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"It does not matter how slowly you go as long as you do not stop."
-Confucious
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Prologue


Kargosk Outskirts 
The moons of Ktor were high in the starry night sky. A few stray clouds drifted slowly by, casting dark shadows on the ground. The Greenspring River flowed slowly past the sleeping city of Kargosk.
East of the city, the river passed by two grain mills located along the shore. The water wheels were silent, awaiting the morning light when they would be allowed to spin again. The wheels would power heavy millstones which would grind grain into flour. It was a peaceful night, the only noise coming from the gentle splashing of the river along the nearby dock.
From the northeast, two horsemen silently approached. The riders wore hooded cloaks and their black horses had plain harnesses and unadorned saddles. 
Next to the mills were two large warehouses, one for storing grain and one for storing flour. A stable housed mules and some of the transport wagons. A smaller building was home to the mill's overseer and some of the workers.
The horsemen dismounted and walked their horses to the stable. They paused as they realized the stable hand was not there waiting for them. Handing his reins to his companion, one of the riders entered the building. 
He found the groom sleeping on his mattress, near the doorway. One of the mules snorted softly, its sleep disturbed by the stranger’s presence.
The groom was startled awake by the booted foot of the rider pressing on his chest. The man blinked his eyes as fear rose in him.
“Where is the overseer?” the rider asked in a cold, quiet voice.
“F-f-forgive me sir! I wasn’t told you were coming tonight!” the man stammered.
“Fetch him and be quick about it!” the rider commanded.
The cloaked man lifted his boot off the groom and stepped back. The groom scrambled out of his bed and hurried towards the house, pausing a moment to bow to the rider who was waiting in the courtyard. The first rider walked out and whispered to his companion. 
A few minutes later, the overseer and the groom exited the house. They hurried over to the cloaked riders.
“I am sorry, good sirs! I did not know you were coming!” the overseer said, breathlessly. 
The overseer was uncertain, but he suspected that the two were the same Elves who came periodically to the mill to meet his former employer.
“It is the appointed time. Where is Orzetz?” the second rider asked angrily.
The overseer, a portly middle-aged man, was sweating profusely. He looked at the groom who was nervously shuffling from foot to foot.
“Orzetz is dead sir!” the overseer blurted out nervously.
The riders looked at each other in surprise.
“What happened to Orzetz?” the second rider asked coldly.
“Dav Karlo attacked House Orzetz. He murdered everyone there!” the overseer said as he wiped the sweat off his brow.
“What of Krazno?” the rider asked.
“Karlo killed him as well,” the overseer said quietly.
The riders looked at each other. The second rider nodded and a moment later their swords hissed out of their sheaths. Before the mill workers could cry out, two blades flashed in the moonlight, piercing their throats.
The riders lowered their blades, letting the bodies slump to the ground. The riders looked about. Not seeing anyone, they wiped their swords on the dead men’s clothes. They quickly mounted their horses. 
The two cloaked men glanced around one last time before riding back in the direction they had come from. Their unshod horses made little noise as they travelled across the ground.
Soon, the gentle lapping of the water was the only sound to be heard. The peaceful scene was marred only by the dead men’s blood seeping onto the moonlit ground.




Chapter One


Kargosk 
“Keep the spear level when you swing it around!” Janx admonished as Alex practiced swinging his broomstick “spear”. 
The two men were in the back courtyard of the Kargosk Caravan Guildhouse. Janx was showing Alex the finer points of spear fighting.
“Now thrust twice rapidly and jump back,” the Foxman said.
Alex did as he was instructed. Spear fighting was similar to the quarterstaff fighting that he and Arban practiced with occasionally. It also reminded Alex of pugil stick fighting he had practiced in the Army, back on Earth.
“Again!” The Foxman said.
Janx was four and a half feet tall and covered with short grey fur.  He was wearing a pair of leggings and a sleeveless leather vest. Janx was barefoot, allowing his prehensile feet the ability to grab things. His pointy ears and tail twitched in agitation as he watched Alex with a critical eye.
“No! Keep the spear level, when you thrust. You will strike with more force if it is level!” Janx said as he used his broomstick to show Alex.
Alex smiled and nodded. He practiced the double thrust and jump move several more times. He made sure to keep his strikes level.
Alex was glad to see that Janx had come out of his reserved shell. When he had freed Janx from his long captivity in the Dwarven city of Igrim, the Foxman had been very quiet.
“Pay attention to Janx’s teachings. He is an expert with the spear and can teach you much more than I can,” Arban said from the side of the courtyard.
The Orc was leaning against the stable’s fence. He was holding a broomstick, waiting for his turn to practice with the Foxman again.
Arban was strongly built with green skin, dark eyes and large canine teeth. His head was hairless except for the very top. All the Orcs that Alex had seen wore leather ties in their hair which let their long hair flow down behind them in a ponytail. Arban had streaks of grey through his hair.
“Arban, I appreciate everything you have taught me,” Alex said as he practiced swinging the spear butt around in a vicious blow.
The Orc was a Wagon Master in the Caravan Guards. When Alex had joined, Arban had taken a liking to him and had taken him under his wing. Orcs believed in being proficient in as many weapons as possible and he had begun training with Alex in their free time.
Alex was grateful for the Orc’s help. Ktor had a medieval level of technology, without the rifles and pistols that Alex had been trained to fight with.
Janx attacked Alex with a series of jabs. Alex deftly parried the Foxman. The Foxman spun around, bringing his broomstick around towards Alex’s ribcage. Caught by surprise by the move, Alex swung his stick vertically, blocking Janx’s stick. The force of the blow, amplified by Alex’s strength sent the broomstick flying out of Janx’s hands. 
The Orc ducked as the broomstick narrowly missed his head, flying into the stable yard.
“Sorry!” Alex said with a laugh.
Arban laughed as well. Janx just shook his head.
“Give me your stick and I will practice with Arban while you retrieve the broom stick you sent flying,” the Foxman said.
The Orc took Alex’s place while he nimbly vaulted over the fence. Alex was a Strongman with enhanced strength. His strength allowed him to jump 3 or 4 times higher than normal. When sparring with his friends, Alex did his best to control his swings so he wouldn’t accidentally hurt one of his friends. He retrieved the broomstick and then sat on the fence.
“Are you sure you don’t want to practice with two spears at the same time?” Alex yelled to the Orc as he watched him blocking Janx’s attacks.
“Ha! You jest, but I may have to try it someday,” The Orc said and then let out a grunt as Janx’s broomstick spear hit him in the midsection, knocking him back.
“Stay focused!” Janx said to Arban.
“Stop distracting me!” Arban said with a laugh as he regained his defensive posture.
Alex smiled. The Orc had become a good friend and mentor to him. Arban’s preferred weapons were two curved swords which he wielded at the same time. The clack-clack of sticks hitting each other reverberated through the courtyard as the men alternated between defending and attacking.
The three men practiced for about another hour. Afterwards, they headed to the bunkhouse kitchen for lunch. The only other occupants were a pair of Guildhouse workers eating at a table in the corner.
The kitchen would be very busy once the next Caravan arrived.  The Guildhouse would become a hive of activity as the wagon drivers maneuvered the vehicles around the yard. Some of the goods would be unloaded into the warehouses while other goods were loaded on to the wagons. The influx of guards and workers would make the facility crowded for a few days until the caravan was ready to depart for its next destination.
The three of them grabbed plates of sliced mutton, hunks of a sweet yellow cheese and some loaves of a crusty brown bread. They washed it down with cups of water. As usual, Alex thought, the food was simple, tasty and filling.
They ate in silence, enjoying the break from their morning workout. Once they had finished, they headed towards the main Guildhouse building.




Chapter Two


The dining room of the Guildhouse was a large room with a number of tables as well as a bar with stools located along one wall. Alex saw Taiya and Zura sitting at one of the tables. Zura had one of her books sitting on the table in front of her. 
The red skinned Tarenian was an Adept of the White Witches. and was usually studying one of her books as she prepared to become a Master level Witch. The book was closed, however, and her golden eyes were staring into the distance, lost in her thoughts.
Taiya, an auburn-haired, green-eyed Wood Elf, gave Alex a smile. She was sitting next to Zura. Alex smiled back. The Elf was a powerful Flame Dancer.
The Wood Elf was the first person Alex had met when he had found himself on Ktor. Well, the first friendly person. Alex had been captured by a Harg and his Rockskin warriors. Taiya was also a prisoner. Together they had managed to kill their captors and escape.
Alex walked over to Zura and placed his hand on her shoulder. The Witch jumped as she felt the surge of sexual Power that flowed between them.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Alex said.
Zura gave him a little smile and nodded. Alex was getting used to the surge of sexual energy he felt whenever he touched a woman with Power like Zura or Taiya. Zura was still surprised by it.
“Are you all right,” Alex asked the Witch.
“Yes. I am still trying to understand how Master Nella could have been killed,” Zura said thoughtfully.
The previous evening, the communication bond that Zura had with her mentor, Master Nella had been broken. The Tarenian had explained that there were only two ways that that could happen. One way was if they mutually cancelled the bond together. The only other way was if one of them died.
Master Nella had been in Zenkova, investigating the murders in the city.
Alex nodded and released her shoulder. Taiya stood up out of her chair for a moment to give him a kiss on the cheek before sitting down again. The Wood Elf had asked Alex if she could be his life mate and he had accepted.
Alex was slowly becoming accustomed to the different lifestyles the people of Ktor followed. The Ktorians were a lot more relaxed about things like nudity and sex than Alex had been used to on Earth.
Having multiple wives or mates was a common practice in many of the countries and races of Ktor. Multiple husbands for one woman was also practiced by a few cultures like the Moon Elves.
Taiya wanted Alex to attach more women to himself. She was worried that because Alex was Elder Touched, powerful people or organizations would want to use Alex for their own ends. Surrounding him with strong women, especially if they had Power would help keep him safe.
Alex sat down across from the women. Arban and Janx had already taken seats.
As they journeyed to Kargosk, Zura had discovered that Alex was Elder Touched and she had been relentless in finding out all she could about his Power. Alex smiled as he remembered. She had practically thrown herself at him in her desire to see what it was like to be boosted.
Alex’s Power in addition to making him a Strongman, let him amplify a female’s Power. This happened after having sex and seemed to last for one to three days, depending on how strong the woman’s Power was.
Alex’s strength was also boosted from the sex and seemed to last from one to three days as well. The main difference was in the recovery time. Taiya, who was a naturally powerful Elemental Dancer, needed three days of sleep to recover from three days of boosted Power. Zura had required two days of rest for her two days of boost.
Alex’s rest seemed to last from about six to 24 hours of solid sleep, depending on how strong his lover was. Alex glanced at the Tarenian.
The White Witch was arrogant and entitled, but she was also smart and powerful. Once Taiya realized that Zura would stop at nothing until she had been boosted by Alex, she began to consider the possibility of adding her to the “team”. She had pushed Alex to make her his woman as well.
Zura could be annoying, but she was also a beautiful and strong woman. She had dedicated her life to studying instead of fun. When Alex had finally given in to her advances, Zura was an eager lover ready to explore and discover what she had been missing out on.
Taiya’s concern was the Tarenian’s loyalty to the White Witches. She hoped that she would be able to convince Zura to stay with them. The Elf hoped that the possibility of being able to study an Elder Touched in person would be enough to keep her with Alex.
“Ah, I am glad to find you all together,” Master Kev said as he entered the dining room and walked over to their table.
Kev was the Caravan Master of the Kargosk Guildhouse. He was an older Human, grey haired with years of experience managing trade.
“Master Arban told me that the five of you plan on departing for Zenkova soon. I am preparing dispatches for Master Daerona in Zenkova. She will need to be informed of the developments here in Kargosk and she can pass the information on to the Verbana Guildhouse,” Master Kev explained.
“I was hoping you would be able to deliver the dispatches for me. Of course, if you do, I will be able to pay you your standard daily rates as you will be on official business,” Master Kev added.
“Why do something for free, when you can get paid for it!” Arban said with a laugh.
“Indeed. Janx, you have proven yourself to be a valiant warrior. I wanted to ask if you would like to join the Caravan Guards. There is no long-term commitment. You can take on trips at your own desire,” the Caravan Master said as he looked towards the Foxman.
“I go where Alex goes,” Janx said as he looked towards Alex.
“I am going to Zenkova, you might as well earn some coin since we are going there anyway,” Alex said.
“Very well,” Janx nodded towards the Caravan Master.
“Good, stop by my office when you are ready and I will get you a paydisc,” Master Kev said with a smile.
“I will have the reports ready for Zenkova in the morning,” Master Kev added, before heading back to his office.
“It will be nice to get paid for a journey we were planning to make for free,” Taiya said with a happy smile.
“Yes, I suppose we can leave tomorrow after Master Kev has the dispatches ready,” Alex added.
“Depending on what time we leave, we may be able to make the first waystop before evening. We will be travelling much faster than a Caravan can with their loaded wagons,” the Orc said.
Everyone fell silent as they thought about their journey and what might await them in Zenkova.
“Zura, when you were in Zenkova with your mentor, did many people see you?” Alex asked thoughtfully. 
Zura turned her golden-eyed gaze towards him as she considered his question.
“We were there for two days. We stayed at the Guildhouse but we did meet with the King and Queen. The White Witches do not hide our presence,” The Tarenian said with a frown.
“It would be hard to miss a red skinned Tarenian out here in the frontier. They are a rare sight outside of Taren,” Arban said.
“And you can see their robes from a distance. No one else dresses like that in this region,” Taiya added thoughtfully.
“What does that have to do with anything?” Zura asked as she looked around the table at them.
“The people that killed Master Nella will recognize you,” Alex explained.
Zura sat ramrod straight. Her eyes began to glow with little sparkles of Power as she became angry.
“Of course, they will recognize me! They will know who it is that brings righteous vengeance upon them for the slaying of Master Nella!” Zura’s face was flushed, and her voice was loud in her anger.
“Relax, Zura,” Alex said as he made calming motions with his hands.
“We will find out who killed your mentor and make them pay for it. But we can’t rush into Zenkova without knowing the situation there. Whoever killed your mentor was strong enough to defeat a Master level White Witch. They will see you as a threat and I don’t want you to get hurt,” he added.
Zura took a deep breath. Her eyes returned to normal, and she leaned back into her chair.
“One does not rush into an Omodo’s lair, without first seeing how many Omodo’s are in there,” the Foxman added.
Alex had no idea what an Omodo was, but he nodded in agreement.
“You will need a disguise,” Alex said as he considered their options.
“A disguise?” Zura said as she looked down at her white robes.
“The clothes are easy. But how are we going to hide her red skin and yellow eyes?” Arban asked.
“There should be a cosmetics shop in a city as large as Kargosk. They might have powders that we can use to lighten or darken her skin tone,” Taiya suggested.
“What about her eyes? They are very unique around here,” the Orc asked with a frown.
“I know somebody that might be able to help. I will go pay her a visit and see if she can help,” Alex said.
Taiya and Zura looked at each other.
“We’re coming with you,” they said in unison as they looked at Alex. 
Arban started laughing as he realized who Alex was going to visit.




Chapter Three


A short time later, Alex found himself stepping out of the carriage Taiya had hired to take them to see Lady Renna. The man standing by the gate of House Pantera was the old man who had led Alex, Dav Karlo and the rest of them through the secret tunnel into House Orzetz’s compound. 
“How can I help you sir?” the man said with a smile as he recognized Alex, Taiya and Zura.
“I am here to speak to Lady Renna,” Alex said.
“She is in the back by the warehouse, checking a shipment of grain that just came in,” the man said and pointed towards the side of the manor house.
Alex thanked him and the three of them made their way around the main building. Lady Renna was talking to a couple of workers who were standing by two wagons.
Lady Renna was a Half-Elf. Her dusky skin betrayed her Moon Elf parentage. She was slender with long black hair and dark eyes. She had small, pointed ears, not as pronounced as  those of a full-blooded Elf like Taiya.
As Renna turned to head back towards the main house, she saw them walking towards her. Her face lit up with a smile as she recognized Alex. She changed direction and met them halfway.
“Alex, interesting that you showed up here, I was going to send you a note to have you come here. I have some news you may be interested in,” Renna said as her smile faded away.
“What news is that?” Alex asked.
“The overseer and one of the stable hands at the mills were murdered last night,” Lady Renna informed him.
“Murdered. Do you have any idea who was behind it?” Alex asked with a frown.
“The overseer and the stable hand were the two men that Orzetz had take care of his mysterious visitors when then showed up for meetings. They found the two men lying in the yard. Both had been stabbed through the throat,” Renna explained.
“So, you think it was the mysterious Elves that slew the men?” Zura asked.
Renna gave the Witch a disdainful look, before focusing on Alex again.
“My guess is that the Elves showed up for a scheduled meeting with Orzetz. The workers must have informed them that Orzetz was dead. The Elves killed them because they were witnesses and then left,” Renna said.
“You are probably right. I am sure that the mystery Elves are long gone. They had to get back to whoever their Master is and tell him that their ally in Kargosk had been eliminated,” Alex said thoughtfully.
“I don’t expect them to come back now that Orzetz is dead,” Rena said.
“Whoever was behind Orzetz is probably the same person that tried to assassinate Duke Oktoban. They are also stirring up trouble in Zenkova,” Alex said as he rubbed his chin.
“Yes, I have heard about the murders of high officials in Zenkova,” Renna replied.
“Which brings me to my reason for our visit,” Alex said to her.
“I was hoping your two friends were dropping you off for a night of fun and relaxation with me,” Renna said as she glanced at the women on either side of Alex.
Both of the women frowned at the half-Elf.
“Not quite. We are leaving for Zenkova soon. Lady Zura was there recently and as a Tarenian, I am worried that she will be easily recognized as the White Witch who had passed through there a few weeks ago.,” Alex told her.
“How does this involve me?” Lady Renna asked.
“I know that you are an expert in disguises. We can easily get Lady Zura new clothes to replace her white robes. But I was hoping you had an idea about hiding her distinctive red skin and golden eyes,” Alex explained.
Renna gave the Tarenian woman a measuring look.
“There is a shop on the North side called The Lady’s Helpmate. Luzja has a fine selection of wigs that can change her appearance. She has powders that can alter her skin’s shade. Luzja is also very discreet. But those eyes...” Lady Renna tapped a long finger on her chin as she thought about the problem. 
Alex let her think. A minute later the Half-Elf's eyes lit up.
“I think I can give you the name of someone who can help,” she said with a smile.
“Great! Who is it?” Alex asked.
“Come now, you know I am a business woman. Important information always has a price,” she said with a little laugh.
“We do not have time for games. Name your price. I can pay you,” Zura said impatiently as she frowned at the Half-Elf.
“Only Alex can pay my price,” Renna said as her dark eyes stared into Alex’s green eyes.
“What price is that?” Alex asked as he wondered if she was going to ask him for sex.
“Why a kiss, of course,” Renna said as she walked closer to him until their bodies were almost touching.
Alex opened his mouth to answer her, but before he could say anything, Renna wrapped her slender arms around his neck and pulled him into a deep long kiss. Alex wrapped his arms around her body, pulling her tight against him. 
A minute later, she released him and took a step back. She was breathing heavily.
“You will stop by and visit me the next time you pass through Kargosk,” Renna said to him.
“So, who can help us?” Taiya asked impatiently.
Alex glanced at her. Taiya’s eyes were sparkling, and Alex could not tell if she was agitated or aroused.
“Go to The Kargosk Cauldron. It is an apothecary shop on the west side of town. Nankossa, the Naadaar women that owns the store can make you a potion that can change your eye color for a short time,” Renna answered Taiya, but she never took her eyes off Alex.
“Thank you, Renna,” Alex said with a nod of his head.
“Until we meet again,” Renna said with an answering bow of her head before turning and walking towards the manor house.
“Oh, one more thing.” Renna said and turned back towards him.
Alex tilted his head and waited for what she would say.
“If you need help in Zenkova, go to the Lazy Lion. Ask for Ozvald. Tell him I sent you.” She said as she gave him a wink before walking away.
Taiya and Zura wrapped their arms around his and then proceeded to guide him towards the house gate. Alex could feel the sexual energy flowing through both their bodies. Both flows seemed a little faster than usual.
They walked out to the street and climbed into the waiting carriage after giving the driver the name of their next destination.
“If we didn’t have to leave for Zenkova,I would take you upstairs in the Guildhouse, lock the room door and make passionate love to you,” Taiya said softly as she sat on one side of him.
Even though there was an empty bench on the other side of the carriage, the two women had sat on either side of Alex, sandwiching him tightly between them.
“Taiya, this is so strange. I am having similar thoughts about Alex. I do not understand,” Zura said with a frown as she leaned forward to look at the Wood-Elf.
“I will explain later,” Taiya told her.
Alex tried hard not to smile as the carriage started swaying as it headed down the street towards the potion maker’s establishment.




Chapter Four


The Kargosk Cauldron was a small shop located next to a store selling furniture. It had two floors. There was a small counter with a couple of scales on it. The wall behind the counter contained shelves filled with various sized jars and flasks. The air was heavy with strange smells. 
“One moment,” a voice called from an open doorway between two shelves.
Alex could see some worktables through the opening. There were some mortars and pestles and some burners for heating things up. It looked like a mad scientist’s workshop.
A woman came out from the back and stood at the counter. Her face was a pale white color, and her head was hairless. The white of her face blended into a green shade just past her forehead. Her small ears were a darker shade of green and she had a small nose. 
The woman had large yellow eyes set in a triangular face. Her pupils were slit like a snake’s eyes. Like the Naadaar woman he had seen in Oktoban, she had a long, slender forked tongue that flicked in and out of her mouth. 
She was a little over 5 feet tall and she was wearing a brown apron over a dark blue shirt and black leggings. A pair of old black boots covered her feet. The boots were discolored from potions and other liquids that had spilled onto them. Alex guessed her to be in her young twenties, but he wasn’t sure.
The woman glanced at them, and her eyes opened wide in surprise at she recognized Zura’s robes.
“My Lady! How can humble Nankossa be of assistance to you?” the woman said, and she made a small bow to the Witch.
“We are looking for a particular kind of potion,” Zura told her.
The Naadaar woman frowned. Her tongue flicked in and out faster. She looked at Taiya.
“Fire,” the woman said. 
“The potion we need...” Zura’s voice trailed off as the Naadaar woman’s eyes narrowed at Alex.
The woman walked out from behind the counter. She stopped a few paces away from Alex. Her mysterious yellow eyes looked into Alex’s green eyes as her frown deepened.
“What... What are you...” she said softly.
Alex didn’t say anything. He could see the woman was breathing faster.
“It can not be... give me your hand please,” the woman said to him.
Alex held out his hand. Nankossa took it in her right hand and raised it close to her face. Alex felt a strange, mild shock of Power when she touched him. It was different from the energy he felt when he touched other women with Power. Her hand felt cool to the touch. Alex saw that her palm was white but the back of her hand and arm was green.
Nankossa’s tongue flicked out and she gently licked his palm. The woman’s body convulsed in a shudder, and she dropped his hand like it was on fire. She took a step back and she placed her other hand on the counter to steady herself.
“A Gift Giver! In my shop!” she gasped as she stared at Alex with wide eyes.
“Are you all right?” Taiya said in concern.
Nankossa took a deep breath and shook her head to clear it. She composed herself and walked back behind the counter.
“Forgive me. It is not every day that a man out of legend walks into my shop,” she said to the Elf as she glanced back at Alex again.
Taiya and Zura looked at Alex and then back at the Naadaar woman.
“I apologize. What did you say you needed, my Lady,” Nankossa said with another small bow towards Zura.
“I need to disguise the color of my eyes,” Zura explained.
The potion maker looked closely at Zura’s golden eyes.
“Taren eyes. Very bright. Not easy to change. Very expensive,” she said after considering a moment. 
“Cost is not an issue,” Zura said as she raised her chin.
Alex saw Taiya wince at the Tarenian’s easy ways with money.
“For how many hours will you need the potion to work?” the Naadaar woman asked.
“Hours? I will probably need it to last for perhaps six or seven days,” Zura said with a frown.
“Days! Impossible!” the Naadaar woman said in surprise. 
Zura frowned at the shopkeeper’s words.
“Can’t you make a stronger potion?” Alex asked.
The woman turned to Alex. She was breathing heavily again. She bowed towards Alex.
“Gift Giver, I would not dream to ask for such a blessing. I am not worthy,” the Naadaar woman said to him as she stayed bowed.
“Rise Nankossa, what is this blessing you are talking about?” Zura said to the woman.
The woman straightened up and turned towards Zura.
“The Gift Giver is correct. A stronger potion is required. But such a potion is beyond my humble skills. Few if any have such skill without a blessing,” the woman explained.
“What is this blessing that you are talking about,” Alex asked with a frown.
Nankossa looked at him in surprise. Her tongue flicked in and out.
“But... but you are a Gift Giver! A bestower of blessing!” she said.
“We are not familiar with the ways of the Naadaar people. You must explain this to us,” Zura said with a frown.
Nankossa looked to Zura and then back at Alex.
“He is a Gift Giver. When a Gift Giver blesses one with his Essence, it is said that even the humblest of potion makers can craft vials of the purest elixirs and potions of exquisite potency,” she spoke softly as she regarded Alex with a reverent expression.
They all looked at her in confusion as they tried to make sense of what she was saying.
“Oh! She must be talking about Boosting!” Taiya said.
Alex and Zura looked at the Elf.
“Nankossa, does a Gift Giver bless you by having sex with you?” Taiya asked the shop keeper.
“Sex is too vulgar a word for the gift of Essence,” Nankossa said softly as she continued staring at Alex.
“If Alex, lays with you, will you be able to make a potion strong enough to change my eye color for many days?” Zura asked her.
The woman couldn’t keep her eyes off of Alex. He could see that she was trembling.
“Yes,” Nankossa whispered.
Zura turned to Alex, with a frown.
“It seems you must bless Nankossa!” she said to him.
Alex blinked.
“Wait, what? You want me to sleep with Nankossa? Are you crazy” he said in surprise.
“We need a strong potion,” Taiya said with a shrug.
Nankossa hurried out from behind the counter and knelt at his feet. She clasped her hands in front of her in supplication.
“Gift Giver, I will craft you many fine potions in exchange for your blessing. They will be my gift in exchange for your gift!” the woman pleaded.
“I do not understand. Nankossa is pleasing to look upon. I thought men were always eager to lay with a woman?” Zura said in confusion as she looked at Alex.
“Alex is a simple country boy,” Taiya said with a little laugh.
“I am sorry Gift Giver. I know many humans are repulsed by my people,” Nankossa said, bowing her head.
Alex let out a sigh.
“Nankossa, I am not repulsed by you. You are beautiful in your own unique way. Its just... I am not used to laying with people I just met,” he gently said to her.
Taiya let out snort as she shot him a surprised look.
“What about the minstrel in Arras!” the Elf said as she crossed her arms and arched an eyebrow at him.
“Don’t forget Lady Renna!” Zura added as she also crossed her arms.
Alex looked at one, then the other. He was about to argue, but then just shook his head.
“Very well, Nankossa. I will … give you the gift,” he said, wondering if those were the proper words to say to the Naadaar woman.
Nankossa let out a cry of joy. She bent down and began kissing his booted feet, saying thank you over and over. Alex reached down and took her by the upper arms and lifted her to her feet.
“Thank you for honoring Nankossa!” she said as he let go of her arms.
“Are we going to lay together now?” Alex asked.
“Now?” she said as her eyes widened.
She started pacing nervously.
“Nooo! Not yet, I must prepare. It is said the Gift only lasts for a day. I must prepare my workshop! I must have my ingredients ready. Time is of the essence,” She explained.
“We were hoping to leave Kargosk tomorrow,” Alex told her.
“Tomorrow! Very well. Give me until moonrise to prepare. I will close my store now while I prepare the ingredients. I will be ready when you return,” she said.
They left Nankossa to make her preparations as the potion maker locked the door behind them after they had exited her shop.
“The Lady’s Helpmate shop in the north side,” Alex gave the directions to the carriage driver. A short time later they pulled up to the storefront.
The Lady’s Helpmate was a large store with all types of items a woman could need to make herself more appealing. There were wigs and undergarments. A large selection of perfumes, lip colorings, and powders.
Luzja, the shop’s owner was a well put together Human woman who looked to be in her late fifties. Taiya and Zura explained that they were trying to alter the shade of the Tarenian’s skin.
Luzja showed them some samples of powders that would darken the White Witches skin by a few shades. She also showed them an assortment of wigs.
Zura settled on a dark brown wig which gave her shoulder length wavy hair. She thanked the woman and then paid her. They gathered their purchases and headed back to the Guildhouse.
Zura had only brought her White Witch’s robes on her journey. Taiya accompanied her across the plaza to the Kargosk market so she could purchase some less conspicuous clothing while Alex went off in search of Janx and Arban. 
Alex found them practicing with daggers in the courtyard. They took a break from their exertions so he could catch them up on what he and the women had learned.
[image: image-placeholder]“How strong does the Power feel in Nankossa?” Taiya asked as the team ate dinner in the Guildhouse dining room.
“Not as strong as Zura or you. It had a different feel to it,” Alex said with a frown as he swallowed his bite of food.
“The potion maker said that the “Gift” only lasts about a day,” Zura added.
“Yes. I am wondering how long Alex will need to recover from sex with her,” Taiya said as she considered the possibilities.
“If her boost lasts about a day, I would think we can still leave tomorrow morning if she has the potion for Zura ready by then,” Alex said.
“If it affects me, I think it won't be until we have stopped to rest,” he added.
“I hope it will not take you too long to recover. I am anxious to get to Zenkova. The longer we wait, the colder the trail gets,” Zura said.
“We can always tie you to your horse if we have too,” Arban said. 
“I have spoken to Master Kev, the carriage will take you to the Kargosk Cauldron and wait outside until you are finished,” Taiya told him.
“Janx will ride along with the driver as an extra set of eyes. The city is returning to normal, but we should remain cautious,” Arban said.
“The sun is setting, I will go get the carriage driver,” Taiya said as they finished their meal.
A few minutes later, Alex set off for his meeting with Nankossa. Janx rode along in the driver’s box, next to the woman from the Guildhouse who would take them to the potion maker's store.




