bosom?” Zura asked.

Nina ran her hands up the front of the leather and over her breasts. The leather armor had been molded to contour to a woman’s body.

“No, it feels fine,” Nina replied as she turned to look at the back of the outfit. The leather flared out and hugged her hips, providing additional protection.

“You look great,” Taiya nodded approvingly.

The Princess beamed at her. The three women had come to The Wandering Lady, a boutique specialising in leather goods and travel clothes for women.

The shop’s air was thick with the warm, musky scent of freshly tanned leather, wrapping around everything like a well-worn glove. Beneath it, traces of the oils and waxes used to treat the leather mingled to create a welcoming atmosphere.

The shop belonged to a pair of Elves, Erika and Saji. They had once been adventurers before retiring and opening up their leather goods business.

Erika assisted the Princess with her selections, her experienced eye deftly sizing the outfits for her. Once Saji realized only Nina was purchasing items, she returned to the workbenches where she supervised a pair of leather workers. A young assistant stood near Erika and fetched clothes for Nina to try on.

“Discerning travelers from Kaznak to Oktoban visit our shop to buy the finest gear for women. You will find that our leather armors are sturdy yet supple, my lady. The boots will not hurt your feet, no matter how many miles you travel in a day,” Erika said as she checked the fit of the jerkin.

“It’s good that the armor doesn’t need any alterations. We are leaving tomorrow,” Taiya commented as she stepped back so Erika could examine the fit of the boots.

“The shirt and leggings are made of a tough and durable fabric all while being soft against your skin,” Erika added as she stood up.

“I love them! I will take two of the shirts and the leggings to go with the armor and boots,” Nina smiled at the woman.

Erika nodded to her assistant and the girl hurried to retrieve the additional clothing items.

“The Princess will require a travel pack. Do you sell bedrolls?” Zura asked.

“Indeed we do, my lady. Let me show you what we have in stock at the moment,” the woman led them to a set of shelves along the far wall.

They picked out a medium sized travel pack for Nina and then added a bedroll.

“Do you think that will be enough travel clothes?” Nina asked.

“It is best to travel light,” Taiya answered.

“You can always purchase more as the need arises,” Zura added.

“How much for everything?” Taiya asked as she turned to the proprietor.

“Eighteen gold,” the woman replied.

“Oh! I don’t think I have that much with me,” Nina’s face was dismayed at the price.

“A Princess does not trouble herself with such trivialities. Especially in her own city,” Zura said before turning to the Elven woman.

“Merchant, take your bill to the Hero’s Tower. The Steward, Alfred will see that you are paid,” Zura said in a haughty tone as she lifted her chin and stared down her nose at the armorer.

“Of course, my lady!” the woman hurriedly bowed, afraid and intimidated by the White Witch.

Taiya opened her mouth to say something before changing her mind.

“Do I need to buy anything else?” Nina asked.

“We need to get you a knife for your belt,” Taiya said as she looked at the princess’s outfit.

“May I suggest Hubert, the Dwarven blacksmith. He makes very fine knives and swords,” the woman said.

“Perfect. That’s where Alex and Janx went to repair his mail shirt,” Taiya nodded.

Nina turned towards the nearby counter where her dress and short boots had been placed after she had changed into her new gear. The extra shirt and leggings had been laid next to them.

Zura, reached out her hand and gently grabbed her elbow. Nina turned to look at her in confusion. Zura shook her head, no. Then she turned to one of the soldiers who had been assigned to guard the princess.

“You. Carry Princess Antonina’s clothing and boots,” Zura commanded.

The guard blinked in surprise for a moment.

“Yes, my lady,” he hurried to the counter and carefully laid the clothes over his arm before picking up the boots. The other guard picked up the travel pack and bedroll.

Zura released Nina’s arm and then gracefully walked out of the store to the waiting carriage.

“She is very good at taking command,” Nina whispered to Taiya.

“Yes. Yes, she is,” Taiya laughed softly as they turned and followed Zura.

Hubert’s shop was a short ride from The Wandering Lady. The carriage rolled to a stop next to a long stone building with multiple chimneys. The sign above the door read, “Hubert’s Weapons and Armor”. One of the escort guards held the door open as the ladies filed into the shop.

The proprietor, a stout dwarf with a long white beard hurried over. It was not everyday that a Princess and a White Witch entered his store. He stopped before them and bowed.

“Is Prince Alex here?” Nina asked as she looked around the store. The only other occupants were a pair of dwarves working on benches at the back of the shop.

“You just missed him, Princess. The Hero and his companion left not five minutes ago,” the Dwarf replied.

Nina’s face was crestfallen. Taiya hid a smile.

“The Princess requires a knife and a sheath that will fit on her travel belt. I trust you can accommodate her,” Zura brought the conversation back to the reason they had come.

“Yes, yes indeed, my lady,” the dwarf bowed, then he looked at the princess’s outfit.

“Do you require an all purpose knife or a dagger for defense, Princess?” the man asked.

Nina turned to her companions with an uncertain look.

“A simple dagger will suffice. You can stab or slash with it if you have to,” Taiya explained.

"Oh!" Nina's eyes widened in surprise for a moment before her expression shifted, settling into one of firm determination.

“If I am going on an adventure, I need to be ready. I will take a dagger,” Nina nodded to the Dwarf.

Hubert called out to one of the dwarves in the back of the shop. “Gorwald! Fetch some of our finest light daggers!”

The young dwarf stood up and hurried to bring an assortment of daggers. Hubert led the women to a nearby counter as Gorwald laid the daggers out for viewing.

“These daggers are all crafted here in my smithy with the finest Dwarven ingots from Igrim. Each is of one piece; blade, hilt and handle, so you never have to worry about them separating when you need them. The only difference is the designs on the handle. Gorwald has a knack for design and he has crafted them so no hilt and pommel is the same,” Hubert explained.

“They are beautiful in a dangerous sort of way,” Nina leaned over to look at the row of daggers.

Some of the daggers had pommels carved to look like vines or wolf heads. Others sported dragon or raptor heads.

“I like this one!” Nina said as she picked up a dagger with a pair of viper heads forming the hilt guards while the pommel had the body of a snake coiling around it.

“Excellent choice, Princess,” Hubert said with a nod.

He glanced at the princess's belt.

“Gorwald, bring a number two sheath,” Hubert directed his assistant.

A few moments later, Nina’s new dagger was attached to her belt.

“How much is it?” Taiya asked.

“4 gold, my lady,” Hubert replied.

“Have the bill sent to the Hero’s tower. The steward, Albert, will see that you are paid,” Nina said.

“Of course, Princess,” Hubert bowed.

Zura nodded approvingly. She noticed Taiya was frowning. The women headed back to the carriage.

“What troubles you?” Zura asked once they were seated in the coach.

“I am used to bartering with merchants when I buy expensive things,” Taiya smiled wryly as she looked at the Tarenian.

Zura waived her hand dismissively.

“Alex has more than enough gold for the three of you. Antonina is a princess and you are a Flame Dancer mated to a prince now. You need not skimp when buying necessities,” Zura had a frown on her face as she regarded the Elf.

Taiya gazed out of the carriage window as they began moving down the street. She had a faraway look in her eyes.

“For most of my life, I have not had extra coin to spend freely. When you have had nothing, it is hard to forget it and not worry that you can lose it all again,” Taiya replied softly.

Nina reached out her hand and laid it on Taiya’s.

“Do not worry, I will share all that I have with you,” the princess had a worried look on her face as she looked at the Elf.

Her words caught Taiya by surprise. She turned to Nina and stared at her for a moment before giving her a smile.

“Thank you. But Zura is probably right. I don’t think we will have to worry. Being with Alex has brought me good fortune… in more ways than one,” Taiya replied.

Zura turned her head as she stared out the window like the Elf had done a moment ago. “Alex seems to find himself at the center of important events.”

The carriage came to a stop in front of the Caravan Guildhouse. The women entered and looked for Alex and the others in the great room. One of the servants informed them that Alex, Arban and Janx had already eaten lunch and left word that they were going to visit the docks.

“We should eat,” Zura said as she led them to a nearby table.

They enjoyed fresh salads topped with diced tomatoes, crumbled white cheese and little filleted fish that had been preserved in olive oil. Small plates of sweet red grapes were brought out once they had finished the salads.

Taiya wiped her mouth with a cloth napkin. “The fish dishes here are always good.”

“The river provides us with plenty of varieties for the cooks to work with. I don’t think a day has passed that I haven’t had fish for one of my meals,” the Princess explained.

“Taren borders the sea. Fish, eels, squid and shellfish are abundant. The river fish have a different flavor. Very good, but different,” Zura said as she daintily dabbed her lips with her napkin.

Nina glanced around the room before turning to her friends.

“I want to wait for Alex to return, but I must get back to the castle to pack. Alex said we are leaving early in the morning. Would you mind helping me decide what to bring?” Nina looked at Taiya and then Zura questioningly.

“Gladly,” Taiya answered.

“I can not. I must gather Master Nella’s things and carefully pack her books and notes so I may give them to Master Camila in Verbana. I expect she will have them sent back to Vizan,” Zura replied as she stood up.

Zura gave them a nod before gracefully turning and leaving the room. Taiya turned to look at Nina.

Nina was looking wistfully after the Tarenian.

“She knows more about being a princess than I do,” Nina said.

The Elf shook her head. “Tarenians have a reputation for being full of themselves. Zura has also said that she is from a well-born house in Taren. And of course, she is also a White Witch. They are a very self important group. She is used to power and wealth.”

“I wish I could carry myself the way she does. She is so… elegant,” Nina sighed wistfully.

“I’m sure Zura would teach you if you asked,” Taiya replied.

Nina wrinkled her nose. “She is intimidating.”

Taiya smiled. “Yes. But she has proven to be a powerful ally. Maybe even a friend.”

The Princess stared down at the table, uncertain how to put into words what she was thinking.

Nina looked up and met Taiya’s eyes. “You are Alex’s life mate. I am his wife. What is Zura’s relationship with Alex?”

Taiya looked towards the doorway that the White Witch had used to exit the dining room.

“I don’t think even Zura knows the answer to that question,” Taiya answered softly.


Chapter Five


“You seem troubled, Janx,” Alex said as he joined the Foxman and Arban

“I don’t like boats. They remind me of my time as a prisoner of the Sea Elves,” Janx replied as he leaned against the cargo boat’s deck rail, staring at the water.

“That is understandable,” Arban said as he reached a hand out and gave the Foxman’s shoulder a squeeze.

The Water Lily was about 75 feet long and 40 feet wide. In the center was a mast with a triangular sail. Five oars on either side could be used to power the ship back upriver if the wind was unfavorable.

The river boat belonged to the Caravan Guards. It was easier to use the Lim River instead of wagons to transport goods between Zenkova and Verbana. Arban had explained that the Caravan Guards operated about a half dozen boats out of Verbana’s port.

A man named Craig was the cargo boat’s captain. He had a crew of twenty sailors and an additional twenty Caravan Guards provided security.

“I’m so excited to see the world with you,” Nina said as she stood next to Alex.

The Princess hadn’t left Alex’s side since they had boarded the ship, often earning a bemused smile from Taiya.

“I know you have been to Verbana, have you been anywhere else besides Zenkova,” Alex asked.

“I have been to Verbana twice. And once to visit my uncle in Kaznak. Those were when I was a child. I haven’t been anywhere since…,” Nina’s voice trailed off as a sad look passed across her face.

“Since you learned about your amazing shifter Power,” Alex said, giving her an encouraging smile as he placed his arm around her shoulder.

Nina gave him a brilliant smile and then she stood on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. She looked great in her traveling gear, Alex thought.

Arban and Alex were wearing their chainmail shirts. Janx and Taiya had on their thick leather vests, opting for speed rather than being weighed down by heavier armor. Zura wore her White Witches robes.

Taiya was speaking to one of the boat’s guards, a strongly built Orc woman. Zura was seated on a nearby bench, her attention focused on the book she was reading.

Alex watched the shoreline as the boat glided down the river. To the east, the land was marshy near the water. Beyond the marshes, a grassy plain disappeared into the distance. To the west the ground rose in gentle hills that were covered in forest.

“Bread again!” Janx wrinkled his nose as they sat down together to eat lunch near the boat’s stern.

The riverboat was one of the vessels used for hauling goods instead of passengers up and down the river. Some of the larger boats had cabins for travelers and a small kitchen and dining area…but not this one. The boat was built to maximize cargo capacity.

They ate journey bread just as they would when traveling with the caravan wagons. When it was time to sleep, they would spread their mats on the deck.

“Think of the boat as a caravan on the water. We transport the goods and keep them safe. We eat journey bread because it is efficient. The trip is only a few days,” Arban smiled at the Foxman’s sour expression.

“There are fish all around us,” Janx grumbled before taking a bite of this bread.

“This boat doesn’t have a kitchen. The larger ones will cook meals, including fish from the river or Lake Limni,” Arban shrugged.

“Do you know the Orc guard?” Nina asked Taiya.

“Yes. The last two springs she worked as a guard for Zemak the Alchemist on his yearly expeditions to the Empty Lands. This spring she had already committed to working the river boats and did not accompany us,” Taiya explained.

“The Empty Lands!” Nina said excitedly.

“How exciting it must have been!” she added.

Taiya swallowed the bite of journey bread she was chewing and then gave her a wry smile.

“Not really. Sometimes a Zimzah lizard would try to attack one of the horses. We would see an occasional bandit near the edge of the Empty Lands,” she explained.

“Bandits! Did they attack you?” Nina’s eyes grew big.

“No. I would launch a fireball in their direction and they would wisely seek easier prey,” she explained.

“What was the alchemist looking for?” Zura asked.

Taiya turned towards the White Witch. “Artifacts of the Elders.”

“In the Empty Lands?” The surprised look on Zura’s face made Alex grin.

Taiya nodded. “Zemak had come across some references to a temple in the Empty Lands. Every year, he would spend a few weeks in the spring looking for it. For protection, he would hire Caravan Guards and an Elemental Dancer if one was available.”

“Where was this reference?” Zura asked, her curiosity piqued.

“In a book, I guess,” Taiya shrugged.

Zura frowned. “Did this Alchemist ever find the temple?”

“No. Though from what Alex said, we were close,” the Elf replied and then took another bite of her journey bread.

The Tarenian turned her golden eyes towards Alex. She raised an eyebrow questioningly.

“I was magically transported to an old temple somewhere in the mountains of the Empty Lands,” Alex explained.

Zura blinked as she absorbed his words.

“Transported? Transported from where? Veletta?” she asked.

Alex hesitated. That was the stock story. Veletta was a distant city known for its shrewd merchants and traders. The people from Veletta tended to have olive skin and green eyes like Alex.

Taiya had at first assumed that Alex was Velettan when she first met him. When he had said he was American, she had thought he said that he was a Merican. And that his land was called Merica and that it had to be beyond the Empty Lands.

“Yes. Veletta,” he said as he gave Taiya a quick glance.

Zura narrowed her eyes. She had seen his hesitation. But she wanted to know more about the temple.

“How did you wind up in this temple?” she asked.

“I was hunting a dragonette in the Trigla Mountains. A storm came and I sought refuge in a nearby cave. Inside the cave was an old stone archway. I made the mistake of passing through it and wound up in the Empty Lands,” Alex stuck to the story he and Taiya had come up with.

“Why didn’t you tell me this?” Zura stood up and began agitatedly pacing back and forth before glaring at Alex.

Alex shrugged.

“Why does it matter?” he asked.

“An unknown temple in the Empty Lands! What an amazing discovery! Was there anything of interest in this temple?” she asked.

“No, it was bare save for a matching stone portal to the one in the cave,” Alex replied.

Alex didn’t tell her about the orb. Near the stone archway was a pedestal with a glowing white orb resting on it. He was afraid that she would want to head to the temple to investigate it immediately.

Zura looked at him for a long moment. Alex could see that her mind was working.

“You met Taiya in the Empty Lands?” It was more of a statement than a question.

“We were both captured by a group of Rockskins under the command of a couple of Hargs,” Taiya explained.

“Rockskins! I’ve only read about them in books. They are fierce foes!” Nina gasped in amazement.

“Hargs and Rockskins working together? It is not unheard of…” Zura mused.

“I have never seen a Harg in person, but they occasionally raid the outer farms,” Nina added.

“How did you escape?” Zura asked.

Taiya looked around to make sure none of the crew were nearby before answering.

“Alex boosted me. Rockskins are somewhat resistant to my normal flames, but my boosted Power was too much for them. And you have seen how much stronger Alex is when he is boosted,” the Elf gave Alex a smile.

“You knew you were Elder Touched?” Zura looked towards Alex, keeping her voice low.

“No. We were together in the back of a wagon and accidentally touched. Taiya eventually guessed that I was Elder Touched,” Alex answered softly.

“What happened to the Alchemist?” Nina asked.

“Zemak and the rest of the group were killed. I was the only survivor,” a sad look passed over Taiya’s face.

“You are a Flame Dancer. How were they able to imprison you?” Zura frowned.

“They had a Dancer’s Bracelet with them that they placed over my hands after I was knocked unconscious,” the Elf shuddered as she remembered.

“The bracelet… was it made from forged ersite?” the White Witch asked after thinking for a few moments.

“Yes,” Taiya nodded.

“But forged ersite is very expensive. How did this party of Hargs and Rockskins come across it?” Zura asked.

“I think they knew Taiya was going to be in the Empty Lands and they were sent to capture her,” Alex explained, remembering what the Harg had said.

“Capture her? Why?” Nina asked.

“A Flame Dancer is a very valuable asset,” Arban explained.

“How did you escape the Dancer’s Bracelet?” Zura asked.

Taiya glanced around before answering.

“When I was boosted, I was able to melt them off,” she answered.

Alex could see Zura’s mind working again.

“Forged Ersite requires a Warlock's Power,” Zura turned to Alex.

“During the War of the Warlocks, the Warlocks used Harg’s to fight for them,” she added.

Alex pictured the Harg commanding the Rockskins in the Empty Lands. The seven foot tall bull man had worn metal shoulder armor. Leather straps crossed his muscled chest and passed through a golden buckle over his breastbone.

“The Harg had a golden buckle on his chest. On it was engraved a zigzag symbol. In Oktoban, the instructions for the assassin were signed with a zigzag symbol,” he explained.

“The assassin was a Sister of the Nameless Sect. They are very expensive to hire,” Arban took a swig from his water skin and then wiped his lips on his forearm.

“The Empty Lands, Rockskins and Assassins! What incredible adventures you have had!” Nina looked at her new companions with awe.

“It's not so incredible when you are fighting for your life,” Janx shook his head.

“It does make life so much sweeter when you don’t die!” the Orc laughed.

“A Warlock has to be involved!” Zura said excitedly.

“It makes sense. A Warlock explains the presence of the Hargs and the Dancer’s Bracelet,” Alex agreed.

“It sickens me, thinking how close I came to being a Warlock’s slave,” Taiya shuddered.

Nina reached out and laid a comforting hand on the Elf’s arm.

“The Warlock must have been training Viljan. That would explain how he was so powerful,” Zura’s golden eyes flashed in anger as she recalled the murder of her mentor.

“What is a Warlock? Is this another name for a Wizard?” Janx asked.

Like Janx, Alex had assumed Warlock was just an alternate title for a Wizard. They all turned their attention to Zura. The White Witch frowned as she considered how to explain the difference.

“Wizards are male and Witches are females. When they become very powerful, they are known as Warlocks, whether male or female,” Zura explained.

“How do they become so Powerful?” Alex asked.

Zura pursed her lips.

“That is a secret that is closely guarded by those who become Warlocks. It seems that some Warlocks take on apprentices and pass on their knowledge. Other times, it is thought that some rise to the level of Warlock by study and practice on their own,” she said.

“As far as I know, there are not that many Warlocks,” Arban frowned.

“Many banded together under the great leader, Sakura, and formed The League of Warlocks. They conquered half of Ktor before being defeated in the War of the Warlocks,” Zura had a faraway look in her eyes as she recalled her history lessons.

“Many of the Warlocks were slain, including Sakura who fell at the battle of Ezrum. Since then, Warlocks have remained isolated and inward looking. They keep to their own lands,” Zura fell silent as she finished.

“This Necromancer. How does she tie in?” Arban wondered out loud as he rubbed his chin.

“She might be a useful pawn in whatever game the Warlock is playing,” Alex offered.

“A game?” Janx asked with a confused look.

Alex thought about his time with the Green Berets and the games of strategy and manipulation the great powers played for control of peoples and nations.

Alex gave the Foxman a wry smile. “For some, having great power and control is never enough. They always seek more and more. It’s like a game to them. They won’t be happy until they dominate and win everything.”

Janx nodded.

“The Wise Ones of my people say it was ever thus with the world. Bloodlust and greed for power among the other races caused my people to be brought to the Land. There we could forget the world and live in peace,” the Foxman had a sad look in his eyes as he remembered his distant homeland.

“I hope there isn’t going to be another great war. So many Elemental Dancers died in the battles,” Taiya shook her head.

Zura’s golden eyes burned with passion. “Many, many lives were lost. The White Witches seek to ensure such a thing never happens again.”

Alex gave her a long look. He hoped what she said was true.

Later, as evening fell, Alex stood with Zura at the ship’s rail. They were watching the stars appear as the sky darkened. Birds chirped in the distance as the river water splashed gently against the boat’s hull.

“Taiya… you know things are not very advanced where I am from,” Alex whispered.

The Elf nodded.

“Would you explain to me how long the year is and how many days there are in a month?” he asked.

“Are you joking?” Taiya frowned as she looked at Alex.

“When I looked at Viljan’s ledger, I couldn’t understand some of the numbers. I think they were dates, but I am not sure,” Alex explained.

“How can you not know that there are sixteen months in a year? Or that every month has twenty-eight days?” Taiya replied.

“I just didn’t know,” Alex shrugged.

Taiya shook her head in disbelief.

Assuming the Ktorian day was about as long as an Earth day, Alex guessed that a Ktorian year was about twenty-five percent longer than what he was used to.

“Each season has four months,” Taiya added, and Alex nodded. He had just been about to ask her how many seasons they divided the year into.

“And do not forget the Day of the Elders,” she whispered.

“What’s that?” Alex asked.

“Once every three years, a twenty-ninth day is added to the sixteenth month,” Taiya added.

“Why?” Alex asked.

Zura shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. It is a day of feasting and celebration.”

Alex wondered if it was like the extra day added to February once every four years on Earth.

“Thanks for explaining,” Alex gave her a smile.

“I am always amazed how you know so much, but at times know nothing about the simplest things!” Taiya leaned over and kissed his cheek.


Chapter Six


A hand shaking him brought Alex awake.

“Trouble,” Arban said as Alex sat up. It was their second night on the Water Lily. The Orc walked over to wake the others as Alex grabbed his club and stood up.

The crew of the boat was gathered near the prow, looking towards something.

“What is it?” Taiya said as she moved to stand next to Alex, rubbing her eyes.

“I’m not sure,” Alex replied.

Zura walked over to the railing and peered into the darkness.

“We are approaching another vessel. It looks similar to our boat, but it is not moving,” the keen eyed Tarenian said as she walked back to them.

Janx gripped a spear in each hand as he moved to stand near Alex.

“What is happening?” Nina asked as she got up from her sleeping mat.

“There is something suspicious about the boat we are approaching. Normally, our boats are the only larger ones that ply the river between Zenkova and Verbana,” Arban explained.

“What is suspicious about it?” Alex asked.

“Our boats don’t stop. Captain Craig said that the river is wide but shallow here and the boats go slowly. There are no lanterns lit,” Arban said. Their own ship had a lantern at the prow and stern as well as one mounted on the mast.

“Hargs?” Zura asked questioningly.

“Harg raids have struck the river, but only north of Zenkova,” Arban shrugged.

“They may be striking farther south now,” Zura suggested.

“Our boats are larger and better defended,” Arban said.

“We better be ready for trouble. They may still be around,” Alex glanced at his team as he checked to make sure they were awake and alert.

The crew lit more lanterns as they approached the other vessel.

One of the crew recognized the other ship. “It’s the Marta!”

“I don’t like how the light reveals us,” Alex said. “Hang back and stay low by the port rail. If the enemy is still nearby, they will be able to see how many we are.”

“Good idea,” Arban said with an approving nod.

The boat slowed as they approached the darkened ship. Some of the crew had manned the oars and they pulled back against the current.

“There was a battle. It looks like the crew is dead,” one of the ship's guardsmen yelled as he peered at the other boat.

“I see a couple of dead Hargs,” the man added.

“Ship oars and drop anchor,” Captain Craig commanded.

Some of the crew threw ropes across and looped them over the ship’s cleats, pulling the boats together. The boats’ hulls gently thumped against each other as they bobbed in the current.

“Zura, Taiya, do you see anything on the shore?” Alex asked. The Elf and the golden eyed Tarenian had the keenest eyes of the team.

“I don’t see anything,” Taiya said as she scanned the shore.

“Neither do I,” Zura added.

Some of the ship's guards jumped across to the dead ship. Alex stood up to get a look over the side of the boats. Zura and Taiya joined him as Arban walked towards the prow to speak to Captain Craig.

As Alex peered at the darkened vessel, he could see a Harg slumped over two dead crew. The three must have killed each other. Alex did a double take. As he looked at the dead bodies, he could have sworn he saw an occasional sparkle of blue light crawling across the bodies. He realized that it was a manifestation of Power!

“It’s a trap!” Zura yelled out at that moment. Her hands glowed blue with her Power as she raised them up.

Chaos erupted as the dead rose up and attacked the Water Lily’s guards!

The Harg stood up,a double-bladed battle axe in its hands. The dead guards rose up as well, each with a sword in their hands. Their lifeless eyes turned to look at Alex’s team before they began moving towards them with a stumbling gate.

“Ghouls! Go for the head!” Arban yelled as he drew his curved swords.

Zura sent two energy spheres at the Harg striking it in the chest. The seven foot tall bull man stood fully erect as a shudder ran through his body. A moment later, the Harg toppled over.

Taiya’s hands burned with fire as she launched fireballs at the two Ghoul guardsmen. Their bodies burst into flame but they were unfazed. The first jumped onto the rail of the boat and leaped towards them.

Alex swung his club like a baseball bat. His enhanced strength crushed the man’s ribs and sent him flying back into the other Ghoul. As they stood up again, Zura hit each of them with an energy sphere. They fell to the deck, still on fire from Taiya’s fireballs.

Alex leapt across to the Marta. The Ghouls had overwhelmed the Water Lily guardsmen who had crossed over and now they were fighting at the ships’ rails to his right. The undead warriors were trying to fight their way onto Captain Craig’s boat while his crew struggled to push them back.

Zura and Taiya jumped across as Alex helped steady them. Zura began firing energy spheres at the Ghouls while Taiya stood ready to assist her.

“Alex!” Nina screamed.

Alex glanced back at the Princess. She was pointing towards the opposite side of the boat. Alex followed her finger and saw that a dozen water drenched Ghouls were climbing over the Water Lily’s starboard railing. Janx moved to stand between Nina and the new threat.

“Stay with Zura!” Alex instructed Taiya as he leapt back across.

Janx launched one of his spears at the nearest Ghoul. The spear blade cut through the leather armor as the spear lodged into the Ghoul’s chest. The force of the blow staggered the Ghouls for a moment, but then he continued advancing.

Alex ran forward, swinging his club back and forth as his powerful blows crushed ribcages and shoulders. A mighty swing sent as a pair of Ghouls flying back towards the ship’s rail.

Alex ducked under a sword swing, and then he smashed his club into his opponent's knee, shattering it. As the Ghoul toppled over, it stabbed up at Alex. The sword blade made a screeching sound as it skidded off of Alex’s chainmail.

Alex kicked the Ghoul’s swordhand, knocking the blade out of its grip. Unfazed, the Ghoul grabbed Alex’s leg as another fiend swung its blade at Alex. Alex parried the sword with his club and then he punched out with his left hand, knocking the fiend back into another Ghoul.

Janx rushed forward and stabbed his spear into the Ghoul holding on to Alex’s leg, the blade ripping through the eye socket and into the brain. The Foxman gave a twist and then ripped his spear out of the Ghoul’s face. The Ghoul collapsed to the ground and was still.

The two Ghouls he had knocked over stood up and began staggering towards Alex. Their bodies were awkwardly bent to the side from where Alex’s club had crushed their rib cages. Alex realized that these undead foes felt no pain.

“Arban said strike for the head,” the Foxman reminded him as he stabbed at another Ghoul. The fiend clumsily blocked Janx’s spear.

Alex saw a five foot green snake slithering to his right. As he watched the snake bite one of the Ghoul’s legs, he realized Nina had joined the fight.

“Nina, stay back!” Alex yelled as he smashed his club into another Ghoul’s head, crushing the life out of him.

The snake ignored his order as it zoomed from one Ghoul to another, sinking her fangs into their legs. The Ghouls ignored the snake, focusing on Alex and Janx, who nimbly avoided the lumbering foes.

On the other boat, Zura was raining energy spheres at the Ghouls. A Ghoul advanced towards them from the center of the boat. Taiya concentrated her fire into an intense ball and launched it at the Ghoul’s head. The fiend’s head burst into flames as the flesh melted from the heat.The Ghoul slowed and then collapsed to the ground as the heat melted his brain.

Arban pushed forward, his swords flashing in the lantern light. The sword in his right hand sliced into the throat of one Ghoul and then its head was severed as his left handed sword sliced through the back of its neck.

The Ghoul’s line wavered and was pushed back as, one by one, Zura felled the undead Harg’s that were the most dangerous threat.

Arban let out a war yell as he leapt across to the other ship, cutting down two more Ghouls. The other Caravan Guards followed him, inspired by his bravery.

Alex smashed two more Ghouls as Janx tried to stab a tall Ghoul’s head. One of the damaged Ghouls lying on the deck grabbed Alex’s leg again. Another Ghoul jumped towards him, slashing at him with a dagger. Alex fell onto his back and dropped his club.

Alex grabbed the Ghoul’s wrist with his left hand as it tried to plunge the dagger into Alex’s face.

“Fighting is useless. Surrender or you will join us soon,” the Ghoul’s voice sounded as it came from a great distance. Blue sparkles of energy danced in the Ghoul’s eyes.

Alex crushed the Ghoul’s wrist and the dagger fell to the ground, narrowly missing his face as the point lodged into the ship’s deck. His right fist came around and smashed the creature’s head crushing the skull inwards.

Alex kicked his legs out, knocking back the Ghoul that was clinging to him before heaving the Ghoul laying on him at another approaching fiend, causing them to fall to the deck.

Alex rolled to his feet as another Ghoul smashed a mace into the spot he had just been. The creature lifted its mace up and tried to move towards Alex. He saw that it was dragging its right leg.

Alex rushed in, knocking aside its awkward swing as he punched it in the face. The bones of its skull shattered and the blue light died as the Ghoul fell to the ground.

Alex glanced at Janx. The Foxman ducked under a swing from his opponent and then rammed his spear into the Ghoul’s jaw; the point driving through the mouth and into its brain. Janx jumped to the side as the Ghoul fell over, taking the spear with him.

Two more Ghouls stood near Janx. Janx had drawn his stone knife, but the Ghouls were not advancing towards him. They just stood there, trying to vainly reach him with their swords.

“What’s wrong with them?” Alex asked.

“The Princess bit their legs. Her venom has paralyzed them,” Janx said.

Alex picked up his club and advanced towards the strange Ghouls. The Ghouls saw him and tried to turn their upper bodies towards him. They could only partially turn.

“The venom is affecting more of their body,” Janx pointed at the Ghouls with his knife.

Alex walked behind them. Once out of their line of sight, the Ghouls focused on Janx again. Again, they reached their blades out to him in vain.

“Fighting is useless, surrender or you will join…” the Ghoul didn’t get to finish as Alex’s club crushed its skull.

“Fighting is…” Alex finished off the other Ghoul.

To his right, Alex saw a golden shimmer as Nina shifted back into her human form. The Princess ran to him and wrapped her arms around him.

“I was so worried about you!” Nina said and then she had a strange look on her face. She turned her head to the side and spat.

She used the back of her hand to wipe her mouth. “Ughh, I will never get used to that taste.”

Alex turned to look at the other ship. He was relieved to see Taiya and Zura walking towards him.

“Is the other ship secure?” Alex asked.

“Yes. Captain Craig’s men are checking it,” Zura said.

“Arban?” Alex worriedly looked for his friend as some of the crew made their way back from the other ship.

“Arban is having the Guardsmen take the heads from the dead,” the Tarenian reassured him.

“They do not want to stay dead,” Janx had recovered his spear and was standing next to a Ghoul that was trying to crawl across the deck. The fiend’s legs, frozen from Nina’s venom, dragged uselessly behind it. There was a thunk as Janx plunged his spear into its head.

“Zura’s spheres were much more effective than my fire against the Ghouls,” Taiya said.

Alex looked at the White Witch.

“My Power disrupts whatever magic the Necromancer used to animate these dead bodies,” Zura explained.

Alex looked at the dead bodies before glancing towards the shore.

“Do you think this Necromancer is nearby?” he asked.

Everyone looked around uneasily.

Zura glanced at the bodies littering the ship’s deck. “If the Necromancer was nearby, she could have brought them back unless their brains were destroyed or separated from the bodies. I can disrupt them, but she could just reanimate them.”

“Bring the wounded back to our ship!” Alex heard Captain Craig calling out orders to his crew.

Five of the Caravan Guards were dead and three others were wounded. One of them, a Half-Orc, was badly bleeding. Alex hurried over to help tend to them.

“Janx, bring the pouch with the potions,” Alex frowned as he saw how much blood the young man was losing. The Foxman hurried to retrieve the satchel Nankossa had given them in Kargosk.

One of the healing potions was half full. The Half-Orc sputtered as Alex forced some of the clear liquid into his mouth. Zura directed him to pour some on the deep cut before making the Guard drink some more.

One of the ship’s crew brought bandages. The cut was already starting to close as Alex covered the wound. There was a little bit of the healing potion left. He had the other two wounded guards finish it off as he bound their wounds.

“You did not say you were a Healer,” Nina remarked as she watched Alex working on the wounded.

“Alex has many talents,” Taiya said as she gave him a smile.

“I have some training in binding wounds, though the healing potion really helps,” Alex said with a nod.

“Thank you,” Captain Craig nodded as Alex stood up.

“Did you find anything of interest on the other ship?” Alex asked.

“The Marta has been looted. Left the trap to see if they could get another prize,” Captain Craig frowned as he glanced at the other ship.

“These Ghouls kept telling us to surrender or else we would join them soon,” Arban said as he joined them.

Alex nodded. “Yes, the Ghouls that came from the river said the same thing.”

“Why?” Taiya asked.

“The Necromancer could be trying to scare or demoralize her opponents,” Alex explained.

Arban glanced towards the darkened shoreline. “They will come back.”

Captain Craig nodded. “Aye, the shallows make us vulnerable. We will hitch rope to the prow and pull the Marta along with us.”

Alex knelt and placed the empty potion bottle back into the satchel. He saw Taiya looking at the pouch with a frown.

The Elf knelt down and whispered in his ear.

“Do you still have the Elfstone that Ujenna gave you in the pouch?” she asked.

Alex felt around. His fingers closed around a stone.

“Yes,” he whispered as he started pulling his hand out.

Taiya placed her hand on his arm to stop him.

“Leave it in there for now. But we could have used it tonight. I had forgotten about it,” Taiya said.

Alex released the Elfstone and closed up the satchel. He vaguely remembered Taiya explaining that the Elfstone was some kind of life magic. He picked up the satchel and put it back with their packs.

“I don’t think I will be able to go back to sleep,” Nina said as she sat down on her sleeping mat.

Alex smiled as he sat down on his mat. “I don’t think any of us will after that excitement.”

“The sun will be rising in a few hours,” Arban glanced up at the moons. Cluria was already setting behind the western hills.

A few minutes later, the Water Lily was heading down river, the empty ship in tow.


Chapter Seven


The river emptied into the northern part of Lake Limni. The Water Lily’s sail caught a favorable wind and they made good time as they followed the shoreline to the southeast. As the shore curved eastwards, Alex had his first view of Verbana.

The city was built on a peninsula that jutted out into the lake. Verbana’s walls were made of white stone that shone brightly in the afternoon sunlight. The city seemed bigger than Zenkova. Alex walked to the ship’s prow as the boat headed towards the harbor’s entrance.

Zura was sitting on a bench there, studying her book. Arban sat cross-legged on the deck near her. There was the distinctive sound of stone scraping against metal as the Orc ran a whetstone across one of his swords. The other sword lay next to him, waiting to be oiled.

“Always keep your sword sharp and your mind sharper,” Arban said as he glanced up at Alex.

“What about a stone club?” Alex smiled as he held up his club. He had taken the four foot stone club from one of the Rockskins he had killed in the Empty Lands.

Arban paused his work as he looked at the club his friend was holding.

The Orc gave him a toothy grin. “I don’t have any sayings about stone clubs. You should ask a Rockskin next time you get close to one.”

“I hope I never get that close again,” Alex shook his head as he remembered how tough the eight foot tall, rhinoceros skinned warriors were to bring down.

“Why don’t you switch to a sword? Your skill is good enough. Or maybe a metal mace?” Arban set the whetstone aside and picked up an oil soaked rag. He rubbed the oil onto the blade.

Alex looked at the club. He had wrapped the handle with leather strips to provide a better grip. There was also a leather loop at the end so he could attach it to a saddle or loop it around his wrist.

“The club has served me well, so far. It is simple to use,” Alex replied, nodding to Janx as the Foxman joined them.

“My only concern is that we don’t know how long it will last without cracking and breaking. It seems sturdy enough, but every stone breaks if you hit it enough times,” the Orc sheathed the first sword before applying oil to his other blade.

“That is why I will continue to train with you and Janx. When the time comes, I can choose another weapon,” Alex lowered the club.

“A spear is your best choice. You can block with it and it increases your reach compared to a sword,” the Foxman was never shy about extolling the virtues of choosing a spear as your primary weapon.

“A spear is good. But a warrior must be deadly with any weapon,” Arban repeated one of his favorite sayings as he glanced up at Janx.

“Of course. But the spear is still the best choice,” Janx frowned at the Orc.

Alex chuckled as Arban shook his head.

On the waters of the lake, Alex could see a few dozen small boats. Many looked like the fishing boats he had seen on the river at Zenkova. The lake widened here and Alex could not make out the opposite shore.

A large island was located just south of the peninsula. Alex guessed it was about a mile and a half from the city.

Nina leaned on the ship’s rail as she gazed at Verbana. “It is such a beautiful city!”

“It is pretty. The lake is very nice,” Taiya added.

“It is quaint, I suppose,” the Tarenian glanced up for a moment and then returned to studying her book.

“I will be glad to get back on solid ground,” Janx muttered before sitting down on the deck next to Arban.

The walls of Verbanna reached out into the lake, forming a protective barrier around the city’s harbor. Their boat passed between a pair of stout guard towers that flanked the opening that led into the port. Blue banners emblazoned with a fanciful white serpent flew from the tops of the towers.

The port of Verbana was busy. Alex saw three more boats that were identical to Water Lily tied up at the docks. Their boat slowed down to let another ship pass by them as it headed towards the harbor exit.

“What type of ship is that?” Alex asked Arban. The Orc stood up and shielded his eyes from the bright sun reflecting on the water.

“Long narrow ships like that are favored by some of the Elves. Probably a trading ship from the Vara tribe is my guess,” the Orc walked over to the rail to get a better view.

As the narrow vessel passed by them, Alex could see that it was manned by a crew of dark skinned, raven haired Elves. Moon Elves. They had helped a Moon Elf named Ujenna on their way to Zenkova. She was of the Vara tribe, which lived somewhere in the forest west of the lake.

A pair of larger ships were tied up at the far end of the docks. They were half again as big as the Water Lily. Round shields, in the blue and white colors of Verbana, were attached to the ship’s rails. Alex guessed they were naval vessels.

As they neared the dock, some of Captain Craig’s sailors used the ropes to get on board the boat they were towing. The sailors then untied the Marta and dropped anchor. They would wait for help in order to guide the boat closer.

Alex and his team grabbed their gear as the sailors brought their boat along the docks and secured it to the moorings. A couple of sailors removed a section of railing and then set up the gangplank.

“Captain Craig, I am headed to the Guildhouse so I can speak to Guild Master Orevein about the events in Zenkova. I will tell him of the attack on the river and the loss of the crew and goods on the Marta,” Arban said as he turned to the ship's captain.

“Thank you, Master Arban. I will see that the Marta is docked safely,” the captain replied with a nod.

The six of them made their way onto the docks. The harbor was organized chaos. Crew leaders yelled out instructions to dock workers as they unloaded crates and barrels from the vessels that had recently arrived. Rows of mule drawn wagons waited patiently along the wide piers.

The shipments were loaded onto the wagons, which then took the goods to nearby warehouses. Other wagons brought crates and barrels from the warehouses to load on to boats that would soon be departing.

Farther down the row of docks, fishing vessels unloaded their catch. Birds wheeled and swooped overhead as they looked for food scraps.

Arban and Taiya were familiar with the town and they led the way out of the harbor to a wide thoroughfare crowded with people going to and from the port. The street was well paved with wide cobblestones.

Food and drink vendors lined the street. Some sold fish, others kebabs. Intermixed with the food vendors were stalls selling trinkets and clothing.

“The Caravan Guildhouse is only a short walk from the harbor,” Taiya said as they moved to the side of the street to let a row of wagons roll by. The wagons creaked and swayed under the weight of the barrels stacked on them.

It made sense that the Guildhouse would be near the harbor, Alex thought, since so much of Verbana’s trade depended on water routes.

“Most of the warehouses in this part of the city are owned by the Caravan Guards,” Arban added as they passed a row of large structures that were on the opposite side of the street.

The buildings were simple in design and made of bricks. The second building’s double doors were open and a pair of wagons filled with crates exited and turned towards the harbor.

As they passed the warehouses, Alex could see a large castle in the distance. It looked like it was on top of a small hill in the north part of the city.

“Master Camila has a room at the castle,” Zura said as she walked next to Alex.

“Do the White Witches like to stay close to those in power?” Alex asked.

“Queen Elanor gives respect to our Council,” the Tarenian’s yellow eyes flashed angrily as she glanced at Alex.

Alex grinned at her. He enjoyed needling Zura. She was so full of pride in herself and her organization.

Zura’s nostrils flared, but she didn’t respond to him, turning her attention back to the road.

“Are we staying at the castle?” Nina was behind them, walking next to Janx.

“No. I would rather keep a low profile at the moment and stay at the Guildhouse,” Alex looked over his shoulder and gave her a smile.

Zura turned back towards Alex with a frown. “But you are visiting nobles. You will be welcomed by the Queen.”

“No doubt. But after what we have seen in Kargosk and Zenkova, I would like to assess the situation in Verbana before attracting too much attention,” Alex replied.

Zura nodded.

It was Alex’s turn to ask about her plans. “Are you going to stay with Master Camila?”

For a moment it looked like Zura was going to say yes, but then she shook her head.

“No. I will stay at the Caravan Guildhouse for now,” she replied.

“The building ahead on the right is the Caravan Guildhouse,” Arban said as they neared another intersection

The Verbana Guildhouse was a sprawling three story building. Alex looked down the street and he could see there were more warehouses lining the street.

“This is the largest Guildhouse that I have seen,” Alex noted as they crossed the street.

“Aye, Verbana is an important trading city. The goods from the Greenspring Valley make their way here. The goods from Kaznak to the south and Batar to the southwest also pass through Verbana. Verbana then sends and receives goods from Ruckdort via the East Road,” Arban explained.

They entered the guildhouse. One of the clerks recognized Arban.

“Wagon Master Arban, good to see you again,” the clerk said with a nod.

“Is Guildmaster Orevein available?” Arban asked.

“I’m sorry, Master Arban. The Guildmaster is at the meeting with the Queen’s Tax Steward at the custom’s house,” the man explained.

The man noticed Zura’s White Robes and hastily stood up.

“Forgive me, my lady. I did not see you. Will you be staying at the Guildhouse?” the man asked with a bow.

“I shall require a room. See that one is readied and a bath prepared. I will wait in the great room,” Zura said.

“Yes, my lady,” the man replied, but Zura was already walking towards the great room.

Taiya glanced at the Tarenian with a frown.

“Will you require a room, Master Arban?” the man asked.

“Yes,” Arban said.

Alex walked up to the counter. “I would like to rent two rooms.”

“I can stay in the bunkhouse,” Janx protested. Taiya, ever frugal, was also frowning.

“It’s nothing,” Alex replied with a smile.

“If possible, could you have my rooms near the White Witch’s and Master Arbans?” Alex asked the clerk.

“Most of the rooms on the third floor are empty at the moment. That will not be a problem. And your name, sir?” the clerk asked.

“Alex,” he replied simply.

“Strongman, Alex,” Arban added.

“Ah, is Strongman Alex with the Caravan Guards?” the clerk asked the Orc.

“Yes,” Arban said with a nod.

“I will make a note for the Guildmaster to adjust his pay disc for the rooms,” the man nodded as he wrote in the ledger.

“We could all use a hot bath,” Arban said.

“I will have them readied. Just give me a few minutes,” the clerk replied.


Chapter Eight


“This is Strongman Alex,” Arban made the introductions in the Guildmaster’s office.

Guildmaster Orevein was a broad shouldered Dwarf with his long gray hair pulled back in a ponytail. His long beard was more gray than black. He was wearing the short cape of his office.

Orevein gave Alex an appraising look. “A Strongman, eh?”

Alex nodded and the Dwarf reached his hand out. Arban smiled.

Alex grasped the Dwarf’s hand in his. He could feel the Dwarf squeezing with all his might as he tested Alex’s strength. Alex began squeezing back.

“Enough!” Orevein said with a burst of hearty laughter. The Dwarf flexed his fingers once Alex released his hand.

The Dwarves always wanted to test the strength of his grip when they found out he was a Strongman. As they had been finishing lunch, one of the clerks had come over to inform Arban that the Guildmaster had returned.

“What business brings you to Verbana, Wagon Master?” Orevein asked.

The smile faded away from the Orc’s face. “I bear sad news from Zenkova. Master Daerona has been murdered.”

Orevein sat down behind his desk, a look of shock on his face. “What! What happened?”

Arban recounted the tale of what had transpired in Zenkova.

Orevein ran his fingers through his beard. “This is sad news indeed. The last news we had was that the King and Queen had been murdered, and Councilor Viljan was in charge.”

“What is the situation in Verbana? Has there been any trouble here?” Alex asked.

Orevein frowned as he looked at Alex. Then he looked at Arban questioningly.

“Strongman Alex has not been with the Caravan Guards long, but he has proven himself as a resourceful fighter and leader as we addressed the issues plaguing the Greenspring Valley. He is the one who defeated Viljan,” Arban explained.

“You defeated a Wizard?” Orevein frowned incredulously and gave Alex another appraising look.

Alex gave the Dwarf a lopsided smile. “Arban failed to mention that I almost died.”

Orevein nodded. “I will trust Arban’s judgement. We have had no trouble in Verbana.”

“No threats against the Queen or civil unrest like in Kargosk?” Alex asked.

Orevein shook his head.

“Some bad business in Kargosk. I received news that Dav Karlo’s position as leader of the council is secured,” the Dwarf looked towards Arban.

“Strongman Alex was critical in defeating Karlo’s rival,” Arban explained.

“With you and the other’s help,” Alex added.

Orevein looked at Alex for a long time.

“I am glad to report that things are as they always have been here in Verbana. Queen Elanor's rule is stable and the city is prosperous. We seemed to have escaped the problems plaguing our neighbors,” the Dwarf said.

The Orc shook his head. “Not anymore. The boat we were on, the Water Lily, was attacked.”

“What! Was it Hargs? We have had reports of attacks on boats between Zenkova and Port Lar. But none south of Zenkova!” the Guildmaster exclaimed.

“We were attacked by Ghouls,” Alex said.

Orevein blinked several times as the words sank in.

“Ghouls! Impossible!” the Dwarf said as he shot up out of his chair.

“Aye, it’s true. Captain Craig will confirm it,” Arban nodded.

Orevein slowly sat back down, a look of bewilderment on his face.

“What happened?” he asked.

Arban’s expression was fierce as he recalled the details of the night battle. “During the night we came across another of our ships, the Marta. It was anchored near the shore and its lanterns were out. It was a trap. Once we tied up our ship next to it, the Ghouls on board attacked.”

“What of the crew of the Marta?” the Dwarf asked.

“Dead and turned to Ghouls,” Arban answered.

“Brok’s Hammer protect us,” The Dwarf said with a shudder.

“Five of Captain Craig’s crew were killed in the battle,” Alex added.

“Only five? We can be thankful for that,” Orevein said softly.

“A White Witch is traveling with us. She was a great help in the battle,” Arban said.

“Kevin, my assistant, told me one of the Witches that had been here had returned. The Tarenian,” Orevein replied.

“We towed the Marta back with us. The cargo had been looted,” Arban said.

“An entire ship’s crew and cargo were lost. The Master’s Council will not be happy. I have already informed them of the route disruptions and the unrest in the Greenspring Valley. My report included news of the attacks upriver, even though they are not our vessels. The attacks are driving up the price of meat,” Orevein said with a shake of his head.

“Ghouls! Ghouls attacking our ships! The Council will want to get to the bottom of this,” he added.

“We suspect that a new Necromancer has taken up residence in the Tarwin Forest,” Alex said.

“The Deathwood. Are you sure that is where they came from?” Orevein asked.

“The Orcs from Port Lar pursued a Harg raiding party to the edge of the Deathwood. One of them swore that he had seen a skeletal warrior watching them from the trees,” Arban explained.

“The forest is to our north. We have not had any problems from that direction,” Orevein said.

“Are there any dangerous people in the Queen’s court?” Alex asked.

The Dwarf had a puzzled look on his face. “What do you mean?”

“Any… snakes like Viljan?” Alex did his best to word it diplomatically.

“No,” he replied.

“I must meet with the Queen. She needs to be warned about the threat from the Tarwin Forest,” Alex said.

The Dwarf nodded. “I will arrange for a meeting.”

“No need. My wife will get us an audience,” Alex said.

The Dwarf had a puzzled expression on his face. “Your wife? Who is your wife?”

“Princess Antonina of Zenkova,” Alex said with a smile.

The Guild Master’s mouth dropped open, and then he turned to Arban.

The Orc laughed. “It’s a long story.”


Chapter Nine


The carriage slowed to a stop in front of the castle entrance. Alex jumped out and then helped Nina and Zura down. Four soldiers in blue and white tabards stood guard at the top of a small flight of steps.

The steps led to a pair of stout wooden doors reinforced with bands of iron. It was almost mid morning.

Zura boldly marched up the stairs with Alex and Nina close behind her. The guards eyed her nervously as she approached. She was wearing the distinctive robes of her order, white with blue trim. Zura paused at the top of the steps and imperiously eyed the guards.

“One moment, my lady,” one of the guards said as he gave her a little bow. The guard then turned to the doors. He opened the right door and poked his head inside the entrance.

“Sergeant Tims!” the soldier called out before closing the door and returning to his post.

A minute later, the door opened, and another soldier stepped out. He was wearing a sergeant’s armband around his left bicep.

The sergeant’s eyebrows raised when he saw Zura’s robes. He stepped forward and gave her a small bow, ignoring Alex and Nina. Alex smiled as he realized how plain he and Nina looked in their travel clothes compared to Zura in her distinctive white robes.

“How can I help you, my Lady?” the sergeant asked.

Zura held her head high as she spoke to the sergeant. “Inform the Queen that Adept Zura of the Council of the White Witches, Princess Antonina of Zenkova and Prince Consort Alex of Zenkova request an audience.”

“Princess…” the sergeant began as he glanced first at Nina and then at Alex. He frowned at their attire. His face became impassive as he bowed to Zura again.

The sergeant turned and walked back to the open door. Alex could hear him ordering someone to fetch the butler. Then the sergeant stepped back outside and waited near the open door.

While they waited, Alex glanced up at the castle. It was constructed of the same white stone as the walls of the city. The first floor of the castle was raised about five feet above the level of the street. Instead of windows, there were only arrow slits on the first two levels. The third floor had small windows.

The fourth and fifth floors had windows and looked like newer construction compared to the first couple of floors. Blue pennants emblazoned with white serpents flew from the rooftop battlements. The castle was a large and imposing structure.

“What is the meaning of this, sergeant? You know the Queen does not take visitors before ten!” a portly Dwarven man blustered as he exited through the open doorway. He stopped in front of Sergeant Tims and scowled at him.

The man was bald save for a circlet of gray hair around the back of his head. His gray and white beard was short and neatly trimmed. He was wearing an expensive looking blue tunic with silver embroidery work across the chest.

“Lady Zura, Princess Antonina and Prince Alex request an audience with the Queen,” the sergeant calmly replied.

The butler quickly spun towards them. Alex was impressed at how quickly the butler’s whole demeanor changed. He straightened himself and quickly walked over to them before giving them a bow.

“Lady Zura, welcome back. Honored visitors to Verbana, please follow me,” the butler said as he straightened.

The man smartly turned and walked to the door. They followed him inside. There was a large foyer with a wide hallway that led to a grand staircase. He led them upstairs and down another hallway. Servants bustled to and fro as they went about their business, pausing and bowing as they passed.

The butler led them to a room with an elegant table with eight chairs placed around it.

“Please be seated. Would you like any refreshments?” the butler asked. They declined.

“I will inform the Queen that Lady Zura of the White Witches, Princess Antonina of…” the butler looked towards Nina expectantly.

“Princess Antonina of Zenkova and my husband, Prince Consort Alex,” Nina proudly replied.

“Princess Antonina and Prince Consort Alex wish to meet with her,” the butler gave them a deep bow before exiting the room and closing the door behind him.

Zura sat elegantly straight in her chair as she waited for the butler to return. Alex could see that Nina was glancing at Zura as she tried to copy how Zura was sitting.

“Keep your chin up,” Zura glanced at Nina.

“Like this?” Nina asked.

“Yes. Relax your shoulders slightly. But not too much,” Zura added.

Nina glanced at Zura’s posture as she tried to copy her.

“It will become easier with practice,” Zura nodded.

The Tarenian noticed Alex smiling at them. Her golden eyes scanned his body. “You should sit up straighter. You are a Prince now.”

“Prince Consort,” Alex corrected her.

Zura’s eyes flashed in annoyance.

“I take it you have met the Queen?” Alex asked her.

“Briefly, when Master Nella and I passed through here on the way to Zenkova,” she explained.

Alex grinned. “Do the White Witches meet with all the important people?”

Zura frowned, but before she could say anything, the butler returned.

“Please follow me,” he said.

Zura glared at him for a moment before turning to follow the butler. Alex liked to tease the red skinned beauty.

The butler led them up another flight of stairs. They turned right and then climbed yet another set of stairs. A hallway there led them to what looked like a sitting room. Sofas and wingback chairs were arranged around a couple of small coffee tables. A large window to their left let in the morning sun,

Sitting in one of the wing chairs was an elegantly dressed woman. She looked to be about fifty, with streaks of gray in her black hair. Alex assumed she was Queen Elanor.

Sitting next to her in another wing chair was a Half-Elven woman wearing a loose fitting green robe. She looked to be about forty years old and her head was cleanly shaved.

Standing behind the Queen were a pair of guards in chainmail armor. On either side of the door they had entered were two more guards.

“My Queen, may I present Lady Zura of the White Witches, Princess Antonina and Prince Consort Alex of Zenkova,” the butler introduced them and then stepped to the side.

The Queen indicated the three chairs facing her on the opposite side of the coffee table. “Please, sit.”

Queen Elanor eyed the Tarenian with curiosity. “Lady Zura. We bid you welcome again to our city. Will Master Nella be joining you?”

“Master Nella fell in battle with the Wizard Viljan. I have come to report the sad news to Master Camila,” Zura spoke evenly.

The Queen and the bald woman exchanged surprised looks at the news.

Queen Elanor nodded towards Nina. “Princess Antonina. I am glad to see you well. My condolences on the passing of your parents. It has been far too long since you last visited us. You have grown into a beautiful young woman.”

Nina returned the nod with one of her own.

“Prince Alex,” the Queen turned her gaze towards Alex. He nodded his head, hoping that was the correct protocol.

“What news do you bring of Zenkova? The last news I had was that Viljan was running the city and that you and your sister were missing,” the Queen asked as she turned her eyes back to Princess Antonina.

“My father’s trusted counselor, Viljan, betrayed my family. He murdered my parents and tried to force my sister to marry him,” Nina explained.

“Yet you managed to escape the city. Does Viljan still hold your sister, Princess Hilda?” the Queen asked.

“Viljan is dead and Queen Hilda rules Zenkova,” Zura spoke.

“Viljan is dead!” the Queen and the bald woman again exchanged surprised looks.

“Prince Alex defeated him in battle,” Zura said nonchalantly.

The Queen and the Half-Elven woman both turned to look at Alex.

“Are you a mighty Wizard?” the bald woman asked.

“No, my lady,” Alex replied with a grin at the question. He hoped that “my lady” was the correct way to address the woman.

“Lady Zura has said that Viljan was strong enough to defeat a Master of the White Witches. How were you able to defeat him?” the bald woman narrowed her eyes as she looked at him.

“I was lucky,” Alex replied.

“He saved our city. My sister proclaimed Alex, “Hero of Zenkova” for his service,” Nina looked at Alex with pride.

The bald woman continued to watch Alex silently.

“I assume that a grateful Queen Hilda gave you the hand of Princess Antonina as part of your reward. What was your station before becoming Zenkova’s Hero? Were you a Zenkovian soldier?” the Queen asked Alex.

“I am a Strongman with the Caravan Guards, my lady,” Alex answered.

“A Strongman! The tale becomes more fantastic!” the Queen shook her head in surprise.

“Prince Alex discovered that Viljan was the one behind the troubles in Zenkova,” Zura added.

Queen Elanor was silent for a moment. Then she turned to the bald woman. “The royal advisor murdered King Bran. Are you planning on deposing me, Janice?”

The bald woman bowed her head to the Queen. “No, my Queen.”

The Queen turned to Alex. “I have known Janice since we were children. But she is a Witch like Viljan was a Wizard. One can never be too careful these days.”

A small smile played across the Queen’s lips and Alex assumed the Queen was teasing her advisor.

Queen Elanor looked at Zura. “Were you with Master Nella when she fought Viljan?”

Zura met the Queen’s gaze. “No. I was in Kargosk at the time.”

“My sources tell me that the Caravan Guards and White Witches worked together to support Dav Karlo and ensure his victory,” the Queen looked back at Alex.

“Stability in the Greenspring Valley is crucial to keep the trade flowing,” Alex replied.

“Indeed,” the Queen nodded. “If things are returning to normal, what brings you to Verbana?”

“There is still a threat to the region. We believe a new Necromancer has taken up residence in the Tarwin Forest,” Alex said.

“A Necromancer! Impossible!” the bald woman sputtered.

“The boat we took downriver was attacked by Ghouls,” Zura replied evenly.

“Orcs from Port Lar tracked a Harg raiding party to the edge of the forest. They reported seeing a Skeleton warrior watching them,” Alex added.

The Queen and the other woman were silent, stunned by the news.

“This Necromancer was working with Viljan. When I was searching his tower, I saw a Ghost messenger that she had sent,” Zura added.

“What do you expect me to do with this news?” the Queen asked as she regained her composure.

“Zenkova does not have sufficient forces to mount an attack on the forest,” Alex explained.

“So you want me to make war on this Necromancer?” the Queen narrowed her eyes as she looked at Alex.

“If the Necromancer was allied with Viljan, that means there is still a threat to the region,” Alex explained.

“My Queen, Verbana does not have a large Army. Why should you risk your soldiers? Your city has not been troubled,” the Half-Elf said.

“My advisor brings up a valid point,” the Queen raised an eyebrow as she looked at Alex.