Chapter Five


Alex looked up at the evening sky as he stepped out of the carriage. The Great Moon Thuros was peeking over the building across the street. The stores on the street were closed except for a Tavern on the corner that had some customers walking out. 
With a nod to Janx, Alex walked to the door of the potion shop and knocked. After a short wait, the door opened and Nankossa let him in. She locked the door behind him.
“One moment, Gift Giver,” she said nervously as she turned and hurried to the back room. Alex could hear the sound of footsteps rushing up a staircase.
Alex wandered about the room, looking at the different bottles and flasks. He carefully picked some of them up. He was intrigued by the different properties the liquids displayed. Some were clear and seemed like water while others were thick like honey. The colors ranged from clear to white to black. Others were brightly colored and sparkling.
“Be careful with that one,” Nankossa said quietly.
Alex cautiously set down the flask of a sparkling green liquid. He turned to see the Naadaar woman standing in the doorway that led to the back room.
Nankossa was standing there with a white towel wrapped around her body. Alex guessed that she wasn’t wearing anything else except for the towel. Her long, forked tongue was moving in and out of her mouth nervously.
Nankossa let the towel slip from her body to the floor. She was naked. She had small pert breasts and thick thighs with a nice curve to her hips.
“Do you find me pleasing Gift Giver?” she said nervously as she glanced down at the floor.
Alex looked at her appreciatively.
“You are very beautiful Nankossa,” Alex told her.
It was true. The Naadaar woman was unlike any woman he had met on Ktor, but she was attractive in her own unique way. Her breasts and belly were the same pale white color as her face. The white faded to green on her sides and back. Her arms and legs were green as well. Her body was smooth and hairless.
She seemed relatively human, he thought. She had a pair of breasts, and he could see the folds of her labia. Her tongue, hairlessness and coloring were the main differences that he could see.
“My bed is upstairs,” she said.
Nankossa picked up her towel and walked over to Alex. She took his hand in hers. The sexual energy flowed between them. Nankossa stood there for a moment, adjusting to the flow of Power. 
Alex could feel himself getting aroused by her touch. Still holding his hand, she led him through the workshop. Alex passed tables filled with ingredients ranging from plants, to rocks and powders. There were jars with preserved animals and insects. There was a cage with birds and another with frogs. Strange and intriguing scents filled the air. It made Alex think of a strange combination of a spice store and a pet store. 
Nankossa led him up the stairs. Alex admired her curvaceous buttocks as they moved ahead of him in the shadows of the staircase. At the top of the steps was a short hallway with a door on either side. She led him into the room on the right.
Her bedroom was small and tidy. A lamp on a side table provided a soft glow to the room. There was a low sitting, medium sized bed near the window. There were a couple of dressers in the room as well as a desk with a chair. Nankossa let go of his hand so she could drape her towel over the back of the chair.
Nankossa walked over and stood in front of him. She took both of his hands in hers. Her skin was so cool to the touch, Alex thought. He guessed that Naadaar operated at a lower body temperature.
“I am ready to be blessed with your Essence, Gift Giver,” Nankossa said as she looked up into his eyes. 
Alex could see that she was breathing rapidly. What a strange situation he had found himself in. It was surreal to him that he was about to have sex with a strange woman he had barely met a few hours ago. A woman of an exotic alien race. 
Nankossa let go of his hands and slid her hands up his arms. She cupped his face and stared into his eyes. The flickering lamplight reflected off the yellow colors of her iris. The slit of her pupil grew wider as the sexual energy continued to flow between them.
Nankossa pulled his head down for a kiss. As their lips parted, she slid her tongue into his mouth, her forked tongue tickling his human tongue. Alex rested his arms on her hips. Nankossa moved forward so her body pressed against his.
Alex gagged as she forced her tongue down his throat. He instinctively pulled away and looked at her in surprise.
“Forgive me, Gift Giver! I was carried away- I forgot that humas have short tongues,” she said with a look of panic in her eyes.
Alex let out a little laugh.
“Don’t worry about it. You caught me by surprise. And call me Alex,” he said as he pulled her close again.
“Yes, Gift – Alex,” she said as she smiled up at him. 
They kissed again. Nankossa was careful with her tongue as she savored the taste of his mouth. Alex ran his hands over her back and rear. Her skin was incredibly smooth and cool to his touch.
Alex could feel her energy swirling inside of her. It was different.
Alex broke off his kiss and slid his shirt off. He kicked off his boots and took his pants off, freeing his erection. Nankossa gazed at his cock in fascination. She wrapped both of her hands around his shaft. 
“Your penis is so warm to the touch,” she said in amazement.
Alex took her face in his hand and kissed her again. He could feel her breath getting faster as she stroked his length.
“I must taste you. I must taste your essence,” she whispered breathlessly as she broke off the kiss.
The Naadaar woman let go off his cock for a moment as she knelt before him, steadying herself by grasping his thighs.
She stared at his cock for a moment and then her tongue flicked out and tasted the drop of precome that was on his tip. She smiled up at him.
Her hands went to his cock again as she caressed his shaft. Her tongue flicked in and out a few times, tickling his shaft. She alternated running her lips along his length and licking him.
After a minute of this, she took his cock head into her mouth with a little low moan of pleasure.
Alex could feel her long tongue wrapping itself gently around his shaft as she savored the taste of him. It was an incredible sensation.
Nankossa began working more and more of his cock into her mouth as she sucked on him. Alex was amazed as he watched her take more and more of him into her mouth. It looked like Nankossa was able to dislocate her jaw allowing her to open her mouth wider than normal.
Alex felt shivers of pleasure running up and down his spine as she deep throated him. No girl that he had been with before had been able to take all of his thick long cock into her mouth like that.
Alex could feel her throat moaning with pleasure as she slid his cock in to the hilt. She paused for a moment and took a deep breath. A moment later he felt her bottom lip caressing his balls as she opened her mouth even further.
In a moment she had all of him in her warm wet mouth. His cock and balls – the sensation was incredible. She took a moment to adjust to the feel of him in her mouth and then she began to work her magic with her long tongue.
The feeling was surreal as she wrapped her tongue around his shaft, caressing and tickling him before flicking across his balls. Nasnkossa began to move back, releasing his balls and part of his shaft, before reversing direction and taking all of him in again. With each pass she became better at taking him in. Soon she was letting half of his length out before engulfing him again.
Alex let out a moan of pleasure. He had never had a blowjob like this. It was amazing. Nankossa began moaning softly and the thrum of her vocal cords along his cockhead as she deepthroated him was too much and he began to shoot his load down her willing throat.
Nankossa made little squealing noises of pleasure as she took all he had to offer. Her body shuddered as she orgasmed. She swallowed every drop. Finally, when he had stopped coming, she slowly let him out of her mouth.
“Your taste is so incredible, so powerful,” she said as she looked up at him with glazed eyes.
Alex just smiled and pulled her to her feet. He kissed her.
“That was amazing,” he said.
He noticed that her eyes had little green flecks in them. They were moving around.
“Your essence is strong. When you fill me, I will be able to make the purest of potions,” she whispered.
Nankossa took him by the hand and led him to her bed. She motioned him to lay down.
After that incredible orgasm, his cock was only half hard. Nankossa began to stroke him, her tongue flicking up and down his length. After a few minutes, she had him fully aroused again.
She straddled him, positioning her entrance over his tip. She slowly worked his cockhead into her tight passage.
“Alex, you are too big!” she said with a gasp.
Nankossa was tight but she was already wet from her orgasm. Alex slowly pushed himself deeper inside of her. 
She rode him for a time and soon he had most of his cock inside of her. Alex caressed her smooth skin. He leaned forward and licked her taught little nipples. She moaned as her body shook in another orgasm. She paused and looked down at him.
“I must have your essence!” she said and began to ride his cock again. 
She began to ride him with wild abandon. Her pussy was so tight as she was finally able to take all of him inside of her.
“Alex you are so deep inside of me. I feel like I will burst!” she said.
Alex grabbed a hold of her hips and started meeting her thrusts with thrusts of his own, Nankossa squealed with pleasure and pain as his thick cock stretched out her passage. 
His breathing grew heavy as he neared his climax.
She looked down at his eyes as she sensed he was close.
“Fill me Alex! Give me your Gift! Give me your essence!" she gasped.
A moment later Alex exploded inside of her.
“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Nankossa yelled as she arched her back as another orgasm racked her body.
She collapsed against his chest. He could hear her sobbing.
He wrapped his arms around her in concern. 
“Are you all right,” he asked.
“This is so amazing! The power of you flowing inside of me. I am overwhelmed with sensation,” she whispered.
Alex held her close, caressing her back as emotions washed over her. After a few minutes he heard her sigh.
Nankossa sat up, his cock still inside of her. She smiled down at him.
“Thank you, Gift Giver. Never in my life did I ever think to experience this,” she said.
Alex noticed that her eyes had a faint green glow.
“The sensation of our joining was incredible. I wish I could stay in bed with you and do this all night. But the Gift only lasts for a day or so. I must hurry downstairs and begin making my potions. I can not let one moment of this opportunity go to waste,” she explained.
They dressed and Alex took his leave as she began grinding some herbs in a mortar and pestle.
“I will have the eye changing potion ready for you, first thing in the morning,” she told him as she glanced up from her work.
Alex gave her a smile and headed out, closing the door behind him.
Janx and the carriage were waiting for Alex outside of the shop. Alex climbed into the carriage, and they headed back to the Guildhouse.




Chapter Six


Early the next morning, Alex and Zura made their way to the Kargosk Cauldron. The door was unlocked, and they saw Nankossa in the back making potions. She was concentrating on her work and did not hear them come in. 
“Hello!” Alex called out.
The Naadaar woman jumped in surprise, startled by his voice.
She stopped what she was doing and hurried out to the front of the store.
“Gift Giver... I mean Alex! I’m sorry I did not hear you come in!” she said apologetically.
“I hope we are not too early?” Alex asked.
“Oh no! Not at all. The first thing I did was make the potion for you. Well, the second thing actually. I made a potion of healing first to test the Gift! I needed to understand how it would affect my work,” Nankossa said as she hurried back to the workroom.
She brought out a small flask filled with a clear liquid. She handed it to Alex.
“This is the potion of healing. Its purity is unparalleled!” she said with a touch of awe in her voice.
Alex handed it to Zura. The White Witch held it up to the light.
“I have never seen a healing potion this clear,” Zura said.
“The Gift is amazing. The Power in that healing potion is easily three or four times greater than a normal healing potion,” Nankossa explained.
Zura handed the flask back to her. Nankossa carefully set it down on the counter and hurried back to the work area. She returned with a flask containing a dark blue liquid. She sat it down on the counter and then went back to fetch five more flasks. Two contained a clear liquid and the others contained a reddish liquid, one was yellow, and the final flask contained a cloudy liquid that swirled and sparkled.
“This blue liquid is the potion that will change your eye color. Drink it about fifteen minutes before you will need it, to give it time to work,” she explained to Zura and handed her the blue flask.
“These are also flasks of healing. There are three or four doses in here, depending on the severity of the wound,” she explained as she held up one of the clear bottles.
“The red liquid is a potion of speed. You will be able to move incredibly fast for a period of time,” the Naadaar women said as she picked up the flask with the red liquid.
“Do you mean I can run faster?” Alex asked.
“Not only run faster, your reflexes and movements will be faster. Incredibly faster, I would guess, from the purity of the potion,” Nankossa explained.
“That’s amazing! How long will the effect last?” Alex asked.
Nankossa frowned.
“I apologize Alex. I do not know. A normal potion such as this might only last a few minutes. This will probably last at least twice as long. But beware, using a potion of speed will leave you tired and hungry afterwards,” Nankossa explained.
Alex nodded. There was a price to pay for the speed potion just like there was a price to pay for being boosted.
“The yellow liquid is a potion of awareness. Your senses will be enhanced. You will be able to see, smell and hear things at a much greater distance. You will be able to sense danger or traps near you. Time itself will seem slowed as you perceive everything in great detail,” Nankossa explained as she held up the yellow flask.
“Is there a price to pay for using it?” Zura asked.
“Only when the potion wears off. For a few moments, the user will feel disoriented as their senses return to normal. The normal potion lasts for about 10 minutes. As for this one...” Nankossa gave them a shrug as she raised her hands up uncertainly.
“The last flask is a potion of spirit form,” Nankossa said as she held up the bottle filled with the cloudy sparkling liquid. The potion swirled and billowed like clouds of creamer in a glass coffee mug.
“That sounds interesting,” Alex said he watched the tiny sparkling lights. 
“This will transform your body into that of a spirit. You will be able to walk through solid walls. You could also walk on water. The effect will extend to the clothes that are touching your body. As pure as this potion is, the effect may also affect things you are carrying, like a spear. But I am uncertain,” Nankossa said.
Alex tried to hide his surprise at what Nankossa had just explained. Zura and the potion maker took it for granted that walking through walls was possible. Ktor was truly an incredible place, always finding new ways to amaze him.
“What happens when the potion wears off?” Nura asked.
“The potion drinker will experience a mild sense of nausea as the potion begins to lose effect. The nausea ends soon after the potion wears off,” the Naadaar woman explained.
“You have crafted some amazing potions,” Alex said to her.
“Thank you, Gift Giver! I tried to make potions for you that would be useful should you find yourself in a dangerous predicament,” Nankossa explained.
“You have done well, Potion Maker,” Zura said.
“My only regret is that I could not make Alex a potion of levitation. Alas, I lacked the necessary materials,” she answered with a frown.
Was the Naadaar woman implying she could have made him a potion that would let him float or fly, he wondered?
“I am sure what you have made me will be very useful someday,” Alex said.
“What do I owe you for the eye potion?” Zura asked.
“Nothing, my lady. The Gift Alex has given me is almost priceless. I can not believe the purity of what I am creating. The joy of creating them makes my heart sing,” she said with a smile.
“I hope you find these potions an adequate exchange for your Gift to me, Alex,” she said to him.
“Thank you, it is more than enough,” he said.
“Take one of my satchels. There are padded pockets inside to help cushion the bottles,” she said as she reached under the counter and retrieved a small leather bag.
Nankossa carefully placed all of Alex’s potions in the bag. Zura handed hers to the Naadaar woman and she added it to the pouch.
“Should you ever wish powerful potions, I will gladly make them for you should you wish to honor me with your Gift again!” she beamed at Alex as she handed him the pouch.
“I will keep that in mind. I appreciate you making the potions for us,” Alex said as he accepted the pouch.
“Thank you. I wish you well on your journey. If you will excuse me, I must hurry and make more potions before the Gift passes!” Nankossa gave them a quick bow and then hurried back to the workroom.
“Well, you seem to have had quite the effect on the Naadaar woman,” Zura said with a little laugh as they left the store.




Chapter Seven


The rest of the team were readying the horses for the journey. They had five horses. Janx was not an experienced rider but they figured he would be okay on the pack horse. They were travelling light, only bringing a few things with them.  
Zura went inside to change her clothes while Alex went in to gather his things. A short while later, they gathered by the stables.
It was strange seeing Zura wear something other than her White Witch robes. The Tarenian was wearing a short sleeved leather jacket over brown leather pants and high black boots. She had a sword belt with a plain short sword. Her long black hair was tied in a ponytail.
“You should easily pass for a Caravan Guard. What did you do with your robes?” Alex asked her.
“They are wrapped inside other clothes and packed at the bottom of one of the travel bags,” Zura replied.
Alex nodded. They were traveling light. Master Kev was going to store their things for them including Zura’s books. Once they had finished their business in Zenkova, they would either return to Kargosk or have it sent to them in Zenkova.
The five of them exited through the eastern gate of the city. They passed a few wagons laden with goods from the outlying farms heading towards the city. As they passed the last wagon carrying several chickens in a large wire cage, they urged their horses into a canter.
They made good time along the road, eventually stopping to eat a quick lunch. The food was the typical small loaves of journey bread. The bread was densely packed with fruits and nuts and would stay fresh for a long time. It didn’t taste too bad and was packed with nutrients.
The journey bread packed a lot of calories in a small package, and they ate it for breakfast, lunch and dinner on journeys. It was convenient, but it certainly got boring after a few days, Alex thought.
They reached the first waypoint with still several hours to go before nightfall. Despite getting a later start in the morning than the caravans usually did, they moved much faster than the wagons which were often heavily laden with goods.
“We might as well rest here. We have water and a safe place for the mounts. We could push on and reach Zenkova a day sooner, but why rush into a dangerous situation,” Arban said.
“We can each take a turn at guard duty. This section of the valley is usually quiet- but with all the trouble lately, who knows...” the Orc added.
They made sure the horses were watered and fed before tying them up in the stone walled corral. The waypoints had large areas walled off for keeping the Caravan animals together during the night. There was a water pump and long troughs for the animals to drink from. The waypoints were built and maintained by the Caravan Guards to provide a convenient rest stop between cities.
After they had eaten, Alex pulled out the satchel that Nankossa had given him. He showed them the different flasks while Zura explained what they were. The others were impressed with the rarity of the potions that the Naadaar woman had crafted.
“I am going to practice, but I don’t want to startle the horses.” Zura said after they put the potions away. 
The White Witch walked towards the river, settling down in the grass some distance from them. Alex could see that she was meditating.
There was a small clump of trees several hundred yards to the north of them. Alex saw Taiya gazing at them wistfully.
“I am going to go check out those trees,” Taiya said.
“I too wish to see the trees,” Janx said in agreement.
Both the Wood Elf and the Foxman had an affinity for trees. Taiya had told him that she felt a great sadness if she was away from the trees for too long a time.
“Just be careful and keep an eye out for each other,” Alex cautioned them.
Alex and Arban used their time to practice with swords. Arban gave Alex one of his blades and they practiced at half speed since they did not have wooden practice swords with them.
After about an hour of this, Alex felt himself getting tired. The boost was wearing off. 
“Are you all right?” Arban asked in concern as he saw Alex swaying on his feet.
“Yes, the effect of the Power Boost is wearing off. I am going to fall asleep soon,” Alex said softly and then fell to his knees, the sword dropped to the ground. He could barely keep his eyes open.
“Let’s get you to bed,” Arban said as he sheathed his sword and hooked one of his arms under Alex’s shoulder.
The Orc helped him up and guided him to where they had set up a little area to make a fire later. Their bedrolls were already spread out on the ground. Arban helped Alex get into his bed and Alex fell asleep instantly.




Chapter Eight


Alex woke up before dawn. He lay in his sleep roll for a few minutes as he tried to orient himself. The small moon was low in the sky. The Great Moon Thuros was not too far behind it. The two moons were a beautiful and fascinating reminder that he was far from Earth. 
Alex sat up and stretched. The campfire was burning low, and he could see the sky was starting to lighten in the east. Zura, Arban and Janx were sleeping in their bedrolls around the fire. Alex looked around for Taiya. The Wood Elf was sitting on the stone wall of the animal corral.
Alex stood up and walked over to her. The Wood Elf had her feet up on the low wall and she was leaning on her raised knees, her head turned towards him. She welcomed him with a smile. Alex cupped her face with his hands and kissed her lips.
“You were sleeping like a rock,” she said softly with a little laugh.
“It’s the price I had to pay for boosting,” he said with a wry smile.
Taiya reached out her arm and pulled him into another kiss.
“I can’t wait to make love to you again,” Taiya said wistfully.
“Hopefully we can solve the mystery of whatever happened to Master Nella quickly. Then we can relax and spend some quality time together,” he agreed.
“Why don’t you rest. I will finish your guard shift,” he suggested.
Taiya looked to the east. The dawn was brightening.
“Thanks, but the sun will be up soon, and the day will get started before I can fall asleep. Besides, I slept well earlier. The trees calmed my spirit,” she said with a smile.
“I’m glad,” Alex answered.
He pulled himself up on the wall beside her. Placing his back against hers, he kept watch in the opposite direction until the sun crested the horizon. Birds began to chirp as they rose to greet the new day. Alex enjoyed the beauty of the morning and the comforting feeling of Taiya’s back against his.
“As wonderful as this feels, it's time to start our day,” Taiya said and jumped down off the wall.
Alex joined her and they proceeded to wake up the rest of their companions. They breakfasted on more journey bread and in a short while they were on the road again heading eastward towards the morning sun.
They crossed two streams that morning. Their chilly water flowed down from the Lesser Barakan mountains visible to the north. The Greenspring River was getting wider as its water was augmented by the inflows from the mountains. The valley was also getting wider as the mountains receded to the north.
Soon after their lunch break, Alex noticed wagons in the distance, heading their way. As they drew closer, he realized that it was a trade caravan.
“It’s probably Master Farah on her way back to Kargosk,” Arban said.
As they drew closer, two of the guards from the caravan rode forward to meet them. The guards were an Elven woman and an older Orc male. They had their hands on their weapons as they approached to investigate. Alex’s group slowed their horses down to a walk.
“Ah! Wagon Master Arban! Good to see you!” the Orc said with a relieved smile as he recognized Arban.
“Dorvod, well met!” Arban answered with a smile of his own and the two men clasped hands.
“We will inform Master Farah,” the Orc said, and the two guards turned their horses and rode back to the front of the caravan.
Alex’s party continued walking their horses towards the oncoming wagons and then they veered off to the side of the hard packed dirt road to allow the wagons to pass. Master Farah guided her horse over so she could speak to Arban. She was a tall, sinewy, brown skinned woman with grey hair.
“What news of Kargosk?” she asked with a pensive expression on her weatherworn face.
“Good news. The city is at peace again with minimal bloodshed and destruction,” Arban answered.
“What happened?” Farah asked.
“House Karlo had destroyed House Orzets. Luz Krazno is dead, and his House has surrendered,” the Orc explained.
“So, Dav Karlo is the unchallenged leader of Kargosk now,” Farah said.
“Indeed,” the Orc said with a nod.
“Well, that is good news from Kargosk, I wish I could say the same from Zenkova,” Master Farah said with a frown.
“What is the situation in Zenkova,” Alex asked.
“Terrible news. The King & Queen have been murdered. Their two children, Princess Hilda and Princess Antonina are missing,” Farah said grimly.
Zura let out an audible gasp.
“Grim news. Who is in charge of the city now?” Arban asked with a frown.
“The chief advisor, Viljan the Wizard, has assumed control. He has soldiers searching every house and building in the city and the surrounding countryside looking for the Princesses. We could not leave the city until everyone was checked, and all of our wagons searched thoroughly,” Farah explained.
“Have you any news of Master Nella, the White Witch?” Zura asked anxiously.
Master Farah turned to her and her frown deepened.
“I saw her at the Guildhouse the first day we arrived in Zenkova. She has a room there. I did not speak to her. Caravan Master Daerona is concerned because she has not seen the Witch since that day. She does not think the Witch has left Zenkova because all her belongings are still in the room,” Master Farah said.
Zura nodded.
“Are you taking news of Kargosk to Master Daerona?” Farah asked Arban.
“Yes,” Arban said.
“Watch your back then. People are still mysteriously dying in the city and not just the important people. Common folk have been found murdered as well. Stay safe old friend,” Farah said as she reached out to clasp Arban's arm.
“Safe travels,” the Orc replied.
Master Farah gave them a little wave and then hurried back to the front of the wagon train. The companions stood by the side of the road in silence as the caravan passed by them.
After a time Marka, one of the Caravan Guards, waved to him. Her friend Meeva was with the rear guard. 
“Oh no! We were hoping you would still be in Kargosk when we arrived!” the saucy red head yelled to him as she rode by.
Alex raised his hand in greeting and gave them a smile as they passed him. They watched the wagons head west for a few minutes as they thought about what Master Farah had said.
“Master Nella has disappeared. That confirms my fears that she is dead,” Zura said with a grim set to her eyes.
“We will do our best to help you find out who is behind her death,” Alex said.
Zura nodded and they urged their horses back onto the road, heading eastwards at a steady canter. Three hours later they reached the next waypoint.
After they had eaten, Zura stood up and looked at Alex.
“Yesterday, when I was practicing my forms, I had an idea I wanted to try out with you. Unfortunately, you had already fallen into a deep sleep,” Zura said.
Alex brushed off some breadcrumbs and stood up.
“What did you have in mind?” he asked the Witch.
“I remembered how you had thrown my energy sphere back at me when I thought you were a Wizard. I want to try something like that again... but with a very small ball of energy,” she explained.
“Are you sure?” Alex asked.
“Yes, but let's move far away from the others and the horses. I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” Zura said.
“This should be interesting,” Taiya said.
“What does she mean that you threw her energy sphere back at her?” Arban asked with a confused look.
“Zura threw one of her energy balls at me. It bounced off of me and flew back at her,” Alex said with a shrug.
“Does this mean a Magic user can not harm you!” Janx asked excitedly.
“I don’t know what it means,” Alex replied honestly.
“Well, we are about to find out,” the Witch said, and she started walking away from the waypoint.
Alex followed her. The other three stood up and watched them from a safe distance.
“This should be far enough,” Zura said and turned to face him.
The Witch began to form a round shield with her left hand. She soon had an energy shield about two feet in diameter in front of her. She moved back about ten paces.
“Are you ready?” she asked Alex.
“Yes, I think so,” Alex said with a laugh.
He really had no idea what to expect. He watched as Zura formed a golf ball sized sphere with her right hand. A moment later it sped towards Alex and hit him in his chest. The sphere shattered into dozens of little squiggles of electricity that sparkled across the front of his body for a moment.
He felt a surge of electricity course through his body for a split second and then the ball reemerged from his chest and flew back towards Zura.
The Witch was ready for it and blocked it with her shield. The sphere shattered into a little shower of sparks that dissipated as they fell towards the ground.
“How do you feel?” Zura asked.
“I feel fine,” Alex replied.
He looked down at his wrist tattoo. A few blue sparks were crawling over the pattern. Zura walked over quickly and examined his wrist as the sparks faded.
She looked up to say something but instead let out a little chuckle.
“What’s so funny?” Alex asked.
“Sorry, some of your hair is sticking up,” Zura said as she tried to suppress another laugh.
Alex reached up a hand and tried to smooth his hair back down. The electric surge probably made his hair stick out, he thought. He wondered if he looked like some kind of mad scientist.
“That mark of Mara must be a clue. I wish I knew what the connection is. Let’s try it again, but this time try to hold onto the energy ball,” Zura said.
“Hold on to it? How?” Alex asked her.
“I’m not sure how to explain it. When you have Power you can sense it flowing within you. Controlling the Power within is the first lesson they teach at the Great Hall,” she explained.
Alex thought about the sexual energy he felt whenever he touched Taiya, Zura or any woman with Power. In the last few weeks, he noticed that he could sense its ebb and flows as well as its strength. He guessed it was he was becoming used to it... more familiar with it. He imagined what Zura was saying was something similar.
Zura moved away from him again, raising her shield up.
“Ready?” she asked.
Alex nodded and she launched another small sphere towards him.   When it hit him, Alex tried to analyze what he felt. For a moment he could feel the flow of the Power through his body. The energy was similar, but different than the sexual energy he usually felt. Alex tried to grasp hold of it, but before he could, the sphere flew out of his chest and back towards Zura who deflected it.
“I could feel the Power that time. I wasn’t able to grasp it in time,” Alex said.
“That’s good! Let’s try again!” Zura said enthusiastically.
It took Alex about a dozen more tries before he finally held the energy inside of his body. He could feel the energy swirling around in his chest.
“I did it!” Alex said excitedly.
Zura lowered her shield cautiously and peered at him.
“What are you feeling” she asked.
“The energy is swirling around... it feels like it wants to come out,” Alex said.
Suddenly the energy sphere flew out of his body towards Zura. The Witch deftly caught it on her shield.
“Let’s try again. Try to hold it in,” Zura said.
They practiced for about half an hour. Alex could only hold the energy in his body for about thirty seconds before it flew back out in the direction it had come from.
Zura tossed a ball at him and then took a few steps to the side. The ball flew towards where she had been rather than where she was currently standing.
“It seems that the sphere just goes back in the direction it came from, not specifically towards you,” Alex said.
Zura noticed that Alex’s wrist tattoo was crawling with blue sparks of Power.
“I have an idea. The next ball of Power I send, try to channel it into your right hand,” the Witch suggested.
“I will try,” Alex said.
As his body absorbed the energy, Alex visualized the Power flowing down his arm and into his right hand.
“It worked!” Alex said.
He could feel the energy gathering in his hand... or he should say his wrist. He could feel it swirling in circles around his wrist, following the lines of his tattoo. His wrist was glowing with blue Power.
“How do you feel?” Zura asked.
“The energy is swirling faster. It wants to come out.” Alex said.
A moment later, his hand glowed blue and the sphere emerged, shooting out from his palm. The sphere flew up into the sky where it slowly dissipated and faded away.
“Let’s try it again. See how long you can hold it in,” Zura said.
They practiced for another half hour. The most Alex could manage was about 40 seconds before the sphere would shoot out of his palm. At least he could control in which direction the ball traveled by pointing his palm that way.
“Hey, you two... take a break for dinner!” Taiya called out to them.
The others were sitting on the grass, passing the time watching them practice.
Alex nodded at Zura, and they walked back to the others. They sat down and ate their typical meal of journey bread.
“It seems that you are making progress with your Power,” Taiya said
“Yes. I can absorb her sphere and hold it in my body briefly. The Power wants to shoot back out of my body, but at least I can control the direction that it travels,” Alex said.
“That is good news! This means that a Witch or Wizard can’t hurt you with their Power!” Janx said enthusiastically.
“That is a great defense to possess,” the Orc agreed.
Alex nodded. 
“I can tell you from personal experience...You will definitely catch someone by surprise by shooting their own Power back at them!” Zura said with a serious look.
“That surprised me as much as it surprised you,” Alex replied as he remembered the time Zura had shot a small energy sphere at him. It had travelled immediately back to her, shocking her and sending her tumbling.
After dinner, they practiced for another hour before sunset. Alex then took the first watch as the others went to sleep.




Chapter Nine


The next morning as they continued their journey, the road and the river began curving towards the north. Across the river, to the southeast, Alex noticed that the land rose in a line of gentle hills. Alex could see the dark green of woodland in the farther hills. They looked like pine trees. The rise of the land pushed the river northward and the road followed the path of the water through the broad valley. 
The river was about 60 or 70 yards wide here, but it seemed shallow, and Alex could see the tops of rocks and small boulders breaking the surface of the water.
As they took a break for lunch, Zura was looking at Taiya with a thoughtful expression.
“What are you thinking?” the Elf asked her.
“I have an idea for an experiment. When we stop for the evening, I would like you to test something,” the White Witch explained.
“Sure,” Taiya said with a nod.
They continued on their way. The sun was warm, and the scenery was pretty. The grass was low and there was a gentle sound of the river flowing along with them. It was a beautiful day, and they were making good time.
“Rider!” Janx said suddenly.
The Foxman was pointing across the river. A man was galloping down the nearest hill towards the river. He was about two hundred yards away and heading in their general direction.
Alex noticed that the man seemed to be waving at them. It sounded like the man was yelling something.
Alex and his companions stopped their horses, all of them curiously looking towards the rider.
“I wonder what he is saying?” Alex asked aloud.
Janx’x ears were pointed towards the man and Alex could see that he was listening intently. Alex heard the man yell again as he changed direction and was heading straight for them.
“He is saying RUN!” the Foxman replied in alarm.
“Run?” Alex said questioningly.
They all looked around nervously. The land around them was relatively level and clear save for some trees to the northwest. The trees were almost a mile away. Alex could see no threats.
“Run!” the rider yelled again.
Alex could clearly hear the rider now as he reached the bottom of the hill and headed towards the river.
“Run from what?” Arban asked no one in particular.
Just then Alex noticed something rising up from behind the hill the rider had just ridden down. It looked like a shaggy green bush. Two more bushes appeared a moment later. The bushes grew taller.
Alex frowned in confusion as he sought to make out the figures. Were they walking trees, he wondered.
“Oh oh!” Taiya whispered.
“Trolls!” Arban said.
“Fascinating, I have never seen one.” Zura said as she nudged her horse closer to the river.
“You don’t want to see one up close, they’re wild and dangerous,” Arban cautioned, before adding, “That rider must have really pissed them off for them to chase him this far outside of the trees.”
Trolls, Alex thought and shook his head. He had seen Elves, Orcs, Dwarves, Rockskins, Goblins and Hargs... why should he be surprised that Ktor also had Trolls?.
The rider guided his horse into the river as he attempted to cross. Alex got a better look at the Trolls as they lumbered down the hill in pursuit.
Alex guessed that they were about twenty feet tall and humanoid in shape. They were solidly built and were covered in thick green hair the color of pine needles. Their coloring would be good camouflage in the forest. Alex thought they looked like giant green Bigfoots. They were naked save for crude necklaces that looked like they were made from animal bones and vines.
The Trolls were not particularly fast, but their long legs covered a lot of ground with each step. By the time the Trolls reached the bottom of the hill, the rider was halfway across the river.
The Trolls reached the riverbank. Two started to cross immediately but the third reached down to the ground. The creature’s hands began to glow with a reddish light. 
“Get back!” Arban yelled and wheeled his horse away from the river.
Taiya and Janx followed after the Orc but Alex saw that Zura hadn’t moved. She was watching the Trolls with interest. Alex nudged his horse closer to her and grabbed the reins out of her hands.
“Let’s go!” he said as he pulled her horse along behind him.
“What are you doing!” the Witch exclaimed in frustration as she looked back over her shoulder towards the Trolls.
“Never mind! Get us out of here!” she yelled as the Troll across the river scooped out a ball of earth and threw it in their direction.
The ball of dirt and stones was easily five feet in diameter and it arched across the water and smashed into the grass where Zura and Alex had just been. The ball shattered, spraying dirt and rocks into the air.
Alex tossed Zura her reins back as they reached the others who were waiting about fifty yards away.
Alex turned to check on the rider. The man had reached their side of the river. The two trolls in pursuit were about one third of the way across. The rider had only gotten a few feet out of the water when another ball of earth smashed into the ground a few feet away from him.
The impact startled his horse as dirt and rocks sprayed everywhere. A rock clipped the rider’s head as the horse reared in fear. The dazed man fell off the horse as it bolted away to the east. The two trolls were now halfway across the river.
Alex turned his horse and galloped towards the fallen man. He grabbed his club.
“What are you doing!” he heard Tiaya’s surprised cry from behind him.
Maybe he was crazy, but he couldn’t leave this stranger to be killed by those things. The Trolls were nearing the riverbank as he reached the fallen man. 
The Troll on the other side of the river began crossing over as well.
Alex jumped off his horse and grabbed the man. Alex realized then that the fallen rider was a girl! With a quick motion he heaved the stunned girl up and across the saddle. He gave it a slap on the rump to send it running off. He had his club in his hand.
The first two creatures were stepping onto the land. Alex leaped towards the nearest one. He hoped they were not as strongly built as the clay man. The Trolls were big, but they were slow. They were focused on his horse which was trotting away with the girl draped across its back.
Alex leapt up towards the nearest creature's knee, swinging his club in a mighty blow. The club connected with a crack of breaking bones. Alex tumbled to the ground in a roll towards the second Troll.
The first Troll gave out a howl of pain as it stumbled and fell to the ground with a crash. The second Troll looked down at Alex and reached down to smash him with its fist. Alex got to his knees and rolled away as the Troll’s fist smashed into the ground where he had been just a moment ago.
The Troll lifted its foot to stomp him. As the creature lifted its leg slowly, Alex ducked underneath it and ran towards its other foot. Alex swung his club at its ankle. Crunch! The bones were crushed.
Alex had to dive to the side to avoid the falling giant. The second Troll stumbled into the first one that was trying to get up and they both fell to the ground. A fireball smashed into the bottom troll, catching its long hair on fire.
As the second troll rolled off of the first, it was struck by one of Zura’s energy spheres. It howled in pain as blue sparks crawled over its body. Shaking it off, the creature got to its knees before one of Taiya’s fireballs smashed it in its face.
The two women kept up a constant barrage of fireballs and energy spheres causing the Trolls to scream in agony.
Alex turned towards the Troll in the river just in time to see a large ball of wet dirt and river rocks flying towards him. He jumped to the side as it smashed into the ground in front of him. The ball shattered and a few of the stones sprayed into him, knocking him to the ground. He lost his grip on his club.
That hurt, he thought. He rolled to his hands and knees and looked around. He had to scamper away as a burning troll collapsed almost on top of him. The third troll was almost across the river. 
Alex saw one of the smaller river rock boulders, half embedded in the ground near him. With a heave he lifted the four-foot-long jagged rock out of the ground and over his head. Using all of his strength, he flung it at the Troll as it reached the riverbank. The creature tried to raise its hands to block it, but it was too slow. The boulder caught one of its shoulders, spinning it around. The Troll lost its balance and crashed into the river with a mighty splash.
Alex looked around. The two other Trolls were laying on the ground, their bodies smoldering from Taiya’s fireballs. The creatures were moaning in agony. Zura and Taiya pulled up their horses next to Alex as they looked at the Troll in the river. It had gotten up and was stumbling back towards the far side of the river.
Zura sent an energy sphere crashing into the creature. Causing it to stumble and fall. Taiya launched a pair of fire balls at the Troll. Its wet hair was singed but it didn’t ignite as the others had.
“He’s retreating, why are you still attacking,” Alex asked with a frown.
“What if it reaches the other side and starts tossing boulders at us?” Zura said.
“Our attacks can’t reach across that far,” Taiya added as she sent more fireballs at the Troll.
Janx and Arban pulled up. The Orc was leading Alex’s horse. The girl was sitting up in Alex’s saddle with a dazed expression as she looked at the carnage around her.
“Trolls are dangerous. Better to finish them off,” Arban said.
Janx got off his horse, spear in hand. He walked over to the nearest Troll. He drove his spear into the Troll’s eye, deep into the creatures’ brain. After a second it was still.  He repeated it with the second Troll, putting it out of its misery.
Alex climbed down to the water. It was only about knee deep here. He walked over to the Troll where it lay face first in the water. He reached down and picked up a rock that was about three feet in diameter. He got a little closer to the Troll’s head and threw the rock with all his might.
The boulder crushed the creature's skull. Alex let out a troubled sigh. The rules of warfare that he was taught on Earth didn’t apply here on Ktor. It was a brutal kill or be killed world.
Alex walked back out to the grass and joined his companions. The girl was staring at Alex  in wonder.
She was dark skinned with shoulder length, jet black hair. Her eyes were grey, and she had pointed ears like Taiya’s. She was wearing brown pants and a vest that laced up the front. Both looked like they were made out of hide. Brown shoes and a leather belt with a long knife completed her outfit.
The girl had some kind of white paint that made two-inch-wide bands around her upper arms. Under each eye were two white stripes of the same paint.
The girl looked to be about 14 or 15 years old. Alex wondered if her dark skin signified that she was a Moon Elf. Lady Renna in Kargosk was Half Elven. She was part human and part Moon Elf and had dusky skin and black hair. The girl looked like she hadn’t slept in days.
The girl jumped down from the horse and walked over to Alex. She fell to her knees and bowed low before Alex. Alex looked down at her in confusion.
“Spirit Guide, thank you for your intervention,” the girl said to him.
Taiya and Zura looked at each other at the girl’s words. Janx nodded thoughtfully. Alex looked at Arban, but the Orc just shrugged his shoulders.
“Please stand,” Alex said.
The girl slowly rose to her feet. She was swaying from exhaustion. The girl’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she pitched forward. Alex caught her before she hit the ground.
“Is she injured?” Arban asked.
Alex laid the girl back down and quickly examined her. Back on Earth he had done a tour of duty with the Green Berets. He was trained as a medical sergeant, and he was used to examining soldiers for wounds after a battle. The Elf’s body had a few bruises, including one on the side of her head, but otherwise she seemed fine, and she was breathing evenly.
“I don’t see any wounds. I think she is suffering from exhaustion,” Alex said as he stood up.
“We should get out of here. These bodies are going to attract scavengers. There may be more Trolls coming this way,” Arban said.
Janx had found Alex’s club and he attached it to the saddle again. Taiya was looking at him with a critical eye.
“You’re injured!” the Elf said in concern as she looked at his arm.
Alex looked at his forearm. It was bleeding, but not badly. A sharp rock must have cut him, he thought.
“It's nothing,” he said.
Taiya ignored him and climbed off her horse and searched through her pouch. A moment later she had retrieved a roll of cloth. It took her less than a minute to bandage his wound.
“Thank you,” he said.
“I will look you over once we make camp,” Taiya said, concern still showing in her eyes as she put the roll away and mounted her horse.
“I can see the girl’s horse,” Zura said, pointing to the east.
Alex could see the black horse in the distance. It had stopped and was eating grass.
“Let me go ahead, I think I can calm him and get him to follow us,” the Wood Elf said and kicked her horse into a canter.
The rest of them followed behind. Arban lifted the girl up to Alex and he held her in front of him as he rode. Taiya was able to calm the girl’s horse and soon had taken a hold of its reins.
“Elves, especially Wood Elves seem to have an affinity with animals,” Arban said when Alex was surprised at how the horse responded to Taiya. 
The Elf gave them a triumphant smile, her green eyes sparkling with joy, as they reached her.
“You never cease to amaze me,” Alex said to her with a smile of his own.
They continued on to the next way point which they reached about two hours later. The girl’s horse had a simple saddle and a sleeping roll across the back along with two small packs. They unpacked her bedding and spread it on the ground. The girl was unconscious the whole time and they laid her in her sleeping roll so she could continue resting.




Chapter Ten


“What is she?” Alex asked as they finished their evening meal. 
“A Moon Elf,” Taiya answered.
“I wonder what she was doing out here?” Zura asked thoughtfully.
“There is a Moon Elf tribe in the hills to the west of Verbana. I have seen them come to the market in the city,” Arban said.
“How far is that?” Alex asked.
Arban looked towards the hills on the other side of the river.
“From here... I would guess somewhere around 10 or more days journey through the hills. I am not sure exactly where the Moon Elf settlement is,” the Orc said thoughtfully as he rubbed his chin.
“What are those markings on her arms and face?” Janx asked.
They all looked towards Taiya for an answer. The Wood Elf frowned in thought.
“I have heard that the Moon Elves paint themselves before they go into battle. But I am not certain. This is not a tradition amongst my people,” she said.
“Do Moon Elves battle with Trolls often?” Alex asked.
The Orc laughed.
“No one battles with Trolls unless they have too. They are too big, and they have some kind of magic they use to scoop out big balls of dirt. As you saw earlier, they can throw them far. Fortunately, they keep to themselves and favor the deep forests,” Arban explained.
“I wonder why the Trolls were chasing her,” Zura asked thoughtfully.
“We should check her packs,” Janx said.
They stood and went over to the girl’s horse. The saddle was of simple construction. On the front left side of the saddle was a sheath containing the shaft of a stone headed club. Arban took it out and examined it. It consisted of a two-foot-long handle with a triangular shaped stone lashed to one end. The stone gave the weapon a roughly axe shape, but it was clearly designed for smashing and not cutting.
The Orc handed it to Alex. The club felt light to Alex, but he imagined it would be easy for the girl to swing and heavy enough to do some damage in close quarters combat. He handed it back to Arban and the Orc returned it to its sheath.
Next, Arban searched the pack on that side of the horse. It contained a few leaf wrapped items. 
“Probably journey bread,” Arban said. 
There was also a piece of metal and flint for starting a fire, a length of thin rope and some fishing hooks. The Orc placed the items back into the pack.
Zura walked around the horse and searched the other pack. She drew out a coiled rope and handed it to Janx. Next was a waterskin which was almost empty. The final item she pulled out drew a gasp from Taiya and Arban.
Zura held a ring of metal with some kind of stones arranged around it. Alex realized it must be some kind of crown. The metal looked like gold. The stones were a greenish color that sparkled in the late afternoon sun.
She handed the crown to Janx and placed the rope and waterskin back in the pouch. Janx looked at the crown curiously for a moment and then handed it to Alex.
The green stones were a lighter shade of green compared to the emeralds Alex had seen. Those emeralds were cut in a uniform round shape and were used as currency on Ktor. 
One Emerald was equal to 1,000 Gold pieces. It was also called a “Royal”. If the price of something was 3,000 gold pieces, people could also say it cost 3 Royals.
In addition to the color being lighter, these stones were roughly oval in shape, except the top of the stones came to a point and the bottoms were curved. The shape was somewhat like a teardrop. Alex counted 13 stones spaced evenly around the crown. He passed it to Arban.
“If these stones are what I think they are, this is very valuable,” the Orc said and then passed it to Taiya.
“Elfstones!” Taiya said in wonder and held the crown up so the late afternoon sun made the stones gleam and sparkle.
“What are Elfstones?” Alex asked curiously.
“Some people call them Lifestones. Elven Druids craft them. They can help the Druid channel their Power,” Taiya explained.
The others nodded in understanding, but Alex wasn’t sure what the Elf was talking about.
“What is an Elven Druid?” he asked.
Arban, Zura and Janx looked at him curiously. Taiya just smiled.
“I forgot that you grew up... in an isolated area,” the Wood Elf said.
She thought for a moment.
“I guess you could say the Elven Druids are the opposite of the Human Necromancers. Druids practice life magic while Necromancers deal in death magic,” she explained.
“What can an Elfstone do?” Alex asked.
“Asides of helping a Druid channel and focus their Power, they also shine in the darkness. It's said that Undead creatures hate the light from the Elfstones,” Taiya explained.
Alex nodded as he digested what she had just said. Undead creatures. That didn’t sound like fun. He wondered if she meant things like Vampires or Zombies. He would ask her privately. He did vaguely remember her mentioning Necromancers when she first told him about Power. He had forgotten about it though as he tried to wrap his mind around this strange world he had found himself in.
“Do you think the girl stole the crown from the Trolls?” Janx asked.
“Trolls are simple creatures. From what I was taught, they do not fashion many things. This crown would be too small for a Troll’s head,” the White Witch said.
“She did something to anger them. Trolls don’t like to venture out of the woods. It's a few miles to the hills with trees,” Arban said.
“I wonder what she is doing with this crown?” Taiya asked.
Alex looked over at the sleeping girl.
“I don’t think she will wake up before morning,” he said.
“It is still an hour or two until the sun sets. We should try the experiment I told you about earlier,” Zura said as she looked at Taiya.
“Of course. What do you need me to do?” the Elf asked.
“I want you to shoot a fireball at Alex,” Zura said.
“What! Why would I do that! I never want to hurt him!” Taiya said as her eyes flashed in anger.
“Peace!” Zura said with a smile.
“I only want you to use the smallest ball possible. I have an idea that Alex’s body may simply repel your fireball back at you in the same way he sent my energy sphere back to me,” the Witch explained.
Taiya thought about what Zura had said. After a moment, she reluctantly nodded her head.
“If you are correct, that means Alex may be immune from attacks from Elemental Dancers,” Taiya said thoughtfully.
“Exactly. Let’s walk away from the others and the horses. I am not sure exactly what will happen or how dangerous this may be,” Zura said.
The White Witch led them about fifty feet away from the waypoint. Arban and Janx watched from a safe distance.
“How small a fireball can you make? I would rather not be burned to death if Zura is wrong about this,” Alex said with a rueful grin.
“I am highly confident in my hypothesis regarding your Power,” Zura said angrily as she crossed her arms and glared at Alex.
Taiya held out her right hand, palm up. A tennis ball sized ball of flame appeared. The Elf concentrated and the fireball shrank to the size of a quail egg.
“I have always tried to make a fireball as large as possible. It is strange trying to make one as small as possible,” Taiya said.
The Elf looked at Alex. Alex pointed towards his chest and nodded. Zura quickly formed an energy shield and held it up in front of her.
With a nod, Taiya flicked her hand forward and the fireball sped towards Alex. He closed his eyes as a precaution.
The ball smacked into his chest and small flames spread across his armor. Alex felt a soft warmth as the flames licked at his neck and chin for a moment. An instant later the fireball reformed and sped back towards Taiya. Alex opened his eyes as he felt the warmth disappear.
Taiya calmly held up her hand and the fireball crashed into her palm. Her hand was engulfed in fire for a moment and then the flames disappeared.
“The fireball doesn’t affect you?” Alex asked in surprise.
Zura lowered her shield and walked forward to examine Alex’s chest.
“No. Fire does not affect me. Real or magical,” Taiya said with a shrug.
“Why did your energy sphere knock you back when it hit you?” Alex asked Zura with a confused look.
Zura straightened up from looking at his chest.
“Because I am a Witch, not an Elemental Dancer,” she explained with a puzzled look at his question.
Seeing the confused look was still on his face, she elaborated.
“Taiya is an Elemental Dancer. Power comes easily and naturally to her. The element that she controls, in her case fire, is a part of her. It cannot harm her,” Zura said.
Taiya had walked up to him as well. She reached out a hand and touched his chest.
“I am relieved that I didn’t hurt you,” she said with a smile.
“What did you feel?” Zura asked.
“A slight feeling of warmth on my chest. Some warmth on my chin and neck,” he said.
Zura nodded and reached out a hand to touch his chest.
“Your armor is warm,” she said.
“I want you to try to absorb and hold the fireball like you are able to do with my energy spheres,” Zura said.
Alex nodded and the women walked back to their original positions. Zura held up her shield and nodded at Taiya.
The Wood Elf launched another fireball at Alex. This time Alex kept his eyes open. As the fireball splashed across his armor, he tried to grab hold of the energy. The Elemental Fire energy was a swirling mass of chaos. It flew back towards Taiya before he could grip it.
“Again,” Zura said.
Taiya sent another fireball crashing into his chest. Alex couldn’t get a hold of the energy and it flew back to Taiya.
“Again,” Zura said.
Taiya spent the next half hour sending fireballs at Alex. Try as he might, he could not control it.
“Let’s practice with my energy spheres for a moment. Perhaps that will help you focus,” Zura suggested.
Alex spent the next fifteen minutes absorbing Zura’s energy spheres before sending them harmlessly up into the early evening sky.
Zura then switched places with Taiya and the Elf sent fireballs at Alex. But the result was the same. Alex was unable to grasp the Elemental Fire Energy he felt in his body for a moment before it flew back at the Elf.
They practiced until the stars began to shine in the evening sky. 
“We can try again tomorrow,” Zura said with a shrug.
“Sorry to disappoint you ladies,” Alex said with a wry smile and a bow.
“It’s not a disappointment! It took me months to be able to understand the basics of my Power and how to begin to properly control it,” Zura said.
“Even an elemental Dancer must spend years refining their focus and control. And this is with the Power coming naturally to us,” Taiya added.
“Yes, this is all new to you. You have progressed remarkably well in being able to absorb my energy spheres,” Zura added.
They turned and walked back towards Arban and Janx.
“And we have learned that Elemental Power does not harm you! That is wonderful news!” Taiya said as she slipped her arm through his.
They explained their findings to the Orc and Foxman. Both were glad to hear that Alex was safe from Elemental Dancers.
They readied their sleep rolls and went to bed while Taiya took the first shift of the night watch.




Chapter Eleven


The next morning, Alex woke the Moon Elf by shaking her arm. The girl sat upright, a look of confusion on her face. 
“What- where am I!” she sputtered.
The girl looked around and saw the rest of Alex’s companions rolling up their sleeping mats.
“Take it easy, you’re safe,” Alex said.
The girl’s eyes widened as they looked at Alex. The Moon Elf rolled out of her bed so that she was kneeling at Alex’s feet.
“Forgive me, spirit guide!” the girl said as she bowed her head.
Alex reached down and grabbed the girl’s arm, easily lifting her to her feet. The girl’s mouth dropped open at the ease with which Alex lifted her.
“Stop calling me that and stop kneeling. My name is Alex,” he said as he let go of the girl’s arm.
“Yes, spirit guide,” the girl said.
“I mean, yes, Alex,” the girl added with a bow of her head.
“What is your name?” Alex asked.
“I am called, Ujenna,” the girl said.
“Why were those Trolls after you?” Alex asked.
“The Trolls!” Ujenna said and looked around in a panic. 
The girl saw her horse in the nearby corral. She sprinted towards it, vaulting over the low wall. The girl ran up to her horse and opened the pack that contained the Elfstone Crown and stuck her hand in. Alex could see the visible sigh of relief on the girl’s face as her shoulders relaxed.
“Don’t worry, the crown is still in the bag,” Zura yelled to the girl as she watched with an amused look on her face.
“You have seen the crown! But you did not steal it!” Ujenna said with a surprised look.
Alex could see the girl tense up again and saw that Ujenna’s hand grasped the knife hilt at her belt.
“Why would we take it?” Zura said with a frown.
The girl looked around at the mixed group watching him. Her eyes met Alex’s and she relaxed again.
“Forgive me, spirit guide. The last few days have been difficult,” Ujenna said and bowed her head towards Alex.
“Come. Let us eat breakfast and you can tell us your story,” Alex said.
Ujenna nodded and pulled out one of her journey breads. Janx and Taiya sat on the corral wall while the others sat on the grass to eat.
“Ujenna, this is Wagon Master Arban,” Alex said as he indicated the Orc.
Ujenna nodded.
Alex then introduced Taiya and Janx. He didn’t refer to the Witch as Lady Zura since she was undercover.
“This is Sarah,” Alex said, calling her Zura the first name that popped into his mind.
Zura blinked in confusion for a moment and then nodded to Ujenna. 
“Where are you from?” Alex asked as they were eating.
“I am of the Vara Tribe. Our home is in the Vara hills near Lake Limni,” Ujenna said.
“I believe I have seen your people in the marketplace in Verbana,” Arban said.
“Yes, our people go to Verbana for trade, Wagon Master,” the Elf replied.
“What are you doing in the Troll hills?” the Orc asked.
The Moon Elf was silent for a few moments as she considered the best way to explain her journey.
“It is the time of my spirit journey. For three days and three nights I fasted and meditated. My dreams told me I must come to the Troll Hills and seek the lost crown of my people,” she finally said.
“What is a spirit journey?” Janx asked.
“If a Moon Elf wishes to follow the warrior’s path, they must fast and meditate for three days. On the third night they will be visited by a dream. The dream will instruct them on a quest they must undertake. 
“The quest is usually a hunt. It may be a rare bird, a savage beast or the pelt of an elusive animal they must take. Sometimes it is a journey to bring back some rare plant or berry. Sometimes it is a journey to a distant land or a tall mountain peak,” the girl explained.
“What did your dream show you?” Taiya asked with a curious look.
“My dream showed me the lost crown of Queen Sofya. I saw the path I must take to find the cave in the hills where it would be found,” Ujenna said with a faraway look in her eye.
“What is the story of the crown?” Zura asked.
“Many generations ago, as our tribe grew in strength and numbers, our people sought to establish another settlement here in the northern hills. The land was rich in game and the forest was plentiful with a variety of useful trees.
“The scouts warned Queen Sofya, however, that they had seen many fierce Trolls in the wooded hills. Queen Sofya was prideful and arrogant, and she wanted to claim the hills for our people. She left our city called Reeva with many warriors. They never returned,” the Moon Elf explained.
“Trolls are fearsome opponents,” Arban said.
“Scouts were sent to see what had become of Queen Sofya and her warriors. They found signs of a great battle and bits of weapons and armor but no sign of the Queen or her crown,” the girl added.
“The Trolls probably ate the dead bodies,” Zura said.
Arban nodded.
“It’s said that they even eat their own dead,” the Orc added.
Alex was glad that he had Taiya and Zura with him when he had fought the Trolls. Even with his strength, those creatures were powerful.
“How did you find the crown?” Alex asked.
Ujenna got a faraway look in her eye as she told them what she had seen in her dream...
“In my dream, I saw the battle. Even though Moon Elves can be stealthy travelers, Queen Sofya made little effort to hide her host as they travelled northward. Her two captains, Tiano and Remijio, urged for stealth, but she thought the Trolls would tremble in fear at her coming and they would abandon the hills without a fight.
“The Trolls are savage and wild, but they are not stupid. They saw the Moon Elves approaching and gathered all of their people. The Trolls saw that the Elves were following a stream. As the water flowed through a narrow gap in the hills, the Elves would be forced to spread their host in a long line. The ground was rough, and the Elves had to dismount and lead their horses.
“The Trolls hid in the hilltops on either side of the stream. After half of the Elven Host had passed, the Trolls struck. Boulders, small trees and the balls of earth they can form rained down upon the Elves. Many fell in that first assault and many horses panicked and ran away.
“The Queen and her Captains rallied the Elves and a great battle ensued. Queen Sofya and Captain Tiano led some of the Elves up one hill towards the Trolls while Captain Remijio led the rest up the other hill. Many Elves were crushed by the Trolls as destruction continued to rain down upon them. 
“As the Elves closed with the Trolls, The Chief of the Trolls let out a mighty yell and led his people in a charge down the hills. Captain Remigio felled one Troll before he was crushed by a boulder thrown by another Troll.
“On the other hill, Queen Sofya and Captain Tiano fought against the mighty Troll Chief. He was taller and stronger than the other Trolls with a small tree that he used as a club. The Chief swung at Captain Tiano but missed the nimble warrior who ducked and rolled under the swing. 
“The Captain found himself behind the Troll and he leapt up and slashed the creature's hamstring. The Chieftain howled in pain and stumbled to one knee. Queen Sofya saw her chance and leaped up with her sword outstretched. The point pierced the Troll Chief’s eye and drove into his brain. As the mighty Troll collapsed, Queen Sofya lost her grip on her sword, diving out of the way of the falling Giant.
“The other Trolls fell back for a moment at the sight of their fallen chief. Captain Tiano helped Queen Sofya to her feet, and he called for the remaining Elves to fall back. The Elves ran down the hill and followed the stream as the Trolls regrouped and began their pursuit. 
“Some of the Elves, turned back to the Trolls to buy time for their comrades. They didn’t last long, but it bought the rest a few minutes respite. Unfortunately, the Elves saw more Trolls moving in their direction from the front. They were trapped.
“They saw a tall narrow cave entrance nearby. Queen Sofya, Captain Tevio and the twenty Elves that were left made their final stand there. They pushed the Queen into the cave behind them, but the cave was shallow. 
“The Elves fought to keep the Trolls back and slew three of them at the entrance before the Trolls fell back. The Trolls then dug out giant fistfuls of dirt and rock and threw it at the Elves. Some of the Elves fell under the rain of stones.
“Queen Sofya was struck in the temple by one of the stones. As she was knocked back, her crown flew off her head, rolling to the back of the cave. The Queen fell to the ground dead. The Elves were slowly overwhelmed, Captain Tevio the last one to perish.”
They were silent for a few minutes as they thought about the story Ujenna had told them.
“Arrogant and prideful is not a good way to approach a battle. You should never underestimate your opponent,” Alex said.
“Her Captains cautioned her, but she would not listen,” the Moon Elf said.
“Where you able to locate the crown from your dream?” Zura asked.
“Yes. My dream showed me that the Trolls had a meeting area in a little hidden valley where they would gather sometimes. There was a dead tree in the middle of the clearing. On it they had hung skulls of various enemies and animals they had killed. 
“Many of the weapons and armor from the fallen Elves were also there. The crown was also hung on one of the branches. The Trolls were fascinated by the light it gave off in the dark of night. I found the stream that Queen Sofya had taken and then the cave where they had made their last stand. From there I found the hidden valley,” Ujenna explained.
“How did you manage to steal away the crown?” Alex asked.
“I hid up on the side of the valley and watched the Trolls for two days. I noticed that a few of the older Trolls seemed to sleep there, but most would leave the valley in the late morning.
“On the third day, I took the crown from the tree. Unfortunately, as I almost reached the safety of the trees around the clearing, one of the Trolls returned early. It raised a howl when it saw me. Luckily it was old and slow and did not try to chase me.
“I scrambled up the valley side and made my way down the other side where I had my horse waiting. I tried to head south, but there were too many Trolls in that direction as they searched for me. 
“I used the trees as cover as I worked my way northward. The Trolls were slow, and I managed to put some distance from them, but they do not tire easily. I had to stop to rest my horse and they would close the distance. I had a potion of stamina with me from which I would give some to my horse when we would stop to rest.
“When I saw you, it was the third day we had been running from the Trolls. I hoped to lose them once I had crossed the river. Trolls do not like to be long from the woods and I had finally escaped the trees in the morning,” Ujenna said.
“I have read that Trolls are sustained by their forests. Their strength and magic wanes if they are away from the woods for too long,” Zura said.
“Lucky we were nearby, or those Trolls would have caught you,” the Orc said.
“In my dream, my spirit guide rescued me from the Trolls,” Ujenna said and looked at Alex and bowed her head towards him.
“Why do you call me spirit guide?” Alex asked with a confused frown.
“When a young warrior has their dream about their spirit journey, sometimes they will also be given a vision of a person or an animal that they will meet on their journey. This is a spirit guide who can help or guide the quester,” the Moon Elf explained.
“Are you saying that you saw Alex in a dream?” Taiya asked.
“Yes. When I saw Alex yesterday, I recognized him from my dream... or I should say a version of Alex,” he answered.
“What do you mean by a version of Alex?” Zura asked.
“In my dream, Alex was larger, perhaps 10 feet tall with arms made of stone. In one hand he held fire and in the other hand he held lightning. He used the fire and lightning to smite the Troll that was chasing me,” the girl said reverently.
Zura and Taiya looked at Alex with little smiles. Alex just shrugged.
“What else did your dream tell you?” Alex asked.
The Moon Elf hesitated for a moment.
“You rescued me and then I travelled back to my home with the crown,” Ujenna answered.
Alex considered the story that the girl had just told him. Considering what he had already seen on Ktor, it wasn’t particularly crazy. 
“What is your plan?” Alex asked the girl.
“I must begin my journey home,” she said and looked across the river to the south.
Alex stood up and brushed the crumbs from his chainmail shirt.
Everyone else stood up as well.
“You should travel with us for another day or two. We are only a couple of hours east of where we met you. I think you should put some distance from where the Trolls were following you,” Alex said.
“In three days we will be in Zenkova. The Greenspring joins the Lim River there and it flows down to Lake Limni. You should be able to book passage on a boat heading south there,” the Orc suggested.
The girl considered what they had said.
“I will heed the advice of the Spirit Guide and travel with you for two more days. Closer to the Lim River, the hills are low, and the woods are not as deep. I cannot trust taking the crown on a boat with strangers. I will cross the river and ride south along the low hills. Trolls tend to prefer the thick of the forest,” Ujenna said.
“Allright. Let’s get moving then,” Alex said. 




Chapter Twelve


The day’s ride was uneventful. They stopped for a quick lunch and then made good time to the next waypoint. Alex practiced with Zura before dinner as Ujenna watched wide eyed from a safe distance.  
Janx headed off towards the tall grass to the north of the waypoint with his spear. The Foxman returned a short time later with the three fat rabbits slung over his shoulder.
“I do not understand why we do not hunt for our meals. Game is plentiful in these lands between the cities,” Janx said.
“The journey bread is convenient and quick, especially when you have a large group to feed, like a caravan,” Arban said.
“I do not understand how you people do not tire of eating this bread every day,” the Foxman said as he made a face.
“I did not say that we wouldn’t mind something different upon occasion!” the Orc said with a laugh.
Arban walked with Janx to the river’s edge where he helped the Foxman clean his prizes. Taiya used her Power to heat up a couple of large flat stones which they used to cook the rabbits.
“Thank you Janx. That was a good change,” The Orc said as he licked his fingers happily as he finished his portion of the meal. The others expressed their appreciation for Janx breaking up the monotony of their travel meals.
After they had eaten dinner, Alex spent an hour of practice with Taiya. There were a few times where he felt that he could grasp the flames for a fleeting moment.
He expressed his frustration that he could not do more.
“You have made progress. You said you could feel and grasp the flames for a fleeting moment. You couldn’t even do that yesterday!” Taiya said encouragingly.
Alex just scowled at her. He was used to being able to master new skills relatively quickly. Struggling with the flame Power was a new experience for him. He was not a quitter. He would just keep trying until he grasped the concept. He figured it had to be similar to what he was doing with Zura’s energy spheres.
As they divided up the night watch shifts, Ujenna wanted to take one. Alex insisted that she rest instead for her journey. The girl bowed her head to Alex and accepted. Arban gave Alex a knowing nod.
Alex didn’t want to tell the girl that he didn’t know her well enough to trust her yet. The girl seemed okay, but Ktor was a harsh world. And the girl still looked tired from her escape.
Alex didn’t sleep well and got out of bed a little before the third watch had finished their shift. Taiya had taken the first watch followed by Janx and then Zura. Alex was next with Arban taking the final shift.
Zura was sitting on the low stone wall that fenced the horses in. She looked at him curiously as he walked over. The fire they had built cast flickering shadows over the waypoint.
“I couldn’t sleep anymore,” he whispered.
The White Witch nodded and looked around.
“Anything to worry about?” Alex asked.
“A little while ago, a large bear was sniffing around the far side of the animal pens. I hit it with a little energy sphere and it ran off fast. It's probably still running,” she said.
Alex smiled as he pictured the shocked bear’s reaction.
The Witch looked up at the moons. Alex couldn’t help but notice how pretty Zura’s golden eyes looked in the moonlight. She was a beautiful young woman. 
He hadn’t liked her at first. She was haughty and arrogant. But she had grown on him. When they had finally made love, it was quite the adventure as she was curious about different positions and techniques. Alex smiled as he remembered her insatiable curiosity.
He wondered if she would stay with him once they had finished their business in Zenkova. He certainly hoped so. He had gotten used to having her around and she and Taiya were getting along well.
“Cluria will be setting soon,” Zura said softly.
Alex blinked in confusion and looked up at the night sky. The smaller moon was low in the horizon. The larger moon, Thuros was high above them.
“Cluria?” he asked.
It was her turn to look at him in confusion.
“Yes, Cluria, the lesser moon,” she whispered.
“Cluria,” he said and looked up at the small moon.
“Don’t tell me you don’t know the names of the moons!” she said incredulously.
“I know the big one is Thuros,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders.
“The Great Moon Thuros. The small Moon is Cluria. What do they call the small moon where you came from,” she asked curiously. 
Alex almost said that they only had one moon where he came from. He wondered how Zura would take the fact that he had come from another planet. Taiya had assumed he had been transported from some isolated country beyond the Empty Lands. Alex decided to stick to the story.
“We just called it the little moon,” he said simply.
The Witch thought for a moment.
“Do you not know the story of Thuros and Cluria?” she asked.
“No. I have never heard it,” Alex said.
“Taiya is right, you are a simple country boy,” Zura said with a smile.
“I will tell you what I told her... I’m just a stranger in a strange land,” Alex said with a wry smile.
Zura just shook her head.
“So, what is the story of Thuros and Cluria?” he asked.
“Thuros was a great and mighty warrior. He fell in love with a beautiful princess named Cluria. Yet Cluria will not tell Thuros that she loves him. Cluria does love Thuros, but she is uncertain if he is worthy of a princess. So Thuros chases after Cluria. Cluria sometimes lets Thuros get close for a short while, but then she changes her mind and runs farther away from him,” she explained.
Alex looked up at the moons, smiling at the analogy of the moons’ movements representing two lovers.
“In life, their love was never consummate. So, in death, the gods placed them in the evening sky, where Thuros still chases after Cluria and Cluria alternates between drawing near and then away from her love,” Zura added.
Alex was quiet for a moment as he thought about her story.
“The story of Thuros and Cluria reminds me of our relationship,” Alex said as he looked at her.
“What!” she hissed in shock at his words.
Her eyes grew big as she stared at him for a moment.
“You think I am a beautiful princess like Cluria?” she whispered.
Alex blinked for a moment at her response.
“No!” he said with a little laugh.
Zura’s mouth dropped open in surprise.
“I was thinking that you keep chasing after me just like Thuros chases after Cluria!” he added as he grinned at her.
Zura let out a shocked gasp. She jumped down off the wall, golden eyes flashing in the moonlight.
“The arrogance you have! As if I, a high born Tarenian would ever chase after an uncouth country bumpkin! I... never mind!” she said as she stomped her foot in anger.
The Witch held her chin up high and tried to walk past Alex. Alex grabbed her by the upper arm and spun her to face him.
“You may not be a princess, but you are beautiful,” he said softly as he pulled her into a kiss.
Zura kissed him for a brief moment and then used her hands to push him away.
“The nerve you have!” she said and then spun and marched a few steps away from him.
Alex tilted his head as he watched her stand there for a moment. He saw her take a deep breath and then she spun around and marched back to him. She stopped as their chests were about to touch.
Zura stared up at him, her golden eyes swirling with emotion.
Suddenly she reached her hands up to his face and pulled his face down to hers. Their lips met in a fierce kiss. She slipped her tongue hungrily between his lips as the kiss deepened. They kissed for a moment before she pushed him away, breathing heavily.
Zura stared into his eyes for a moment before she spun and marched away again. She climbed into her sleeping roll. She rolled to face the fire, turning her back to him.
Alex smiled as he savored the lingering taste of her on his lips. Zura was a fascinating young woman. He really hoped she decided to stay with them once they left Zenkova.
Alex started walking around the waystop, keeping alert for any dangers. He had difficulty concentrating as thoughts of her kiss brought back memories of their love making in Kargosk. He really did hope she would stay with him.