“Our trade ship stopped to investigate another cargo ship that was stopped in the river. Its crew had been killed and the cargo looted. The dead rose up and attacked us. The Necromancer targeted the trade between Port Lar and Zenkova. Now she is attacking the trade between Zenkova and Verbana,” Alex explained.

The Queen was quiet for a long moment.

The Queen leaned back in her chair. “Our trade routes are very important. But I can not send my troops on what could be a fool’s errand into the Deathwood.”

“What if the Necromancer attacks your city?” Zura asked.

The Queen waved her hand dismissively. “Verbana stood firm during the War of the Necromancer. We were attacked, but they did not penetrate the outer walls, let alone the inner.”

“My Queen, I suggest you speak to General Franks about our defenses,” the advisor suggested.

The Queen nodded.

“I appreciate your warnings. Is there anything else?” she asked as she looked from Alex to Zura.

“What about the threat to the river trade?” Alex asked.

The Queen gave him a little smile. “The trade ships belong to the Caravan Guards. I suggest you see to the defense of your vessels.”

Alex could understand the Queen’s reluctance to commit to anything. All she had was their word about a potential threat. She was confident that her city could wait out any possible threat from a Necromancer.

“Is Master Camila still in residence in the castle?” Zura asked.

“Yes, though she is probably down at the waterfront already,” the Queen smirked as she talked about the White Witch.

The Queen looked at Alex and Nina. “Will you be staying at the Castle during your visit?”

Nina looked towards Alex.

“No, my lady. We will stay at the Guildhouse. There are things I need to speak to Master Orevein about,” Alex replied.

“You are welcome to stay if you change your mind,” the Queen replied.

“If you excuse me, I have meetings to attend. The butler will see you out,” the Queen stood up, effectively ending their meeting.

The Dwarven official showed them out to their waiting carriage.

“The Queen did not seem very bothered by the threat of a Necromancer on her doorstep,” Nina said as the carriage rolled down the street on its return trip to the Guildhouse.

“I was tempted to tell her about our suspicions that there is a Warlock involved as well,” Zura said as she gazed out the side window.

“It’s probably better that you didn’t. She obviously doesn’t want to send any troops into the Deathwood. If she knew there was a Warlock involved, she will definitely keep her troops close to home,” Alex added.

“How are we going to deal with the Necromancer?” Zura asked.

Alex gave her a smile. “I don’t know. Yet.”


Chapter Ten


“Master Camila studies the Water Serpents that live in the lake here,” Zura explained as she led Taiya and Nina through the streets next to Verbana’s harbor.

The other two women had offered to accompany Zura as she went to meet with the other White Witch. Nina was excited to see the Water Serpents and Taiya was glad to stretch her legs.

“I believe the gate is over there,” Zura paused to get her bearings.

They were on the west side of the city, near the city walls. Zura turned right and then left at the next intersection. Ahead they could see a small gate in the wall. The door was open and a Verbanan guard stood on either side of the opening.

A pair of young boys ran in through the gate, small fishing rods over their shoulders. They each had a pair of fish in their hands. They laughed and dodged around the girls as they sprinted up the street.

The small path past the gate led to a long narrow quay that ran along the shore line. A handful of small rowboats were tied up there. A few girls and boys were sitting on the edge of the quay holding fishing rods.

“Seems to be a popular fishing spot,” Taiya remarked.

“It looks fun. I have never gone fishing,” Nina smiled as she looked at the children.

“Ah, there is Master Camila,” Zura pointed to their left.

The quay ran about 50 feet in that direction. Beyond was a narrow rocky shoreline that ran along the base of the city wall. They could see a figure dressed in white sitting on a chair where the shoreline ended, about forty feet beyond the quay’s edge.

Zura headed in that direction and the other two followed. There was a slight drop from the quay to the rocks below.

“Mind that you don’t turn an ankle on these rocks,” Taiya cautioned.

Master Camila was sitting on a metal chair. She had a notebook in her hand and she was writing something in it. On the ground next to her was a wooden box.

The Witch looked up from her notebook as they stopped near her. Master Camila’s eyes blinked in surprise as she took in Zura’s robes. Then she frowned as she looked at Taiya and Nina.

Master Camila nodded as she stood up. “Adept Zura.”

She was a slender woman with wispy gray hair pulled back in a bun. Taiya guessed her to be about sixty. She wore white robes, trimmed in blue, that were identical to the robes Zura was wearing.

“Master Camila,” Zura bowed her head for a moment.

“I am surprised to see you, Adept. Where is Master Nella?” the senior Witch continued to frown.

“Master Nella was killed,” Zura answered.

“Killed!” Master Camia had a shocked expression. She stood stock still for a long moment. Then she sat her notebook and pencil down on her chair. She turned and looked at Taiya and Nina before turning to Zura again.

“This is Taiya, a Flame Dancer with the Caravan Guards. This is Princess Antonina of Zenkova,” Zura introduced them. The Master Witch nodded her head.

“I am sure you have quite the story to tell,” Master Camila looked at Zura.

“What news have you had from Master Nella?” Zura asked.

“The last dispatch she sent explained that Duke Oktoban survived the assassination attempt. She had also mentioned that the situation in Kargosk was still uncertain as to who would take control of the city. Zenkova was gripped with fear,” Master Camila recalled the words of the letter Master Nella had sent to her a few weeks ago.

Camila glanced at Princess Antonina. “I have heard from Queen Elanor that the situation in Kargosk has been resolved, but the situation in Zenkova has worsened.”

“My parents were murdered,” Nina said bitterly as she recalled the events of that fateful day.

Master Camila nodded. “That is what I was told, Princess.”

She turned to Zura again. “What has happened to Master Nella?”

“When I was readying to leave Kargosk, my connection to Master Nella was severed,” Zura began.

“So you knew something was amiss,” the senior Witch nodded.

“I traveled back to Zenkova with a group of Caravan Guards who were instrumental in restoring order to Kargosk. With their help, I was able to determine that Master Nella had discovered that Viljan was behind the trouble in Zenkova. She must have confronted him, but he killed her,” Zura explained.

“Viljan was strong enough to kill Master Nella? I had met the man a few times, he did not overly impress me,” Master Camila shook her head.

“The Counselor Viljan, murdered the King and Queen in an attempt to seize power,” Zura explained.

“Where is Viljan now?” Master Camila asked.

“Dead,” Zura replied.

“Dead! Surely Adept Zura you do not expect me to believe that you succeed in killing him where an experienced Master failed!” Master Camila had a frown on her face.

“I did not kill him. Strongman Alex, one of the Caravan Guards that was helping me, defeated him,” Zura said calmly.

“A Wizard, felled by a Strongman,” her mouth dropped open in surprise at the thought.

Then she glanced at Taiya and Nina again before speaking to Zura.

“The Council must be told of these developments. We will meet later and I will prepare a report,” she said.

Zura understood that Master Camila wished to get more details in private. She nodded. They were quiet, the only sound was the lapping of small waves against the rocks.

“Zura tells me you are studying Water Serpents,” Nina broke the silence.

“Yes, Princess. They are my passion,” Master Camila smiled at Nina.

“I am getting ready to toss out some fish to see if there are any nearby,” she added as she glanced out at the lake.

“I hope we can see one!” Nina's eyes flashed with excitement as she looked at the lake.

Master Camila reached into the wooden box and pulled out an eight inch long fish. Using an underhand throw, she tossed it into the lake.

“There is something moving under the water,” Zura said as she watched the water where the fish had disappeared.

“That is a good sign. The Water Serpents frequent the quay here, hoping the locals will toss them a fish,” Camila explained.

“I see that Verbana’s flag is a white serpent on a blue field,” Taiya said.

“Yes. The city holds the serpents in high esteem. Hunting them is forbidden,” Camila explained as she tossed another fish into the water.

Suddenly a serpentine body curved out of the water for a moment. It was easily three feet in diameter with a scalloped ridge running down its spine. It was covered in light gray scales that seemed almost white in the sunlight.

“It is said that the Water Serpents helped defend the city against an attack long ago. They sank the boats of the enemy that tried to attack the harbor. Once a month, the city throws meat into the water for them in gratitude for their help,” the Witch reached for the box again.

Master Camila tossed in another fish, this one only a few yards from where they were standing. Just as the fish was about to hit the water, the Serpent’s head rose from the water, its jaws open as it snatched the fish before diving again.

“Amazing!” Nina said in fascination.

“They are beautiful creatures,” Camila nodded.

“It looked like a wingless dragonette,” Taiya said.

“I think they may be a related species. My mentor studies dragonettes and has written several books on them. Water Serpents are only found in a few large lakes. I believe they may be a type of dragonette that has adapted to living in the water,” the White Witch explained.

The Serpent’s head rose up out of the water. Its head was long and flat with two small horns like a dragon. Coal black eyes were set deep in a bony brow. Its head rose higher as it looked at them.

The Serpent moved closer to the shore, its nostrils expanding as it sniffed the air.

“Are they dangerous?” Taiya asked as she lifted her hands and prepared to defend them.

“The Serpents never attack the people of Verbana. It is why they are so beloved by the locals. To get close to one is considered good luck,” Master Camila explained.

Zura heard a murmur to her right. She glanced at the quay. The children who were fishing had paused and were watching the Water Serpent in awe.

The serpent swam closer, and its eyes focused on Nina. The creature opened its mouth displaying a set of razor sharp teeth. Then its tongue flicked out and it gently touched Nina’s cheek. She giggled and then reached out her hand, gently stroking the Serpent’s snout.

“I think you’ve made a new friend,” Taiya shook her head at the strange sight.

The Serpent slowly pulled back. With a last glance at Nina, the Serpent dove into the water. The water rippled as the serpent moved rapidly away from the shore.

“I’ve never seen anything like that!” Master Camila whispered as she stared at Nina.

“We shouldn’t be surprised, given your Power,” Zura said with a nod.

“Power? What Power does the Princess possess?” Camila said as she moved closer to Nina and looked at the girl up and down.

Nina glanced towards the quay. The children were excitedly whispering among themselves as they stared at Nina.

“I am a Serpent Shifter,” Nina whispered.

“A Serpent Shifter!” Camila spoke softly, taking her cue from the princess's hesitation.

“Look!” Taiya pointed towards the water. The Water Serpent had returned with three more of its kind.

Four dragon-like heads rose up out of the water as the Serpents swam towards the shore. Three of the Serpents seemed identical, but the fourth was half again as large as its companions.

The Serpents took turns sniffing and caressing Nina’s cheek with their long tongues. The Princess laughed and petted each of them in turn.

“They want more of your fish,” Nina turned towards Master Camila.

The White Witch bent down and grabbed a fish in each hand. She tossed them towards the Serpents who deftly snatched them out of the air. Camila tossed the rest of her supply and the creatures took turns catching the food.

“They are very grateful for the fish,” Nina smiled as the largest Serpent brought its head forward to be caressed again.

Master Camila looked at Nina sharply. “Can you speak to them?”

“It’s more that I can sense their emotions,” Nina replied as another Serpent came forward while the large one moved aside.

Once each of them had been touched by Nina, the four Serpents slid back into the water. The surface of the lake rippled as they swam away.

Master Camila watched the ripples spread across the surface of the lake before disappearing. “That was the most amazing thing I have seen in all my years of studying the Water Serpents.”

“They are beautiful,” the Princess smiled.

Taiya shook her head. “I thought they looked frightening and dangerous.”

Master Camila picked up her notebook and her pencil. “I must go back to my rooms and write down today’s observations. Adept Zura, meet me for dinner.” The Tarenian bowed her head for a moment.

“Princess Antonina, should you wish to visit me while I observe the Water Serpents, I come here every morning after breakfast. I would welcome any observations you have,” the Witch turned to Nina and nodded to her.

“I will,” the princess replied.

Without further comment, Master Camila made her way back to the quay as the children respectfully backed away and gave her room. The Witch paid them no heed and disappeared through the gate, back into the city.

Taiya’s green eyes had a hint of laughter in them as she teased the Tarenian. “She was fascinated by Nina, but I am not used to someone treating you so dismissively, Zura.”

Zura’s golden eyes flashed in irritation as she lifted her chin proudly. “In the Council of the White Witches, I am an Adept. Camila is a Master.”

“We should head to the market. If we are lucky, Alex will still be there,” Nina said in hopes of distracting Zura before she became angry.

“That sounds like a wonderful idea,” Taiya gave Nina a wink.

Zura didn’t say anything and only nodded her head. The three of them headed back to the quay. The children whispered and pointed at Nina, but they kept back, intimidated by Zura’s robes.


Chapter Eleven


The primary market of Verbana was located near the city’s harbor. It was open air with stalls offering all manner of foods, clothing and miscellaneous wares. Some of the stalls were well built from stout wood with tiled roofs. Others were crudely lashed together with simple slatted roofs while some were little more than tents tied to poles in the ground.

Stalls selling fresh fish from the lake and vendors with produce, both local and from nearby nations dominated the front of the place. The market was a maze of streets and little plazas.

Alex and Janx made their way through the crowds of people that were shopping for their meals. Beyond the front area were stalls with butchers selling beef, pork, lamb and goat. A merchant had ropes of sausages for sale.

An orc woman was selling varieties of hard cheeses. Next to her a man had dried hams for sale.

“The people of Verbana are content,” Janx noted as they passed a group of women sampling wine. A Half-Elven woman was offering samples of a fruity red wine to passersby.

“It’s a welcome change from the worried looks the people of Oktoban, Kargosk and Zenkova had,” Alex agreed.

As they rounded a corner, Janx stopped to see what an Orc was selling at his stand. The Orc was offering strips of dried meats.

“Welcome, welcome! Would you like a free sample? I have meats to suit every taste,” the Orc smiled jovially as he stood behind a simple counter. On the shelves behind him were trays of meat strips.

“What do you have that will last for a journey?” Janx asked.

“Ah, adventurers! I should have known. Rare to see a Foxman in our city,” the Orc nodded as he turned to his shelves.

“I would recommend the beef strips or the mutton,” the Orc handed a small strip of reddish brown meat to Janx. Then he offered one to Alex.

The meat was surprisingly soft for being dried, Alex thought. He could taste the salt but it was not overpowering. There was also a hint of sweetness.

“That is the beef. Here, now try the mutton,” the Orc handed them strips of grayish brown dried meat.

The mutton was as soft as the beef, but with a hint of spicy heat, blended with the salty flavor.

“Both are very good,” Janx told the man. Alex agreed.

“Keep them dry and they will last for months. How much would you like me to wrap up?” the Orc said with a smile.

“You are quite the salesman,” Alex couldn’t help but chuckle at the Orc’s bold tactic.

The Orc laughed.

“When you have the best, the product sells itself. You won’t find a more tender strip in all of Verbana,” he gave Alex a wink.

“Anything will be better than the journey bread we eat,” Janx grimaced.

The Orc made a face at the mention of journey bread. “Journey bread! A blessing and a curse. It might keep you from starving but it is not something to look forward to! You should buy a portion of each for variety!”

“I will take two portions of each,” Janx reached into his pocket for coins.

“Excellent!” The Orc wrapped up four portions of the strips in waxed paper, tying each of them neatly up with twine.

“Would you like any, good sir?” the Orc asked as he handed the packages to Janx.

“I will take one portion of the beef,” Alex replied.

“You should have bought more. It will give you variety when we travel,” Janx said as Alex paid the vendor.

“I don’t mind the journey bread as much as you do,” Alex laughed.

“If you need more, I am here five days a week,” the Orc grinned as he handed Alex his package.

The two friends continued exploring the market. They passed merchants selling wicker baskets and colorful woven rugs. Next, they passed a section of stalls selling metalwork.

“Do you need any clothes?” Alex asked as they passed a seller of children’s clothing. The Foxman was short and slight of build and children’s clothing was sized well for him.

“No, what I have is sufficient,” Janx answered.

The pair turned a corner and browsed the selection of leather goods on display.

A woman was arguing from the stall next to the one they were standing in front of.

“What do you mean? That is robbery!”

Alex glanced to his right and saw an Elven woman standing behind the counter of her stall. She had her arms crossed as she frowned at the woman standing in front of her leather shop. The woman had three animal hides thrown over her shoulder.

“I’m sorry, but three large shipments of elk hides from Kaznak arrived last week. All the tanners have more work than we can handle right now. 2 silvers a piece is the best I can do,” the Elf said.

“That is half the price these three hides are worth!” the woman with the animal hides replied angrily.

The young woman had thick golden brown hair that fell down past her shoulders. A pair of tufted ears poked out of the top of her hair. Her ears flicked in agitation.

She was wearing a short, tan colored, hide vest with a matching skirt that barely covered the tops of her thighs. She was barefoot. In her left hand, she was holding a spear. On her back was a small travel pack.

The girl had a long narrow tail tipped with a tuft of darker brown hair. Her tail flicked back and forth in agitation as she argued with the shopkeeper.

“You are welcome to check elsewhere,” the Elf said.

Alex wondered if the girl was some kind of lion woman. She was different than Janx, who looked more fox than human. Perhaps she was like Nankossa, the Naadaar potion maker, who had some reptilian aspects blended with her human features.

“I already have,” the girl growled. Alex could see that she had pronounced canines, though not as pronounced as an Orc’s.

“I need those supplies,” Alex heard the girl mutter under her breath.

“Two silvers is the best I can do,” the Elf repeated.

Alex could see the girl was thin, and there were smudges of dirt on her body. Her pale green eyes had a look of hungry desperation in them. It was a look he had seen far too often while traveling through war-torn villages in central Asia back on Earth.

“I will buy the hides from you,” Alex said as he reached into his pocket.

The girl’s eyes looked at him in surprise as he stepped closer to her. The girl was tall. Even without boots, she was only a few inches shorter than Alex.

“What do you mean?” The lion girl’s eyes narrowed suspiciously as she turned towards him.

Alex picked out one gold and two silver coins and held them out to her in his open palm.

“Just what I said. That I will buy the hides from you,” Alex gave her a little smile.

The girl looked at his chainmail shirt and the dagger at his belt. Her eyes flicked to Janx for a moment as she inspected the Foxman.

“You are a fighter, not a tanner,” she stated as her pale green eyes met his again.

“Does it matter? Do we have a deal or not?” Alex slowly pulled his hand back.

“We have a deal,” the girl quickly replied.

Alex handed her the coins, and the girl handed him the hides. Gripping the coins tightly in her fist, the lion girl turned and hurried off. Alex watched her weave through the crowded street before she turned a corner and disappeared.

“Why did you buy three animal hides from that woman?” Janx asked.

“She reminded me of people I had met. People who had lost everything but were still fighting to live,” Alex replied, as he gave the Foxman a wry smile.

The Foxman nodded his head.

Alex turned to the Elven shopkeeper who was watching him with a puzzled expression. She had seen him purchase the hides from the girl.

Alex gave her a big smile. “Would you like to buy 3 hides?”

“You paid 4 silver for each of those. I can only offer 2 each,” she eyed him with as much suspicion as the girl had done.

“Then we have a deal,” Alex said as he held out the hides towards her.

The woman took the hides from him and paid him the six silvers. She was shaking her head the entire time.

“Aren’t you going to ask me why I sold the hides for a loss?” Alex glanced at Janx as they started walking down the street again.

“No. You paid for my freedom and asked for nothing in return. You have helped many people in the short time I have known you,” Janx replied.

Alex hadn’t thought about it in that way before.

“I like helping people,” Alex replied, after considering his friend’s words.

“That is a good thing,” Janx agreed.

At the next intersection, they turned left. The stalls along both sides of the street offered sweets, baked goods and candies for sale. Ahead, Alex could see a small open area.

The open area had wooden tables and benches arranged in neat rows. Above the tables were colorful canopies that provided shade. Around the sides of the plaza were vendors selling food and drinks.

Most of the markets on Ktor seemed to have one or two of these areas. Alex thought of them as fantasy food courts.

“Alex!” he heard Nina’s voice behind him.

“I told you we would find him in the food plaza,” Taiya laughed as she wrapped her arm around his left arm and kissed his cheek.

“I think you’re confusing me with Arban,” Alex grinned as he saw that all three of the girls were there.

“Where is the Wagon Master?” Zura asked.

“He was meeting with Master Orevein. Something about having Dak become the new Guildmaster in Zenkova,” Alex explained.

“Have you eaten?” Nina asked as she glanced around the plaza.

“Not yet, Janx and I have been exploring the market. Let’s see what they have to offer,” Alex said.

They walked around the edge of the plaza. Alex’s stomach grumbled hungrily as the smells of grilling meats mixed with those of freshly baked bread.

“You are hungry!” Taiya laughed and Alex shrugged his shoulders as they passed a wine merchant.

“Pick whatever you like. I’m buying today,” Alex said as they finished their tour of vendors.

Zura and Nina decided on grilled fish served on warm flatbreads. The sandwiches were topped with shredded lettuce, diced tomatoes and a wedge of lemon. The girls squeezed the lemon onto the fish before folding the bread around it.

Janx picked two skewers of grilled rabbit. Taiya and Alex opted for thinly sliced beef served on rolls with sauteed onion slices. The bread was so fresh that the rolls were still warm. They enjoyed wooden mugs filled with a pale ale, locally brewed by a family of Orcs.

“That sandwich was so good, I’m going to get a second one,” Alex said as he stood up from the table. “Does anyone want anything else?”

The others shook their heads.

“Tell me about Master Camila,” Alex said, as he returned with his sandwich.

The girls filled him in on their meeting with the White Witch. Nina’s eyes shone with excitement as she recounted how the Water Serpents had acted towards her.

“See, I told you your Shifter Power was amazing,” Alex gave her a smile before taking another bite of his sandwich. Nina blushed prettily.

He noticed Zura had a faraway look in her eyes.

“What did Camila say about your Master Nella? Do you have to get a new mentor?” Alex asked.

Zura’s golden eyes met his.

“She was dismayed to learn of her death. My future was not discussed. I will join her for dinner tonight. My path forward will be decided by the Great Hall in Vizan,” Zura spoke evenly, but Alex had known her long enough to tell that she was troubled.

“Whatever they decide, you are always a part of our team. We will support you the best we can,” Alex held her gaze.

The others also offered words of support for Zura. The White Witch nodded, but the hint of worry didn’t leave her eyes.


Chapter Twelve


The sound of wood hitting wood echoed across the large, dirt covered area behind the Caravan Guildhouse. Alex dropped to one knee as he slashed at Arban’s leg with his wooden practice sword. The Orc deftly blocked the swing with his own wooden sword.

“Almost!” Arban laughed as he countered with a swing towards Alex’s head.

Alex rolled to his right and sprang to his feet. Misjudging his strength in his haste, he wound up landing a few feet away.

“That’s cheating!” Arban grinned as he advanced towards Alex.

“You need to control your strength. There is a time for large movements and there is a time for small movements,” Janx admonished.

The Foxman was watching them from a safe distance as he sat on the top rail of the corral fence. The handful of horses inside the fence kept to the far side of the pen, near the large barn.

Alex blocked the Orc’s next strike and then he darted in and clipped Arban’s side before the Orc could knock his sword aside.

“Better!” Arban grinned.

The two sparred for another ten minutes before taking a quick break. Afterwards, Alex and Arban took turns practicing spearwork with Janx. The Foxman was small, but he was an expert with his favorite weapon.

Arban was breathing heavily as he set his practice spear aside. “Allright, time for dinner!”

Alex wiped the sweat from his brow. “I will need a bath after today’s workout,”

“The days grow longer and warmer as summer arrives,” the Orc said as they gathered their practice gear and returned it to a nearby wooden shed.

The three men cleaned up and then met Taiya and Nina for dinner in the Guildhouse dining room.

“Will Zura be joining us?” Janx asked.

Taiya sat down next to Alex. “No. She is meeting Master Camila for dinner. Master Orevein arranged for a carriage to take her to the castle.”

Nina took the empty seat to his left. “I hope the meeting goes well for her,”

“As do I,” Alex agreed.
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“More tea?” the gray haired Witch asked as they finished their meal.

“Yes, please, Master Camila,” Zura replied.

Master Camila nodded to the servant. The man brought a teapot and refilled both of their cups. Once they had finished, he cleared away their cups and plates.

“You may leave us. I shall ring if we require anything else,” the senior Witch dismissed the servant. The man bowed and left.

“Let us move to the table by the window. The view is lovely,” Master Camila stood and walked to the next room.

A small table with two chairs was placed next to a window there. A colorful rug was on the floor near the table. The window was open and the lacy white curtain was tied back. The women sat down.

The window faced southwards, towards the lake. A gentle breeze ruffled the delicate curtain.

“You have a beautiful view, Master Camila,” Zura could see past the harbor and the nearby island.

Camila turned towards Zura. “Queen Elanor treats our order with the respect it is due.”

“I take it that the Queen heeds your council?” Zura asked.

“Politics are not my strength, but I keep in close contact with the Great Hall. The Queen takes our advice seriously,” Camila nodded.

Zura knew that not all of the White Witches were versed in the politics of Ktor. Some, like Master Camila, were better suited to expanding the knowledge of their order. Some had a temperament better suited for battle and they spent their time training for war.

Zura was comfortable in all three roles. It was the reason she was the youngest to advance to the rank of Adept.

She had a curious mind and was eager to learn new things. She was powerful and she excelled in combat. Thanks to her upbringing in Tavalon, the capital of the Taren Empire, she was well versed in the game of politics.

“Have you sent word to the Great Hall of my mentor’s death?” Zura asked.

Camila steepled her fingers as she leaned back in her chair. “Not yet. I wished to speak with you in private before I send my report.”

Zura sat patiently. Her posture was straight and expression calm as she waited for Master Camila to continue.

“The last message from your mentor mentioned a young man. A man that you suspected to be a Wizard from another council,” Master Camila said.

“Yes. What did Master Nella relay concerning him?” Zura asked. She felt her stomach clench in nervous anticipation.

“She said that she had directed you to remain in Kargosk in order to monitor his activities,” the Master Witch replied.

Zura nodded. The motion helped hide the relief she felt. She had reported to Master Nella that she suspected Alex was Elder Touched. Her mentor must not have passed on the information to Master Camila before she was killed.

“I was mistaken, Master Camila. The young man is only a Strongman,” Zura concentrated on keeping her face expressionless.

“Is this the same Strongman that defeated Viljan?” Camila asked.

“Yes, Master Camila,” Zura nodded.

Camila frowned.

“Why did you suspect he was a Wizard?” she asked.

Zura considered the best way to answer without giving away Alex’s secret.

“For a young man, he is resourceful and intelligent. At first, I mistook the manifestations of his Strongman Power as a sign that he was trying to hide his Wizard’s Power,” Zura explained.

“Adept Zura, you have risen rapidly in the ranks of the White Witches. You have great skill and are rightfully proud of it. But do not let your pride blind you. You have led yourself to a wrong conclusion about this man before you had examined all the possibilities.” The senior Witch frowned as she admonished Zura.

“You are right, Master Camila,” Zura bowed her head as a sign of remorse.

“Tell me of the events in Kargosk and Zenkova,” the senior Witch directed.

Zura described how she had helped the Caravan Guards support Dav Karlo over House Orzetz. She then explained how they had discovered that an outside party was supporting Jacob Orzetz with funds to hire Kanban mercenaries and an Alchemist.

She then summarised the events in Zenkova and their suspicion that the same party who had supported Orzetz was providing assistance to Viljan.

“Why do you think a Warlock is involved?” Camila asked with a frown.

“Viljan had to have been trained by someone powerful to beat Master Nella. It would also explain the Harg activity that has targeted the Greenspring Valley,” Zura explained.

“We should not jump to conclusions, Adept Zura,” Master Camila gave her a condescending smile.

“A Necromancer is also involved,” Zura said and kept herself from smiling at the surprised look on Master Camila’s face.

“What? Why do you think that?” she asked.

Zura proceeded to describe her encounter with the ghostly messenger in the tower and then the attack on the river.

Master Camila shook her head. “Unbelievable. A Necromancer in the Tarwin Forest again. A powerful Wizard or Warlock causing the trouble in the Greenspring Valley.”

Zura waited patiently while the older Witch considered the information she had provided.

“Do you have anything else to report?” Master Camila asked.

“No, Master Camila,” Zura replied.

“I will prepare the message. Stay near me if I have any questions,” the senior Witch stood up.

Master Camila moved to the rug and sat down cross-legged. Zura joined her, sitting to the side.

Master Camila took deep, even breaths as she held her hands a few inches apart in front of her. They began to glow blue with Power. A blue energy sphere formed between her hands. The sphere slowly moved forward, and then it began to glow and change. It transformed into a translucent blue image that mirrored Master Camila and her movements.

“Master Chimeg, may I present my report on the situation in the Greenspring Valley. It is with a heavy heart that I send the news of our Sister, Master Nella’s passing. Adept Zura is with me in Verbana,” Master Camila began.

The Witch relayed the news that Zura had given her. She would occasionally glance to her right for confirmation, and Zura would nod.

“Adept Zura and I await the Great Hall’s instructions,” Master Camila said and bowed her head for a moment.

The Witch held her hands up again and the translucent image collapsed into a sphere again. She closed her eyes and 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 sky beyond.

The blue energy sphere morphed into the shape of a little blue bird. Camila raised her hands and the bird rose up and joined with the faint thread of Power. She motioned her hands away and the bird sprang forward. It flew through the window and sped away into the sky where it quickly disappeared as the energy thread faded away.

“I do not expect we will have to wait long for a response from the Great Hall,” Master Camila said as she awkwardly stood up.

Zura rose gracefully and glanced out of the window. She had carefully planned and worked on her goal to become the youngest Master of the White Witches. She confidently strode the path to greatness.

For the first time, Zura felt a twinge of uncertainty about the next steps on her chosen path.


Chapter Thirteen


“As you can see, Prince Alex, the walls of Verbana are stout. They have never been breached, not even during the War of the Necromancer,” General Franks proudly gazed out at the city.

The General had requested a meeting with Alex and Arban. A carriage had arrived for them after breakfast and brought them to the castle. The General asked them about the Necromancer’s attack on the river.

Alex had asked the General if he planned on attacking the Tarwin Forest, but Franks had scoffed at the idea. He was confident that Verbana could defend itself against any attacks until such time as the true threat of the Necromancer was determined.

The General then took them on a tour of the city’s defenses. They were standing on the roof of the city’s main gatehouse. Alex could see a smaller gatehouse to the west, closer to the water. The city walls surrounded the city except for the harbor opening to the south.

“We maintain a small navy that protects the harbor and the island. The island and the lake can provide us with food if someone lays siege. We are the only city on Lake Lim, the other lake towns rely on us for trade,” The General, a short, gray haired man pointed towards the south.

“What if you are attacked by a larger number of warships?” Alex asked.

The General smiled. “And where would they come from, Prince Alex?”

“Zenkova to the north has no warships. The lake empties southwards into the River Kaz. Kaznak maintains only a few boats to patrol the river. Both rely heavily on Verbana for trade,” Arban explained.

“The Wagon Master is correct. Long ago, we had no warships. The city of Ruckdort tried to conquer us. They laid siege and when that failed, they built warships. They almost succeeded in penetrating the harbor. Legend has it that the Water Serpents rose to the city’s defense and sank the enemy boats,” the General explained and then he pointed to one of the banners that fluttered in the breeze blowing from the lake.

“That is why you have them on your flag,” Alex nodded.

“That is also why we now maintain a small navy. Just because the Serpents saved us once, does not mean they will save us again,” the General replied.

“Even the outer wall that protects the outer town has never been breached,” General Franks pointed towards the north.

Outside of the main walls, streets and houses had been built as the population of Verbana grew. A smaller wall extended across a narrow part of the peninsula. Two gates, anchored by small towers, led out to the farms in the distance.

The walls extended southwards along the water’s edge of about a hundred yards, but they did not fully enclose the outer area. To Alex, it seemed that a determined enemy would be able to get past the side walls and attack the outer town.

It was as if the General had guessed his thoughts. “The outer town did not exist when Ruckdort attacked. But it was here during the War of the Necromancer and the outer wall held.”

“What if this new Necromancer attacks Verbana?” Alex asked.

“I am confident that we can defend our city against any attack,” the General replied.

Alex was surprised at the General’s reluctance. “The Necromancer is attacking the trade from Port Lar. And now she has attacked the trade between your city and Zenkova.”

The General smiled and nodded towards Arban. “As I am sure the Wagon Master knows, the Caravan Guards are responsible for protecting the trade between Zenkova and Verbana. After all, they own the vessels.”

“Trade disruptions will cause difficulties for everyone in the region,” Alex pressed.

“The Queen is reluctant to risk her soldiers against a threat that is yet to be fully understood. I agree with her,” General Franks replied.

The general walked over to the parapet and rested his palms on the stone surface. He gazed towards the north. Alex didn’t like it, but he could understand their position.

“The last Necromancer was defeated by a great alliance… Verbana, Ruckdort, and Zenkova. Kaznak contributed troops as did the Vara. Our forces attacked from the south,” the general said as he stared towards the north.

“The Elves from the Harsgrove and the Shaded Glenn attacked the Necromancer from the northeast. The alliance succeeded, but it took time to get everyone working together. The Queen has already sent messengers to our neighbors. We will wait,” the general added as he turned to face them again.

“Will you send scouts to the Tarwin?” Alex asked.

“No. Few would willingly go into the Deathwood without an army at their back,” the general replied.

Alex had hoped that the general would want to send scouts into the forest to assess the situation.

“Prince Alex. Wagon Master. I thank you for the information. If you will excuse me, I have to prepare for the possibility of a siege. The carriage will take you back to the Guildhouse,” the general added, indicating the meeting was over.

Alex and Arban headed down the steps of the gatehouse and into the waiting carriage. The horses clip clopped down the main street as they made their way back to the Verbana Guildhouse.

“It is understandable that they do not wish to risk their warriors,” Arban said as he glanced out the window.

“I would do the same, if I was in their shoes,” Alex agreed.

They rode in silence for a few minutes.

Alex rubbed his chin. “If the General is unwilling to send scouts into the Tarwin, we may have to go exploring.”

The Orc grinned. “I had a feeling you were going to suggest that.”


Chapter Fourteen


Zura looked out of the window as the carriage approached the castle. After lunch, Alex had met with the team to discuss the possibility of scouting the Tarwin Forest. A messenger had arrived from Master Camila requesting her presence and Zura had to leave the Guildhouse while the others were still discussing options.

The carriage rolled to a stop outside of the castle entrance and a servant opened the door and helped her down. Another servant bowed to her.

“How can I help you, my lady?” the servant asked as she straightened.

“I am here to see Master Camila. She is expecting me,” Zura replied.

“Follow me,” the servant turned and led Zura into the castle and up to Master Camila’s rooms. The servant knocked on the door.

“Yes?” Zura heard the senior Witch’s voice through the door.

“Lady Zura is here,” the servant explained.

“Enter.”

“I shall wait in the hallway should you require anything,” the servant opened the door and Zura entered the room. The woman then closed the door again.

“I have word from the Great Hall,” Master Camila stood up from the small sofa she had been sitting on. A translucent blue bird was sitting on her shoulder.

Zura nodded. She was surprised that the Council had responded so quickly.

“Follow me,” the senior Witch walked to the room with the window and sat down on the carpet and criss-crossed her legs. Zura copied her as she had done the day before.

Master Camila took the bird from her shoulder and channeled some of her Power into it. The bird morphed into an energy sphere which slowly backed away from the Witch. Once it was about three feet away, it morphed again, this time assuming the shape of an elderly Orc. The translucent blue shape was dressed in robes.

Zura recognized Master Chimeg. The Orc was one of the most senior members of the Council. Zura had assumed that Master Camila was bonded to someone in Vizan for communication purposes. She was surprised to see it was Master Chimeg.

“Master Camila. Adept Zura.” the ghostly apparition began to speak.

“The Council is filled with sadness at the news of the passing of our sister, Master Nella. We are satisfied that she has been avenged and Viljan is dead. The rise of a new Necromancer in the Tarwin Forest and the possibility that a Warlock is stirring up trouble in the region is of great concern to us.”

The image paused for as it glanced to the side for a moment and nodded. Other Council members were most certainly with Master Chimeg, but the message would only record her voice and actions.

“We are relieved that the young man mentioned in earlier reports is not a Wizard from another Council meddling in the affairs of the region,” the image continued.

“Master Camila, you are to lend any support necessary to Queen Elanor should Verbana be attacked. In the morning a group of our sisters will depart for Verbana to deal with the Necromancer. If a Warlock is indeed behind the turmoil in the region, the White Witches will deal with him. Our Order will not tolerate needless death and destruction.”

Master Chimeg paused for a moment again.

“Adept Zura. You have acquitted yourself well under stressful conditions. You have helped bring stability to Kargosk and Zenkova despite not having the guidance of a mentor. We are impressed, as always, by your growth and progress. You have proven yourself more than ready for the Master’s test,” the image paused and Zura felt a glow of pride at the praise from the senior Master. It was what she had been working towards from the moment she had arrived at the Great Hall for training.

“Adept Zura, you are to return to the Great Hall immediately.” The image froze. The message was finished.

“Immediately,” Zura whispered. She felt a sickening sensation in the pit of her stomach.

“Wonderful news!” Master Camila smiled enthusiastically.

“What?” Zura blinked several times.

Master Camila noted the shocked look on Zura’s face and assumed the young Witch was overcome with joy. The senior Witch uncrossed her legs and stood up.

“When you passed through Verbana on your way to Zenkova, your mentor told me that you were the youngest pupil to reach Apprentice and Adept. Now you will be the youngest to take the Master’s test. She would have been so proud of you,” Master Camila nodded.

Zura quickly recovered her composure as her face assumed its usual calm demeanor. Zura stood up and bowed to Master Camila. “Thank you.”

“If you will excuse me, Master Camila, I must speak to Guildmaster Orevein and arrange travel to Vizan,” Zura’s face was impassive even though it pained her to say the words.

Master Camila nodded. “I envy you. It has been many years since I last visited Vizan and the Great Hall. Perhaps, once the troubles here are settled, I will take a break from my studies of the Water Serpents to travel there.”

The servant led Zura back down to the Castle's entrance. Once Zura was back in the carriage, the driver flicked his reins and the horses headed back to the Guildhouse.
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The Great Moon Thuros illuminated the dirt covered practice area behind the Guildhouse. Cluria had already set behind the nearby buildings. The moon’s light illuminated Zura’s white robes as she went through the forms of her practice routine.

In her hands she held a sparkling blue staff made entirely of Power. The Witch swung her staff in a wide arc before pivoting and stabbing behind her in a vicious thrust.

She had been out here for hours. Her mind swirled with anger and frustration. Concentration on the moves of the different forms normally calmed her. The focus allowed her to center herself.

But not tonight. She was mainly angry with herself.

“How can you doubt yourself!” she muttered under her breath as she stabbed her staff towards an imaginary enemy to her front.

“Almost seven years of training!” the staff lashed out to her left.

“The youngest initiate.” She stepped forward as she thrust the staff like it was a spear.

“The youngest apprentice.” Another step forward, punctuated with a stab.

“The youngest adept!” Another step forward. Another thrust.

“A chance to be the youngest master!” she growled as she jumped to her left and swung the staff twice around her waist before thrusting to her right.

“And all because of a man!” she grit her teeth as she brought the staff up in an overhead swing and smashed it into the ground, sending a shower of blue sparks flying.

Zura flew into an intricate series of moves that ended with her left arm held high as it held an energy sphere and her right arm held out to the right, with the staff extended towards the ground.

Panting heavily from her exertions, Zura held the pose for a long time. Then she straightened and the sphere and staff dissipated into the evening air. She let out a long sigh.

“Are you all right?” Alex moved forward out of the shadows from where he had been watching her for the last few minutes.

Zura’s head snapped to the right as she stared at him. “What do you want?”

Alex grinned.

“I wanted to see if you were all right. You missed dinner. And you’ve been out here for a very long time.” Alex crossed the space between them.

“I am fine,” Zura’s golden eyes flashed in the moonlight.

Alex met her gaze.

“What’s wrong?” he asked again.

Zura turned and walked over to the nearby wooden fence. She stared towards the empty corral.

“I am to return to the Great Hall in Vizan,” she replied angrily.

Alex wasn’t sure where the city of Vizan was. All he knew was that it was the home of the White Witches. He hoped it wasn’t far.

“Why?” Alex laid his hand on her shoulder. Zura flinched for a moment as she felt the surge of sexual energy that flowed between them when they touched.

She slowly turned around and looked into his green eyes.

“The senior Council says that I am ready to take the Master’s Exam.” The words came out flat. Alex was used to her talking about her progress with an air of pride and superiority.

“Isn’t that what you always wanted?” he asked.

“Yes.” Zura’s gaze dropped to his chest.

“Then what is wrong?” Alex asked.

Zura turned around and faced the fence again.

“I don’t want to leave.” The words were so softly spoken that Alex almost missed them.

His hand slid down her arm. He took her hand in his and turned her so she faced him again. He stared into her troubled eyes.

“But this is what you have worked so hard for.” Alex knew it was true. Zura was the most driven person he knew.

“I know,” she whispered as she took a step closer to him. Alex’s eyes searched her face. Her skin glistened with a sheen of sweat in the moonlight.

“I don’t want you to go. But I know what this means to you.” His hand reached up to cup her chin. Her full lips looked so inviting. He bent his head down and kissed her. Zura’s arms snaked around his torso and squeezed him tightly as she pressed her body against his.

He pulled his head back and gave her a grin. “Go and do what you have to do. I will find you again.”

Zura’s nostrils flared for a moment. Then she smiled back. “What makes you think I won’t find you first?”

Before Alex could respond, Zura snaked her arms around his neck and pulled his head down for another long kiss.

Zura slid her arms around his body again as she laid her head on his chest. “Hold me.”

Alex wrapped his arms around her. They stood there for a long time as the Great Moon slowly made its way across the sky.


Chapter Fifteen


After breakfast, Zura had told the others that she would be heading to Vizan as soon as possible. The team was saddened by the news. Alex had suggested they head to the market and he bought sweets for everyone in an effort to cheer them up.

Afterwards, as they explored the market together, they ran into Orevein. The Dwarf was returning from a meeting with some of the merchants. Zura asked him when the next caravan would be leaving the city.

“The caravan from Ruckdort should be arriving in a few days. Three days later it will depart on the return trip, my lady,” Guildmaster Orevein explained.

“I shall require passage to Vizan,” Zura informed him.

“For how many passengers?” Orevein asked.

“Only myself,” Zura replied.

“I will make the arrangements, my lady,” the Dwarf bowed his head for a moment.

A bell clanged in the distance. The sound came from the north. A moment later, another bell, closer, began to sound.

“To arms! To arms” a shout went up in the distance. The people in the marketplace looked around in confusion.

Arban looked at Orevein questioningly. “Who could be attacking Verbana?”

The Dwarf had a puzzled look on his face.

“I don’t know? Hargs? Verbana is at peace with its neighbors,” the Dwarf replied.

“I must make preparations in case we have to evacuate,” Orevein added.

“I thought Verbana has never fallen?” Alex asked.

“It hasn’t. But it is my duty to prepare for every possibility,” the Dwarf replied with a nod before heading towards the market exit. Alex and his team followed.

They hurried into the Guildhouse and quickly grabbed their armor and weapons while Zura and Taiya waited outside. As Alex exited the building, he saw Janx was already there, a spear in each hand.

“Perhaps it is the Necromancer,” Janx said as he looked at the guards rushing northwards towards the city walls. A moment later, the others joined them. Arban had his pair of curved swords and Nina was wearing her dagger.

Taiya handed him the Elfstone. “If it's undead we are fighting, hold up the stone. The light will confuse them.”

Alex quickly slipped the green gemstone into his pocket.

“I wonder if this mysterious Warlock is now moving openly against the region,” Zura said as the bells continued to ring.

“One way to find out” Alex said as he began jogging towards the walls. The rest of the team followed.

Crowds of people clogged the streets. The people had worried expressions on their faces. Mothers were gathering their children and hurrying to their houses. Others stood about in small groups, speaking quietly as they cast glances towards the north.

Alex slowed to a walk as they finally reached the plaza by the main gatehouse. A steady stream of people was flowing through the gate into the city. Alex and his friends had to pick their way through the throng of people walking in the other direction.

“Turn back, we are evacuating the outer ring!” a soldier yelled at them angrily as they neared the gate.

“I am a Strongman and my team is here to help defend the city,” Alex’s reply caught the guard by surprise.

“Stand aside,” Zura commanded as she moved next to Alex and gave the guard an imperious stare.

The guard's eyes widened as he took in Zura’s robes. He hastily bowed and moved to the side, allowing them to pass. The crowd of people parted hastily as the Tarenian strode forward with confidence.

“Those robes open many doors for you,” Alex grinned at Zura as they made their way towards the gatehouse.

“It is not just the robes. You must move with confidence,” Zura held her head high. She walked like she was going to walk over anyone who stood in her way.

“Look. There is General Franks,” Arban called out over the noise of the crowd.

Alex looked to his right and saw a squad of soldiers escorting the general towards the gatehouse.

“General Franks!” Alex called out as their two groups neared the steps leading to the top of the wall. A pair of guards moved to block Alex’s group from getting closer.

“Let them through,” the General commanded as he began climbing the steps. In addition to the soldiers, a pair of men dressed in fanciful blue and white tunics followed closely behind the General. They were each holding a long trumpet-like horn made of brass.

“What is happening?” Alex asked once they reached the roof of the building.

“A large force is approaching the city from the north. Our scouts claimed to have seen skeletal calvary. I fear that the Necromancer you spoke of is going to attack us,” General Franks replied.

There was commotion to Alex’s right and he turned to see Queen Elanor, surrounded by a detachment of guards, step onto the gatehouse roof. She was accompanied by her Witch advisor Janice and Master Camila. The White Witch nodded to Zura.

“My Queen! You should have remained in the castle,” General Franks bowed to his monarch as she walked to the parapet wall.

“Nonsense. I will not cower in the castle while someone dares to attack my city,” the Queen scoffed.

Alex was not surprised. The Queen was a strong ruler.

“What is the current situation?” the Queen asked as she peered over the battlements.

“The outlying farms have been evacuated. We are now moving the people from the outer ring into the city proper as you directed, my Queen,” the General explained.

“If the attacking force is as large as the scout reported, I do not wish harm to come to my people should the outer wall fall,” the Queen frowned as she gazed towards the outer defensive wall. Alex could see that the outer wall’s gates were both closed.

A messenger ran up the stairs onto the roof, pausing to salute the General.

“Speak,” General Franks commanded.

“Sir, the approaching force has reached the outlying farms,” the warrior answered breathlessly.

“What is the force that is attacking?” the General asked.

“Sir, they are a mixed force of Ghouls and Skeleton warriors,” the warrior replied.

“Do they have siege equipment?” the General asked.

“Only ladders, sir,” the man answered.

“Then the outer wall should hold,” the General nodded in satisfaction. “Return to Captain Williams.”

The messenger saluted before turning on his heel and speeding back down the steps.

The Queen turned towards the General. As she did, she caught sight of Alex’s team standing nearby.

“Prince Alex. Princess Antonina. I am surprised to see you on the walls,” The Queen frowned.

“We came to offer our help. I am a Strongman. My wife is a Shifter. Taiya is a Flame Dancer. Arban and Janx are skilled warriors. Lady Zura is a powerful Witch, as I’m sure you know,” Alex nodded his head to her.

“We appreciate your offer. I trust we will not need it… but it is good to have strong allies,” the Queen nodded.

Master Camila narrowed her eyes at Alex’s words. She glanced from Alex to the Princess and then Zura before looking at Alex again.

A young soldier came forward with a rectangular wooden case. He lifted the lid and held it towards the Queen. Alex could see that there were a pair of brass spyglasses sitting on the red velvet that lined the inside of the case.

The Queen picked up one and then General franks took the second one. She extended the tube before holding it to their eye as she looked towards the outer wall.

“Zura. A word, please,” Master Camila walked along the battlement towards a spot a few feet away from the others. Zura dutifully joined her. They both looked towards the outer wall.

“Is this the Strongman that defeated Viljan?” Master Camila asked softly.

“Yes, Master Camila,” Zura nodded.

“But he is also a prince?” the senior Witch looked at Zura from the corner of her eye.

“Prince Consort. Queen Hilda proclaimed Alex the “Hero of Zenkova” and gave Princess Antonina to him in marriage,” Zura explained.

“She married her sister off to a commoner? A Velettan by his looks,” Master Camila whispered as she glanced towards Alex.

“The Princess is a Serpent Shifter. This seems to have been a great embarrassment for Zenkova’s ruling family,” Zura continued to look towards the outer wall.

“Fools. The Power is a gift, no matter what its form,” the Witch shook her head.

They were both silent for a long moment.

“How did this Velettan find his way so far from home?” Master Camila asked.

“Alex claims he was hunting a dragonette in the Trigla Mountains near his home. In a cave he found a stone portal. The portal transported him to a temple in the Empty Lands,” Zura explained.

“A temple? In the Empty Lands?” the Witch frowned.

“Alex said that the temple was empty save for a matching stone portal to the one in the cave,” Zura answered.

“An amazing story to be sure,” Master Camila frowned as she glanced towards Alex.

“Another messenger is coming,” the Queen said.

Alex walked over to the edge. He could see a rider on a horse galloping towards them. A few minutes later, the messenger sped onto the roof, skidding to a stop near them. The young woman hastily saluted before blurting out her message.

“Sir! Captain Williams warns that the attackers have brought Trolls with them! A large group is approaching the east gate!

“What!” the General said in surprise.

Alex remembered the Trolls they had run into on their journey to Zenkova. They had been big, each about twenty feet tall and covered in long, thick hair the color of pine needles.

The Queen raised her spyglass to her eyes and focused on the east gate. She could see the gate shaking from the onslaught from the Trolls. She looked to her Witch advisor.

“We won’t reach the wall in time,” the Witch shook her head.

“General, pull your men back to the inner wall,” Queen Elanor commanded.

“Sound the retreat!” General Franks commanded the two men holding the horns. A staccato burst of notes sounded as the soldiers raised the horns to their lips and blew.

Master Camila walked over to where the Queen and her advisor were standing. Arban peered towards the outer wall as he stood next to Alex.

“That gate won’t hold against a group of Trolls,” the Orc shook his head.

“I hope there are not too many of those giants,” Janx glanced through one of the arrow notches.

Alex peered over the wall. The line of people fleeing had thinned down to a handful of stragglers. Most of the citizens of Verbana’s outer district had already passed into the city proper.

In the distance, he could see groups of soldiers jogging towards the inner wall as they abandoned the outer wall. Dull thuds reverberated in the distance as the Trolls pounded on the gate.

Alex watched as the soldiers hurried towards the city. It was a race against time. He hoped the gate would hold long enough for all of them to reach safety.

There was a crash as the east gate of the outer wall split open and the doors fell backwards. A group of Trolls lumbered through the opening, jerkily moving as dozens of enemy soldiers poured through the breached gate.

“Begin closing the gates. Leave a small gap for our men. When the last soldiers are through, seal them shut!” the General ordered.

Alex calculated the distances. He nodded as he realized the Verbanan soldiers had a decent lead and should be able to reach the inner gates with plenty of time to close the gates.

Underneath his feet, he could feel the gatehouse shudder as the gears holding the portcullis began lowering the massive grate that would help protect the large wooden doors.

The first groups of soldiers reached the gate and rushed in. Alex saw a squad of 10 men bringing up the rear. They were the last group but they were still several streets away.

“Dammit!” Alex heard the General mutter as he looked through his spyglass.

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“Look,” the General passed him the telescope. Alex looked towards the area the General was pointing at.

A group of skeletal warriors on skeletal mounts was rushing up a parallel street. The two streets converged at an intersection not too far from the gatehouse. They would reach the intersection before the Verbanan soldiers.

“Zura, Taiya- can either of your energy spheres or fireballs reach that intersection?” Alex asked as he pointed out the target.

“No,” Zura replied.

“Too far!” Taiya’s keen eyes could see the Skeletons approaching without the need of a spyglass.

“Get ready to cover me!” Alex yelled as grasped his club and sprinted towards the steps.

His movement caught the others by surprise. As he tried to get around the Queen, his arm brushed against Master Camila. He felt the electric shock that always occurred when he touched a woman with Power for the first time.

“Sorry,” he muttered as the White Witch let out a surprised gasp.

Before she could question what had happened, Alex used his enhanced strength to leap down the steps in great bounds as he landed in the plaza below.

“Cover you with what!” Taiya yelled down as she leaned over the inner parapet.

“Use your fireballs to protect us!” Alex yelled as he glanced up.

“Alex! What are you doing!” Nina yelled down, her voice fearful.

Verbanan soldiers were crouching to get under the portcullis. The metal grate had been halted about four feet from the ground. Guards stood ready to push the wooden gate doors closed once the last of the retreating soldiers were inside.

A guard moved to intercept Alex as he sprinted towards the opening.

“Stay back!” the guard shouted angrily.

“Some of your soldiers are cut off. Hold the gate until the last possible moment!” Alex yelled as he dove past the guard and rolled under the grate.


Chapter Sixteen


Rolling to his feet, Alex jumped forward. He used his running “astronaut moon walk” to rapidly cover distance with his extra long strides. Ahead of him he could see the intersection.

The Verbanan guards were fighting with the skeletal calvary. Two guards were already down.

Alex pulled the Elfstone out of his pocket with his left hand while his right hand tightened its grip on his club. As he reached the intersection, he leapt into the air. The Elfstone shone with green light as he held it aloft.

His club smashed into a rider, crushing the bones of the Skeleton. The skeletal horses reared in confusion as the Elfstone’s light distracted them. The Skeleton warriors paused their attacks as they tried to control their mounts.

The guards jumped forward and pressed their attack, felling two of the riders.

“Crush their heads!” Alex yelled out as his club shattered the rib cage of one of the horses, sending both rider and horse flying into another Skeleton warrior.

Alex leaped forward as a Skeleton swung a saber at him, narrowly missing his head. Two of the Verbanan soldiers chopped at the Skeleton, bringing him down. One of the guards smashed his booted foot into the skeletal skull, shattering it.

Alex swung his club back and forth, pushing the other Skeleton riders back. Their horses shied away as if the light of the Elfstone caused them pain. He managed to open a gap between them and the soldiers. The first rider that he had knocked down was already rising up again, mended by the Necromancer’s Power.

“Run for the gate!’ Alex yelled.

Alex was glad that they listened to him. The remaining eight guards sprinted up the street towards the gatehouse.

He swung his club to his left and right, smashing the skulls of two of the horses. The horse bodies collapsed into a pile of bones, sending the riders tumbling to the ground. The other riders were beginning to get their mounts under control.

Alex had to jump back to avoid being skewered by a rider with a spear. Another spearman thrust at Alex, he caught the shaft and yanked, his strength pulling the rider off the steed.

Alex leaped to the side before darting in again to smash the skull of one of the horseless Skeletons. A saber skidded off his shoulder armor, nicking his ear as he dove to the side.

The Skeleton warriors were concentrating on him instead of the guards who were halfway to the gate. As Alex rolled to his feet, he saw the horde of Ghouls approaching rapidly. He took off down the street catching up to the soldiers with about fifty yards to go.

Alex turned and faced the riders who had given chase. He distracted the Skeletons with his fierce assault, felling two more horses. A rider thrust at Alex with his spear. The spearhead cut through the armor on his upper arm, scoring a burning cut across his skin.

Alex jumped back and then turned to run after the men. He opened up a gap between the Skeletons and himself. He turned to fight again with about twenty yards to go. Suddenly, a fireball exploded in front of the riders, causing their horses to rear in confusion. Alex grinned and started running again, drawing the Skeletons closer to the wall.

A moment later energy spheres and fireballs began to rain down. The fire only slowed the Skeletons down, but the energy spheres caused the Skeletons to shudder for a moment before collapsing to the ground in a heap of bones.

“Hurry!” the gate guards yelled.

The portcullis grate was only two feet off the ground. Alex dove and rolled under it.

“Release!” a guard yelled.

The grate slammed to the ground, sealing the entrance.


Chapter Seventeen


Two of the guards helped him to his feet as the others pushed the massive wooden gate doors closed. A huge wooden beam was slid into place, barring the doors.

“Thank you stranger,” one of them said between breaths.

“We owe you our lives,” the other added, her chest still heaving from her exertions.

“Glad to help,” Alex said with a smile as he slipped the Elfstone back in his pocket and brushed the dust off his clothes and armor.

Nina flew into his arms as he turned towards the staircase.

“Alex! I was so scared for you!” she cried before crushing her lips to his in a fierce kiss.

“That was an unnecessary risk,” Janx frowned at Alex. The Foxman was standing nearby holding both of his spears.

“I couldn’t stand by and let those soldiers die,” Alex replied with a grin.

Janx just shook his head.

“Let’s get back to the wall,” Alex added as he picked Nina up and tossed her over his shoulder.

“Alex!” The Princess let out a surprised shriek as Alex bounded up the steps. Nina tried to wrap her arms around his midsection while her head was upside down. Janx followed after them.

Alex gently deposited Nina on her feet at the top of the gatehouse.

“Thank you for saving my soldiers,” the General said with a grateful nod.

“Alex cares little for his own safety,” Arban said with a grin as he walked over and clapped Alex on the shoulder.

Taiya and Zura both glared over their shoulders at him before turning their attention back to the foes below. They were launching fireballs and energy spheres at the Ghouls attacking the gate.

“That was brave but foolish, Prince Alex. I am thankful you saved them, but a Strongman is worth twenty or thirty men. You could have wasted your life saving them instead of saving the city,” the Queen said sternly before turning her attention to the wall.

“Please don’t risk yourself like that!” Nina said as she wrapped her arms around his body and squeezed him tight.

“I can’t guarantee that,” Alex replied before gently prying her loose so he could walk to the wall and peer over.

The horde of Ghouls had reached the gate. The enemy was composed of an assortment of soldiers in various states of decay. He could see Orcs and Elves mixed in with Humans and Hargs. There were skeletal warriors, but they were not as numerous as the Ghouls.

Taiya rained fireballs down on the enemy. Zura, Camila and Janice were launching energy spheres at the Skeletons. A group of Trolls was slowly making its way through the streets towards the gatehouse.

“Archers! Fire!” The General commanded. Verbanan archers leaned over the wall and began shooting arrows at the Ghouls and Skeletons.

The Queen raised her spyglass towards the outer wall.

“It seems that the Necromancer herself is commanding the enemy forces,” she said as she looked through the spyglass.

The General used his telescope to gaze across the outer ring. He then passed the spyglass to Alex.

“The Necromancer needs to be nearby to control such a large force,” Master Camila glanced towards the outer wall.

Alex lifted the spyglass to his eye. He could see figures standing on top of the gatehouse where the Trolls had broken through. A woman in black robes was standing near the edge of the roof. Her hands seemed to billow with black smoke as she waved them in the air making intricate patterns. She was surrounded by a group of Skeleton warriors.

“We are killing them, but the Necromancer simply raises them again!” Zura said in frustration as she fired more energy spheres into the mass of bodies hacking at the Portcullis with their weapons.

“General, have your men aim for the heads,” Alex said. The General nodded and gave the command.

The Trolls neared the gate. Zura concentrated her fire on the Trolls. Soon the first two burst into flame. The Trolls continued walking as their bodies burned.

“My fire doesn’t hurt them!” Taiya yelled out in frustration.

“That is because they are already dead,” Zura remarked as she formed a large energy sphere with both hands. She launched it at one of the burning Trolls. The Troll's burning body shuddered for a moment.

Some of the soldiers let out a cheer as the Troll crashed to the ground, crushing two skeletal warriors under it. Their triumphant cries died out as they watched the Troll slowly rise to its feet again.

As the burning Trolls reached the gate, the Ghouls and Skeletons moved to the side. Zura fired a pair of spheres at the nearest. Its body shuddered before falling forward into the gate, its body still burning.