Chapter Thirteen


The next morning was uneventful. At one point, they saw a bear watching them from a distance. They again made good time and Alex had time to practice with Zura and Taiya. 
After a few attempts, Alex was able to hold onto the flame energy for a few seconds. He soon was able to hold onto the flame energy for about five seconds before it shot back towards Taiya. Alex could not send it any other direction.
Taiya smiled and gave him a big kiss when they finished the evening's practice.
“It is so much harder to control than Zura’s type of Power,” Alex said with a frustrated sigh.
“I am so proud of you! You can sense my Elemental Power and hold on to it for a few seconds. That’s amazing progress,” she said encouragingly.
Alex gave her a half smile and they walked back with the others.
“Tomorrow afternoon we should be in Zenkova,” Arban announced to them.
“Then sometime in the morning I will cross the river and head to my home,” Ujenna said thoughtfully.
“You are welcome to come to Zenkova with us. I can pay for your passage south to Lake Limni,” Alex suggested.
“Thank you. In my dream, I did not visit Zenkova. I will ride south through the hills,” she said and bowed her head towards Alex.
The next morning, they gave Ujenna some of their spare journey bread. The Moon Elf thanked them and then walked over to her packs and drew out the crown. She took out her belt knife and sat down on the ground. 
Using the tip of her knife, Ujenna carefully pried at one of the Elfstones on the back side of the crown. After a few minutes, she had worked the stone free. She stood up, sheathed her knife and returned the crown to its pouch.
Ujenna walked over to Alex and gave him a deep bow. She then held out the Elfstone in both hands, offering it to Alex.
“Sprit Guide, this is for you, for you and your people saving my life and helping the crown on its journey back to my people,” the Moon Elf said solemnly.
Alex held up his hands and shook his head.
“I cannot accept it Ujenna. You do not have to thank me,” Alex said with a frown.
“I am sorry Alex. But in my dream, I gave the Spirit Guide this Elfstone. I gave you the Elfstone,” Ujenna said.
“Take the stone back to your people with the crown,” Alex said.
“I want you to accept it as a gift,” the Moon Elf said and bowed again.
“Ujenna, keep the stone with the others,” Alex said and shook his head.
“Spirit Guide, if you do not accept, I will follow you until you relent and accept, however many days or months it takes. I gave it to you in my dream and I must give it to you in reality,” the Elf said as she remained bowed with hands outstretched.
Alex let out a sigh in resignation.
“Very well. I accept your gift,” Alex said.
Ujenna looked up and smiled. She took a step closer and handed the stone to Alex.
“In my dream, you refused the stone three times before accepting it,” the Moon Elf said.
“Dreams can be powerful messengers,” Janx said as he watched the exchange.
“Thank you, Ujenna. Be careful on your journey home,” Alex said.
The Moon Elf bowed again and walked over to rest of the team. She thanked them and clasped hands with each of them before mounting her horse.
“If you find yourselves near the Vara hills and need anything, seek out my people. Tell them that the daughter of the Vara has offered you friendship,” Ujenna said before turning her horse towards the river.
The Greenspring was over 100 yards wide here, but it was shallow and slow moving. The Elf girl stopped her horse at the river’s edge and turned to look at Alex.
“Spirit... Alex... We will meet again,” Ujenna said.
Alex raised his hand in acknowledgement and Ujenna turned towards the river again. They watched the girl ride her horse across. In some parts the water rose up to the horse’s chest, but, after a few minutes, Ujenna made it safely across. The girl turned and gave them a final wave before heading for the hills just south of the river.
Alex and the others watched until she disappeared over the first hill. Alex opened the potion satchel that Nankossa had given him. He placed the Elfstone in one of the empty pouches.
“Did you hear her refer to herself as the daughter of the Vara,” Taiya asked.
“Yes, I thought that was strange,” Arban said as he looked to the Wood Elf.
“What does it mean?” Alex asked.
“It is an old way of refering to the eldest son or daughter of the Chief of an Elven tribe. The larger Elven Nations these days are usually ruled by a King or Queen and their children would be Princes or Princesses. But in most of the smaller tribes and nations, the leader is still referred to as a Chief or Chieftess. 
“They are often called by the Tribe Name. If the Vera chief is a man he may be referred to as Chief of the Vara or simply Chief Vara. The firstborn child and heir of the Chief is called the Son or Daughter of the tribe,” Taiya explained.
“That means that the girl is an important person among the Vara,” Zura said.
“It’s good to have important friends,” the Orc said with a laugh.
“Indeed!” Alex said with a smile.
Their morning ride was quiet, and the day was warm. After they had stopped and eaten their lunch, Zura drank the blue potion that would change her eye color. Zura gagged for a moment at the bitter burning flavor of the drink.
The rest of them watched in fascination as her pupils began to swirl and darken. After about two minutes, her eyes had changed to a dark green color.
“Did my eyes change color?” Zura asked them.
“Yes! They are a dark green color now!” Taiya said excitedly.
Taiya then helped her apply the powders to darken her skin. As a final touch, Zura donned her dark brown wig.
“How do I look?” Zura asked when she saw Alex staring at her.
“Like a new woman. Without your robes and with your skin and your eyes darker, I don’t think anyone will recognize you,” Alex said.
“I am worried that the guards at the gate will remember me,” Zura said with a frown.
Alex looked at the confident way Zura held herself. She oozed Power and sophistication.
“When we enter the city, slouch your shoulders. Try not to make too much eye contact with anyone. Try to look like you are bored,” Alex directed her.
“Like this?” Zura asked as she slumped her shoulders.
“Yes. The guards will remember a proud and powerful White Witch in her white robes. In this outfit, you look just like any other bored adventurer,” Alex said.
“They would also remember a Tarenian, because your people are a rare sight outside of your lands, especially with their red skin and golden eyes. With darker skin and eyes, you just look like someone from the northern lands,” Arban added.
“Well hopefully, the disguise will fool everyone,” Zura said with a pensive frown.
“Unless you call undue attention to yourself, people tend to see what they expect to see,” Alex said.
“I hope you are right,” Zura replied.
They mounted their horses and continued their journey east. After about a two-hour ride, they started to come across some outlying ranches and farms. As they passed a small watchtower by the side of the road, a soldier waved for them to stop. He was wearing a light tunic bearing a red and yellow diamond pattern over his armor.
“What is your business,” the guard asked.
“We are with the Caravan Guards. I am delivering dispatches to Master Daerona at the Zenkova Guildhouse,” Arban explained.
The guard looked them over for a moment. Satisfied that they didn’t seem to be a major threat, he nodded and waved them on.
After travelling another hour, the number of farms they passed increased, and they passed wagons and travelers on the road heading to and from the city. A patrol of eight mounted soldiers rode past them heading west.
As they crested a small hill, they could see Zenkova ahead of them. It was the largest city Alex had seen up to this point. It seemed significantly larger than Oktoban.
As they rode closer, Alex saw that the city was built on the triangle of land formed where the Greenspring river slowly curved and met the Lim River. The valley seemed to end here as the hills to the north and south receded into the distance.
The Lim River must be deeper than the Greenspring because he could see medium sized boats riding on its surface. The Greenspring, in contrast, only had a few small boats on it and those did not seem to be moving far west up the river.
As they neared the city Alex could see the tall walls protecting the city. Square towers were spaced along the city walls. Past the walls, he could see a couple of towers rising within the city. A large Keep or Castle could also be seen rising inside of the city.
Alex realized what a strategic location the city possessed. The main trade route through the Greenspring Valley passed by the city. The Lim River was obviously big enough for ships to sail up and down. Zenkova probably dominated the river trade in this region.
Whoever was causing trouble in the Valley was probably also behind the troubles in Zenkova. Whoever controlled Zenkova, controlled the valuable trade in and out of the Greenspring Valley.
Alex glanced over at Zura. The White Witch had a pensive look on her face as she studied the city before them. She was sitting very properly on her horse.
“Remember to slouch and look bored,” Alex said to her.
“Right,” Zura nodded and assumed a bored look.
It was midafternoon and the flow of people in and out of Zenkova was relatively light. As they neared the gate, Alex noticed that the guards were spending most of their time searching wagons that were leaving the city and paying little attention to those entering Zenkova.
The gatehouse was a large square building. It had both an outer gate and an inner gate. Alex could see the bottom edge of a portcullis protruding from the ceiling. It was a formidable looking structure.
Flags waved above the gatehouse. They bore patterns of alternating red and yellow diamond shapes. Banners in the same colors and patterns hung down the front of the building. Strips of black cloth were hanging down in front of the middle of the banners. 
Taiya noticed that he was looking at the banners.
“The black cloth signifies a period of mourning,” she explained.
He thought about what Master Farah had said about the missing Princesses. Alex assumed that from the guardsmen's actions, the Princesses were still missing. It was more likely that a kidnapper was trying to remove the women from the city rather than trying to bring them in.
A tired looking guard motioned for them to stop.
“State your business in Zenkova,” he said.
“We are with the Caravan Guards. I have dispatches to deliver to Master Daerona at the Guildhouse,” Arban said as he patted the satchel attached to his saddle.
The guard nodded to one of his companions and the two men walked around their group, pausing only to look at Janx.
“The Foxman with you?” the guard said as he looked over at Arban.
“Aye,” the Orc answered with a nod.
The guard nodded and looked at Janx.
“Your people have a reputation for being excellent scouts and trackers. If you haven’t heard the news yet on the road, the King and Queen have been murdered and the Princesses are missing. Viljan, the Chief Minister is in charge of the city now. If you are looking for work, the guards at the castle could use someone with your skills. We’ve been scouring the city looking for the Princesses, but they have vanished without a trace,” the Guard said to the Foxman.
“I am committed to the Caravan Guards, but I will inform the Caravan Master of your suggestion,” Janx said with a bow of his head.
The guard nodded and then waved them through the city gates of Zenkova.




Chapter Fourteen


Zenkova 
Zenkova was a bustling city. As a guess, Alex thought it was probably double the size of Ocktoban. As they walked their horses down the broad main street, Alex could sense the tension in the people that they passed.
In many ways it reminded him of the tension in the faces of the people of Kargosk. That was not correct, he thought. There was more fear in the faces of the people of Zenkova.
The people of Kargosk were faced with the prospect of civil war. They knew who the sides were. They knew who would fight against whom. It was a fight between the Houses for control of the city.
From what Alex had heard, things were different in Zenkova. There was no outright challenge for the city like there had been in Kargosk. Here the unknown threat was murdering people in the night. Highborn and common citizen alike.
It wasn’t just the people in positions of power that were being murdered in Kargosk, common folk had been found killed with their bodies left in alleyways.
An old woman looked at them suspiciously as they rode by her. She huddled up against a building, trying to stay as far away from them as possible.
Alex wondered again who could be behind all the troubles in the Greenspring Valley. The attack on Duke Oktoban had been meant to remove a capable leader from power. The Duchess was not a strong woman and her son, the Duke’s heir was too young to be effective.
Someone wanted the Duke out of the way, so that Oktoban would be an easy target when the time was right to strike.
The same people were no doubt behind the trouble that House Orzetz had been causing in Kargosk. Mysterious Elven messengers were funneling funds and instructions to House Orzetz, backing him in a bid to eliminate the other two powerful houses in the city. If Alex’s team had not intervened, House Orzetz would be the undisputed ruler of Kargosk.
Alex wondered what the game was in Zenkova. Was the enemy trying to weaken the city for a possible assault. A number of the key advisors to the King had been eliminated and now the King and Queen had been murdered.
Alex wondered what had happened to the Princesses. Perhaps they were being kept as potential hostages for when the city was attacked. Alex wondered if one of the Princesses was now the Queen of the city. Maybe the enemy was pressuring her to surrender the city, he wondered.
After travelling for a while, the road broadened into a wide avenue which then led to a large square plaza. The broad avenue continued eastward to the main castle of the city. To the north a road led to a stout Tower. To the south, a road headed towards what looked like another gate in the distance.
On either side of the south road were a pair of matching buildings with many wide openings. Alex noticed many people moving in and out and then realized that it was a marketplace. Instead of being an open-air market like he had seen in other Ktorian cities, the central market of Zenkova was housed in the two buildings. The banners over the entrances also had black cloths attached to them.
To the northwest side of the plaza was a large two-story building that could only be the Guildhouse of Zenkova. The Caravan Guildhouses all had a similar look and feel and layout to them. The only differences Alex noticed was the size of the Guildhouses. Those in cities with busier trade routes seemed to be larger than houses in smaller towns. The first Guildhouse he had seen was in Arras and it was not very big compared to this one.
Around the other edges of the plaza, Alex noticed a couple of Inns and a few buildings that looked like they could be for official purposes. One of the larger buildings looked like it housed some of the city watch, judging from the soldiers entering and leaving or just lounging about the outside of the building.
The Zenkova Guildhouse was a two-story building and it was definitely wider than the ones in Oktoban and Kargosk. As they walked their horses around the side of the building, Alex could see that it was also a little deeper than the other Guildhouses.
The stables, warehouses and other buildings were also larger here in Zenkova. Alex assumed that the city handled a lot of trade as everything from the Greenspring Valley had to pass through here. There were probably more goods coming from the Lim River as well. 
They took their packs from the horses and turned their mounts over to the grooms that had come out from the stables. Arban headed towards the Guildhouse where he would be accorded a room as befitted his station as a Wagon Master. Arban would find Master Daerona and deliver the dispatches from Kargosk.
Zura followed after him. The others turned towards the bunkhouse.
“Sarah!” Alex whispered loudly. Zura kept on walking.
“Sarah!” Alex repeated.
The Witch paused and turned to look at him questioningly.
Alex nodded his head towards the bunkhouse. Zura frowned for a moment and then her eyes widened as she realized what Alex meant. The Tarenian was disguised as a common Caravan Guard and thus would be housed in the bunkhouse with the rest of them.
“Sorry,” Zura said as she hurried over and walked with Alex towards the bunkhouse. 
The team found four rooms in the far corner of the first floor of the bunkhouse. Judging from the few animals and wagons Alex had seen in the stable area, he guessed that there was no Caravan here at the moment.
Yet, despite the lack of animals and wagons, Alex noticed a surprising number of guardsmen around the bunkhouse.
Alex asked Taiya about it as she had been to Zenkova before. 
“Much of the trade out of Zenkova is done by river boats. It is usually faster to move the goods by using the river Lim to travel to Verbana.  The boats between Zenkova and Verbana are run by the Caravan guards. 
“There are also barges coming south with cattle and other animals from the Orc herds to the north. The Orcs handle those barges themselves, including protecting them,” Taiya explained.
“Do the wagons only head up the Greenspring valley?” Alex asked.
“Yes. The rest of the trade is by river,” she answered.
“Interesting,” Alex said.
Taiya’s information confirmed Alex’s guess that Zenkova was critical to the trade in the region. It would make sense if someone was trying to control the Greenspring Valley, Zenkova would play a critical part in their plans. It also explained the number of Caravan Guards present. They were working on the boats instead of guarding the wagons.
“It's too early for dinner, I am going to take a bath and clean up from our journey,” Taiya said.
“That sounds wonderful,” Zura said and then she frowned.
“What?” Taiya asked.
“A bath will wash of my skin powders. The bunkhouse is not very private. People will see that I am really a Tarenian!” the Witch said in frustration.
“Can’t you just reapply it?” Alex asked.
“The bathing room is wide open. Also, I am not sure how long I will have to masquerade with this darker skin. I do not want to waste the powders. I will wait on the bath,” she said with a frown.
The others nodded.
“I brought one of my books along. It is a history of the Taganag kingdom. I didn’t want to bring any books that would be suspicious. I will sit in my room and read while you three get cleaned up.”
The bathroom attendant prepared water for them in three of the tubs. There were eight tubs total, but the other 5 were empty. They asked the attendant if he could see that their clothes were washed. Free laundry service, a bed to sleep in and meals in the bunkhouse kitchen were all perks of being a Caravan Guard.
They took their time, luxuriating in the hot water. Janx let out a contented sigh.
“This doesn't feel quite as nice as the hot springs in Igrim, but it is very good,” the Foxman said as he closed his eyes and sank to his chin in the water.
Taiya noticed Alex admiring her breasts as she washed her auburn hair. Her green eyes flashed with merriment as she blew him a kiss. He smiled as he admired her body. She was so sexy he thought.
Alex let out a sigh as well, but his was in frustration that he could not carry the Elf off to his room and make passionate love to her. 
“After we solve this mystery, I need some alone time with you,” Taiya whispered as the look in her eyes shifted from merriment to desire.
“I feel the same way,” he whispered back at her.
They both laughed.
Afterwards they headed back to their cubicles to change into a fresh set of clothes. Arban popped his head into their rooms. He told them that he would be dining with Master Daerona this evening, but she wanted to meet with them for breakfast in her office.
Arban told them to stick to the Guildhouse tonight. People were still getting randomly murdered every few nights. It had gotten to the point that people only travelled in groups once the sun went down.
The four of them ate an early dinner in the bunkhouse kitchen. The cooks were a pair of older men. They had prepared a spicy fish stew. They had mugs of a bright yellow ale to wash it down. 
They were all tired from the road. They all went to bed early, enjoying the comfort a bed could provide compared to sleeping on a bedroll on the hard ground outside.
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The next morning, they met in Master Daerona’s office. In addition to her desk, there was a large table with room for ten people. Arban quickly introduced them, remembering to call Zura Sarah.
“Please be seated. We can talk after we break our fast,” Master Daerona said as she motioned them to be seated.
A pair of human servants brought in platters of eggs, bread, cheese and fruit as well as pitchers of water and some kind of fruit juice. The servants closed the door behind them for privacy as they left the room.
Caranvan Master Daerona was an Elven Woman. She looked to be in her late forties, but Alex still wasn’t sure about how different races aged on Ktor. She had long dark blonde hair and light brown eyes. She was wearing her official cape. It was a short, gold trimmed cloak covering her shoulders that signified her position as a Caravan Master.
Her pointy ears were a little larger than Taiya’s. Alex wondered if that signified that she was a particular type of Elf or if it was just an individual trait in the same way that a human could have a small nose or a large nose.
Master Daerona did a double take when she looked at Zura. She frowned for a moment as she tried to place her. Her eyes opened wide as she finally made the connection. She stood up and bowed her head to the Witch.
“Lady Zura, forgive me, I didn’t recognize you at first,” Daerona said in a confused voice.
Alex was surprised for a moment and then he remembered how everyone seemed to defer to the White Witches. Her Order certainly commanded respect from everyone. Zura stood up and nodded to the Caravan Master.
“Master Daerona, I would ask that you keep my arrival and my identity a secret. Please call me Sarah for the time being. I am hoping to discover what happened to Master Nella. If people knew who I am, I may become the hunted instead of the hunter,” Zura explained.
“Of course, my Lady. You have my word. I must say that I fear the worst regarding Master Nella. She disappeared over a week ago. When I checked her room, all her belongings were still there. With all the murders in the city, I worry that she has also been killed,” the Elf said sadly.
Zura nodded and sat down so that Master Daerona would not feel obligated to stand.
“I fear that my mentor has been murdered. We have ways to... communicate, and I have not heard from her in many days,” Zura said.
They finished their breakfast in silence. When everyone had finished, Daerona callled for the servants to clean off the table. She instructed the servants that she should not be disturbed until after her meeting had finished. The men closed the door behind them.
“What is the current situation in Zenkova,” Alex asked as he leaned forward in his chair.
Master Daerona frowned at him and looked towards Arban.
“Alex is young, but he is wise for his years. He has proven himself invaluable in his service to the Caravan Guards,” the Orc said with a smile.
The Elf made a “humph” noise, before turning back towards Alex.
“Zenkova is afraid. People are still getting murdered, their bodies found in side streets and alleys or down by the docks. Viljan, the Chief Minister has proclaimed himself Commander of Zenkova. With the murder of the King and Queen, the murders of General Tam and two of the other advisors, much of the city’s leadership has been destroyed,” Daerona explained.
“Has there been any clue as to who has been behind these killings,” Alex asked.
“No. That is the strange part. Zenkova has good relations with Kargosk to the west and Verbana to the southeast. To the southwest are the Troll Hills, but we avoid them, and they avoid us. To the South are the Vara Elves, but they do not venture this way.
“To the east is an empty grassy plain for many days journey until it reaches the Deathwood. To the north, the river Lim comes down from Orc lands, but we are on good terms with them and provide a resting area for them as they travel south to Verbana. The only problem are Hargs in the hills North of here who sometimes raid the outlying farms or attack the Orc barges as they go up and down the river.” Daerona explained.
They were quiet for a time as they pondered what the Caravan Master had told them.
“If there are no obvious external threats, what about internal threats?” Alex asked.
“What do you mean?” Daerona asked.
“Did the King have any enemies among the other nobles of the city. Perhaps someone that wants to take over the city,” Alex explained.
The Caravan Master considered his question.
“No one comes to mind. King Brun and Queen Marta were liked by the people of Zenkova, nobles and commoner alike. Why do you think that is a possibility?” she asked.
“In Kargosk, House Orzetz wanted to become the chief House of the city and usurp the power of House Karlo. The city was ready to fall into a civil war. We also discovered that House Orzetz was receiving aid from an outside source. Some person or group was giving Orzetz aid in his quest to take over Kargosk” Alex said to her.
“Who was providing the aid?” Master Daerona asked.
“I wish we knew,” Arban said with a snort.
“Alex thinks that whoever was helping Orzetz in Kargosk was also behind the assassination attempt of Duke Oktoban,” Zura added.
“Then it is a possibility that the same person or persons is causing the trouble in Zenkova,” Daerona said with a frown.
“Yes. It must be. Someone has been trying to destabilize the whole Greenspring Valley,” Alex said.
“This is so strange. If this is so, what is their goal in Zenkova? Could someone be planning an invasion of our lands?” Master Daerona said thoughtfully.
“It is certainly one possibility,” Alex said.
The room was quiet for a moment.
“Has there been any word on the Princesses?” Alex asked.
“No. They disappeared a week ago. It was the same day that their parents were murdered,” Daerona explained.
“Where were the King and Queen when they were killed?” Alex asked.
“They were in the Castle. The attack occurred in the middle of the night. The Princesses were abducted the same night,” the Caravan Master explained.
“I am assuming that the older girl is the heir to the throne?” Arban asked.
“Yes. Princess Hilda is almost 25 years old. She is unmarried and the heir. I suppose we should say that she is the Queen of Zenkova now that her parents are dead,” Daerona said.
“Why do you think that the Princesses were taken and not murdered along with their parents,” Alex asked.
“I am not sure,” Daerona said with a shrug.
“With the parents dead, the girls cannot be used as bargaining chips,” Zura said thoughtfully.
“Whoever is behind the attack wants to use Princess Hilda in some way,” Alex said, thinking out loud.
“They may want to coerce her into some kind of alliance,” Zura said.
“What is Princess, or should I say Queen, Hilda like,” Alex asked.
“From what I have seen, the new Queen is a pragmatic girl. She was often in attendance with her parents when the King and Queen held meetings and ceremonies. She was being groomed to be the future leader of Zenkova,” Daerona explained.
“What of the other Princess?” Zura asked.
“Princess Antonina? She is not seen much. I have heard that she is a strange girl. She is kept out of the public eye,” Master Daerona said.
“How old is she?” Alex asked.
The Caravan Master thought about it for a moment.
“I am not sure. Perhaps 18 or 19 summers. In the 5 years that I have been here, there has not been a public celebration of her birthday. Yet every year, the King has a public ceremony for Princess Hilda and children are invited to the castle where the Princess hands out sweets in celebration,” she said.
Alex wondered what was wrong with the other Princess that they kept her hidden.
“They could be using the younger girl as leverage to threaten the new Queen with,” Arban said.
“They may also have kept the younger one alive as another option. If the new Queen refuses to do what they want, they may kill her and use that to scare the younger girl to do their bidding,” Zura said.
Alex nodded. Zura certainly had a ruthless way of looking at things. He wondered if Taren was a vicious land. Or maybe this was normal for Ktor. He had only been here for a relatively short time.
He had seen an assassination attempt on a head of state and an outside force trying to fund a civil war in Kargosk to put their man in Power. Was it really any different than what his country had been doing with the CIA or even his own Green Beret unit?  Power struggles on Earth were pretty ruthless as well, he supposed.
“I will assume that since the bodies of the girls have not been found, there is a good chance that they are still alive,” Alex said.
“They are no doubt trying to bend one or the other to do their bidding,” Zura said with a nod.
“How many days before the King was assassinated, did Master Nella disappear?” Zura asked.
The Elf thought for a moment.
“Two days,” she said.
“Perhaps Master Nella was on the verge of discovering something about the people behind the trouble. The enemy probably saw her as a threat that needed to be eliminated,” Alex said.
“Her disappearance will arouse suspicion, but it will be weeks, if not months before the White Witches can respond,” Zura said. 
“All the activity in the Greenspring Valley indicates that the enemy is well on its path, whatever that goal may be,” Alex said.
“Do you believe someone is trying to conquer the Valley,” Arban asked.
“Conquer it? Perhaps. At the very least they wanted to put their people in charge of Kargosk and to leave Oktoban weakened. My guess is they plan on using the new Queen as their puppet in Zenkova,” Alex said.
Alex wondered if they would convince the new Queen that she would need to let “advisors” into her city to help her run things in the “correct” way. Perhaps using her sister as a hostage.
“Do you still have Master Nella’s things?” Zura asked.
“Yes, I have not touched her things, they are still in her room. I have held out hope that she will return,” Master Daerona said.
“I would like to examine her room,” Zura said as she stood up.
The rest of them stood up and Master Daerona led them to an upstairs room. The Caravan Master removed a key from her pocket, and they entered. 
The room was a typical Guildhouse guestroom. There was a small bathtub by the window, a double size bed, and a wardrobe. A small desk with a mirror along with a small table and two small chairs were also in the room,
They stood to the side of the room while Zura examined the room’s contents.
“Her travel cloak is still here,” Zura said as she held up the cloak.
“Her travel bags and her books are here as well,” Zura said as she examined a pair of packs that were laid next to the wardrobe.
“I fear the worst,” the White Witch said as she turned towards them with a sad look on her face.
Alex walked over to her and rested his hand on her shoulder.
“I am afraid you were correct. The most likely option is that Master Nella was murdered. My guess is that she was close to discovering who was involved in the troubles here. The enemy had her killed before she could warn others,” he said.
“I wonder if Master Nella’s investigations caused the enemy to advance their plans and murder the KIng and Queen,” Janx speculated.
“Perhaps. Certainly, things were heating up in Kargosk. Orzetz had already taken out House Miloz. It was probably only a matter of days before he moved against House Karlo. Do not forget that the assassination attempt on Duke Oktoban happened many weeks ago. I Imagine that the move on Zenkova was probably close either way. Several of the chief advisors had already been murdered.,” Alex said. 
“How would you expect the enemy to proceed?” Janx asked.
Alex considered the question. He thought about how the Green Berets would prepare to overthrow a country and some of the tactics used.
“The city is afraid. The murders of common citizens have the people feeling unprotected by their government. No one is immune, both high and low are being murdered. They might try to persuade the new Queen to form an alliance with them. They could then send some of their troops in to Zenkova under the pretense of protecting the people,” Alex explained.
“Even though they themselves are the ones causing the problems,” Taiya asked with a look of puzzlement on her face.
Alex gave her a rueful smile.
“Exactly. They can scare or threaten the young Queen to do what they want and have her keep quiet about their threats or else they will kill her. Or perhaps they threaten to kill her sister. The people of Zenkova will welcome the new soldiers into the city as protectors. The murders of the common folk magically stop. The people will feel safe and will accept the presence of the strangers. People want to feel safe,” Alex told them.
“That is truly an evil plan if it is true,” Taiya said with a frown.
“You were right Arban, the young man is truly wise beyond his years,” Master Daerona said as she looked at Alex appreciatively.
Arban smiled and gave Alex a pat on the shoulder.
Alex nodded. He noticed that Zura had narrowed her eyes and was regarding him suspiciously.
“What?” he asked her.
The White Witch blinked and then shook her head.
“Nothing,” she said.
“If you do not mind, I would like to look through Master Nella’s books. She kept a notebook as a record of what we saw on our travels for when she was to report back to the Great Hall. Perhaps there is something in there regarding her investigation,” Zura added.
“That is a good idea,” Alex said with a nod.
“I’m going to take a walk down to the docks. There is a bar there called the Flying Fish. Orcs traveling to Verbana frequent it on their way down the river. I will see if they have any news from the North,” Arban said.
“I can go with the ladies to the market across the plaza and see if we can overhear any news. Janx, would you mind waiting here at the Guildhouse. Foxmen are pretty rare and you might draw attention to us,” Alex said.
“Not at all. I will practice my spearwork in the courtyard while I await your return,” Janx replied.
“All right then. We can meet this afternoon to discuss our findings,” Alex said.
“Watch your backs. The city is on edge. You should be safe because the murders seem to happen after dark, but keep your eyes open,” the Caravan Master said before turning to head back to her office.
The rest of them headed out, leaving Zura to go through her mentor’s books.