More Trolls fell to the spheres Master Camila and the Queen’s Witch were sending at them. The other Trolls pushed forward, climbing over the bodies of their comrades. Soon there was a pile of burning Trolls piled against the gatehouse.

The Ghouls and Skeletons climbed onto the burning bodies bringing ladders with them. They set the ladders against the wall, but they were still a few feet short of the top. The Ghouls and Skeletons didn’t care as they rushed up the ladders and vainly tried to reach the defenders.

Taiya concentrated her fireballs into white hot spheres. An Orcish Ghoul was climbing one of the ladders near her. She aimed for the Orc's head and succeeded in hitting it. Steam and flames rose from its skull as the flesh melted away and what was left of its brain melted. Its body, truly lifeless this time, fell backwards off the ladder and tumbled down the pile.

“Good shot!” Arban gave her a grin.

“It takes so much longer to form those fireballs! And I need to hit them in the head!” Taiya shouted angrily as her next shot missed a Harg’s head.

Some of the archers found their mark, getting head shots and causing the Ghouls or Skeletons to finally die, but they were replaced by more who just piled onto the mound of dead. Two of the trolls resurrected and began climbing the burning pile. Zura and Camila killed them again.

Alex felt a shudder pass through the gatehouse as a dull thud sounded through the gate.

“What was that?” the General asked as he looked around.

“I think it's one of the trolls under the pile. He is hammering at the gate!” Alex called out as he looked at the writhing mass of undead bodies piling up at the gate.

As the pile widened the enemy used their ladders to reach the top of the city walls which were lower than the roof of the gatehouse. Skeleton warriors ran up the ladders and leaped towards the wall, trying to catch a handhold along the crenellations of the parapet.

“Push them off the wall!” the General commanded as the archers moved back and swordsmen pushed forward, hacking and slashing at the Skeletons. The rhythmic thudding continued as the Troll continued his hammering.

Arban and Janx hurried down the short staircase that connected the city wall to the gatehouse roof. One of the soldiers fell backwards, his throat slashed by a Skeleton’s sword. Arban jumped forward to take his place, his curved swords flashing in the sunlight as he chopped the heads off two Skeletons as they tried to get over the battlement.

Janx rushed to and fro, using his spears to push back Ghouls and Skeletons wherever the soldiers were pressed the hardest.

“I want to help! But I’m not sure I can do much as a snake up here without getting trampled!” Nina watched her friends in desperation as they fought on the narrow walkway that ran along the battlements.

“Just stay back for now!” Alex said to her.

A messenger ran onto the roof. “General! The enemy is attacking the west gatehouse!”

Alex looked to his left. A smaller group of Ghouls was bunched in front of the smaller Gatehouse. He felt a sense of relief when he didn’t see any Trolls there.

General Franks looked at the west gatehouse with his spyglass for a moment. “Tell Captain Desmond she must hold the gate at all costs. We have no men to spare at the moment.”

“Yes, General!” the messenger saluted and sped off.

The pile of bodies burned and smoldered as the enemy fought, died and was raised again. An hour passed as neither side could gain an advantage. The smoke and stench from the burning corpses made the defenders cough and their eyes watered.

“Sir! The gate doors are smoking and bending inwards” a soldier ran up the steps and reported to the General.

“They must have broken through the portcullis,” the General growled angrily.

“The dead bodies are shielding the Trolls under the pile! We can’t reach them!” Zura shouted.

From the sound of the thuds, even if the Trolls were prone on the ground, their great strength was damaging the doors.

“I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up!” Taiya gasped. Her body was covered with sweat.

Alex glanced at the three Witches. They were in no better shape. The women were exhausted. He wondered how the Necromancer was able to maintain her energy for so long.

A breeze blew in from the west, pushing the smoke eastwards and away from the gatehouse. The blue and white banners of Verbana snapped in the wind catching Nina’s eye. Her green gold eyes lit up.

“Alex! I have an idea!” Nina yelled and then sprinted towards the steps.

“Where are you going?” Alex yelled after her.

“I will be right back!” he barely made out her reply over the din of battle.

“Bring the reserves up to the gate plaza. Pikeman to the front!” the general commanded. The horn players raised their trumpets and played a series of notes. Soon a large force of soldiers marched forward into the plaza.

“My Queen, you must evacuate!” the General turned towards the Queen.

“Nonsense, General. My place is here with my army,” the Queen said as she strode to the back parapet and glanced down into the courtyard.

“The Witches can cut them down as they pass through the gates. Have your men smash their heads,” Alex said as moved to stand by the Queen.

“Soldiers of Verbana! The horde of an evil Necromancer is about to breach our gate. The gate that has never been breached,” the Queen shouted down.

There was a murmur of unease spreading through the men as they glanced nervously at the gate as it shuddered from the Troll blows.

The Queen’s next words bolstered the soldier’s resolve. “Do not fear, our powerful Witches will lay them low as they come through the gate! Your duty is to smash the heads of the enemy to prevent the Necromancer from raising them to fight again!”

Alex directed the witches to come stand at the back parapet while Taiya continued to rain down fire at the Ghouls below.

The wooden bar that held the gate doors closed began to splinter as it bent inwards.

“Our gate may be breached, but our city has never fallen! Fight soldiers of Verbana, fight for your lives! Fight for your families! Fight for Verbana!” the Queen shouted as she held up her fist defiantly.

“For Verbana!” the soldiers roared as the gate splintered open and crashed inward.


Chapter Eighteen


The burning Troll who had been pounding on the gate crawled into the plaza followed by a mass of Ghouls and Skeletons. The undead attacking the walls fell back and joined the surge towards the breached doorway.

The Witches rained spheres down on the enemy. As the fiends fell, the pikemen of Verbana surged forward and smashed the blades of their pikes into the Ghoul’s heads.

Alex grasped the Elfstone in his hand as he leapt down the stairs to the plaza below. Janx and Arban, no longer needed on the wall, rushed to follow him.

He attacked the Ghouls from the side, smashing heads in with mighty swings of his club. The closest undead stumbled back as the light from the Elfstone confused them. A Harg Ghoul stumbled towards Alex, his spiked mace raised high.

Before he could reach him, one of Janx’s spears smashed into its face. The spearblade smashed through the Harg’s face bones and it fell backwards, knocking over a Skeleton with a two handed sword in its hands.

“Nice throw!” Arban said as he joined Alex, hacking at the Ghouls to his right. Janx used his remaining spear to protect Alex’s left.

The corpses of the dead began to pile up in the plaza in front of the gate, making it difficult for newcomers to find footing as they tried to push their way through. The undead that the Witches killed were also trying to rise again, further hindering the enemy as they sought to enter Verbana.

“Forward!” The Captain in charge of the pikemen urged his troops onward, taking advantage of the enemy's constricted position. The pikeman began pushing their way forward, moving closer to the gate as they walked over the bodies of the slain.

Suddenly, a group of ghosts passed through the walls on either side of the gatehouse. The apparitions were glowing blue bodies of warriors armed with swords and axes. They shrieked horribly as they rushed towards the soldiers of Verbana.

Some of the soldiers panicked at the eerie sight, dropping their pikes and trying to run away.

“The ghosts cannot harm you! Ignore them!” Alex heard Zura shout over the din of battle. She was using her Power to amplify her voice.

“They are only ghosts, do not fear them!” Camila’s amplified voice joined in.

“Courage! Courage!” the Captain shouted as he tried to keep his men in ranks. Some of the soldiers swung their pikes and swords at the apparitions as they tried to parry blows from their ghostly weapons. A few of the soldiers fell to their knees, believing they had been wounded.

Alex fought like a madman as he smashed the flank of the Ghouls. The shrieking ghosts swerved away from him, driven away by the green light of the Elfstone.

The Ghouls and Skeletons redoubled their efforts as they took advantage of the confusion the ghostly assault was causing. Some broke through the front rows of the pikemen, further disrupting the formation.

Zura and the witches rained down their spheres as precisely as they could on the enemy. When they hit a ghost, the ghost flared brightly for a moment and then vanished.

Alex was a one man storm as he smashed the Ghouls and Skeleton warriors. Janx and Arban focused on keeping their foes back from Alex as he smashed skulls with his club. The light of the Elfstone seemed to disorient the undead as they came near.

Soldiers from the wall ran down the steps to the plaza. They rushed to help Alex. The ferocity of their attack took some of the pressure off the pikemen, giving them a moment to regroup as many of the undead turned to attack the newcomers.

Then there was a moment of confusion as the Necromancer’s power began raising the fallen Verbanan soldiers. They began attacking their former comrades. The soldiers wavered and fell back amid the confusion.

The Witches hesitated to send spheres at the soldiers as it was difficult to tell friend from foe, so they continued to attack the Ghouls, Ghosts and Skeletons.

One of the Trolls stood up, sparkles of blue Power running across its body as the Necromancer brought it back to life. Half of its long green hair had been burned away by Taiya’s fireballs and it reeked of charred flesh. It lumbered towards Alex.

The Troll kicked its leg and its foot caught an unlucky soldier who was sent flying backwards. Alex ran forward, ducking under its arm as it tried to grab him. Alex smashed his club into the Trolls shin, causing it to stumble to the side.

Before it could regain its balance, it was struck by an energy sphere. The huge creature shuddered and collapsed. Alex sprinted forward and smashed his club into the creature’s skull before it could be raised again.

On the Gatehouse roof, Taiya paused her attacks as her keen ears picked up the sound of cheering from her left. She looked towards the smaller gatehouse. For a moment she thought she was imagining things.

“Look at the other gate!” she shouted. The Queen and the General lifted their spyglasses.

“I can’t believe it!” the General gasped.

“By the Elders!” the Queen whispered.

A giant Water Serpent was attacking the undead soldiers that were trying to breach the gate. Other Water Serpents were making their way from the lake shore and up the street that ran parallel to the wall. As the smaller serpents reached the battle, they too fell upon the enemy.

In the plaza, the pikemen regained the advantage. The tide of battle slowly turned as the number of enemies thinned out.

Alex smashed his club into a Dwarven Ghoul’s shield, sending him stumbling backwards where he fell onto a pile of bodies. Janx darted forward and speared the Ghoul’s head as it tried to stand up.

To his right, Arban parried a swing from a Skeleton’s war axe with an upward swing of both his blades. The Orc expertly reversed his blades on the backswing, shattering the grinning skull.

Alex looked around for another target. The other undead near him were being fought by groups of two or three Verbanan soldiers. The undead were staying dead. He wondered if the Necromancer had finally used up her energy.

Alex turned and sprinted to the stairs. In a few moments, he was back on the gatehouse roof.

“The Necromancer is not raising the dead,” he slowed to a walk as he neared the Queen.

Queen Elanor lifted her spyglass towards the Necromancer. She was gone.

“I don’t see any Ghouls or Skeletons,” General Franks added as he scanned the outer ring with his telescope.

“Our foe has quit the field!” the Queen shouted triumphantly.

“Maybe the serpents scared her away,” he heard Taiya say.

“Serpents?” Alex asked in confusion.

“Aye. The Water Serpents have come to our city’s aid, just like in the old stories,” General Franks pointed to the west.

Alex was amazed to see a group of white serpents slithering around near the other gatehouse. The largest one was undulating like a sine wave as it made its way towards them.

As it reached the gatehouse, Alex was surprised to see someone was riding on its neck, just behind the Serpent’s head.

“Nina!” he was shocked at the sight of his wife on the back of the dragon headed giant.

The serpent slithered over the pile of corpses in front of the broken gates. It raised its head so it was just above the roof. Alex ran over and caught Nina in his arms as she jumped off the creature’s neck. He could feel the wetness of her clothes as he set her down on her feet.

“How?” was all Alex could think to say.

Nina smiled up at him. “I wanted to help. But there was little I could do. So I asked my friends for help.”

Nina stepped away from Alex as she walked over to the wall. The Water Serpent lowered its head so she could stroke its snout. Everyone else watched in amazement at the giant creature’s gentle behavior.

“Thank you for your help. You saved many of the fish givers today with your bravery,” Nina smiled as she continued rubbing the Serpent. Its long tongue flicked out and caressed her face.

The Serpent slowly raised its head and backed away from the gatehouse roof. It turned and made its way back down the street towards the lake. The other Water Serpents had already retreated back to the water.

“They don’t enjoy being away from the water for very long,” Nina explained as she turned back towards Alex and the others.

She blushed when she realized they were all staring at her.

“You are amazing!” Alex said as he grabbed her and lifted her off her feet in a big hug. Nina couldn’t help but laugh.

The Queen gave her a smile. “Indeed, Princess Antonina, that was miraculous.”

“It looks like the dead are dead again,” Arban said as he walked onto the roof, his swords sheathed behind his shoulders again. Janx was right behind him. The Foxman had retrieved his other spear.

“The Necromancer has retreated,” Alex explained. The Orc nodded.

Queen Elanor walked to the edge of the gatehouse roof so she could look down into the plaza. Her soldiers were looking at the motionless undead warily, afraid that they might rise again.

“Soldiers of Verbana! You have saved your families! You have saved our city!” the Queen shouted to the soldiers as she held her fist up triumphantly.

A ragged cheer went up from the soldiers.


Chapter Nineteen


Zura and Camila leaned over the parapet. Taiya slid down to the floor of the gatehouse, sitting down and resting her back along the outer wall. All three women’s faces were covered with sweat and they were breathing heavily. Two soldiers were attending Janice, the Queen’s Witch, as she lay on the rooftop’s floor.

“Are you all right?” Alex asked as he knelt next to Taiya.

Taiya nodded. “Yes, I’m just drained. I used up a lot of my Power. I feel exhausted.”

“Will a healing potion help?” Alex asked in concern.

Taiya shook her head. “No, there is nothing wrong with my body. I just need to rest.”

Alex nodded and then hurried over to check on Zura. The White Witch was now sitting on the floor like Taiya. Next to her, Camila was laid out on the floor. Both were breathing raggedly like they had just run a race.

“Are you two alright?” Alex asked.

“I have never felt so drained,” Zura said.

Camila just laid there.

“Send scouts out to see if there are any of the undead army waiting outside,” Alex heard the General commanding one of his assistants.

“Excuse me, General,” Alex said as he stood up.

“Yes, Prince?” The General turned to look at him.

“You should have your men take the heads from the corpses to keep the Necromancer from animating them again,” Alex said.

“Grim work, but necessary,” the General said with a nod.

“You heard the Prince. Do as he suggested,” the General said to another lieutenant. The man saluted and then ran down to the plaza to gather soldiers.

A woman climbed the steps to the roof and approached Queen Elanor. “My Queen, the healers of the city are ready to assist.”

“Thank you, Margaret. General Franks can direct you,” the Queen said with a nod.

“None of the soldiers on the wall are seriously injured. Have your healers attend to the soldiers in the plaza below,” the General replied.

The woman nodded and then hurried back down to the plaza.

“Do you think the Necromancer will attack again?” Alex asked Zura.

“She has to be as drained as we are. I don’t understand how she was able to keep animating so many of the dead over and over again,” Zura answered, still breathing heavily.

“You were magnificent!” the Queen smiled at Nina as she walked over to where they were standing.

Nina blushed and bowed her head.

“And you, Prince Alex. You fought like a lion,” the Queen added as she turned towards Alex.

“I am glad we were here to help,” Alex nodded his head.

The Queen looked towards Taiya and then Zura. “We have won the day. In no small part thanks to the help of you and your friends, Prince Alex.”

“The Necromancer is a threat to this entire region,” Alex replied.

“Have food and drinks brought,” the Queen commanded one of the nearby soldiers. The soldier bowed and hurried off.

General Franks frowned. “My Queen, you should retire to the castle.”

The Queen frowned as she turned her gaze to the north. “I will wait until our scouts return. I cannot relax without knowing the Necromancer has truly withdrawn.”

Servants hustled onto the roof of the gatehouse with small tables and folding chairs. Other servants arrived with small sandwiches, water, and wine.

Master Camila and Janice were in no shape to eat and just wanted to rest. The Queen directed her servants to help the older women back to their respective rooms.

Alex and Nina helped Taiya to a chair while Arban and Janx assisted Zura.

“Are you sure you two don’t want us to help you back to the Guildhouse so you can rest?” Alex was concerned. The two women looked exhausted.

“I can wait,” Zura’s yellow eyes flashed in irritation at the suggestion.

“I’m fine as long as I can sit for a little while,” Taiya said, as she gave Alex a smile. He leaned down and kissed her cheek.

“Do you want a sandwich?” Nina asked.

“No, just some water,” the Elf gave her a weak smile.

“Zura?” the princess looked towards the Tarenian.

“Only water for now,” she said as she leaned back in her chair.

“Are you sure? The way Arban is attacking those sandwiches, there won’t be any left.” Alex grinned at his friend.

Arban swallowed what he was chewing and gave him a toothy grin. “Swinging two swords is hard work.”

“I can have them bring more sandwiches,” the Queen gave them a half smile as she listened to their conversation. Arban chuckled and bowed his head to the Queen.

They ate in silence, enjoying the relative calm after the storm of battle.

“I could see the Elstone shining as you fought today,” Taiya said as she stood up from the chair and stretched.

“Its light seemed to confuse the undead. It definitely helped,” Alex nodded.

Taiya sat back down and leaned back on the chair. “I’m glad.”

“The only problem is that I have to hold it in one hand when I’m fighting,” Alex explained.

“We could make a crown for it, like the Moon Elves,” Taiya smiled as she pictured Alex going into battle with an ornate crown on his head.

“I’m not sure how well a crown would work in a fight,” Alex grinned.

“What about a necklace?” Arban suggested.

“Maybe. It would be better than holding it in my hand,” Alex nodded.

“I have an idea. We could have a leather headband made to hold the gem. It wouldn’t be very heavy and you could tie it on before fighting. It wouldn’t take a leathersmith very long to fashion one,” Taiya leaned forward and rubbed her temples.

“That might be best for now. If I wear it on my head, the light will shine towards the opponent I am facing,” Alex nodded.

“You could always change it to something else, later, if you don’t like it,” Nina said.

An hour later, a horseman galloped through the broken outer gate and made his way to the intact west gate. It would take some time to clear the pile of bodies and debris clogging the main gate’s entrance.

The Queen stood up and watched the rider approaching. Alex could see the nervous worry in her eyes. A short while later, the soldier dismounted in the plaza and ran up the steps, stopping to bow before the Queen and the general.

“Well, what news? Has the enemy departed?” the Queen asked before General Franks could say anything.

“Yes, my Queen. There is no sign of anyone within four miles of the outer wall. We rode to the crossroads where the East Road splits. Our guess is that whatever remnants of the enemy were left, they headed back up the north road. But it is difficult to be certain because the ground is covered in the tracks of the large force that attacked us,” the scout explained.

“If only we could be sure that we are safe from attack for the time being,” the General said as he scratched his chin.

“Lady Zura thinks the Necromancer must be as exhausted as our Witches are. She will probably need to rest for a time before mounting another attack,” Alex said.

The Queen nodded.

“The battle is won but the war is only beginning,” the General said.

“Let us return to the castle. We can discuss what we must do next.” The Queen began walking towards the steps. Soldiers sprang forward and took up guard positions around her.

They headed down to the plaza. Healers were helping the wounded. Teams of soldiers were going through the dead and pulling bodies aside as guards bearing axes thunked the heads off. They made their way to the edge of the plaza and waited for carriages to be brought.

“I am afraid that we were overconfident in the strength of our walls, General. If Prince Alex and his friends were not here today, our city may have fallen,” the Queen said as she surveyed the carnage.
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“I do not understand how one Necromancer was able to match the power of three Witches and a Flame Dancer,” Zura said as they sat in the Queen’s study. Additional chairs had been brought in.

They had gathered together with the Queen, General Franks and three advisors that Alex had not previously met. Master Camila and the Queen’s Witch were still resting in their rooms.

“She must have been using potions. Remember Lady Isabela of Oktoban. She was using Icefire potions to maintain her energy levels while we escorted her back to Duke Oktoban,” Taiya yawned after she spoke.

“I have heard of the assassination attempt. Were you involved in helping the Duke?” the Queen asked.

“We escorted Lady Isabela from Arras to Oktoban through the Lawless Lands. She had come to gather fresh Toadflax that she used to help heal the Duke,” Arban explained.

The others took turns giving reports to the Queen. Stevens, who represented the masons and carpenters, estimated that it would take one week to repair the outer wall gate and at least two weeks to replace the portcullis and doors of the main gatehouse.

General Franks scratched at his beard. “Do we have two weeks? What if this necromancer mounts another attack before the gates are repaired?”

“I still think we should take the fight to her. Don’t give her time to recover and raise another undead army,” Alex leaned forward and spoke to the Queen. He knew that she was the ultimate decision maker.

“Alex makes a good point,” Arban agreed.

“We don’t have a large army. If we send the bulk of our troops to the Deathwood, Verbana will be left vulnerable. We can not commit any troops until the gates are repaired,” General Franks frowned at Alex.

The Queen stood up and began pacing. “General Franks is right. We are in no position to attack the Necromancer by ourselves. I have sent messengers to Zenkova, Ruckdort, Kaznak and the Vara. The last Necromancer was beaten by the combined might of our nations.”

“I’m sure my uncle, King Kaspar and my sister will send help,” Nina’s voice held a hopeful note.

Queen Elanor gave Nina a wry smile. “It will be in all of our best interests to band together. If Verbana falls, it will only be a matter of time before their cities fall.”

Alex was tempted to argue, but he could tell the Queen had made up her mind. Perhaps in a day or two he could convince her to let him lead a small force to the forest. They might be able to use guerilla tactics to disrupt the Necromancer’s camp or stronghold or whatever base she was using.

“I see your mind working,” Arban whispered. The others were listening to one of the other ministers reporting on the food stocks the city held in reserve.

Alex just gave him a grin.

“Thank you for joining us. It is time for Lady Zura and Lady Taiya to get some rest. We have had enough excitement for one day,” the Queen smiled as she saw the two women yawning. Taking that as the cue that the meeting was over, they all stood up.

“Thank you,” General Franks bowed his head towards them.

“Let us know if we can help in any way,” Alex nodded.

“We most assuredly will,” the Queen’s expression was serious.

“Make way! Make way!” Alex heard shouting coming from the hallway outside the Queen’s meeting room. Her guards sprang forward and placed themselves between the Queen and the door.

The guards protecting the entrance opened the door and escorted a soldier into the room. He was wearing the uniform of a scout.

“General Franks, a large force of heavily armored soldiers is approaching from the East Road!” the scout exclaimed with a note of fear in his voice.


Chapter Twenty


“Soldiers! Are they Ghouls?” the General asked.

“I don’t know, sir. I did not see them up close. They are mounted and they were wearing plate armor,” the scout replied.

“Did you see any siege equipment?” the General asked.

The scout thought for a moment. “I could see wagons at the rear of their column, sir.”

“Go to the outer wall gate and let me know when they are within half a mile. I will be at the main gatehouse,” the General said.

“Yes sir!” the scout replied before he spun on his heel and ran out the door.

Alex heard the Queen mutter under her breath. “Misfortunes never come alone.”

“We must prepare defenses,” Alex said as he stood up.

“Aye,” the General nodded.

Alex looked at Zura and Taiya. The Queen’s Witch and Master Camila would be unable to help until they recovered. The other two were exhausted.

As if reading Alex’s mind, Taiya stood up. “I do not have much, but what I have, I will give.”

“As will I.” Zura raised her chin defiantly as she stood up.

“Let us go to the gatehouse and show this new threat that Verbana will not fall easily,” a fierce and determined fire burned in Queen Elanor’s eyes.
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“The gates are ruined,” Arban said as he glanced towards the remains of the door.

“Bring carts. Pile them in the opening to at least slow down their passage,” Alex said as he looked at the soldiers still working on clearing the dead bodies.

“Good idea,” the General nodded and began shouting commands to his officers.

Alex and the others climbed the steps to the gatehouse roof. The Queen was looking towards the north. She turned and when she saw Nina, a glimmer of hope flashed in her eyes.

“Princess Antonina, will you be able to summon the Water Serpents again,” she asked.

“The serpents have gone back to the lake. This was a lot of excitement for them. Spending much time outside of the water puts a strain on them. They seemed to be saying that they were going to rest,” Nina replied with a sad look in her eyes.

The Queen let out a long sigh.

“I suppose we should be thankful for the help they have given us and not dwell on the fact that they can not always help us.” The Queen walked over to the rear wall and watched as soldiers positioned carts and wagons around the opening into the plaza.

“How much time do we have?” Alex glanced at Arban. He wasn’t sure how fast a mounted column could move.

The Orc glanced at the sky. The afternoon sun was setting low in the sky.

“They are mounted. Less than an hour,” Arban replied.

“Do you need the potions the Naadaar women gave you? I am doing nothing. I can retrieve them,” Janx asked.

“You might as well bring them. They may come in useful,” Alex replied. Janx nodded and sped off towards the Guildhouse.

The chairs from earlier were still there. The Queen insisted that Zura and Taiya sit down and rest. Servants brought more sandwiches and drinks. Alex was glad to see that the two women ate something, even if it was just a little.

The scout returned to report that the column of soldiers was nearing the city. A nervous quiet fell over the soldiers on the walls as they waited.

Alex and the others walked over to the front battlement to wait. Arban drew his swords and Alex readied his club. Janx gripped his spears.

The sun was beginning to set, casting long shadows as the mounted soldiers passed through the broken outer gate. The column made its way through the outer ring and approached the gatehouse.

“They have a Witch or Wizard with them!” Taiya said with dismay.

“How do you know?” Alex asked. The riders’ armor glinted redly in the last rays of the setting sun.

“One of the front riders is holding up their staff. They are using their Power to cast a light,” Zura said as her yellow eyes scanned the riders. Both the Elf and the Tarenian had keener eyesight than Alex.

The column stopped as they reached the body strewn area in front of the destroyed gatehouse. There were three riders at the front of the column. One was wearing plate armor like the other mounted soldiers. The other two wore cloaks, and one was holding a staff that glowed with a blue light. The middle rider was wearing a horned crown.

The column of armored riders reminded Alex of medieval knights. They were the most heavily armored soldiers he had seen on Ktor. Slung across their backs were round metal shields.

The other warriors he had seen favored thick leather armor or chainmail. Sometimes a few wore solid plate chest or shoulder pieces. None had been as well armored as these warriors.

Alex wasn’t certain, but he thought that some of the soldiers were Orcs from the bits of green skin he could see. It was difficult to be certain because they were clad from head to toes in plate armor that gleamed in the fading daylight.

“Who dares approach the city of Verbana with an army at their back!” the General called down.

The cloaked figure with the crown looked over his shoulder at the column of soldiers behind him. He let out a little laugh.

“I would hardly call this small force an army,” he said as he glanced back up at the figures watching him from the roof.

“Do not jest with us, stranger. We have sent one army back to the Hells of Adarath today. We will gladly send you to join them,” the General said as he lifted up his arm.

The bowmen on the wall pulled back their bowstrings and aimed their arrows at the mounted knights.

Arban let out a low laugh as he sheathed his curved swords. Alex looked at his friend with a puzzled look.

“This should be interesting,” the Orc said with a small grin that showed his long canines.

“Hold your arrows. We come in peace,” the crowned man said with another laugh.

“Who are you, insolent man?” the Queen said as she walked to the wall proudly.

“Who is he?” Alex whispered to Arban. The Orc was relaxed as he looked at the soldiers below them.

“I don’t know who he is. But those are our soldiers with him,” Arban whispered back.

“Ah, you must be Queen Elanor. Allow me to introduce myself,” the man replied as he nudged his horse forward.

“What do you mean?” Alex whispered.

The man’s cloak slowly spread open wide. It was then that Alex realized that what he thought was a cloak was actually a pair of batlike wings.

“I am Lord Legate Dzorvak of the Master’s Council of the Caravan Guards,” the man said with a flourish of his arm as his wings slowly flapped once before folding up again.

Arban smiled. “Those are some of our finest soldiers. The Hundred Orcs.”


Chapter Twenty-One


“What brings you to my gate, esteemed Legate of the Master’s Council?” the Queen asked as she gazed down at the man. His wings had folded against his body and they looked like a cloak again.

“The council has received news of attacks on our trade routes. We have reports of increased Harg raiding activity in the Greenspring Valley and attacks on the shipping routes on the River Lim. I have been sent with these soldiers to put an end to these attacks,” the Legate explained.

“Forgive my caution, esteemed Legate, but our city was attacked today. I will send for the Guildmaster. I will wait for him to vouch for you,” the Queen said and nodded to one of her assistants.

“I understand, Queen Elanor. These are troubling times we find ourselves in,” the man answered with a nod of his head.

“What is he, a vampire?” Alex asked Arban.

The Orc gave him a puzzled look.

“What’s a vampire?” Arban asked.

Alex thought for a moment as to how to explain what a vampire was. “A vampire is a sort of undead creature. They drink the blood of the living in order that they may stay alive.”

A look of disgust passed over the Orc’s face.

“By the Sacred Mountain! They have such creatures in Merica?” the Orc asked.

“Well, no. Not real ones. But there are stories about them and they have bat wings like the legate.” Alex grinned at the look on Arban’s face. He supposed vampires did sound disturbing if you had never heard stories about them.

Arban shook his head. “Legate Dzorvak is a Dragonkin. Have you never seen one?”

“A Dragonkin? No. I have heard them mentioned, but I have never seen one,” Alex replied as he looked back down at the Legate.

“I have heard of Dzorvak. Never met him. But it's been years since I have been back to Seaholm.” Arban crossed his arms as he surveyed the column of soldiers.

“The soldiers are all Orc,” Arban added.

“Is that why they’re The Hundred Orcs?” Alex asked.

“Yes.” Arban chuckled. “The most heavily armed unit of the Caravan Guards has always been The Hundred. And they have always been Orcs.”

The Orc at the front of the column nudged their horse forward and looked at the pile of corpses.

“Legate Dzorvak, there are Hargs among the slain,” a woman’s voice said as she turned towards the Dragonkin.

The Dragonkin looked at the bodies and the shattered gate. Dusk was falling and it was difficult to make much out of the pile of the dead.

“Queen Elenor, were you attacked by an army of Hargs?” he asked as he looked up at the Queen.

“No, Legate Dzorvak,” the Queen replied.

“But there are Harg bodies among the slain. Are those Trolls?” The Legate’s voice was surprised as he glanced at the pile of bodies again.

“We were attacked by an army of Ghouls today,” the Queen said simply.

“Ghouls! Impossible,” the Legate replied.

“Look among the dead. You will see the bones of skeletal warriors,” the Queen said as she pointed to the corpses piled around the gatehouse.

The Legate nodded towards the Orc woman who seemed to be the leader of The Hundred.

The Orc warrior turned her attention back to the pile as she moved her horse closer. She walked her horse onto a couple of the bodies as she leaned over her saddle. Then she straightened and turned towards the Dragonkin.

“It’s true, Legate,” she said.

“How is this possible?” the Dragonkin said, obviously shaken by the news.

“A Necromancer has taken up residence in the Tarwin Forest again,” the Queen replied.

The Dragonkin had nothing to say. He glanced at the Wizard who just shrugged his shoulders.

“Guildmaster Orevein, my Queen,” a soldier said as he led the Dwarf onto the gatehouse roof.

“How can I serve you, my Queen,” Orevein said with a bow.

“Guildmaster Orevein. We have a stranger at our gates. Do you know him?” the Queen asked as she held her hand out towards the outer wall of the gatehouse roof.

The Dwarf walked to the parapet and peered over. Alex saw the look of shocked surprise on the Dwarf’s face.

“My Queen, that is Dzorvak, son of Dzorkan, of the Master’s Council,” Orevein said as he turned to the Queen.

“Are you satisfied, Queen Elanor?” Dzorvak called up.

“Yes, Legate. I am satisfied. My people will clear an opening for you and then you and your soldiers may enter my city.”

“Are you sure that is a wise choice, my Queen?’ General Franks asked quietly.

“To let the Caravan Guards in? Yes. It is an easy decision. The Caravaners and their Dragonkin masters only care about the flow of trade and the coin they reap from it. I just wish they had arrived this morning. If they had been here, our gate would still be intact,” the Queen replied.
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Once the Legate and his soldiers had passed into the city, the Hundred Orcs and their supply wagons headed to the Guildhouse with Master Orevein. General Franks escorted the Legate, the Wizard and the Orc Captain to the castle.

The Queen had invited Alex and his team to attend the meeting. Taiya was exhausted so Janx volunteered to escort her back to the Guildhouse. Zura insisted on staying as a representative of the White Witches since Master Camila was still resting.

They convened a meeting in a large room with a large rectangular table. The Queen sat at one end of the table. Alex and his team sat along the table to her left. Guards and servants stood along the room’s walls.

General Franks led the Legate and his two companions into the room. The Orc Captain was carrying her helmet.

“My Queen, may I present Lord Legate Dzorvak,” the General formally introduced the Dragonkin before seating him and his two companions.

Alex wasn’t sure how Dragonkin aged, but the Legate seemed to be in his late twenties. His shoulder length black hair was slicked back from a square forehead. His eyes were hazel and the pupils were slits like a Naadaar’s.

What Alex had thought was a horned crown was an actual pair of horns that grew from the top of the Legate’s forehead. They were about four inches long and slightly curved.

The Dragonkin’s wings looked like they were thick and leathery as they draped around his shoulders. Even up close, they looked like a cloak at first glance. They were a dark brown color.

The Legate introduced his companions. “Queen Elanor, this is the Wizard Edward. This is Captain Chorma of the Hundred Orcs.”

The Wizard looked to be about fifty years old. He was slender with a long beard that was equal parts gray and black. The Orc looked older than Alex but still surprisingly young to be leading such a formidable force of warriors. She was strong featured with piercing brown eyes.

“General Franks, please introduce our current guests to the Legate,” the Queen said after nodding to the Dragonkin.

“Legate Dzorvak, this is Adept Zura of the White Witches,” the General said as he indicated the white robed Tarenian.

“I suppose I should not be surprised to find a member of your esteemed sisterhood involved in such an… interesting situation,” the Dragonkin said as he barely nodded his head towards her.

Zura didn’t respond. She merely held her head higher.

“This is Wagon Master Arban,” the General indicated the Orc.

“Wagon Master. Why are you here in Guildmaster Orevein’s stead?” the Legate asked with a frown.

“I have been traveling in the Greenspring Valley and have been witness to the troubles there. The Guildmaster felt that it would be better to hear the news from myself rather than second hand, Legate Dzorvak,” Arban said as he bowed his head towards the Dragonkin.

The Dragonkin nodded.

“This is Princess Antonina of Zenkova,” The General indicated Nina. She nodded her head towards the Legate.

Dzorvak had a puzzled look as he nodded his head in turn.

“And finally, this is her husband, Prince Consort Alex,” The General indicated Alex.

“The Hero of Zenkova!” Nina added, as she gave him a smile full of pride.

The Dragonkin frowned in confusion at Alex’s title.

“Prince Consort. Hero. Yet you wear one of our pay discs around your neck?” the Legate asked as he tried to understand.

He wore his pay disc around his neck using the simple but sturdy metal chain Taiya had bought for him before they left Zenkova. She had bought Janx the exact same chain for his disc.

“Strongman Alex also works for the Caravan Guards. His story is quite an unusual one, Legate Dzorvak,” Arban interjected with a grin that showed off his canines.

“Indeed. I am eager to hear what has been happening in this distant back… in this distant region,” the Legate said as he leaned back in his chair.

Alex realized that he was about to say “backwater”. The Dragonkin had a superior air about him. Like Zura. He had to hide a smile as he thought about her.

“The story begins in Arras where the Caravan Guards were hired to help escort Lady Isabel, a Healer, through the Lawless Lands and back to Oktoban. She was carrying medicine to heal the Duke of Oktoban who had been poisoned in an assassination attempt,” Arban began.

“I have seen the report. The Sisters of the Nameless Sect were involved, but the Duke survived,” the Legate said.

“Yes. Though the assassin was killed before she could be questioned,” Arban replied.

“Have you determined who was behind the attempt?” the Legate asked.

“No,” Arban replied.

“Hmmm,” the Legate pursed his lips and frowned.

“We believe the person behind the assassination attempt was also funding the unrest in Kargosk,” Alex said.

“Kargosk? The last report I saw before leaving Seaholm mentioned tension in the city,” Dzorvak said as he turned his attention to Alex.

“There was a power struggle. House Orzetz had hired Kanban mercenaries and an Alchemist and tried to eliminate House Karlo and become the leading power in the city,” Alex explained.

“Tried. I assume they were unsuccessful?" The Legate looked at Arban.

“No. The Caravan Guards threw their support behind House Karlo believing he would be the best at maintaining stability in the region,” Arban said.

The Legate thought for a moment.

“Surely we did not have that many guards available to risk them in supporting House Karlo, even if it was the correct choice?” the Legate asked.

“Strongman Alex is a capable leader. We also had one of our Flame Dancers on our side,” Arban said before glancing at Zura. The Legate’s eyes followed his gaze.

“The White Witches also value stability. We supported House Karlo,” Zura said evenly.

“House Orzetz was receiving funds from an outside source. I believe it was the same people who attempted to assassinate Duke Oktoban,” Alex explained.

“Hmmmm,” the Legate said as he turned his gaze towards Alex again.

“What is this “Hero of Zenkova” business about,” the Dragonkin asked.

“My parents” chief advisor, the Wizard Viljan, murdered them and tried to seize power. Alex stopped him!” Nina said as she reached out her hand and laid it on Alex’s hand.

The Legate noted the look of devotion in the Princess’s eyes.

“How did you stop the Wizard?” he asked.

“I killed him,” Alex said simply.

Edward, the Legate’s Wizard, had a surprised look on his face. “What! How did you accomplish that?”

“We rallied the loyal soldiers of Zenkova against the Wizard and his Mercenaries,” Arban explained.

“I had the help of Zura,” Alex added.

“Your Sisterhood decided to… intervene… in Zenkova, as well?” Dzorvak narrowed his eyes as he looked at Zura.

Zura met the Legate’s gaze. “The Wizard murdered one of our own.”

“So, it was you that killed Viljan,” the Wizard said it as a statement rather than a question as he nodded his head.

Zura looked at the Wizard. A small smile played across her lips.

“No! Alex slew the Wizard!” Nina said excitedly.

“But how?” Edward asked, unwilling to believe Alex had felled a Wizard.

“As Master Arban has said, Alex is very resourceful,” Zura answered before Nina could say anything more.

“Viljan was also getting funds from outside which allowed him to hire a large force of mercenaries,” Alex added to shift the conversation’s focus.

“Kanban, again,” Arban was unsmiling as he mentioned the mercenary group.

“So you believe the same faction or nation is behind all of the troubles in this region?” the Dragonkin asked as he looked from Alex to Zura.

“Yes. It has to be. They are trying to destabilize the region so they can place their allies in power,” Alex said.

The Dragonkin thought for a moment.

“The trade flowing through the Greenspring valley is very lucrative,” the Dragonkin said.

“What of this Necromancer? How are they involved?” Wizard Edward asked.

“We know that the Necromancer and the Wizard Viljan were in contact with each other,” Zura explained.

“Why did she attack Verbana today?” the Legate asked.

“I think it may have been a move of desperation because the plans to destabilize Oktoban, and to place allies in charge of Kargosk and Zenkova failed. Verbana is the most important city in the region. If she seized control of it, she could still accomplish much,” Alex said.

Dzorvak steepled his fingers in front of him. “Yet she failed.”

Alex noticed that the Legate was wearing jeweled rings on all five fingers of his left hand. There were none on the fingers of his right hand.

“I do not think the Necromancer expected to face two White Witches, the Queen’s Witch, a Flame Dancer and an intrepid Strongman when she planned her attack,” General Franks said.

“Even with their help, the enemy managed to breach our gates,” Queen Elanor added.

The Dragonkin turned his eyes towards Alex. “You believe this Necromancer is trying to conquer the entire region?”

“We suspect a Warlock is the true figure behind the trouble,” Alex explained.

“A Warlock! Why do you think a Warlock is involved?” The Wizard frowned as he looked at Alex.

Zura spoke before Alex could respond. “The Harg raids have been unusually coordinated. Only Warlocks have the Power to command the bull men. Viljan was a powerful Wizard. His notes indicated he was getting support from someone stronger than he was. I suspect he was mentored by a Warlock.”

“This is most unusual. The few known Warlocks keep to themselves,” the Wizard ran his fingers through his beard.

“Yes. In recent times this is so. But do not forget the War of the Warlocks when a group of them banded together and wrought destruction across Ktor,” the Queen gave the Wizard a stern look.

The Wizard nodded.

“Do you have proof that a Warlock is involved? Or is this merely conjecture?” Dzorvak asked as he continued to look at Alex.

“We have no direct evidence. But whoever is behind these events has wealth and influence,” Alex replied.

The Dragonkin let out a little snort as he gave Alex a half smile. “That could be any number of rulers or nations.”

Alex shrugged his shoulders. “We do not know who is directly behind the troubles. We do know that the Necromancer is involved.”

“Her undead soldiers attacked one of our river boats. They killed the crew and looted the cargo,” Arban added.

Dzorvak looked at the Orc. “You are certain it was the Necromancer?”

“Yes. We came upon the Marta as we made our way down river from Zenkova. They had left it as a trap. When our boat came alongside, the undead attacked us. With Zura’s help, we overcame the Ghouls,” Arban nodded towards Zura.

“They brazenly stole one of our shipments.” Dzorvak’s eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. It was the first hint of anger Alex had seen from the Dragonkin.

“We need to pursue this Necromancer. She expended much of her Power today and failed. She will be weak, now is the time to strike. The longer we wait, the more time she has to regain her strength and rebuild her undead army,” Alex said.

“The Hundred stand ready to fight our foes whether they be living or dead, Legate Dzorvak,” the Orc Captain said, her expression fierce.

“Queen Elanor?” The Legate raised an eyebrow as he glanced across the table towards her.

“Our gates are destroyed. We have suffered casualties. I can not risk troops until our city’s defenses are secured,” Queen Elanor replied.

“And what of the White Witches?” The Dragonkin glanced at Zura.

“This must be discussed with Master Camila,” Zura replied.

Alex could see the Dragonkin was thinking.

“What of the Flame Dancer?” he asked as he looked at Arban.

“She will accompany me,” Alex answered.

The Dragonkin looked at Alex for a long moment.

“The hour is late. I must have time to think about this news. I will decide in the morning,” Dzorvak said and then he nodded to the Queen.

Queen Elanor stood. “Lord Legate, you and your two companions are welcome to stay in the castle. I will have rooms prepared.”

The Legate bowed to the Queen. “Thank you, Queen Elanor. Tonight we will stay at the Guildhouse. I must speak to Master Orevein about the disruptions to our trade routes.”

The Queen bid them good night. General Franks escorted them to the castle's courtyard where he ordered servants to bring out the Legate’s and his companion’s horses. Another servant went to fetch a carriage for Alex’s team.


Chapter Twenty-Two


The Legate and the Wizard spoke quietly amongst themselves as they waited for their horses. Alex could see that Zura was struggling to stay awake. Nina had her arm entwined with hers as she lent her support.

He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. A swirl of sexual energy whirled between their bodies as their Powers entwined. The contact startled Zura for a moment.

“That’s one way to make sure I am awake,” she said as she glanced at him with tired eyes.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” Alex grinned.

Captain Chorma walked over to where Arban was standing. She looked him up and down. Arban ignored her.

Chorma broke the silence when she realized Arban wasn’t going to acknowledge her. “I see that you are still a Wagon Master.”

Arban waited a moment before turning towards her and responding. “I see that you are still the Captain of The Hundred.”

Chorma looked around the castle courtyard before turning back to Arban. “I see that you are still traveling all over the backside of Ktor.”

“I see that you are still stuck in Seaholm,” Arban answered.

Chorma’s eyes flashed angrily as she regarded Arban. Grooms arrived with the three horses.

The leader of the Hundred gave a barely perceptible nod towards Arban.“Good night, Wagon Master Arban.”

“Good night, Captain Chorma.” Arban gave her an exaggerated bow.

The Captain’s nostrils flared. Then she spun around and walked to her horse. Arban watched her ride away with the Legate and the Wizard.

The carriage pulled up and the four of them entered. The driver flicked the reins and the carriage rolled down the street as it made its way towards the Guildhouse.

Alex had watched the unusual exchange between the two Orcs. “It seems that you are familiar with Captain Chorma.”

“I may have met her before,” Arban said as he gazed out the carriage window.

“Truly? And now you meet her again! Chance meetings between old friends happen often in the books I like to read.” Nina’s voice was tinged with excitement. “Where did you meet the Captain?”

“It’s a long story. Better saved for another time,” Arban continued to stare out the window.

Sensing their friend didn’t wish to speak any more on the matter, they rode in silence for the rest of the journey.
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The Dragonkin swirled his glass of wine as he sat in a comfortable chair. He was sitting in the main living area of one of the large suites the guildhouse had for important guests. A cheerful fire burned in the small fireplace. He always enjoyed a glass of fine wine before retiring for the evening.

Worried that he would be unable to find excellent vintages out here in the middle of nowhere, he had brought several cases of Samovian white and Yver red along on the journey. He was generously sharing a bottle with Edward. He had known the Wizard for many years and the Human was the closest thing to a friend that the Legate had.

“What are your thoughts about this Necromancer?” the Wizard asked as he poured himself another glass.

“I believe she is the cause of the troubles here,” Dzorvak replied.

His advisor nodded. “I am thinking the same thing.”

“What do you make of the Strongman Prince,” the Legate asked.

The Wizard took a sip of his wine. “It seems like an unbelievable story. Yet the Wagon Master and the White Witch vouch for him. The young man must be resourceful and ambitious,”

The Dragonkin rubbed his chin, the firelight gleaming off the jewels in his rings.

“Ambitious. Yes. He has managed to marry himself a Princess. I don’t understand why he is here rather than enjoying the comforts of a Princely life in Zenkova,” the Legate mused.

Both men were quiet for a moment.

“Perhaps the young man has his sights set on bigger prizes,” the Wizard offered.

Dzorvak nodded.

“Yes. He is one of our guards and has probably seen what this wide world has to offer,” the Dragonkin mused.

“And now he has a title, which will open doors for him,” the Wizard added.

“Certainly, even if it is a title from a small frontier town,” Dzorvak said.

“An ambitious man can be useful,” the Wizard added.

“Indeed. I believe that I may be able to solve two problems with one arrow,” the Dragonkin said.

“And that arrow is the Strongman?” the Wizard asked.

The Dragonkin smiled as he downed the rest of his wine.


Chapter Twenty-Three


“Strongman Alex, the Legate wishes to meet with you in the Guildmaster’s office,” one of the clerks said as he came to stand by the breakfast table.

Taiya and Zura were still sleeping. The battle yesterday had taken a lot out of them. Nina was her usual cheerful self. Janx and Arban were finishing their eggs and potatoes.

“I wonder what he wants?” Nina asked.

“He may want more information about recent events,” Arban said with a shrug.

“One way to find out.” Alex wiped his lips with his napkin. He stood up and followed the servant.

The man led him to Orevein’s office and then knocked on the door.

“Enter,” Alex heard the Legate say.

“Please, have a seat,” the Dragonkin said as he indicated the chairs opposite the desk from which he was sitting behind. He was the only one in the room.

Alex took the chair and waited.

The Dragonkin leaned back in the chair and steepled his fingers as he watched Alex for a long moment. Then his lips curved in a small smile. “A wise man holds his tongue and bides his time until he understands the situation.”

Alex waited for the Legate to continue.

“Strongman, or I should say, Prince Alex, I am sure you are wondering why I wished to meet with you,” the Legate began.

“I am sure you will let me know, eventually,” Alex replied with a half smile of his own. Two can play this game, he thought.

“I met with Queen Elanor this morning. She spoke very highly of you. As has everyone else,” the Legate said.

Alex waited patiently for Dzorvak to continue.

“You have proven yourself a capable leader for one so young,” the Dragonkin sat his hands on the desk. Alex resisted the urge to smile because the Legate didn’t seem much older than himself. Then he reminded himself that he still didn’t know much about aging or races on Ktor.

The Legate’s eyes watched Alex closely. “You have also risen in rank quickly in a short amount of time, becoming the Prince and Hero of a city. This is the mark of an ambitious man.”

Alex still said nothing. Dzorvak took this as a sign of agreement.

“The Caravan Guards reward capable and ambitious men, Prince Alex,” the Legate continued.

“I appreciate the high praise, Legate Dzorvak. What did you wish to discuss?” Alex was curious to find out what the Dragonkin wanted from him.

“Alex, I could use a man like you. That is, the Master’s Council could use a man of your skills and ambitions,” the Dragonkin answered.

“In what way?” Alex asked.

The Legate didn’t say anything for a long moment as he considered his words. “I’m sure you know that the Caravan Guards value safety and stability on Ktor. This allows for the safe and efficient movement of trade goods between cities and regions.”

Alex smiled. “Which allows the Caravan Guards to make a handsome profit.”

The Legate nodded. “Indeed. I see you understand,”

Alex waited for Dzorvak to continue.

“The Master’s Council sent me here to bring stability back to the Greenspring Valley trade routes. By force, if necessary, with the Hundred Orcs. You have done me a great service already by taking care of the situations in Octoban, Kargosk and Zenkova. You and your team helped keep Verbana from falling into the hands of this Necromancer.” The Legate held up a finger for each city mentioned.

“I was only doing what was right,” Alex replied honestly.

“Indeed,” the Legate nodded.

“Which brings me to my proposal,” he added.

“Prince Alex, I would like to offer you the position of Judicator in the Caravan Guards,” the Dragonkin said as he watched for a reaction from Alex.

Alex frowned. He had never heard of that position.

“I’m sorry, Legate, I am not familiar with that title,” Alex said.

“No? Well, they are few and far between. A Judicator has the right to dispense justice in the name of the Master’s Council. They are often used to root out corruption,” the Legate explained.

“Is there someone in the Guards that is being investigated?” Alex asked.

“No. Not at the moment. The Judicator’s role can also be military in nature, leading expeditions against a bandit group or a troublesome Harg encampment, for example,” the Dragonkin explained.

“What exactly do you want me to do?” Alex asked.

“I want you to lead the Hundred Orcs against the Necromancer. It seems that she is bent on causing trouble in this region. Trouble is bad for business and bad for profits,” the Legate added with a flash of anger in his eyes. It was the first emotion aside from mirth that Alex had seen from the man.

“Isn’t Captain Chorma the commander of the Hundred?” Alex asked.

“Yes, militarily. You will be in charge strategically and more importantly, politically,” the Dragonkin explained.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“The Hundred Orcs are a blunt instrument of destruction. They must be wielded by a calm hand. You have proven yourself to be a wise leader,” the Legate replied.

“Are you not in charge of the Hundred?” Alex asked with a frown.

The Dragonkin smiled. “Prince Alex. I am a busy man. The Caravan Guards operation is vast and complicated. I would like you to take over this project for me. I am sure you are more than capable of defeating the Necromancer.”

“What will you be doing?” Alex asked.

Dzorvak steepled his fingers again. “In three days' time, the next caravan leaves Verbana for Ruckdort. The Wizard Edward and I will travel with it to help protect it from attack. From Ruckdort, I will return to Seaholm.”

“Why not lead them yourself?” Alex asked.

“A wise man knows his strengths and more importantly, his weaknesses. I am not versed in the finer points of warfare. I prefer to place the soldiers where they need to be, and then let commanders lead them into battle. You, on the other hand, have proven yourself in combat. And you have dealt with the local rulers fairly,” he replied.

Alex held back a smile, remembering what Orevein had said about the man and how he preferred the comforts of Seaholm. Then he reminded himself that just because a man preferred luxuries, it did not mean that the man was not dangerous.

“Once we defeat the Necromancer, what happens next?” Alex asked.

“I want you to make sure that this region is stabilized. The Hundred Orcs are yours to command as you see fit in the meanwhile,” Dzorvak explained.

“Why should I accept your offer?” Alex asked, curious to see what the Legate would say.

The Dragonkin smiled and nodded approvingly. “You are quiet when observing. Then you are direct and to the point when appropriate. Indeed, with my help, you are going to go far in this world, Prince Alex.”

Alex returned his smile with a small smile of his own.

“The position of Judicator pays 100 gold pieces per day,” the Legate began.

Alex frowned, surprised at the huge sum. A regular Caravan Guardsman received one gold piece per day when on duty and only 5 silver coins while waiting for the next run.

The Dragonkin mistook his frown for displeasure.

“I know that 100 is no great sum, but I want you to consider the benefits. If you take on this task, you will be doing me a great service. Once you have stabilized the region, return with the Hundred to Seaholm. There, I will be your Patron,” Dzorvak placed his hands on the desk again.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“I have many connections and acquaintances in the great cities of the east. I will be able to open many doors for you. Doors that lead to power,” the Legate explained.

Alex didn’t say anything as he pondered what the Dragonkin meant.

“Alex, you have already married a princess and become a Prince Consort. Yet you did not stay in Zenkova. Why? I will tell you why. It is because you are a man like myself, a man of great ambition. Instead of choosing to live the easy life in Zenkova, you seek adventure and glory. Work with me and I will help you find what you seek,” the Dragonkin’s eyes stared into Alex’s.

Alex considered what Dzorvak was saying. Beyond adventure, Alex wasn’t sure what he wanted out of his new life on Ktor. He wanted to keep his team safe and prosperous. In the short term, that meant taking care of the Necromancer.

The Hundred Orcs were the equivalent of heavily armored cavalry. They would be a formidable force even against a horde of undead Ghouls. The Legate was giving him an opportunity to take care of their local problem. It was a win-win situation.

“Very well, Legate Dzorvak, I accept your offer,” Alex said with a nod.

The Dragonkin smiled. “Excellent. You will not regret it.”

Alex wasn’t totally sure of that, but he was willing to risk it. He did want to see more of Ktor.

“I will send for Guildmaster Orevein and Captain Chorma as witnesses,” the Legate said as he picked up a small bell from the desk and rang it. When the clerk arrived, Dzorvak sent him to bring the witnesses.

“As a Judicator, you have the authority to request any supplies that you need from any Caravan Guildhouse. Simply show your pay disc to the local Guildmaster and he will comply with your requests. Do you have questions?” The Dragonkin explained as they waited for them to arrive.

“Once the Necromancer has been dealt with, what about the Harg raids?” Alex asked.

Dzorvak waved his hand dismissively. “Once the Necromancer is eliminated, drive the Hargs back to their usual territories.”

“What if we find evidence of a Warlock being behind the problems.” Alex asked.

The Dragonkin was silent for a time.

“I have a feeling that the Necromancer is the main problem in the region. But I do not discount the possibility of an even larger threat. When I return to Seaholm, I will bring the matter up with the Master’s Council. We may have to prepare for war.” The Dragonkin’s expression was deadly serious.

Alex hadn’t considered the possibility of an all out war in the region. Lack of knowledge of the political situation on Ktor was a knowledge gap that he would have to fill.

Alex fished for more information. “Do you think it will come to that?”

“I hope not. Years ago, a group of Warlocks banded together and caused a great and bloody war. Normally, Warlocks jealously guard their secrets and their Power. Let’s hope that if a Warlock is involved, he is working alone,” Dzorvak answered.

“If you do find evidence of a Warlock, do not move against him or her. Return to Seaholm and we will prepare an appropriate response,” Dzorvak added.

The office door opened and the Dwarf and the Orc joined them. Orevein sat in the empty chair next to Alex while Chorma stood quietly to one side.

“Guildmaster Orevein. Captain Chorma. I am raising Strongman Alex to the rank of Judicator. I have called you here as witnesses,” the Legate informed them.

Orevein raised his eyebrows for a moment, surprised by the announcement. The Orc’s face betrayed no emotion.

“Strongman Alex, hand me your pay disc,” the Legate said as he held out his hand.

Alex undid the necklace and then handed the disc to the Dragonkin. The legate looked at it closely for a moment and then nodded, satisfied.

“Activate it,” he directed Alex.

Alex unsheathed his dagger and pricked the index finger of his left hand. He then squeezed a drop of his blood onto the disc. The disc glowed yellow for a moment.

“That is an unusual dagger you have,” Dzorvak said as he eyed the dagger.

“A gift from the Duke and Duchess of Oktoban,” Alex replied as he sheathed the dagger again.

For a moment, it looked like the Dragonkin was going to ask questions about the dagger. But then he glanced at the rings on his right hand. The ring on his index finger was gold with an intricate design.

It reminded Alex of the signet rings that the Guildmasters carried, only even more ornate. A look of concentration passed over the Legate's face. The ring glowed with a green color.

The Legate then touched the ring to Alex’s pay disc which also glowed green. The dragonkin concentrated as he changed to information on the disc to signify his new rank of Judicator and the change in his pay. Once he had finished, he handed the disc back to Alex who retied it around his neck.

“Congratulations on your elevation,” the Dwarf said. Captain Chorma nodded to him, her face still expressionless.

“Captain Chorma, I am placing you and the Hundred Orcs under the Command of Judicator Alex. He is tasked with eliminating the Necromancer and any other threats posed to the trade routes in this region. Once the region is secured, Judicator Alex will return with you and your soldiers to Seaholm. Do you have questions?” Dzorvak asked the Orc.

“No. We will perform our duty honorably, Lord Legate Dzorvak,” the Orc Captain replied.

“Guildmaster Orevein. Wizard Edward and myself will travel with the Caravan leaving for Ruckdort when it leaves,” the Legate said as he looked at the Dwarf.

“Yes, Legate Dzorvak,” the Dwarf said with a nod.

The Legate stood up from the desk chair. Alex and Orevein followed suit.

“I will see you two in Seaholm once you have completed your mission,” The Legate nodded before exiting the room.

The captain walked over to Alex and stood before him.

“What are your orders, Judicator?” she asked.

Alex considered what preparations they would need to make. Taiya would need to rest a little longer. He wondered if he could convince Master Camila and Zura to accompany them. Having two White Witches would greatly increase the odds in their favor when they faced the Necromancer again.

“Ready your soldiers. The morning after tomorrow, we ride for the Tarwin Forest,” Alex said.

“Yes, Judicator. We will be ready at dawn,” the Orc replied and then with a small bow, left the office.

“I wish you good fortune, Judicator Alex,” Orevein said with a smile.

Alex nodded and took his leave.

Alex returned to the Guildhouse dining room where his friends were waiting for him. He was glad to see that Taiya and Zura were awake, though they both looked tired. Alex sat back down in his chair.

“What did the Legate want with you?” Nina asked nervously.

“I have been appointed as a Judicator of the Master’s Council of the Caravan Guards,” Alex answered with a half smile.

“Oh, that’s certainly not what I expected,” Nina said with a confused look on her face.

Arban let out a little laugh. “Alex, you never cease to surprise me!”

“What is a Judicator? Is it a higher rank than a Prince Consort?” Nina asked.

“I am not familiar with the Caravan Guard’s ranks. A Judicator is normally someone who metes out justice in a king’s name,” Zura said with a frown.

“It is similar, except they are given authority by the Master’s Council,” Arban explained.

“You people have too many titles and names to keep track of,” Janx said with a shake of his head.

They all smiled at the expression on the Foxman’s face.

“Why did you accept, it does not sound like a pleasant position?” Nina asked as she wrinkled her nose.

“We need to defeat the Necromancer before she gathers strength again. In addition to being named Judicator, the legate has given me authority over the Hundred Orcs. With their strength, we should be able to defeat her before she gathers a new army,” Alex explained.

“The Hundred reminded me of my…” Zura paused for a moment. “... of my people’s Golden Lancers.”

Alex wondered what Zura was originally going to say before she caught herself.

“The Hundred are as heavily armored as knights, but they prefer to fight on foot. The horses are for mobility,” Arban explained.

They sounded like a Ktorian version of mechanized heavy infantry, Alex thought.

“I told Captain Chorma that we leave two mornings from now. Time is of the essence if we want to take the battle to the Necromancer and defeat her while she is weakened,” Alex explained.

“I know that Master Camila wants you to leave for Vizan. In light of yesterday’s attack, I was going to ask her if the two of you would join us on our expedition. What do you think?” Alex looked at Zura.

The Tarenian had a pensive look on her face. “I am not sure. I will go speak to her.”

“If you give me the Elfstone, I will go have a headband made for it,” Taiya said after she let out a loud yawn.

“I can go with you, to keep you awake,” Nina smiled at the Elf.

“I will ask Guildmaster Orevein for any maps he has of the Tarwin Forest or the roads leading to it,” Arban said.

Alex nodded. “Good idea. I was going to ask General Franks for any maps or information he might have.”

Alex turned towards Nina.

“Nina, we will be riding into danger. When we leave, I want you to stay here and wait for our return,” Alex said.

A shocked look passed over the Princess’s face.

“You can’t leave me behind! I will follow after you!” she replied fiercely.

“Nina has proved herself valuable in our fight on the boat and in the battle with the undead,” Janx said.

“The Princess has acquitted herself well during dangerous situations,” Zura added.

Alex was torn. He didn’t want Nina placed in danger because she was the least experienced of the team. On the other hand, his wife had already proven her bravery in battle.

“Very well. But I don’t want you unnecessarily risking yourself,” Alex said as he reached out and gave Nina’s hand a squeeze. The Princess gave him a relieved smile.

“Not to take any unnecessary risks! You should listen to your own advice!” Taiya said with a laugh.

“What are you talking about? I only take necessary risks,” Alex replied with a straight face.

His friends all laughed at his response.


Chapter Twenty-Four


“Adept Zura, enter. I was just going to send a messenger for you,” Master Camila said as she opened the door to her room.

Zura wondered why the senior Witch wanted to speak with her. She had come to the castle to tell her about Alex’s expedition to the Tarwin Forest.

They sat at the table by the window. Zura felt tired, but Master Camila looked exhausted.

“How are you feeling today?” Master Camila asked.

“I am still somewhat tired,” Zura replied.

Camila nodded. “That was quite the battle. I still feel drained today. The Queen’s advisor is still resting in bed, but she is awake. The Queen, herself, stopped by this morning to check on me and thank me for my help in the battle.”

“Queen Elanor is a just ruler,” Zura agreed.

“The Queen told me of the arrival of the Legate from the Caravan Guards. It is a shame he and his Orc soldiers didn't arrive before the battle,” Camila said.

“You said you were going to send a messenger for me, Master Camila?” Zura asked.

“Yes. Yes. Something has been troubling me,” Camila began.

Zura waited patiently for the Witch to continue.

“During the battle, Prince Alex bumped against me. I felt a strange spark of Power. I know it came from him,” Camila frowned as she looked at Zura.

“Are you sure it was from Prince Alex?” Zura asked. She kept her face expressionless.

“Without a doubt, Adept. Without a doubt.” Master Camila nodded.

“Have you noticed anything strange about Alex?” she added.

Zura frowned as she considered her next words. She didn’t want to betray Alex’s secret. He was worried that if people found out that he was Elder Touched, they would want to use him for their own ends.

The White Witches would certainly want to study him. Her late mentor wanted her to keep an eye on him. She had been killed before she could pass the news on to Master Camila and the Council.

“When I first met him, I thought there was something strange about him. That there was more than met the eye. But eventually I realized he had Power, but it was as a Strongman,” Zura replied.

Master Camila thought back to the battle.

“I saw his strength during the fight. There can be no doubt that he has great strength. But that does not explain that strange jolt of Power I felt when we touched. I have never felt the like,” Master Camila stared out the window.

Zura remembered the shock of her first touch with Alex. She thought he was a Wizard and that he was attacking her. What would the older Witch think if she touched Alex again and felt a surge of sexual energy? Zura hid a smile as she pictured the shocked look that the senior Witch would probably express.

“You have spent several weeks in his company. Have you felt anything?” Camila asked as she turned her eyes back to Zura.

“No, Master Camila,” Zura couldn’t believe she just lied to a Master!

“No? Perhaps he let his guard down during the battle,” Camila looked out the window again. Zura waited.

“What have you learned about him? Where is he from? Is he Velettan? If so, he is far from home,” Camila asked.

Zura thought for a moment as she remembered what Alex had told her.

“Prince Alex told me he was hunting a dragonette in the Trigla Mountains near Veletta. He entered a cave and found an old stone archway. He passed through it and found himself in a temple in the Empty Lands. That is how he wound up in this region,” Zura explained.

“A stone archway… an artifact of the Elders!” the Master’s tired eyes lit up with excitement.

“That is what I surmised, Master Camila,” Zura nodded.

“What about this Temple in the Empty Lands?” Camila asked as she leaned forward excitedly.

“He claims it was empty,” Zura replied.

“Empty? That is a shame. We still have so much to discover about the Elders,” Camila said as she leaned back in her chair. She stared out the window again, lost in thought.

"Master Camila?” Zura spoke to get her attention.

“Yes, Adept?” the senior Witch blinked her eyes as she focused on Zura.

“Prince Alex is going to lead an expedition into the Tarwin Forest. He wants to strike at the Necromancer before she gathers another army of the undead,” Zura explained.

“With what soldiers? Queen Elanor will not risk any of her troops with her gates broken,” Camila asked.

“The Legate has appointed Prince Alex as a Judicator of the Caravan Guards. He has placed the Hundred Orcs under his command,” Zura explained.

“Appointed him as a Judicator? That is a position of great authority in the Caravan Guards,” Master Camila’s face betrayed her surprise at the news.

“Prince Alex asked if we would be able to accompany him on his expedition against the Necromancer. I told him I would inform you of his request,” Zura said.

“An expedition against the Necromancer? I can understand that he wishes to take the fight to her. But I can not commit ourselves without the Council’s approval.” Camila rested her hand on the table. Her fingers drummed on the table top as she digested what Zura had told her. Zura sat quietly.

Camila looked out the window. “This Alex… first a Prince and now a Judicator. He has risen quickly in a short period of time. There is something that makes little sense. Perhaps you were right. Perhaps he is some kind of Wizard, Adept. I may have rushed in dismissing him as merely a Strongman,”

“It may be that he is merely a skillful leader, Master Camila,” Zura tried to steer Camila’s thoughts towards a safer answer.

Master Camila nodded absentmindedly as she continued to stare out the window. Zura could see her mind working.

“Wait. You said that he was hunting a dragonette in the Trigla Mountains near Veletta?” the senior Witch’s eyes turned towards Zura again.

“Yes, Master Camila,” Zura nodded.

“There are no dragonettes that far east of the Kardiff Mountains. My mentor has made a study of them. He is lying,” Camila’s eyes narrowed as she came to her conclusion.

Zura’s eyes blinked in surprise. She had some knowledge of dragonettes, but she did not know where they could be found or not found. Had Alex lied about where he was from, she wondered.

“Are you certain, Master Camila?” Zura asked.

“Yes. Master Haylag spoke endlessly about the dragonettes when she was my mentor,” Camila almost snorted as she recalled her mentor.

If he had lied about that, what else had he lied about? They were both silent for a time, each lost in their own thoughts about Alex.

Master Camila stood up. “I will message the Council. They must be informed of this development. I can not commit our participation on this expedition without their approval. In the meantime, stick close with Prince Alex.”

“Remember, keep your eyes and ears open at all times, Adept Zura,” Camila said as she walked Zura to the door.

As the carriage travelled back to the Guildhouse, Zura wondered what Alex was hiding. Why had he said he was hunting a dragonette in the Trigla Mountains?

He wore the Mark of Mara around his wrist, yet he claimed to have never heard of Mara.

Zura’s frown deepened. Alex could read Elder runes. Something that only scholars or mages studied.

She was mad at herself for not asking more questions. Was she distracted by him as a man, that she was making mistakes? Zura winced as she remembered lying to Master Camila.

She had lied to protect Alex.

Zura stared out the carriage window. She let out a long sigh.


Chapter Twenty-Five


“Judicator, I would like to introduce you to the Hundred. They are gathered outside for their morning exercises,” Captain Chorma gave Alex a small bow. Alex and his team had just finished breakfast in the Guildhouse dining room.

“Lead the way, Captain,” Alex said as he stood up. Arban stood up as well and they followed the Orc commander out to the practice area behind the Guildhouse.

Alex noticed that Chorma ignored Arban’s presence.

The Hundred were gathered in neat rows and columns. They were not wearing their gleaming plate today. A pair of sergeants were leading the group in stretching exercises.

“It is important to keep the muscles stretched and flexible, Judicator,” Captain Chorma said as she stopped near the other Orcs.

“I agree, Captain,” Alex nodded.

“Attention!” Captain Chorma spoke in a clear loud voice once the soldiers finished their exercises. The Orcs stood straight and the two sergeants turned to face Captain Chorma.

“Warriors of the Hundred. Lord Legate Dzorvak has placed our unit under the command of Judicator Alex. The Judicator is no stranger to the Caravan Guards, and has served as a Strongman protecting our shipments,” Chorma explained.

Alex hid a smile as he watched the Orcs looking at him curiously. Alex was fit, but when people heard the word “Strongman” they expected to see a towering brute.

“Judicator, may I test my strength against yours?” Captain Chorma asked as she turned to face Alex.

“Certainly,” Alex nodded.

“Bring a barrel,” the Captain commanded.

A pair of Orcs hurried over to the nearest warehouse. A minute later they returned with a wooden barrel. They sat it down near Alex. The Orc warriors formed a wide circle around the barrel so they could witness the test of strength.

The Captain walked over and set her elbow on the top of the barrel. She held her hand out, waiting for Alex. The Orcs always wanted to challenge him to an arm wrestling competition when they found out he was a Strongman.

Alex set his elbow on the barrel and grasped her hand. Arban crossed his arms across his chest and watched them with a small smile. Alex nodded to Captain Chorma.

The Orc strained as she tried to push Alex’s arm down. The muscles in her arms and shoulders bunched. She was unable to budge Alex’s arm.

Alex let her strain for a moment longer before slowly bending her hand down. Chorma struggled but she could not stop Alex from pushing her hand down to the barrel's top.

Chorma nodded and Alex released her hand.

“Well done, Judicator,” Chorma gave him a smile as she straightened up. The watching Orcs nodded and whispered amongst themselves.

Alex glanced at the other warriors. They were watching him expectantly. “I’m not going to have to arm wrestle each one of them, am I?”

“No, Judicator,” She said as she turned to the Hundred.

“Dolgoon!” she called out. An Orc from the back of the circle walked forward. He was the tallest, most muscular Orc that Alex had ever seen.

“Dolgoon is our strongest. He will stand for all the others,” Captain Chorma spoke loudly so that everyone could hear.

“Judicator,” Dolgoon nodded and then he readied his arm on the barrel.

Alex set his arm on the barrel and grasped the Orc’s hand. The Orc had a large hand that wrapped around Alex’s. His forearm was long, and the leverage would give Dolgoon an advantage over most men. But Alex was not most men. He nodded to the Orc.

Dolgoon squeezed Alex’s hand in a crushing grip as he threw all his strength into pushing Alex’s hand down. Alex felt pain as the big Orc’s hand squeezed his bones as he managed to push his hand back a few inches.

Normally Alex would let his opponent struggle against his strength for a few moments before asserting control. Not today. He quickly pushed Dolgoon’s hand backwards, smacking it into the top of the barrel.

Dolgoon laughed heartily as the Hundred erupted in wild cheering.

“Impressive, Judicator,” Chorma grinned and bowed towards Alex.

“That is quite the grip you have, Dolgoon,” Alex nodded to the big Orc.

“Thank you, Judicator,” Dolgoon gave Alex a deep bow. The cheering quieted down as the warriors looked at Alex with newfound respect in their eyes.

Several Orcs walked over to Arban. Arban held his hands out. The Orcs began depositing coins in his friend’s palms.

Alex heard an Orc yell out from the crowd. “You should know better than to bet against Arban!”

“Arban always had odds that were too good to be true!” another Orc called out.

Dolgoon walked over to Arban. He grinned and handed him a gold coin. “You got me again, old friend.”

Captain Chorma, her arms crossed against her chest, was watching Arban with a frown. As the last of the Orcs paid him, Arban saw that Chorma was watching him. He shrugged his shoulders and gave her a grin.

Alex heard the Captain mutter under her breath as she shook her head.

Then she glared at her men. “Show time’s over! Form ranks!”

The Orcs quickly set up their rows and columns. The warriors stood quietly at attention.

“Judicator, do you wish to speak to the men about our mission?” Captain Chorma asked.

Alex nodded and took a few steps closer to the soldiers.

“Warriors of the Hundred. I am sure you know by now that a Necromancer has settled in the Tarwin Forest north of here. She attacked Verbana, but we defeated her. Our mission is to take the fight to her. We will track her and defeat her before she has time to raise another army. My goal is to inflict maximum casualties to the enemy with minimum losses on our side. Our goal is to eliminate this threat,” Alex explained.

“We march tomorrow morning,” he added before turning to Captain Chorma.

“Is there anything you need?” he asked.

“Do we travel with our supply wagons or without?” she asked.

“Without. Speed is of the essence,” Alex replied.

“Very well, Judicator. We will be ready at dawn,” Captain Chorma nodded her head.

Alex and Arban turned and headed back inside the Guildhouse.

“The Hundred appreciate a strong leader. They will be more effective knowing that you are stronger than their strongest,” Arban said as they headed towards the dining room.

“And you placed bets knowing they would underestimate my strength,” Alex said.

“I like to think of it as teaching them a lesson,” Arban grinned.

“What lesson is that?” Alex asked.

“Why, as you said… to never underestimate anyone!” the Orc chuckled.

Alex grinned. But then his face was serious again. “I just want to put an end to this Necromancer with minimum losses on our side.”

Arban nodded. “The Hundred will appreciate that. They are brave and selfless in battle. But they also don’t want their lives to be thrown away in meaningless action.”
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A messenger arrived for Zura in the afternoon. Master Camila requested her presence immediately. Master Orevein had a carriage brought for her and soon the Tarenian was heading back to the castle.

“I have had word from the Great Hall,” Master Camila said as she ushered Zura into the room with the table and the window. A translucent messenger bird rested on the older Witch’s shoulder.

Zura wondered what the news could be. Master Camila seemed agitated.

“It is not a long message,” she explained as they sat down on the rug.

The senior Witch moved the messenger bird forward and it transformed into the image of Master Chimeg.

“Master Camila. Adept Zura,” the blue image of the Orc Witch spoke to them.

“Master Camila has informed us of the attack on Verbana. We are pleased that the attack was unsuccessful. However, the apparent strength of this Necromancer is troubling,” the Orc’s image paused.

“The Great Hall is also interested in the rise of the Strongman. The Caravaner’s Master’s Council has seen fit to raise him to the position of Judicator and place him in charge of a small but formidable fighting force. This is in addition to his becoming a Prince of Zenkova.” Master Chimeg paused and glanced to the side for a moment. She was probably getting instructions from the other members of the Council.

“The young man has gained prominence in a short amount of time. Master Camila also sensed a strange spark of Power in him. Adept Zura, it seems your suspicions were well founded.”

Zura felt her stomach clench. The last thing she wanted was to draw the attention of the Great Hall on Alex.

“Adept Zura, this will be difficult news for you to hear. Master Camila has told us you have spent several weeks in the company of this Prince Alex and have worked with him during the troubles that have plagued Kargosk, Zenkova and now Verbana.” Master Chimeg paused again.

“Adept Zura, do not return to the Great Hall. This young man is a wild card. We need more information. Is he working with another Council or is he working for his own gain? Adept Zura, we know you are eager to take the Master’s Test. We ask you to postpone your desire a little longer.” The Orc nodded.

“You are to stay with this Prince Alex until further notice. Assist him in his expedition against the Necromancer. Master Camila will stay in Verbana to bolster the city’s defences until our sisters arrive. If Prince Alex travels elsewhere, stay with him. Seek out our sisters and they will relay messages to the Great Hall. Keep your eyes and ears open.” The image froze, indicating the message was finished.

“I know this is difficult news to hear, Adept Zura,” Master Camila said after the image faded away.

Zura blinked her eyes as she tried to focus on what the senior Witch was saying.

“I can see that you are disappointed. Do not worry, we will solve the puzzle of this young man soon enough. Then you will be able to travel back to the Great Hall.” Master Camila nodded and then she stood up.

“Yes, Master Camila.” Zura stood up and nodded to the senior Witch. She was trying hard to hide the feeling of excitement she felt. Master Camila had thought the look in her eyes was disappointment.

“I wish I could accompany you on this expedition. The Necromancer is a formidable foe. You will be facing her without the support of myself and the Queen’s Witch,” Master Camila frowned.

“Prince Alex hopes to confront the Necromancer while she is weak from the defeat,” Zura said.

“I understand. Please use caution. We have lost one sister to the troubles in this region. We do not want to lose another.” Camila’s words were stern as she looked at Zura.

“Yes, Master Camila,” Zura nodded.

The senior Witch looked at Zura for a long moment. “Trust your instincts, Adept Zura. You were right to be suspicious about this young man.”

“Master Camila, I should go prepare. The expedition sets out at dawn,” Zura said.

The carriage headed back towards the Guildhouse. Zura’s emotions were a mixture of relief and concern. She was excited that she would be staying with Alex for the foreseeable future. But she worried that he had not been truthful with her. What was he hiding, she wondered?


Chapter Twenty-Six


The sky was beginning to brighten in the east as the Guildhouse yard bustled with activity. Grooms brought horses for Alex and his team as the Hundred Orcs readied their mounts and gear.

“I would feel better if the other two Witches were joining us,” Alex said to Zura as she brought her horse next to him.

Zura raised an eyebrow as she looked at him. “Am I not powerful enough?”

“You are the strongest Witch I have ever seen,” Alex gave her a grin. “But I would still feel better if the other two were with us.”

Alex had been relieved when Zura said that she would be joining their expedition. Not just because of her Power as a White Witch. He had grown used to having her around. He couldn’t imagine traveling without her.

“The Great Hall directed Master Camila to stay in Verbana,” Zura reminded him.

Alex nodded. He wondered at the White Witches' change in orders for Zura. First they wanted her to return to Vizan and now they wanted her to tag along with him. Alex suspected they wanted to keep an eye on his expedition against the Necromancer.

Alex and Arban had paid a visit to General Franks yesterday afternoon, hoping he had a map of the Tarwin Forest. All that he had was a brittle old roll of parchment that dated from before the War of the Necromancer. Alex had asked for a pencil and a piece of parchment which he used to make a rough sketch of General Frank’s map.

“I asked the Queen if she would be willing to let her advisor accompany us. She was unwilling to risk her,” Alex said as Taiya and Arban walked their horses closer.

“Perhaps it is for the better,” Zura replied.

“Why do you say that? We could use help against the undead,” Alex asked.

“Because we will want to be boosted for the battle once we locate the Necromancer. The increase in my and Taiya’s Power would raise some awkward questions from the other two Witches, especially Master Camila,” Zura whispered.

“True,” Alex said. He hadn’t thought about that.

“I would like to keep Alex’s Power hidden,” Taiya added quietly as she gave Zura a pensive look.

“The way things keep happening around Alex, that is going to get more and more difficult to do. He seems to attract danger and adventure. Lucky for me, he also attracts riches,” Arban said as he gave Alex a toothy grin.

Nina mounted her horse and then gave Janx a hand as he climbed up behind her.

“Will you be alright sharing a horse with Janx?” Alex asked as he walked his horse closer to Nina’s.

“Of course! It won’t be any trouble at all,” Nina gave him a bright smile.

“We all take turns helping,” Alex nodded.

“I also like running alongside the horses. It gives me a chance to stretch my legs,” Janx explained.

“As long as you don’t start galloping,” the Foxman added.

Alex chuckled at the serious expression on Janx’s face.

Arban laughed. “Don’t worry, Janx, we won’t leave you behind.”

They set out as dawn broke over the city. The Hundred Orcs left their wagons at the Guildhouse. Instead, they had a dozen pack horses with them. Many were laden with food and water while others carried sections of metal siege ladders that could quickly be fitted together to create an assortment of lengths.

As they rode on the road heading northwards, Alex counted the Orcs. Most wore silvery plate armor, but perhaps a score more were wearing leather armor. There were another dozen lightly armored soldiers with the pack horses.

“Unless I am mistaken, the Hundred Orcs are actually a Hundred and Thirty-Two.” Alex said as he rode next to Arban.

“Aye. The Hundred refers to the heavy troops. There are another twenty soldiers that act as scouts. The scouts are also archers. Those with the pack animals are junior soldiers” Arban nodded. Alex had noticed that the soldiers with leather armor had bows slung across their backs.

“Should one of the Hundred fall in battle or retire, the most senior of the scouts will take his place. If a scout falls, one of the junior soldiers will take their position.” Arban added.

They stopped for a quick lunch where the road forked. The road that branched to the east was wide and well worn from travelers. The road that curved to the west and the River Lim was narrower with patches of grass covering parts of it.

“This is the road that heads towards Zenkova. It is not heavily traveled anymore because of the number of boats that travel up and down the river. Most are willing to pay the passage,” Arban explained as he nodded to the west.

“The East Road will take you to Ruckdort” the Orc added.

“Judicator, the enemy that attacked Verbana came from the west road.” Captain Chorma reported as they prepared to continue.

“We will follow the west road,” Alex said, and the Orc commander relayed the order to her warriors.

As they headed onto the west road, Captain Chorma sent some of her scouts forward. Other scouts watched to either side of their column while a few more watched the rear.

As the sun began to set, they reached another fork in the road. The left fork continued along the river while the other headed northeastward. The other road was little more than a path after so many years of neglect. But it did bear the signs of recent travel. The grass on either side had been trampled by the undead army that had passed this way on the way to Verbana.

Alex had Captain Chorma halt the column as he dismounted. He pulled out the map from his travel pack and unfolded it. Arban got off his horse and looked at the map with Alex.

“This is the old road that leads to the town of Gorts. It was next to the forest and was destroyed during the Necromancer War.” Arban traced the road that Alex had sketched. The town was just south of the forest.

“It’s obviously the path the Necromancer’s Army took to Verbana,” Alex noted.

“Judicator, shall I order the men to make camp?” the Orc woman asked.

“Yes, Captain. We will sleep here. Once the dawn breaks, we set out again,” Alex explained.

The night was cool but not cold. They did not light any campfires. The Orc soldiers set up a perimeter and guards were positioned around the camp’s edge. The horses were kept in the middle.

“The soldiers will keep watch tonight so we don’t have to worry about it,” Arban explained.

One of the junior soldiers brought them journey bread and an extra waterskin. Janx declined the bread and instead reached into his travel pack and pulled out strips of the dried meat he had bought in Verbana.

“I have extra if anyone would like some,” Janx offered.

“Maybe when I tire of journey bread in a few days,” Arban grinned.

“We are moving too fast for me to hunt some game for us,” the Foxman said.

Then he looked around at the dozens of orcs camped around them.

“I definitely don’t have time to hunt meat for everyone,” Janx added with a shake of his head.

“Don’t worry, the Hundred are used to traveling long distances with only journey bread and water to sustain them,” Arban said as he took another bite of his bread.

“Does your team require anything, Judicator,” Chorma asked as she walked over to where Alex and his team were sitting.

“No Captain, we do not require anything,” Alex replied.

The Commander nodded and then moved among her troops, issuing orders.

The Orcs near them finished their meals and stretched out on their sleeping rolls. They were still wearing their plate armor.

“I can’t imagine sleeping in that heavy armor is very comfortable,” Nina said as she looked towards the nearest group of Orcs.

“They are trained to sleep with it on. They are ready in a moment’s notice if attacked during the night,” Arban explained.

“Their armor is not that uncomfortable. It is made of the same silversteel as the siege ladders,” the Orc added as he stretched out on his sleep roll.

“All their armor is made of silversteel?” Zura said in surprise as she glanced towards the nearest Orcs.

“That must have cost an incredible amount of coin,” she added as she looked around at their armor gleaming in the moonlight.

“A king’s ransom. Maybe more,” Arban agreed before closing his eyes.

“Silversteel! That is the armor that heroes wear in some of the books I like to read,” Nina said excitedly.

“What is silversteel?” Alex asked.

“A special metal made by the Silversmith Elves. Very rare and very expensive,” Zura explained.

“I’ve heard of Wood Elves and Sea Elves. Sun Elves and Moon Elves. This is the first time I have heard of Silversmith Elves,” Alex said.

“Technically they are a tribe of Wood Elves. They inhabit the forests around Mount Sava. They are fond of metalwork and they developed silversteel from the ores they found in the mountain,” Taiya explained.

It must be very expensive if Zura was impressed, Alex thought.

“Silversteel is very light and strong,” Arban said as he covered himself with his blanket.

“You know a lot about the Hundred Orcs,” Alex said with a grin as he looked over at his friend.

The Orc yawned.

“I should. I was one once,” he muttered softly.

The team looked at each other in surprise at Arban’s unexpected reply. Alex was about to ask the Orc some questions, but then he heard the soft sound of snores coming from his green skinned friend.

“I guess we will have to wait until tomorrow to hear the story,” Taiya said softly, her green eyes shining with laughter.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


On the next day, they placed their travel cloaks on as a passing storm dropped cold drops of rain on them for about four hours.

On the third day, they reached the overgrown remains of the town of Gorts. Mounds marked the remains of destroyed buildings. Little mounds of earth, covered with bushes and trees marked the remains of the wall that once protected the town. A broken tower still poked up out of the rubble near the town’s center.

They rode around to the east of the town across level ground of what had once been farmland, retracing the trail of the undead army that had passed around Gorts on its way south. Late in the afternoon, the ground became hilly.

In the distance, Alex could see the forest. They camped near the remains of an old apple orchard. Taiya wished to examine the trees, so Alex accompanied her.

“In the fall, these old trees will produce beautiful fruit,” Taiya lovingly ran her left hand across the nearest tree's bark.

“I love the look of peace in your eyes whenever you are among the trees,” Alex said as he watched her reach up with her right and touch the tree's branches. Her auburn hair stirred in the gentle breeze blowing from the west.

“Is that all you love about me?” Her green eyes flashed with mirth as she glanced his way.

Alex reached out and placed his hand on her hand. He pulled her away from the trees and into his arms.

“I love everything about you.” He pulled her against his body and kissed her mouth. Taiya wrapped her free arm around his neck, meeting his passion with a fire of her own.

“Alex,” Taiya began and then stopped. He noticed her cheeks were blushing.

“What is it?” He reached his hand up and caressed her cheek.

“When we reach a Wood Elves’ Forest… would you marry me?” Her eyes searched his face.

Alex smiled and then he kissed the tip of her nose. “When you asked me to be your life mate, I told you that I would happily make you my wife.”

Taiya wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him tight. Alex chuckled at her reaction.

“I know. But, now that you are married to Nina… I also want to be official,” she blushed again as she looked up at him.

“Official?” Alex asked.

Taiya nodded.

“Among the Elves, being life mates is the equivalent of being married in other cultures. It is the traditional way of my people. We also have a ceremony where a Druid blesses the union of two life mates, officially marking them as husband and wife,” Taiya explained as she looked at his chest.

“The other races refer to their spouses as husbands or wives. I will proudly stand as a wife of Prince Alex, Judicator of the Caravan Guards,” she added as she lifted her chin and met his gaze again.

“And I will proudly stand as husband of Taiya, the mightiest Flame Dancer in all of Ktor,” Alex smiled before pulling her into another kiss.

They kissed under the trees as the sun began to set. Alex held her hand in his as they walked back to the others.

Later, after they had eaten, Alex stretched out on his sleeping roll. Nina was on his left. The princess was breathing evenly, already asleep.

Taiya was lying to his right. The Elf reached out a hand and caressed his chest for a few minutes. She fell asleep with her hand resting over his heart.

Alex thought about how lucky he was. He had two beautiful women in his life. Maybe three, if things worked out with Zura. He certainly hoped so. He was happy when the beautiful Tarnenian was around, even if she was frustratingly arrogant sometimes.

Tomorrow, they would enter the Tarwin Forest. They were heading into danger. His instinct was to protect the three women. He would never forgive himself if anything happened to them.

He also realized they were strong and powerful in their own right. Even Nina had surprised him with her bravery during the river battle and her resourcefulness in getting the Water Serpents to help during the attack on Verbana.

They were a team. They succeeded when they all worked together. He would do his best to protect them. And that included his friends Arban and Janx.

Alex watched the moons for a time before slowly drifting off to sleep.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


The ground continued to rise as they rode northward the next day. By midmorning, they reached the edge of the Tarwin Forest. The trail they had been following led just inside the edge of the forest.

Captain Chorma sent out pairs of scouts to check the vicinity. The woods were not thick here.

“Captain, numerous trails lead into the forest in every direction. It is as if small bands made their way here and then waited. Perhaps for a few days until heading south.” One of the scouts reported a short time later.

“Could you see if any of the paths show recent travel heading into the woods?” Alex asked.

“No, Judicator. The trails are muddled from the recent rains,” the scout replied.

Captain Chorma looked at Alex expectantly. “Do you have a preference as to which direction we should go, Judicator?”

Alex pulled his crude map. “The only map that General Franks had of the forest was very old and poorly marked. The surrounding towns that were destroyed are clearly marked. There is a notion here that says “Necromancer’s Stronghold”.”

“No roads in the forest are marked,” Chorma said as she examined the crude sketch.

“General Franks cautioned that the location marked was probably not totally accurate. At least it gives us a general area to search,” Alex indicated the north central part of the forest.

“The ground rises to the north. If the Necromancer has a stronghold, there is a strong chance it will be on the high ground,” Arban said as he glanced towards the woods. Chorma nodded in agreement.

“Send the scouts forward. We head northward,” the Orc gave the command and the column of soldiers entered the Deathwood.

They made their way slowly as the woods became thicker. It was difficult keeping the force together as the horses picked their way around the trees. Captain Chorma called frequent stops to give the pack horses time to catch up.

As the sun began to set, the forest blocked the light and darkness came early. Captain Chorma sat with Alex’s team as they ate their evening ration of journey bread.

“I wonder how quickly this Necromancer can assemble another army?” The Orc looked towards Alex.

“Zura thinks the Necromancer will be exhausted for a few days. She had to have spent most of her energy during the attack on Verbana.” Alex replied.

“I suspect that she was amplifying her stamina with Icefire potions. She will need even more time to recover because of the toll they take on the body.” Zura explained.

Chorma nodded towards the Tarenian. “Aye. An Icefire potion could save your life in a pinch. But like all magics, there is a price to pay.”

“We can’t forget about Hargs,” Arban reminded them.

Captain Chorma turned her attention towards Arban. “I saw your report of Harg raiders striking the shipments from Port Lar. It seems they are camped somewhere in the northwest section of the forest.”

Arban’s face was serious as he looked at Chorma. “It is several days journey through the forest to those camps. But there could be other camps closer to us.”

“I will double the watch. Being surprised by a Harg attack in the middle of the night is not how I want to wake up,” Captain Chorma replied as she continued to look at Arban.

For a moment, Alex thought his friend was going to make an additional comment. It looked like Arban changed his mind, instead giving Chorma a nod. The Orc Captain stood up and then went to give her instructions to her sergeants.

Arban kept his eyes on her as she walked away. Alex wondered what was going through his friend’s mind.

Arban shook his head as if waking from a daydream. He unrolled his sleeping mat and sat upon it. The Orc pulled out a whetstone and then he spent the next half hour honing his swords.

Alex stretched out on his bedroll and watched his friend. He hid a smile, because he had seen Arban sharpening his swords last night. They hadn’t been used and didn’t need sharpening already. Arban was doing it as a distraction.

Arban and Captain Chorma obviously had some kind of history together. Once they had taken care of the Necromancer and they could relax, he would have to ask Arban about it.

Their column continued northwards the next day, stopping once for a quick lunch. About an hour afterwards, one of the scouts rode back to where Alex was riding next to Captain Chorma.

“Captain, there is a deep ravine ahead. It runs as far as the eye can see to the east and to the west,” the scout reported.

“Can we cross it?” the commander asked.

“No, commander. It is about 80 feet wide and there is a fast running stream at the bottom,” the scout explained.

“Let’s take a look,” Alex said, as he nudged his horse forward.

“Send the scouts east and west. Look for a way across,” the Captain ordered before following Alex.

Alex could hear the sound of rushing water as the trees thinned out ahead of him. The woods ended at a rocky ledge about thirty feet wide. Alex walked his horse forward.

A cleft in the ground blocked their path. He dismounted and led his horse to the edge. Arban and Captain Chorma joined him. Steep rocky walls dropped down about sixty or seventy feet.

At the bottom of the ravine, a fast running stream splashed along rocky rapids, sending sprays of foam and water into the air. The brisk westerly wind was picking up the spray and making the air damp.

“We might be able to climb down, cross and then climb back up again, but we would have to leave the horses,” Arban noted.

Captain Chorma frowned as she looked down at the stream. “That would mean leaving the siege ladders behind. If we ran out of the rations we carry, we would have to forage for food, which would also slow us down.”

“Aye. So which direction shall it be, Judicator Alex?” Arban asked as he looked at his friend.

“The stream is flowing east. If it was flowing west, I would guess it to flow into the River Lim. It must lead to another river or lake to the east. We might be able to find a way across where it empties into another body of water,” Alex said.

Captain Chorma nodded. They turned their party eastward, following the course of the ravine the best they could. After an hour, one of the scouts rode back to them.

“Captain, there is a bridge ahead,” the man reported.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


“It doesn’t look sturdy enough to take the horses across,” Arban said as he looked at the rope bridge spanning the chasm.

“The bridge is old and the ropes are frayed. It doesn’t look like it's been used in a long time,” Captain Chorma added.

Alex frowned as he looked at the bridge as it swayed in the breeze blowing from the west. Two parallel ropes crossed the gap. Slats of wood were fastened to the ropes, making a path for travellers to walk on.

Above the ropes supporting the walkway was another set of parallel ropes. These were meant to act as guide ropes and handrails for travelers to hold onto as they walked across the wooden slats. All four ropes were anchored to thick wooden posts driven into the rocky ground near the chasm’s edge. Across the ravine, the four ropes were anchored by another set of wooden posts.

Alex, Arban and the Commander dismounted, handing their reins to nearby soldiers. Arban knelt down and poked at the first wooden slat with his dagger.

“The wood shows some surface rot, but seems solid underneath. I wouldn’t chance the horses,” Arban said as he stood up.

“Sanak, test the bridge,” Captain Chorma said to one of the scouts who was standing nearby.

“Yes, Commander,” Sanak handed the reins of his horse to another scout before he walked over to the edge of the bridge.

The scout grasped each side of the guideropes and tentatively tested the first few planks. Sanak began slowly walking across the bridge.

The scout traveled about twenty feet when a sudden gust of wind caused the rope bridge to sway wildly. Sanak stumbled and his right foot broke through one of the wooden planks. The scout sprawled forward as more of the old planks snapped under his weight as the bridge bobbed up and down.

The Orc caught himself with his left hand as his body hung down over the sixty foot drop. Alex could see the man’s grip wouldn’t hold as the plank bent under his weight.

Alex acted instinctively, taking a running leap as he launched himself into the air, aiming for the ropes near Sanak. His hands grasped the ropes spanning the gap where the boards had broken and fallen into the water below. The rope bridge bobbed downwards from the added weight of his body and the board that Sanak was holding cracked and broke in half.

Alex shot his left hand downwards and grasped the Orc’s arm as he began falling. The onlookers gasped as they watched the two men hanging for their lives.

The leather armored Orc was heavy, but not for Alex.

“Sanak, I’m going to throw you back to the edge,” Alex yelled.

Not waiting for a reply, Alex began swinging the Orc back and forth like a pendulum. The rope bridge swayed and creaked under the motion as a few more of the slats crumbled and fell into the water, leaving only the ropes intact.

Alex swung the Orc one more time and then heaved with all his might. Sanak flew towards the head of the bridge, crashing at the ravine’s edge. Sanak frantically grasped at the edge as he began slipping backwards. Arban and Chorma quickly grabbed him by the arms and pulled him up to safety.

“Alex! Get back before the rest of the bridge breaks!” Arban yelled.

Alex reached up and grasped the rope with both hands. Alex swung his left hand over as he grasped another piece of the rope, closer to the ledge. Shifting his body, he swung forward and grasped another section of rope with his right hand as he moved closer to safety.

His body dropped a few feet as the rope he was holding on to suddenly stretched under his weight. He almost lost his grip as his body bounced up and down with the rope’s vibrations.

“Hurry!” Arban yelled as he held his hand out to his friend.

Alex was about to swing his right arm forward when the rope bridge snapped. He was falling towards the rocky stream below!

“Alex!” he heard Nina scream as he dropped.


Chapter Thirty


Alex felt his stomach lurch as he was suddenly falling. He held on tight to the rope as the wind whistled past his ears. The breath was knocked out of him as he slammed into the rocky wall of the ravine.

His left hand lost its grip on the rope, but he barely managed to hold onto the rope with his right as his body bounced off the wall before slamming into it a second and third time. Pieces of wood from broken slats rained down on his head.

His body came to rest against the ravine wall. Alex quickly grabbed the rope with both hands.

The rope bridge had snapped, sending him swinging in an arc towards the far wall of the ravine. He was hanging about thirty feet above the rushing stream at the bottom of the crevice.

“Alex!” he heard Nina scream his name again.

“Alex, are you all right!” Taiya yelled.

“Yes!” he called out.

He couldn’t stay there and the only option was up. Alex used the rope to pull himself up along the wall. He hoped that the rope would hold.

Slowly, he made his way up the side of the ravine, keeping an eye out for the rope giving way. His team watched anxiously from the other side as he steadily made his way up. Finally with a last burst of effort, he pulled himself up onto the far ledge.

Alex stood up and turned to his friends, raising his arm up. He smiled at the look of relief on their faces. He was glad to see Sanak was standing with them.

“Thank the gods you are alright!” Taiya called.

Alex frowned as he wondered how he would get back to the other side. Or how they would get over to his side.

His pack and his club were with his horse. All he had was his dagger.

Alex saw one of the scouts riding frantically up to where his team and Captain Chorma were standing by the remains of the bridgehead.

“Captain, there are Hargs heading this way,” the scout said as he pulled his mount to a stop.

“How many and from which direction?” the Captain asked.

“From the west. I counted ten. But they are on the far side of the ravine,” the scout explained.

The Captain glanced towards Alex with a worried frown.

“Judicator, a Harg patrol is approaching from the west on your side of the bridge,” Chorma cupped her hands around her mouth as she called across the gap towards Alex.

Alex looked to his right, but he didn’t see anything yet, even though the forest thinned out near the edge of the ravine.

“Head eastward and try to remain hidden. We will find a place to cross,” Alex yelled and turned towards the trees.

“Alex, be careful!” Nina yelled.

Alex turned and gave a last wave before jogging into the forest.

“You heard the Judicator, we head east,” the Captain ordered as they remounted and melted into the woods before making their way eastwards.

Alex found the remains of a path as he made his way northwards. He followed it for a short distance, but then abandoned it as the path curved towards the west and the approaching Hargs. He didn’t want to face a group of the seven foot tall warriors with only his dagger.

Alex moved as quickly as he could without making too much noise as he made his way eastwards through the underbrush. He wanted to put as much distance as possible between him and the Hargs. Once he had opened up a gap, he could periodically make his way to the ravine and see if there was another crossing point.

After about an hour’s worth of traveling, Alex turned right and made his way towards the ravine. He heard the sound of splashing water before he even made it to the edge. As the trees thinned out, he cautiously peered to the west and then the east. There was no sign of the Hargs.

He then examined the woods on the other side of the ravine for a few minutes, looking for signs of his team and the Hundred Orcs. He didn't see anything. He realized that they had probably done as he did and were traveling back away from the edge of the ravine where the trees were thinner in order to avoid detection.

Alex crouched low and made his way to the crevice, and peered over the edge. The depth seemed about the same here as where the bridge had been. He looked up and down the ravine but saw no place to cross. Turning back, he disappeared into the cover of the trees before heading east again.

He checked two more times as he made his way eastward, but the ravine was even wider here. Undaunted, he continued towards the east. The stream had to end somewhere.

As the sun began to set, Alex looked for someplace to hide so he could sleep. Eventually, he settled on a bush that was growing next to a tall tree. He pushed his way through the bush and sat with his back against the tree trunk. Alex drew his dagger and held it in his right hand as he leaned his head back and closed his eyes.

He was feeling a little hungry, but more than that, he was thirsty. As the forest stilled and the breeze stopped, Alex could hear the faint sound of the stream splashing in the distance. He thought about how cool and refreshing the water would taste. Then he pushed the thought from his mind. He would find another stream or forage for some food in the morning as he continued eastwards.


Chapter Thirty-One


Alex woke early, his body stiff, hungry and thirsty. He had slept soundly, except when he had been awoken by the call of a nightbird. It sounded like a cross between an owl’s hoot and the caw of a crow.

The unknown bird had made a crying sound a few times and eventually another bird answered it in the distance. Alex had heard a flapping of wings as the bird flew off. He had quickly fallen asleep again.

Alex waited a few minutes, listening for any sounds of danger before crawling out from under the bush and slowly standing up. He looked around but saw nothing unusual. Alex spent the next few minutes stretching his body. It wouldn’t do for him to cramp up if he needed to move fast.

Alex made his way through the underbrush, heading eastwards. About mid morning, he jumped to the side as the bushes in front of him burst into a blur of furry activity. Alex crouched, ready to fight, and then he smiled as he realized that he had startled a group of rabbits.

They had already disappeared, and he didn’t have time to hunt them. His stomach grumbled at the thought of a fire cooked rabbit. But even if he had time to hunt, he couldn’t risk a fire.

Alex noticed splashes of red color in the bushes the rabbits had congregated in. Walking closer, he saw the bushes were full of small red berries. The rabbits had been eating the fruit. Alex knelt down and picked one of the berries with his left hand while he held his dagger in his right.

It looked like a strawberry, but only half the size. He sniffed it and then took a nibble. The berry had a tart flavor to it. Not bad, not great. Alex waited to see if he sensed any kind of burning or allergic reaction in his mouth for the berry. After a few minutes passed with no ill effects, Alex popped the rest of the berry in his mouth and ate it.

Alex ate a few handfuls of the berries. The baby strawberries had a little bit of juice in them, which helped ease his thirst. Once he had eaten enough to take the edge off his hunger, he picked a few handfuls more and stuffed them in his pockets for later.

He travelled for another half hour and then he headed towards the ravine again. He paused and looked up and down the edge. Not seeing anything, he was about to make his way to the cleft when he froze. He had caught movement out of the corner of his eye to the west.

He froze and waited. He saw something brown moving in the distance. A moment later, three Hargs came into view as they walked out of the trees and walked to the cleft. They were perhaps a hundred yards away. They were seven feet tall and covered with brown fur. Short horns curved from their foreheads. Two were armed with maces and the other was carrying a double bladed battleaxe.

Damn, Alex thought. The Hargs must have traveled longer than he had before stopping for the night.

Alex slowly made his way deeper into the trees and then headed eastwards again, giving up some caution for speed. He hurried throughout the morning, only stopping for a few minutes to eat a few of the berries from his pocket.

As the sun began to dip low in the afternoon, Alex came across another of the baby strawberry bushes. Alex was surprised that there weren’t any bunnies around this one, because it was full of berries.

Alex knelt and reached out his hand to pick some of the fruit. There was a blur of movement and a burning pain in the back of his hand.

“Aaghh!” Alex let out a muffled cry at the pain that burned the nerves of his hand. Alex realized something had stabbed him and he instinctively pulled his left hand back as he struck downwards with his dagger.

There was a crunching sound as his blade punched through the carapace of some kind of green bug as he stabbed it three times in rapid succession. There was a hissing noise and then it was still.

Alex was breathing heavily as his fight or flight instinct took over at the surprise attack. Alex pulled his knife out of the dead thing and wiped it on the bush’s leaves.

As Alex looked at the dead creature, he realized he had been stung by some kind of scorpion. Its carapace was the same green color as the color of the plant’s leaves. If you didn’t know to look for it, you wouldn’t know it was there. It had a long curved tail that ended in a stinger.

As Alex peered at the bush, looking for more of the damned things, he spotted the body of a half eaten bunny. It looked like a fresh kill. The body had been pulled apart and small pieces ripped from it. Alex looked at the bug. It had two big front claws like a scorpion or crab.

Alex realized why there weren’t any rabbits near the bush. They had been scared off when one of their comrades had been killed by the scorpion thing. It probably waited among the leaves until something came to eat the berries and then struck. Alex had probably scared it when he had disturbed its feeding.

Alex’s hand burned. He looked at the back of his hand. There was a raised bump where the thing had stung him. A reddish circle was forming around the wound.

Damn, he thought. Hopefully the thing’s poison wasn’t too bad. He didn’t want to die out here, alone in the woods, felled by a stupid bug.

He reached his knife up, ready to score open the wood so he could try to suck some of the poison out, like he had been taught to do with snake bites.

He paused. There were voices and the sound of movement through the woods and it was coming his way. Alex realized it was coming from east of his position. Could the Hargs have gotten around him? He crouched down and peered through the woods. He caught a glimpse of brown. Alex ducked even lower and headed northwards.

They must be another patrol. No way the Hargs had passed him. He realized that they must have heard him cry out in pain when he had been stung. He was blocked to the east and the west. To his south was the ravine; he had no choice but to head north.

Cursing, the damn bug again, Alex hurried for about half an hour before pausing to listen. He didn’t hear anything.

He looked at his hand. The area around the sting mark was swollen and red. It felt warm. Alex found a couple of closely spaced trees and hid behind them. Then he took his knife and scored the sting wound with an “X”. he squeezed some fluid out. Then he sucked on the wound, drawing out some blood and fluid before spitting it out. He repeated it a few more times.

With a final spit, Alex wiped his mouth, hoping the poison didn’t enter his system. He needed to connect with his team. Hopefully one of the healing potions would help.

Alex headed north-eastwards, hoping to get around the Hargs. As he made his way through the woods, he paused periodically, but he heard nothing beyond the typical forest noises.

As the sun began to set, he still hadn’t found any water. His mouth was parched and his left hand and wrist were red and swollen. The skin was painful to touch.

Alex found a spot to sit between the gnarled roots of a large tree that provided some cover for him. He leaned back and rested. He pulled out some of the red berries and slowly ate them, savoring the little moisture each bite provided.

Alex spent the next few hours in and out of sleep. The few times he did actually manage to fall asleep, it was fitful. Eventually he lay awake, waiting for the sun to rise enough so that he could make his way safely through the woods.

Alex looked at his swollen hand. He could barely close his fingers and they were thick like sausages. His body felt warm and he suspected that he had a fever. He ate a couple of berries as he continued through the woods.

Alex paused to eat the last of his berries mid morning. He had kept his eyes out for more of them or any other fruit but had only seen one of the plants and the berries had not yet ripened.

About half an hour later, Alex automatically crouched as he heard the sound of shouting. Alex scanned the area around him, but he saw nothing. He heard what sounded like bodies running through the woods.

For a moment, Alex thought the Hargs patrols and had found him. Whoever they were, they were not trying to be stealthy. The sounds were moving away from him towards the northeast.

Alex debated what to do. He had no food and no water. The venom from the scorpion-like creature was spreading through his body. He was running out of time. Alex stood up and began running in the direction of the noise, his dagger ready.

There was a chance the sounds were from his scouts fighting with the Hargs, he thought as he leaped over a large root and then ducked under some low hanging branches.

The sounds were getting louder as he ran through the woods. It sounded like the low bassy voices of Hargs.

Alex began slowing down as he caught up to the figures running through the woods ahead of him. He caught glimpses of brown fur and armor through the trees ahead. There was another one ahead and to the right, and he was sure he heard someone running through the forest ahead and to his left. He slowed down even further. No good to run right into them, he thought.

“There she is!” he heard one of the Hargs shouting.

“She?” Alex wondered who the Hargs were chasing.

Then he heard a yowl like a wildcat. Alex wondered who or what they were chasing.

“You are trapped! You can not escape!” he heard one of the Hargs shout triumphantly.

The woods ahead began thinning out and Alex darted from tree trunk to tree trunk as he tried to make his way closer without being seen. He didn’t have to worry, the Harg’s attention was focused in the other direction.

Alex peered around the tree he was hiding behind. The ground ahead opened up into a large flat area. Straight ahead was the rocky face of a vertical cliffside. In the clearing were three of the bull men surrounding the quarry they had cornered.

Facing the Hargs was a young woman armed with a spear. She was clothed in a leather vest and a leather skirt. There was a knife on her belt. Her skin was golden tanned and her hair was a golden blonde color.

A long tail ending in a brown tuft of fur moved in agitation at her rear. A pair of cat-like ears twitched near the top of her head. It was the girl from the market!

One of the Hargs was holding a weighted net, similar to the ones the Harg and Rockskins had used to capture him when he had first arrived on Ktor. Near the woman's feet was another net.

Alex guessed that the cat woman had tried to climb the wall but the Harg’s had thrown another net at her. It had missed, but it was enough to keep her from trying to escape up the cliff face.

“No place left to run and hide,” one of the Hargs taunted her as they watched her spear warily.

Alex was surprised that they didn’t rush in. They were a foot and a half taller than her and probably weighed more than twice as much as she did.

“You will pay for killing my battle brother,” another of the Hargs said as he pointed his mace at her.

“Aye, perhaps the Necromancer will turn you into an undead pet for us,” the Harg holding the net let out an evil laugh.

The woman literally snarled at the Harg.

Alex weighed his chances. It didn’t look good. One of the Hargs held a spiked mace, the one on the left had a battle axe, and the one in the middle holding the net had a broadsword slung over his shoulder.

He couldn’t leave this stranger to face the Hargs by herself. One of the Hargs had a waterskin attached to his belt. Maybe he could save her and get a drink at the same time.

Wishing he had his club, Alex silently ran towards the Harg in the middle as he started swinging the weighted net over his head. If the Harg tangled the girl, they were both doomed.


Chapter Thirty-Two


Gripping his dagger tightly, Alex leapt onto the Harg’s back and plunged his dagger into the creature’s neck. The incredibly sharp knife buried itself to the hilt. Alex dropped down, unable to grab the bull man’s armor with his left hand.

His blade opened up a foot long gash as he pulled the knife downwards. Blood poured from the wound as the Harg with the net tumbled forward. The other two Hargs jumped back as they turned to face the surprise attack.

The girl used their distraction to dart in and thrust her spear at the Harg to the left. The Harg on the right, seeing that it was only Alex who had attacked, charged forward, lifting his mace up and swinging it towards Alex.

The girl’s spear gashed the Harg’s side as he managed to partially deflect her thrust at the last instant. The girl had lightning quick reflexes and she darted out of reach as the Harg swung his axe towards her.

Alex dove to the side as the Harg’s mace smashed into the ground where he had been a moment before. Alex rolled to his feet, panting heavily. The venom was weakening him.

The Harg approached warily, feinting to his left before stabbing with the mace towards Alex's right. As Alex jumped back, the mace clipped his thigh. The spikes tore his leggings and gashed his outer thigh, sending him sprawling to the ground a half dozen feet back.

The woman darted in and scored a hit on her opponent’s knee. The bull man bellowed in rage as his axe missed the girl again. She was too quick for him.

Alex rolled to the side as the Harg he was fighting smashed his mace to the ground, narrowly missing him. Alex could feel his body weakening. He had to finish this quickly or he was dead.

As the Harg lunged towards him Alex tried to dodge to the side, but the mace caught him in the left shoulder. Alex grunted in pain. His chainmail deflected the spikes but his arm was already hurting from the venom and the hit sent waves of pain through him.

The Harg laughed as he ran towards Alex. “You jump like a grasshopper, but I will crush you like a bug!”

The woman scored two more cuts on her opponent. The last hit was a deep one, and the Harg was losing blood from his multiple wounds. The Harg kicked some dirt towards the girl, trying to distract her, but she darted to the side. As the Harg tried to turn to face her, he was too late. Her spear tore through the thinner armor of his side, driving into his lung.

The Harg fell to his knees as she yanked out the spear. The bull man coughed up blood before collapsing to the ground.

“Maybe your mistress will raise you up and make a pet of you now,” she snarled before spitting on the Harg’s corpse.

The girl turned and saw Alex staggering backwards from the mace’s blow. She let out a blood curdling yowl. The noise distracted the Harg for a moment as he glanced towards her.

Alex knew this was his last opportunity. He gathered his remaining strength and leapt at the Harg. Even in his weakened state, Alex was still stronger than a normal man and his jump shot him forwards. As the Harg turned to advance towards him again, his eyes flew open wide in alarm as Alex flew towards him.

Alex drove his dagger into the Hargs forehead as they crashed to the ground in a heap. Alex’s head hit the ground and he blacked out.
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The girl ran forward to help the Human, driving her spear into the Harg’s chest to make sure he was dead. Then she quickly knelt and checked the stranger’s pulse. He was alive, but his skin was hot to her touch.

She rolled him so that he was lying flat on the ground. She laid her hand on his forehead and felt the fire of fever burning in his body. His body was bloody, but she wasn’t sure if the blood was his or the bull men’s.

The girl quickly searched for wounds. His thigh was bleeding. Then she saw how his left hand was swollen. She saw the large bump with the ragged hole where he had sucked out the venom.

The fool had been stung by something poisonous. She shook her head.

She glanced at the man’s face. There was something familiar about him. Her mouth dropped open in surprise as she realized he was the same Human that had bought her pelts in Verbana!

Why did he come to her aid, she wondered? Had he been following her? No, that was impossible. She would have noticed him.

She looked around at the carnage of their fight. More Hargs would come looking for their clan mates. She should run before she was discovered.

She stood up and started jogging towards the trees. Then she stopped abruptly, torn by indecision. She turned to look at the unconscious man. Then she snarled in frustration before running back to him.

She needed to stop the bleeding. She used her knife to cut the leather straps that criss-crossed the dead Harg’s chest. The girl then used them to make a crude tourniquet around his thigh.

The girl slapped him in the face, trying to wake him up.

His eyes fluttered.

“Why do you help Meera?” she demanded angrily.

The man looked at her in confusion.

“Water,” he croaked, his voice dry and brittle.

The woman frowned. She glanced around and spotted the waterskin. She quickly grabbed it and lifted his head up so he could drink.

The man drank greedily.

“Thank you,” he whispered as she set the waterskin down.

“Why do you help Meera?” she asked again.

The man frowned in confusion.

“Why not?” he replied.

Meera frowned at him. The man sat up. He glanced down at his leg. He nodded as if approving her handiwork. He looked at the dead bull man lying next to him.

“Can you stand?” she asked. He nodded.

“My dagger,” the man croaked.

The woman retrieved the knife, wiping it on the bull man’s fur. She placed it in his sheath.

The woman picked up her spear and helped him stand. Then she placed his arm over her shoulder.

Holding her spear in one hand, she wrapped her arm around his waist and helped him walk to the woods.

The going was slow. After about thirty minutes they reached the small stream she sometimes used for water. The man took his hands from her shoulder and fell to his knees at the stream's edge. He used his good hand to greedily slurp handfuls of water.

The fool must not have drunk anything for days, she thought.

“Come, we must hurry before more bull men arrive,” she said as she reached out a hand to help him up.

The man nodded and in a moment she was supporting him again. The woman led him up the streambed. The water would help cover their tracks.

They traveled up the stream for about forty minutes and then she helped him step onto the bank. She was careful not to disturb the ground too much, using some of the exposed rocks to step on.

They traveled eastward for about another thirty minutes, heading to where the trees of the forest grew close together and thick underbrush made the going difficult. They had to duck under several branches and at times she had to lead him between tightly packed tree trunks as she led him deeper into the thicket.

Ahead, Meera saw the rough outline of a small structure. She had made it from tree branches and vines. The woman pulled a makeshift door to the side and motioned for Alex to enter.

The little hut was roughly circular in shape, and the branches rose up and met at a peak, forming a conical shape. The floor was covered with dried grass. Spread out on the floor was a sleeping mat. A fur blanket was rolled up next to it. Propped against the wall was a travel pack.

Meera leaned her spear against the wall and then helped the man sit down on the sleeping mat. She picked up her waterskin and handed it to the man. He struggled to hold it with his left hand as he tried to pull the stopper.

“Let me help,” the woman said as she took the waterskin and pulled the stopper off.

He drank thirstily. Once he had his fill, he handed it back to her. She drank sparingly. Meera wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and put the stopper back in. She sat the waterskin next to Alex, within easy reach.

She watched him with curious eyes.

“Why did you help me, stranger?” she demanded again.

“I could not let you face those Hargs alone,” the man answered softly, his voice weak.

“Why?” she asked, not satisfied with his answer.

“The Hargs are no friends of mine. I was captured by them once. A stranger helped me escape,” he answered.

The woman watched him for a long moment and then nodded.

She reached out her hand and touched his swollen left hand.

“What happened to your hand? The fight with the bull men did not cause this injury,” she said matter-of-factly.

“I was reaching for some berries in a bush when something stung me,” the man answered.

The women’s eyes narrowed.

“What did this creature look like?” she asked.

“It was a large bug, like a scorpion. But it was as big as a crab,” he explained.

“I know this scorpion you speak of. What color was it?” she asked.

“Green like the leaves of the bush. It had a long tail with a stinger,” he did his best to explain as his body began to shiver.

“You were stung by a Keke!” she said in surprise. The man just looked at her.

“How big was it?” Meera asked.

“The body was about this long.” He held his hands about a foot apart. The woman’s eyes showed surprise.

“When did this happen?” she added.

The strange man thought for a moment.

“Yesterday afternoon,” he answered.

“And you still live? Even though you were stung by an elder Keke?” she said as she looked at his hand closely.

“Why does the puncture have strange cuts on it? It should be a circle,” Meera asked.

“I used my knife to score the wound. Then I did my best to suck as much of the venom out as possible,” he said softly as he closed his eyes.

“A wise decision, Human, or you would be dead by now. Keke venom can be fatal,” she explained.

The man didn’t answer. His body slumped to the side. Meera looked at him in alarm. She felt his pulse. It was still strong, but his body was now burning with fever from the Keke venom.

Meera could not understand this strange Human. Even though he was sick with poison, he had saved her from the bull men. She stretched his body on the sleeping roll and covered him with her blanket.

Then she got up and grabbed her spear. She didn’t have much time. She ducked out of the hut and covered the opening back up with her makeshift door. Then she took off, running as best she could through the thicket, heading northwards.

She made her way to a sunny clearing near the base of a hill. Small plants with delicate blue flowers grew in abundance here. She watched the clearing for a long moment checking to see if anyone or anything was hiding in the treeline around the clearing. Her ears flicked back and forth as she listened for any unusual sounds.

Satisfied that there was no threat nearby, Meera hurried to the plants. She knelt down and used her knife to dig in the dirt at the base of one of the plants. She carefully pulled up the plant, roots and all. She did the same with a second plant and a third. Standing up, she tucked the plants into her belt before sprinting off again.

Meera’s path took her to another small hut. It was an identical copy of the hut she had taken the Human to, but not as well made. Again, she paused to scan the area. Satisfied, she hurried to the hut and checked the ground. The area around the entrance was undisturbed.

She pulled open the door and went inside. Meera retrieved a hollowed out gourd, a flat stone, and some of the extra strips of dried venison she had stashed there. Closing up the hut, she darted into the woods.

Her next stop was a grove of willowy trees that grew near a small pond. Meera checked the area again before drawing her knife and quickly cutting strips of grey bark from the tallest of the slender branched trees. She tucked the pieces into one of her belt pouches and then she took the plants from her belt and quickly washed the dirt off them at the edge of the pond. She made a beeline back to the hut where the Human lay.

Ever cautious, Meera examined the thicket of the hut where she normally slept. All was quiet, so she hurried to the door and opened it.

The man had not moved from where she had left him. She knelt down, worried that he was dead, but then she heard his breathing. It was labored. His cheeks and forehead were hot to the touch.