Chapter Sixteen


Alex and Taiya walked across the plaza to the market while Arban headed eastward towards the docks. The Orc assured them he would be back before nightfall.  
The market was large, housed in two long budlings across the street from each other. Alex noticed some stalls were exclusively selling fish. He had seen fish for sale in other markets, but they were always sold in butchers' stalls with only a few fish to choose from. Alex counted three fish sellers offering a large selection of fish and river crabs.
Otherwise, the market seemed like the other markets he had seen. The smell of spices, leather, soaps and candles were some of the things Alex noticed as they walked between the rows of merchant’s stalls. Alex noticed that there were a few more Orcs present, especially at the butcher’s stalls.
“What does that Orc woman sell?” Alex asked Taiya.
Two Orc women had a small stall that seemed empty. One of the women was talking to a Dwarven man and writing something down in her ledger. The other Orc was talking to an Elven Woman. A Human woman was waiting patiently for her turn.
“I’m not sure,” Taiya said.
They walked closer and saw the Dwarven Man hand the Orc some silver coins. The woman thanked him and the man left. The Orc smiled at the Human woman.
“Good morning, Gerta! What would you like to order?” the Orc said as the woman approached.
“Good morning, Narma! My husband wants to know if you have any yearling calves left for the next delivery?” the woman asked.
The Orc woman looked down at her ledger. She ran her finger down the entries before stopping at one. She looked up at the woman.
“I still have two unsold that should be here in five days,” the Orc said.
The Human woman let out a sigh of relief.
“Wonderful! My husband was worried that he had waited too long to place his order,” the woman said.
“I am pleased that we can provide what you need,” the Orc woman said.
The other Orc had finished with her customer. She smiled at the Human woman.
“Greeting Gerta! How is your family?” she asked.
“Well, thank you. And how is your husband doing?” the woman replied.
“Our husband is doing well. We will be sure to tell him you asked about him,” the first Orc said with a smile.
“How much deposit do you need?” the woman asked as she reached for her coin purse.
“For a regular customer like you Gerta, one silver will suffice,” the Orc said.
The Human handed her a coin and thanked her. The Orc made a note in her ledger.
Alex and Taiya wandered away from the merchant’s stall.
“I suppose the merchant represents the Orc ranchers to the north. They probably ship livestock down river, stopping here on their way to Verbana,” Taiya said to him.
“That makes sense,” Alex said.
They wandered down the aisles of the market. There was an underlying sense of unease to the place. For a large market, the place had a hushed note compared to the typical noise level one would expect in a large marketplace.
They noticed a vegetable vendor where a handful of men and women were standing around. The people seemed to be more interested in talking than looking at the vendor’s wares.
Alex looked at Taiya and tilted his head in the direction of the stand. Taiya looked over and nodded. They walked over to a woman selling ceramic mugs and vases that was next to the vegetable stand. It should be close enough that they could eavesdrop without attracting too much attention to themselves.
The ceramics merchant was an older Moon Elf woman. She had fine lines of age on her forehead and around her dark eyes. Her long black hair was shot with grey. She was sitting on a stool surrounded by three small tables that formed a “U” shape around her.
The woman stood up as the approached and smiled encouragingly at them. Taiya picked up one of the mugs and started examining it. Alex walked to the side of the Moon Elf’s display closest to the vegetable vendor. He crossed his arms and tried to appear like a bored husband waiting for his woman while she looked at trinkets.
Taiya politely asked the woman about the patterns and designs on the various mugs and vases. The woman explained that some of the geometric patterns were traditional patterns used by the Moon Elves in this region. The woman then held up a vase with a more flowing design. She explained that it was one of the designs that she had created.
Alex focused his attention on the conversation going on behind him.
“Aye hopefully Minister Viljan will have better luck putting an end to these murders than King Brun did, may his soul rest in peace,” a woman’s voice said.
Alex heard someone snort.
“I say he will wind up murdered in cold blood just like the King and the other ministers,” a man’s voice said.
“Our city is cursed,” another woman said, speaking softly.
“Hush your tongue, Nan!” a different woman hissed.
“How else can you explain what has befallen our city,” the woman who was Nan replied.
“Did you here that they found Zev’s body in an alley near the northern wall,” the man spoke again.
“That old fool. What was he doing out alone after dark. He was probably drunk as usual.” another woman chimed in.
“Tis a dark cloud that hangs over Zenkova,” Nan said.
“It's a shame that General Tam was the first one murdered. He was a good man. He would have gotten to the bottom of these murders,” another man added.
The conversation soon changed to gossiping about a widow who had been seen visiting a married fruit vendor that had a stall in the other market building. Alex cleared his throat to get Taiya’s attention.
Taiya fished out some iron coins from her pocket and bought a small ceramic mug from the Moon Elf. The woman thanked her, and they moved down the aisle.
“Why did you buy a mug?” Ales asked.
The Elf looked at him with troubled eyes.
“I didn’t want to waste money... but I felt bad that I had taken up so much of the woman’s time with my questions,” she said.
Alex gave her a reassuring pat on her shoulder.
“You did the right thing. I’m sure the woman was grateful,” he said with a smile.
“I suppose I can pack it in my bag and hope it doesn’t break on our next journey,” she said as she held up the mug for his inspection as they walked.
The two of them wandered about for a few hours as they listened to snippets of conversation. Near the center of the market was something like a food court. It seemed that every market had one. The food vendors could provide food for both customers and merchants alike.
They had passed another food court earlier. Alex guessed that the large market could easily support two. They settled on an Orc woman who was frying lightly battered fish fillets in an iron pan with oil. Another woman was frying potatoes cut into small cubes. The woman handed them a wooden plate with two fillets each and some of the potatoes and a young girl handed them a wooden knife and fork.
“If you could, please return the plate and utensils to me sir,” the girl said to Alex.
Alex smiled and nodded to her. He guessed that she must be one of the cook’s daughters.
They found an empty table and Taiya sat down. Alex set his plate down and walked over to a nearby merchant that was selling ales. He returned with two mugs of a golden frothy local beer.
The fish was pleasantly mild, and the batter gave it a touch of saltiness. The diced potatoes had an interesting, slightly spicy flavor.
“What do you think of the fish?” Taiya asked.
“It’s pretty good. Sort of a Zenkovian version of Fish and Chips,” he said.
Taiya looked at him with puzzlement in her green eyes and then she looked at her plate.
“What do you mean by chips?” she asked as she looked up at him again.
“Oh... some of the people back home call fried potatoes “Chips”,” he said with shrug.
“Why don’t they call them fried potatoes?” she asked in confusion.
Alex laughed.
“Honestly, I don’t know. That’s just what some people call them,” he said.
“Merica. What a strange land you come from,” the Elf said with a little laugh.
As they ate, they quietly compared notes regarding what they had each overheard. Fear and uncertainty were the common themes.
After they had finished and returned the plates and utensils to the little girl and dropped off their mugs with the ale merchant, they walked back to the Guildhouse.
Arban returned about half an hour after Alex and Taiya had returned. They gathered the team together and met in Daerona’s office. Alex noticed that Zura was carrying a small book.
“Where you able to learn anything from the Orcs?” Alex asked after they all had been seated.
“They are concerned with the murder of the King and Queen. They are worried that there may be some sort of attack on Zenkova which will cut off their trade with Verbana. They are not certain who could be behind the attacks.
“They are also reporting increased activity with the Hargs to the northeast of here. The Hargs have tried to attack the Orc’s river barges. They have sunk two recently and made away with some of the livestock that didn’t drown,” Arban told them.
“Anything else?” Alex asked.
The Orc thought for a moment.
“Well, one of the Orcs was with a war party that tracked some Hargs to the edge of the Deathwood. They didn’t follow them in, fearing an ambush. But the one fellow who was with the rear guard as they headed back to the river swears that he saw a skeleton warrior watching them from the woods,” the Orc said with a shrug.
“Impossible. The Necromancer was killed ages ago. It was probably his nerves causing him to see things that weren’t there,” Master Daerona said as she scoffed at the idea.
“What do you think?” Alex asked Zura.
“I agree. The Tarwin Forest is probably home to Hargs and nothing more,” the Witch said.
“What did you learn in the marketplace?” Arban asked.
“Nothing of note. The people are tense and afraid. They seem to have lost confidence in the government. It sounds like few have much faith in the remaining advisors and wonder if they will be the next ones murdered,” Alex said to them.
The room was silent for a few moments as they considered what Alex and Arban had said. Alex then turned towards Zura. It was strange seeing her darkened skin, brown wig and hazel eyes.
“I went through Master Nella’s journal, and she has taken notes on the various murders in the city. She felt like there was a difference in the murders of the common folk and the murders of officials,” she told them.
“What do you mean?” Alex asked.
The White Witch opened the book that she had been holding. She flipped through the pages until she reached about two thirds of the way through the book. She underlined the words with her finger as she read out loud.
“The common folk have all died from straightforward wounds. Most have been run through with what was probably a sword. There were no signs of struggle on the three bodies that I was able to see before the Town Watch cleaned up the mess and took the bodies away.
“I was also able to observe the scene where two of the ministers were murdered. One had been poisoned. The other had been pushed off the city wall in the middle of the night. Their murders were more complicated. I believe it was done by someone that they knew, who was able to get close to them without suspicion,” Zura finished.
“The commoners are probably being killed randomly. Their deaths are meant to strike fear in the population and to undermine their faith in the King’s power,” Alex said as he considered what Zura had read.
“Her notes about the advisors' deaths seem to indicate someone within the advisors or close to the King was responsible for their murders. They were able to get close to the advisors, even in this time of heightened security,” Zura said.
“Exactly. My thoughts are that the enemy, whoever they may be, has an important person that they have promised a position of power once the city of Zenkova has fallen. Similar to what they were doing in Kargosk with Jacob Orzetz,” Alex said to them.
Zura looked towards the Caravan Master.
“Was there strife between members of the King’s advisors with the King?” Zura asked her.
“No, if anything, the King and his advisors seemed to get along well,” she said, surprised at the question.
“What about any other noble houses? Especially those that could have a claim to the throne?” Zura asked.
Master Daerona frowned as she considered the possibilities.
“No particular house comes to mind. None of the other houses in the city are particularly strong. And none has made an attempt to stand out and be strong as these murders have continued,” Daerona said.
“How many advisors are still alive?” Alex asked.
“The Wizard Viljan is the Commander, and General Vetz has been brought out of retirement to head the Army. Julia represents the merchants, there is also the Captain of the Watch, the chief steward, the librarian, and the chief almoner, a priest of the temple of the elders and the steward of the granaries,” Daerona said.
“Open positions are the treasurer, the chief herald and the Master of the hunt,” she added after a moment’s thought.
“Are some of those advisors you mentioned newly appointed in their positions?” Alex asked.
“General Vetz and the chief steward are new. The treasurer, herald annd Master of the hunt were all murdered, but no one has replaced them yet.  The Captain of the Watch position was recently replaced with a new officer,” she said.
“Do you think any of them would have designs on the throne?” Zura asked.
“I... I never thought of it in that way. I will consider it and let you know,” Master Daerona said with a frown.
They sat and pondered for a time.
“Master Daerona, could you get me directions to a tavern called the Lazy Lion?” Alex asked.
The Elf paused and thought for a moment.
“The Lazy Lion? That’s located in the northeast corner of the city. Its is not in the best neighborhood. Why would you want to go there?” she asked with a frown.
“There is someone there that I need to talk to. I am hoping they have some information as to what is going on in the city,” he said.
“I would suggest you do not travel there alone. Especially at night, when the murders seem to happen,” she advised.
“Do most of the killings happen in that particular section of the city?” Arban asked.
“No... No neighborhood had been safe, rich or poor. I meant that the northeast is always a little dangerous and even more so at night because of the murders,” she explained.
“I will accompany him,” the Orc said.
“As will I,” Taiya said.
“I too would like to come,” Janx said.
“Foxmen are a rare sight. Better that you stay behind with Zura so as not to draw too much attention,” Arban said.
“Yes. I understand,” Janx said with a nod. Alex could see that the Foxman was a little agitated at having to stay behind again.
“We will go eat dinner there, that way it looks like we have a reason to be there,” Alex said.
Master Daerona gave them the directions. It should take less than an hour to walk there, she told them.
“It's midafternoon now. We should leave in an hour,” Alex said.




Chapter Seventeen


The Lazy Lion was a modest sized tavern located in a poor section of the city. The interior was similar to most taverns he had seen on Ktor. The wall to the right contained a long bar, in this case it had about a dozen stools, half of them occupied. There were about twenty square tables spaced about the rest of the room. 
The customers turned to look at the newcomers for a moment before turning back to their meals, drinks or conversations. The clientele was diverse including Orcs, a pair of Dwarves and a table with three brown haired Elves in a corner.
They sat at an empty table on the left side of the room near the wall. After a few minutes' wait, one of the serving girls stopped by their table and Arban ordered them a round of ales. When she returned with the drinks, Alex asked what the food specialty of the place was.
“We always have our spicy crab soup, which is very popular. Tonight, the cook has broiled fillets of rockfish and seasoned rice. The soup, fish and rice can be had for a special price of 1 silver,” she said to them.
Alex looked towards Taiya and Arban and they both nodded.
“We will take three of the specials,” Alex said.
The serving girl nodded and headed through a door behind the bar. A few moments she returned with three bowls of soup, utensils and napkin cloths.
“Ooohh! The soup is very spicy!” Taiya said with a smile as she tasted the crab soup.
“No doubt to sell more ale to cool you down,” Arban said with a laugh as he savored the soup with an approving nod.
Alex thought the soup definitely had a kick to it. The soup was a red colored broth with bits of crab meat in it. There were also carrots and onions and another vegetable that he couldn’t identify. At least Alex thought it was a vegetable. It was very good, but he certainly needed another mug of Ale once he had finished eating the soup.
“What did you think of the soup?” Taiya said, smiling as she noticed the beads of sweat on his forehead.
“It’s very spicy. But it was good,” he said and coughed as some of the spice still burned his throat.
Taiya’s eyes lit up with laughter as she smiled at him.
“It’s definitely a nice change from the journey bread we eat on our travels,” he added.
“Aye. The bread is convenient, but it becomes dull after a couple of days,” Arban said as he took another swig of his ale.
The serving girl cleared off their bowls and then brought them a second round of drinks. Alex was grateful for the cool liquid after the soup. A few minutes later she stopped by with fillets of fish on top of plates of rice.
The fish was cooked well and lightly seasoned compared to the spiciness of the crab soup. The rice had a citrusy flavor which paired well with the fish.
The three of them finished the meal in silence as they looked around occasionally at the other patrons. A few of the customers had a rough edge to them, but most seemed to be what Alex thought of as the working class of Ktor. 
A couple of the humans and one or two of the Orcs had the look of mercenary soldiers. Alex wondered if they were Kanban Mercenaries. These men didn’t have the hard edge to them like the Kanbans he had seen in Kargosk possessed. Perhaps they were independent.
“Do you think they are Kanban?’ Alex asked Arban.
“I don’t think so. They don’t have the Kanban look and swagger. Probably adventurers who will pick up work wherever they can,” the Orc said.
They serving girl cleaned off their table.
“Is Ozvald here tonight?” Alex asked.
“Maybe. Maybe not,” the girl said. 
Alex discreetly handed her a silver coin.
“A mutual friend from Kargosk said I should stop by and say hello when I passed through Zenkova,” Alex said to her.
The girl glanced at the coin before slipping it into her apron. She nodded and then disappeared into the kitchen.
A minute later, Alex noticed an Elf poke his head through the door. His eyes scanned the room before stopping for a moment on Alex and his companions. The Elf scanned the rest of the room before disappearing back into the kitchen.
A minute later, the serving girl approached their table.
“Ozvald will see you. In a few minutes, finish your beer. Leave the Lazy Lion by the front door. Just to your right you will see an alley. It is between our building and the next. Go down the alley and knock on the first door on the right. Knock 4 times,” the serving girl explained.
Alex nodded.
“Hou much do we owe for the food and drink?” he asked.
“Five silver,” she said.
Alex fished out the coins and gave her an extra silver.
The girl accepted the coins with a smile.
After they had finished their ales, they headed out of the tavern. A few feet away was the entrance to the alley. A young boy was sitting on a box near the alley entrance.
Alex guessed that the kid was some sort of lookout. Alex gave him a nod as they walked past. The boy tipped his hat.
A little way down the alley, Alex saw the door. He knocked 4 times.
After a moment, the door opened a few inches and the same Elf that had looked at them from the kitchen doorway was peeking at them. The Elf nodded his head and opened the door and let them in.
“A moment while I lock the door,” the Elf said.
As the Elf proceeded to lock the door Alex looked around. They were in a narrow hallway that ran parallel to the outside wall. Alex guessed it was behind the wall that their table had been inside the tavern. The hall was dimly lit by a few small lanterns.
“Follow me,” the Elf said, and he led them down the passage towards the back of the building. The hallway led to a rectangular room. A table with six chairs was positioned at the back of the room. In the back right wall of the room was a closed door. A pair of lanterns provided dim lighting.
An older Human sat at the table. A scar ran down his forehead and across his right eye. The eye was milky white and blind. To his left was an Orc woman in leather armor. Two men armed with crossbows stood in opposite corners. The crossbows were loaded, but they were pointing at the floor. 
A human man and woman stood a little behind the seated pair. They were wearing chainlink armored hauberks and were armed with longswords. Their faces and arms bore the telltale signs of many battles. The Elf who had let them in walked behind them and stood in the doorway.
“You wanted to speak to me,” the one-eyed man said.
“Renna, the former owner of the Jumping Kitty and Master of House Pantera suggested we seek you out if we needed anything once we arrived in Zenkova,” Alex said.
The man sat silent for a moment as he watched Alex. Alex assumed that the man was Ozvald.
“What do you mean, former owner of the Jumping Kitty?” he asked.
“It was burned down by House Krazno during the recent fighting in Kargosk,” he said.
“What is House Pantera?” the man asked.
“The former House of Krazno. Dav Karlo gave her the House to repay her for supporting him,” Alex said.
The man blinked as he tried to make sense of what Alex had just told him.
“Karlo gave Renna House Krazno? Much has happened in Kargosk it seems. Last I heard, Jacob Orzetz was poised to take over the city,” the man said.
“Jacob Orzetz is dead, and his House eliminated,” Alex said.
Surprise flickered across the Orc woman’s face for a moment. The man was silent as he considered what Alex had just told him.
“How did Renna become involved in all of this,” the man asked.
“Luz Krazno found out she had been stealing from his warehouses. He sent his Kanban mercenaries to smash up her bar. That attack failed, but later he had his men burn it down. I convinced her to support Karlo, since Krazno was allied with Orzetz.
“Thanks to her help, Karlo eliminated Orzetz and Krazno. He gave her Krazno’s manor house in gratitude. She is now Lady Renna of House Pantera. I think Karlo is trying to turn her into an honest and respectable citizen,” Alex finished with a smile.
“Lady Renna,” the man said with a laugh.
“Good luck turning that shifty woman into an honest citizen!” the one-eyed man added.
The man leaned back in his chair and regarded Alex and his friends.
“I am Ozvald. Who are you and how do you fit into all of this?” Ozvald said.
“I am Alex. I work with the Caravan Guards. Turmoil is bad for business. Karlo was the better choice,” he said.
“How did you convince Renna to help you?” Ozvald asked.
“I happened to be in the Jumping Kitty when the Kanban tried to bust it up. I already had a run in with the Kanban group’s leader. I didn’t like him, so I helped Renna deal with the problem. Soon afterwards, her place was burned down, and it was obvious that Krazno wasn’t going to let her survive in Kargosk. It was in her best interests to help Karlo,” Alex explained.
“You helped her beat Kanban mercenaries?” Ozvald asked with a look of doubt.
“I did have my friend with me,” Alex said and nodded at Arban.
The Orc flashed a grim smile, showing off his canines.
“That is certainly an interesting tale. So, what is it that you wanted to talk to me about,” Ozvald said as he rested his elbows on the arms of his chair and steepled his fingers together.
“There are two things I wanted to ask you about. First, I wanted to see if you had any idea about who is behind the murders in the city. Secondly, I wanted to see if your people have seen Master Nella, the White Witch, anywhere in the city,” Alex said.
The man considered his request.
“Why do you care about the Witch?” Ozvald said.
“A friend of ours is concerned that she may have been murdered,” he said.
Ozvald leaned towards the Orc woman next to him and whispered something. The woman thought a moment and then whispered a response. Ozvald leaned back in his chair again.
“I assume your “friend” is the young Witch that was with the older Witch when they passed through Zenkova a few weeks ago,” Ozvald said.
Alex considered a moment before answering truthfully.
“Yes,” he said.
“I thought you were working with the Caravan Guards? Why do you care about Witch’s business?” Ozvald asked.
“The young Witch helped us in our battle with House Orzetz and House Krazno. I told her I would investigate Master Nella’s disappearance as a favor since she had helped us,” Alex explained.
“You want information. Information leads to knowledge and knowledge leads to power. Power comes at a price,” the man said.
“What is your price?” Alex asked.
The man considered for a moment.
“Ten gold pieces,” he said.
Alex could almost feel Taiya’s wince at the figure.
“Five gold,” Alex countered.
The man thought for a moment and then gave Alex a half smile.
“Since you have given me information today and you have helped my friend Renna, five gold is enough,” Ozvald said with a nod.
Alex pulled out his coin pouch and counted out 5 gold coins. He walked to the table and placed the coins down in front of Ozvald. The Orc woman scooped up the coins, glanced at them for a moment and then placed them in one of her pockets.
“Tell him what you know of the Witch,” Ozvald said.
The Orc woman looked at Alex and his companions.
“The Witch has not been seen since last week. As far as I know, she has not left the city. She was seen all over Zenkova about two weeks ago when she returned. I had reports of her in the marketplace, the docks, the castle... even the old cemetery in the south side of the city.
“Sometimes she was seen openly, other times she was cloaked with her hood up, but my people recognized her. We were not sure what she was doing, so we kept an eye out for her,” the Orc explained.
“When was the last time your people saw her?” Alex asked.
The Orc frowned.
“I am not sure. I did not have anyone following her. A few days had passed before we realized she had disappeared,” she replied.
Alex nodded.
“What about the murders in the city?” he asked.
“The murders have us all on edge,” Ozvald answered
“Do you have any idea who is behind it?” Alex asked
“No. The death of high-level advisors would indicate that they were killed by professional assassins. My people have not seen anything or anyone to indicate their presence. Even the commonfolk have been taken out quietly. No one seems to have seen or heard anything,” Ozvald said with a frown.
“The assassin sent to kill Duke Oktoban was an Esteemed Sister of the Nameless Sect,” Alex said.
Ozvalds eyebrows raised up in surprise. He rubbed his hand with his chin.
“They say the Sisters are some of the best. Very expensive too,” he said as he looked at the Orc woman next to him. She frowned and shrugged her shoulders.
“Do you have any thoughts as to who wants to throw Zenkova into turmoil?” Alex asked.
“That is a question we have asked ourselves many times. Zenkova is at peace with her neighbors. The people of the city were content. King Brun was not well loved by the people, but neither was he disliked,” Ozvald explained.
“What about the King’s advisors? Do you think one of them could be behind the troubles?” Alex asked.
“General Tam was ambitious, but he was the first one murdered. Kell was also strong willed, and she was also killed,” he said.
“What about the Wizard?” Alex asked.
“Vijan? He was an advisor to King Brun’s father for a few years before he passed away. He has been loyal to the royal family. The Wizard looks exhausted as he tries to keep the people calm. He is probably worried that he will be the next to be murdered,” Ozvald said.
Alex nodded.
“Anything else unusual that your people have seen?” Alex asked.
Ozvald looked to the Orc woman. She shook her head no.
“Thank you. I appreciate your help,” Alex said.
Ozvald stood up, indicating the meeting was over.
“And I appreciate you helping my old friend Renna. My brother was one of the victims of the murders. I will have Bolorma ask about the Witch. At the least we can give you a better feel of where she had been seen. All I ask in return is the name of the killer should you discover it,” Ozvald said and nodded towards the Orc woman who stood up.
“Come by the Lazy Lion about this time tomorrow. Ask for me at the bar and I will give you whatever information I can gather,” Bolorma said.
“Thank you,” Alex said.
Alex and his companions turned towards the doorway they had entered from. The Elf led them back down the hallway and unlocked the exit for them. They turned up the alleyway and made their way back to the Guildhouse.




Chapter Eighteen


A trumpet blared, causing the crowd gathered in the plaza to quiet down to a murmur. Many of the people of Zenkova had gathered here in front of the castle for an announcement. 
The castle was home to the royal family. It sat on a small hill on the north side of the city. A ten-foot-high wall with a double doored gate surrounded the castle. A herald stood on the wall near the gate, lowering the horn he had just sounded.
“The Commander of Zenkova, Viljak,” the herald announced in a loud voice.
A man in plain grey robes walked over and stood next to the herald. The crowd stilled, expectantly looking up at the former king’s chief advisor. 
Alex, Taiya and Arban were in the crowd as was Master Daerona, though she had made her way close to the front of the crowd, near the castle wall. The Elf had told them about this morning’s announcement when they had returned from the Lazy Lion. Alex and his friends kept to the far side of the plaza, away from the castle wall.
“Citizens of Zenkova,” the man on the wall began.
Alex guessed that the older, white-haired man was the Wizard Viljan. He wondered what news he had.
“This has been a trying time for you and for our city. A trying time for all of us,” Viljan continued.
The Wizard sounded tired, and his shoulders were slumped. 
“Rest assured that we are doing everything in our power to find the missing Princessess. Our soldiers and the City Watch are scouring the city and the countryside, tirelessly looking for clues,” the Wizard continued.
There were some murmurs in the crowd.
“Some of you may have already heard the news, but for those who have not, another citizen was found murdered this morning,” a deep sadness crept into the Wizard's voice.
The crowd grew restless as people started whispering and looking about nervously.
Viljan raised his arms and made a calming motion with his hands towards the crowds. After a moment the people hushed and turned their attention back to the Wizard.
“Our soldiers and the Watch are doing all that they can. But they are stretched thin and they are exhausted,” Viljan said.
The crowd began to murmur again as people shifted about nervously. 
“But fear not. The safety of the people is of the utmost concern for myself and the council of advisors,” Viljan said.
The crowd focused on the Wizard again.
“In order to ensure the safety of our people, I have hired additional soldiers to help keep our people safe. Some of you may be concerned about the cost of more soldiers and the burden of new taxes to pay for them. Fear not, my fellow citizens. I will pay for these soldiers with my own funds,” the Wizard said.
Alex could hear a visible sigh from some of the people near him. There was a smattering of applause.
The Wizard motioned and a Dwarf in mail armor walked over and stood next to him. The Dwarven warrior had a yellow ribbon tied around his upper arm. It was the same color as the yellow in the Zenkovian flag.
“Starting today, you will see these men with yellow armbands. They are the auxiliaries that I have hired to help protect our city,” Viljan said as he indicated the yellow ribbon.
Some of the men and women near Alex were nodding approvingly.
“That’s the Dwarf that was working for House Krazno!” Taiya hissed softly.
Alex squinted at the man on the wall. He couldn’t tell at this distance. The Elf had keener eyesight than he did. 
“Viljan must have hired Kanbans,” Arban said.
“Do you think he will recognize us?” Alex asked.
“Not at this distance and among so many people,” the Orc responded.
The Dwarven mercenary was looking down at the crowd toward the front. He seemed rather bored.
“Within a week’s time, Captain Get has promised me additional men will be available to help,” the Wizard said as he laid his hand on the Dwarf’s shoulder.
“Remember to stay strong in this time of trouble,” Viljan added.
The crowd nodded and some clapped approvingly.
“For Princess Hilda and Princess Antonina!” the Commander said and raised a hand in the air.
“For the Princessess!” many in the crowd cheered hopefully followed by a few crying out “Viljan!” 
The Wizard nodded and turned away from the people as he made his way down the wall. The Kanban mercenary and the Herald followed him. 
The crowd began to disperse as the citizens were buzzing with today’s news. Alex and his companions filtered out of the plaza with the others and then made their way back to the Guildhouse.
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The Elven Caravan Master had lunch served to them in her office after Arban told her that the men VIljan had hired were Kanban mercenaries.
“The Dwarf on the wall was the same warrior who was in charge of the Kanban when they left Kargosk. I am sure of it,” Taiya replied.
“What does it signify? Kanban mercenaries work all over Ktor,” Master Daerona asked.
“It may be nothing. The Kanban were in the area. Viljan needs more men,” Arban said with a shrug.
“From what I understand, Kanban are expensive to hire. It is strange that we have run into them again. But as you say, it may just be a coincidence,” Alex said as he considered the possibilities.
“There are also few mercenaries and adventurers left in Zenkova. The Orcs have hired on more men for their barges to help defend against Harg raids. We have hired extra guards for our boats to Verbana in case the Hargs strike farther south. The wealthy in the city have hired on extra guards as well,” Daerona explained.
“With few soldiers available, these Kanban may be the only option available,” Arban said.
Alex saw Janx and Taiya nodding in agreement with the Orc. Alex took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“My experiences with these Kanban have not been pleasant. I don’t like them. But, you are probably right. They are the best option for Viljan as he tries to keep his city calm,” Alex said.
Alex turned towards Zura.
“Have you found any other clues in Master Nella’s notes?” he asked the Tarenian.
Zura reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper that was folded in half.
“In the back pages of her notebook, I found this piece of paper tucked in between the pages. I had missed it the first time I went through her book,” Zura said.
The White Witch unfolded the paper and glanced at it. She then handed it to Taiya who was seated next to her. The Wood Elf looked at it and then the paper was passed around the table so that everyone had a chance to look at it.
When the paper reached Alex, he was intrigued by what he read. Across the top, Master Nella had written “Who has the most to gain?” followed by a list of names:
Who has the most to gain?
King Brun
Queen Marta
Princess Hilda
Princess Antonina
Queen Elanor
The merchants of Port Lar
The merchants of Kargosk
Advisor Viljan
Commander of the Watch
The Caravan Guards
Another Mage Order
An unkown Party
Master Daerona was the last to read the list. Alex saw her frown as she read the last few entries.
“The Caravan Guards! Why are we suspect?” she said indignantly as she glared at Zura.
“Master Nella was very thorough and would consider every possibility. I am sure she thought you were not involved, but it is important to think of every possibility before eliminating them,” Zura said as she raised her chin up defiantly.
“Hmphh!” Master Daerona said before adding, “the Caravan Guards value stability and peace, not murder and unrest!”
“I am sure that Master Nella understood that. But if you noticed, she even had the King and Queen on her list of suspects,” Alex said.
Master Daerona glanced at Alex with narrowed eyes. After a moment her face relaxed, before frowning.
“Why would she have the King and Queen as suspects?” Daerona asked Zura.
“In a city or nation, there can be all manner of struggles for power and control. At the Great Hall  I have studied the histories of Ktor. There are many examples of murder and double dealings amongst the family members of ruling houses,” Zura explained.
“Yes, but the King and Queen were good people,” Daerona added.
“You must remember, Master Nella was not familiar with Zenkova or it’s rulers,” Zura added.
Master Daerona nodded and relaxed.
“Who is Queen Elenor?” Alex asked.
“She is the Queen of Verbana. It is not beyond the realm of possibility that she wishes to expand her influence in the region,” Zura explained.
Alex nodded. He wished he knew more about the political situation in the region.
“Where is Port Lar? I have never heard of it,” Zura asked with a frown.
“It is the name of the small port the Orcs maintain upriver from here. It is not very large, more of a fortified village. The docks there are used to ship the herds downriver and unload goods purchased in Verbana or Zenkova,” Master Daerona explained.
“I wonder why the Commander of the Watch’s name is crossed off?” Alex asked.
“Captain Vettel was removed from his duties a few days after Master Nella arrived. The King’s Council of advisors felt that he was not doing his job. He was derelict in his duties as he was powerless to stop the murders in the city,” Master Daerona explained.
“Is he still alive?” Zura asked.
The Caravan Master’s eyebrows lifted in surprise at the question.
“Yes, as far as I know. Why would he be dead?” she asked.
The White Witch shrugged.
“In Taren, if a commander is found to be severely lacking in his duties, he is often executed as an example,” Zura said.
Alex looked at her in surprise. Ktor was certainly a harsh world, but it sounded like Taren was an especially cut throat land.
Alex was silent for a moment. He was still wondering about Captain Vettel’s name being crossed off when Taiya interrupted his thoughts.
“What are you thinking?” the Elf asked him.
Alex rubbed his chin.
“I am wondering if there is a clue here with Captain Vettel,” Alex replied.
“What do you know about the Captain?” Arban asked the Caravan Master.
“Vettel is from a prominent family. He was appointed as Commander of the Watch a few years ago. He seemed to be well regarded by most people,” Daerona answered.
Alex wondered if the Bolorma had any information on the former Commander. He assumed that Ozvald was running some kind of illegal operation out of the Lazy Lion. Captain Vettel was the local equivalent of the Chief of police and he would bet a large sum of money that they knew where he could be found.
“We are going back to the Lazy Lion later today. I will see if they have any information on Captain Vettel. Zura, why don’t you see if Master Daerona has any insight into some of the other names on the list. If you don’t mind that is,” he said and nodded towards the Caravan Master.
“I can spare a few more minutes,” the Elf said.
“Janx, if you don’t mind, I would like to practice spear work with you this afternoon. I could use some exercise,” Alex said and stood up.
“I too, could use some exercise,” Arban said as he stood up as well.
“I will stay with Zura,” Taiya said.
“In three hours, we will head over to the Lazy Lion,” Alex said and then headed out of the room and to the courtyard followed by Janx and Arban.