She quickly sat the flat rock on the floor and laid the plants on it. Using her knife, she chopped the roots, flowers, stem and leaves into very small pieces. The stems began oozing a sticky liquid. Then she scraped the pieces into the gourd.

Taking one of her water skins, Meera poured some water into the gourd. Then she used her knife to mix up the concoction the best that she could. Then she added more water to thin it out a little.

Careful not to spill, she leaned the gourd against her travel pack before turning back to the Human. She reached out to shake him.

“Wake up,” she hissed in a whisper.

She frowned; the man still slept. Taking one of the water skins. She dripped some water onto his face. The man sputtered as some went up his nose, before rolling to his side and shaking his head. His eyes fluttered open.

“Where am I?” the man croaked.

He tried to sit up, but grimaced in pain as he put weight on his swollen left hand. He fell back down on the sleeping mat.

“I will help you. You must drink this for the venom,” Meera said as she sat down next to him. She put her arm under his shoulders and helped raise his head before reaching over and grabbing the gourd.

“Drink,” she ordered as she held the gourd to his lips.

The man took a swallow and then sputtered, sending some of it dribbling down his chin.

“Ughh!” he mumbled as he swallowed.

“They say it burns the mouth. Drink more if you do not want to die from the venom,” she ordered as she held the cup to his lips again.

The man nodded and drank the mixture, pausing to cough a couple of times between swallows. Meera tilted the cup up and made sure he finished it.

Then she gave him a drink of water, before letting his head rest on the mat again. The man closed his eyes. She sat there watching him for many minutes.

Suddenly, the man grimaced in pain.

“Ughh. My body feels like it is on fire from the inside,” he gasped as his eyes flew open.

“Good,” she said. She drew out one of the strips of bark from her belt pouch. Then she held his head up again.

“Chew on this bark,” she directed, as she held the strip up to his lips. His eyes stared into hers. Then he opened his mouth.

She was glad to see that the man did not argue with her and did as she directed.

“Do not eat the bark. Only chew on it and swallow the juice,” she added as the man’s mouth began working on the strip. He closed his eyes

After a few minutes, she saw the man’s features relax as the juice from the bark began to soothe his pain. She held the bark to his lips until he finally stopped chewing. Then she pulled it and tossed it aside as she lay his head back down.

She was glad to see that the man was breathing evenly. She was not sure if that was because the mixture was healing him or simply because the bark juice had put him to sleep. She hoped she had gotten the mixture in him in time.

Meera took some of the dried strips of meat and slowly ate them before drinking some water. Then she took the nearly empty waterskin and headed back to the stream she and the human had traveled up.

She checked for any signs of Harg activity. Perhaps they had not discovered the bodies of the slain Hargs yet. She had never seen many of the bull men and the forest was large. She quickly filled the water skin and headed back to the hut.

She periodically checked on the man. She was glad to see that he was sleeping soundly. As the sun began to set, she ate a few more strips of dried meat before pulling the door into place, plunging the inside of the hut into darkness.

She made her way back next to the man by feel. She only had the one sleeping mat and blanket. Summer had begun, but the nights were still chilly. The Southlands were colder than what she was used to.

She stretched her body out next to the Human, laying her spear on the ground next to her. She snuggled her body next to his for warmth. She fell asleep listening to the sound of his breathing.


Chapter Thirty-Three


The Hundred Orcs made their way eastward, paralleling the course of the ravine. They stayed inside the treeline, doing their best to hide from Hargs or undead while trying to maintain speed.

Alex’s team rode at the front of the column, anxious to find a way to cross over to the north side where they hoped to find Alex.

“What a foolish thing to do!” Taiya said bitterly as they camped for the night eating their journey bread. She had no appetite, but she knew she needed to eat to maintain her strength. She still felt tired from the battle with the undead horde.

“I can not believe he risked his life for the scout. He is worth 100 scouts. 1,000 scouts,” Zura said as she frowned at her food. She seemed recovered, but her tired eyes betrayed the drain the battle had caused for her.

Nina, held the bread in her hands. Her eyes were red from crying with worry.

Janx paced back and forth.

“I should have stayed closer to him. I am light and nimble. It is I who should have tested the bridge, not the Orc,” the Foxman said.

“That is who Alex is. It is what makes him a good leader and a great friend. We will find him soon enough,” Arban said as he tried to reassure the rest of the team.

“Nina, eat your bread. You will need your strength for tomorrow,” Taiya said as she glanced at the untouched bread the Princess was holding.

“I am not hungry,” Nina muttered.

“Eat. If not for you, then for Alex. What if he needs our help when we find him or if an army of Harg’s stands between us and him. We will need you to fight for him,” the Elf said sternly.

The Princess’s head snapped up at Taiya’s words. A look of determination came into her eyes.

“You are right, Lady Taiya,” Nina said as she looked down at the bread in her hand. She tore off a piece and began eating.

They rested the best they could and set off in the morning. A scout saw a couple of Hargs on the other side of the ravine, but they were heading north, deeper into the woods.

The next day, as they continued eastward, scouts again saw Hargs, this time heading west. The Hundred Orcs melted deeper into the woods and passed by unseen.

On the third day, the ground began to slope downwards. The ravine broadened. Ahead they could see the sun glinting off the surface of a small lake. The lake was surrounded by trees.

The area between the end of the ravine and the trees was a rocky open area. The stream they were following emptied into the lake there.

“There is no cover. But we need to cross,” Captain Chorma said as she looked at Arban, who was riding next to her.

“Aye. It is a risk that needs to be taken,” Arban agreed.

They made their way across the open area as rapidly as possible, hoping that no Harg or Ghoul patrol saw them. Fortunately, the stream was broad but shallow here as it flowed across the flat ground and into the lake.

Once across, they headed west, keeping the ravine to their left. The scouts spread out wide as they looked for any signs of Alex.


Chapter Thirty-Four


Alex slowly woke up from a dream. He smiled. In his dream, one of his women was stroking his cock. Then he frowned. He felt cool air on his skin. It wasn’t a dream. Someone was caressing his cock.

Alex slowly opened his eyes. A woman was sitting on her heels next to him. He was naked. For a moment, he thought it was Nina when he saw her golden brown hair. Then he realized the hair was much thicker than Nina’s.

He was laying on the floor and light was streaming into the space from an opening to his left. It was then that he noticed the ears on top of the woman’s head. Memories came flooding back.

It was the strange girl trapped by the Hargs. His eyes scanned the roof above and saw the branches arching overhead. He vaguely remembered the woman bringing him to a small hut. But that was all he remembered.

The girl’s attention was focused on his penis. Her right hand was gently squeezing his shaft. She was staring at it in fascination. She reached down with her other hand and ran her fingers along his scrotum, causing his cock to spasm.

The girl’s vest and skirt didn’t leave much to the imagination. Her body was lean and toned. There was an old scar on her upper arm, as if from a cut. Her tail was gently swaying back and forth. She had full lips and pale green eyes with long eyelashes.

The girl leaned back in surprise and then she smiled at the reaction she had caused. While he was enjoying the feel of her hand stroking him, he needed to know what had happened.

Alex didn’t want to startle her, especially since she was holding one of his most vulnerable areas in the palms of her hands. The girl's fingernails were pointed and they looked sharp. They could definitely cause some damage.

He noticed he didn’t feel the spark of sexual Power flowing through his body as she was touching him. He assumed it meant that she didn’t have any Power like Taiya or Zura or Nina.

Alex let out a sigh, partly in pleasure and partly to get her attention.

The girl looked at him. Then her eyes flew open in shock when she realized he was awake. She hastily let go of his cock and jumped to her feet.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said with a grin.

“Oh, ah… you are awake,” she said and her cheeks blushed.

“Yes. Where are we? What happened?” he asked as he sat up.

“Arghh!” He grimaced in pain. His leg hurt. He glanced down and saw that his thigh was covered with some kind of paste with green leaves on top of it.

There were more leaves covering his left shoulder. He could see bruising around the edges where the leaves stopped covering his skin.

He was sitting on a sleeping mat. Next to him was a blanket. His clothes were in a pile near his feet. His belt and dagger were sitting on top of the pile.

“You were stung by an elder Keke. Then you attacked the bull men that had trapped me,” she said.

Alex vaguely recalled the battle with the Hargs. He had been struggling with a fever from the sting during the fight.

“My hand,” he said as he brought his left hand close to his face and examined it.

His hand and fingers were still a little swollen, but not like they had been before. The wound was scabbed over.

“I thought you were going to die. It was good that you had sucked some of the Keke venom out, or you would not have survived and we would both be dead,” she said matter of factly.

“Both?” Alex asked in confusion.

“If you had died, there would have been no one to fight the Hargs with me. I am no match for three of them,” she shrugged as if it didn’t matter if she lived or died.

Alex tried to remember, but the fight was a blurred memory. He vaguely remembered the girl helping him walk along a stream bed as they fled the battle scene.

“You gave me a burning liquid to drink,” he said.

“Toadflax,” the woman replied.

“Black toadflax?” he asked, remembering Lady Isabel and the plant she needed to try and heal the Duke of Oktoban when he had been poisoned by an assassin.

The girl shook her head, her thick hair bouncing as she did.

“No. Blue. Would that I had black toadflax. You may have woken up yesterday instead of today and all the venom purged already. But the blue was sufficient since you had pulled out some of the poison,” she explained.

“Yesterday? How long have I been asleep?” Alex asked as he glanced at the light streaming into the doorway.

“The battle with the Hargs was two days ago. You slept all day yesterday,” she replied.

Damn. He thought about his team and the Hundred Orcs. They were probably still searching for him. He wondered if they had found a way to cross the ravine.

The girl looked at him curiously. “You were weak from the venom. Yet you were able to kill two bull men. You are a Human. How is it that you fight like a Lionkin even though a Keke stung you?”

The girl had saved his life. He saw no reason to lie to her. “I am a Strongman.”

The Lionkin frowned. “What is a Strongman?”

“Are you familiar with Powers?” Alex asked.

The girl nodded. “I do not have any. One of the women in my clan is a Healer.”

“My Power is strength. I am stronger than a normal Human,” Alex explained.

“How strong?” she asked.

Alex couldn’t help himself. “As strong as a lion.”

The girl glared at him, uncertain if he was lying or joking.

“Why am I naked?” he asked.

“Once your fever broke and the swelling in your hand and arm began to lessen, I guessed that you would live. I wanted to check you for other injuries,” she said.

“Your shoulder is badly bruised. You cried out in pain as I took your armor and shirt off,” she added.

“I don’t remember,” he said with a shrug that brought another grimace of pain.

“You have a deep cut on your leg. The poultice I made will help it cleanly heal,” she glanced down at his thigh. She blushed again.

Alex looked down at his half erect cock.

“Was everything else functioning as it should?” he asked with a grin.

The girl’s blush deepened. Then she glared at him through slitted eyes.

“I was curious. I have never seen a grown Lionkin or any other man naked,” she spat.

Alex chuckled.

The girl snatched her spear off the floor and pointed it at him menacingly. Her tail swung back and forth.

“Are you insulting me!” she literally snarled as her pale green eyes flashed in anger.

“Peace,” Alex gave her a gentle smile.

“I was just teasing you. Besides, if you stab me now, all that effort you put into saving my life will go to waste,” he added.

The girl glared at him for a long moment before sitting down across from him. She sat cross-legged and laid her spear down next to her. He noticed that the soles of her feet were thickly padded. Her toenails were sharp like a cat’s claws.

“May I get dressed?” Alex asked.

The girl nodded.

Alex stood up. He noticed that curiosity got the best of her as her eyes trailed down his chest and abs to his groin. He did his best to hide a smile. He didn’t want her to stab him with that spear of hers.

Alex pulled on his leggings and boots. His pants had a wide tear in them where the Harg had struck his thigh. They would have to last him till they returned to Verbana. He hadn’t thought to pack any spare clothes.

Alex grimaced in pain as he tried to pull his shirt over his head.

“Let me help you,” the girl said as she stood up to help him.

“You have the body of a hunter,” she said as she helped him put on his shirt. She then helped him with his Dwarven chainmail shirt.

“Thank you.” Alex assumed that she meant it as a compliment.

His stomach grumbled loudly.

“Sit. Your body needs nourishment,” she said as she retrieved some strips of dried meat for him.

“Thank you,” Alex said as he started eating.

From what he saw, the girl didn’t seem to have much food, so he ate slowly and sparingly.

Afterwards he drank heartily from one of the waterskins.

“I need to get back to my people. They will be searching for me,” Alex said as he handed the waterskin back to the girl.

“Back to a human village?” she asked.

“No. My people are here in the Tarwin Forest,” he said.

Her eyes narrowed and she leapt to her feet as she grasped her spear.

“I have traveled the whole forest. No one lives here save the Hargs and the Death Shaman with her Corpse Walkers,” she said as she leveled the spear at him again.

Alex held his hands up. The Death Shaman had to be the Necromancer.

“I know. She attacked the city of Verbana with a horde of undead a few days ago. I have come with soldiers to kill the Necromancer… what you call the Death Shaman,” Alex explained.

“Where are these soldiers you speak of,” she asked, keeping the spear leveled at his heart.

“There is a ravine with a stream running through it. The soldiers are on the other side,” he explained.

“Why are you not with them?” she asked suspiciously.

“We came to an old rope bridge that spanned the chasm. As we were examining the bridge, it broke. I wound up on the north side while everyone else was still on the south side of the gap,” he said.

“You dared try to cross that old bridge? I do not trust it,” she said.

“I told the soldiers that they should head east. I guessed that the stream had to empty out somewhere and we could rejoin there,” he explained.

“The water ends in a small lake,” she said with a nod.

“How many days' journey?” he asked.

“From here? Perhaps three days. The woods are thick and the game trails are not easy to find,” she explained.

Alex did some mental calculations. The team should have reached the lake and now be heading west. Depending on how far north the girl had brought him, the Hundred Orcs could pass by without finding him.

“My name is Alex.” He realized she had not told him her name.

“I am called Meera,” she said.

“Thank you for saving my life.” He nodded his head.

“You saved my life,” she replied.

“Meera. I have never met anyone like you. Who are your people?” Alex asked, hoping she did not find it a rude question.

“I am a Hunter,” she said simply.

He tried again. “I see. I meant what is the name that your people are called. I am a Human. My friend Arban is an Orc.”

“The name for ourselves amongst the clans is Hunters. Outsiders sometimes call us Lionkin,” she explained.

“Lionkin,” he said the word softly. That explained her thick mane-like hair and her ears. Her tail too.

He thought of his friend Janx, the Foxman. Janx appeared to be a fox with Human characteristics. Meera, on the other hand, seemed more Human with lion characteristics. The world of Ktor never ceased to amaze him.

“Meera, I need to get back with my team,” Alex said as he stood up. He grimaced as the pain from his thigh and shoulder shot through his body.

“You are not fit to travel,” she said as she stood up and placed her hand out as if to block him.

Alex frowned. She was probably right. But he still had to get back to his team. They were probably worried about him.

“You will not be able to travel quickly. The Hargs are out looking for me. Sometimes the Death Shaman sends Corpse Walkers wandering through the forests. One or the other will capture you or kill you,” she stated matter of factly.

“Why are the Hargs after you?” he asked.

“I slew one of them,” she said with a frown.

“Why,” Alex asked.

“I had been trailing a large stag all morning. He would have provided much meat for me. I hit him in the side with my hunting spear. It was not a clean hit,” Meera’s eyes had a faraway look as she remembered.

“The stag ran for another twenty minutes until he fell down a steep hill. By the time I reached the carcass, a Harg was already there.” Meera's face became angry as she remembered the scene.

“The bull man pulled my hunting spear out of the stag and then broke it across his knee and tossed it aside. That was my only hunting spear!” Her eyes flashed angrily and Alex saw her hand clench her spear shaft tightly.

“What happened next?” Alex asked.

“I was so angry, I leapt out from the trees and drove my war spear into his back!” she snarled.

“I was careless and didn’t see that he had a companion with him. The other bull man rushed me and he almost stabbed me with his sword as I pulled my spear out of the other one. Uncertain if there were more of them, I fled.” Meera literally growled as she recalled the event.

Meera was not someone he wanted to anger. She was a hot head, Alex thought as he saw her pale green eyes flash with outrage.

“So, the Hargs wanted to capture you for some kind of revenge,” Alex stated.

“Probably. I have seen more of them traveling through the forest than usual the last few days,” she said.

“Is the Harg encampment near here?” Alex asked.

“No. They have two small camps. One in the northwest part of the woods near the river that flows from the north. The other is in the northeast part of the forest, near the river that flows from the forest towards the east. Some Hargs come and go to the Death Shaman’s tower,” she explained.

“Where is the tower?” Alex asked.

If he could convince Meera to show them the way, it would save them time. They had already taken longer than he had hoped. Every day that passed allowed the Necromancer to regain her strength and rebuild her army.

“It is on a hill near a lake in the central region of the forest. A little closer to the north than the south,” she said as she considered the tower’s location.

“Would you be able to lead us to the tower?” Alex asked.

“To the tower? It is death to go there,” she said as she narrowed her eyes.

“I must go,” he replied.

“I came to this forest to hide. The Hargs will not rest until they find me. They will think that I have killed three more of their soldiers. I just want to be left alone,” Meera said angrily.

Alex tried to think of what to say. He wondered what Meera was hiding from.

“You yourself said that the Hargs will give you no peace. My mission is to defeat the Necromancer’s Tower and to drive the Hargs from the forest,” Alex explained.

While technically his main objective was the Necromancer, the Hargs had been harassing the river trade so it would be within his authority to use the Hundred to attack the Hargs.

The Lionkin girl was lost in thought. Alex patiently waited.

“I will help you,” she finally said with a nod of her head.

“Thank you,” Alex replied, grateful that the Lionkin was willing to help.


Chapter Thirty-Five


A scout rode up to the lead group as they made their way westward near the ravine. “Captain, there is a group of Hargs approaching from the north. They are roughly following a game trail through the woods.”

“How many?” Captain Chorma asked.

“Perhaps Ten,” the scout replied.

“Prepare a “V” ambush. Have the scouts track their movements and look for other groups. Quickly!” Chorma ordered.

“What do you want us to do?” Taiya asked as she and Zura nudged their horses closer.

“Stay back with me. The Hundred can handle the Hargs,” Arban said and Captain Chorma nodded in agreement.

Thirty of the Orcs dismounted and handed their reins to their comrades. From the packs on their horses, the Orcs quickly removed two small rods and fitted them together. The head of one rod was tipped with a barbed spearpoint.

The warriors then followed the scout as he led them a hundred yards into the woods. The Orcs split into two groups. 15 formed a rough diagonal line stretching northwestwards while the other 15 formed a line stretching northeastwards.

The Orcs crouched into the brush and hid behind tree trunks on either side of the game trail. They waited patiently. About ten minutes later, the first of the Hargs came into view. The Hargs were searching the ground as if they were looking for signs of something having passed that way.

As the first of the Hargs neared the center of the “V”, one of the Orcs gave a bird call whistle. In unison, the Orcs exploded out of hiding and cast their javelins at the surprised Hargs. Most found their marks.

Two of the Hargs fell beneath the javelin strikes while the others tried pulling them from their bodies. The barbed spear points ripped their flesh further, opening grievous wounds in the Harg’s hides.

The bull men fought valiantly despite being surprised and wounded. But the Hundred Orcs were well trained and disciplined. The battle was fast and furious. Two minutes later, all of the Hargs were dead. Three of the Orcs had suffered minor wounds.

“See to the wounded. I want to get moving again quickly,” Captain Chorma said as she surveyed the battlefield.

“I want to check the Hargs for any bucklers or markings,” Taiya said as she dismounted her from her horse.

“Drag the Harg bodies and lay them in a line on the trail,” Captain Chorma ordered.

The bull men wore typical mismatched armor. One of them had a golden buckle holding their chest straps together. The center of the buckle had a zigzag design embossed on it. The other Hargs sported plain buckles.

“This is the same emblem the Hargs that captured Alex and I in the Empty Lands wore,” Taiya said as she looked at Arban.

“I believe Alex mentioned the assassin’s note had a similar symbol,” Arban said with a nod.

“Have you seen such a device worn by other Hargs?” Zura asked as she looked at the Hundred’s Captain.

Captain Chorma dismounted to get a better look. She shook her head. “I have seen the bone design of the Hargs in the Boren Wasteland and the wolf head of the Hargs in the Kardiff Mountains. I am not familiar with this symbol.”

Arban dismounted and drew his dagger, quickly cutting the straps holding the buckle.

“A clue perhaps,” he said as he placed the buckle in his belt pouch.


Chapter Thirty-Six


“You must rest here. I will scout the forest to the east for your friends,” Meera said after they had eaten a quick breakfast of dried strips of venison.

“I will come with you.” Alex stood up, grimacing at the pain from his sore limbs.

The Lionkin girl shook her head.

“No. You can not move fast. Your wounds will cause you pain and you may cry out, alerting the bull men of our position. You are still weak from the venom,” she explained.

Meera was probably right, even though he hated to admit it. He needed to reconnect with his team, but he was in no shape to fight or even run yet.

“I have more dried meat in my pack. I will leave one waterskin,” she said as she slung the other waterskin over her shoulder.

“Be careful,” Alex cautioned. The Lionkin gave him a strange look for a moment.

“I shall return before nightfall,” Meera said as she took her spear and headed out of the hut.

Alex stretched his arms and legs. He walked out of the hut. The structure was in a thick growth of bushes. It would be hard to find unless you were very close to it. It was a good hiding spot. Alex did some more stretching exercises to loosen up his muscles.

When the sky was high overhead and peeking through the canopy, Alex opened up the girl’s pack and removed one of the meat strips. He chewed slowly. The girl had a decent stash of strips in the pack, but Alex didn’t want to deplete her stores unnecessarily.

He drank sparingly from the waterskin. Alex vaguely remembered they traveled along a stream and he didn’t think it was too far from here, but he was not sure of the direction and he didn’t want to waste her water.

Bored, he searched through Meera’s pack after he had eaten. He found a few packets of dried herbs. There was also a little pouch that contained some berries.

Alex pulled out a large pouch and opened it. It was filled with tiny white crystal grains that looked like salt or sugar. He dipped his finger in and tasted a couple of grains. It was salt.

He wondered why the Lionkin had a big bag of salt with her? Then he realized that she probably needed it to cure her meat.

Next, Alex pulled out a small whetstone and a slender length of coiled rope. There was a packet that contained four fishing hooks.

Meera’s pack also contained another leather skirt similar to the one she was wearing and a long sleeved leather shirt. There was also an old and worn looking comb.

He returned the items back into their place. The only other items in the hut were the sleeping mat and the fur blanket. Alex went back outside. He walked around looking for signs of a campfire.

He assumed that Meera cooked her food. The strips had been certainly dried and that would have needed some kind of fire. He searched the area, but there were no signs of a fire. Eventually he gave up and went back into the hut.

Alex laid down on the mat and drew his dagger so he was ready. Then he closed his eyes and fell asleep.
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“Alex!” he heard his name called.

Startled, Alex rolled to one knee, his dagger ready. His thigh throbbed with pain from the sudden movement. Then he realized Meera had returned. She was standing in the doorway.

“Why did you return so soon? Was there trouble?” Alex asked as he stood up.

Meera gave him a puzzled look. “So soon? The sun is setting.”

“The sun is setting?” Alex asked. He looked towards the entrance. The light was fading.

“I can’t believe I slept most of the day!” Alex said in surprise as he sheathed his dagger.

The Lionkin girl nodded. “I told you you would be tired. It is good that you rested.”

Alex yawned and stretched. Then he winced at the pain in his shoulder.

“I wish I had a healing potion,” he said with a grimace.

Meera frowned. “They are very expensive.”

The pouch Naankossa had given him should still have two healing potions in it. That was assuming they hadn’t needed to use them in the last couple of days.

“I brought the rest of my dried meat,” Meera said as she knelt next to her pack. He opened it and placed the strips inside, save for two pieces. One she gave to Alex and the other she kept for herself.

“I do not have as much meat as I normally have. Hunting has been difficult since the Hargs began searching for me. They scare the game and I have to be very cautious,” she explained.

“I understand. Thank you for sharing with me,” Alex said as he slowly chewed his strip.

Meera didn’t respond as she continued chewing her strip.

“Did you see anything?” Alex asked.

“No. Nothing. Not even a Harg or a Corpse Walker,” she replied.

“Have you seen many …Corpse Walkers in the forest?” Alex asked.

“They are usually near the tower. Sometimes they head west towards the river. A few days ago, many of them gathered in the southern part of the forest,” she explained.

“The Death Shaman was with them. They departed the woods and headed south,” she added.

“What did the Shaman look like?” Alex asked.

“The Shaman is a woman. But she wore a hooded robe. That is all I know,” she replied.

They ate the rest of their strips in silence.

“How do you cook and dry your meat?” Alex asked. “I saw no sign of a fire.”

“I do not cook here. I have another hut like this not far from here. The smell of woodsmoke could draw the Hargs. I set up my fire and the meat and then I hide nearby in case the bull men are attracted by the smell. When it is ready, I quickly gather it. I store some in that hut and bring the rest here,” Meera explained.

“I sleep here and keep my pack here because it is well hidden. If the Hargs find the other hut, I can always move to another part of the forest and start again,” she added.

“That is very smart,” Alex nodded in approval.

Meera smiled for a moment and then her face became serious.

“I don’t need your approval.” The girl’s eyes narrowed as she frowned at him.

“I wasn’t approving, I was complimenting you.” Alex gave her a half grin.

Meera didn’t respond, but Alex could see her tail twitching in agitation. The girl was very defensive. They sat there watching each other, neither saying anything as the minutes passed by.

“Why are you living here, alone in the forest?” Alex asked, breaking the silence.

Meere looked away for a time.

“It is a long story,” she said.

“The sun isn’t going to set for a little bit. I have nothing but time at the moment,” Alex said with an encouraging smile.

“I came here because I wanted to be alone,” she turned to look at him.

Alex was surprised by her words. “Here? The Tarwin Forest? Many people call this place the Deathwood and are afraid to come here.”

Meera shrugged her toned shoulders.

“I heard the same thing during my travels south. If people were afraid to come here, then all the better for me,” she said.

“It seems the stories are somewhat true. A Necromancer has made her home in the forest and the dead walk again,” Alex said.

Meera shrugged again.

“They do not bother me. They tend to stay near the tower unless the Shaman sends them out to war. They do not venture very far into the forest, sticking to the old roads mainly,” she said.

“What about the Hargs?” Alex asked.

“The Hargs are easy to avoid. Until I made the mistake of killing one. Now they comb the forest seeking revenge,” she said as she glanced towards the doorway. Dusk was falling.

“What if they find the bodies of the three we killed a couple of days ago?” Alex asked.

“I hope they will become afraid and stop sending people to look for me,” Meera replied.

Alex thought about that battle. It was a bit hazy. Hindsight is 20/20, but now he wished he had taken one of their weapons. His dagger was great, but he had to be in close to use it.

“What are you thinking?” Meera asked.

“I wish I had been able to think clearly after the battle with the three Hargs. I wish I had taken one of their weapons,” he explained.

“This spear is the only weapon I have except for my knife,” she said.

“I just have to be careful when I fight,” Alex said with a lopsided grin.

“Your knife is very sharp. Did you make it yourself?” Meera asked.

“No. It was a gift,” Alex explained.

Meera’s face looked surprised at his answer. “A gift! That is a fine gift to receive!”

Alex chuckled. “I helped save someone’s life and they were very grateful.”

Meera tilted her head and furrowed her brow. “Do you often save people’s lives?”

It was Alex’s turn to shrug. He immediately regretted the movement as pain shot through his left shoulder.

“I try to do the right thing,” he replied.

The Liongirl’s tail waved back and forth as she thought about his words.

It was getting harder to see as night fell. Meera stood up and went to close the door. Alex stood up as well.

“Meera, sleep in your bed. I will sleep on the floor," Alex said.

She looked over her shoulder at him.

“No. You need to heal if you wish to travel,” she said.

“You have done more than enough for me,” he said stubbornly.

He could barely make out her tail swishing in the dim light.

“The last two nights, I slept next to you and we shared the blanket. You did not seem to mind and you slept soundly,” she said.

“There is the answer. We will share,” Alex smiled.

“Sit down on the mat. Once I close the door, it will be difficult to see anything. I do not wish to stumble into you and worsen your wounds when I come back to the sleeping mat,” she said.

Alex sat down and she closed the door, plunging them into darkness. Meera took a few steps back towards him and then dropped to her hands and knees. She moved forwards, carefully sweeping her hand in front of her as she tried to find him.

“That’s my face,” Alex laughed as her hand brushed across his cheek and nose.

Meera let out a little laugh. Alex wished he could have seen her face at that moment. In the short time he had known her, Meera’s expressions were only serious or angry.

“Lay down and I will curl up next to you,” Meera said as she placed her spear onto the floor next to her.

Alex did as she directed and then Meera stretched out beside him. She carefully tossed the blanket over their bodies.

Alex enjoyed the warmth of her body next to him. It was an interesting change of pace laying next to a woman without the constant surge of sexual energy flowing between their bodies.

“Good night, Meera,” he whispered.

Meera was quiet for a long moment. “Good night… Alex.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Alex woke up wondering where he was for a moment. A furry ear flicked across his cheek as it twitched. He realized that he was laying on a sleeping mat with Meera. The gray light of dawn was peeking in through spaces between the sticks that made up the walls of the hut.

She had turned to face him and had thrown an arm and a leg across his body, snuggling tightly against him. His arm was gently wrapped around her slender midsection. He smiled. The Lionkin felt good against him. Her thick mane of hair smelled of the forest in a pleasant way.

He had slept soundly. He hoped that he would be strong enough to travel. He had to find his team. Alex lay there for a little while, hesitant to wake the girl as she seemed to be sleeping soundly.

As the light brightened Alex gently shook her. The Lionkin muttered something but didn’t wake.

“Meera,” he whispered loudly.

Her ears twitched and then she stretched her body, lifting her arm up off his chest and then into the air. She turned her head to look up at him, blinking her eyes rapidly as she tried to wake up.

She had a confused look on her face for a moment, then she sat up and looked around.

“The sun is up. I always wake before the dawn,” she said as she turned to look at him with a frown.

“It has been a busy time. Your body was tired,” Alex said as he smiled up at her.

“I have not slept this well since I was a child,” Meera said as she stretched languidly.

Alex sat up with a wince.

“How are your wounds?” Meera asked.

“They hurt, but not as much as yesterday,” he replied.

“I do not have the material to make a fresh poultice for your leg. I will keep an eye out for the necessary plants when I search for your friends today,” Meera said as she stood up.

“I will come with you,” Alex said.

“No, I will move faster without you,” she replied.

Alex stood up and flexed his shoulder and leg. He was stiff, but the pain wasn’t as bad. “I can not hide here any longer. I need to find my team.”

Meera looked like she was about to argue. Instead, she nodded. “I need to fill the waterskins. I will check the scene of the battle. If the Harg bodies are still there, I will bring you back one of their weapons. Do you have a preference?”

Alex tried to remember what weapons the Hargs had used. “Sword or mace. Whatever is easier for you to carry.”

Meera nodded. She opened the door and peeked outside.

“We will eat and drink. Then I will go get more water,” she said.

They ate quickly and then Meera grabbed the two waterskins and disappeared into the forest.

She had been gone for over an hour and Alex was starting to worry. He was listening intently for any sounds of someone approaching when he thought he heard a shuffling in the bushes from the direction Meera had entered the thicket earlier. He drew his knife and waited.

He was relieved to see the Lionkin enter the small clearing. The waterskins were filled but she wasn’t carrying any Harg weapons.

“No luck?” Alex asked.

“No, they must have found the dead. The bodies and weapons were gone,” she explained.

“What do they do with the bodies?” Alex asked.

“They take them back to the Death Shaman. She uses the dead Hargs as part of her Corpse Walker warriors,” she explained.

“They may increase their searches now that they think you have killed more of them,” Alex said grimly.

“Yes,” she said simply.

Alex rotated his shoulders. The left was still stiff. “We should get going.”

Meera frowned. “I still think you should stay and rest another day.”

Alex shook his head. “There is no time. If we find my friends, they should have a couple of healing potions with them.”

“You have wealthy friends,” Meera said.

“Yes,” Alex agreed.

He saw Meera’s nose wrinkle.

“Just because they have wealth, does not mean they are not good people,” Alex said.

Instead of responding, Meera looked towards the west, her nose sniffing the air.

Alex sniffed, but he didn’t detect anything unusual. “What is it?”

“I smell smoke,” the Lionkin replied.

Her eyes grew wide in alarm. “The Harg’s are burning the forest!”
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“Smoke in the west,” Taiya said as she shaded her eyes against the sunlight. The keen eyed elf spotted the gray column of smoke as the Hundred Orcs began crossing a small meadow on the side of a hill.

The others stopped their horses as they peered westwards. Soon they all could see the smoke as the column became thicker and darker against the blue sky.

“What does it mean?” Captain Chorma wondered.

“Alex. It has something to do with Alex!” Taiya said worriedly.

“That wouldn’t surprise me, that man always finds trouble,” Zura shook her head as she gazed westwards.

“Taiya, you’re a Wood Elf. How fast will a fire spread?” Arban asked as he turned to Taiya.

Taiya frowned as she looked around the meadow.

“This forest is very healthy. The underbrush is not dried out and there has been rain recently. It will not spread rapidly,” Taiya replied after considering what she had seen of the woods.

“I am even more worried now. We need to find him,” Nina said as she looked at the column of smoke.

“Perhaps Alex has set fire to something,” Janx suggested.

Arban’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the distant column of smoke. “Or the Hargs may be trying to flush him out of the woods.”

Captain Chorma looked at Arban. “We will increase our pace, even if we risk detection.”

Arban nodded. The Commander gave the order and the Hundred Orcs pushed their horses into slow trots as they wound their way through the trees.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


The Necromancer’s Tower

“What is the meaning of this, Captain?” the woman in the black robe with intricate symbols stitched in silver thread shouted angrily.

The Captain narrowed his eyes. He was tall, blonde haired and blue eyed. His ears were pointed and his skin was tan colored. He fought the urge to draw his sword and attack the Necromancer.

“What are you talking about, Lady Necromancer,” he asked.

“My advisor tells me that there is smoke rising to the south. Why is my forest on fire?” she spat.

The Elf glanced at the Ghost floating near the Necromancer. Her “advisor” was nothing but a spirit she had brought back from the halls of the dead. He fought hard to keep from sneering at the apparition dressed in robes from a bygone era.

The Necromancer surrounded herself with the dead. The Elf and the Hargs were the only living beings at the Tower. He longed for the day when he would no longer have to be his king’s representative to the madwoman.

“The Hargs are trying to flush out a Lionkin,” the Elf replied.

“And they thought that burning down my forest would be a good idea?” The Necromancer flung her hand to the side in agitation.

“It seems some of their battle brothers have been killed by a pesky Lionkin that has taken abode somewhere in your forest,” the Elf explained.

“A Lionkin? All this fuss for one Lionkin? I don’t care if a whole clan of Lionkin have moved in. I will not have my forest burned down by those fool Hargs of yours!” She practically shrieked at the Elf.

The Elf gazed at her through narrowed eyes for a long moment. He didn’t appreciate being spoken to in this fashion by a Human, even if she was a powerful Necromancer.

“I will speak to the Harg captain,” he said.

“Stop wasting time. Go!” The Necromancer pointed to the doorway.

The Captain gave her a barely perceptible nod before smartly turning on his heel and exiting the room. He doubted the Hargs would listen to him. The Hargs treated him like an errand boy sent by the Warlock.

The Necromancer glared at the door the Elf had exited from. She had seen his nostrils flare in anger. She seriously disliked the man. He was arrogant, even for a Sun Elf. Almost as bad as his King.

She would find a way to make sure he was killed at some point. She relished the thought of his undead corpse becoming her servant. But that would have to wait. She had more pressing concerns.

She walked over to a cabinet and opened the door. She looked at the potion bottles sitting on the shelves. There were only three potions of Icefire left. She had used more than she had wanted to during her failed assault on Verbana.

She burned with anger at the memory. How could she have foreseen that there would be three witches and a flame dancer defending the city. She had only expected the one White Witch and the Queen’s Witch. And why did the Water Serpents rise out of the lake to help defend the city, she wondered. Her plans had been ruined.

“Aaaghhh,” she let out an angry scream of frustration.

She should be ruler of Verbana now. Instead, she had to rebuild her army. And now she was even more beholden to those arrogant Sun Elves. She saw how they looked at her. No one liked Necromancers. That she was used to. The Sun Elves looked down on everyone as if they were insects.

The Necromancer took down one of the potion bottles. She pulled the stopper out and took a swig. The burning liquid froze her throat before a burning sensation erupted in her stomach.

“Ughhh,” she muttered as she sealed the bottle again.

She knew she had to be careful, lest the Icefire potions burn her out and kill her. But there was work to be done. She strode out of her hall. The ghostly spirit floated along behind her.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


Alex and Meera made their way northwards. Her travel pack and sleep roll were strapped across her back. She was afraid to leave her gear and have it lost to the fire.

“Should we not be heading east towards your friends?” Meera asked as they paused to take sips of their water.

Alex grimaced as he lowered his waterskin. His thigh hurt.

“The Hargs want us to go eastwards. They probably are concentrating their forces in that direction. We need to get as far north as possible without getting too close to the flames before heading east,” Alex explained.

The woods around them were already becoming smoky. Meera’s nose wrinkled at the smell of burning wood and leaves.

“It is not safe to breathe too much smoke,” Meera said as she glanced to the west.

“I know. Let me carry your pack. I told you I am a Strongman.” Alex offered as he slung the waterskin over his shoulder.

“I told you- I don’t need your help. I don’t need anyone’s help.” Meera scowled at him before she continued walking without waiting to see if he was coming.

Alex shook his head and then followed after her.

They made their way up a hill and then they crossed a shallow dell before climbing up another ridge. Alex could see the fires along the ridge behind them.

“Let’s head in that direction,” Alex pointed to the northeast.

Meera nodded and they hurried as they tried to balance speed and stealth.

They froze as a small herd of deer bounded through the forest to their left. They were heading eastwards as they tried to escape the flames.

“I wish I had my hunting spear,” Meera said as she watched the deer run off into the woods.

“There is no time,” Alex said as he pushed forward.

“I know. But think of all the meat that passed so close to us,” the Lionkin said with a sad sigh.

Alex smiled. He guessed that like Janx, Meera favored a carnivore diet.

Thinking of Janx made him worry about his team and the Hundred Orcs. He hoped that they were not walking into an ambush meant for Meera and him as they made their way westwards from the lake.

They paused again in the early afternoon. It felt like they were leaving the fires behind.

“I am glad they didn’t start another set of fires to the east,” Alex said.

“The bull men are not the smartest hunters,” Meera sneered.

Alex wasn’t sure about that. The Hargs always seemed like formidable foes. He had been trained to never underestimate the enemy.

“Maybe they think the same about you,” Alex said.

Meera frowned at him.

“What do you mean?” she asked angrily.

“When you first smelled smoke, you wanted us to head due east. Right where they were probably waiting for you,” Alex replied.

Meera opened her mouth as if to say something. Then she paused and shut it as she glared angrily at him. She hissed at him like a cat.

Alex hid a smile.

“Where is the Necromancer’s Tower from here?” Alex asked, changing the subject.

Meera stared at him for a long moment. Then she looked around, getting her bearings.

She pointed to the northwest.

“The tower is a day, perhaps a day and a half journey in that direction,” she said.

Alex considered for a moment.

“Did you say that there are some ruined settlements in the woods?” Alex asked.

“Yes. There are a few at the wood’s edge and three deeper in the forest.” she glanced towards the smoke rising to the southwest.

“Where are they located?” Alex asked.

“The largest is located in that direction,” Meera pointed to the southwest.

“Another is beyond the fires to the west. Both are near the forest’s edge. The third is…” she paused as she thought about her location.

“The third is small and deep in the forest, about two days in that direction,” she pointed roughly in the direction they had been heading.

“Do the Hargs use those ruins?” Alex asked.

Meera shook her head.

“No. The Hargs live in the two camps on the northern edge of the forest. There is a ruined village next to the Death Shaman’s Tower. But I have not seen anyone there. A small group of Hargs camps next to the Tower’s walls,” she explained.

Alex was lost in thought for a moment.

“Do you wish to head to the settlement? I do not know if it is a good place to hide,” Meera asked.

“Yes. But first we need to find my team. We head east,” Alex said.

“You said that the Hargs are waiting for us to do that.” Meera frowned.

“We have put some distance between the fire and us and we should be north of their positions. We head east, but we move with caution,” he said as he moved through the trees.

Meera continued to frown as she followed him.


Chapter Forty


“Wait, let me lead the way. You make too much noise,” Meera whispered as they neared the crest of another ridge.

Alex waited until Meera passed him and then he followed after her. The Lionkin girl moved more quietly than he did. Her bare feet barely made any sound as she walked across the forest floor.

Alex didn’t doubt that Meera had sharper senses than he did. Her tufted ears flicked back and forth as she listened for any sounds of danger. She had also smelled the wood smoke long before he had.

They continued westward until the sun began to set. They paused at a small stream to top off their waterskins.

“There is a ruined building not far from here. I have stayed there twice when I explored this part of the forest,” she said as she got her bearings.

Meera walked along the stream heading south. Once she came to a large moss covered stone, she turned eastwards again.

As the darkness fell over the forest, Alex had to slow down. He was having difficulty seeing. He wished he had his Elfstone headband with him, but it was tucked away in his pack. It was probably better that he didn’t have it with him- its light could draw unwanted attention.

“Why are you falling behind?” Meera asked as she waited for him to catch up to her.

“I can’t see very well in the dark, like you,” Alex explained.

“Stay close to me. It is not far,” Meera said as she continued walking up a hillside.

Fifteen minutes later, she led him to the top of a tall hill. Alex paused to look west. The sky was an orange red, not from the setting sun, but from the forest fire. It seemed far away and he hoped it was dying down.

In front of them were the remains of a small tower. Alex guessed that it must have served as a watchtower at some point. The hill it was built on held a commanding view of the area.

Alex guessed that it originally had two or three floors, but it was difficult to be sure. Part of the building had crumbled away and bushes were growing from the rubble as nature reclaimed the area.

There was an opening on the side of the building. Whatever door had once been there had long since rotted away. Meera paused to sniff and listen before heading into the opening.

“Watch your step, there are many stones on the floor,” Meera cautioned.

Alex entered the ruined tower. He glanced towards the ceiling. Part of the roof had collapsed, taking out a section of the floor above them.

“The floor here is mostly clear.” Meera unslung her pack and set it on the ground. She rolled out her sleeping mat and they sat down on it.

Meera pulled out two strips of dried meat and they ate in silence.

“I will take the first watch,” Alex said after they had eaten.

“What do you mean?” Meera asked.

“You sleep for half the night. Then I will wake you and I can sleep while you watch for danger,” Alex explained. It was too dark to see her face, but he could imagine her frown from the tone of her voice.

“There is nothing to fear here. The Hargs do not venture deep into the woods at night from what I have seen,” she explained.

“What about predators?” Alex asked.

“There are some wolves and bears in the forest. They will not bother us,” she explained.

“Why won’t they bother us?” Alex asked.

“Game is plentiful in the forest. They do not want to fight for a meal,” she replied.

“How will they know we are not an easy target?” Alex asked, still perplexed by her words.

“You do not smell like a deer or a bird or a rabbit. They will not like my smell. It will make them afraid,” she answered and then took another drink from her water skin.

“Why will it make them afraid?” he asked.

“My people are Hunters. The greatest on Ktor. Even if they do not know my smell and have never smelled a Hunter, it will make them uneasy. They will seek easier meals.” Meera’s words were confident as she spoke about her people.

Alex still wasn’t sure. He felt Meera lay down next to where he was sitting.

“Come, lay next to me. Do not fear,” she said as she reached up her hand and pulled on his arm.

Alex stretched out next to her. He was surprised when the Lionkin immediately snuggled up next to him. She spread the blanket over their bodies.

“This is strange, but it is… comforting to lay next to you, Human,” Meera said as she rested her head against his chest.

“Call me Alex,” he said as he wrapped his arm around her waist.

Meera’s thick mane of hair was near his face and one of her ears tickled his cheek. He inhaled deeply. Meera smelled of the forest and of wild things. There was a hint of woodsmoke in her hair from the fires.

“Are you smelling me?” Meera asked.

Alex chuckled. “Yes.”

“Why?” she asked.

“To see if you smelled like danger,” he replied.

Meera was quiet as she pondered his meaning.

“Do I?” she finally asked.

Alex paused for a moment as he considered how to answer her. She was a quick and deadly fighter. She was also beautiful, which could be dangerous in other ways.

“Yes.”

“Good,” Meera replied as she pulled her body tightly against his.


Chapter Forty-One


Alex blinked his eyes at the sunlight pouring through the hole in the roof. Meera sat on the floor next to him. It took him a moment to remember where they were.

The Lionkin was watching him. Her pale green eyes were troubled. Alex wasn’t sure if she was sad or worried.

Alex sat up. “What’s wrong?”

Meera looked away. “I need to tell you something.”

Alex waited quietly.

The Lionkin glanced at him for a moment and then looked away again. “Among my clan, I am outcast.”

Meera looked at him again, as if checking his reaction.

Alex shrugged and gave her a half smile. “I don’t know what that means. Nor do I care.”

Meera frowned. “It means I am unworthy.”

“I don’t believe that,” Alex replied.

Her frown turned into a scowl. “But it is true.”

It was Alex’s turn to frown. “Why do you think you are unworthy?”

Meera had a faraway look in her eyes. “When I was a child, my mother died a shameful death. During a hunt, she tried to take a bantang by herself. My mother misjudged her strike and was gored badly. Her cries of pain frightened the other bantang in the area, spoiling the hunt. She died from her wounds.”

Alex reached out a hand and laid it on Meera’s knee. His touch made the Lionkin jump as it brought her back to reality. “I am sorry about your mother. I don’t understand what that has to do with you.”

Meera’s face was expressionless as she stared into the distance. “I am my mother’s only child. I remind the clan of her shame. None of my father’s wives wanted me, afraid that I would bring bad luck and shame to them and their children. I was outcast.”

“What does it mean to be outcast?” Alex asked.

Meera looked at Alex. “I lived on the scraps and the leftovers they threw to me. I slept on the ground at the edge of the village. The other children would curse me and hit me if I caught their attention. I was always alone.”

“What about your father?” Alex asked.

Meera shrugged. “My father has many children. What is one more or one less to him?”

Alex nodded. “This is why you are here, alone in the forest. I can understand why you left.”

“I am…,” Meera looked away before finishing whatever she was going to say.

Alex was saddened by what Zura had to endure growing up. But he had a feeling that pity was the last thing she wanted. “Meera, I don’t care if your clan considers you an outcast. You have proven yourself worthy to me. You are brave and you are a survivor.”

Meera’s pale green eyes met his eyes as she turned her face towards him again.

“To say you are unlucky is a lie. I would be dead if it wasn’t for you. Finding you has been great luck for me,” Alex gave her a smile.

Meera looked at him for a time and then her lips curled in a tentative smile.

Alex’s stomach grumbled. Meera’s face turned serious again.

“Here.” Meera reached over to her pack. She pulled out a strip of meat and handed it to Alex.

“I already ate,” she explained as she closed up her pack.

“How long have you been up?” Alex asked as he glanced out of the doorway. He guessed that the sun had been up for a couple of hours.

Meera shrugged. “I awoke at dawn. I tried to wake you, but you were soundly sleeping. Your body needs to heal, so I let you sleep longer.”

Alex quickly ate the strip of jerky. He wanted to get moving. Meera stood up as Alex finished.

The Lionkin reached out a hand. Alex grabbed it and she helped pull him to his feet. She was surprisingly strong, despite having a slender build.

“You’re stronger than you look,” Alex said.

“I am a Hunter,” Meera replied as if the strength of her people was a given.

Meera walked over to the doorway and sniffed the wind blowing from the west. “The fires must be going out.”

“Good. We will try heading south. Hopefully, we will run into my team before running into Hargs,” Alex said.

Meera grabbed her gear and they headed back down the hill and into the forest. The woods were quiet. Alex figured that many of the animals had fled eastwards to escape the fires. After stopping for a quick lunch, they continued southwards.

Meera was on high alert, her ears turning left and right as she listened for any unusual sounds. Her nose was constantly sniffing the air. A gentle breeze was blowing from the northwest.

“I do not like that the wind is mainly from my back,” she muttered.

As they were making their way down a hillside, Meera froze.

“Crouch low, we will hide behind this bush,” she whispered.

The Lionkin helped him position himself behind the bush. Alex listened but he didn’t hear anything for a minute. Then he caught it. It was the sound of something picking its way through the forest.

“Horse,” Meera whispered.

Horse, Alex wondered? From what he had seen, the Hargs didn’t use horses or any other animal. They traveled on foot. It could be some other ally of the Necromancer. He remembered the skeletal horsemen that had almost cut off the Verbanan soldiers as they tried to reach the city gate.

Meera nudged him and pointed towards the right. A shape was moving through the trees. It could be a horseman, he thought. Alex tried to get a better look and his foot stepped on an old branch causing it to snap loudly.

Meera let out a low hiss of displeasure.

Alex cursed his luck as the figure stopped moving through the forest. Whatever it was, it had heard him.


Chapter Forty-Two


Alex, Meera and the mysterious figure stood stock still as the minutes ticked by. Finally the figure began moving. Straight for their position.

The figure moved into an open space between a couple of trees and Alex finally had a clear look. It was a green skinned woman on a horse. He let out a sigh of relief as he recognized the uniform that the scouts of the Hundred Orcs wore.

Alex went to stand up and Meera grabbed his arm.

“Wait. What if it's a Corpse Walker,” she whispered.

Alex quickly glanced towards the figure. The woman seemed to be alive. She was holding the reins in one hand and a curved sword in the other. Her eyes scanned the woods as she looked for what had made the noise she had heard. The horse seemed normal. Would a horse let an undead ride him, he wondered?

There didn’t seem to be any other figures nearby. If the Orc was undead, Alex was confident they could take her.

Alex stood up and raised his arm. Meera hissed angrily and jumped to her feet, holding her spear ready.

“Scout,” he said and the Orc visibly jumped at seeing him.

“Judicator! You are alive!” the scout answered with relief. Then her eyes narrowed as she looked at Meera.

“It’s all right. She is a friend,” Alex assured her.

The Orc nodded.

“Are the Hundred near?” Alex asked.

“Yes, they are a little to the south and traveling westwards,” the scout replied.

“There may be Hargs nearby,” Alex cautioned.

“We engaged with a group yesterday as the sun set. There were twelve Hargs.” The Orc’s expression changed from relief to a frown.

“Were they eliminated?” Alex asked.

“Yes, Judicator,” the Orc replied.

“Did we suffer any casualties?” Alex asked.

A look of approval passed over her features before she became business focused again.

“One scout killed. And one of the Hundred. Three more sustained injuries but are capable of combat. Three were injured in another encounter two days ago, Judicator, but they are battle ready,” the Orc reported.

Alex nodded. He was not happy that they had suffered losses and injuries already. They still hadn’t reached the Necromancer’s Tower.

The Orc let out two bird whistles, one long and one short. A few minutes later another scout appeared.

“Inform Captain Chorma that the Judicator has been found,” the Orc woman explained.

The other Orc took a quick look at Alex and Meera before turning his horse around and disappearing into the woods.

“Do you need anything, Judicator? Food? Water?” the Orc asked.

“We are fine for now,” Alex responded.

“You command the Green Skins?” Meera asked.

“The Orcs?” Alex asked.

Meera nodded.

“The Hundred Orcs are led by Captain Chorma. They are currently under my direction,” Alex explained. Meera had a puzzled look on her face as she looked from Alex to the scout and then back at Alex.

Alex grinned at Meera. “It's a long story.” She frowned at him.

Twenty minutes later, the scout returned, leading the column of the Hundred to their position. Captain Chorma and his team were near the front.

Taiya and Nina quickly dismounted when they saw him and ran towards him. Zura and Arban walked their horses over to where he was. Arban was leading Alex’s horse and Janx was sitting on it.

“Alex!” I was so worried about you!” Nina said as she wrapped her arms around him and buried her face against his chest.

“I wish you would stop risking your life like that. You will be the death of me,” Taiya said as she leaned in around the princess to give him a kiss.

“You do not have to do everything yourself. A wise chief uses those around him,” Janx's face had a look of disapproval on it as he shook his head.

Zura dismounted and looked at him with a frown.

“You are a Prince and a Judicator. You have responsibilities,” The Tarenian’s yellow eyes flashed angrily as she scowled at him.

“Did you start the fire we saw to the west?” Arban asked.

Alex looked at Meera for a moment before turning back to Arban. The Lionkin gripped her spear tightly. She seemed taken aback by all the attention Alex was getting.

“No,” he replied.

Arban gave him a quizzical look.

“It’s a long story. I will explain later,” he said.

“Judicator. I am pleased that we have found you,” Captain Chorma said as she brought her horse to a stop near them.

“I have heard that you lost two soldiers and others are wounded,” Alex said.

Captain Chorma nodded.

“Yes. The wounded have healed sufficiently to fight as needed,” she replied and then she looked at the Lionkin.

“Meera, this is Taiya, Princess Nina, Lady Zura, Wagon Master Arban, and Janx. This is Captain Chorma of the Hundred Orcs,” Alex quickly introduced his team.

“And this is Meera, a Lionkin Hunter. She saved my life,” Alex nodded toward Meera.

“And you saved my life,” Meera said with a frown as her tail flicked back and forth.

“Alex is wounded,” Meera added as she looked towards the others.

“What?” Nina said in surprise.

“Where? Your leg!” Taiya saw the tear in his leggings.

“My left thigh. I’m sure the healing potion can fix me up,” Alex said.

“What happened to your hand?” Taiya asked as she pulled it closer to her face as she examined the wound.

“I will explain later,” Alex said with a grin.

Janx jumped down and quickly searched through the satchel that Naankossa, the potion maker, had given them in Kargosk. He pulled out one of the bottles of clear liquid and brought it over to Alex.

Nina and Taiya knelt before him and carefully pulled down his leggings to examine his wound. The dressing was dried and flaking and his thigh was purple and swollen. He felt odd being exposed in front of the group.

“Did you make this dressing for his wound?” Taiya asked as she looked up at the Lionkin.

“Yes. Why? I did not have time or material to make a fresh one,” Meera said defensively as she frowned at the Elf.

“Thank you for helping him,” Taiya said and gave her a nod.

Meera blinked a few times and then nodded. She was unused to kind words.

Alex pulled the stopper out and took a long swig of the healing potion. A moment later he grimaced at the burning sensation that spread through his body.

“Should I drink all of it?” he asked as he looked at Zura.

“Save some for later. Let’s see how your wound heals tonight,” Zura said as she eyed his thigh.

“Once we make camp, we can change the dressing and pour some on the wound,” Taiya said as she helped him pull up his torn leggings.

“Do you have a spare pair of leggings in your pack?” Nina asked.

“No. I didn’t think to pack one.” Alex replied sheepishly.

Taiya and Nina looked at each other.

“We really have to keep a better eye on our man,” Taiya shook her head and Nina agreed.

“Judicator, we have not yet located the Necromancer’s Tower,” Captain Chorma spoke, bringing the reason for being in the forest back to the forefront.

“Meera knows where it is. She has also told me of an old ruined settlement that is two days north of here. From there it is a day’s journey west to the Tower,” Alex explained.

“What about Harg or Undead Patrols?” the Orc asked as she looked at the Lionkin.

“The bull men mainly move through the western part of the forest. Travel is easier there. They do not move through the east as much,” Meera explained.

“The Corpse Walkers do not move far or often from the tower,” she added.

“There is a ridge that curves to the northeast. Meera can lead us along it to the abandoned settlement,” Alex said.

“Judicator, if you are able to travel, we should get moving,” Captain Chorma looked at Alex.

“My leg is stiff, but I can ride.” Alex nodded.

Arban dismounted and he helped Alex onto his horse.

“I will ride behind Princess Antonina,” Janx said as he climbed up behind Nina.

“Lionkin, I have two spare horses if you need one,” Captain Chorma turned to Meera.

Meera shook her head. “I do not ride. I will walk.”

“Tell our scouts which direction you want us to go. They will ride ahead,” Chorma said as she motioned for a couple of scouts to come closer.

Meera looked around at her surroundings and thought for a moment. She turned to the scout that had found them.

“There is a game path a short distance in that direction. It will lead us to a ridge. The game path continues over the hill, but we will want to travel along the base of the ridge as the going will be easier for your horses,” she explained and pointed to the northeast.

The scout nodded.

“When we reach the ridge, have two scouts patrol the top to monitor any activity on the other side. We don’t want to get caught by surprise from an enemy patrol,” Alex said.

“Yes, Judicator.” The scout bowed her head to Alex before heading off to relay the commands to the other scouts.

Their column headed northwards. Meera walked near Alex’s horse, never straying far as she looked at the others nervously.

“This is the ridge I was talking about,” Meera pointed towards a hill that Alex could barely make out through the thick foliage of the surrounding trees.

Alex looked towards Captain Chorma and she nodded, having heard what the Lionkin had said. She dispatched a messenger to inform the scouts of their location.

As the sun set, The Hundred set up camp at the base of the ridge where it curved northwards. A nearby stream provided water for the horses as well as the soldiers.

Taiya and Nina laid down their sleeping mats on either side of Alex’s. Meera looked at Alex with uncertainty.

“You can lay your sleeping mat near mine. You can sleep soundly tonight. The Hundred Orcs will take care of the watch,” Alex explained.

“Are there other Lionkin in the forest?” Arban asked as they sat together and ate some of the journey bread. Alex handed a loaf to Meera. She sniffed it and took a bite. She made a disdainful face, but Alex was glad to see she ate it.

“No. I am the only one,” Meera answered.

“How did you wind up here? The Lionkin tend to be found in the light forests near the Shahvon,” Zura said as she looked at Meera.

Meera stared back. “You are a Tarenian.”

“Yes, I am,” Zura said as she raised her chin proudly.

“The Hunters sometimes trade with your people,” Meera said.

“I know,” Zura replied.

“But you did not say how you wound up so far south?” Zura prodded when Meera was silent.

“It’s a long story,” Alex said, sensing the tenseness in the Lionkin girl.

“Hmmm,” Zura said as she watched the Lionkin through narrowed eyes.

Alex knew that Zura was always looking to increase her knowledge. She wasn’t going to give up until she knew why Meera was in the Tarwin Forest.

“We should check your wound. How did you get injured?” Taiya asked.

“He was fighting the Hargs that had cornered me,” Meera said before Alex could respond.

“How many Hargs?” Arban asked.

“Three,” Meera answered.

“Three? But you did not have your club with you,” Janx said with a frown.

“He had his knife,” Arban reminded him.

“That’s why I always say you need to be-,” Arban’s next words were interrupted by Janx.

“-Dangerous with any weapon,” the Foxman made a face as he finished one of the Orcs favorite sayings.

Alex couldn’t help but laugh and even Arban chuckled.

“Lucky for me, the Hargs were focused on Meera and they didn’t see me come up behind them. I was able to take one down before they knew I was there,” Alex explained.

“Is that how you hurt your leg?” Taiya asked.

“Yes, the fever was slowing me down and I misjudged a dodge. The Harg got me in the leg,” Alex explained.

“Fever, what fever?” Taiya asked in alarm.

“From the Keke venom,” Meera explained.

“You were stung by a Keke?” Nina exclaimed.

“An elder Keke,” Meera said.

“Luckily I was able to kill my opponent while Meera dispatched the other Harg,” Alex said.

“You took down a Harg by yourself. I have heard that the Lionkin are dangerous fighters,” Arban said as he looked at Meera appraisingly. The Lionkin girl merely nodded.