Chapter Nineteen


Alex, Taiya and Arban arrived at the Lazy Lion a few hours later. The time was late in the afternoon and there were only a few patrons seated at the tables with a few more at the bar. Arban and Taiya sat down at an open table while Alex walked up to the far end of the bar.  
The bartender, a tall, thin older woman, looked at Alex with a frown.
“What can I do for you?” she asked.
“Bolorma said to ask for her at the bar when I stopped by today. Can you tell her that Alex is here,” he said.
The woman looked at him for a moment and then glanced at his companions. She gave him a nod and then walked through the doorway that led to the kitchens.
Alex went and sat with his friends. A moment later the bartender returned and went back to minding the bar. A serving woman stopped by their table and Arban ordered a round of beers for them.
They had just gotten their mugs of ale when Bolorma walked out from the kitchen and came to sit with them.
“You’re early,” the Orc woman said.
“The early bird catches the worm,” Alex replied with a smile.
Bolorma tilted her head in puzzlement for a moment as she considered what he had just said. Then she broke out in a smile, chuckling softly. Both Arban and Taiya also looked at him in confusion for a moment. They must have never heard that phrase here, Alex thought.
“Now that is an interesting expression. I will have to use it myself!” she said.
“Were you able to find out anything about Master Nella?” Alex asked softly.
“The last report I have about her is that she was seen by the old cemetery in the south side of the city,” the Orc woman replied quietly.
“The cemetery? What was she doing there?” Alex asked in surprise.
“She was cloaked and hooded and moving cautiously?” Bolorma replied.
“Are you sure it was her?” Arban asked.
“Yes. The man who saw her also saw her passing through the cemetery the previous evening. Except she was heading in the opposite direction. One of my other people had seen the Witch near there earlier, so I am pretty sure it was her,” Boloroma said.
“How many days ago was this?” Alex asked.
“About 10 days ago,” Bolorma said after doing some quick mental calculations.
“Is there anything special about that cemetery?” Arban asked.
The Orc woman shrugged.
“Not that I know of. It was filled up with graves a long time ago and has fallen into disrepair,” she said.
The three of them pondered what she might have been doing there.
“It is the only place that my people saw her twice in the same area. And both times it was very late in the evening, when normal folk avoid places of the dead,” Bolorma added.
“Did your people have any other information about her?” Alex asked.
The Orc shook her head.
“No. This was the only unusual thing they noticed. It was also the last place we saw her,” she answered.
“If you don’t mind, I wanted to ask you about someone else,” Alex said to her.
“It depends on who you are asking about,” Bolorma replied with a grin.
“I wanted to see if you had any information on Captain Vettel of the Watch,” Alex asked her.
The Orc woman frowned in surprise at his answer.
“The disgraced Commander. Good riddance to him, I say. Why do you ask about him?” she asked.
“I believe he may be a clue regarding the disappearance of Master Nella.” Alex replied.
“A clue? How so?” she asked.
“As to that, I am not sure yet,” Alex replied with a half-smile.
The Orc nodded.
“What do you want to know?” she said.
“What kind of man is he?” Alex said.
Bolorma considered for a moment before responding.
“The worst sort of Watch Commander,” she said finally.
Alex was surprised at her answer.
“Was Vettel corrupt?” he asked quietly.
Now it was Bolorma’s turn to look surprised.
“Ha! I said the worst sort... a stickler for law and order. Wouldn’t even sniff at a bribe. A man of high ideals, so called,” she said with a sneer.
“We were very relieved to hear he had been removed from his position in disgrace,” the Orc woman added.
Alex rubbed his chin in thought.
“Was he loyal to the King?” he asked.
“Loyal to the King, loyal to his office, loyal to the city. His men loved him. They have been quite demoralized without him. As I said, we were shocked to see him removed,” Bolorma said.
“Where can he be found?” Alex asked.
“He used to dine and drink sometimes with the other fancy folk at the White Horse Tavern. Now that he has been disgraced, I’ve been told that he has moved out of his family’s manor house and taken a room above the Sunrise Inn. It’s a working man’s place and he sits at a corner table most days, drowning his sorrows,” the Orc informed him.
“Which part of town is the Sunrise located in?” Alex asked.
“The west side of town. What are you going to do with Vettel?” she asked.
“I want to ask him some questions. I want to see if he knows anything about Master Nella,” Alex replied truthfully.
“I advise you to go find him early. From what I have heard, he gets drunk and passes out before dinner,” Bolorma said and stood up.
“Where can I find the abandoned cemetery?” Alex asked.
“Head towards the center of the city and then head towards the city walls on the south side. It's an old overgrown cemetery along the wall,” she said.
“Thank you,” Alex said.
“Ozvald said to stop by if you ever want to do business,” Bolorma said before turning and walking back to the kitchen door.
They finished their beers and then headed back to the Guildhouse.
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“None of the people on Master Nella’s list seem to have a particularly strong motive to indicate they are behind the problems in Zenkova. None of the prominent houses in the city have been making any kind of moves. There is of course the possibility of an outside nation interfering like in Kargosk,” Zura said.
“It could be a case like Oktoban, where they tried to assassinate the King to destabilize the city,” Alex said.
“What about the Princesses?” Taiya asked.
“Perhaps they will convince the young Queen to agree to whatever things they are offering. Ally with us and we let you live. Fight us and you will die like your parents,” Alex guessed.
“What did you find out from the Lazy Lion?” Janx asked.
“The last time Ozvald’s people saw Master Nella was soon before she had disappeared. That was about 10 days ago,” he said and looked towards the Tarenian.
He could see her making mental calculations.
“That was when I sensed her death!” Zura said.
“Where did they see her last?” the Foxman asked.
“She was last seen in an old cemetery by the south wall. It was also the second time that they had seen her by that cemetery,” he said.
“We have to go to the cemetery!” Zura exclaimed and stood up.
“We will go first thing in the morning so we can scout out the area. It won’t do us any good to go fumbling about in the dark in an old cemetery,” Alex replied calmly.
Zura paced about the room in an agitated fashion. They all gave her a few moments to compose herself. Taking a deep breath, she sat down again.
“You are right. What else have you learned tonight?” Zura said.
“The former Captain of the Watch, Captain Vettel, seems to have been an outstanding commander. He was diligent in his duties and loyal to the King,” Alex said.
“Strange. If this is true, why were they so quick to disgrace him?” Zura asked.
“That does seem strange. I am thinking that whoever is behind these murders, saw Vettel as a threat or obstacle to their plans. They used the murders as an excuse to get rid of him,” Alex explained.
“That is a possibility. It also removed someone loyal to the King,” Zura said.
“I have a hunch that Master Nella spoke to Captain Vettel and realized that he was not a bad guy. That is why she crossed off his name,” Alex said.
“Do you know where to find Vettel?” Janx asked.
“Yes. He is staying at a place called the Sunrise Inn. He now gets drunk every day, so I want to pay him a visit after we look at the cemetery,” Alex explained.
“Who is going with you to the cemetery?” Taiya asked.
“We should keep it small so as not to attract too much attention,” Arban said.
“I was thinking of going by myself,” Alex said.
“No, I must go with you. I have been hiding here too long,” Zura said as she jumped up.
“I don’t want anyone to recognize you,” Alex said with a frown.
“With my disguise, they will not know. People see what they expect to see,” the Witch said with a smile as she repeated what he had told her regarding her disguise.
Alex nodded reluctantly.
“What about when you go to the Sunrise to visit Vettel?” Taiya asked. 
“I can accompany him there. It is a common folks bar,” Arban said.
Alex stood up. 
“Very well, its settled. We should all get some sleep. I have a feeling tomorrow might be a busy day,” Alex said. 




Chapter Twenty


The next morning, Alex and Zura made their way to the south side of the city. They passed through a merchant neighborhood and then into a section with a number of well-kept two-story homes. 
Some of the people stared or frowned at them as they passed them on the street.
“They don’t seem too hospitable,” Zura said softly.
They had just walked past a home where a woman had frowned at them from her doorway before loudly slamming the door closed.
“The city is on edge. Their King and Queen have been murdered along with regular people. I am not surprised that they are wary of strangers,” Alex said.
“They are openly staring at us, even through their windows,” Zura said.
Alex looked around and caught an old man peeking from a second story window. The man ducked behind a curtain when he realized Alex was watching him.
“This seems to be a residential area. I would assume that these streets are mainly travelled by people that live here as they go to work or to the market. The residents are probably familiar with each other and a strange face sticks out. Especially when they are all looking over their shoulder, wondering if they are the next one to be murdered,” Alex said.
Zura nodded as they continued to walk to the south. They could see they were getting close as the city walls became visible over the nearby rooftops. The street they were walking down ended in a row of houses that were parallel with the city wall beyond them.
A street ran east and west, Alex guessed and went right.  After about a hundred yards they reached an intersection. Turning south again, they reached a street that was next to the walls. Against the wall were small, poorly made wooden homes. The opposite side of the street was mainly made of brick or stone walls. Occasionally there was a door in the wall.
“These simple homes must be where servants and other workers live,” Zura said.
“I don’t understand the purpose of this secondary row of walls. They won’t do much to slow down an enemy if the main wall is breached,” Alex said.
“These smaller walls are so the residents of the nicer homes don’t have to look at the poor people,” Zura explained.
“Really?” Alex said in surprise.
Zura let out a little laugh.
“Of course. The homes along this street are less valuable because they are next to these poor houses. The homeowners console themselves by putting up the walls so they can distance themselves from the poor and hide their shame from visitors that they could not afford a home on a better street,” she said.
Alex shook his head. It was common for people on Earth to make themselves feel better by putting other people down. He shouldn’t be surprised to see the same thing happen on Ktor.
To the east, Alex thought he saw a break in the wooden homes.
“Let’s try that direction first,” Alex said as he pointed eastward.
“Why don’t we ask one of the locals in which direction the old cemetery is?” Zura asked.
“People are already suspicious. I don’t know who we can trust,” Alex said.
Zura nodded and they began walking up the street. After a few minutes they reached a small cemetery.
“We found it,” Zura said excitedly.
The cemetery was a grassy area extending about twenty yards from the walls to the street. It seemed about thirty yards long. A white picket fence with a gate surrounded the plot of land. The one half of the cemetery closest to the wall was filled with rows of small low headstones. The rest of the cemetery wass empty grass. 
“This is not what I imagined when she said the old cemetery. It seems too new and nicely kept,” Alex said with a frown.
“True,” Zura said.
Alex looked up the street. Just past the cemetery was a long one-story building with some workers going about their business. Just beyond the workshop, the city wall ended in a small slender tower. The wall and street must take a turn to the south there, he thought. Alex could see that the home’s walls began angling southward before they disappeared from view.
“Let’s keep going and see if we find another cemetery,’” Alex said.
They continued up the street past the workshop. Alex guessed that it was some kind of carpenter’s shop. There were piles of wood outside the shop and he could hear the sounds of sawing going on inside the building.
Alex nodded to a man with sawdust on his apron who came out of the building and headed towards one of the piles of wood. The man stared at Alex and Zura before giving a curt nod in return.
As they passed the slender tower, Alex noticed an opening at the tower’s base. He could see narrow stairs spiraling up the wall inside of the tower.
The street angled southeastward following the next section of city wall’s direction. Just past the tower were more of the simple wooden homes. They passed a few citizens who hurried past them without glancing in their direction.
As they continued, they passed two more openings on their left where streets headed away from the city wall. A little past the second street, Alex noticed that there were no more of the wooden houses, though the walls of the better homes continued. They passed another slender tower giving support and providing access to the top of the walls. 
Just past the tower, the nicer homes ended and a little farther along Alex could see a metal fence ahead of them. The fence stretched from the wall, across the road and continued on for a short distance northward.
As they neared, Alex could see monuments and tombstones behind the fence. Several trees were growing among the weeds and gravestones. Several small birds flitted about, chirping at each other.
Zura pointed to a stone tower Poking up to the sky past the trees. It was constructed of stone and rose to a height a little taller than the city wall to their right. Alex shrugged, uncertain as to what it could be.
“This has to be the old cemetery,” Alex said as they reached the rusting iron fence that formed the perimeter of the burial ground.
There was a metal gate in the fence where the street ended. One of the doors had fallen inward and the other door was opened halfway.
Some of the monuments leaned at an angle and others had fallen over, half buried in the old weeds. The cemetery stretched ahead of them, perhaps for 150 yards. To his left, Alex could see that the fence reached to the level of the street that ran parallel to the city walls before turning eastward.
Trees were growing randomly throughout the graveyard. The stones had a weathered and aged look. Alex was surprised at how unkempt the place looked.
“Why would a cemetery in the city be abandoned like this?” Alex asked.
“It looks pretty old,” Zura said as she walked through the half open gate.
“Why was this place abandoned?” Alex wondered out loud.
Zura frowned for a moment as she surveyed the cemetery.
“It looks like it was filled and there was no room to expand. The size of the monuments indicates wealth. But the areas around here seem like the homes of small merchants and craftspeople,” Zura said.
“Perhaps this once was a wealthier part of town. As families moved farther away and generations passed, this cemetery fell into neglect,” Zura added.
“That sounds like a good guess,” Alex said.
Zura flashed him a smile and raised her chin up.
“Of course it does. I am the greatest student to ever study in the Great Hall, the youngest to reach apprentice and soon to be the youngest ever Master!” she said proudly before turning to walk deeper into the cemetery.
Alex just smiled and shook his head as he followed her. His smile quickly faded as he wondered how long Zura would stay with his team. He was getting used to having her around- even if she was a bit of a know-it-all.
The two of them walked around, looking for any clues. Just ahead past two trees, Alex noticed a small stone building. He headed towards it, Zura following close behind. As Alex passed another fallen tombstone, he imagined that this place must be pretty creepy at night. He wondered what Master Nella had been looking for.
The small stone building’s door had rotted away. Fragments of wood could still be seen around the rusting iron hinges. Inside was a twenty-by-twenty room. Part of the wooden roof had collapsed, and its remains littered the floor. Old leaves and dirt littered the floor near the entrance.
The walls of the building were carved with strange symbols. They seemed to be geometric designs. At the far end of the room was a rectangular block of dull grey stone.
“What was this building used for,” Alex asked?
“It was probably some sort of chapel or small temple at one time,” Zura replied.
In the dim light, Alex thought he could see the outline of footsteps in the dust and dirt covering the floor. He held his arm out, stopping Zura from moving any farther into the room.
“What is it?” she whispered.
“Footsteps,” he said.
Zura held her hand out and created a small ball of energy. The area around them was lit up by the blue white light of the sphere. They both hunched down to look at the footprints.
The footprints were of medium size and Alex guessed they could certainly have been formed by a woman’s boot.
“Master Nella must have been here!” Zura said excitedly as they straightened up.
“Not necessarily, what if some vagrant or some kids were playing around in the cemetery,” Alex asked.
“In an abandoned cemetery? I doubt children would be playing in such an ill-omened place. It would take a brave vagrant to sleep here,” the White Witch said.
“Are you afraid of this place?” he asked curiously.
“Afraid? Ha! Fear of the dead is for common folk and fools. The only time one should fear the dead is if they have been raised by a Necromancer. And those are a very rare form of Power,” she said as she crossed her arms and frowned at him.
“So, people would avoid this place?” Alex asked.
“Yes. People tend to be superstitious. But I doubt there is a Necromancer in Zenkova. If this place was haunted or cursed, I am sure the people of Zenkova would have taken care of that a long time ago,” Zura said.
“A curse would make this place dangerous?” Alex asked.
“Of course. You really are a simple country boy like Taiya says,” the Tarenian said as she shook her head.
Alex just grinned. This planet was certainly crazy, he thought to himself.
They walked around the room looking at the footprints. It looked like whoever had left the footprints had been walking all over the room.
“It looks like they were searching for something,” Alex said.
“Yes. But what?” Zura asked.
The chapel was bare except for the debris and the stone altar. They walked over and examined it. The altar seemed to be a plain and unadorned block of solid stone.
“There seems to be a lot of footprints here,” Zura said.
Alex noticed that the dust and dirt had been disturbed on the left side of the stone block, Curious, Alex knelt down and examined the floor. 
“What is it” Zura asked as she brought her light sphere over to him.
“The dirt here had been swept aside,” Alex said as he pointed to a little line of dirt.
The narrow pile of dust was about the same length as the side of the altar nearest him. He stood up and walked around the block of stone.
“I am going to try to push the stone,” Alex said.
Alex placed his hands on the top edge of the stone and pushed. The stone didn’t budge. Alex frowned and tried again. Nothing.
“This stone has to be very heavy,” Zura said.
“I am a Strongman. If Master Nella was able to move it, then I can move it,” Alex said as he braced his legs against the floor and pushed again.
Sweat popped out on his forehead as he strained, but the stone refused to move. He let out a sigh as he stood up.
“Maybe there is a lock or switch that needs to be released first,” he said.
They looked around the stone block and the nearby floor. Then Alex walked over to the wall and started touching the carvings, poking, pulling and prodding them.
Zura frowned as she looked at the stone.
“I wonder... Alex, I have an idea!” she said excitedly.
“What are you thinking?” he asked as he walked back to where she was standing.
“This!” Zura said as she let her light sphere dissipate.
The Tarenian pointed both her palms toward the stone block. Slender bolts of electricity crackled out of her hands and touched the stone. After a moment, the stone began to glow with a blue light.
Zura increased her Power output and the stone shifted upwards and began to slide to the side. After a moment it moved about five feet to the side before stopping its motion. Zura turned off her Power and the stone’s glow faded as it settled on the stone floor again. 
A rectangular opening that had been covered by the altar was now revealed. Alex could see stone steps descending into the darkness.




Chapter Twenty-One


“How did you do that?” Alex asked in amazement. 
“You said that Master Nella moved the stone so you could too because you are a Strongman. But you couldn’t. So, I thought about what she had that you do not have. She had Power, a mage’s Power,” Zura said and her hands crackled with bule energy for a moment.
“You can use your Power to move things?” Alex asked.
Zura looked at him in confusion for a moment.
“No,” she said.
“But you just moved the stone,” Alex said.
“This is obviously a mage worked stone, otherwise my Power would have done nothing except some light damage or scorching,” she said.
“Mage worked?” he asked.
“Of course. Certainly, you have heard stories of magical items or weapons?” she asked.
“Uhh, I guess, Alex said.
Zura crossed her arms and pursed her lips for a moment.
“How do you think your paydiscs works? They are mage worked in some fashion,” Zura said.
“I’m just glad they work,” Alex said with a smile and a shrug.
Zura just sighed and shook her head. Generating a new light sphere, she walked over to the opening in the floor. Alex looked down into the opening. It looked like the steps ended in an open area about 15 or 20 feet below the floor of the temple. The dust on the steps had been disturbed by footsteps recently.
Zura stepped on the first step.
“Wait, let me go first,” he said drawing his dagger. 
Zura frowned for a moment, before nodding and moving aside to let him go down the steps first. Alex carefully walked down the steps, dagger at the ready. The walls of the passage were made of bricks. 
He moved cautiously as the light was behind him, casting strange shadows in front of him. The steps ended on a small landing. 
Directly in front of him was an opening. He waited for Zura to reach him. It looked like some kind of room in front of him. He stepped into the room and as Zura followed him, he could see a wall about 5 feet in front of him. The floor and ceiling were made of the same bricks as the walls. The ceiling was maybe 7 feet in height.
“Is this some kind of long narrow room?” Zura asked softly.
In the dim light, Alex couldn’t make out the walls to his left or right, only the wall that was in opposite the stairway opening. The place had a musty smell of dampness.
“Shoot one of your small energy spheres in that direction,” he said and pointed to the right.
Zura formed a small sphere and let it fly. As it travelled, Alex could see the room was the same size as where they were standing. It travelled about 30 feet before it dissipated in the air. It had not hit a far wall.
“Now the opposite direction,” he said, and she threw another sphere down the other side of the room.
The results were the same.
“This is a very long room,” Zura said.
“It's not a room, it’s a tunnel,” he said.
“A tunnel! I wonder where it leads?” Zura asked.
Alex thought for a moment, orienting the direction of the tunnel with the temple above them.
“This direction leads towards the city walls,” he said pointing to the right.
“This must be some kind of secret entrance or escape tunnel,” Zura said thoughtfully.
“You’re probably right” Alex said.
“Which way did Master Nella go?” she asked.
Alex squatted down and examined the floor. There was a thick coating of dust on the floor.
“Shine your light this way,” he said.
The tunnel floor in the direction of the walls was undisturbed. Decades of dust still lay untouched.
“She didn’t go this way. In fact, it looks like no one has gone that way in a very long time,” he said.
They examined the floor heading in the opposite direction. Alex could see footprints coming and going on the tunnel floor.
“She didn’t travel at all in the other direction. She knew she wanted to head this way,” Zura said.
‘Yes. It looks like she came and went more than once. And Bolorma said she had been seen twice around the cemetery,” he said.
“I wonder were this leads?” the Witch said with a frown.
“Only one way to find out,” Alex said with a smile.
Zura nodded and they proceeded down the hallway, following the footsteps on the dusty floor. The tunnel was a straight passage for about one hundred yards. It then turned right and continued straight for a bit before turning left. After a short walk, the tunnel ended abruptly. The path was blocked by a grey stone wall. 
“Do you think this is another magic door like the altar covering the steps back in the chapel?” Alex whispered.
“Yes. It does not seem to be on a hinge or a rail,” Zura said softly.
“I’m going to try to open it. Stand back,” the Witch said. 
Sparkling energy crackled and surged from Zura’s hands towards the stone wall. Nothing happened. Zura stopped. They were plunged into pitch darkness for a moment as the light from her Power faded.
Zura tried again, lighting up the tunnel with the energy flowing from her hands.  Alex could see that the stone wall did not glow with blue energy like the stone altar had. Zura stopped throwing Power at the wall and created her blue sphere for light again.
“The stone wall must not be a magic door,” she said.
“There must be some way to open it. Master Nella’s footsteps disappear here. She must have continued past here,” Alex said.
“Yes. But how?” Zura said in a frustrated voice.
Alex tried pushing on the stone with his enhanced strength. The wall did not move at all. 
“Maybe we are missing a clue,” Alex said.
They spent the next 15 minutes scrutinizing the stone wall, and the bricks in the wall and floor. They pushed and prodded, looking for a secret switch that could open the path forward.
“I don’t see anything,” Zura said.
“Do Witches have some kind of magic or Power that would have allowed her to pass through a solid wall?” Alex asked.
“No, I have not heard of such a thing,” Zura said.
Alex let out a frustrated sigh. He rubbed his chin as he considered other possibilities.
“What if the wall is a door, but it was open when Master Nella passed through here. Maybe she closed it behind her,” he said.
“The footprints lead here. She did not come back this way,” Zura said.
“If Master Nella was murdered, it may have happened somewhere on the other side of this wall. If she was captured, the bad guys may have closed the door from the other side,” he added.
Zura nodded.
“Let's get back outside and see if we can figure out where this tunnel leads,” Alex said.
They made their way back the way they had come. Once they neared the steps leading up to the small chapel, Alex had Zura turn off her light sphere. Motioning Zura to keep behind him, Alex cautiously made his way back up the steps.
Alex peeked over the edge of the temple floor. The room was empty. He paused, listening, but he heard nothing. He quietly climbed the last few steps and looked around. The room seemed undisturbed since they had ventured into the tunnel.
He motioned for Zura to come up.
“Should I move the stone back over the hole?” Zura asked.
“Yes. Better to leave it how we found it,” he said.
As the Witch energized the stone altar, Alex walked over to the Temple’s doorway. The cemetery was still empty, save for the birds.
“Let’s walk back to the side street we entered from,” Alex said as Zura came up next to him.
They headed back the way they had come and soon were back on the street. Once there, they headed northwards, parallel to the direction of the tunnel. The corner edge of the cemetery ended at the next intersection.
Alex looked to his right. He could see the square tower looming ahead, just past a row of small homes. They turned and walked down the street heading east. After they had walked a bit, Alex stopped.
“The tunnel should have reached to about the level of this street and then turned east somewhere around here,” Alex said as he looked towards the overgrown cemetery.
Past the small trees and monuments, he could make out the temple building towards the back of the cemetery. They continued walking down the street.
Alex nodded to an old woman sitting on the front steps of her home. An old dog was lying next to her. The woman was knitting something. She continued her knitting, watching them but not acknowledging them. The homes here were small and narrow. They had seen better days, the paint peeling on many of them and one seemed abandoned. Alex guessed that across the street from an old cemetery was not the most popular place in Zenkova.
Ahead they could see the cemetery ended at the next intersection. Diagonally across from the cemetery was a stone wall surrounding the stone tower. Across the street from the tower and the cemetery was a large two-story building.
“The tunnel should make its turn up ahead. The tunnel's end is under that wall, maybe under the tower,” Alex said softly.
“Those look like guards,” Zura whispered.
Her keen eyes had spotted some armed men lounging about on the porch of the building across from the tower.
“Let’s turn back, I don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to us,” Alex said as he turned and started walking back down the street.
Zura hesitated for a moment, before turning and following him.
“How are we going to learn anything if we don’t get closer?” she asked in a frustrated whisper.
Alex didn’t say anything. He just continued walking down the street. A few moments later he stopped in front of the house where the old woman was knitting. The old dog stood up and walked down the steps to Alex, sniffing him and wagging his tail
“Good morning,” he said.
The woman looked at him suspiciously and then gave him a curt nod of her heard. She laid down her knitting on her lap.
“Old Bess doesn’t usually take too kindly to strangers,” the woman said.
Alex smiled and reached down to scratch the dog behind its ears for a moment. The dog looked at Zura, walked over and sniffed her for a moment before coming back to Alex.
Alex petted her again and then reached in his pocket and pulled out a silver coin. He handed the coin to the woman who looked at it in surprise.
“We are visiting Zenkova and I was wondering if you could tell me anything about that tall tower,” Alex said as he looked over at the tower peeking up past the nearby roofs.
“The tower you say?” she said as she looked at the coin again, before slipping it into an apron pocket.
Alex nodded as she looked up at him.
“Used to be called Hugh’s Tower. That old tower used to belong to the Hornik family. Built by Hugh Hornik, one of their ancestors. The family bult a fine manor on the north side of town many years ago,” she said.
“Who is the Hornik family?” Alex asked.
“The Horniks are one of the old noble houses of Zenkova. They own a lot of the farms around the area,” she explained.
“You said that the Horniks used to own it. Who owns it now? "Alex asked.
“Lord Hornik sold it. The old Lord Hornik, not his son, mind you, sold it years ago,” she said.
“Who purchased it?” Alex asked patiently.
“Why, Viljan bought it years ago when he first came to Zenkova. I’m sure Lord Hornik was happy to be rid of it, the place was practically abandoned. Most young folk call it the Wizard’s Tower these days,” she explained.
Alex looked at Zura in surprise. The White Witch was as surprised as he was upon hearing who owned the tower.
“What is that large building across from the tower?” Alex asked.
The woman looked down the street toward the building.
“Viljak bought that old warehouse from the Horniks. He converted part of it for lodging for some of his guards. I don’t know what he uses the rest of it for,” she said.
Alex couldn’t think of anything else to ask, so he thanked the woman and turned to leave.
“Wait,” the old woman said.
“I don’t have anything bad to say about Chancellor Viljak. He seems to be doing the best he can in a difficult situation. But...” the woman’s voice trailed off.
“What is it?” Alex asked.
“Strange things have been happening lately. Well, through the years there have always been strange things going on since Viljak bought the Tower. But lately...” she paused.
Alex waited for the woman to continue.
“The last few months... there have been more strange things happening,” she said.
“Like what?” Zura asked impatiently.
The old woman looked at her in annoyance for a moment before turning to Alex again.
“Old Bess wakes me up in the middle of the night almost every night. I tie a leash on her, and we walk across the street to the old cemetery. There’s a gap in the fence right there,” the woman nodded with her chin to a spot across the road.
“Old Bess does her business, sniffs around for a minute and then we come back home,” she added.
“Have you seen anything unusual?” Alex asked.
“Through the years I have seen strange lights coming from the windows up in the Tower. Sometimes I see people heading to or from the Tower in the middle of the night when most folks are sleeping. But things have gotten even stranger lately,” her voice trailed off as she got a faraway look in her eyes.
“What have you seen recently?” Alex asked.
The woman shook her head and focused on Alex again.
“A week or two ago, I swear I saw a real ghost in the cemetery! Old Bess saw it too,” she said in a hushed whisper.
“Why do you think it was a ghost?” Zura asked.
“As the ghost was walking, every few moments I could see the flickering of a ghostly blue light,” she said quietly.
“Where was the ghost going?” Alex asked
“It was heading from there to there, before it disappeared,” the woman said.
The old woman had pointed from the area near the intersection around the Tower and then towards the direction of the old temple.
“Thank you,” Alex said and went to turn.
“Wait! I think you and your friend should stay away from the Tower,” she said.
“Why?” he asked.
“A few nights after I saw the ghost, I was out again with Bess,” the woman said and shuddered.
“What happened?” Zura asked.
“From the direction of the Tower, I heard people yelling and screaming in pain. Crazy blue lights lit up the Tower. It was only for a few minutes, but it terrified me. I couldn’t go to sleep that night,” the woman said with a pained expression.
“We appreciate your knowledge and warning,” Alex said. 
He reached in his pocket and handed the woman another silver coin.
“You never talked to us,” Alex said with a smile
“Of course,” the woman replied with a smile of her own.
Old Bess followed them for a few yards down the street, tail wagging, before the woman called the dog back to her.
They made their way back to the Caravan Guildhouse. 




Chapter Twenty-Two


“Did you find any clues in the cemetery?” Taiya asked as she entered Arban’s room followed by Janx. 
The rest of the team was sitting around the room. They had been waiting for the Foxman to find the Wood Elf and bring her to the meeting. Master Daerona was down at the docks, checking on a barge getting ready to deliver goods to Verbana.
“Yes. There is some kind of old temple in the cemetery. We found footprints there that we believe belonged to Master Nella,” Alex said.
“Only footprints? That does not seem to be strong evidence,” Arban said.
“We also found a secret passage in the old temple. A passage that could only be opened with magic,” Alex said.
“And the footprints continued in the passage,” Zura added.
“Where did the passage lead?” Taiya asked.
“To a tunnel underneath the temple,” Alex said.
“Where does the tunnel lead?” Janx asked curiously.
“Unfortunately, to a dead end,” Alex said with a frown.
“A tunnel to nowhere?” the Orc said in confusion.
“The tunnel ended in a stone slab. Neither my strength nor Zura’s Power could move it,” he said.
“The footsteps we were following ended at the wall. Master Nella was able to get past that barrier,” Zura added.
“How was she able to pass, but you did not?” Taiya asked.
“We are not sure. The stone slab may be a door that can only be opened and closed from the other side. My guess is that the door was open when Master Nella went through the tunnel,” Alex said.
The Wood Elf nodded.
“Do you have any idea as to where that stone door leads?” the Orc asked.
“We went back out and then followed the path of the tunnel from above the ground. It was a simple route with only a couple of turns,” Alex explained.
“The tunnel leads to The Wizard’s Tower!” Zura said with a flash of anger in her eyes before Alex continued.
“What is the Wizard’s Tower?” Janx asked.
“We found out that it is the home of the King’s Chief Advisor, Viljan,” Alex explained.
There was a gasp from Taiya and the other two men had surprised looks on their faces.
“I thought that Viljan was well respected by the King and the people of Zenkova!” Taiya said.
“Appearances can be deceiving. Viljan may have been planning his treachery for a long time,” Zura said.
“Are you certain Master Nella went into his tower?” Arban asked.
“I am certain that she went in and never came out,” Alex said.
“We spoke to an old woman who lives next to the cemetery. She said she saw a ghost with an eerie blue light walking through the cemetery in the middle of the night. That was probably Master Nella and the blue light was an energy sphere made with her Power,” Zura said.
“Do you think that was Master Nella sneaking around trying to spy on the Wizard?” Arban asked.
“Most likely. She must have discovered something that made her suspicious of Viljan,” Zura said.
“She must have been discovered,” the Orc said with a frown.
“The old woman told us that a few nights after she had seen the ghost, she heard screams and yelling coming from the Wizard’s Tower. She saw flashes of blue light coming from behind the tower’s walls,” Alex said.
“The sounds of battle,” Arban said grimly.
“The Wizard must have defeated her,” Zura said sadly.
“Was Master Nella a strong Witch?” Alex asked.
“Yes, from what I saw. She had good control of her Powers and was versed in combat skills,” Zura said.
The team was silent as they considered the implications.
“Did you and Master Nella meet the Wizard the first time you passed through Zenkova a few weeks ago?” Alex asked.
“Yes, briefly when we met with the King and his council,” Zura replied.
“What were your impressions of him,” Alex asked.
The White Witch thought for a moment before replying as she pictured the meeting in her mind.
“Viljan seemed like a kind old man. Grey haired. He certainly did not give off the airs of a mighty Wizard,” she said.
“I am not that familiar with the relative strengths of Wizards and Witches. Is there a way to tell how Powerful one is?” Alex asked.
“No. Not just by looking at them. What I have noticed among the White Witches is... is an attitude or an arrogance that the more powerful Witches have. They carry themselves proudly and they have a certain swagger,” Zura said thoughtfully.
Alex smiled for a moment. He wanted to say something about Zura’s own arrogance, but he thought the better of it. He noticed Taiya was also trying to hide a smile.
“It is possible that Viljan is playing the humble card so that people underestimate him?” Taiya asked after she had composed herself.
It was certainly possible that Viljan had kept his strength hidden, Alex thought.
“Is it possible that Master Nella was overconfident and may not have planned properly when she went into the Wizard’s Tower?” the Orc asked.
Zura crossed her arms across her chest and began pacing around the room. A range of emotions crossed her face.
“Yes. Master Nella was a very confident woman. I remember after our meeting with King Brun and his advisors, I asked her if she was familiar with the Wizard. She dismissed him offhand. She said she couldn’t be expected to know every minor Wizard in every backwater town,” Zura said.
“She was hunting a lamb but found a lion,” Janx said.
“Her over confidence cost her life,” Zura said as she stopped pacing.
The Foxman nodded in agreement.
“If Viljan is behind the murders, what is his plan? The King and Queen are eliminated. He is now in charge of Zenkova. What else does he want?” Janx asked.
“Indeed, I have been wondering the same thing. Why not declare himself ruler and be done with it?” Zura said.
“There must be something holding him back,” Alex said.
The team was silent as they considered the possibilities.
“I wonder if the Princesses have something to do with his plan,” Alex said, thinking out loud.
“Yes, why not kill them instead of abducting them?” the Orc asked.
“Perhaps he wants to use them in some way. Maybe they are pawns in some larger game,” Zura said.
“It is strange that he did not kill them along with the King and the Queen,” Taiya remarked.
“What if they were not kidnapped by Viljan? Perhaps they escaped and are in hiding,” Zura said.
“That could be an explanation for why the Wizard has not declared himself King yet. The Princesses could be a wildcard in this,” Alex said.
“Technically, the older girl is now the Queen,” Zura said.
“Maybe the Wizard is afraid that the new Queen is going to cause problems for him,” Taiya said.
“The City Watch was carefully searching everyone leaving the city. I think that is a sign that the two girls are still alive. No doubt the Wizard issued those orders,” Arban said.
“Yes, you are probably right,” Alex said.
Alex rubbed his chin thoughtfully.
“It seems that there are two possibilities. One, the Wizard is holding the girls captive and will use them as some kind of pawns in whatever game he is playing. Or two, the girls escaped the night of their parents' murders and are now in hiding,” Alex said.
“If they are his prisoner, why the charade of searching the people leaving the city?” Janx asked.
“If he indeed has the Princesses, it may be a way to show the people that he is doing something useful while he bides his time for his next move,” Zura answered.
“If he has the girls, do you think they are being kept in his Tower?” Taiya asked.
“It is the most likely place. He has his own guards and there is a ten-foot wall around the place,” Alex said.
“Master Nella may have discovered that the Princesses were being held in the Tower and that is why she went there. She may have been trying to free them from Viljan,” Zura added.
“So, what is our next move?” Arban said.
They all looked towards Alex. 
“We need to speak to the former Watch Commander Vettel. Ozvald’s assistant, Borloma from the Lazy Lion, said that he is staying at the Sunrise Inn. Arban and I can head over there for lunch and see if we can talk to him,” Alex said. 
“Do you think he will help you?” Janx asked.
“Bolorma said he is disgraced at his removal from his office. He is the son of a wealthy family in Zenkova and his fall has shamed them. I have a feeling that he will be eager to help us solve the mystery of the Pricesses in order to regain face in the city,” Arban said.
Alex nodded. He was hoping that would be the case. The Orc strapped on a belt with his two daggers, and they headed out towards the Sunrise Inn.




Chapter Twenty-Three


The Sunrise Inn was a modest two-story building of wood and stone. It was located off one of the side streets that intersected the main east-west road through the city. 
The layout was like most of the other Taverns he had seen on Ktor. There was a long bar along the back wall with about a dozen stools. There were about fifteen small square tables scattered about the room. Most had 4 chairs, but a few had been pushed together to make larger tables.
There were about a dozen patrons in the Inn, evenly split between the bar and the tables. Two Orc women and a Dwarven man were seated at one table. There were a couple of Elves at the bar and the rest were Humans. 
They saw a serving woman bringing plates of food to a couple seated at a table, so they seated themselves at one of the tables along the wall. They waited for the serving woman to come to their table.
After a few minutes, the serving woman, a plump middle-aged woman with streaks of grey in her black hair stopped by their table.
“What will it be, gentlemen?” the woman asked with a cheerful smile.
“We were looking for some lunch. What is the house specialty?” Arban asked.
“Today we have Warboar shoulder cooked in apples, boiled potatoes and peas,” she said.
“Sounds wonderful, I’ll take it,” the Orc said.
The woman nodded and looked at Alex.
“I will have the same,” Alex said.
“Drinks?” she asked.
“Mugs of beer,” Alex said.
The woman nodded again and headed to the bar for their drinks before going through a doorway to the kitchen.
As they waited for their food, Alex looked around at the patrons. Boloroma said that Vettel always sat in a corner getting drunk. The only corner table that was occupied was one on the other side of the room.
An older man was sitting there, eating soup or stew from a bowl. The man had had a mug of ale, but from what Alex could tell, he was barely drinking any of it. The man was short and slender and what little hair he had was turning grey. 
“I don’t think that’s our man,” Alex said to Arban.
The Orc glanced over his towards the man in the corner and shook his head. 
“Doesn’t have the air of someone who was recently Commander of the Watch,” Arban said.
A few minutes later, the woman brought over their lunch as well as some wooden utensils and cloths to be used as napkins.
The meal was served in a large shallow bowl. The Warboar was similar to a large Earth boar, except that they were armed with a pair of wicked horns in addition to their tusks. The shape of the horns reminded Alex of Longhorn cattle back on Earth.
The boar shoulder had been braised and then baked with the apples, potatoes and peas. The resulting broth was well seasoned with a hint of sweetness from the apples. Alex considered himself lucky in that he had yet to find a Ktorian food that he found unappetizing.
As they finished their meals Alex noticed a man walking down the steps at the back of the room. The man looked to be about 30 years old, tall and strongly built. The man walked past their table, head down and shoulders slumped. He looked neither to the right nor left as he headed to a corner table near where Alex and Arban were sitting.
The man had a few days growth of facial hair. His clothes looked like they had been slept in. But despite their rumpled appearance, Alex could see that the man’s clothes were of nicer cut and better materials than what the other patrons were wearing.
“Now that man looks like he could have been Commander of the Watch,” Arban said with a nod towards the man who had seated himself at the corner table.
Alex nodded. This had to be Vettel.
After a minute or two had passed, the serving woman stopped by his table and sat a mug of ale in front of him.
Vettel just sat there, staring at the tabletop. The woman shook her head and then headed over to their table.
“Another round of ale?” the woman asked.
“Yes, please,” Alex answered.
His politeness brought a smile to the woman’s face. She nodded and in a short time returned with two new mugs of beer. Seeing that they had finished their meals, she cleaned off their table.
Alex noticed that Vettel had almost absentmindedly taken a swig of his ale. The man wasn’t looking around, even as patrons came and went out of the Sunrise Inn.
Alex waited until it looked like the man had drunk most of his beer before walking up to the bar. He bought two more mugs of beer. With a mug in each hand, he walked over to the corner table. He sat one of the beers in front of Vettel and then he sat down across the small table from him.
It took Vettel a moment to realize that it wasn’t the serving woman who had brought him another beer. He scowled at Alex. Alex gave him a nod.
“I don’t need your charity or your pity, stranger,” Vettel said.
“I just want some conversation,” Alex said.
“And I just want to be left alone,” the man said.
The former Watch Commander drained his mug and set it aside. He took the one Alex had placed in front of him and took a drink from it as well. Vettel stared down at his drink, ignoring Alex.
“A friend of a friend was murdered here in Zenkova. I was hoping the Commander of the City Watch could help me,” Alex said.
“Then why don’t you find him and ask him,” Vettel said without looking up.
“You are the former Commander,” Alex said.
“Yeah, former. Go ask that fool Matteus Kunk. I heard they made him the new Commander,” Vettel said, still looking down.
“I heard he is not a capable man,” Alex said.
Alex had heard no such thing, but he guessed that whoever had replaced Vettel was probably just a weak puppet.
Vettel let out a little laugh.
“Matteus is a lazy fool. His family is wealthy and connected. That is the only reason they put him in there. He’s not even a soldier,” Vettel said and took another swig of his drink.
“I heard your family is wealthy and connected,” Alex said.
Vettel slammed his mug down, sloshing some of the beer out onto the tabletop. The former Commander’s eyes flashed with anger. Two women that were seated at a nearby table glanced over at them for a moment before nervously turning away.
“I earned that job because I wanted that job. I was a soldier. I got the job because I love the royal family. I got the job because I love Zenkova!” Vettel replied angrily.
“That’s what I heard. That’s why I am coming to you for help instead of that puppet Matteus they replaced you with,” Alex said evenly as he looked him in the eyes.
Vettel’s eyes narrowed as he regarded Alex.
“You seem to know all about me. Who are you?” the former Commander asked.
“My name is Alex. My Orc friend over there is Arban. We work with the Caravan Guards,” Alex said.
Vettel glanced over towards Arban. The Orc met his eyes and nodded.
“Caravaners? Was one of your men one of the recent murders?” Vettel asked.
Alex shook his head.
“No. It was a friend of a friend,” Alex said.
Vettel looked at Alex for a minute. Alex could see the man’s mind working. It was a good sign. Even if the man had been on a multi-day bender, he still had some semblance of control.
“I don’t know what you want from me. You know that I have been removed from my office and have been disgraced. I moved out from my parent’s manor and took up lodging here so they could save face. There is nothing that I can do to help you,” Vettel said, as shoulders slumped, and he took another drink from his mug.
“What if I told you that I suspect someone high in the Council of advisor’s is behind the murders, both high and low,” Alex said softly.
Vettel glanced up sharply. He regarded Alex for a long moment, before staring back down at his beer.
Alex frowned for a moment. He tried to think of how he could snap the former Commander out of his funk. Then he remembered that the man had said he loved the royal family.
“What if I told you that I have an idea as to where the Princesses might be being held?” Alex said softly.
Vettel’s eyes grew wide as his head snapped up. With surprising speed, the man drew a dagger and pointed it a few inches from Alex’s throat.
“Tell me!” Vettel said loudly. 
The other patrons all turned to look towards the corner table.
“I suggest we don’t make a scene,” Alex said softly.
Vettel glanced around. He put his knife away.
“Where are they keeping Hilda?” Vettel whispered intently as his eyes bored into Alex’s.
“This is not the time or place to talk about this. You have drawn enough attention to us,” Alex said softly.
“I must know,” Vettel said as he ground his teeth together in frustration.
“Are you willing to help us?” Alex asked.
“Yes,” Vettel whispered.
“Meet us at the Caravan Guildhouse when the Great Moon rises tonight. Ask for Wagon Master Arban. Make sure you are not being followed,” Alex said quietly.
A range of emotions flashed across Vettel’s face. Alex could see that the man was desperate for information about the Princesses. After a few moments Vettel nodded.
“Very well, I will be there tonight,” the former Commander said. 
Alex nodded and stood up. He walked over to Arban and took a few silvers out of his pocket. He laid them on the table, guessing that there would be more than enough to cover their meals and drinks. Arban stood up and they left the tavern without another glance towards Vettel.
“Did you learn anything?” Arban asked as they walked down the street.
“He is coming to the Guildhouse tonight so we can talk,” Alex said.
The Orc nodded.
“Did you learn anything else,” Arban asked.
“I think that Vettel is in love with Princess Hilda,” Alex said.




Chapter Twenty-Four


“Let’s see if Master Daerona has returned. We can fill her in on what we have learned,” Alex said as they walked up the couple of steps and through the main door of the Guildhouse. 
Arban nodded and they headed towards her office. The Orc knocked on the door, but there was no answer. They went to the dining room, but she was not there either.
Arban asked one of the bartenders if she had seen the Caravan Master.
“No, Wagon Master Arban, I have not seen Master Daerona since breakfast this morning. Perhaps Dak, or her other her assistant, Jassan, knows where she is,” the woman said.
“She could still be down at the docks checking on shipments,” Arban said as they went in search of Dak.
“I can imagine that this Guildhouse is busy with the Caravans from the west and the river traffic,” Alex said.
“Yes. There is enough to do here that she is allowed two assistants. Dak and Jassan are good men,” Arban said.
One of the scribes employed at the Guildhouse informed them that Jassan was down at the docks, but Dak could be found in the larger of the two warehouses beyond the courtyard.
They found Dak inspecting some crates and making notes in a small ledger he had with him. Alex guessed that Dak was Half Elven from the smaller pointed ears. The Half Elf looked up and smiled as they approached.
“Master Arban, how may I be of assistance,” Dak asked.
“Do you know if Master Daerona is still down at the docks?” Arban asked.
“The docks? I don’t believe so, unless she returned from the castle, and I missed her. But if she had, I’m sure she would have informed me that she was heading there,” the man said.
“The castle? Do you know what she was doing there?” the Orc said.
“A messenger arrived this morning. The advisors wanted to speak to her about the security of the shipments on the river. Master Daerona went to the castle after she returned from checking the shipment to Verbana,” Dak informed them.
Arban frowned and glanced towards Alex before turning towards Dak again.
“Thank you, Dak,” the Orc said.
“Is there anything the matter?” Dak asked.
“No. If you see her, tell her that I would like to meet with her,” Arban said.
“I will,” Dak said before turning back to his examination of the crates.
Alex and Arban left the warehouse, walking out into the sunlit courtyard.
“It is midafternoon. If Master Daerona left late in the morning, she should have returned by now,” the Orc said.
“We should take a walk to the castle and inquire,” Alex said.
“Yes,” Arban replied.
They saw Janx walking towards them from the bunkhouse.
“You have returned. Did you find the Watch Commander?” the Foxman asked.
Alex quickly explained that they had met Vettel but that he was going with Arban to ask about Master Daerona. They were concerned that she had not returned yet.
The Foxman frowned as he considered the news.
“I will come with you to the castle,” he said.
“I appreciate your offer, but I think if more than two of us show up, they may be suspicious and draw too much attention to ourselves. I also need you to tell the ladies where we are going,” Alex explained.
“Very well. Taiya and Lady Zura went to the marketplace,” Janx said and headed off in search of the women.
Alex and Arban headed off to the castle.
[image: image-placeholder]“Let me do the talking. Just act disinterested,” Arban said as they approached the main gate of the castle.
There were a pair of guards leaning against the walls of the castle, one on either side of the gate. Alex was surprised to see that they were wearing mismatched armor and not standing at attention. The guard on the left was an Orc woman and the man on the right was Human. 
Alex noticed the yellow ribbon tied around their upper arms. The guards were some of the Kanban mercenaries that the Wizard had hired.
The soldiers straightened up as they saw the two of them approaching. They walked closer together, blocking the path through the open gate, hands on the pommels of their swords. The Orc woman held her hand out, motioning for them to stop.
“The castle is closed for the day. The council is not accepting any more visitors today,” the mercenary said.
“We came to inquire about Caravan Master Daerona,” Arban said as he stopped in front of the guards, crossing his arms across his broad chest.
“And who might you be?” the woman asked.
“Wagon Master Arban. The Caravan Master is late for our meeting and I wanted to remind her that the shipment of Wool from Oktoban needs her approval before it can be loaded on the ship to Verbana,” Arban said.
The Orc woman glanced at her companion for a moment before turning to Arban again. 
“Is Master Daerona the Elf that arrived here this morning?” the mercenary asked.
“Yes,” Arban said.
“The Moon Elf left before lunch time. Seek her elsewhere,” the woman said.
“Thank you,” Arban said and turned to head back down the street.
Alex followed after him. Arban was silent until they had travelled well out of earshot of the gate guards.
“They are lying,” Arban said quietly.
“I agree,” Alex said.
“They must have her prisoner,” the Orc said as they turned down the main street back towards the Guildhouse.
“My guess is that they have murdered her,” Alex said somberly a few minutes later.
Arban’s face darkened with anger, and he turned around, ready to head back to the castle. Alex grabbed his upper arm, restraining the Orc.
“Now is not the time. We need to make plans,” Alex whispered.
Arban noticed a couple of women were staring at them. He took a deep breath and relaxed. They continued towards the Guildhouse.




Chapter Twenty-Five


"Is it possible that Master Daerona is down at the docks?” Zura asked as the team sat around one of the tables in the dining room. 
Two women were seated at the bar and a pair of Orcs were seated at one of the tables. They spoke quietly.
“Her assistant, Jassan, returned from the docks just at the same time we returned from the castle. He has not seen Daerona since this morning,” Arban said.
“The castle guards said that Master Daerona had left the castle in the morning. I believe they were lying,” Alex said.
“Is it possible that Daerona is about some other business in the city?” Zura asked.
Alex shook his head.
“Arban and I asked both of her assistants if that was a possibility. They said the Daerona did not have any other meetings scheduled with any merchants or officials for today,” Alex replied.
“You suspect that they are keeping her a prisoner in the castle?” Janx said.
“It is a possibility. Alex believes that they have murdered her,” Arban said, his expression grim.
Taiya’s eyes opened wide in surprise at that information. Zura frowned and Janx hung his head sorrowfully.
“If that is true, that is a bold move by the Wizard. This is a direct confrontation with the Caravan Guards,” Zura said.
“But why would he want to go to war with the Caravan Guards?” Taiya asked.
“I wonder if he has had word from Kargosk. I am going to make an assumption that the Wizard is connected to the assassination attempt on Duke Oktoban and with Orzetz’s attempt to seize control of Kargosk. 
“It is possible that he has spies in Kargosk who know that the Caravan Guards supported Dav Karlo in the battle. He has made a bold move already in killing the King and Queen,” Alex said.
“Then he probably knows the White Witches also helped Dav Karlo,” Taiya said.
“Master Nella’s involvement may have triggered his moves,” Zura said.
“I suspect that the Wizard felt that he was running out of time. He probably feels that he has eliminated the main threat from the White Witches for the moment. Perhaps by eliminating Master Daerona, who is the Caravan Guard’s leader here in Zenkova, he hopes to delay any response from the Caravan Guards to the moves that he is making,” Alex said.
“In general, the Master’s Council frowns on interfering in local affairs unless trade may be disrupted. In Kargosk, Master Kev saw that the city was going to fall into civil war with the strong possibility that Orzetz would win. It was not too hard for her to support Karlo and the stability he represented,” Arban said.
“The Wizard may have been surprised to see that the Caravan Guards picked a side to support in Kargosk. He might feel that the Caravan Guards were going to fight against him anyway,” Alex said.
They sat silently for a time as they considered the implications.
“We have no proof that the Wizard killed Master Daerona. If the Caravan Council asks, he can feign ignorance. He may be hoping that the Caravan Guards favor stability over fighting him without proof,” Zura said.
“Princess or should I say Queen Hilda is the rightful ruler of Zenkova. If the Wizard can pressure her to become his puppet, there is little evidence to use against him. He can maintain the façade that he has been loyal to Zenkova and has tried to do everything in his power to make things better. The murders stop, the Princess is safe, the city returns to normal,” Alex said.
“It is difficult to say exactly what his game is,” Zura said.
“With no proof that he was behind the murders, the Caravan Council may not want to move against him,” Arban said.
“The missing Princesses may be the key,” Zura said.
“They might be inside the Wizard’s Tower. If we can sneak in, we might be able to break them out,” Alex said.
“The Tower seemed well guarded,” Zura said.
“Perhaps the former Watch Commander, Vettel, might have some information on the Tower,” Arban said.
“We can meet here after dinner and wait for Vettel,” Alex said.
The rest of the team nodded, and Arban stood up.
“I am going to speak to Dak and Jassan. I will tell them our suspicions that Daerona was murdered. Word must be sent to the Guildhouse in Verbana,” the Orc said and then headed off to find Daerona’s assistants.
“I am going to go through Master Nella’s notes and belongings again. Perhaps I missed something,” Zura said.
“I will help you,” Taiya said and the two women headed up to Master Nella’s room.
“Shall we practice until it is time to eat?” Janx asked.
Alex nodded and the two men headed out to the courtyard. They spent the next hour practicing spear work.




Chapter Twenty-Six


Vettel arrived at the Guildhouse shortly after moonrise. Alex was glad to see that the man appeared sober and his eyes were clear. Vettel’s clothes were still rumpled but otherwise he seemed in a better place than when they had seen him at lunch time. 
Arban had arranged for them to use Daerona’s office. Technically, with Master Daerona missing, the Orc was the highest-ranking Caravan Guard official in Zenkova. Dak had asked Arban to be the acting Caravan Master. Arban had politely refused, having Dak take the position since he was familiar with the operation.
“Thank you for coming,” Alex said as Dak escorted Vettel into the office before he left, closing the door behind him.
Vettel nodded. The former Commander eyed the rest of the room’s occupants with suspicion. His gaze lingered on Zura for a moment as his expression became one of puzzlement.
“Please have a seat Commander,” Alex said.
“I am no longer the Commander,” Vettel said as he sat down in an empty chair.
“You have seen Wagon Master Arban earlier today. This is Janx, Taiya and...” Alex paused for a moment, wondering if he should use a fake name for Zura.
“The young Witch!” Vettel said.
Zura’s eyes widened in surprise.
“But you are in disguise,” the former Commander mused.
“Zenkova is a dangerous place these days, as you well know,” Zura said.
Vettel nodded slowly. He seemed amazed at Zura’s disguise.
“I am surprised that you recognized me, we met but for a moment,” Zura said.
“It was my job to be aware of any threats to Zenkova and the Royal Family. Two White Witches in the city at the same time was an unusual occurrence. And... no offense, your Council has a reputation for meddling in the affairs of nations,” Vettel said with a small bow of his head.
“You have an eye for detail,” Alex said.
“It is important to be aware of everything,” Vettel answered.
“Would you like anything to drink?” Arban asked.
The former Commander shook his head.
“What do you know about the Princesses?” Vettel said as he leaned forward in his chair, intently eyeing Alex.
“We are investigating a murder,” Alex said.
“You said as much earlier. Who was killed,” Vettel asked.
“Master Nella, the other White Witch,” Alex said.
Vettel leaned back in his chair with a frown.
“Impossible! I had heard that the Witch had returned to Zenkova. But murdered? When do you think this happened?” Vettel asked as he sat up in his chair.
“A few days ago. The Witch hasn’t been seen since. But few people outside this room know this,” Alex said.
“What makes you think she is dead?” Vettel asked.
“I have ways of knowing. Master Nella is dead. That is why I returned to the city,” Zura said.
Vettel turned to look at Zura for a moment. He nodded and then turned his head back to Alex.
“What does this have to do with the Princesses?” Vettel asked.
“We believe that whoever killed Master Nella is also responsible for abducting the Princesses,” Alex said.
Vettel’s eyes narrowed.
“Quite possible. This mysterious group has been able to operate with impunity, murdering who they will, without so much as clue left behind,” Vettel replied in angry frustration.
“We believe we have discovered the villain,” Alex said.
“I spent weeks trying to track down clues and suspects. And you have been here for a few days and you think you have solved the mystery?” Vettel scoffed as he leaned back in his chair.
“Do you wish to help us defeat this evil or not?” Alex asked.
Vettel gazed at Alex for a long moment.
“Yes. So, tell me who you think is behind our troubles in Zenkova?” Vettel asked.
“The Chief Advisor, Viljan,” Alex replied evenly.
“The Wizard! Impossible!” Vettel sputtered as he bolted upright in his chair.
Alex nodded. Vettel glanced over at Zura. The White Witch nodded in agreement.
“Viljan has been a loyal advisor to the Royal family as long as I can remember,” Vettel said.
Alex could see a range of emotions play over Vettel’s face. They gave him time to process the information. The former Commander stood up and began to pace the room, running his hand through his hair
Vettel sat back down in his chair. They could see the faraway look in his eye as he considered the possibilities.
“There were times in meetings that I noticed Viljan looking at the Queen Marta with... with a look of longing in his eyes. I never paid much attention to it. But now...,” Vettel said.
“Interesting. Do you think the Wizard may have been in love with the late Queen?” Zura asked.
“I don’t know. Perhaps,” Vettel said.
“But why kill her if he loved her,” Taiya asked.
The sat pondering the question.
“Perhaps she had refused his advances,” Zura said.
“His desire for power outweighed his love for the Queen,” Arban said.
“I have failed the Royal Family,” Vettel said softly as he hung his head in shame.
“What do you know of the Wizard’s Tower,” Alex asked.
“Very little. It is surrounded by a wall and the gate is stout. I would say that Viljan employs about thirty guards. He may have increased the number recently,” Vettel said.
“Do you think it is likely that the Princesses are being held there,” Arban asked.
“The Wizard has no other residence in the city. If he still had the girls in the palace, it would be difficult to keep word out,” Vettel said.
“I would imagine he took them to the Tower where he has loyal servants and guards,” Alex said.
“He has replaced many of the Castle Guards with mercenaries under the pretense of needing more help. He has moved many of the old castle guards to the City Watch ostensibly to help search for the princesses or the murderers,” Vettel explained.
“We have to get inside the Wizard’s Tower!” Vettel said as he stood up and paced the room again.
“The people must be told that Viljan is the one behind the murders,” Zura said.
“No one will believe you. The Wizard has been the chief advisor for over a decade. He is well respected in the city and the people think he is trying hard to help everyone,” Vettel said.
“At the moment we have no proof,” Arban said.
“The people will not fight against Viljan on the word of a disgraced Commander and a group of strangers,” Vettel said.
“Can you try to convince any of your comrades in the Watch about Viljan’s duplicity?” Alex asked.
“Matteus, the new Commander is an idiot. His family is always trying to position themselves for favors. Lieutenant Welt is a good man. He might believe me,” Vettel answered.
“I understand now why the Wizard insisted that Captain Vetz be brought out of retirement and made General of the Army. He is an incompetent fool, but he supports the Wizard. My friend, Captain Rolf, will listen to me. It might take me a few days, but I can probably convince a few of the men,” he added after a moment’s thought.
“We don’t have much time. I think Viljan is getting ready to make his move and use the Princesses in some way. Our only hope is that he is cautious and waiting for more Kanban to arrive. He has already replaced many of the castle guards. He has either captured or killed Master Daerona.” Alex said.
“Do you think he wants to use Hilda in some way?” Vettel asked.
“Perhaps he wants her to declare him regent and use her sister as leverage,” Zura said.
“Her sister is a strange one,” Vettel said absentmindedly.
“Perhaps he will force the new Queen to marry him and then he will be the King.” Zura said.
“Marry her!” Vettel exclaimed and slammed his fists down on the table, rattling the pitcher of water and the cups.
“It is a possibility,” Zura said.
“I am going to go scout out the Wizards Tower tonight,” Alex said
“I will come with you!” Vettel said eagerly.
“I can’t risk you coming. I’m sorry, but you are too angry and too eager to redeem yourself and rescue the girls. You will get us caught. I need you to start contacting people you know that would be willing to hear what you have to say about the Wizard. Janx can come with me, he is nimble and quiet,” Alex said.
Vettel argued for a moment and then he realized that Alex was right. The former Commander thanked them and headed back to the Sunrise Inn. He would work on a list of friends that would be open to supporting them against the Wizard.
“I will rest for now. Janx you should do the same. Taiya, wake us up in three hours and we will head to the Tower.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven


The Wiard’s Tower seemed quiet in the chill night air. Alex and Janx hid in the shadows of the building across the street from the Tower.  
Alex had brought his dagger and Janx had his stone belt knife. Alex wore his mail shirt, but he wore a dark tunic over it. They were not looking to get into a fight, just a quick reconnaissance mission and they would run if spotted.
The gate was closed, and two guards were leaning against the wall on either side. The warehouse building had one guard sitting on a chair by the front door. The guard looked half asleep.
Alex tapped Janx on the shoulder and they cautiously moved away from the buildings. They kept to the shadows as they worked their way around the nearby street so they could approach the tower from the back side.
“The guards seem to be quite relaxed considering the number of murders that have occurred,” Janx whispered as they made their way down a narrow alleyway.
“They are Viljan’s men. They know that he is the one behind the killings. They may have helped him kill, especially the common folk,” Alex said quietly.
The back wall of the Tower ran parallel to a narrow street. Across the street was a store that sold cloth, closed for the evening. The sign hanging from the side of the building said Franzi’s Fabrics.
The street was dark and quiet, lit only by the light of the moons. Alex examined the walls. They were about ten feet high and made from bricks. At either corner of the wall and in the middle was a support tower made of the same bricks, about two feet wide. Alex guessed that they provided anchors for the walls.
At Alex’s signal, they hurried across the street and stood close to the wall by the central tower. The brick column stuck out about a foot from the wall. Janx examined the bricks.
“I can climb this wall,” Janx whispered.
Alex looked up at the top of the wall. He was certain that he could use his enhanced strength to jump up and grasp the top of the wall. He could be over the wall in a matter of moments.
“I can get over the wall easily,” Alex said.
“Let me go first. I am smaller and my coloring blends well in the darkness,” Janx said.
Alex looked at the Foxman. He was short and slender. His grey coloring and dark clothing would help him blend into the wall and the shadows.
“Very well. But be cautious. Get up to the top of the wall and look around. Then come back and report what you see,” Alex said.
The Foxman nodded and slung his spear back across his shoulder. Using the corner of the wall for extra leverage, Janx quickly climbed up the wall, his bare feet easily finding grip between the bricks of the wall.
Once he neared the top, the Foxman slowed to stop and then cautiously peered over the top of the wall. Janx then placed his hands on the wall top and laid his chest on the wall top so he could see what was directly beneath him. A moment later he climbed back down the wall.
“Do you see anything of interest?” Alex asked.
“There are some barrels and crates stacked about the back wall. Otherwise, it is just dirt  until the Tower itself which is about twenty feet from the back wall. Along the side walls I could see what looked like wooden sheds. Perhaps for storage, it is difficult to tell,” Janx said.
“Did you see any guards?” Alex asked.
“No, I saw no one,” Janx said.
“Is there a door or any openings in the Tower that you could see?” Alex asked.
“No. No door. There are two windows about twenty feet up. On the next level above there are larger windows,” Janx replied.
Alex pondered their next move. They should probably head back to the Guildhouse, he thought.
“I can climb up and down the wall easily. We have not learned anything of value. I will go over the wall and see if I can find anything out,” Janx said.
Alex did not want to risk his friend, but they were running out of time and options. 
“Go, but do not take any risks. Do not stay long,” Alex said.
Janx nodded and then scurried to the top of the wall. The Foxman cautiously peered over the top of the wall. A moment later, he disappeared from view.
Alex looked up and down the street and then he hurried across to deeper shadows of the fabric store. Alex leaned against the wall, trying to blend into the darkness. His gaze was in constant motion as he looked to the top of the wall and then down both ends of the street.
The minutes slowly ticked by. Alex started growing nervous, worried for his friend. Then Alex saw movement at the top of the wall and he felt relief. His emotion changed to shock a second later as he realized that the movement wasn’t at the top of the wall. It was on the Tower wall behind it. Janx was scaling the Wizard’s Tower!
“What is he thinking!” Alex whispered to himself.
The Foxman made his way up to the first set of windows. The window to the right had light shining through it while the window on the left was dark. Janx made his way to the left window.
Alex could see Janx draw out his belt knife. The Foxman used the knife to slowly pry open the window. He could see Janx lean his head into the window opening. It looked like he was listening. A few moments later Janz opened the window up a little wider and stealthily climbed into the building.
Alex realized he was holding his breath and he released it in a slow exhale. Then he frowned in anger and worry. Janx should not be taking such a risk. Alex took a calming breath and forced himself to relax. All he could do now was wait patiently. In addition to scanning the street, he was listening intently for any sounds of alarm or struggle from the building.
Time was passing agonizingly slowly. Alex began to grow nervous for his friend. After a few more minutes, he began to think something had gone wrong. He hadn’t heard anything. He began to wonder if Janx was trapped somewhere because there were too many guards. Perhaps he should cause a diversion, Alex thought.
He needed to get closer to see if he could make anything out. Alex double-checked his dagger, making sure it was securely sheathed. Alex backed away from the wall. With a last look up and down the street, Alex ran back towards the wall.
With a powerful leap, Alex jumped up and grabbed the top of the wall, quickly pulling himself up so that he could see over the wall. He scanned the grounds below him. It was quiet, without a sign of movement.
Confident that he could quickly get back over the wall in a hurry, Alex swung over the top and dropped down into the ground below. He crouched down, listening. All was quiet, maybe too quiet.
Alex hurried over to the corner of the Tower to his right. He cautiously peeked around. There was a door about 15 feet down the wall. Across from the Tower along the outer wall were a number of small buildings. The closest looked like storage sheds and the ones farther down looked like animal pens.
Alex hurried over to the other corner and peeked around it. There were some storage sheds along this side as well. Another door was visible halfway down the building. Alex debated for a moment. If there were animals in the pens on the other side of the building, his presence might startle them, alerting the guards. He made his decision and made his way toward this door, drawing his dagger.
He was relieved to find that it was unlocked. On the other side was a hallway leading towards a dimly lit opening. Alex tiptoed towards the light. He cautiously peeked through the opening. 
The large room beyond was a kitchen from the looks of it. There were ovens, prep tables and various pans, cauldrons, buckets and crates all about the room. Opposite from him was another passage. Alex guessed it led to the other door near the animal pens. 
To his right was another doorway, but it was closed. To his left was a set of double doors that were propped open. The hallway beyond the double doors was shrouded in darkness. The room was lit by a couple of lamps on the walls that were turned down to a low flame. There was a single candle flickering on the central prep table in the middle of the room.
Alex frowned as he quietly walked towards the candlelit table to better make out what was on the table. His blood ran cold. Janx’s knife, broken in half, was lying next to the candle.
“One wrong move and your little friend dies!” a voice to his left said coldly.