“If Alex had not intervened, the Hargs would have captured or killed me,” Meera said.

“Alex is so brave,” Nina said as she laid her hand on his arm and looked at him lovingly.

“Brave, but foolishly risking your life for a stranger,” Zura said as she shook her head.

“It worked out. Meera made a solution for me to drink and put on my hand to cure the venom,” Alex said.

“What did you use?” Zura asked.

“I gathered some Blue Toadflax and mixed it with water,” Meera explained.

Zura nodded.

“Lay down and pull down your leggings,” Taiya ordered.

“Yes, boss,” Alex said with a laugh.

Alex had to fight getting an erection as Taiya, Zura and Nina washed off the dressing as Meera stood behind them watching them work.

“It is healing well,” Taiya said.

“Pour some of the healing potion on the wound,” Zura directed.

Alex noticed that Meera was biting her lip as she stared at his crotch while the other three girls worked on his thigh.

“I can’t wait until this mission is over and we get to relax,” Taiya said as she pulled up his leggings.

“How is your shoulder?” Meera asked.

Alex rolled his left shoulder. He only felt a small twinge of pain.

“Why didn’t you tell me you have another injury?” Taiya frowned at him.

Before he could answer, the girls were already pulling off his chainmail.

“It wasn’t serious,” Alex said as they pulled off his shirt.

“His flesh was not pierced, only bruised,” Meera explained as the others washed off the dressing Meera had applied.

His skin only showed a faint hint of bruising.

“The potion must have fixed it,” Alex said as he moved his arm up and down.

“Meera’s dressing also helped,” Taiya gave the Lionkin a nod as they helped him get his shirt back on.

“I appreciate all the help you four women are giving me so I can heal,” Alex said as he looked at each of them, making sure to include Meera as he gave them each a smile.

“We need to get some sleep. It sounds like we still have a bit of a journey tomorrow to reach the ruined settlement,” Arban said as he stretched out on his sleeping mat.

Meera laid down her mat at Alex’s feet while Zura laid her’s out near his head. Janx was near Arban. Alex noticed that Captain Chorma laid her bed down not far from Arban.


Chapter Forty-Three


They had a quick breakfast in the morning and then they continued following the ridgeline as it curved north and then northwestwards. Alex’s leg was almost completely healed and his shoulder was pain free.

A game trail made the going easier for a few miles before it crossed the stream and headed east. The stream that they had been following joined another, forming a creek where the ridge flattened out into a wide valley.

“This water flows past the ruined buildings,” Meera explained.

The Hundred followed the creek as it meandered northwards with the scouts fanning out in search of any signs of Hargs or Undead. As the sun climbed high overhead, one of the forward scouts made his way back to where Alex and his team were riding at the head of the column.

“Captain, we have found the ruins. They are about twenty minutes ahead. There is no sign of any recent activity in the area,” the scout said.

Captain Chorma turned towards Alex.

“Have the scouts set up a perimeter. We will set up camp in the ruins,” Alex said.

“You heard the Judicator,” Captain Chorma ordered. The scout nodded and then hurried back towards the north.

The ruins of the settlement were overgrown with trees and bushes. Unless you were passing close by and paying attention, it would be easy to travel past the ruined buildings without realizing what they were. The creek flowed along the east side of the old town.

They had lunch in the ruins of an old stone warehouse that still had part of its roof intact, even though a small tree was now growing on top.

The old stone floor was covered by a thin layer of dirt. Alex drew a small “X” on the floor with a long squiggle next to it

“Meera, if this is our location and this is the creek flowing next to here… where is the Necromancer’s Tower,” Alex asked.

The Lionkin studied the makeshift map for a moment. Then she drew a little circle a little south of due west from the “x”.

“And you said it is about a day’s journey from here?” Captain Chorma asked.

“If you are moving with caution and bringing your horses, then yes… perhaps a little less than a day’s journey,” Meera said with a nod.

“What is the ground like between here and the tower?” Alex asked.

“There is a tall ridge here,” Meera drew a line to the east of the tower.

“From the top of the ridge, you should be able to reach the tower in less than two hours,” Meera explained.

“Thank you, Meera,” Alex said.

“There is another ruined watchtower here and here,” Meera said as she indicated a point on the ridge between the ruins and the Necromancer's tower before indicating another point to the east.

“This is the farthest tower to the east that I have found,” Meera added.

“We should make for that ruined watchtower near the Necromancer. It will give us the high ground to survey the land around the Tower,” Arban said.

“Yes. From there we can probe the Necromancer’s defenses,” Alex nodded in agreement.

“What if this Necromancer has managed to raise another army of undead?” Taiya asked.

“She already sent a large force against Verbana, which we destroyed,” Zura said and everyone turned their attention to her.

“The Necromancer needs bodies to raise. There were many killed here during the Necromancer War. She undoubtedly used many of the dead. She will also raise Skeletons,” the White Witch explained.

“I would rather face Skeletons than Ghouls,” Arban said.

“Why?” Captain Chorma asked.

“They have less weight to them than the Ghouls. They don’t hit as hard and our soldiers can push them back with less effort,” Arban explained.

Alex considered what his friend had said. It made sense, in a strange way. Magic or Power as they called it on Ktor could bind the bones of a Skeleton together and cause it to move around, but it didn’t change the laws of physics with regard to the mass of the Skeletons.

Alex chuckled as he realized he was trying to make magic make sense.

“What’s so funny?” Zura asked.

“Did you say the Skeletons require more energy to raise?” Alex asked.

“Yes,” Zura nodded.

“You think that this Necromancer is using Icefire potions to sustain herself. Raising Skeletons will cause her to use more of the potions,” Alex mused.

“She could fall unconscious or even kill herself if she uses too many potions,” Taiya said.

“We need to press the attack. We need to make for the watchtower now so we can prepare our assault on her position,” Alex said.

The Hundred gathered their gear and watered the horses one last time before heading west. As the sun began to set, Meera led them to the top of a tall ridge separating this valley from the next.

The Lionkin headed southwards and soon they found the overgrown remains of the watchtower. The Hundred checked the surrounding area and then set up a defensive perimeter around the tower. They kept the bulk of the force down the eastern slope of the ridge in case any Hargs happened to approach from the north,west or south.

“As soon as it is light, I want scouts heading towards the Necromancer’s Tower,” Alex ordered.

“It will be done, Judicator,” Chorma replied with a nod.

The team set up sleeping mats inside the ruined guard tower. The second floor of the building was intact, though the third floor was choked with rubble. The night passed uneventfully.

As they finished breakfast, Captain Chorma entered the ruined building.

“Judicator, one of the scouts has returned. She has located the Necromancer’s Tower. It is where the Lionkin indicated. Approximately one and a half hours from here,” she explained.

“What about enemy troops?” Alex asked.

“There are some Hargs camped outside the Tower wall. The scouts thought she saw some Undead in the courtyard, but she wasn't sure. She didn’t want to get too close. There is a tree on a hill which gave her a good view,” she explained.

“I want to see it for myself. Then we can plan our next move,” Alex said.

“I will come with you,” Arban said.

“As will I,” Janx agreed.

“I am fully recovered. I will come,” Zura said.

Alex grinned.

“This is just a scouting mission, not a battle. The more that go, the greater the chance we will be seen,” Alex said.

“Captain Chorma will come so she can see the battlefield. Arban too. I want the rest of you to wait here with the Hundred Orcs.” Alex stood up and grabbed his club.

“I have a spyglass that I will bring,” Captain Chorma said as she exited the broken tower.

Zura and Taiya frowned but Janx nodded. Nina had a nervous worried look. The Lionkin waited to the side, observing without commenting.

“Meera. This is not your fight. You have done us a great service by bringing us here. We would have wasted many days trying to find the Tower. You should get as far away from here as possible. There is going to be a fierce battle with the Hargs and the Undead,” Alex said.

“Why do you say this? Do you think I am unworthy for this battle?” Meera scowled at Alex and her tail flicked back and forth. She spoke with a low growl of anger in her throat.

Alex was taken aback by her reaction. “I have no doubt of your fighting ability. You saved my life. I can’t ask you to risk your life fighting our battle.”

“The Hargs will not rest until they kill me. Your fight is my fight. I will not run. I will stand with you.” Meera’s pale green eyes stared into his, challenging him to try and make her leave.

“I will proudly have you fight alongside me,” Alex replied.

Meera nodded and relaxed.

A short while later, Alex, Arban and Chorma rode westwards. Two of their scouts rode ahead of them.

“This is the tree I climbed,” the scout said as she led them up a small hill.

“Are you a good climber?” Arban said as he eyed the branches.

“I hope so,” Alex said as he dismounted and walked over to the tree.

“We should go up one at a time,” the Orc commander said as she surveyed the tree.

She handed Alex her spyglass and he tucked it securely into his belt.

Alex jumped upwards, his strength easily propelling him to one of the branches about twelve feet in the air. He grabbed the branch and pulled himself onto it.

“That’s cheating,” Arban said as he looked up at his friend.

Alex just grinned and then he made his way up the tree. He could feel the tree gently swaying underneath him as he found a perch about two thirds of the way up. A branch there was growing westwards and he carefully crawled along it until it began to gently bend under his weight.

He gazed through the sparse leaves as he scanned the land to the west. The Tower was easy to find. It stood in the middle of a large clearing in the forest, next to a small lake.

Next to the lake were a few ruined buildings. Just to the northwest of the buildings was a large grassy field. At the far end of the field was a damaged defensive wall with a double doored wooden gate. One of the gate doors was open.

The inner wall seemed to have been partially repaired. As Alex scanned the wall, he could see figures working on other parts of the wall as they rebuilt it.

Inside the defensive wall sat the Tower. The Tower itself looked more like a keep with its square design. It looked to be about four floors tall. The top of the keep was strewn with some broken stones. He realized that there must have been a tower on top of the keep at some point. That must be the tower that had been “thrown down” in the story of the Necromancer’s War.

As the scout had said, there were some hide tents set up in a small clearing outside the defensive wall. Alex could see the lumbering brown shapes of Hargs moving about. Alex guessed that there were about fifty of the bull men.

There was a road that led from the opening in the wall and headed towards the southwest. The forest had been cut back along it. He thought he could see some Hargs standing near the road where it disappeared into the forest.

The land around Alex gently sloped downwards towards a flat area. The woods themselves came close to the edge of the ruins by the little lake. Satisfied, Alex scrambled down the tree.

He handed the spyglass back to Chorma. The Captain climbed up next. When she was finished, Arban went up.

“We will return to the watchtower and then we can plan our next move,” Alex said, once Arban had climbed back down.


Chapter Forty-Four


“There are about fifty Hargs in the encampment. Perhaps another six watching the south road,” the Orc commander said as they sat outside the ruined guard tower.

“There were others working on repairing the inner wall. Perhaps undead. Difficult to say at that distance,” Arban mused.

“Are your siege ladders tall enough to reach the top of the inner wall?” Alex asked.

“Aye. we should have enough sections to make two ladders tall enough. I don’t think there will be enough to make three. Though the shorter ladder might be tall enough to reach the top of the ruined section of wall on the east side,” Chorma said after considering what she had seen.

“When do we attack?” Zura asked.

Alex looked at the Tarenian.

“The longer we wait, the more time she has to repair the wall and to gather her strength,” Zura said.

Alex rubbed his chin. “True. We also have to consider there are probably Harg patrols in the forest that could return during the battle. The Hargs have been spending a lot of time looking for Meera.”

Arban glanced up at the sky. “If we march now, it will be late afternoon by the time we are in position.”

Chorma frowned. “If the battle drags out, we will be fighting in the dark in a strange place. The enemy will be more familiar with the lay of the land.”

“Why are the Hargs fighting for the Necromancer? Something does not make sense,” Zura spoke again.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“Hargs do not fight for anyone save Warlocks or themselves,” she explained. “What if we are facing a Necromancer and a Warlock?”

The team was silent as they pondered Zura’s words.

“If the Necromancer is working with a Warlock, why was the Warlock not helping during the battle at Verbana,” Taiya asked.

“Yes, that is strange,” Arban added.

Zura frowned. “We had a difficult time defeating the Undead horde. If we had to deal with a Warlock as well, we may have lost the battle.”

“How powerful is a Warlock compared to a Witch or a Wizard?” Alex asked.

“I have never seen one. The Wizard Viljan was very strong. A Warlock would be even mightier than him,” Zura explained.

“Were Hargs involved in the attack on Verbana?” Captain Chorma asked.

“There were Hargs in the attack, but I think they were all Undead, from what I saw,” Alex replied.

“Aye, I didn’t see any living Hargs during the battle,” Arban agreed.

“Is it possible that the Necromancer has figured out a way to get the Harg’s to do her bidding?” Nina asked.

Zura shook her head. “Such a thing is unheard of.”

“Just because it is unheard of doesn’t mean that it is not possible,” Alex scratched at his jaw again. He needed a shave when they returned to Verbana.

“Perhaps she has caused fear in the Hargs with her Necromantic powers,” Taiya suggested.

“Meera said that there are two Harg encampments in the forest. One to the northwest and one near the northeast edge of the forest,” Alex said as he looked at the Lionkin. Meera nodded.

“The Caravan guards are aware of activity from Hargs in the western part of the forest from where they raid the trade ships that go up and down the river. This is the first I have heard of Hargs in the northeast part of the Deathwood,” Arban said.

“There is an old trade road that passes from the east to Zenkova. But with the destruction of Avala during the War of the Necromancer, that trade route has been long abandoned,” Captain Chorma added.

Arban nodded. “Aye. That means the Hargs may have been in that part of the forest for a long time without anyone being the wiser.”

“It is a puzzle. If the Necromancer can control the Hargs, why didn’t she bring them to the battle?” Alex wondered.

“Or if she is in league with a Warlock, why wasn’t he and his Hargs at the battle?” Zura added.

“So, the question is, do we risk battle with the Necromancer and take the risk that a Warlock is allied with her and is here now?” Alex asked.

“You said that the evil Wizard Viljan was very strong. Do you think he might be the Warlock who was controlling the Hargs?” Nina asked.

All eyes turned to Zura. The Tarenian was the most knowledgeable about Power. “It is a possibility. Warlocks are very secretive about the extent of their Powers. Many of the White Witches have tried to understand what makes some Wizards and Witches more powerful so that they can rise to a Warlock’s level. They have not been successful.”

“The few Warlocks alive today live secluded lives where they concentrate on their arcane studies. There has not been a report of a new Warlock in decades,” Zura paused as she considered various possibilities.

“I suppose it is possible that Viljan had reached a level sufficient to control the Hargs,” Zura finished.

“But don’t forget that Viljan was receiving payments from someone. What if that person is the Warlock?” Alex reminded them.

They were silent for a while.

“We do not know if there is a Warlock involved. We do know that the Necromancer was weakened. The longer we delay, the stronger she gets,” Alex said.

The others had no further suggestions.

Alex looked around at the group. “I don’t want to fight at night. We depart at dawn and hope the element of surprise will help us mow through the Hargs on our way to killing the Necromancer.” They all nodded in agreement.

Captain Chorma turned towards Zura. “With the Flame Dancer and the White Witch, I am confident that we can defeat the Hargs. Lady Zura, are you confident that you will be able to fight against a Warlock?”

Zura glanced at Alex. “I will need to make some preparations tonight to make sure I am at peak Power.”

“Yes. Alex has taught us some meditation techniques that help us focus our Powers. We will need private time tonight before we sleep,” Taiya added as she gave Alex a smile.

“Judicator, you are a man of great knowledge for a young Human,” Captain Chorma said as she gave Alex an appraising look.

“I told you, Alex is a great leader and a good friend to be around,” Arban gave Alex a toothy grin as he clapped him on the shoulder.

The afternoon was spent going over battle plans. They would head out at dawn, as soon as there was enough light for them to guide their horses through the forest.

They would make a beeline for the ruins next to the lake. The forest had grown up to the southern edge of the ruins and should provide cover for them to hopefully reach the area undetected.

From the cover of the ruins they would assemble the siege ladders. Once they were ready they would charge towards the Harg encampment. The scouts would use their bows to inflict as much damage as possible and then, as they closed with their foes, the hundred would launch a volley of their javelins.

“The Javelins may not kill many Hargs, but their barbed heads will bury into their flesh, armor and shields, disrupting them,” Arban explained.

As the Hundred prepared to eat their evening meal, Alex asked Captain Chorma to gather the soldiers so he could speak to them. Alex jumped on a broken tree trunk so he could look over the assembled fighters.

“Warriors of the Hundred Orcs. Tomorrow we march on the Necromancer’s Tower. You know that we will face Hargs, Skeletons, and Ghouls of every sort. I expect the Necromancer to summon Ghosts as a distraction just as she did at Verbana. Ignore them. They can not hurt you and you can not hurt them.” Alex paused to let his words sink in.

“Meera, a Lionkin, will be fighting with us tomorrow. As you know, I am a Strongman. Taiya is a Flame Dancer with the Caravan Guards. Lady Zura is a powerful White Witch. My wife, Princess Antonina, is a Serpent Shifter.” Alex held his hand out to Nina and pulled her up onto the tree trunk with him.

At Alex’s nod, Nina transformed into a large snake for a moment. Some of the Orcs near the front had surprised looks on their faces.

“The Princess is able to communicate with snakes and vipers. So, unless a snake is attacking you, do not attack it. It is either the Princess or an ally,” Alex explained.

“Remember, this is a Necromancer we are fighting; she will try to reanimate the dead. If possible, take the heads off the slain. Even your own brothers, lest the Necromancer raise them up to stab you in the back.” The Orc’s faces were grim as they listened to Alex’s warning.

“Once we eliminate the Necromancer, the Power animating the Ghouls and Skeletons will disappear. We will hit them hard and fast to achieve a rapid victory. Now go eat and get some rest.” Alex finished his speech. The Orcs nodded and then broke into groups as they went to eat their meal.

After they had eaten, Arban and Janx removed their sleep rolls from the broken watch tower. Meera looked at Alex as she wondered where the two men were going.

“Meera, I need to meditate with Taiya, Nina and Zura. We need to prepare our Power for tomorrow's battle. I want you to take turns guarding the doorway with Arban and Janx, so no one disturbs us tonight,” Alex explained to the Lionkin.

He was fairly certain that Meera would be a loyal helper. But he hadn’t known her long enough to trust her with the fact he was Elder Touched.

“I do not have Power and do not understand how it works. I will guard the door.” Meera grabbed her sleep roll and her spear. The Lionkin exited the guard tower to set up her gear with Arban and Janx.

Alex felt a surge of sexual energy flow through him as Taiya wrapped her arm around his waist.

“I wonder what Meera would think if she knew how you were really going to help us prepare,” Taiya whispered as she kissed his neck.


Chapter Forty-Five


Alex relished the feel of Taiya’s body pressed against his. He could feel himself getting aroused as their Power swirled and flowed through their bodies.

Nina stood to his right. Alex could see she was breathing heavily as she watched Taiya’s hands slide down to his crotch. The Elf slowly rubbed his erection through the fabric of his leggings.

Zura walked over and stood in front of him. Her eyes met his. She leaned in and kissed his lips for a long moment.

Zura broke off the kiss and glanced towards the doorway. “We should take our mats upstairs where we can have a little more privacy.”

“Good idea,” Taiya said as she slowly pulled away from Alex’s body.

Zura created a small sphere, which gave them light to see as they carried their mats up the stairs. The second level was mostly clear save for some debris near a large ragged hole in the far wall.

“I think the moonlight will be sufficient,” Zura said as she extinguished her blue light.

“I can see fine,” Taiya said as she glanced at the opening. Thuros was partially visible through the tear in the wall.

Alex laughed. “Remember, Nina and I aren’t as keen eyed as you two.”

“My eyes are starting to adjust,” Nina said as she glanced around the room.

After a minute, Alex’s eyes had adjusted enough that he could see. They laid the mats down on the floor, forming a rough rectangle with them.

Taiya and Zura began stripping Alex’s clothes off his body. Nina watched them in wide eyed fascination. Taiya wrapped her hand around his cock and began stroking it while Zura kissed him again.

“You know… this would be more fun if the three of you were also naked,” Alex said as Zura gave Taiya a chance to kiss him.

The girls quickly undressed, tossing their clothes to the floor. Alex pulled Taiya’s naked body against him. His erection pushed against her belly as he wrapped his arms around her and cupped her buttocks.

“I can’t wait for you to be inside me,” Taiya whispered before kissing him deeply.

Alex savored the taste of her mouth as they kissed. His strong hands massaged and squeezed her rear.

He broke off the kiss and turned to Zura. He wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her into a kiss. She moaned softly as his tongue slipped between her soft lips and teased her tongue. Sle slid her hand down his chest and abs until her fingers wrapped around his shaft. She stroked him rapidly, barely able to contain her desire as the sexual energy pulsing through her body drove her wild with desire.

Nina still stood to the side, breathing heavily as she watched Alex kissing and touching the other two. Taiya turned to her with a smile. “Feel free to join in.”

As she walked closer, Alex reached out his hand and wrapped it around her slender waist. He pulled her tightly against his side and kissed her. Her arms wrapped around his neck as she rubbed her body against him.

Alex broke off the kiss and moved to stand behind Nina. He pulled her body against his as he trailed kisses along her neck and shoulder. His hands moved from her belly to her breasts as he gently squeezed them. His thumbs flicked across her erect nipples.

Taiya and Zura watched with anticipation as Nina moaned and ground her ass cheeks against Alex’s erection. Alex smiled as he released Nina and moved to stand behind Zura.

He wrapped his left hand in her thick, luxurious hair and pulled her head back so he could kiss her mouth. Zura pushed her body back against him as his right hand slid down her stomach to her pussy. He teased her opening with one of his fingers. She was already wet with anticipation.

Alex slid his finger inside of her as she let out a soft moan around his kiss. He added another finger as he teased and caressed the folds of her pussy.

Zura watched him breathlessly as he released her as he walked to stand behind Taiya. Nina bit her lip as she watched Alex kiss the Elf’s neck.

Alex massaged Taiya’s shoulders before reaching around to squeeze her breasts. Alex ran his hands down her belly and rubbed her thighs. The sexual energy flowing through their bodies was adding fuel to their mutual desires. Taiya ground her cheeks against his cock, desperate to feel him.

“Alex, I need you,” Taiya whispered as she reached her arm up to touch his cheek and run her fingers through his hair.

Alex grinned as he spun her around. He wanted her as much as she wanted him. He gently picked her up and laid her down on the sleeping mats.

Taiya spread her thighs and slid her hand down to guide his cock to her entrance. Alex pushed some of his cocked into her. He let her adjust to him before pushing deeper.

“I need all of you,” Taiya gasped as her hands slid to his cheeks and pulled him against her as she thrust her hips forward.

Alex savored the feel of her body wrapped around him. He began moving in and out of her, slowly increasing the tempo. Soon he was pounding into her.

“Aaaiii!” Taiya cried out as she climaxed. Alex came as he pumped himself into her warm passage.

Taiya wrapped her arms around his back and squeezed him tight. Alex kissed her and then he rolled off of her onto the mats.

Zura knelt down next to him. She leaned down and kissed him while her hand stroked his slick cock. He was still hard. The sexual energy that flowed through his body when he touched a woman with Power boosted his sexual stamina. He was ready for more.

Zura straddled him. She reached between her legs and guided his cock into her. Inch by inch she slowly impaled herself on his massive erection.

She pressed her hands against his abs as she tilted her head back, letting out a long soft moan as she pushed the last couple of inches inside of her. She held still, panting as she felt him fill her.

Alex glanced towards Nina. She was caressing her breast with one hand while her other hand rubbed her belly. She was imagining him inside of her.

“Come here,” Alex said, as he held his hand out to her. Nina walked over and took his hand in hers. Alex gently tugged and Nina knelt next to him. Zura began to slowly grind against him.

“I want you to straddle my face with your thighs while you face Zura,” Alex said.

Nina nodded and carefully positioned her body over his head. “Like this?”

“Perfect. Now spread your knees apart and push your body lower,” Alex directed.

“I don’t want to smother you!” Nina whispered in alarm.

Alex chuckled. “Don’t worry. It will be fine.”

Alex grasped her thighs with his hands as he guided her body lower. He kissed her vulva and felt her body tremble. Using his tongue, he began to lick and tease her folds.

“Oh, Alex!” she gasped as he pushed his tongue into her opening.

Zura continued grinding her hips against him. She began increasing her tempo. Watching Nina being pleasured by Alex while his cock was inside of her was driving Zura wild.

Zura arched her back so she could feel his erection rubbing against the sensitive area at the front of her vagina. Alex swirled his hips, as he felt her passage tightening around him.

She shifted her hands from his stomach to the tops of his thighs as she threw her head back. Her long black hair caressed his legs as her breathing became ragged.

Nina was nearing her own climax as she watched Zura grinding against Alex. His tongue was driving her mad.

Zura began bucking against his hips as she came. The warm explosion around his cock pushed him over the edge as he exploded inside of her.

“Yes! Yes!” Zura moaned as the heat of his orgasm filled her.

Watching Zura orgasm as Alex pleasured both of them with his body drove Nina over the edge. “Ohhhhh!” she whispered as she came.

Alex continued to swirl his cock inside of Zura as his tongue licked and rubbed Nina. He could feel her thighs trembling as he held them in his hands.

Zura slid off of him onto the mats. She lay there, letting her body recover from her climax.

Nina collapsed onto his body. She lay on top of him for a minute as her hand wrapped around his slick, half-erect shaft. She began gently stroking him.

“I want you inside of me,” Nina said as she gently played with him.

Alex chuckled. “Give me a moment to recover. Then I will gladly see to my wife’s demands.”

Taiya leaned on her elbow as she watched Nina playing with Alex’s cock.

The Elf gave Nina a naughty smile. “Take his cock in your mouth. If you start sucking on him, I’m sure it will help Alex recover faster.” Nina’s eyes sparkled in the moonlight as she glanced at Taiya before staring at his cock.

“Like this?” she asked as she wrapped her lips around his cockhead.

“Yes. Suckle him. You can use your tongue, but be careful with your teeth. We don’t want to injure the source of our pleasure,” Taiya explained as she watched Nina.

“Try to take more of him in your mouth. He likes that,” Taiya added.

Alex savored the feel of Nina’s mouth on his cock. He leaned his head forward and teased her pussy with his tongue again.

Her body spasmed and she let out a little squeal as she continued to suck his cock.

“It’s so big! I can’t fit any more in!” Nina pulled his fully erect cock out of her mouth with her hand. She kissed his shaft while her hand stroked him.

“Try again!” Taiya was watching Nina with fascination.

Nina opened her mouth wide as she took his cockhead in her mouth again. Slowly, she pushed him into her throat. She was able to get a little more of his shaft inside before she gagged. She moved her mouth closer to the tip as she sucked on his cockhead.

“I want to be inside you,” Alex growled as he lifted Nina’s hips and shifted her body onto the mat next to Zura.

Nina sat on her heel as she watched him roll to his knees. Alex wrapped his hands around her waist and lifted her easily. He shifted her position so that she was on her hands and knees and facing away from him.

Alex knelt behind her and grasped his cock. He began rubbing the tip against her wet vulva. He teased her opening. She was wet and slick from her earlier orgasm.

“Alex! I need you now!” the princess whimpered as the sexual energy swirled through her body.

He grasped her hip with his left hand as he guided himself into her with his right. She was so hot and tight.

“Ohhhh!” Nina gasped as she felt his cock surging into her body, stretching her passage with his girth.

Alex began slowly moving in and out of her. He pushed deeper with every stroke.

Nina began moaning softly as he increased the tempo. She began pushing her hips back against him every time he pushed into her as she tried to take all of him.

She felt so good. Alex began breathing faster as the energy flowing between their bodies pulsed and spiraled in wild patterns. He began pounding into her.

“Ai! Ai! Ai!” Nina let out little yelps of pleasure and pain as his entire cock pushed into her with each thrust. Her passage spasmed as her body shuddered in a massive orgasm.

The heat of her climax and the ripples of Power passing through their joined bodies drove Alex wild as he pumped a powerful orgasm into her.

Nina lowered the front of her body onto her forearms as she leaned her face against the mat. She was breathing heavily as she continued to slowly grind her hips against Alex’s erection.

Alex was sweating. He caressed Nina’s ass cheeks as he savored the little tremors of pleasure that still rippled through her body.

“That was amazing,” Nina whispered.

Alex took a deep breath before letting out a long sigh of satisfaction. “Yes it was.”

Taiya rolled to her hands and knees on the mat next to him. Her green eyes were burning with desire as she looked at Alex. “I want you to take me like that, next.”

Zura rose to her knees. She leaned in and gave Alex a long kiss. “I also want you to take me like that.”

Alex grinned as Zura broke off their kiss. “Don’t worry. We have all night.”
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Meera stood outside the ruined watchtower’s doorway. She had taken the first watch. Her eyes scanned the surrounding area. Her ears flicked back and forth as she listened for danger. Janx and Arban were nearby, sleeping.

She was to wake the Foxman when The Great Moon Thuros had completed a third of his journey across the sky. She had offered to keep vigil the whole night while Alex meditated with his women.

The Orc and the Foxman insisted that they each take a turn. They would be going into battle tomorrow, and it was not right that she should be without sleep. Meera had reluctantly agreed. She planned on keeping a watchful eye on Alex. She didn’t want him to be injured because she was tired.

Meera’s tail flicked back and forth in agitation. She wondered why she cared. The Human was a stranger to her.

She began pacing back and forth in front of the tower. Her padded feet barely made a whisper of sound as she walked.

Alex had saved her life, even though he was slowly dying from the Keke venom. He had also helped her in the market by buying her pelts. Yet he had never met her before.

Meera had saved his life after the battle with the Hargs. She could have left him to die, but she hadn’t. She paused in front of the doorway.

Why had she helped him? Why did she want to continue helping him? Meera glanced up at the moons. She searched the feelings that she kept hidden deep inside of her. In her world, there was no time for emotions. There was only survival.

Kindness. Alex had shown her kindness that day in the marketplace. Meera began pacing back and forth again.

Why had he bothered? The Human was some kind of chief. He commanded a small army of Greenskins. The chief of her small clan barely acknowledged any of the other Lionkin, not even his wives.

Or his children, she thought bitterly.

Meera thought back to when she had nursed his wounds in her little hut. She had wondered if Alex had helped her in the marketplace because he was trying to gain her confidence.

She had considered the possibility that he was interested in making her his woman. Would a Human find a Lionkin attractive? Meera blushed as she remembered how he had caught her touching his penis. The thought of not being alone anymore was a dangerous temptation.

She stopped in front of the doorway. A sad look was in her eyes as she looked up at the moons again. Meera’s dream of Alex wanting her was dashed when she had met his women.

Alex was a Strongman and he had chosen to surround himself with Powerful women. One was a Shapeshifter. Another was a Flame Dancer. The third was a White Witch.

What did she have to offer? She had no Power. She was nothing. An outcast. Even worse than an outcast.

No matter. Alex had shown her kindness. He had risked his life for hers. That was more than anyone had done since her mother died. Alex was going into battle and she would fight by his side.

Meera froze. She heard strange noises. Her ears flicked back and forth as she searched for the source. The noises were coming from inside the tower.

She relaxed. She guessed that the noises had something to do with Alex and his womens’ preparation for the upcoming battle.

Meera stood at the doorway for a time. The noises kept distracting her. For a moment, she thought she heard a cry of pain.

Unable to contain her curiosity any longer, Meera walked to the doorway and cautiously peered inside the building. She frowned when she saw the large room was empty.

Meera heard a gasp. It had come from the stairs to her right. The others must have gone upstairs, she realized.

Meera was torn as she wondered if they were all right. She heard a grunt. It was Alex. A woman was letting out little moans of pain.

Gripping her spear tightly, she slowly walked up the stairs. As she neared the top, she peered around the opening. Between the moonlight and her keen eyesight, she was able to clearly see the room.

Meera had to fight to keep from making any noise as she realized what she was watching. Her cheeks burned in shocked embarrassment.

The Flame Dancer was on her hands and knees. Alex was mounting her from behind. His hands were on her hips as he thrust his engorged penis into the Elf. The Elf was moaning softly every time Alex pushed all of himself into her. Meera watched in fascination as Alex almost completely pulled his cock out of the Elf before pounding back into her.

The Witch was kneeling next to Alex with her back towards Meera. The Tarenian was kissing him as he continued to mount the Elf. The Shapeshifter was lying on one of the sleeping mats. She was breathing heavily, as if she had just finished a long run. All four of them were naked.

Meera watched for a long moment, unable to tear her eyes away from the scene. Her heart was beating rapidly.

The Flame Dancer began turning her head towards the Lionkin. Meera ducked down, hoping she hadn’t been seen.

“Yes, Alex! Yes!” she heard the Elf cry out as her words turned into a long low moan.

Meera ran back down the stairs and out of the tower. She was breathing heavily as she resumed her guard post in front of the door. Her cheeks still burned as her mind replayed the scene she had just witnessed.


Chapter Forty-Six


“You are up early, Judicator. Anxious for battle?” Captain Chorma asked when she noticed Alex walking towards her in the moonlight. Janx was following close behind. He already had Naankossa’s pack strapped across his back and both spears in his hands.

Alex glanced towards the sky. There was a faint glow in the east where the sun would rise.

“I wanted to make sure everyone was prepared for battle today,” Alex said.

The Hundred Orcs were examining their equipment and armor. The scouts were checking their bows. It looked like they were almost ready to set off.

Alex returned to the watchtower. The women were gathering their sleeping mats and travel packs. Arban and two of the scouts brought their horses around.

As the gray light of predawn mixed with the light of the Great Moon Thuros, they headed off in silence, heading west towards the Necromancer’s Tower and a red day of battle.

Their luck held, and the Hundred reached the ruins without attracting attention.

“Their watch is lax,” Arban said as they dismounted at the edge of the lakeside town and walked their horses forward. The scouts had already checked the ruins and given the all clear sign.

“They are only focused on the southwest road. They assume that any danger will come from that direction,” Alex replied.

“Zenkova does not have a large army. Verbana’s is stronger, but the Necromancer probably assumed that Verbana’s troops would not mount an offensive so soon after their city was attacked and their gates damaged,” Arban replied.

They had to take their time as they picked through the streets of the old settlement. Rubble from destroyed buildings mixed with trees and bushes that had taken over the abandoned town.

Along the northeast edge of the town was the small lake which had once provided water for the inhabitants. Did the undead drink or eat, Alex wondered? He would have to ask Zura.

There was an empty plaza in the town’s center. Tall grasses and a few bushes grew among the old pavers of the square, but it was otherwise clear. The Hundred Orcs gathered the horses there and they began putting together the siege ladders. Soon they had two long ladders and one shorter ladder.

Captain Chorma went over the objectives with her troops, reminded them that the east side of the wall was damaged and the shorter ladder should go there.

Alex pulled out the headband that Taiya had crafted for him. The Elfstone was secured in a pouch at the front. Two leather strips in the shape of an “X” had been sewn across the gem's face. The gem was securely held in place, though part of its edges and face would be covered by the leather.

Alex tied the headband around his forehead. The Elfstone shone with a pale green light.

“The Hargs have sent a patrol of ten heading down the south road. We count six others laxly watching the road where it exits the forest,” a scout reported as the Orcs readied their bows and javelins.

“We will wait a bit to let the patrol move out of earshot. No need for them to rush back to help their friends,” Alex said.

Captain Chorma and Arban nodded.

“I wonder if the lake has any serpents in it like Lake Lim?” Nina asked as she glanced towards the northeast. She had seen the water as they made their way through the ruins.

“It is not a very large lake. I can’t see it having enough room to support serpents the size of the ones you made friends with in Verbana,” Alex said, as he gave her a smile.

“I will go check. You never know,” she said with a smile.

“Janx, go with her,” Alex directed his friend. The Foxman nodded and walked ahead of Nina, his keen senses alert for danger.

They returned a few minutes later. She shook her head. “I only sensed some small watersnakes.”

Alex went to stand in front of the warriors. The Hundred looked magnificent in their Silversteel armor. The scouts remained on their horses. They would launch a few volleys at the Hargs and then move aside. The junior warriors would stay and guard the horses.

Alex looked at the Orcs. He was glad they looked calm. Cool heads were better than hot heads in a battle. “Archers, after you disengage, keep an eye out for other enemy units joining the battle. If you encounter any, do your best to harass and delay them. The ground is fairly level. Taiya and Zura will be near the front. As we get ready to close, they will rain destruction down on the Hargs.”

“I want ten extra warriors to the left side to counter the Hargs that are watching the road. The right flank needs to watch for any enemy coming from the gate.” Alex summarized the battle plan, even though everyone had heard it twice before.

“We will make our way to the ruins edge and then jog towards the Harg tents. We move in silence.” Alex turned and began walking towards the edge of the ruins closest to the Necromancer’s Tower.

“What do you want me to do?” Nina asked as she walked next to him.

“Stay back and then use your judgement as to when to turn into a snake,” Alex replied.

Janx stayed close to Nina. Meera walked to Alex’s right, her spear ready for battle. Taiya was farther to the left. She would focus her attacks on the Hargs. Zura kept to the right in case Ghouls or Skeletons attacked from the Tower wall’s gate.

Except for the scouts, Captain Chorma was the only one of the Hundred on a horse. The added height would allow her to see more of the battlefield, so she could direct her soldiers as needed.

They made their way to the ruin’s edge. With a nod to his left and right, Alex gripped his club firmly and jogged out of the ruins and onto the grassy field.


Chapter Forty-Seven


The Hundred Orcs spread out and advanced. They quickly formed two ranks. The Orcs were about a third of the way across the grassy area before the Hargs realized the threat.

Ragged shouts of alarm rang out as the bull men rushed to grab their weapons. A line of about twenty Hargs quickly formed up in front of their encampment. Alex was impressed at the speed in which they were able to mount a makeshift defense.

“Slow to a walk!” Alex called out.

The Orcs almost in unison broke their strides and shifted to a walk. Zura’s hands glowed blue as she formed two large energy spheres, while Taiya formed a large fireball over her head. The women launched their attacks.

The fireball burst amongst the Hargs, downing two of them and burning a couple more. The Hargs tried to pat down their burning fur while maintaining their line. Zura’s spheres each struck a Harg fighter. Blue lines of energy crawled across their bodies. The Hargs shuddered and then they fell to the ground, dead.

Another volley and more of the Hargs fell as others hurried to take the place of their fallen battle brothers.

“Archers! Fire!” Captain Chorma called out and the scouts began firing their arrows.

“Charge!” one of the Hargs shouted, realizing that they were getting cut down where they stood.

With a shout, the Hargs rushed forward, closing the gap as more fell to Zura’s spheres and Taiya’s fireballs.

“Javelins!” Captain Chorma yelled and the front ranks threw their javelins at the rushing Hargs before turning sideways to let the second rank throw their javelins. More of the Harg’s fell.

“Charge!” Captain Chorma called out and the front row rapidly advanced, meeting the onrushing Hargs.

Alex leapt forward, catching a Harg by surprise at the speed of his jump. Alex’s club smashed into the Harg’s mace, driving it back into the creature’s face and knocking the Harg back into the one behind him, sending them both tumbling to the ground.

A few of the Harg’s tried to reach Taiya and Zura, but the Orcs guarding them kept them at bay while the women finished them off.

“Archer group one! Fire to the flank!” Alex heard Chorma yell.

Alex dodged a battleaxe and then brought his club in a low swing that caught the Harg in the stomach, bursting internal organs and sending the Harg into another, knocking them both down to the ground.

The Harg line collapsed under Zura’s and Taiya’s attacks.

“Assault Group one, push forward!” Chorma yelled and the Orc’s on the left side of the line surged forward, cutting down the remaining Hargs.

“Wheel right!” Commander yelled as the Orcs forced the remaining Hargs towards the middle where Alex and the center of the line were wreaking havoc.

On the left flank, the Hargs who had been watching the road ran to join the fighting but they were met by arrows from archer group one. Three fell under the barrage and another four were wounded as they closed with the ten Orcs waiting for them as the archers retreated. The Orcs made quick work of them.
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“Send out the Ghouls and the Skeletons! The Hargs are getting slaughtered!” the golden haired Elf commanded. The Hargs were his responsibility. The King would be enraged at the loss of so many of the bull men.

The Necromancer narrowed her eyes as she looked at the arrogant Sun Elf. Concentrating for a moment, she passed along a command.

The two undead guards standing behind the Elf quickly drew their swords. Realizing the treachery two late, the Elf tried drawing his sword. One of the Ghouls pierced his side while the other stepped forward and ran his sword into his back, piercing his heart.

The Elf fell over as his blood stained the stone floor. The body convulsed for a few moments and then was still.

The Necromancer’s hands glowed black for a moment as she pointed at the corpse. The corpse briefly glowed with an unearthly light. The light faded as the newly made Ghoul stood up and faced the Necromancer.

“You are so much more agreeable this way,” the Necromancer said with an evil smile.

“Mistress, what about the Hargs?” the ghostly advisor spoke.

The angry look she flashed at him would have scared a living man. But the ghostly spirit had nothing further to lose and he met the woman’s stare with a calm one of his own.

“Let them die. I will raise them up and they will be loyal to me,” she said with a sneer.

“There is a Witch and a Flame Dancer with them,” the spirit said.

The Necromancer let out an angry cry as her left hand clawed the air as if she was scratching their eyes out.

“I will need the potions,” she spat angrily.

“Are you sure this is wise, Mistress?” the spirit asked.

“I know the risks,” she replied before turning on her heel and leaving the old hall that had once served as a throne room.
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Taiya fried another Harg as the Orcs protecting her pushed forward. The center of the Harg line broke as Alex opened up a path for the second row of Orcs to push through. Arban charged forward, his blades flashing in the morning sunlight as he slashed at the Hargs. Five of the Hundred followed him. The Harg line was split in two and the bull men were getting surrounded.

Sensing this would be their last battle, the remaining bull men fought with reckless ferocity as they flung themselves at the Orcs. An Orc to Alex’s left fell underneath one of the Hargs as he ran his sword through the bull man just as the bull man’s axe cleaved through the Orc’s armor and split his collarbone area open.

Meera snarled as she lunged towards a Harg trying to reach Alex. The bull man was focused on Alex and didn’t see the threat until too late. Meera’s spear sliced into the Harg’s throat and the bull man fell to his knee as his blood poured onto the ground. She yanked her spear out and the Harg collapsed.

Two more Orcs fell as the Hargs began leaping forward, leaving themselves open to mortal wounds but in doing so reaching the Orcs with killer blows of their own. The battle lasted a few more minutes and then the last Harg fell.

Alex looked around the field. The gates in the inner wall were still closed. No undead had come to the Harg’s aid. That was strange.

Suddenly the dead Harg’s began to stir.

“Take their heads!” Alex cried out as he smashed his club into a Harg’s skull as he tried to get to his knees.

The Orcs began frantically smashing and slashing the Ghouls as they rose to fight again.

“Arban watch the gates!” Captain Chorma called as Arban began bringing the Orcs with him to assist in putting down the Ghouls. Arban frowned, but then he ordered his men back to the right flank.

Then the dead Orcs rose as Ghouls and began striking at their former comrades. One of the Hundred was wounded as he hesitated in striking one of the undead Orcs.

The new fight was quick and intense as the Hundred killed the Hargs again. They chopped and smashed the fallen’s skulls to keep them from rising yet again.

Alex looked towards the walls protecting the Necromancer’s Tower. They were lined with Ghouls and Skeletons.


Chapter Forty-Eight


“Why did they not come to the aid of the Hargs?” Arban wondered as they looked towards the wall.

The Hundred Orcs kept back, staying out of range of the skeletal archers that were on the wall.

“Perhaps the Hargs were considered expendable. After all, she probably thought she would just make them Ghouls,” Zura said.

“What casualties did we sustain?” Alex asked Chorma as she walked her horse over to them.

“Five dead, Judicator. Six with minor injuries. One with serious wounds that is being attended to,” she replied.

Alex nodded. Only losing 5 soldiers against the 7 foot tall bull men could be considered a win. Having Zura and Taiya certainly swung the odds heavily in their favor.

“The soldiers have never seen a Strongman in action before. They were impressed with your Power,” Captain Chorma added.

“Aye, Alex is a terror with that club of his. Even if he doesn’t kill someone, he sends them flying into others, tangling up two or three opponents at a time,” Arban said as he gave Alex an approving nod.

“Shall I have the ladders brought up for an assault on the walls, Judicator?” the commander asked.

Alex surveyed the walls. The defenders would have the advantage.

“We will suffer heavy losses if we try to scale the walls,” Alex rubbed his chin as he continued to survey the walls.

“The Hundred Orcs do not fear death,” the Captain replied with a frown.

Alex could see that she was offended.

“I do not doubt it, Captain. But we do not know what forces may be waiting for us inside those walls. If we can find an easier way in, we will have more of our soldiers left to fight whatever is waiting for us on the other side,” Alex met her angry gaze with a calm one.

The Captain slowly nodded.

“The gate is mainly wood. I should be able to burn it down if I can be shielded,” Taiya said as she looked at the gate.

“I can help keep the enemy on the wall distracted,” Zura said.

“I will have one of the archer teams provide cover as well, though I think we should keep the other in reserve in case the Harg patrol returns,” Chorma said as she glanced towards the south road.

“Have one of the archer teams move in close enough to attack the wall’s defenders. I want to see what the enemy does,” Alex said.

“Assault group three, shield archer group two. Archers see if you can hit those defending the wall,” Captain Chorma called out her orders.

“Commander, lend me your spyglass,” Alex said.

Chorma reached into her saddlebag and retrieved the spyglass. Alex lifted it to his eye and scanned the wall as the archers, each shielded by two soldiers approached within range of the defenders.

The Ghouls stood there impassively, but the skeletal archers drew their bowstrings back and began firing arrows at the Orcs. Fortunately, their aim was not the greatest and many of the arrows missed while the Orc’s shields blocked the others.

The archers would wait for a signal from their shieldmen and then they would pop out with their arrows drawn to their ears. It took them a moment to pick a target and let fly before they ducked behind the shields again.

Alex noticed a couple of ghostly spirits floating among the defenders. He was thankful they could not harm his troops, but as in Verbana they could be a distraction. They probably acted as eyes and ears for the Necromancer.

The Orc’s arrows began to find their marks. The Ghouls just stood there as arrows pierced their bodies. Once two arrows hit, the Ghoul would collapse. After a moment, the Ghoul would appear again, arrows still sticking out of his body as a ghostly black light appeared around their body for a brief moment.

“Why are you wasting arrows? The Necromancer will just keep reanimating the corpses,” Zura asked with a frown.

“I know. But each time she does, she has to use up some of her Power,” Alex explained.

“I had not considered that,” Zura nodded.

Alex glanced at the red skinned Tarenian. “I know.”

Her golden eyes flashed with anger for a moment. Alex gave her a wink and grin. Zura just shook her head and then she cracked a little smile as she realized Alex was teasing her.

Alex turned to the Orc captain. “How is our supply of arrows?”

“We have three spare quivers with twenty arrows each as reserves for each of the twenty archers. But they are with the pack horses,” the Commander informed him.

“Send someone to bring the arrows,” Alex said, as he turned his attention back to the wall.

“As you will, Judicator,” Chorma replied before turning to give orders.

“You are forcing the Necromancer to use up her Power,” Zura said with a nod.

Alex continued to scan the wall.

“In Verbana, it took the combined efforts of you, Master Camila and the Queen’s Witch, in addition to Taiya’s Fireballs to tire out the Necromancer. If I can get the Necromancer to use some of her Power now, it will weaken her for when the real battle begins,” Alex explained.

“Trading arrows for Power,” Arban said as he rubbed his chin.

“It could work. We have plenty of arrows,” he added.

The archers kept up the steady barrage of arrows. Some of the Ghouls on the wall looked like porcupines because they had been felled and resurrected multiple times. After an hour of this, Alex noted that the Ghouls that went down, stayed down.
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“They are making you waste your Power, Mistress,” the Ghost said as he glided up to the window where the Necromancer was watching the wall. The Sun Elf Ghoul stood next to her, its undead face expressionless.

“Aaarghhh. They underestimate my power!” she spat angrily before taking another swallow of Icefire potion. She coughed as her body was wracked by a long shudder.

“Conserve your strength Mistress! The potion is dangerous,” the ghostly voice cautioned.

The Necromancer watched her Ghouls being pincushioned by arrows. She slapped her palm against the windowsill as she stopped bothering to raise them again. The arrows from her enemies continued.

“Curse those Verbanese!” she yelled as she raised a fist in the air.

“I am not sure if they are from Verbana,” the advisor said.

“You said there is a Witch and a Flame Dancer with them. They must be the same as the ones from Verbana,” she almost shrieked at him in anger. The potion was taxing her mental capacity.

“True, but the soldiers are Orcs. Almost all of them from what I saw. There is a Human with a club who is very strong, but otherwise all I saw were Orcs,” he explained.

“Well, what of it? They may be Kanban mercenaries,” she replied.

“They do not carry the blue and white banner of Verbana, and they are all wearing matching armor. They do not look like mercenaries,” he replied.

“Perhaps that fool Elanor has called upon an ally. It matters not where they came from. Soon they will die and join my army!” she shouted.

The minister wisely kept his mouth shut.

“What is happening to the gate?” the Necromancer cried as she turned her attention back to the wall.

The wooden planks of the gate were becoming hard to see as some kind of fog obscured them. Then she noticed that the iron bands were beginning to glow red. A moment later, the gate burst into flames.

“Arrrghh!” the Necromancer let out a frustrated yell. It had taken her months of work to gather the materials for her Ghouls to repair the walls and install the new gate!

“The enemy will be inside once the flames subside!” the minister warned as he looked towards the burning gate.

The Necromancer calmed her nerves. This was no time to panic. She still had a few tricks up her sleeve. She just needed to buy some time.

“You. Go down to the keep’s entrance and bar the gate. Do not let the enemy pass,” she said to the Sun Elf. At least she would get a little use from the annoying fool.

She glanced outside and concentrated. She issued mental orders to her Ghouls and Skeletons. They abandoned the walls and moved towards the courtyard.

Her soldiers and the Tower’s door would buy her a little time to do what she must. Her orders given, she turned to her cabinet and grabbed her last two bottles of Icefire potion.

“Mistress, where are you going?” the ghostly minister asked as he floated after her.

“To the crypts,” she said as she exited the room and hurried down the nearby stairs.


Chapter Forty-Nine


As the gate's burning pieces fell to the ground, Zura began launching energy spheres through the opening. The Ghouls and Skeletons she struck shimmered with blue light and then collapsed to the ground.

Alex noticed the Ghouls were not rising again. He hoped that meant that the Necromancer was low on energy.

“Push forward!” Alex yelled.

Orcs, protected by their Silversteel armor, marched over the remains of the gate as they surged into the courtyard beyond. A few of the Skeleton archers were still shooting arrows at them. The arrows bounced off their gleaming armor.

Alex ran through the opening, followed by Taiya and Zura. The women were escorted by shield bearers who did their best to protect them from arrows. Zura began methodically eliminating the Skeleton archers while Alex leaped into the fray, his club cutting a swatch of destruction as he crushed Ghouls and Skeletons alike.

The light from his Elfstone would momentarily disorient the undead as he approached them. Meera fought like a literal hellcat beside him, using her speed to strike at the disoriented undead before they could recover. The Lionkin was surprisingly quick as she kept up with his leaps, her spear shattering skeletal skulls and piercing Ghoul’s brains.

Arban led the attack to the right while Captain Chorma led another group of the Orcs into the courtyard and pushed to the left. Janx kept close to Nina as the rest of the Hundred pushed into the courtyard.

The Ghouls and Skeletons were no match for the heavily armored Orcs. Zura focused on taking out the largest Ghouls while Taiya concentrated her fireballs into white hot spheres that melted the heads of the undead she targeted.

“Take their heads!” Arban yelled and the Orcs began to destroy the heads of the fallen to keep them from reanimating.

“Taiya! Burn down the door to the keep!” Alex directed.

Taiya nodded and concentrated the fire from her palms into white hot jets. The door glowed red and then burst into flames.
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The Necromancer reached the Tower basement. One of her Ghouls followed after her, holding aloft a flaming torch. The ghostly advisor brought up the rear as he floated down the stairs.

She briskly walked down a wide corridor that led to an empty room. The walls of the room were covered with intricately carved bricks. The designs were a mix of animals, plants and symbols.

She hurried to the far wall and found the brick she was looking for. It was the only brick picturing a skull. She reached up her hand and pushed. The skull brick sank into the wall.

There was a sound of gears turning and stone scraping as the wall in front of her slowly slid into the floor. Beyond the opening was a wide hallway.

The Necromancer smiled. “I am lucky you discovered this.”

Her ghostly advisor had discovered the hidden passage while he was exploring the keep. She hurried down the hall, her body casting a long shadow as the Ghoul with the torch followed her.

The hall ended in a large, dark open space. To either side were a pair of pedestals with large bowls. The Necromancer grabbed the torch from the Ghoul and touched its flame to the bowl on the right. The oil in the bowl burst into flame. She then lit the one on the left.

The light from the bowls lit up the front of the room. There were more braziers along the walls but she didn’t light them. She already knew what the room contained and the light was sufficient for her needs. She handed the torch back to the Ghoul.

Stone biers lined the room on either side of the central walkway. They stretched out into the darkness. On each was laid the body of a warrior.

The Necromancer walked to the closest bier and gazed upon the figure laying there. The desiccated remains of an armored warrior rested on the stone block. A thick layer of dust covered the body.

A helmet of strange design protected its head. Its body was protected by armor made from a dull black metal. The metal was engraved with strange patterns. It had taken the Necromancer months of research to understand what those patterns were.

The metal armor protected its arms and legs. A long greatsword was laid on his chest and its hands were crossed over the blade.

The warrior's black helmet had a pair of golden horns protruding from it. The others had plain helmets. She assumed the horns meant he was the leader.

The warrior was tall and powerfully built. Standing, he would easily be seven feet tall. The Necromancer brushed some of the dust from the creature's hand. Despite the almost mummified condition, she could still make out the skin’s orange color. The dead warrior was an Ogreman.

The other stone biers were similar in nature. There were eighty in all, each with an Ogreman warrior laid out upon it.

“I still don’t understand why the original Necromancer never used these warriors in their last battle,” the ghostly advisor said as he looked at the dead warriors.

“It matters not. They are here and I will use them. Their loss is our gain,” she said.

The Necromancer pulled the stopper from one of her remaining Icefire potions. She held it to her lips and slowly drank all of it. She coughed and sputtered as the potion wracked her exhausted body.

She took a moment to compose herself and then she concentrated, gathering her Power. Black tendrils flowed from her hands as she reached her arms out.

The tendrils of Power flowed into the bodies of the dead, looping in and out as they rapidly moved from one corpse to the next.

The Necromancer closed her eyes for a long moment. Then she opened them with a fierce look of determination.

“Rise! Rise, my warriors!” she called out.

The eighty bodies began to glow and pulse with black light. A minute passed, then there was the faint sound of metal against stone. The warrior nearest to her slowly moved its left arm to the table and then pushed itself up to a sitting position.

The Ghoul’s eyes burned with a hellish red light as it turned its head left and right before concentrating its gaze on the Necromancer. The other warriors began to rise.

The Ghoul grasped its sword and swung its legs to the side of the bier where it pushed off as it staggered to its feet. Standing straight it looked at the Necromancer. Wisps of white hair poked from under his helmet.

“Who dares disturb the slumber of the Vardar Guard?” it asked in a ghostly voice.


Chapter Fifty


“I, Galena the Necromancer, dare!” the woman answered.

The sound of metal striking stone rang through the chamber as the undead warriors dragged their legs to the side and dropped off the biers onto the floor. They raised their two handed swords in front of them as they turned to face the front of the room. Silently, they waited.

“Why have you summoned us?” the leader spoke, his voice sounding as if it came from a great distance.

Galena was taken aback by the horned helmed Ogreman’s words. When she summoned Ghosts, the spirits would immediately converse with her. Ghouls never spoke unless it was words she had put in their mouths.

“My tower is under attack. The enemy has thrown down my gates and is about to enter the keep. You will slay them!” Galena shouted the words as spittle flew from her lips. She could feel her body burning with fever from the many Icefire potions she had been drinking.

“If we do this, will you honor the bargain?” the undead leader’s red eyes bored into hers.

A chill ran up her spine, despite the warmth of the fever. What was this creature talking about? She wondered if she was hallucinating because of the potions.

“What bargain?” The Necromancer’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the rows of warriors.

“Your soul will serve Thal’Zorett… as we do,” the Ogreman answered.

Thal’Zorett! The mention of the name froze Galena to the bone, cutting through the fever burning in her brain.

Thal’Zorett! An ancient demon lord banished by the Elders. A lord of the outer dark that enslaved souls for eternity. Thal’Zorett! A name forgotten by all save the few Necromancers that studied the ancient books of the dead.

“Now we know why the previous Necromancer didn’t use them,” the ghostly advisor said as he backed away. Though few living knew the name Thal’Zorett, his name still echoed in the halls of eternity where the dead spirits dwelt.

“Shut up, fool!” Galena glared at the Ghost.

“Do you accept the bargain?” the Ogreman asked.

The Necromancer could hear the sounds of battle echoing down the hallway. Her heart beat wildly. The potions were destroying her body. She would be dead soon, whether from the Icefire or from her enemies' swords.

“I accept Thal’Zorett’s bargain!” she whispered.

“Thal’Zorett accepts and blesses you,” the Ogreman bowed his head. The sword he was holding glowed with an orange light. Tendrils of Power snaked out from the blade and wrapped around the Necromancer.

Galena screamed in agony as every nerve in her body burned with horrific pain. The orange light faded away and the pain disappeared. Galena couldn’t believe that she was still standing. She took a deep breath and pointed toward the entrance.

“Go! In the name of Thal’Zorett, go and slay my enemies!” she shouted.

The symbols on the Ghoul’s armor glowed with Power. As one, they began walking forward. They closed ranks as they reached the entrance. The chamber echoed with the stomp of armored boots as they marched up the hallway.

The ghostly advisor was shocked by Galena’s eyes when she turned to watch the Ogremen leave. “Mistress… your eyes are glowing red!”

A cruel smile played across her lips.


Chapter Fifty-One


The Hundred Orcs pushed their way through the remains of the Tower’s door. Ghouls and Skeletons waited on the other side. The Orcs used their shields to shove the enemy back from the entrance.

“There is no room for me to use my energy spheres!” Zura frowned as she tried to see past the Orcs gathered around the opening.

“Give them time to push the enemy back,” Alex said as he jogged over to her. Meera followed behind him, scanning for threats.

There was little room for the Orcs to wield their weapons. Slowly they cut down their opponents, winning the room a foot at a time.

“The Ghouls are rising again!” one of the Hundred yelled as the undead human he had just cut down, staggered to its feet again.

“There’s no room for them to take the heads of the fallen before she raises them again,” Arban frowned as he tried to peer over the fighter’s heads.

“Captain Chorma, have your warriors pull back. We need to lure the Ghouls outside where we have room to fight,” Alex called out.

The Orc Captain ordered her men to fall back. As the Hundred stepped back through the entrance, the undead pushed forward as they strove to kill them.

“More are coming!” one of the Orcs called out as he saw the first of the black armored Ghouls enter the back of the room. They towered over the other Ghouls and Skeletons.

“By Mount Parsa! What are they?” The Orc next to him yelled as he slashed through the neck of a Skeletal Warrior that was trying to reach him with a curved sword.

The skull hit the ground and bounced away while the rest of the bones fell to the ground in a heap. The skull rolled towards the back of the room where it was crushed under the black boot of an Ogreman Ghoul.

The Vardar began striking out with their greatswords, slicing through the Ghouls and Skeletons that stood between them and the Hundred. Their red eyes focused on the Orcs as they shoved their undead allies aside.

“Fall back!” the first Orc used his shield to shove the Ghoul he was fighting. The Ghoul fell back, giving him time to jump through the door.

The last pair of Orcs shoved the undead back with their shields. They scrambled through the door as the Vardar neared.

“Some kind of Giants or Ogres are coming!” one of the Orcs yelled in warning.

A dozen Orcs formed a semi-circle facing the doorway, shields ready. Zura and Taiya took up positions right behind them.

A Skeleton rushed through the open doorway. One of Zura’s energy spheres caught it and it collapsed. A moment later it reassembled as a Ghoul with a longsword ran out of the door.

An Orc smashed his waraxe into the Skeleton’s head. It fell apart for good this time. One of Taiya’s intense fireballs hit the Ghoul in the head. Its head burst into flame. The Ghoul fell to its knees as its brain melted.

The first of the black armored Ogremen stepped through the doorway. He marched forward, raising his greatsword. Zuras energy spheres struck the black armor. Lines of blue energy began crawling over the Ghoul. Then the strange symbols covering his armor briefly flared with orange light. The blue lines quickly disappeared.

“Their armor is warded!” Zura cried out in warning as two more of the Vardar exited the Tower.

“Ogremen Ghouls!” Arban was certain the newcomers were the orange skinned race of giants.

The first black clad warrior kicked aside a Skeleton and attacked the Orcs. He knocked aside two sword swings and then cut down the closest Orc.

Taiya launched a fireball at the second pair of Vardar, but her fire was similarly negated by the strange black armor.

Alex ran forward as the first giant cut down another of the Hundred. The Ogreman turned to face Alex and then turned his head away for a moment as the light from the Elfstone flared. It was if the light had blinded him.

Alex jumped up and brought his stone club down on its helmeted head. The armor was thick, but it was no match for his boosted strength. The helmet crumpled as the Ogreman’s skull was pulverized.

Alex ducked under a swing from the second Ogreman. The sword would have decapitated him if he was a second slower. Alex spun as he ducked, bringing his club around like a baseball bat.

He caught the armored Ghoul in the stomach. His powerful blow doubled the Ogreman over and sent him flying into the doorway, where he crashed into two of his companions that were trying to exit.

Meera sprinted after Alex. She leapt forward and drove her spear into the Ghoul’s red eye as he tried to stand up. The Ghoul fell backwards, his body throwing off the aim of another that tried to stab its sword through the doorway. Meera snarled as she yanked her spear out and jumped back.

The third Ogreman was knocked to his knees by a pair of Orcs, but not before he had killed one of the warriors facing him. One of the Hundred’s swords slashed through the Ogreman’s neck, sending the head flying.

Alex smashed in the head of another Ogreman as he tried to step over the body blocking the doorway. As Alex dodged to the side to avoid a sword thrust, Meera darted forward, her spear catching the Ogreman in the face.

“You’re pretty fast with that spear,” Alex said as he used his club to push the dead Ghoul backwards as Meera pulled her spear out of its head.

“I am a Hunter,” she replied.

Two more Ghouls tried to push forward, but Alex and Meera kept them back. Alex could see that a large group of the black armored Ogremen were trying to get to them.

“I hope there’s not another way out,” Alex muttered.

“There probably is,” Arban said as he tried to help Alex push back the Ogremen.

Alex glanced around. The Hundred were packed in the narrow area between the walls and the keep. There was little room for them to maneuver.

“Captain, have your warriors withdraw to outside of the walls!” Alex called out.

Captain Chorma began withdrawing her soldiers while Alex, Meera and Arban held the door against the Ogremen.

Alex heard a woman yelling. “Fools! You are doomed! Soon you will serve me!”

He looked up and saw a woman leaning from a window above them. It was the Necromancer.

Taiya launched a fireball and Zura threw an energy sphere towards her. The Necromancer ducked back inside before the attack reached her. Alex could hear maniacal laughter coming from the window.

A dozen Skeleton warriors sprang from the ground around Alex and the others. The Orcs with them hacked and slashed at the new threat. Zura rapidly fired energy spheres as Taiya began shooting fireballs at their skulls.

“Zura!” Alex called out in alarm as a Skeletal warrior appeared behind the Tarenian. Alex leapt forward, his jump taking him to the Skeleton a moment too late. The Skeleton struck out with its sword as Zura began to turn.

She cried out in pain as the blade tore through her shoulder. Zura fell to one knee as Alex crushed the Skeleton.

His heart sank as he saw the red staining her white robes as blood poured from the wound. Alex quickly knelt and looked at the cut. It was a deep gash. He had to get her to safety and use a healing potion on her.

“More Ghouls from the sides!” one of the Orcs cried out in warning as the Hundred finished off the remaining Skeletons. Black armored Ogremen were coming around either corner of the keep. They marched towards the remaining Hundred.

“Fall back!” Alex yelled as he threw Zura over his shoulder. She let out a cry of pain.

Alex looked for Janx and Nina, but they were nowhere to be seen. He hoped they were safely outside the walls as he sprinted towards the gate. Arban, Taiya and Meera ran with the others as they abandoned the keep’s doorway.

As Alex ran through the gate, he saw that Captain Chorma was forming her troops up in a defensive line, facing the opening. Just behind them, he saw Janx and Nina watching with worried expressions on their faces.

Alex ran towards them and leaped over the line of Orcs as they prepared to fight the Ogreman. The Orcs instinctively ducked in surprise as Alex sailed over them.

“Aaagh!” Zura cried out as they landed near Janx and Nina. The jolt from the landing made her wound throb with pain.

“Janx! The healing potions!” Alex yelled as he passed his friends. He ran about a hundred yards before he gently took Zura from his shoulder and sat her on the ground. Janx sprinted after him as Nina hurried to follow them.

The Foxman quickly unslung the pack and set it on the ground as he reached them.

“What happened?” Nina asked breathlessly as she knelt next to Zura.

“Sword cut,” Alex explained, as he took the stopper out of the bottle Janx had handed him.

“Is it deep?” Zura asked and then gasped in pain as Alex poured some of the clear liquid on the wound. Nina helped steady her.

“I’ve seen worse,” Alex replied.

“Drink.” Alex held the bottle to her lips. Zura took two long swallows and then grimaced as the liquid burned her throat and stomach.

Alex poured some more of the liquid on her wound. He was amazed to see the wound was already closing up, even though he had already seen the magic these potions could do.

“How do you feel?” Alex asked as he looked at Zura. Her face had a white cast to it under her red skin.

“I will be fine,” Zura nodded, her golden eyes fierce as she met his gaze.

“I have no doubt of that,” Alex grinned.

Alex handed the potion bottle back to Janx. “Pour some more on the wound in a few minutes.”

Zura held her hand up to him. “Help me up and I will rejoin the battle.”

“Not yet, Zura. Let the healing potion work its magic,” Alex said as he stepped back from her.

“Nina, get her some water. Janx, make sure she rests,” he added before sprinting back towards the battle.

“Be careful!” Nina yelled.

“I can travel faster as a snake.” Nina’s body glowed with a green light. As the light faded, a forty foot long green snake, several feet in diameter, was coiled up in her place. She shot forward across the grass as she rapidly slithered towards the ruined village where they had left their supplies.

Zura grimaced as she tried to stand up. Janx gently laid a hand on her uninjured shoulder.

“Rest. You will be a more effective warrior if you give the potion time to work,” the Foxman admonished.

Zura glared at Janx for a moment. Then she let out a sigh and nodded.


Chapter Fifty-Two


The Hundred were fighting hard to contain the armored Ghouls within the gate. As Alex reached the line, one of the Orcs fell backwards, his chest armor pierced by an Ogrerman’s greatsword.

The black armored Ghoul pushed forward only to pause as the light from Alex’s Elfstone shone upon him. Alex leapt towards him and delivered a powerful blow with his club. The Ogreman’s left shoulder and collarbone were pulverized. The creature staggered backwards as it tried to maintain a grip on its sword with its good hand.

Alex jabbed his club forward, punching the creature in its chest and sending it into its companions. Unfazed by the damage, the Ogreman lifted its sword and advanced again. One of the Orcs to Alex’s left jumped forward and hacked at the creature’s good arm with his waraxe. The Ogreman dropped his sword point from the blow and Alex used the opening to crush the Ghoul’s helmet.

“Alex!” Meera cried out a warning.

Alex instinctively jumped to the side. A sword whooshed by his shoulder and crashed to the ground. Alex spun to face his foe and saw it was one of the Hundred. His armor was bloodied from a gaping hole in the chest piece. The Necromancer had raised the fallen Orc!

As The Orc raised his sword, Meera ran her spear into his armpit, striking at the gap in the armor. The Orc staggered to the side from the blow and then collapsed to the ground as Alex pulverized its skull with a two handed swing.

The battle raged for the next half hour as neither side could gain an advantage. The Hundred struggled to reach the taller Ogremen’s heads with killing blows. The Ghouls would fall under the Orc’s attacks only to be raised again by the Necromancer.

The Hundred were slowly losing warriors as the battle continued. What made it worse was the Necromancer would raise the fallen Orcs to fight against their former comrades.

“We can’t keep this up much longer!” Arban warned as his swords slashed at the Ogreman he had already killed twice.

“The accursed Necromancer is raising the dead faster than we can kill them!” Captain Chorma snarled as she rode her horse behind the line, rallying her warriors wherever the Vardar were about to break through.

Alex was slowly pushing the center of the line forward. His powerful blows combined with the confusing light of the Elfstone were causing the undead soldiers to veer away from him as they concentrated their efforts to either side of him.

“The walls! The walls!” One of the Hundred called out a warning.

Alex glanced to his left. Black armored Ghouls were dropping off the wall to the ground below. Most staggered and fell, but within a few moments, they stood up and began advancing towards the Hundred’s flank.

“Judicator! We must fall back!” Captain Chorma wheeled her horse towards the new threat.

“Have the archers slow them down while we retreat!” Alex ordered.

Captain Chorma shouted out orders. The mounted archers moved to intercept the Ogremen advancing from the wall. They rode near them, firing point blank. A few arrows managed to penetrate, but most bounced off the strange black armor.

Chorma called out another order. “Push and disengage!”

The Orcs to either side of Alex let out war cries as they attacked the Ogreman with incredible fury. The ferocious attack staggered many of the Vardar and they fell back. The Orcs jumped back as they spun and began running.

Alex started swinging his club like a wildman as the Orcs withdrew. He staggered some of the Ghouls and then would leap to the side to avoid being hit. The Vardar were attempting to march after the Orcs, but his attacks distracted them. He was trying to buy time for the Orcs.

“Alex! More are coming from the left, we will be cut off!” Meera snarled as she ran in and stabbed an Ogreman in the throat. Her cat-like speed and reflexes allowed her to strike and withdraw before the slower moving Ghouls could react.

“Alex! Let’s go!” Taiya yelled as she turned back and saw Alex was still fighting. With a last swing that sent a Ghoul flying into several others, Alex snatched Meera by the waist and leapt towards the retreating Orcs.

“What are you doing?” Meera yowled in surprise.

“This is faster!” Alex replied as he covered several yards with each of his leaps.

A large viper suddenly flashed between the Vardar. It struck at one of the Ogremen, but its fangs couldn’t penetrate the armor. The Ghoul ignored the snake and continued marching forward.

Nina slithered around the Ghoul as she looked for an opening. She could see orange skin behind the Ghouls knees where no armor protected it. Lightning quick, she struck, pumping venom into the Ogreman. She went from Ghoul to Ghoul, striking their legs.

After striking the ninth, one of the Ogreman swung his sword at her. Nina twisted her snake body to the side, but the sword tip nicked her, sending a shock of pain through her. Quickly shifting to a smaller size, she darted away.The Ogremen glanced down, looking for her, but she was already past their front row, hurrying after Alex.

The venom caused the Ghoul’s injured legs to seize up. They staggered and stumbled as they dragged their useless legs across the ground. The other Ghouls bunched up as they ran into their oddly moving fellows. The confusion bought the Orcs precious moments as they put some distance between them.

“Half moon!” Captain Chorma called out as they neared the spot where Janx and Zura were waiting.

The Hundred formed up ranks in the shape of a half circle pointed towards the Ogremen that were walking after them. The archers harassing the Ghouls pulled away and rushed to the half circle. They set up on either side to protect the flanks.

Arban stood in the front of the Orc line. He had the warriors open up a space for Taiya and Alex to run through. Alex set Meera down near Zura.

“I could have kept up!” Meera protested as she frowned angrily.

“How are you feeling?” Alex ignored the Lionkin as he looked at Zura.

“Better,” Zura said as she stood up.

“Good. Where’s Nina?” Alex asked as he looked around for his wife.

“She wanted to check on you,” Janx replied with a worried look.

“What!” Alex turned back towards the walls.

“A snake!” Taiya’s keen eyes spotted the serpent rapidly moving towards them.

The snake glowed with a golden light as Nina transformed back to her Human form. She grimaced as her hand reached down to press against a tear in her legging. Blood was flowing from a wound.

“What happened?” Alex asked as he rushed to her and knelt to examine her thigh.

“I was biting the Ghouls, but one of them nicked me with his sword,” she explained.

“Don’t risk yourself like that again,” Alex said worriedly as he looked at the cut. The blade had cut through her thick leggings, but the wound was shallow and only about three inches long.

“At least I brought a spare pair of leggings with me,” Nina joked as she looked at the tear in Alex’s pants. Alex just shook his head.

Janx brought over the healing potion. Alex poured a little on the cut and then had her take a swallow.

“Ugghhh! That burns!” Nina coughed and then handed the bottle back to Alex.

“Taking risks is no joking matter.” Alex gave her a half smile. He was relieved she hadn’t been badly injured.

“The enemy is almost upon us, Judicator!” Captain Chorma called out as she wheeled her horse to a stop next to him.

“How many are there?” Alex asked, as he handed the potion bottle to Janx.

The Captain surveyed the field from her higher vantage. Chorma’s expression was grim as she relayed the information. “Perhaps sixty including a handful of our dead she has raised against us.”

Alex guessed that they had lost about a dozen of the Hundred. They should win this fight, but they would suffer heavy losses. If they weren’t protected by their strange black armor, the Hundred would win easily with Taiya and Zura’s help. The sound of metal striking metal rang out as the first of the Ogremen reached the Orc’s defensive line.

“Captain! Horsemen approaching fast from the south road!” one of the scouts yelled as he galloped towards them.


Chapter Fifty-Three


“Prepare to wheel!” Chorma called out.

“Hopefully they don’t have that same armor!” Alex said as he led the women and Janx to the edge of the formation. Zura and Taiya readied their spheres as the horsemen galloped hard towards them. Janx and Meera readied their spears.

Alex guessed there were about fifty or sixty riders in the group. The Orc scouts near him readied their bows as they turned their attention to the newcomers.

“They are Moon Elves!” Taiya’s keen eyes identified the riders first.

As they neared, Alex could see one of the lead riders had a strange glow about their head, almost like a halo. The riders slowed their horses to a cantor as they neared the Orcs.

“Hold your fire!” Alex yelled.

“Spirit Guide!” Ujenna called out as she spotted Alex.

The Moon Elf they had rescued from the Forest Trolls raised her hand in greeting. The woman riding next to her was wearing Queen Sofya’s crown. Its ring of Elfstones glowed brightly, giving Alex the impression of a halo.

“We had to fight Hargs on the road or we would have arrived sooner!” Ujenna jumped off her horse and ran to Alex. The girl knelt down before him for a moment before jumping to her feet again. Ujenna was no longer wearing the stripes of white paint on her arms and under her eyes.

“I assume the black armored warriors are the enemy?” the crowned woman asked as she looked at Alex. She reminded him of Ujenna.

“Spirit Guide, this is my mother, Queen Eldanna,” Ujenna said as she climbed back onto her horse. Alex nodded to the woman.

The Moon Elves were dark skinned Elves with long black hair and dark eyes. The warriors wore leather armor and they were armed with swords and spears.

The man riding next to the crowned woman held a carved wooden staff in his left hand. Its tip held another Elfstone. He wore forest green robes trimmed in silver. Alex guessed him to be a Druid.

“My Queen, I can sense the evil emanating from them!” the man said as he stared at the Vardar.

“They are Ogremen Ghouls. Their armor protects them from our spheres and flames,” Zura explained.

“A dark blasphemy against nature!” the man spat in the direction of the Vardar.

“My warriors! Kill the black clad Ghouls and drive them back to hell!” the Queen commanded and her warriors urged their horses forward.

The Moon Elves attacked the Ogremen from the side. Many of the Ghouls turned to face this new threat, taking pressure off the Orcs, who began pushing forward.
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“Who are these newcomers that aid my enemy!” Galena screamed in frustration as she peered out the window. She could see the horse warriors attacking the Vardar.

The ghostly advisor floated through the room's wall and out into the open air beyond. He floated back a few moments later.

“I believe they are Moon Elves, mistress,” the advisor said.

“Aarrgghh! They too will die and serve me!” Galena clawed at the air in anger.

The Necromancer pulled the stopper out of her final bottle, chugging the contents of the Icefire potion in one long drink. The empty bottle shattered as it fell from her hand.

Her body convulsed as spittle dribbled from her lips. She felt as if her heart was going to burst from her chest.

“I don’t think that was wise, mistress,” the Ghost’s voice was emotionless as he watched the Necromancer drop to her hands and knees. The shards of glass cut her palms, staining the floor with her blood.

“No, I can not die yet. I need my vengeance,” she whispered.

The Ghost said nothing.

“Thal’Zorett! Aid me! Your servant calls upon you!” she cried. The advisor’s form shuddered at the sound of the demon’s name.

Thin tendrils of orange light grew up from the blood stained floor and wrapped themselves around her forearms. They glowed brightly and Galena screamed in pain.

The light faded. Galena took a deep breath. She threw her head back and laughed crazily. She stood and staggered to the window. She lifted her arms towards the battle.
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Dozens of Skeletal warriors erupted from the ground between the walls and the battle raging between the living and the dead. Each of the Skeletons was armed with a curved sword and a small round shield. In unison, they hurried to join the fight.

“Skeletons! Skeletons!” some of the Moon Elves cried out in warning.

“Dammit!” Alex thought as he smashed the helmet of one of the Ogremen with his club. The tide had turned with the Moon Elves' help and they were systematically destroying the armored Ghouls.

The light from the Elfstones in Queen Eldanna’s crown distracted the Ogremen as she rode close to them. As the Ogremen tried to force their way towards the Queen, The Druid would flash a beam of bright green light at their faces. The light dazzled and blinded them, allowing the Moon Elves to press their attack.

Taiya and Zura moved to the side of the formation so they could have clear shots at the Skeletons. Their Power still worked against them, especially Zura’s. Nina transformed into a large serpent, ready to protect them if any of the enemy approached. Janx was by their side as well.

The two women began raining destruction on the Skeletons while Alex and Meera fought alongside Arban and the Orcs. Ujenna rode with her mother and the Druid.

Two of the Moon Elves were surrounded by Skeletons who hacked and slashed at their horses. The riders were killed as they fell to the ground and were overwhelmed.

“Another wave of Skeletons is coming!” Chorma warned as another Moon Elf rode too close to the Ogremen. The Elf was split open by a powerful blow from one of the two handed swords. He and his horse crashed to the ground where another Vardar warrior finished him.

“If she keeps raising more Skeletons, we will be overwhelmed!” Arban grunted as he parried a swing from one of the Vardar. Before the Ogreman could bring his blade up for another swing, the tip of Arban’s sword pierced his red eye. The Orc pushed the blade deep into the Ghoul’s brain before twisting it viciously.

How much energy did the Necromancer have left, Alex wondered as a group of Skeletons crashed against the Orcs right flank as they fought the Ghouls. One of the Orcs to his left staggered back as he was wounded by the two Skeletons attacking him.

Meera jumped forward and drove her spear into one of the Skelton’s faces. Alex lashed out with his fist, the force of his blow knocking the skull from the other Skeleton’s body. The bones of the two fell to the ground in a rattle as they died.

Alex grunted as he parried a blow from one of the Vardar. “We have to kill the Necromancer or she will keep raising the dead against us.”

“I’m a little busy right now!” Arban laughed as he ducked under an Ogreman’s swing. The Orc rammed his shoulder into its black armored stomach, knocking the Ghoul back before he could attack again.

“Wish me luck!” Alex yelled as he took a couple of steps forward and somersaulted over the nearest Ogremen. His boosted strength sent him flying over their heads before they could react.

Rolling to his feet, he began sprinting towards the opening in the defensive wall, avoiding the Skeletons and Ghouls that tried to intercept him. His leaps carried him over a pair of Skeletons that slashed upwards with their swords, narrowly missing him.

“The stupid fool!” Meera snarled as she killed a Skeleton warrior. Arban grinned at Meera’s words, but he was too smart to antagonize an angry Lionkin.

Meera dove forward between an Ogreman’s legs. Quick as a cat, she dove to the side to avoid a Skeleton’s sword. Rolling to her feet, she sprinted after Alex.

“They’re both crazy,” Arban muttered as he slashed at the Ogreman attacking one of the Hundred to his right.

Alex thought about their battle with the Alchemist in Kargosk. When he died, the giant clay man they were fighting also died. Alex hoped that killing the Necromancer would make the undead lifeless again.

He sprinted through the ruined gates and headed towards the Tower door. Alex had to skid to a stop as he saw the figure blocking his way.

Standing in front of the burned out Tower door was one of the black armored Ogremen. Except this one was bigger than the others. He was holding a greatsword like the other Ghouls, but his helmet was adorned with two golden horns. His red eyes burned as they stared at Alex.

“Have you come to die, Human?” A ghostly voice came from the imposing warrior.

“Not exactly,” Alex said as he jumped towards the strange Ghoul, his club raised high over his head.


Chapter Fifty-Four


Alex swung his club down towards the Ghoul’s head as he flew towards him. The Ogreman brought his sword up, parrying the blow as the sound of stone hitting metal rang through the courtyard. Alex’s Elfstone flared. The light caused the Ghoul to turn his head for a moment.

The impact caused Alex to stagger backwards as he hit the ground. Shaking his head as if to clear it, the horn helmed Ghoul stepped forward as he swung his sword at Alex’s chest. Alex jumped back as the blade whooshed by and missed him by mere inches.

“Your little rock won’t save you, Human” the Ogreman’s voice sounded as if it came from a great distance.

Alex countered with a low swing of his own. The Ogreman blocked him again and then stabbed his greatsword towards Alex’s leg. The blade would have scored a hit on a weaker man, but Alex’s enhanced strength allowed him to recover and knock the blade aside.

The courtyard rang with the sound of their weapons clashing against each other. Neither could score a hit.

The ghostly voice spoke as he parried another of Alex’s blows. “It has been an age since I faced a worthy opponent.”

Alex didn’t respond as he probed for an opening in the Ogreman’s defenses. The Ghoul spoke and acted differently than the other Ghouls Alex had faced. It was as if he had a will of his own instead of merely following the Necromancer’s commands.

“No matter… soon you will join me in the halls of the dead.” the Ghoul swung his blade around in a powerful blow. Alex caught it on his club, but the force of the blow staggered Alex.

Alex recovered and sprang forward, grasping his club with both hands as he aimed for the Ogreman’s helmet again. The Ghoul’s sword glowed with orange light as he raised it up to block. The weapons smashed against each other with a strange sound.

The club shattered into pieces as Alex crashed into the Ogreman. The glowing blade narrowly missed his head as the Ghoul’s swing smashed through the club as if it was made of plaster.

Alex instinctively wrapped his arms and legs around the Ogreman. His arms, with their boosted Power, pinned the Ghoul’s upper arms against his sides. He was in too close for the Ghoul to effectively use his greatsword. The Elfstone flared as Alex rammed his head into the Ogreman’s chin.

Again and again, Alex rammed his forehead into the Ghoul’s lower face. The Elfstone gleamed with a burning light as the Ogreman staggered into the Keep’s wall. Alex’s blows crumpled the lower part of the Ghoul’s helmet. Alex’s forehead was cut and bleeding as his blows crushed the Ogreman’s jaw.

The Ghoul spun his body around and he began ramming Alex’s body into the wall in a desperate attempt to dislodge him. Alex ignored the pain as he continued to smash his head into the Ghoul’s face.

The Ogreman spun away from the wall and dove to the ground, landing on Alex. The impact stunned him for a moment and he lost his hold on the armored giant. The impact had also caused the Ghoul to drop his greatsword.

The Ghoul rose to his knees as he tried to reach his sword. As the Ogreman grasped the sword's pommel, Alex brought his knees to his chest and then kicked out with both of his booted feet.

Alex’s power boosted legs crushed the black chest plate as the Ghoul flew backwards into the wall. The impact stunned the Ogreman and he dropped the sword again. Alex blinked the blood from his eyes as he rolled to a crouch.

Drawing his dagger, he launched himself towards the Ghoul. The Ogreman reached up an armored hand and caught Alex by the neck just as he was about to reach him. The Ghoul’s red eyes flared as he began squeezing Alex’s throat.

Alex rammed his knife into the Ghoul’s helmet. The incredibly sharp blade sliced through the black metal as if it was paper, stopping only when the hilt caught.

The hand around Alex’s throat relaxed as the red light in the Ogreman’s eyes went out. Alex slid to the ground, breathing heavily.

“Well played, Human,” a voice whispered and was gone.

“Alex!” Meera yelled worriedly as she entered the courtyard and saw Alex laying on the ground, next to the armored warrior.

Alex held his hand up as Meera reached him.

“You are bleeding! How bad are your injuries?” She knelt beside him and wiped the blood away from his eyes with her hand.

“Just the cut on my forehead.” Alex sat up and looked at the dead Ogreman.

“This was no ordinary Ghoul.” He added as he stood up and pulled his dagger out of the Ogreman’s head.

Meera stood up and snarled at the dead Ghoul before slamming her spearpoint into the creature’s face.

“Just in case,” she said as she yanked the spear back out.

Alex sincerely hoped the dead Ogreman wasn’t coming back to life anytime soon.

“What happened to your club?” Meera frowned as she saw the broken pieces on the ground.

“It broke against his sword.” Alex looked down at the two handed greatsword. He reached down and picked it up. It felt light in his hand.

Meera hissed as she took a step back. “What if it’s a cursed blade?”

Alex shrugged. “He doesn’t need it anymore.”

“It’s a dead man’s weapon!” Meera warned.

“So was my club.” Alex turned and jogged through the Keep’s doorway. He had to find the Necromancer. Meera followed after him, though she kept a wary eye on the sword he was carrying.

Past the entranceway was a large room littered with dead bodies from the earlier battle. A broad stairway led down, while another broad stairway led upstairs. Alex hurried up the stairs.

“I bet she is still watching the battle from the upstairs windows,” Alex said as he took the steps two at a time.

They skipped the second and third floors, pausing when they reached the top floor landing. Alex didn’t see any Ghouls or Skeletons.

Alex cautiously turned at the first hallway. At the far end of the hall was an open doorway. “The front windows should be this way.”

Meera’s ears flicked forward as she strained to hear any signs of danger. “I hear someone laughing in that room.”

“I want to question her if we can,” Alex whispered.

Meera frowned. “We should just kill her.”

As Alex and Meera neared the room, he could see the Necromancer standing in front of the window. Next to her a ghostly figure turned and looked towards them.

“The spirit has seen us!” Meera snarled angrily.

The Necromancer turned to face them. Alex paused at the doorway as he glanced around the room. It looked like a meeting room with a couple of large oak tables and several ornate chairs in the center of the room. One of the tables stood between them and the Necromancer.

“Fools. You have come to die!” The Necromancer shrieked at them. Alex felt a chill down his spine as he realized that her eyes had the same red glow as the black armored Ghouls.

“Who are you working for?” Alex and Meera entered the room. He didn’t expect to get any information from her, but it might keep her distracted.

“Work for! Galena works for no one! Do you think I work for that fool Warlock? He thinks I am a tool to be used. But one day his dead body will serve me!” the Necromancer began to laugh crazily again. Alex wondered if the Icefire Potions were driving her mad as he stepped further into the room.

“The Warlock says you are his slave.” Alex bluffed, trying to get more information from her. He reached the table. The Necromancer was about twenty feet in front of him.

“Say the word and she is dead,” Meera whispered.

“He is trying to get information from you, Mistress,” the ghostly advisor warned. He wasn’t wrong, Alex thought.

Galena sneered as she flung her hand across her body, trailing black smoke through the air. A half dozen Skeletal warriors rose up in front of her.

“I told you we should just kill her!” Meera snarled as the Necromancer summoned six more Skeletons to their right and then six more to their left.

“Kill them!” the Necromancer screamed.

Meera sprang to her right, her spear flashing as it rapidly smashed two of the Skeleton’s skulls. Alex kicked his leg out, catching the side of the table and sending it flying into the Skeletons between him and Galena.

Bones cracked and splintered as the heavy table shot forward. The Skeletons in front of him were smashed to pieces. Galena screamed as the table smashed into her, pinning her against the wall next to the window. The top half of her body slumped forward and sprawled on the table top.

Meera dodged a couple of swords and then she took another Skeleton out. Alex swung his sword to the left, the long blade smashing through the two closest Skeleton warriors as they rushed towards him.

“Mistress…” the Ghostly advisor faded away as the remaining Skeletal warriors’ bones separated and fell to the floor in a clatter.

Alex looked at the Necromancer. Her face was lying in a puddle of blood on the table top. Alex pulled the table back and Galena’s body fell to the floor. Alex slid across the table top and then knelt next to the Necromancer. He turned her body over.

Her mouth and chest were covered in blood from her internal injuries. He felt for a pulse while Meera scanned the room for new threats as she joined him.

“She’s dead.” Alex stood up and looked out the window.

None of the Ogremen were still standing. Their black armored bodies lay on the ground where they had fallen once the Necromancer had died. White bones littered the field where the Skeletons had once stood. The battle was over.

“Alex!” Meera’s voice had a panicked note in it.

Alex spun around, the greatsword ready to attack. He looked around, but the room was empty. Then he saw it.

A black mist was rising up from the floor near the far corner of the room. Meera’s keen eyes had spotted it before he could even notice it.

The black mist formed a vaguely man-like shape as it began moving towards them. Alex and Meera began to slowly back away.

Meera’s tail flicked back and forth. “What is this thing?”

The mist thickened into a black cloud as it reached Galena's body.

“I was hoping you knew,” Alex said as he held the greatsword with both hands as he kept it pointed at the cloud man. A pair of malevolent red eyes appeared. They stared at Alex for a long moment before it looked down at the Necromancer.

Its arm elongated as it reached out a claw-like hand to touch Galena. Meera and Alex watched in amazement as the fingers penetrated the Necromancer’s body.

The cloud man lifted his arm as it pulled an orange light from Galena’s body. The orange light formed a stick figure parody of the Necromancer. The stick figured kicked and squirmed as the cloud man lifted it higher. The red eyes looked at Alex again.

A freezing gust of wind blew through the room sending a chill through Meera and Alex. The wind tore through the cloud man and the orange figure, shattering them into particles of orange and black that quickly faded into nothingness.

The freezing wind swept across the battlefield, chilling the victors as they looked at their fallen foes and fallen comrades. When the wind touched the black armored Ogremen, they rapidly transformed. Their armor, their weapons and their bodies turned to ash that was picked up by the wind and scattered.

The wind faded away and it was as if the Vardar Guard had never been.


Chapter Fifty-Five


“That was very strange.” Alex had seen many strange things on Ktor, but this had to be the strangest yet.

Meera walked over to Galena’s body and prodded it with her spear. “It must have been some dark spirit.”

“I’m pretty sure she is dead.” Alex said.

Meera’s tail flicked in agitation. “I like to be sure.”

Alex headed towards the room's exit. “Let’s go check on the others.”

He hurried down the stairs. Meera jabbed the body one last time before following him. The Lionkin almost bumped into Alex as he abruptly stopped at the Keep’s exit.

“He’s gone!” Alex tightened his grip on the greatsword as he scanned the courtyard.

“Who?” Meera asked.

“The horned Ogreman. His body is gone.” Alex cautiously walked into the courtyard, alert for any attacks.

He was startled by a pair of horsemen that rode through the gate. Then he realized they were scouts from the Hundred.

“Judicator! You are alive!” one of the scouts said as he smiled at him. Alex realized it was Sanak, the Orc he had saved on the rope bridge.

“I am glad to see you have survived the battle,” Alex said before he turned to scan the area for the horn helmed Ogreman.

“Are there still enemies in the tower?” Sanak asked as he and the other scout drew their swords.

“I had to kill one of the black armored Ghouls to get into the tower. His body was by the door and now it's gone,” Alex explained.

Sanak sheathed his sword. “Judicator, all of their bodies are gone. They fell to the ground as one. Then a chill wind blew as they turned to ash and were scattered. If I had not seen it with my own eyes, I would not have believed it.”

Alex relaxed. “I have seen things today that I’m still not sure I believe.”

He walked towards the gate, eager to check on his team. His heart was filled with relief as he saw them jogging towards the tower. A dozen Orc warriors were with them.

“Alex! You’re hurt!” Nina said as she reached him first. Her eyes were filled with worry as she saw the blood on his face.

“It's just a cut.” Alex reached up and felt his forehead. He could feel the gash between his eyebrows and his leather headband. It had already stopped bleeding. His body seemed to heal quickly when he was boosted.

“Janx, get one of the healing potions,” Taiya said after glancing at the cut.

“I assumed the Necromancer was killed when the undead became dead again.” Zura’s voice was calm, but her eyes betrayed her concern as she looked Alex over.

Meera stepped to the side as the Elf handed Alex the potion bottle. “Alex slew the Necromancer.”

“I knew you would keep him safe.” Nina laid her hand on Meera’s shoulder and gave her a smile. The Lionkin nodded her head awkwardly, unused to compliments.

“I don’t need the healing potion. Save it. The bleeding has stopped,” Alex protested.

“At least drink a little bit,” Taiya insisted. Alex took a small sip and handed the bottle back to the Elf.

“Tilt your head back.” Taiya slid his headband back as he turned his face to the sky. Taiya poured a little of the potion on the cut.

“Ugghh.” Alex grimaced as some of the burning liquid ran down into his eye. “Are you trying to blind me?”

“The healing potion can't hurt you. It just stings a little.” Taiya sealed the bottle up and then kissed his cheek.

“How do you have one of the Ogremen’s swords?” Arban stepped forward as he peered at the two handed sword in Alex’s hand.

Alex blinked his eye to clear it as he looked at the sword. “One of the Ogremen was blocking the entrance to the tower. I took it from him.” Alex explained.

Arban frowned as he looked at the sword. “But the Ogremen turned to ash after the battle. Including their armor and their swords. I saw it with my own eyes.”

“His body was gone when I came back out of the tower again,” Alex replied.

Meera grumbled as her tail flicked from side to side. “I told him to leave the blade alone.”

“What happened to your club?” Arban asked.

“It shattered against this sword,” Alex explained.

Meera grasped her spear tightly as the Vara cantered their horses across the field towards them. “The Moon Elves come.”

Queen Eldanna rode at the front with Ujenna to her right and the Druid to her left. Alex could see some of the horses at the rear had dead bodies across their saddles. The Queen halted as she reached them.

“Hail, Alex, Master of the Tarwin Forest,” the Queen nodded. Ujenna smiled brightly at him. Alex frowned at the title she used for him.

“Thank you for your help, Queen Eldanna,” Alex nodded.

“My daughter foresaw a darkness rising in the Tarwin. Even though it is not our territory, if not stopped, it would spread to our lands,” the Queen explained.

“Queen Eldanna, why do you name Prince Alex as Master of the Tarwin Forest?” Zura asked.

The Queen turned her head to look at her daughter. “You did not tell me that your Spirit Guide was also a prince, Ujenna.”

Ujenna bowed her head. “I did not know, mother.”

“My husband is Prince Consort and Hero of Zenkova,” Nina lifted her head proudly as she spoke.

The Queen raised an eyebrow as she looked at Alex for a moment. Then she turned her attention back to Zura.

“Lady…” she began.

“Zura, Adept of the White Witches,” the White Witch nodded her head.

“Lady Zura. Alex is Master of the Tarwin Forest by right of conquest. He has defeated the Necromancer. I doubt anyone will challenge him,” the Queen explained.

Alex gave the Queen a half smile. “What if I don’t want to be the forest’s new Master?”

“You have just fought a great battle. We can discuss this once we have eaten and rested,” the Queen returned his half smile with one of her own.

“Druid, I have a favor to ask,” Taiya looked towards the robed Moon Elf.

“What is it, child of the trees?” the Druid asked.

“Can you examine the sword Alex has taken from the undead he defeated. We are worried that there may be dark power attached to it,” Taiya explained. The Druid glanced at the blade Alex was holding.

“I saw their other weapons disappear! How is it that this one survived?” the Druid’s voice was surprised as he dismounted his horse.

The Druid directed Alex to lay the sword on the ground. The Moon Elf concentrated on the blade as he held his hand close to it for a minute. Then he pointed his Elfstone tipped staff at it.

The Elfstone glowed green and then he touched it to the sword. The blade flickered with green light for a brief moment. The Druid straightened up.

The light from the Druid’s Elfstone faded as he looked at Taiya. “The blade is not cursed. It is not inherently good or evil.”

“What do you mean?” Zura asked.

“It is like the wood of my staff. It can act as a conduit of Power. Though I am not familiar with its workmanship. Dwarven, perhaps,” the Druid said as he turned towards the Tarenian.

“Is it safe for Alex to use?” Taiya asked.

The Druid reached down and picked up the blade. “I don’t see why not.”

The Druid handed the sword to Alex. “It's heavy, but not as heavy as it looks. I wonder what kind of metal it is made from.”

“Judicator, I am glad you are alive and well,” Captain Chorma said as she rode her horse up to their group.

“Casualties and injuries?” Alex asked as he wondered what kind of toll the battle had taken on the Orcs.

Chorma’s face was grim as she reported the losses. “Twelve fighters and four scouts have been killed. Twenty one more are wounded, three of them seriously.”

Alex frowned. They had taken significantly more losses here than the troops defending Verbana had taken. But they hadn’t had to face a company of Ogremen Ghouls wearing magic armor in Verbana.

“Captain, I will do my best to heal your warriors,” The Druid offered.

“Thank you, Druid,” Captain Chorma bowed her head to the robed Moon Elf.

“Captain Chorma, send a group to explore the tower. I don’t think there are any enemies left, but we need to be sure,” Alex said.

“It will be done, Judicator,” Chorma nodded as the Druid mounted his horse. They galloped back towards the battlefield to check the wounded.

“Judicator, Prince, Hero, and Master of the Forest. Your Spirit Guide has collected many titles, Ujenna.” the Queen laughed as she looked at her daughter.

“Yes, he has, mother!” Ujenna flashed a bright smile at Alex.

The Queen glanced at the sky. It would still be several hours until sunset. “Prince Alex, I will have my warriors scout out the area for enemies.”

“I appreciate it,” Alex replied.

“My people will set up camp near the walls here. We will prepare a victory meal for everyone. Afterwards, we will speak on other matters,” the Queen said as she raised an eyebrow towards Alex.

Alex bowed his head to the Moon Elf. “We look forward to it, Queen Eldanna.”


Chapter Fifty-Six


While some of the Moon Elves scouted the area for threats, others went into the forest and hunted game for the victory meal. They returned with venison, rabbits, and even a couple of wild boars. Cooking fires were set up and the air filled with the savory smell of roasting meat.

Other Elves gathered wild asparagus, broccoli, turnips and mushrooms. They cooked them on flat stones arranged around the cooking fires.

Alex and his team along with Captain Chorma were invited to sit with the Queen for the meal. Ujenna and the Druid were there as well.

“When did you have time to wash your robe?” Alex asked Zura when he noticed her robe no longer had bloodstains on it.

Zura glanced at the tear in Alex’s legging. “I didn’t. I packed a spare.”

Taiya and Nina tried to keep from smiling as Alex glanced down at his pants. He was thankful that everyone’s attention turned to the Druid as he blessed the victory meal. Soon everyone was smiling as they enjoyed a hot meal after many days of hard travel and fighting.

The Queen licked her fingers before taking a drink from a waterskin. “We have been living on journey bread since word came from Queen Elanor calling for aid. This is a welcome change.”

“You have been traveling all that time?” Alex asked in surprise.

“We stopped in Verbana, of course, to assess the situation,” the Druid said between bites of food.

“Queen Elanor told us of the Necromancer. This confirmed Ujenna’s vision of a darkness growing in the Tarwin,” the Queen looked at her daughter proudly.

Alex and his team had rescued Ujenna as she was trying to escape from a group of forest Trolls. She had stolen back the crown that had been lost by a Moon Elf queen during an ill fated expedition.

Her quest to retrieve the lost crown was part of her spirit journey. Moon Elves that wanted to follow the warrior’s path would fast and meditate for three days. On the third night they were visited by a dream which instructed them on a quest they had to take.

Ujenna’s vision had shown her where to find the crown. The vision had shown her Alex rescuing her. In her vision, Alex had been her Spirit Guide. When they had parted ways, Ujenna had told Alex they would meet again. It had shown her other things as well, but she wasn’t allowed to discuss them.

Alex hadn’t sensed any spark of Power from Ujenna. Her vision was from a different source.

“I apologize for the simplicity of our meal,” the Queen said.

“No need to apologize, Queen Eldanna, it is wonderful,” Nina gave the Queen a bright smile and the Queen nodded her head to the princess. They finished their meal and then some of the Moon Elves brought pouches of strawberries which they shared for dessert.

“My scouts found no signs of threat in the area,” the Queen said once they had finished the berries.

Captain Chorma spoke next. “The keep is empty. Only a few of the rooms are furnished. We did find a pile of crates and boxes filled with trade goods. I suspect they were looted from the Marta.”

“We have brought the horses from the ruined village and they are now within the courtyard,” she added.

Alex nodded. “My main concern is the two Harg camps in the northern part of the forest.”

“There are more Hargs in the Tarwin?” the Queen frowned at Alex’s words.

“We have known there had to be at least one, because they have been raiding the Orc ships on the river between Port Lar and Zenkova,” Arban explained.

“Meera has explored the forest.” Alex turned to the Lionkin and gave her an encouraging nod.

Meera pointed in the directions of the camps as she described the Harg’s locations. “There are two Harg camps. One is to the northwest, two days travel from here. It is near a small lake. The other is three days journey, north and a little east from here. A small river flows north from the hills. The bull men’s camp is near the river where it exits the forest.”

The Queen narrowed her eyes as she looked at Meera. “It is strange to see a Lionkin so far south. Has your clan moved into the forest?”

“I am alone. I am clanless.” Meera looked at the Queen as if daring her to question her further.

“Interesting,” the Queen said before turning her attention back to Alex.

“What are your plans, Prince Alex?” she asked.

Alex did some quick calculations. It would be too risky to go after the Hargs now. The boosting would begin to wear off of Zura and Nina tomorrow evening and they would need to sleep.

Taiya and he would fall into a deep sleep the following night. He would be out cold for a day, but the Flame Dancer would need to sleep for three days to recover. The travel time to the Harg’s camps would mean that they would be falling asleep by the time they arrived.

“We will camp here for a few days. The Warriors need time to recover. The battle with the Necromancer was also exhausting for those of us with Power.” Alex paused as he looked at the defensive wall the Necromancer’s minions had been repairing.

“Power? Ah, yes… Ujenna mentioned that you are a Strongman,” the Queen nodded.

“There is a chance that the Hargs are marching here in order to aid the Necromancer. There is no gate, but the walls will force the Hargs to attack through the opening should they come here. This tower is the best defensive position for us until we determine the size and location of the Harg’s forces,” Alex explained.

“How is it that the Hargs are aiding a Necromancer? Only Warlocks are known to command the wild race,” the Druid frowned as he gazed at Alex.

“We suspect a Warlock is behind the troubles that are plaguing this region.” Zura spoke.

“By we, do you mean the White Witches?” the Queen turned to look at the Tarenian.

“The Necromancer told me she was working with a Warlock,” Alex said before Zura could respond. The Tarenian frowned at the news.

“You spoke to the Necromancer?” The Queen’s voice was surprised as she turned back to Alex.

“I told him to kill her immediately. He did not listen to me. Instead the Death Shaman summoned Skeletons to attack us,” Meera practically snarled as her tail flicked in agitation behind her.

“Alex does not listen well,” Taiya laughed. Nina and Zura couldn’t help but smile at the Lionkin’s words.

Alex gave Meera a grin. “But I did get her to say she was working with a Warlock.”

“Who is this Warlock?” the Queen asked.

Alex’s grin faded. “We don’t know yet.”

“The White Witches have no knowledge of Warlocks in this region,” Zura said.

The group fell silent. The only sound was the crackling from their fire and the conversation of Orcs and Moon Elves gathered around the other fires.

“Queen Eldanna, have you seen this symbol before?” Arban pulled out the buckle with the zigzag symbol and handed it to the Queen.

The Queen looked at it curiously and then handed it to the Druid.

“I have never seen the like,” the Queen said.

“Neither have I,” the Druid agreed as he passed the buckle back to Arban.

“That reminds me,” Captain Chorma said as she reached into her pocket and pulled out a golden clasp. She held it up to the firelight. The same zigzag symbol was embossed across it.

“Where did you find that?” Alex asked.

“My men were clearing the dead Ghouls from the Tower. Sanak noticed one of them had this clasp on their cloak. He saw it was the same symbol as that on the Harg’s buckle,” The Orc Captain explained.

“What type of Ghoul was wearing it?” Zura asked.

“That is the strange part. It was a Sun Elf.” Chorma handed the clasp to Alex. He examined it for a moment before slipping it into his belt pocket.

“A Sun Elf? This far from Genoza or Aquila?” The Queen was surprised at the mention of the Ghoul’s race.

“I was surprised as well. I went to look at the body myself. He was a Sun Elf,” Chorma confirmed.

Alex vaguely remembered Taiya telling him that Sun Elves were proud and arrogant. They sounded like the Elven version of Tarenians. Alex had to keep from smiling as he glanced at Zura.

“Does this mean the troubles here are being caused by a Sun Elf Warlock?” the Queen looked around the group.

“It wouldn’t be the first time such a thing has happened.” Alex heard the Druid mutter under his breath.

“The Sun Elf could be a clanless wanderer,” Meera suggested.

“It is a possibility. Meera is a Lionkin, yet she has joined our group,” Alex nodded.

Zura frowned. “I find it hard to imagine the Sun Elves concerning themselves with such a distant and insignificant area.”

“A distant and insignificant area, you say?” the Queen raised an eyebrow as she looked at Zura.

Zura blinked for a moment as she realized her comments may have given offense.

“Forgive me, Queen Eldanna. I only meant that it would be more likely for the Sun Elves to concern themselves with the lands of the east.” Zura nodded her head towards the Queen.

“I understand, Adept Zura. Compared to the great cities of the east or the wealthy lands like Taren to the north, our lands must seem mean and empty,” the Queen said with a little laugh.

“As far as we know, the Warlock has not openly moved against any nation. To this point he has used allies like the Wizard Viljan in Zenkova or the Necromancer,” Alex said.

“The White Witches are sending a team to deal with this Warlock should he show himself. Though it will take some time for them to travel here from Vizan,” Zura added.

“So it seems we wait for the Warlock to make his next move,” the Queen nodded.

“Unless we can discover some information about him in the meantime,” Alex said as he rubbed his chin.

“I will send scouts in the morning to find the Harg camps. I will wait here with you until they return with news.” The Queen glanced at Ujenna for a moment before turning to Alex.

The Queen smiled slyly. “Now let us discuss why you should be the Master of the Tarwin Forest.”


Chapter Fifty-Seven


“Why do you want me to be Master of the Tarwin Forest?” Alex figured there must be something advantageous for the Queen, otherwise she wouldn’t be pushing so hard for it to happen.

“After the War of the Necromancer, the Forest has remained empty, save for the occasional Harg camp. Neither the Wood Elves from the Harsgrove to the southeast, nor the Moon Elves from the Shaded Glenn to the northeast ever attempted to occupy it. Even my predecessors avoided the Tarwin,” The Queen’s face grew serious as she spoke about the forest.

“They avoid it because it is a cursed place. That is why they call it the Deathwood,” Taiya explained. Arban and Chorma nodded in agreement.

“It has a dark reputation because of the evil deeds done by the people who lived here and the bloody war fought on its soil. There is nothing wrong with the Tarwin. The plants and animals are normal and healthy.” The Druid’s words made Alex think of his journey through the forest. The woods had seemed like any other.

“If that is the case, why don’t the Vara take control of the Tarwin?” Alex asked.

The Moon Elf Queen smiled.

“My people tried to expand once. The result was Queen Sofya’s disastrous expedition. The loss of so many warriors set my people back for generations. We have finally recovered and our small part of the forest is again crowded,”the Queen replied.

“Then why don’t you just take the Tarwin for your people? Once the Hargs are dealt with, it will be empty,” Alex asked as he tried to figure out what was holding the Vara back.

“It is not so simple, Prince Alex. The Tarwin is a forest rich with trees and game and water. If we begin settling some of our people here, the Shaded Glenn and the Harsgrove Elves will eventually see that the forest is safe,” the Queen explained.

“You are worried that the other tribes will try to take it from you?” Alex guessed.

The smile faded from the Queen’s face. “The Vara do not have the strength and numbers the other tribes have. A jewel as valuable as the Tarwin will be taken from the weak by the strong.”

“There will be a new war for control of the forest,” Zura nodded.

“You want me to become Master of the Tarwin Forest. I don’t understand how that will help you?” Alex was still trying to figure out the Elf Queen’s position.

“If you are declared the Master of the Tarwin, the Vara will support your claim,” the Queen replied.

Alex rubbed his chin. “And this will give you a reason to move into the forest.”

The Queen smiled.

“I don’t see how declaring me as Master of the forest will stop the other tribes from attacking you?” Alex asked.

“You underestimate yourself, Prince Alex. Word will soon spread that the Hero of Zenkova has defeated the new Necromancer and claimed the Tarwin as his own,” the Queen replied.

“If the other Elves are not afraid of your tribe, why should they be afraid of me?” Alex asked.

The Queen held up one finger. “One, you are married to Princess Antonina. The other tribes will assume you are allied with Zenkova.”

The Queen raised another finger. “Two, they will soon know that your efforts saved Verbana from the Necromancer’s army. They will assume Queen Elanor is also your ally.”

“Three. You are a Judicator of the Caravan Guards. They will assume you have their backing. Four. You travel in the company of a White Witch.” The Queen held up her four fingers.

“You make me sound important,” Alex couldn’t help but grin at the Queen’s words. She had certainly given the idea serious consideration.

“You are important!” Nina smiled at her husband.

“Your wife is correct,” the Queen nodded.

“You make a good argument for why they won’t attack me. What will stop them from attacking your people after they settle in the Tarwin?” Alex asked.

“I propose an alliance. They wouldn’t dare attack once they find out Ujenna, daughter of the Vara, is your betrothed.” The Queen narrowed her eyes as she waited for Alex’s reaction.

Alex was stunned by her proposal. He looked at Ujenna. She nodded.

Taiya nodded her head as she considered the possibility. “An alliance with the Vara would strengthen your position as Master of the Tarwin Forest.”

“What are you talking about? Ujenna is too young to get married.” Alex was shocked that Taiya was even considering the suggestion.

“Spirit Guide!” Ujenna stood up suddenly. Her expression was one of hurt pride. “This will be my nineteenth summer! I have been told I look youthful, but that is not my fault!” The slender Moon Elf’s arms hung down her sides and her fists were clenched as she looked at Alex.

“Ujenna. Control yourself.” The Queen’s eyes were stern as she looked at her daughter.

“Forgive me, mother.” Ujenna sat down.

Alex did some quick calculations. Ujenna was almost nineteen Ktorian years old. From what Taiya had explained, that would make Ujenna around twenty-one in Earth years. Her slender build made her look younger than she was.

The Queen reached out a hand and patted Ujenna’s knee. “You complain about your looks now, but when you are old, you will be glad of your youthful face.”

Ujenna bowed her head towards Alex. “Forgive my outburst, Spirit Guide.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you.” Alex gave her a wry smile. “And remember, I told you to call me Alex.”

“I was going to propose a long betrothal. Next summer will be Ujenna’s twentieth, a fitting time for celebration of life and a perfect time for a union.” The Queen watched Alex intently.

“With Zenkova, Verbana and the Vara as your allies, you would be in a strong position as Master of this forest,” Zura said as she looked at Alex. He could see her mind working as she considered the possibilities.

“I have thirty five families that would be willing to move here,” the Queen said.

“I have an apprentice that will join them. She is young, but she shows much promise,” the Druid added.

“A large settlement would help you secure your forest,” Arban shrugged as he looked at his friend. Alex was amused that the Orc was already referring to the Tarwin as “his forest”.

Janx nodded. “The land here is good.”

“A group is better than being alone,” Meera added, not wanting to be left out of the conversation.

“What do you say, Prince Alex?” the Queen asked.

“You have given me much to think about. This is a life changing decision,” Alex said as he glanced at Ujenna. Her grey eyes met his. She gave him a confident smile.

“We can speak more on the matter tomorrow,” the Queen said and then stood up, indicating the victory meal was over.

Alex and his team thanked the Queen and then made their way to the Keep.


Chapter Fifty-Eight


Alex paced back and forth across the floor. The room they were in was on the top floor of the Keep. One of the other rooms on the floor had a bed and some furniture, but this one was empty. None of them felt comfortable using the Necromancer’s bedroom.

Arban, Janx and Meera had set up their sleeping mats on the third floor, near the stairs. The Hundred that weren’t on guard duty had taken quarters on the first two floors. The Moon Elves preferred to camp out on the field outside of the defensive walls.

“What am I going to do with a forest?” Alex asked as he stopped to gaze out of the room’s window. The glass had been broken out long ago. A cool night breeze caressed his cheek. Taiya and Nina were sitting on their sleeping mats, watching him with amusement in their eyes.

Zura was standing with her arms crossed as she frowned at Alex. “The Queen is right in saying the Tarwin is valuable. The land is rich in resources and water. The soil is fertile and will yield abundant harvests.”

Alex turned to the Tarenian and matched her frown with one of his own. “I am not a farmer or a lumberjack or a miner.”

“You do not have to be any of those things. You are a ruler.” Zura replied.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“The people who work the land will pay a tithe to you. You, in turn, provide protection for the people.” Zura explained.

“The farmers, fishermen and businesses of Zenkova paid my father one twentieth of their harvests or profits,” Nina added.

Zura turned to Nina and nodded. “Five percent is commonly accepted as fair payment. Some rulers charge ten percent or more, but the people become restless and angry if the tithe collectors take too much from them.”

Alex rubbed his chin. Zura’s words reminded him of the Boston Tea Party. “If the king takes too much, the people will revolt.”

Zura turned back towards Alex. “My father has a saying- if the people prosper, the kingdom prospers.”

“If you are Master of the Tarwin Forest, we will be close to my sister in Zenkova. I’m sure she will support your claim,” Nina smiled as she looked up at him.

Alex began pacing back and forth again. “I want to travel, not manage a forest or a kingdom.”

Zuras rolled her eyes. “Alex, you do not have to do everything yourself. You have the Hero’s Tower in Zenkova as your residence and numerous rents from businesses in the city. Do you manage those properties? No- you hired Alfred to oversee them!”

Alex stopped pacing and looked at Zura.

“A ruler has ministers and officials that oversee the day to day operations,” Zura tried her best to be patient with Alex.

“Where will I find these officials?” Alex asked.

Zura thought for a moment. “A kingdom doesn’t spring up overnight. It will take time for the Moon Elves to establish a settlement, let alone any other people who may want to move here. You have proven yourself a good and honest leader. People will be eager to work with you.”

“Moon Elves, like Wood Elves, are fairly self-sufficient if they are in a healthy forest,” Taiya added.

Alex looked at his life mate. “Taiya, what do you think about this?”

Taiya gave him a big smile. “I used to dream of saving enough money to buy a nice house someday. When Queen Hilda gifted you the Hero’s Tower, I couldn’t believe our good fortune. Now, instead of just a house, we can have a whole forest of trees!”

Alex grinned at her response. “I should have known you would be thrilled.”

Taiya just shrugged her shoulders as she continued to smile happily.

Alex crossed his arms. “Queen Eldanna wants me to be Master of the Tarwin. She also wants me to marry Ujenna.”

Zura had a puzzled look as she looked at Alex. “Marriages are often used to form or strengthen alliances. There is nothing strange in her offer.”

“If my parents weren’t ashamed of my Power, they would have married me off to some rich noble or foreign ruler,” Nina added.

Taiya pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “The Queen wants to ensure the position of her people if they settle here. It would also inspire confidence in the Moon Elves if they knew you were married to one of their own.”

“So you think I should accept the betrothal offer?” Alex asked Taiya.

“Of course you should. Ujenna is young, but she showed her bravery in retrieving the Elfstone crown from the Trolls. I was impressed with her… and she was also quite impressed by you,” Taiya smiled as she rested her chin on her knees.

“Ujenna was impressed because she thinks I am her Spirit Guide,” Alex replied.

“Mmhhmm, I’m sure that is the only reason,” Taiya’s green eyes flashed with mirth.

“What do you think, Nina?” Alex looked at his wife.

“I have not really met Ujenna, but I trust Taiya’s judgement,” Nina smiled at the Elf. Taiya reached out and took Nina’s hand in hers, touched by her words.

“Zura, what do you think of the betrothal?” Alex turned to the Tarenian.

Her golden eyes had a hint of anger in them. “Why do you ask my opinion?”

“Because I trust your opinion,” Alex was taken aback by the change in her attitude.

Zura stared at him for a long moment. “You say you trust my opinion. Yet you do not trust me with the truth.”

Alex blinked as he tried to figure out what she was talking about. “I don’t understand.”

Zura dropped her arms to her sides as she walked over to stand in front of him. Her golden eyes were defiant as they stared into his green eyes. “Who are you? Truthfully!”

Alex frowned. “I don’t understand. I am Alex.”

Zura let out an exasperated sigh. “Then what are you? I know you are Elder touched and a Strongman. Yet you claim to have only had your Powers for a short time. How is it that you have the Mark of Marra around your wrist and you can read Elder runes?”

Alex didn’t respond as he pondered how much of the truth to tell her.

Zura’s eyes narrowed. “You said that you were hunting a dragonette in the Trigla Mountains. There are no dragonettes that far east. You lied. Where are you really from?”

Zura’s eyes filled with emotion. “I have shared myself with you in a way that I never thought I would ever do. Yet you do not truly trust me.”

The pain in her eyes cut Alex to the bone. He turned and walked to the window. He looked at the night sky with the stars that seemed so strange to him when he first saw them that fateful night he had been transported to Ktor.

He turned back towards the three women who had become a part of him in his few months on this planet. Zura still stared at him with hurt in her eyes. Nina had a worried look. Taiya’s face was neutral and she gave him a nod.

Taiya thought she knew the truth about where he had come from. But he had not been completely honest with her, instead he just gone along with her assumptions.

It was time to tell them the truth.

“I want you all to come up on the roof with me. There are things I must tell you.” The women followed Alex as exited the room and headed up the nearby stairs to the top of the Keep.

They stepped onto the Keep’s rooftop. Large stone blocks littered the area, the remains of the original Necromancer’s Tower that had been thrown down after he had been defeated. The Great Moon Thuros and Cluria were high overhead, providing light for them to see.

Alex picked his way around the rubble to the center of the roof. He asked the girls to sit down on the stone blocks. He turned his head up to the night sky and admired the two moons. They were so beautiful but so different from the Earth’s moon.

He looked at Zura. “I have told you that I found myself in a temple in the Empty Lands after passing through a stone portal. That part is true, but the portal wasn’t in the Trigla Mountains. I was in a different, distant land.”

Zura’s eyes narrowed. “Why did you lie?”

Taiya spoke before Alex could answer. “The story was my idea. Alex came from a strange country beyond the Empty Lands that I had never heard of. With his olive skin, black hair and green eyes… he looks like a Velettan. If Alex told people he was from beyond the Empty Lands, I was afraid he would draw too much attention from the wrong people.”

The Elf gave Alex a wry smile. “I didn’t know that dragonettes don’t live near Veletta.”

“What do you mean about drawing attention to Alex?” Nina asked.

“Kings or generals or Wizards. They will use people with strong Powers like a tool or a weapon. They don’t care if you die or are injured. Alex is Elder Touched, which is very rare. I didn’t want people like that using Alex for their own ends,” Taiya explained.

“And I am a White Witch. I know that we have a reputation for meddling in the affairs of nations.” Zura looked at Alex. “If the Great Hall finds out that you are Elder Touched, they will want you to come to Vizan so they can study you.”

Taiya’s face was serious as she looked at Zura. “If they get a hold of him, they will never let him go.”

Zura nodded. “Where is this place beyond the Empty Lands? There are no records of anyone crossing that desolate area.”

Taiya made a face as she described Alex’s homeland. “Alex is from Merica. A place where only Humans live. No Elves or Orcs or Dwarves. No one has Power there.”

“No Power? But you are a Strongman,” Nina looked at Alex with a puzzled look.

Alex held up his hand. “First, I need to clarify something. Taiya, when you assumed that Merica was beyond the Empty Lands, I didn’t tell you it was from a much farther place because I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me.”

“What do you mean?” Taiya asked.

“When I woke up in the abandoned temple, it was night time. I walked outside and looked up at the sky and I was shocked by what I saw,” Alex paused as he looked up at the moons.

“What did you see?” Nina asked.

“Two moons. This may not seem strange to you. But where I am from, there is only one moon in the sky.” Alex looked at the girls. All three were confused by his words.

“How is that possible? Is your homeland so far north or south that only Cluria is visible?” Zura asked as she glanced up at the moons.

“It’s not just the moons. The stars are different. Some of the plants and animals are different. I am from a different planet. A planet called Earth,” Alex explained.

The women looked at each other with puzzled expressions.

Taiya stood up and began pacing back and forth. “You can’t be serious! Merica must be in a distant part of Ktor.”

“How can you only have one moon?” Nina asked as she looked up at the night sky.

Alex grinned. “How can you have two moons? Now you see why I was worried that no one would believe me or they would think that I am crazy.”

Nina tilted her head and wrinkled her nose at him. “I do not think you are a mad man. But it is a fantastic tale.”

“If this is true, how did you come to Ktor?” Zura asked as she crossed her arms.

Alex was honest with her. “I was standing near an old stone archway. A storm came in quickly and a lightning bolt struck the arch. It began to sparkle and glow with blue energy. I felt like I was falling and then everything went black. Next thing I knew, I was lying on the floor of a large room.”

“Were you in the abandoned temple?” Taiya asked.

“Yes. The room was at the top of the temple. Along the back wall was a stone archway that was identical to the one on Earth that I had been standing next to,” Alex replied.

“What about the Mark of Marra?” Zura asked as she glanced at the markings circling his wrist.

“Near the stone archway, there was a pedestal. On it was a large, glowing white orb.” Alex began.

“A glowing white orb? It had to be an Artifact of the Elders!” Zura stood up excitedly.

“Why didn’t you tell me there was an Artifact in the Temple?” she asked.

Alex smiled as he shook his head. “Because I was afraid you would act like this and want us to immediately set out for the Empty Lands.”

“What?” Zura asked. Then she was quiet for a moment before giving Alex a half smile. “You were right.”

“The Artifact can wait. It isn’t going anywhere.” Alex was glad to see the Tarenian nod in agreement.

“Does the Artifact have something to do with the markings on your wrist?” Nina asked.

“I was wearing a bracelet made of beads. The beads were carved with this symbol.” Alex held his wrist up. “The stones on both arches were carved with this same symbol.”

“The Mark of Marra. Where did you get the bracelet?” Zura asked.

“When I was a soldier, I saved another soldier's life. The bracelet had been in his family for many generations. He said the beads were good luck and he gave them to me in gratitude.” Alex explained as he lowered his hand to his side.

“You were a hero even in your own land!” Nina smiled proudly as she looked at him.

Zura frowned. “What happened to the bracelet?”

“I stumbled and my hand touched the glowing orb. The orb flashed and my hand burned with pain. I couldn’t remove it until the light faded. When I looked at my wrist, the bracelet was gone, but these markings remained.” Alex held up his wrist again.

The women were silent as they contemplated his story.

Taiya looked at Zura. “When Alex told me about the orb, I wondered if the Artifact awakened a Power that was hidden inside him.”

Zura nodded. “We know so little about the Elders and their Powers.”

“Were you a Strongman before you touched the glowing orb?” Nina asked.

Alex shook his head.

Zura sat down on the stone block again. “There are stories and legends that tell of the Elders bringing the various races here from distant lands.”

Taiya nodded. “The journey to the orchard.”

“The orchard?” Alex asked.

“Ktor is the word for orchard in the Elder’s language,” Zura explained.

“The orchard story talks of distant lands. Alex says he is from a distant planet!” Nina glanced up at the stars.

Alex rubbed his chin. “I was worried that you wouldn’t believe that I am from another planet. Perhaps the orchard story calls them distant lands because it would be easier for people to understand and believe.”

Zura looked up at the stars. “The Elders probably used the stone arches to travel between planets.”

The White Witch held out her hand. It sparkled with Power for a moment. “We think that a mage’s Power is related to lightning. When the thunderbolt struck that arch, it probably activated it in the same way my Power activated the stone altar in Zenkova.”

“The stones of the arch must have been mage-worked!” Nina said excitedly.

“How do you know about such things?” Zura asked.

“In some of the books I read, there are devices or puzzles that need to be activated by a Witch or a Wizard!” Nina explained.

Alex remembered how Zura had channeled her energy into moving a large stone block that was hiding a secret passage.

“Do you believe my story?” Alex asked the women. Without hesitation, all three of them nodded, yes.

Alex’s eyes glinted with mirth as he gave them a grin. “Can you forgive me for not being totally honest about where I came from?”

Nina stood up and threw her arms around him. “Of course I forgive you! You are my husband and I love you more than anything!” Nina gave him a fierce kiss.

Alex laughed as he wrapped his left arm around her. “I love you too.”

Taiya stood next to him and reached her hand out and caressed his face. “I, too forgive you and love you more than anything.” She gave him a gentle, lingering kiss.

Alex wrapped his left arm around her waist. “And I, you.”

The three of them looked at Zura. The Tarenian was still sitting on the stone block, watching Alex with a serious expression on her face.

“Are you going to forgive me?” Alex asked.

“That depends,” Zura replied as she stood up.

“On what?” Alex asked.

Zura held her hand out and sparks of blue energy glittered for a moment. “I might be able to activate the stone archway that connects your world to ours.”

Alex blinked at the implication of her words. If Zura could activate the portal, he might be able to return to Earth.

Zura walked closer so she was only a foot away from him. Her golden eyes stared into his. “If I can open the portal, are you going to return home?”

Home. Alex thought about the Earth. The good and the bad of it. He felt Taiya and Nina tense up as they pressed against him.

“There is nothing pulling me back to my planet. This is my home now. My life is here. With Taiya and with Nina.” Alex could feel the relief flow through the women in his arms. They each kissed his cheek.

Alex’s green eyes burned into Zura’s. “With you too, Zura.”

Zura reached up and cupped his face with her hands. “You have turned my world upside down. I thought I knew what I wanted out of life. You have changed that. I can forgive all of that. The one thing I would never be able to forgive… is if you left me and never returned.” Zura pressed her lips against his in a long kiss.

Alex grinned happily as Zura broke off the kiss. She smiled as she slid her hands down to his chest. It wasn’t exactly a declaration of love, but it was a start. Surrounded by these three amazing women, Alex felt more content than he ever could have imagined he could feel.

“Are you going to tell Arban and Janx and Meera your true story?” Taiya asked.

Alex was amused that Taiya included Meera in her list. The Elf was always scheming to add more women to his team. “I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

Nina tilted her head as she looked at Alex. “I don’t think it matters. It seems that the old stories are true and all of our peoples came here from someplace else. You are of Ktor now.”

“Princess Antonina is correct. The more that know, the more chance for needless curiosity from friends or foes,” Zura nodded.

Alex nodded.

A sly smile played across Zura’s lips. “I want to make love. Princess Antonina and I will fall asleep tomorrow night, but Taiya will get to enjoy you for another day.”

“Is this true? A whole extra day!” Nina gasped as she leaned over to look at Taiya.

The Elf laughed. “It's true. But I will fall asleep for three whole days afterwards!”

“Let’s not waste a moment then… we won’t be able to fall asleep even if we tried,” Nina said as she tried to move away from Alex and head towards the stairs.

“Where are you going?” Alex asked.

“To our sleeping mats,” Nina gave him a puzzled look.

“I want us to make love here, on the roof,” Alex smiled.

“On the roof!” Nina's face was shocked by the suggestion.

Alex looked up at the night sky. “I want to make love under the stars. The stars that our various peoples came from. I want to celebrate the life we found here.”

“I want you now!” Taiya whispered loudly.

“As do I!” Zura smiled.

“Me, too!” Nina laughed.

The women began stripping the clothes off of his body. Soon they were making love under the light of the stars and moons.


Chapter Fifty-Nine


“Good morning, Spirit Guide!” Ujenna’s bright smile greeted him as he walked through the outer wall gateway. The Moon Elf was sitting on a rock between the gate and the Vara encampment.

“What are you doing?” Alex asked.

Ujenna stood up. Her gray eyes met his. “Waiting for you, Spirit Guide.”

He gave her a smile. “I told you to call me Alex.”

Ujenna briefly bowed her head towards him.

The Moon Elf was wearing a brown leather vest that laced up the front. The morning was warm and she didn’t have a shirt underneath it, leaving her arms and shoulders bare. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, revealing her pointed ears.

Her black leggings were tucked into tall brown leather boots. A long knife hung from her belt.

Ujenna glanced down at her outfit. “What are you thinking? Do you not like my clothing?”

Alex laughed. “You look great. I was just thinking that leather vests and leather boots are popular with Elven women.”

Ujenna smiled. “The choice is popular because it is a good balance between protection and mobility.”

Her smile broadened. “You said Elven women. Does this mean you are ready to think of me as a woman instead of a girl?”

“You said that you were waiting for me?” Alex steered the conversation back to safer ground. The dark skinned Elf was certainly beautiful, but he wanted to be sure of certain things before he let his mind wander in that direction.

“Yes. You wanted to talk to me,” Ujenna replied as she walked closer to him.

Alex frowned. “How did you know?”

The Moon Elf smiled and shrugged her shoulders. A group of Orcs passed by them. They were heading to the forest to hunt for food while they waited on news from the Elven scouts.

“There is a lake by the ruins. We can speak privately there,” Ujenna suggested as she began walking past him.

Alex caught up quickly with his longer strides. “What else did your vision tell you?”

The Moon Elf smiled slyly as she glanced up at his face. “You know I can not reveal everything… Alex.”

They continued in silence. Small white clouds dotted the blue sky. Alex could hear birds singing. A pair of rabbits ran away as they neared. It was hard to believe that only yesterday, a deadly battle had raged here.

They walked down a small hill towards the scenic lake. The water sparkled in the sunlight. Near the middle of the lake was a small island with a few trees growing on it.

They stopped at the water’s edge. Ujenna faced him and looked at him expectantly.

“Ujenna… your mother wants us to be betrothed. I understand her reasons.” Alex paused as he looked into her pretty gray eyes.

“What do you think of all this? We barely know each other,” Alex continued.

Ujenna tilted her head as she looked at him curiously. “This is not so strange. Marriage alliances are often formed with the future couple never having met before the wedding.”

“I understand that. But I do not want to be joined to someone that would rather be somewhere else.” Alex searched her eyes.

Ujenna reached out and took his hands in hers. “Alex. I want to be joined to you.”

“Why?” he asked.

“I have seen how brave you are. You are a capable leader. I see how you treat the people around you and how the people treat you. I hope that you have seen that I, too, am brave and worthy to be your wife.” Ujenna squeezed his hands as she spoke, her face earnest.

“I have no doubt of your bravery. Even if those Trolls almost killed you,” Alex smiled as he recalled the first time he had seen the Moon Elf.

“I knew you would save me,” Ujenna smiled.

“My mother has trained me to be a leader since I was a child. I will build a settlement for the Moon Elves in the Tarwin. They will be a new tribe that you and I will lead,” she added.

“The Queen understands this?” Alex asked.

Ujenna nodded. “The Vara have become too numerous for our forest. When this happens, the choice is either expansion or for some to move to a new forest and begin a new tribe. The Vara tried expanding to the north, but you know how that turned out. The Tarwin is perfect for a new tribe.”

“I want to make sure you also understand the relationships I already have. Taiya is my life mate and Princess Antonina is my wife,” Alex explained.

Ujenna smiled. “I know. You are a mighty leader and you will have many wives, Alex.”

Alex frowned. “Many wives… is this something you saw in your vision?”

Ujenna’s smile deepened and her gray eyes sparkled as she shrugged her shoulders.

Alex just shook his head and grinned. Then he grew thoughtful as he thought about his plans.

“Before I can worry about the Tarwin, I need to eliminate the Harg threat on the northern edge of the forest. I also need to find the Warlock who is responsible for causing trouble in the region. Until he is dealt with, I don’t think this area will know peace,” Alex explained.

Ujenna nodded. “Once the Hargs are dealt with, I will return home with my mother. Then I will return here with the families that will make this forest their new home.”

Her eyes were serious as she continued. “While you hunt the Warlock, I will find a suitable place for our settlement. You will be proud of what I have built when the time arrives for our wedding.”

Alex gave her a little smile. “I have no doubt of what you can accomplish.”

Ujenna squeezed his hands again.

“You are certain you want to be joined with me?” Alex asked.

“Yes. Are you certain you want to join with me?” she asked.

They stood silently for a time. Alex again wondered at the strange turns his life had taken since he arrived on Ktor.

“I will be honored to be your betrothed,” Alex broke the silence. It was a testament to how much his life had changed that he barely questioned the fact that a beautiful Moon Elf wanted to be another of his wives.

Ujenna smiled. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “And I will be honored to be yours.”

“Are you going to tell me what else you saw in your vision?” Alex asked.

“I saw that there was a great evil growing in the Tarwin like a black cloud. I saw that we would come to your aid, and we would achieve victory,” Ujenna replied.

“Anything else?” Alex asked.

Ujenna smiled as she began pulling him back towards the tower. “Come, we must tell my mother the good news.”

Alex just grinned and shook his head as he let his future wife pull him along.
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After they had eaten dinner, Alex and Ujenna stood barefoot on the grass next to the Moon Elves’ camp. The two moons shined their light down upon the field.

They were wearing their fighting armor as were all those in attendance. Taiya had cleaned up his Elstone headband and neatly tied it for him as they prepared for the ceremony.

The Druid asked them to face each other and clasp their left hands together. Then he had them clasp their right hands together and set them on top of the left hands.

The Queen stood near Ujenna. Taiya and Nina stood near Alex. On the Queen’s side of the field, the Moon Elves had assembled to watch the ceremony.

The Hundred had assembled on Alex’s side. At their front stood Zura, Janx, Meera, Arban, and Captain Chorma.

The Druid held up his staff with his left hand. The Elfstone tip glowed with green light. The Elfstone in Alex’s headband glowed brightly for a moment. Then the Druid reached out his right hand and laid it over their clasped hands.

“We stand under the moons to declare the betrothal of Ujenna, Daughter of the Vara,” The Druid said as he turned to look at Ujenna.

“And Alex, Master of the Tarwin Forest, Prince Consort of Zenkova, and Judicator of the Caravan Guards.” The Druid turned towards Alex.

The Druid looked up at the night sky. “Let the light of the moons which we hold sacred, shine their blessings upon you.”

“Ujenna, you may give Alex the kiss of peace.” The Druid turned to Ujenna.

Ujenna leaned forward and kissed Alex once on each cheek.

“Alex, you may give Ujenna the kiss of peace.” The Druid nodded to Alex.

Hoping that he was doing it correctly, Alex kissed Ujenna once on each cheek.

“May the light of the moons protect you and guide your steps as you walk towards your wedding night.” The Druid lifted his right hand from their clasped hands and then he bowed his head, first to Ujenna and then to Alex as the onlookers clapped heartily.


Chapter Sixty


Alex sat up, stretched and rubbed his eyes. He looked to his right and saw that Taiya was still sleeping. The Elf would probably sleep for two more days.

Nina and Zura’s mats were empty. The two girls had fallen asleep a few hours after the betrothal ceremony. Sunlight and a gentle breeze were coming through the window.

Alex guessed it was midmorning. He assumed that he had slept for a full day and it was the third morning after the betrothal.

His stomach grumbled. Nina and Zura had probably gone to get something to eat after sleeping for the last two days. He leaned over and gave Taiya a kiss on the cheek before getting up from his sleeping mat.

Janx was sitting on the steps one floor down. He was using a stone to sharpen his knife. The landing was quiet except for the sound of stone scraping against stone. The Foxman preferred to craft his spears and knives himself using stone, wood and leather strips.

“I thought I heard you stirring,” Janx said as Alex stopped to sit next to him.

Alex’s stomach let out a loud grumble. The Foxman laughed and handed him a couple of strips of dried beef. “I thought you might be hungry when you woke up.”

“Thanks,” Alex said as he tore off a piece with his teeth and started chewing. Janx went back to sharpening his knife.

“Where are the others?” Alex asked.

“Princess Nina and the Witch woke up earlier. They went down to the kitchen to see what food was available,” Janx replied. Alex figured that the two of them must have been very hungry when they woke up.

In addition to an increase in their Power, their boosted bodies could stay awake for two days without being hungry. There was a price to pay, however, and they would need to sleep for two days. They were also ravenously hungry after waking.

“Arban went to spar with Chorma,” Janx added as he flipped his blade over and worked on the other side.

Alex swallowed the last bite of dried beef. “There is some history between those two.”

Janx agreed. “I asked Arban. The Orc said that they served together for a time in the Hundred. That is all he would say about the matter. I believe there is more to the story.”

“Where is Meera?” Alex asked.

“I had to chase the Lionkin away earlier,” Janx chuckled.

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“She and I have been taking turns watching the steps while the four of you slept. Arban said it was unnecessary as there were two floors filled with warriors from the Hundred between you and danger,” Janx explained.

“Arban is right, you two should have slept,” Alex frowned as he looked at his friend.

Janx sat his knife down and picked up one of his spears. He began running the stone along the spearpoint edge. “The Lionkin was worried because you had been sleeping so long. I assured her it was normal. She paced back and forth for an hour before I finally convinced her to go eat breakfast.”

Alex looked around to make sure no one was nearby. “Meera doesn’t know I am Elder Touched,” he said softly.

“I assumed as much,” Janx nodded.

Alex’s stomach grumbled again.

“Go eat,” Janx said.

Alex headed down to the kitchen. Sanak and another scout were sitting at a table peeling potatoes.

“Ho! Judicator! I have a message for you,” Sanak set the knife and potato down as Alex walked over to the table.

“Kitchen duty?” Alex asked.

“Aye, Judicator. The scouts always get stuck with the worst jobs!” Sanak smiled while the other scout just shook his head.

“What message do you have?” Alex asked as another scout entered the kitchen. The newcomer was carrying a half dozen waterskins by their straps.

“The White Witch left word for you. She and Princess Antonina have gone to speak to the Queen and your betrothed. They will be discussing details of the new settlement,” Sanak said.

“Anything else?” Alex asked.

“No, Judicator,” Sanak replied.

“Have you seen the Lionkin this morning?” Alex asked.

“No, Judicator. Not since yesterday,” Sanak shook his head.

“Judicator, I passed the Lionkin as I was entering the gate earlier. She was walking out. She had her spear and a belt with a knife,” the other scout spoke.

Alex thanked them and then headed to the back wall where a couple of tables had food set out. There was a tray with some leftover meat that tasted like turkey. Alex ate a large helping of it with a loaf of journey bread. He finished it off with some red berries and a drink from one of the waterskins.

He nodded to the scouts as he headed outside. A group of Orcs was tending to the horses while their comrades checked their horseshoes. It was a beautiful day. Alex walked out of the gate and glanced towards the Moon Elves’ encampment.

He thought about joining the women. Alex rubbed his chin. He didn’t really feel like discussing the small details of settlement planning so soon after waking up. What he really wanted was a bath or a shower.

Alex glanced back at the keep. The Necromancer hadn’t bothered to set up many amenities when she had taken the place over. Zura had grumbled about the spartan accommodations and the lack of bathing tubs.

Alex wondered how cold the lake’s water was. The late morning air felt pretty warm. The water had seemed clear and clean. Why not, he thought?

He whistled a little tune as he walked down the grassy slope to the lake. When he got to the water’s edge, he saw that the water was pretty clear. He knelt down and placed his hand in the water. It was chilly, but not unbearably so.

Alex stripped off his clothes. He debated on whether he should bring his knife along. Both the Elves and Orcs had scouts patrolling the area, and there had been no signs of danger.

He decided to leave the knife with his clothes. As a Strongman, he could out punch or out jump most threats.

The water seemed to get deeper not very far from the shore. He knew that the best way to get used to cold water was to dive right in. Taking a deep breath, Alex ran into the lake. After a few strides he put his arms forward and jumped into a shallow dive.

The cold water shocked his system. He broke the surface of the water and took a breath. He swam vigorously and his exertions helped warm his body as he got used to the water’s temperature.

After a few minutes of swimming around, Alex paused and looked around as he treaded water. He was closer to the little island than he was to the shore. A grassy slope climbed out of the water to where a handful of small trees crowned the top of the island.

He swam towards the island. The sunlit grass looked like a pleasant place to take a break and warm up.

As the water became shallow, Alex stood up and walked onto the shore. He lifted his arms up and slicked his wet hair back. The warm grass felt nice under his bare feet.

“Your penis has changed shape again.” The voice startled Alex. He crouched into a defensive stance as he scanned the island. A flicker of movement in one of the trees caught his attention.

“Meera!” Alex relaxed. The Lionkin was lying along one of the largest tree’s branches. Her golden brown skin helped her blend with the brown bark of the tree. The sunlight poking through the leaves created a pattern of light and shadows which helped conceal her.

The Lionkin was about ten feet off the ground. Her tail flicked back and forth. Its motion had caught his eye.

The way Meera lay on the branch reminded Alex of videos he had seen of leopards or lions resting in trees on the savannah. She was resting her head on the backs of her hands as her pale green eyes watched him with interest. She was naked.

“When I took your clothes off to check your wound, I was curious about your penis. When I touched it and examined it, your penis grew very large in my hand. But now it is smaller.” Alex realized that Meera was staring at his groin.

Alex glanced down at his manhood. The cold water certainly had an effect.

“He doesn’t like the cold water,” Alex grinned as he looked back up at Meera.

The Lionkin shifted her body and dropped to the ground. She grabbed her spear which had been propped up along the tree’s trunk. She walked over to where Alex was standing.

Meera’s wet hair was slicked back. Her hair color looked to be almost a dark brown because of the water. Her ears were more pronounced now that her thick mane of hair was tight against her head.

Her golden brown skin seemed to have already dried. Alex couldn’t help but admire her lean and toned body. Her breasts were full and firm, if not particularly large. Dark brown areolas and nipples crowned their tips.

Meera’s fingernails were thick and they came to a sharp point. Her toenails looked even thicker and sharper. Alex could imagine that her nails could do some damage to an unarmored foe.

The Lionkin glanced at his groin with a puzzled look. “He? Why do you speak as if your penis is not a part of you?”

Alex chuckled. “Sometimes he has a mind of his own.”

Meera’s eyes looked up at his face. She looked even more confused. She leaned forward to get a better look at his cock. Having a naked girl’s beautiful face only a few inches from his cock was getting him aroused.

Her eyes widened as she straightened up. “It is changing again!”

“Maybe he likes you,” Alex grinned. The Lionkin scowled at him.

“Where is your weapon?” she asked.

“My body is my weapon,” Alex continued grinning.

Meera’s eyes narrowed and her tail flicked back and forth as she wondered if he was making fun of her.

“Do you always go swimming with your spear?” Alex asked.

“I always keep my spear at hand. My vest and skirt are drying on a rock just past the trees. They needed to be washed,” she replied as she turned to point towards the top of the little hill.

He was treated to a glorious view of her tight ass. A short distance above her cleft was a patch of hair or maybe fur where her tail was attached. He watched in fascination as it gently swished back and forth.

Alex sat down on the grass. “Sit down. Relax and enjoy the warm sunshine.”

Meera turned and looked at him for a moment. Then she sat down and laid her spear on the ground next to her. They sat quietly for a time, watching the lake as a warm breeze caressed their naked bodies.

Alex laid back on the grass as he crossed his arms behind his head. Meera copied him as she stretched her body out onto the grass. He watched the little white clouds drifting across the sky.

Lying there, Alex felt that he could have been on Earth. But if he was on Earth, there wouldn’t be a beautiful Lionkin lying on the grass next to him. He turned his head and looked at Meera.

Meera turned her head to face him. She had sensed him watching her.

“What?” she asked.

Alex grinned. “Nothing. Just admiring the view.”

Meera frowned as she sat up. She pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.

“You do not have to speak lies to me,” she said as she gazed towards the lake water.

Alex wondered what the Lionkin was talking about. “I don’t understand? Lie to you about what?”

Meera continued to stare at the water. “You are a strong chief. You have three beautiful women. They have Power. I have nothing. I am nothing.”

Alex sat up. He reached out and laid his hand on her shoulder. “How can you say that? You are a brave warrior. You have saved my life.”

Meera continued to stare at the lake. “Because it is true. I am outcast from my people.”

“You already told me that,” Alex said.

Meera was silent for a long moment. “I did not tell you the whole truth. Not only am I an outcast… I am outlawed. I am banished.”

Alex wasn’t sure what she meant. “I don’t know what that means, and I don’t care.”

Meera turned her head towards Alex. “I killed one of my clan. I was banished and told to never return.”

Alex pondered her words. The Lionkin was a bit of a hothead, but she didn’t seem the type to maliciously kill someone.

He gave her a small smile. “From what you said about growing up in your clan, being banished does not sound like you lost much.”

Meera frowned as she turned her head to face him. “It was all I had. It was all I knew.”

Alex gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Look at what you have accomplished. From what I understand, your lands are far from here. Yet you managed to survive, even though it was just you against the world.”

“It is not so hard when you have been alone for most of your life,” she replied bitterly.

“You don’t have to be alone. I want you to travel with us,” Alex replied.

“I may cause you trouble,” she turned towards the water again.

“Why?” Alex asked.

“Because I am outlawed,” Meera replied.

Alex needed more information. “How is being outlawed different from being banished? Why would that be a problem?”

Meera’s shoulders slumped and she let out a little sigh. “I told you. I killed another Lionkin.”

Alex could tell that she was hesitant to talk about the incident. “What happened?”

Meera had a faraway look in her eyes. “After my mother was killed, I was an outcast. I survived on the scraps the others sometimes left for me. I was considered bad luck. None of the other children wanted to have anything to do with me except insult me and beat me.”

It pained Alex to hear her words. But he said nothing, giving her time to continue.

“I survived, barely. I learned how to defend myself. I had to or they would have killed me as we grew older and stronger. Last summer, Kerra challenged me to a prize fight,” Meera continued.

“What is a prize fight?” Alex asked.

“Among my people, a prize fight is a fight to the death. The winner keeps all of the loser’s possessions as the prize. It is issued when a male wishes to challenge another male for his women, possessions, and status. When a chief becomes old and weak, a stronger male will challenge him. If he wins, then he is the new chief,” the Lionkin explained.

Alex nodded. It reminded him of male lions fighting for dominance back on Earth. “Who is Kerra?”

“Kerra’s mother is the chief’s favorite wife. Kerra bragged that someday she, too, would be a chief’s favorite. She liked to insult or beat up the other girls to show her dominance. I was often her target,” Meera explained.

She paused for a moment before continuing. “Last summer, Kerra challenged me to a prize fight. Females almost never engage in them. Everyone thought she was joking. I had nothing except a stone knife I had made myself and some rags for clothes.”

Alex gave her a puzzled look. “Why did she challenge you?”

Meera turned to look at Alex again. Her pale green eyes stared into his. “She said she wanted to finally rid the clan of bad luck.”

“Yet you won,” Alex said.

Meera nodded. “Kerra thought I would be easy prey. She always picked on the weakest who were afraid to fight back against her. She would be able to use her spear while I only had my knife.”

“How did you defeat her?” Alex asked.

“I had been in fights for most of my life. I had to learn to fight or I would have never survived the beatings from the older children. Kerra knocked the knife from my hand with her spear. She said that I was useless like my mother,” the Lionkin’s eyes burned with anger as she recalled the fight.

“I backed away and she lunged at me, cutting my arm,” Meera said as she glanced at the scar.

“As she did, I managed to grab the spear. I was strong and I took it from her. I clubbed her with the butt, stunning her. Then I drove the spear blade into her heart.” Meera was breathing heavily as she relived the scene in her mind.

“If she challenged you, why were you banished?” Alex asked.

“Keera’s mother claimed that I cheated,” Meera’s eyes turned towards the lake again.

“Why?” Alex asked.

“Because I killed her with her own spear instead of my knife,” Meera replied.

Alex frowned. “So they banished you?”

Meera nodded. “Kerra’s mother has much influence over the chief, but it was my right as winner to take my prizes. He allowed me to take her war spear, her two hunting spears, her knife, clothes, and travel gear. To appease his favorite wife, I was declared outlaw.”

Alex wasn’t sure he understood. “What does it mean if you are outlawed?”

Meera turned towards him again. “I have no protection from the clan. I can be hunted like an animal.”

“Is that why you came to the Tarwin Forest?” he guessed.

“Kerra’s blood sisters swore revenge. They say they will find me and kill me. The chief forbade them from the chase until the third day of my banishment,” Meera explained.

“Have you seen them following you?” he asked.

Meera shook her head. “No. I headed south, far from our lands. I did not rest those first three days. I did my best to cover my tracks.”

Alex gave her shoulder another squeeze. “I would think they would hesitate to challenge you after they saw you defeat Kerra.”

Meera shook her head. “They will not challenge. Only hunt and kill.”

Alex smiled. “All the more reason for you to join us. They won’t dare bother you when they see you have friends like us.”

“Friends?” Meera gave him a puzzled look.

“Yes, friends,” Alex nodded.

Meera turned her eyes towards the lake again.

“Why would you want someone like me to travel with you,” she whispered.

“Because you are a brave and ferocious warrior. The women accept you and respect your skill. As do Arban and Janx,” Alex said, though in truth, Meera tended to keep to herself. Not that he blamed her. This was a new situation for her after what she had been through.

Meera stood up. She began pacing back and forth, as her tail swayed from side to side. She was clenching and unclenching her fists.

Alex wondered why she was acting so agitated. He stood up. “Meera, what’s wrong?”

The Lionkin stopped pacing and moved to stand in front of him. Their bodies were only a few inches apart. He could see a range of emotions playing across her face as her eyes met his.

“You are what’s wrong!” she answered.

Alex blinked. That wasn’t the answer he was expecting. “Me? Why?”

“Because I don’t understand. No one has shown me any kindness since my mother died. Yet, you, a stranger, have. You risked your life to save mine,” she replied.

Alex grinned. “And I would do it again.”

Meera’s eyes searched his face. “I have been alone for so long. I want to finally belong.”

Alex's face was serious as he looked into her pale green eyes. “Then come along. Join me.”

Meera began breathing heavily again, her naked breasts heaving with emotion. “I never thought a male would ever want to join with me.”

Alex blinked as he tried to understand what she meant. Before he could ask, Meera reached up her hands and cupped his face as she pressed her lips against his.


Chapter Sixty-One


Alex’s lips were pushed against his teeth as Meera shoved her lips against his. He reached up his hand to her chin and gently pushed, breaking their kiss.

Meera’s eyes were worried as she looked at him. “Am I not doing it correctly? I have seen your other women press their lips against yours.”

Alex smiled. “You don’t have to press very hard.”

Meera nodded and then pulled him into another kiss, this time she gently touched her lips against his.

“Better?” she asked as she paused to look into his eyes.

“Yes.”

Meera pressed her naked body against him as she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Do you truly want me to belong to you?”

Alex still wasn’t quite sure what the Lionkin meant. “Meera, what do you mean when you say you want to belong to me.”

“A Lionkin woman will be chosen by one of the strongest males. He takes her and claims her. She becomes one of his women,” she explained.

“I thought no male would ever want an outcast like me. Take me, Alex. I never want to be alone again,” Meera’s eyes were pleading as she looked at him as she pulled his body tightly against hers.

Her words caught him by surprise. “Are you sure about this, Meera? You know that I have other women.”

Meera nodded. “You are stronger than a Lionkin chief. You command many warriors and women with Power. The Moon Elves are your allies and their chief’s daughter is promised to you. The stronger the chief, the more women join with him.”

Her eyes became fierce. “Take me and I will prove my worth to you!”

Alex touched her cheek with his hand. “Meera, you have already proven yourself. You saved my life when I was poisoned. You fought like… like a lion beside me against the Ghouls.”

Meera slid her left hand down to his cock and wrapped her fingers around it. “Take me and I will protect your body with my own.”

Alex could see the sincerity in her eyes as he looked at her. Meera was a fierce and beautiful warrior. And somehow they were both naked. The Lionkin was desperate for him to claim her.

Meera would be a strong addition to their team. He doubted anyone would object to her. He felt a little strange as he realized that he hadn’t known Meera for very many days. Then he chuckled as he remembered he had married Nina shortly after he had met her.

Meera’s eyes were worried. “Why are you laughing?”

Alex grinned. “I was just thinking about the day I saw you in the market. I never would have guessed that someday we would be standing together like this on an island lake.”

He pulled her into another kiss. At times like this, he wondered if he was dreaming. Was he really standing on another planet, holding a beautiful, naked lion girl in his arms?

Alex slid his hands around her waist and then down to her cheeks. He pulled her tight against his growing erection. Whether dream or reality, he was done questioning it. He was going to take whatever this world offered.

Meera broke off the kiss and smiled. “I can feel him growing large again in my hand. He likes me!”

“Yes, he does,” Alex growled as he pulled her into another kiss.

His tongue teased her lips, gently forcing them open. Meera hesitated at the strange feel of his tongue touching hers. Then she gradually played his game, letting her tongue dance with his.

As he squeezed her cheeks, Alex realized that there was no Power swirling between their bodies. Which was to be expected, but he had gotten used to the presence of the swirling sexual energy whenever he touched the other women.

Her body felt wonderful as it pressed against his. Her hand was gently stroking his cock as he savored the taste of her mouth.

Meera broke off the kiss. She was breathing heavily. She let go of his cock as she pulled away from him.

Alex frowned as he let his hands fall to the side. He wondered why she had pulled away.

Meera faced away from him and then she knelt on the grass. A moment later, she was on her hands and knees.

“What are you doing?” Alex asked.

“I am ready for you to mount me. When you were meditating with your women before the battle, I heard strange noises from the inside of the guard tower. I was worried, so I went inside. When I climbed the steps, I saw you mounting the Tarenian Witch,” Meera explained.

Alex smiled at her description. Meera’s knees and thighs were pressed together and her tail was waving in the air as she waited.

Alex knelt down near her and wrapped his hands around her waist. Meera let out a startled yelp as he picked her up and flipped her over before setting her down on the grass.

Meera looked at him in confusion. “What are you doing?”

Alex grinned. “Preparing to claim you.”

“But this is not how I saw you take the Witch!” Meera replied as she leaned up on her elbows.

“Have you ever done this before?” Alex asked.

“No, but…” She began to say.

Alex reached out a finger and pressed it against her mouth. “Lay back and relax, understand?”

Meera was about to argue, but then she let out a sigh and laid back down on the grass.

Alex leaned over and kissed her. Then he kissed her neck and collarbone. He worked his way to her breasts as he kissed and licked her nipples. Meera’s body jerked in surprise as he gently took one of her nipples in his teeth.

He kissed the flat planes of her stomach before he shifted his position. He gently spread her thighs with his hands. Meera was breathing heavily as she watched him through half closed eyes.

Alex slowly kissed his way up her thighs to her vulva. He gently kissed her most private part.

“Alex!” Meera’s body convulsed at the strange sensation.

Alex smiled as he rained little kisses on her folds. Then he began teasing her opening with his tongue. He tasted her honey as she became wet for him.

Alex gently teased her folds with his finger as he continued kissing and licking her. He slowly pushed his finger inside of her. She was so tight.

Meera’s hips began to squirm as she felt his touch inside of her. “Alex, what are you doing!”

He teased her, slowly sliding his finger almost completely out of her before slowly pushing it back in. Alex began pushing on the sides of her passage as he repeated the motion. He pulled his finger out and then twirled a second finger around her opening before pushing them both inside of her.

“Grrrrr,” Meera let out a soft growl that made Alex smile. He began spreading his fingers apart as he tried to further widen her. Ever so slowly he increased the tempo of the in and out motion.

Meera’s fingers grasped the tops of his shoulders as he sped up his tongue’s motion. He pushed his two fingers in as far as they could go with each forward thrust.

“Agghh!” Meera gasped as her body convulsed.

Alex winced in pain as her claw-like fingernails cut into his shoulders. He continued licking her as he tasted her climax. His fingers slowed their motion as Meera’s body was wracked by the aftershocks of her orgasm.

After a minute, he stopped and glanced up at her. Meera was lying flat, her chest heaving as she took deep breaths. The Lionkin’s hands released his shoulders as they slid down to the grass. He grinned.

Meera leaned up on her elbows and looked at him. Her eyes widened in surprise. “You’re bleeding!”

Alex glanced at his shoulder. Thin lines of red blood were trickling from the scratch marks. “I’ve had worse.”

Meera scrambled to her knees and leaned forward to examine his wounds. “What happened?”

Alex smiled as he lifted himself up on his hands. “You grabbed tightly when you orgasmed.”

Meera glanced down at the nails on her hand before looking back at his shoulders. Her eyes were full of anguish. “I am sorry, Alex! I did not realize I grabbed onto you so hard!”

Alex leaned forward and kissed her lips. “Don’t worry about it.”

He shifted his position so that he was kneeling. Meera’s eyes trailed down his body to his crotch. His erection was pointing straight at her.

She reached her hand out and gently stroked him. Meera leaned forward and kissed him. Alex was surprised to feel her trying to slip her tongue into his mouth. He smiled and parted his lips. Her hand began to stroke him faster as their tongues swirled and danced together.

Meera broke off the kiss. She was breathing rapidly as her body became aroused again. She let go of his cock as she turned around.

Meera got on her hands and knees. Her tail flicked back and forth as she looked over her shoulder at him. “I am ready for you to mount me!”

Alex needed no further invitation. He wanted her. He positioned himself behind her. “Spread your knees apart.”

“Like this?” she asked.

“Perfect.”

Alex grabbed his cock and guided its head to her opening. He moved the tip around her folds, teasing her and coating his cockhead with her wetness.

Meera gasped as he slowly forced his tip inside of her opening. God, she was tight, he thought. He paused as he gave her time to adjust.

Meera let out a little yelp of pain as he pushed more of himself into her.

“Are you alright?” he asked as he paused.

The Lionkin was panting. He could see a sheen of sweat on her back. “Yes. I knew you were big. I did not know it would hurt when you went inside of me.”

Alex ran his hand gently over her back. “The first time is always the most painful. Afterwards, it gets better. I can stop if you want me to.”

Meera glared at him over her shoulder. “No! I saw the Tarenian have you like this. If she can do it, Meera can do it!”

She let out a moan as she shoved her hips backwards towards him, pushing more of his cock into her.

Alex grasped her hip with his free hand and held her position. “Slowly, give your body time to adjust.”

Meera nodded and then turned her head forward again. Alex released his cock and placed his right hand on her other hip. He held her steady as he pushed another inch of his cock into her passage. Her pussy was so tight that the friction was almost painful as he gave her another inch.

Alex slowly pulled his hips back and then pushed forward again until he met resistance. “This might hurt.”

Meera glanced back at him in alarm as he thrust forward and ripped through her maidenhead.

“Aiiii,” Meera gasped.

He waited a moment before pushing even deeper. Then he pulled back before slowly pushing deep again. He continued in a slow rhythm, giving her passage a chance to adjust and stretch around him.

Alex took his time, enjoying the exquisite tightness of her pussy. Without the swirling sexual energy that was present when he made love to a woman with Power, he was able to be patient.

Meera’s passage became wetter as she overcame her early discomfort. Alex slowly increased his tempo. He couldn’t help but grin when her tail brushed his face as it swayed back and forth.

Meera began to move her hips in time with his thrusts. “This feels so strange.”

Alex chuckled. “Why do you say that?”

“It… it is both pleasure… and pain,” she said between thrusts.

As Alex continued his rhythm, he could feel his climax building. The tight friction was driving him crazy. He grasped her hips tightly as he began pushing harder with each thrust.

“Ai… Ai… Ai!” Meera gasped as her body shuddered in another orgasm.

The gush of wet heat around his shaft from her climax, pushed Alex over the edge. With a final powerful thrust, he held himself deep inside of her as he came. He squeezed her hips as he emptied himself into her.

Meera collapsed to the ground, sliding off his cock as she lay on the grass. Alex stretched on the grass beside her. She turned her head and looked at him with her pale green eyes.

They lay there in the warm sunlight, neither saying anything. Alex could hear a couple of birds singing in the trees behind them.

After resting for a bit, he leaned up on his elbow and looked at Meera. She was quietly watching him.

“How do you feel?” Alex asked.

Meera flipped around and sat up. She thought for a moment. “I hurt down there. Inside too.”

Alex sat up. He reached out his hand and caressed her back. “I’m sorry. Making love can be difficult the first time.”

Meera reached out her hand and ran her fingers over his half hard cock. “I did not consider how difficult it would be to fit such a large thing inside of my body.”

Alex grinned. “I think even if I was smaller, the first time would still hurt.”

Meera nodded as she continued to run her fingers over his cock.

“If you keep playing with him, I will want to make love to you again,” Alex said.

The Lionkin tilted her head as she looked at him. “You would claim me again? So soon?”

Alex chuckled. “Yes. But your body needs to recover. Once your body adjusts, we will be able to make love all night long.”

Meera’s eyes were wide as she looked at his cock. “Truthfully?”

Alex leaned over and kissed her lips. “Yes.”

Meera’s eyes were fierce as she looked at him once he broke off the kiss. “If your other women can do this, I will also do it.”

Alex smiled at her enthusiasm. Meera was not a quitter.

He stood up and offered his hand to her.

Meera shook her head. “No. Claim me again. I must get stronger.”

Alex knew Meera had no Power. Her body wouldn’t heal as fast as Nina’s had after their initial lovemaking. She needed time to heal.

His voice was stern as he stared into her eyes. “No. Your body must heal. I will claim you again when the time is right.”

“Yes, my chief,” Meera said as she grasped his hand and allowed him to pull her to her feet.

Alex was glad that she hadn’t argued. He would love to take her again, but her body needed time to heal.

“Grab your clothes. I want to check on the others.” Her lean, toned body was a joy to watch as she jogged towards the hill. The cute tail and ears only added to her charm.

Alex realized he could enjoy making love to Meera without having to worry about the after effects of boosting. They could make love as often as they wanted without falling asleep for days afterwards.

He smiled. Sometimes it was difficult being around his gorgeous women, knowing that he couldn’t have sex without planning for the sleep schedule. He and Meera could have a “normal” sexual relationship.

Meera jogged back to him. Her vest and skirt were tied around her spear. “My clothes are dry. I can hold them out of the water.”

Alex nodded. He walked toward the lake and walked into the water. Once the water was deeper, he swam towards the shore. Meera followed after him, holding her spear up.

Alex reached the shallows and stood up. He turned and helped Meera stand. As they walked towards his pile of clothes, he saw a pair of figures walking down the hill towards them. It was Nina and Zura.

“It’s a nice day for a swim!” Nina said cheerfully as they reached them.

Alex gave her a smile before reaching down to get his leggings.

“What happened to your shoulders!” Nina exclaimed as she saw the red scratch marks on his skin. The Princess hurried over to him in concern.

Zura frowned as she looked at the scratches on Alex and the grass stains on Meera’s knees. “Were you two fighting?”

Meera’s cheeks turned red. “I accidentally scratched Alex.”

Alex pulled on his pants. “Let’s just say that Meera is now officially a part of my team.”

Nina had a puzzled look on her face for a moment as she looked at the Lionkin.

Meera raised her chin proudly. “Alex has claimed me. He is my chief and I will protect his life with my own.”

“Oh. OH!” Nina smiled as she finally understood. She hurried over and hugged Meera tightly, not caring that the Lionkin’s body was soaking wet.

“Welcome to our family!” Nina gave her a brilliant smile. Meera nodded awkwardly, uncertain what to do or say.

Zura nodded her head thoughtfully. “You are a fierce warrior. Alex will be safer with you near.”

“As long as he stops taking foolish risks,” she added as she frowned at Alex.

Alex laughed as he pulled on his shirt. “I make no promises!”


Chapter Sixty-Two


Arban watched Alex take another practice swing with the greatsword. “Be careful when you swing wide. Keep your elbows bent.”

The Orc frowned as Alex reversed his swing. “If your arms are extended too far, you will lose your balance when the blade strikes something hard.”

“With the pommel, this thing is almost as tall as I am!” Alex said as he practiced a rapid succession of thrusts. The long blade swooshed as it cut through the air.

Arban had suggested Alex practice with the greatsword since his club had been shattered. They had gone to the grassy area outside the tower wall to give Alex room to safely swing the sword.

“You may have to treat it as if it is a staff with sharp edges,” Janx suggested. The Foxman and Meera were sitting on the grass, several yards away from Alex.

“It's long enough to be a staff,” Alex said as he swung the blade in a figure eight in front of his body. The late afternoon sun glinted off the strange blade.

Arban directed Alex to swing the blade over his shoulder as if he was blocking an attack from behind. “The greatsword is not very popular, despite being a powerful weapon.”

“I do not like it. You should use a sword or better yet, a spear,” Meera wrinkled her nose as she watched Alex lunge forward with a powerful overhead blow.

The blade thunked into the ground. The weight of the sword combined with Alex’s strength pushed the end of the blade a foot into the earth.

“I didn’t expect it to dig that deep into the ground,” Alex shook his head as he carefully pulled the blade back out.

Arban grinned. “Your strength combined with the weight of the sword will push the blade deeper than you expect.”

“Where do you carry this thing when you aren’t fighting?” Alex asked as he wiped the grass and dirt off the blade.

“In Skeln, the King’s army has an elite unit called “The Ironclad” made up of Humans and Orcs. They wear Dwarven chainmail and use greatswords. They lean the swords against their shoulder as they march,” Arban explained.

“The weight isn’t a problem. It's the length that makes it a bit awkward,” Alex frowned as he looked at the sword.

“Your betrothed approaches,” Meera said as she stood up from the grass. Janx stood up as well.

The Moon Elf smiled at them as she stopped well back from Alex and his sword.

“I felt safer when you were using your club,” Ujenna said as she eyed the long bladed sword.

“Me, too,” Alex grinned.

“The Queen wished me to inform you that the scouts sent to the northeast of the forest have returned,” Ujenna said.

“Did they find the Hargs?” Alex asked.

“No. The camp was empty. They followed the trail to the river and they think the Hargs crossed over to the western shore,” Ujenna explained.

Arban crossed his arms as he thought about the lands near the river. “We know that Hargs live in the mountains to the northwest of Zenkova. They may be returning home now that the Necromancer is dead.”

“How did they get word so quickly about the Necromancer?” Alex asked.

“They might have had scouts in the area that saw the battle and left before the Queen sent out her scouts to check the area. Remember, they can move fast despite their size and they have amazing stamina. They can travel many miles without stopping to rest,” Arban reminded him.

“I wonder if the other camp is abandoned?” Alex mused.

“The other camp was larger. Perhaps twice as many bull men,” Meera said.

Ujenna glanced at Meera. “From the Lionkin’s description of the other camp’s location, the second scout group won’t return before tomorrow.”

“Better one camp of Hargs to deal with than two, if they are still there,” Arban shrugged.

“Forgive me Alex, I have to get back to my mother. She has many suggestions about fruit trees and vegetables we should plant, now that she has seen the forest in person,” Ujenna smiled and turned to go.

“Ujenna, wait,” Alex said and his betrothed turned back towards him.

“I wanted you to know that Meera has joined my team and will be traveling with us.” Even though the women in his life were comfortable with him having multiple lovers, Alex’s Earthly upbringing still made him feel a little awkward when talking about it.

“I have sworn my life to Alex as his bodyguard,” Meera held her head up proudly.

Ujenna looked at Meera for a long moment and then smiled. “I am glad Meera. I have seen you fight. I will sleep better knowing that you are watching over my betrothed.”

Meera bowed her head awkwardly to the Moon Elf.

Ujenna turned and jogged back towards the Elven camp.

“Break time is over! Time to swing that sword! This time with one hand,” Arban said as he moved away from Alex.

“Yes, sir!” Alex grinned. He shifted to a one hand grip and began swinging the blade in small arcs.

Alex practiced for another hour as Arban called out instructions and critiques of his movements. Afterwards, they joined Nina and Zura for a simple dinner of game and vegetables the Orcs had prepared.


Chapter Sixty-Three


Janx crept through the forest. His bare feet made no sound as he stalked his prey. He paused, waiting patiently for the perfect moment to strike.

The Foxman lunged forward. His spear pierced the hare before it could react. A minute later, his catch was hanging with the other two hares at his belt.

Satisfied with his hunt, Janx began walking back towards the Necromancer’s Tower. Even though the Orcs had sufficient meat to feed them, Janx was happy to contribute. It gave him a chance to enjoy the forest. He enjoyed the trees almost as much as the Elves did.

Alex said that Taiya would sleep until this evening. The second scout party had still not returned. Alex and his friends were surrounded by Orc and Elven warriors, so Janx felt comfortable taking some time for himself.

He had asked Meera if she wished to accompany him, but the Lionkin insisted she stay near Alex. Janx smiled. The Lionkin was young and still had a lot to learn, but he was impressed by her attachment to Alex.

As he walked across the forest floor, Janx inhaled deeply, relishing the variety of scents that were part of a healthy woodland. The trees thinned out the closer he came to the clearing where the tower stood.

Janx was pleased that Alex was surrounding himself with strong women. He was a good and honest leader and Janx was glad to be his friend. The Tarwin was a good forest. With Alex as its Master, the forest would make a fine home for many people.

Janx paused as an unusual scent caught his attention. The scent was strangely familiar, yet he was certain he never smelled it before. He slowly looked around, his keen nose sniffing the air as his eyes scanned the forest and his ears listened for sounds of movement.

The scent disappeared. Janx stood quietly for a few minutes as he continued to scan the area. He saw nothing. Shrugging his shoulders, the Foxman continued on his way.

As Janx passed the last of the trees at the clearing’s edge, he froze again. He spun around and scanned the area for anything unusual. He had the strangest sensation that something was watching him.

For the briefest instance, he caught the strange scent again.

The minutes ticked by as Janx patiently observed the forest. The only thing he saw were a few birds and a couple of squirrels. They were not acting like a predator or an enemy was in the area.

He wondered if he had smelled some unfamiliar animal that was native to this region. With a frown, Janx turned towards the clearing and headed back to the tower.
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As the evening fell, Queen Eldanna sent a messenger asking for Alex to come to the Moon Elves’ camp. He walked over, accompanied by Nina, Zura and Meera.

“Welcome again, Prince Alex. Have you eaten dinner?” the Queen asked. Ujenna and the Druid were standing next to the Queen.

“We have eaten, thank you,” Alex replied with a nod of his head.

“The scouts have returned. The other Harg camp has also been abandoned,” the Queen said.

Alex had half expected as much. “Did they head towards the River Lim?” he asked.

“No. Our scouts followed their trail and it led northwards. The Hargs followed the Avuta River and then detoured around the ruins of Avala. The trail headed north into the grasslands. Our scouts went no further before returning,” the Queen explained.

“Why north? I am not familiar with that area, ” Alex asked.

The Queen frowned. “We do not know. To the north of Avala are only empty grasslands.”

“At least we do not have to fight the Hargs for the forest,” Ujenna gave Alex a little smile.

“True. We have lost enough warriors fighting the Necromancer,” Alex replied.

“What are your plans, Prince Alex?” the Queen asked.

Alex thought for a moment. Taiya should wake up later this evening or by the morning at the latest.

“My goals were to eliminate the threat of the Necromancer and the Hargs raiding from the Tarwin. That has been accomplished,” Alex replied.

“However, there is still the problem of the Warlock. Unfortunately, we have very little information about him. As Judicator of the Caravan Guards, it is my duty to return the Hundred to Seaholm. I hope we may find some clue about the Warlock’s identity along the way,” Alex continued.

“The Great Library is in Seaholm. Perhaps we will find some information on the zigzag image the Hargs and the Sun Elf were wearing,” Zura suggested.

Alex nodded. “We will depart in the morning for Verbana. Once we resupply, we will head east to Seaholm.”

“We will also leave in the morning. We will accompany you to Verbana. From there, we will return to our home. Ujenna will ready the settlers. Once the preparations are made, she will lead them to the Tarwin,” the Queen nodded.

Ujenna walked over to Alex and handed him a small horn that was attached to a leather strap. “I want you to take this with you.”

Alex looked at the horn curiously. “What is it?”

Ujenna smiled. “It is a signal horn. Each Moon Elf tribe has a particular note. This one sounds the note of the Vara, though in time, we will make a new note for our tribe in the Tarwin.”

“I do not know how long it will be until you return to the forest. The Tarwin is vast and we have not decided on a spot for the new settlement. When you return, periodically blow that horn. Our scouts will find you and lead you to me,” Ujenna added.

Alex smiled at his betrothed. “I hope we can take care of this Warlock quickly. I can’t wait to see what you will build here.”

“What we will build here,” Ujenna smiled as she corrected him.


Chapter Sixty-Four


Taiya awoke early the next morning. Alex and the other women went down with her to the kitchen so she could eat. She paused once she had taken the edge off her hunger.

She looked at the other four. “So, tell me what I missed while I slept.”

“The Harg camps were empty,” Alex began.

“Meera has officially joined the team!” Nina said excitedly, before Alex could say anything else.

The Elf looked at Alex and frowned. “Alex, why is it that every time I fall asleep to recover, you get involved with another woman?”

Alex ran his hand through his hair, taken aback by her question. Meera looked from Taiya to Alex and then back to Taiya.

The Elf smiled and then she kissed Alex. “I am just teasing you.”

Alex grinned. He thought he had upset her.

The Lionkin had a surprised look on her face as she watched the exchange between them.

Taiya turned to Meera and laid her hand on the Lionkin’s arm. “Welcome, Meera. You are a ferocious warrior, and I am glad to have you by our side.”

“Thank you,” Meera nodded her head. “For a moment, I was afraid that you were going to cook me with your fire.”

Her comment made the rest of them smile.

“There is no need to stay in the Tarwin any longer. We will leave this morning and head back to Verbana and from there travel to Seaholm,” Alex explained.

“The Grand Library may provide some answers about the Warlock’s identity,” Zura added.

“I don’t like the thought of fighting a Warlock,” Taiya said as she grabbed another handful of red berries.

“Neither do I. But once he is dealt with, this region will know peace again,” Zura replied.

“I just hope he doesn’t cause too much damage before we can track him down,” Alex added.

After breakfast, they grabbed their gear. Both the Moon Elves and the Orcs had traveled light. It didn’t take them long to break camp and form up their column outside the walls of the tower.

“We are ready, Judicator,” Captain Chorma informed Alex.

“Time to head back to Verbana,” Alex gave the order and the Orc Captain led the Hundred towards the south road.

“What will you do with the Necromancer’s Tower, Master of the Tarwin Forest? Will you use it or raise it to the ground?” Queen Eldanna asked as she walked her horse over to where Alex and his team were waiting for the Hundred to finish passing.

The Hundred would lead the way followed by the Moon Elves. Alex and his team would ride along with Ujenna and the Queen in the gap between the two groups of warriors. The south road connected to the road between Zenkova and Verbana.

Alex looked at the tower. “I don’t know. To be honest, I haven’t given it any thought.”

“Watch where you're swinging that giant sword of yours!” Taiya laughed as Meera had to jump out of the way to avoid being clipped by the greatsword as Alex turned around.

Alex frowned at the blade. “It is awkward to hold while I’m on horseback.”

“When we stop in Verbana, we will have to have a holder made for it,” Arban grinned as he looked at the weapon.

They urged their horses into a walk as they followed the last of the Hundred. Janx and Meera insisted on walking for now as the column would not be traveling rapidly. The Moon Elves followed.

As they reached the road and entered the forest, Janx froze for a moment. He sniffed the air.

Meera saw him stop and she gripped her spear tightly as she scanned the forest. “What is it, Foxman?”

Janx was certain he had caught a hint of that odd scent again. “Do you smell anything strange?”

Meera took a deep breath as her ears flicked back and forth, listening for signs of danger. “I smell nothing unusual.”

Janx sniffed again. Whatever it was, was gone now. “It must have been nothing.”

Meera relaxed. “I don’t see or hear anything.”

Janx glanced up at the trees for a moment. A small bird was chirping as it flew from branch to branch. A squirrel jumped from a nearby tree trunk and darted away across the forest floor.

Alex halted his horse when he realized the other two had stopped. “Everything all right?”

“It was nothing,” Janx said as he and Meera caught up to him.

Alex nudged his horse into a walk. The column made its way down the road as they headed to Verbana.
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The girl sat on a tree limb as she peeked through the leaves towards the clearing. A great number of soldiers were gathered there, near the old fortress.

She had sensed a gathering of dark energy in the forest even though she had been traveling through another forest northeast of here. She had traced it to this place. More energies had entered the woods and made their way here. The new energies were natural, not dark like that at the fortress.

She had watched as the opposing forces fought a battle. She had been afraid when the dark energy intensified. But then it was gone and only the normal energy remained.

The newcomers had defeated the darkness. She watched them for a time. Some of the soldiers headed into the woods to hunt while two small groups left and traveled north. She saw Elves and Orcs. But there were also Humans and a Lionkin.

She was getting bored with watching the soldiers and was about to leave this forest for another. It was then she saw him. At first, she thought she was mistaken. The girl had seen others of his kind, but this one looked different.

Her face was troubled as she watched him until he disappeared back inside the opening in the wall surrounding the fortress. At this distance, she must have been mistaken. But she had to be certain. She waited patiently.

Yesterday, she saw him in the woods. She was afraid to get too close. She had to be mistaken.

She waited. The soldiers were leaving. He was walking next to the Lionkin while all the others rode horses.

She moved from tree to tree when she saw the soldiers heading for the road that led away from the clearing.

She found a tree near the road. She climbed lower. From here, she would have a clear view of the road. As the Orcs rode by she could sense the energies approaching. They were all together in the middle of the long line of horses. He was with them.

The Foxman paused as he came near her position. He was sniffing the air. Her heart felt like it was going to beat out of her chest.

It couldn’t be. Her first glimpse was right. His fur was not red. It was gray. The Foxman spoke to the Lionkin and then he glanced up at the tree she was hiding in. Hoping his eyes could not pierce her glamour, she froze, not even daring to breathe. She worried that he would hear her heart hammering in her chest.

The Gray Foxman looked at the ground below her tree. Then he turned and walked away. The girl gasped for breath as he disappeared around a bend in the road.

The last of the Elves rode past her tree. She could sense the energies moving away as they headed south. Still the girl sat in the tree. Her eyes watched the road, but her thoughts were elsewhere.

A feeling of fear filled her stomach as a chill ran down her spine. What they had long dreaded had come to be. The Seekers had returned.

The End of Book Four (Alex’s adventures will continue in Book #5!)
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