Chapter Twenty-Eight


Alex whirled to face the double doors. Out of the shadows a guard wearing a yellow armband emerged from the shadows, followed by two more guards holding Janx prisoner between them. One of the men had a sword pointed at Janx’s throat. 
Janx’s arms were bound, and he had cloth tied around his face to keep him from speaking. The Foxman had a gash over his eye that was still bleeding. Alex could see another cut on his upper arm.
Alex glanced over his shoulder as the door behind him flew open and two more guards stepped into the room. They had crossbows leveled at him. A moment later guards blocked the other two doors as well. He was trapped!
“Put down the dagger,” the man commanded.
Alex considered his options. There were two behind him, one on either side, and three to his front. His strength and speed might be able to overcome them if the crossbows missed. Maybe. But Janx would die. Alex dropped his dagger onto the table. A moment later, two of the guards seized him by the arms.
Alex felt the tip of a crossbow bolt pressed against his back as one of the guards from behind stepped up behind him as the guards from the side doors came up next to him, swords pointed at him. 
One of the guards struck Alex in the back of the head with the butt of their crossbow. Alex crashed to the ground, unconscious.
The group’s leader walked over and stood over Alex’s body.
“Should we kill them, Grat?” one of the men asked.
“Take them downstairs. Separate cells. The boss may want to question them first,” the leader said.
Two of the men picked Alex up and took him away, followed by the men with Janx. Grat frowned. The Wizard was not going to be happy. This was the second time in a fortnight that intruders had broken into the Wizard’s Tower. The Wizard had sealed off the entrance in the basement after the White Witch had surprised them. Six of Grat’s men had been killed by the Witch before the Wizard had come down and defeated her.
Grat walked over to the table and picked up Alex’s dagger. He looked at the blade with interest for a moment before sliding it into his belt.
A moment later, Grat let out a cry of pain as his sword belt fell to the ground. The strange blade had sliced through the leather of the sword belt and then Grat’s leather leggings, biting deep into his thigh. Blood spurted out of the wound.
Grat grabbed the dagger and pulled it out of his thigh, but it only made his wound worse as the blade sliced a wider gash. Two of Grat’s men rushed into the kitchen, drawing their swords as they saw their leader bleeding. Grat tossed the blade onto the central table.
“Damned cursed blade sliced me open! Get some bandages!” Grat yelled to his confused men.
One of the guards ran for supplies while the other put his sword away and grabbed a chair for Grat.
The mercenary grimaced in pain as he sat down. He tried to push the edges of the wound closed as he waited for the other guard to return with bandages. The Wizard was not going to be happy, he thought as he shook his head in dismay.
[image: image-placeholder]Alex awoke a few hours later. He realized he was lying on a cold stone floor. His head was pounding. He sat up, gingerly feeling the back of his head. He didn’t feel any dried blood, but he certainly had a lump back there. In front of him were prison bars.
“You’re awake. I was worried you might be dead,” a woman’s voice said.
Alex looked to his left. There were two more cell cages there. A girl was sitting on a small cot in the cell that was next to him. The farther cell was empty except for a cot. Alex looked to his right. There was one more cell in that direction. It was empty.
Alex stood up. His muscles were sore from laying on the cold floor, so he began to stretch. 
He looked towards the young woman in the cell next to him.
“Where are we?” he asked.
“I think we are in the dungeon of the castle,” she said.
“The castle?” Alex said with a frown.
“Yes... at least that is my guess,” she said. 
The last thing Alex remembered was that he had been struck in the back of his head when he had been captured in the Wizard’s Tower.
Alex walked over to the bars separating them to get a better look at her. The woman seemed to be about 18 or 19 years old he guessed. She had high cheekbones, full lips and a dimple in her chin. Shoulder length, dark blonde hair hung down past her shoulder blades. 
The girl had unusual green eyes flecked with gold. Her eyes were bloodshot. Alex guessed the girl had been crying.
“How long have I been here?” he asked the girl.
The girl thought for a moment.
“It is hard to tell time down here. There are no windows. But the guards bring me three meals every day. I had fallen asleep and sometime later that brought you and that Foxman here. It might have been the middle of the night. They brought me breakfast a few hours ago,” she said.
Alex looked around the room again at her mention of a Foxman. But it was just the two of them. The rest of the room was bare stone walls with a wooden door as the only exit. The door was banded with metal bars for extra strength. A pair of lamps near the door provided light.
“What happened to the Foxman?” Alex asked as he looked towards the girl again.
She stood up and began pacing the room, her arms crossed underneath her breasts. She was wearing what looked like a long white nightgown with long sleeves made from a silky material. A pink sash was tied around her waist. She was barefoot.  The young woman had a slender build and Alex guessed that she was a little over 5 feet tall.
“Soon after breakfast, Viljan came with some guards and they took the Foxman away,” she replied.
“Viljan? The Wizard?” Alex asked.
The girl stopped pacing near Alex and nodded, yes.
“Did they he say where he was taking the Foxman?” Alex asked.
“Viljan was very excited to see the Foxman. I think that was the first time I have ever seen that evil old man smile. Well, except when he looks at my sister,” she replied.
“Did he say anything?” Alex asked.
The girl shook her head, no.
“He couldn’t say anything, he was tied up and his mouth was bound,” she said.
It took Alex a moment to realize that she was talking about Janx.
“I meant the Wizard,” he said.
The girl raised her hand to her mouth and blushed.
“Oh, right! I’m so sorry,” she said.
“It’s alright,” Alex said.
He gave her an encouraging smile. The girl was obviously distraught. He would have to be patient.
“The Wizard looked at the Foxman and said something like... after all these years the package has finally arrived. Better late than never,” she said as she concentrated on remembering the exact words.
“Did he say anything else?” Alex asked.
“He ordered his men to take him upstairs to his study and to bind him securely in a chair,” she said.
“Anything else?” he asked encouragingly.
The girl put her fingers up to her mouth again, this time with a pained expression.
“One of the guards asked if they should kill you and dispose of your body. Viljan said not yet. He was holding some kind of knife. He said he wants to know where you got this dagger before they kill you. Then they left with the Foxman,” she explained.
Alex nodded and he began to pace the room, thinking about what the girl had just told him. He paused as he thought of something she had said.
“Who is your sister?” Alex asked as he walked back towards her.
“My sister? My sister is Princess Hilda,” she said.
“So, you are the other Princess?” Alex asked as he tried to remember her name.
“I am Nina. Well... Princess Antonina,” she said with a little smile as she made a curtsy.
Alex smiled. It was good to see the girl smile, even if it was for a fleeting moment.
“I am Alex,” he said and tried his best at making a courtly bow.
“Alex,” she said as she savored his name thoughtfully.
“You have good manners for a criminal,” she said as she walked over to her cot and sat down again.
“Criminal? Why do you say that?” Alex said.
“Oh... if this is the dungeon, I assumed you must be a criminal,” she said with a frown.
“If that is true- what crime did you commit?” Alex asked.
“Oh, right,” she said as she blushed again.
“This is probably the basement of the Wizards Tower, not the Castle’s Dungeon,” Alex explained.
Nina stood up as he considered what he said.
“I just realized that Viljan said for his men to take the Foxman up to his study. The Wizard did not have a study or even an office in the castle. He would come to meet with my Father or with the Council of Advisors,” she said.
“Yes. I’m sure we are still in his Tower,” Alex said.
The Princess frowned and sat back down on her cot. Alex walked over to the other side of the cage. He looked at the bars of the cell. He grasped two of the bars and slowly applied pressure. After a few moments, the bars started to bend apart.
Satisfied that he could break his way out of the cage, Alex bent the bars back so that only a close inspection would reveal that they had been tampered with.
“These bars are quite solid. I doubt you will be able to break them,” the Princess said as she tried to see what he was doing.
“You might be right. But it was worth a try,” Alex said as he turned back towards her.
Alex looked at the door to the room. It had no latch or handle on this side that he could see. He guessed that it was barred from the other side. He wondered if there was a guard posted outside of the door.
“Would you like some bread and the other half of this pear,” the Princess said.
Alex turned towards the girl. He hadn’t noticed it before, but sitting next to her on the cot, was a small wooden plate with a half-eaten pear and a hunk of bread that looked like it had been torn from a bigger piece.
Alex’s walked over to the bars separating them.
“No, thank you. I don’t want to eat your food,” he said.
His stomach rumbled loudly.
She smiled and stood up, picking up the plate of food. Taking the bread in one hand she reached between the bars separating them, offering it to him.
“Please, I saved this because I thought you might be hungry when you woke up,” she said.
“I cannot accept,” Alex said.
“I heard your stomach rumble,” she said with a little smile.
“I do not eat very much and don’t finish what they give me,” she added.
Alex nodded and accepted the bread. She then passed the half-eaten pair through the bars.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t have anything to cut the pear in half with,” she said in embarrassment.
Alex gratefully accepted the half-eaten fruit. Then he remembered something that Zura had said to him once.
“I am grateful to eat something that has been graced by the lips of a beautiful Princess,” he said and gave her a small bow which made her blush again.
Zura was some kind of noble born Lady from Taren. The White Witch wasn’t a Princess, but she certainly acted like one, he thought. Zura had tossed him her leftover journey bread when he was escorting her to Kargosk. She had been offended when he had instead fed the leftover bread to his horse.
As Alex ate the food, he thought about his team. They would certainly be worried about him and Janx. He hoped that they didn’t do anything rash.
Alex sat on the floor near the bars separating him and Nina. He leaned back against the stone wall.
Alex noticed something peeking out from Nina’s sleeve. He did a double take when he realized it was a small green garden snake.
“Is that a snake?” he asked curiously.
“What? Oh... no,” Nina said in surprise as she reached over with her other hand and pulled the sleeve down, covering the little snake. 
Alex noticed she was blushing, and she shifted her body on the cot so he could not see her face as her hair hung forward hiding it.
After a few moments she turned and looked at him again.
Alex gave her an encouraging smile. She pulled up her sleeve. Wrapped around her forearm was a small green snake.
“It is a snake. I call her Sophy,” Nina said quietly, watching his reaction.
Alex leaned forward to see Sophy better.
“She is well behaved,” Alex said.
Nina smiled.
“My sister thinks it’s strange that I have snakes as pets,” she said.
“I suppose it is unexpected to see a Princess with a snake as a pet,” Alex said with a shrug. 
“A friend of mine had a lizard as a pet,” Alex added.
The snake slid down her wrist and crawled down the cot leg, sliding across the floor towards Alex.  The little snake came near Alex and its tongue flicked in and out as it regarded him with its little eyes. After a few moments it slithered back to Nina, curling up on the cot next to her.
“Sophy likes you,” the Princess said with a note of surprise in her voice.
“I’m a likeable person,” Alex said with a little laugh.
“You don’t understand, my snakes have never liked other people!” Nina said.
“Tell Sophy I am honored,” Alex said and nodded towards the little snake.
Nina gazed down at the little snake and Sophy lifted its head up, looking her in the eye.
“Alex is honored that you like him,” Nina said.
A moment later, the little snake turned to look at Alex for a moment before curling up again.
Alex was surprised. Did she really just communicate with the snake, he wondered.
“Is Sophy able to understand you?” Alex asked.
Nina thought for a moment before responding.
“She seems to grasp my intentions. I’m not sure how to explain it. If I try, I can sense her feelings for a moment. I think she can do the same. I don’t have to actually speak to her, but I find that it is easier for me to explain my thoughts if I speak them out loud to her,” the Princess explained.
Alex considered what she had just said. Was she some kind of snake charmer, or was this some other kind of Ktorian magic, he wondered.
“How many pet snakes do you have?” Alex asked.
“Oh, just Sophy right now. The small snakes only live for a few years, and they get snatched by birds or cats sometimes. My parents didn’t let me keep them, but I usually had one or two that I kept hidden. My mother...” Nina stopped as a stricken look came over her face.
The Princesses dropped her face into her hands and started crying.
“What’s wrong?” Alex asked as he stood up in concern.
Nina sniffled a few times and looked at Alex with tears streaming down her face.
“Viljan said he killed my parents. He said if I didn’t cooperate, he would kill Hilda next,” she said as she wiped her eyes.
“What does he want from you?” Alex asked.
Before the Princess could reply, the door to the room opened. Two guards with yellow armbands walked into the room. One was carrying a tray with something on it. The other guard had his sword out. He pointed it towards Alex.
“You! Stand at the back wall of your cell?” the guard said to Alex.
“Or what?” Alex said as he frowned at the man.
The man gave him an evil grin.
“Or you starve to death,” the guard replied.
Alex realized that the other guard's tray had some food on it as well as a pair of cups. Alex shrugged and moved to the back wall. The guard with the food knelt down and slid a cup through the bars of his cell. A slender wooden plate followed.
The guard moved to stand in front of the Princess’s cell. Nina stood up, wiping her tears with the sleeve of her shirt. She slid her old cup and plate through the cell bars and the guard gave her a fresh cup and plate. The guards left, closing the door behind them.
“Our lunch is served,” Nina said as she picked up her plate and cup.
Alex walked over to see what they had given him. He picked up the cup and sniffed at it cautiously. It seemed to be plain water. He was a bit thirsty, so he took a sip. It was a cup of cool water.
The plate had a hunk of brown bread on it. He picked up the plate and went to sit near the Princess again.
He noticed that her plate had a hunk of cheese and some grapes on it. No doubt, she was the more important prisoner, he thought. As for him, they probably wanted to give him just enough to keep him alive for now.
Alex sat down and began nibbling on his bread.
“Oh. They didn’t give you very much, did they?” Nina said as she glanced over at his plate.
“It's better than nothing,” Alex said with a shrug.
“Take some of mine,” she said as she knelt on the floor next to the cell bars.
The Princess broke her cheese in half and reached towards Alex through the bars.
“I am okay. You eat it, Princess,” he said, shaking his head in refusal.
“Please. Take it. I have no appetite. I never finish what they give me,” she said.
Alex reached out his palm and she dropped the cheese into it. He thanked her and she turned to her plate and pulled a few grapes off of the stem before reaching the rest out to Alex. He accepted with another thank you.
Nina held her cup of water near the snake and Sophy drank a little of her water.
After they had eaten, Alex asked her about the Wizard.
“Viljan wants me to convince Hilda to marry him,” Nina explained.
“Marry him?” Alex said in surprise.
Nina nodded. Alex wondered about the Wizard’s plans. Obviously, he wanted to rule Zenkova. He wondered why he needed the sister.
“The Wizard is running Zenkova now. No one suspects anything and trusts him. Why does he want to marry your sister? I would think he would want both of you dead,” Alex asked.
“I have thought about it. My mother’s brother is the King of Kaznak. He could have a claim on the throne of Zenkova. I think Viljan wants to make himself the legal king by marrying Hilda,” she said.
“Where is Kaznak?” Alex asked. He didn’t recall seeing it on the map that General Rosk had shown him in Oktoban.
“It is about a week’s journey south of Verbana on the Kaz River near the White Sea. I went there once as child to visit my uncle,” she said.
“Would your uncle challenge Viljan?” Alex asked.
“King Kaspar is a stern man with many grim warriors. I think he would challenge the Wizard if he thought he could win Zenkova,” she said. 
“I wonder if he will use your sister to become King and then kill her at some point. They people of Zenkova will recognize him as their rightful king and your uncle then might not challenge.” he said.
The Princess started crying softly at his words. 
“I’m sorry Princess, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Alex said.
“It’s all right. It is the truth of the situation we are in,” she said after she had wiped her eyes and taken a deep breath.
Alex tried to think of something to take her mind off of her troubles.
“So, tell me what it is like living the life of a Princess?’ he asked.
The Princess had a sad, faraway look in her eyes.
“It is not as glamorous as you might imagine,” she said, her voice tinged with sadness.
“Do you live in the castle,” he asked.
“The castle is... is where I spend most of my time,” she replied.
There was something strange in her voice, but Alex couldn’t be sure what she was implying.
“Don’t you leave the castle very much?” he asked with a frown.
“No. My parents are... were, very protective of me,” she said as her voice caught with emotion at talk of her parents.
“I’m sure they wanted the best for you,” Alex replied, not knowing what else to say.
They were both quiet for a time.
“What did you do to pass the time in the castle?” Alex asked.
“I like to read. I read a lot of books,” she said.
“I enjoy reading, but I haven’t had much time to read these last few years,” he said wistfully.
“What have you been doing that you don’t have time to read?” the Princess asked as she looked at him curiously.
“Travelling, mostly,” Alex replied.
“Travelling! You are so lucky!” Nina said as she looked at Alex enviously.
“Travelling is great. But as a soldier, it can be dangerous,” he explained.
“You’re a soldier?” she asked, intrigued.
“I was. Now I work with the Caravan Guards,” Alex said.
“The Caravan Guards! They are always travelling. They get to see so many new and exciting places. I only get to visit those kinds of places by reading my books!” she said excitedly.
“What kind of books do you like to read?” Alex asked.
“Mostly stories of travel and adventure,” she said with a little blush.
Alex nodded. He imagined if he was stuck in the same building most of his life, he would also want to read stories of travel and adventure.
“What else did you do in the castle?” Alex asked.
“Well....” she began and then stopped.
“What?” Alex prompted.
The Princess gave him a long look, almost as if she was taking his measure to see if he was trustworthy.
“Sophy seems to like you,” she said softly.
Alex waited patiently.
“Promise not to tell anyone?” she asked finally.
“I promise, Princess,” Alex said earnestly.
“I explore the castle... secretly,” she said as she looked around the room to be extra sure that there was no one else in the room.
“What do you mean?” Alex asked with a puzzled frown.
“The castle is full of secret passages!” Antonina said excitedly.
“That is exciting,” Alex said with a smile. 
He meant it. After all, he thought, who didn’t like the idea of sneaking around a castle using secret passages.
“How did you avoid being caught?” Alex asked.
“No one else knows about the hidden hallways and ladders. I found them by accident. I could tell from the dust that no one had been in them for many, many years!” Nina told him as her eyes shone with excitement.
Alex gave her another smile as he pictured her sneaking around some dusty and dark secret passage.
“You should be proud of yourself. It takes a brave person to explore something like that,” he gave her an approving nod.
The Princess responded by giving him a dazzling smile. It was the first smile he had seen from her.
“I don’t think I’ve ever talked so much to one person in a short period of time” she said.
“Really? Why is that?” Alex asked.
“My parents... kept me in the castle most of the time. I don’t have any friends,” she said.
“I find that hard to believe. You’re a Princess,” Alex said.
“I, well, sometimes I can be awkward around people,” she said as a sad look crossed her face.
Alex smiled.
“You don’t seem awkward to me,” Alex said.
She gave him a shy smile.
“Do you think so?” she asked.
“Of course. Why would you think you are awkward,” he said.
“It’s... It’s a long story,” she said with a frown.
Before Alex could ask a follow up question, the door of the dungeon room opened. Two guards walked in with swords drawn. An older man entered behind them. Two more guards waited in the doorway. 
Alex recognized the Wizard from the other day when he had spoken to the people of Zenkova. Except that the Wizard seemed energetic and vigorous compared to the tired and weary stance he had taken when addressing the crowd. Alex realized that it must have been an act. A show for the people to show them how hard he had been working.
“Princess Antonina,” Viljan said with a sneer and a mocking bow before turning to Alex.
Alex stood up and walked towards the front of the cell. The guards motioned for him to not get any closer. Alex saw that the Wizard was holding his dagger in one of his hands.
“I see you are awake. I hope my men have not done any permanent damage to you. At least not yet,” the Wizard said as he took a few steps closer to Alex’s cell.
“I’ve had worse,” Alex said.
“I’m sure you have,” Viljan said with a narrowing of his eyes.
The Wizard held up the dagger.
“Who are you working for?” the Wizard asked.
“Working for? No one,” Alex replied.
“Really? Then why did you break into my residence?” Viljan asked.
“It must have been a mistake,” Alex said with a shrug of his shoulders.
“Oh, it’s a mistake all right. One that you will soon regret. Are you an assassin?” the Wizard asked.
Alex shook his head, no.
“Just a travelling adventurer,” Alex said.
“With a priceless dagger such as this? Where did you get it?” Viljan said.
“I found it,” Alex said.
The Wizard laughed.
“I wonder if those meddlesome Witches sent you,” the Wizard said, sounding like he was thinking out loud.
Alex didn’t say anything.
“I must thank you for bringing the Foxman to me. I had expected him many years ago. But better late than never, as the saying goes,” the Wizard said.
Alex remained quiet.
“Well, your friend is quite anxious about you. I have a feeling he will tell me what I need to know, once he sees what I am going to do to you,” the Wizard said.
Alex just looked him in the eyes. The Wizard probably planned on torturing him.
“But I suppose the mystery of the Foxman can wait a little longer, as it has been waiting a long time already. I have more pressing things to attend to,” the Wizard said as he turned and walked over to stand in front of Nina’s cell.
The Princess stood up, her fists clenched at her sides.
“Where is Hilda! Why won’t you let me see her?” Nina said to him.
“In due time, my dear, in due time,” the Wizard said with an evil laugh.
The Wizard look down at his feet. Sophy had slithered out of the cage and was heading towards the Wizard. With a snarl, the Wizard stomped on the little snake with his booted foot, grinding the life out of Sophy. He kicked the carcass to the far side of the room.
Nina let out an anguished cry. A moment later, her body shivered with a golden glow for a moment. As the glow disappeared, her body had transformed into a large snake that fell to the floor with a wet sound. 
The dark green colored snake coiled into a spiral. Its head swayed back and forth as it hissed angrily at the Wizard.




Chapter Twenty-Nine


Alex couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Where Nina had been standing, A five-foot snake was curling up on the floor. Did the Wizard just change her into a snake, he wondered. But he hadn’t seen Viljan do anything. 
The Wizard had a look of revolt on his face as he looked down at the snake.  The guards on either side of the Wizard took a step back as they eyed the snake curled on the floor with horror.
“Disgusting creature!” the Wizard said.
With a final glance towards Alex, the Wizard turned on his heel and left the room, followed by the guards. The door closed firmly behind them.
Alex walked over to the bars separating Nina’s cell from his. He dropped down to one knee and looked at the snake. The creature had curled up into a tight spiral. Had Nina been turned into a snake, he wondered again.
Alex was about to stand up when he noticed the snake was starting to glow with the golden light again. The glow brightened, and a moment later, Nina had reappeared. The Princess was curled up on the floor where the snake had been. She was sobbing softly.
“Are you alright?” Alex asked.
The Princess looked up at him and then down at her body. With a mournful cry she stood up and then ran to the cot. She threw herself down, face first on the bed, sobbing into the blanket.
Alex stood up and gave her a moment to cry. This was a new kind of magic for him. The girl had changed into a snake!
“Princess are you alright?” he asked again.
“No! I will never be all right!” she wailed.
“Is there anything I can do to help you?” Alex said.
“No one can help my shame!” she said softly.
Alex tried to understand what she meant. He remembered that Commander Vettel had said that the sister was strange. Was she like a werewolf, he wondered. Except she turned into a snake instead of a wolf? 
The guards had backed away from her in horror when she had transformed. The look the Wizard had given her was one of pure disgust.
Princess Nina let out a deep sigh. She sat up on the cot, wiping the tears from her eyes.
“I understand if you do not wish to speak to me anymore,” she said softly.
Alex looked at her in confusion. Nina stood up and dragged her cot as far away from Alex’s cage as she could. The legs made a scrapping sound across the stone floor.
“What are you doing?” Alex asked with a frown.
“I am sorry you are stuck in the same room with me. I can’t get any farther away from you,” she said woodenly as she sat down on the cot. 
The Princess sat there dejectedly; her shoulders slumped. She had a faraway look in her eyes.
“Princess, why would I not want to talk to you. Why would I want to get far away from you,” Alex asked in confusion.
“Because of my shame,” she said softly, avoiding his gaze.
Alex finally realized that she meant her transformation magic. Alex didn’t remember Taiya mentioning shape shifting or Werewolves when she was explaining different types of Powers that people could have. But it shouldn’t surprise him that people could change into other animals, he thought.
“Why would I care that you can change into a snake?” Alex said.
The Princess turned on the bed so that she was facing him.
“Aren’t you afraid, like everyone else?” she asked.
“No. Were you planning on biting me?” he asked.
It was her turn to have a look of surprise on her face.
“No! Of course not!” she answered.
“Are you poisonous?” Alex asked.
“No!” she said and then a look of confusion passed across her face.
“At least... I don’t think I’m poisonous,” she added.
“Well as long as you aren’t planning on biting me, we should be okay,” Alex said with a smile.
The Princess stared at him for a moment, a glimmer of hope in her eyes.
“Are you not disgusted by me?” she asked softly.
“No, not at all. Curious, but not disgusted,” he said.
“Oh,” she said as she digested what he had said.
Alex gave her an encouraging smile. He could see a range of emotions playing across her face.
“You are the first person I have met that has seen me transform and has not been afraid of me. Or disgusted by me. Or both,” she said.
Alex felt a stab of sadness in his heart as he saw the stricken look on her face as she had said that to him.
“I am sorry to hear that, Princess. That must have been very hard on you,” he said softly.
She met his gaze and gave him a little smile. 
“What about your parents or your sister? I can’t believe they were afraid of you?” he asked.
Nina got a faraway look in her eyes again and was silent for a few minutes.
“My parents treated me differently when... my body changed. They kept me in the castle most of the time,” she said.
“What about your sister?” he asked.
“She cares for me. But she also is embarrassed by me. Imagine, a Princess that’s also a snake!” Nina replied.
“Is this some kind of Power? I am not familiar with all the different types,” he asked.
“Yes. There are people who are born with the Power of Shifters. Why did it have to be a snake!” she said angrily.
“I think it's pretty interesting,” Alex said.
“Really? The people of Zenkova are not fond of snakes,” Nina said.
“Why is that?” he asked.
“The city is built between two rivers. The waters around here are home to the venomous white mouth snakes. Their bite can kill if not treated soon. People are afraid of them,” she explained.
“Is that why your parents kept you hidden away in the castle?” he asked.
“Yes. I think they were embarrassed by my Power. They were probably worried that the people would hate and fear me,” she answered softly.
Alex wondered at what a lonely life the Princess must have led after her Power manifested itself.
“Is that why you read a lot, to pass the time?” Alex asked as he tried to cheer her up.
“Yes. If I couldn’t travel physically, at least I could travel in my mind,” she said with a shrug. 
“Books are a great escape, Princess,” he agreed.
“Please, call me Nina. I love books of travel and adventures in faraway lands,” she said shyly.
“What are your favorite types of stories?” he asked, curious to see her taste in books.
“You will think me silly... but I love the children's stories about Princesses being trapped in a tower by an evil stepmother, or being held captive by a dragon, or being held for ransom by bandits. She is always rescued by a handsome and daring knight,” she explained.
Nina looked at him sheepishly, worried that he would find her taste in books childish.
Alex gave her an encouraging smile. Princess Nina had been trapped in her castle for years. No wonder she dreamed of escape and adventure.
“How did you find out about your Power?” Alex asked.
“There was a boy who liked me. His name was Jon and he was the son of Sir Ben, the Castle Steward. It was my thirteenth summer. I would meet him in the library where we would talk. One day he leaned in and kissed me. The next moment I transformed into a snake. He backed away screaming. He knocked over one of the bookshelves.
“I didn’t know what happened or why I was on the floor. I ran away. Well, I slithered away I suppose. I hid under a bookshelf. After a little while, I heard my mother looking for me. I was afraid, so I stayed hidden. They found me curled up on the floor in a corner the next morning. I had transformed back. The Wizard figured out that I was a Shifter. My parents were horrified by the news,” she concluded with a sad, faraway look in her eyes. 
Alex nodded in sympathy.
“I found a book in the castle library. It was an old book called Magics of Ktor. From what I could find, I am a Serpent Shifter. It’s very rare, but I just got lucky, I guess,” she added with a rueful smile.
“Can you not control the change?” Alex asked her.
“I change when I am upset or emotional or excited. I do my best to fight it,” she answered.
“Don’t you try to change back and forth?” he asked her.
“Why would I want to change into a serpent?” Nina replied with a surprised look.
“People are horrified by me. That is the last thing I want to do!” she added.
Alex thought about her predicament. The Princess had been conditioned to hate her Power by the reactions of the people around her. He sat down in the corner of the wall and bars next to her cell. Nina pulled her cot close again, so that it was next to the bars separating them. She sat down on the cot, crossing her legs under her.
“I want to thank you for listening,” Nina said gratefully.
She reached out her hand and touched his shoulder through the bars. There was a surge of Power through them. Alex flinched in surprise at the unexpected flow of Power. He should have expected that he would get a small shock when they first touched each other.
Nina gave a little shout and jumped back from him. There was a golden glimmer and in an instant, she had transformed into a snake again. The snake coiled up on the cot. The head looked up at him, the forked tongue darting in and out.
“Are you okay?” Alex asked as he stood up and looked down at her.
After a few moments, the snake unwound and started rising up as the glimmering glow returned. As the light faded, Nina sat before him again.
“I’m sorry if I hurt you!” she said as her hand flew up to her mouth in concern.
“You didn’t hurt me,” he said. 
“I have never had that happen before! Is this some new calamity that has befallen me?” She said with a stricken look.
“No. Princess- this wasn’t because of you. It's something that happens sometimes when people touch me,” he said.
She thought about what he said.
“What do you mean? Are you some kind of magician? Do you have some kind of Power too?” she asked.
“Something like that,” he said with a shrug.
“What kind of Power do you have?” Nina asked.
“I can’t say. It’s kind of a secret.” he explained.
“I understand if you don’t want to trust me,” she said.
“Trying to keep your Power a secret is a terrible burden,” she added.
Alex thought about what she had been through and how she had confided in him. 
“I am able to boost women that have Power,” he said to her. 
“What do you mean,” she said with a perplexed frown.
“For example, my friend is a Flame Dancer. If I boost her, she can make more powerful Fire Balls,” he said. 
“Well, that does not seem too bad. Why is it important to keep it a secret?” Nina asked.
“Because Powerful people may want to use me so I can boost their Powers,” Alex explained.
“Oh... so someone like Viljan might want to use you to make his own Power stronger,” she said.
“Well, yes... but not Viljan. My boost only works for women. It wouldn’t help the Wizard unless he had a female ally that I could boost,” he said.
“Oh. I think I understand. How do you boost a Woman?” she asked curiously.
“It seems that the only way it works is by having sex with her,” Alex said.
“Sex? Oh!” she said and turned to look at the floor uncomfortably, her cheeks turning red.
Alex was surprised to see her blushing. He was surprised by this, because from what he had seen on Ktor, the people here were very open about sexual relations between men and women.
Then he considered her past. He thought about how she had been kept secluded in the castle. Kept away from other people. She had also said that her first transformation had occurred when she had kissed a boy. She probably was still a virgin, he realized.
There was an awkward silence.
“Is your friend the Flame Dancer beautiful?” she asked him, but she was still looking at the floor.
“Taiya? Yes, she is a Wood Elf. She is very pretty,” Alex answered truthfully.
Nina was silent for a while.
She reached through the bars and touched his shoulder again. She flinched away as she felt the Power spark between them. Alex heard her take a deep breath and then she touched him again, this time letting her hand rest on his shoulder.
“This is such a strange sensation,” the Princess said as her breathing quickened.
The sexual energy was fairly strong between them. Alex took a moment to analyze the flow of energy between them. The level was not at Taiya’s level or even Zura’s, but it was still strong. Certainly stronger than what he had felt with Lariza the Minstrel or Lady Isabel the Healer or the Nankossa.
“I don’t know how to describe what I am feeling. I want to stop touching you and at the same time I want to never stop touching you,” she whispered. Her eyes were big as she looked at Alex.
There was a difference in the feel of her Power compared to that from other women he had felt. The Power within Nina was moving sluggishly, was the best way he could describe it. The flow felt off. There was a restrained quality to it.
“Princess... have you ever practiced with your Power?” he asked.
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Do you ever practice changing back and forth from your snake form to your Human form?” he asked.
“What! No. I never try to turn into a serpent! Whenever it happens, I try to change back as quickly as possible!” she said.
Alex nodded. He was trying to ignore the sexual urges he was feeling. The Princess still had her hand on his shoulder. She was a very pretty girl with lovely lips and beautiful eyes. Even if they were bloodshot at the moment.
Alex shook his head and stood up, breaking the contact. He looked over at the Princess. Her mouth had dropped open at his breaking of the contact. She shook her head as if to clear it.
“That was the most amazing sensation. Alex, I must admit, I had the strangest urge to kiss you. I have not felt that way since... well, since the incident that changed my life,” she said as she looked up at him in wonder.
Alex gave her a half smile.
“I seem to have that effect on women with Power,” he said.
Alex shook his head as well. It was time to plan his escape.
“Princess, after the guards bring you dinner, when is the next time they check in on you?” he asked.
She blinked for a moment at his change of topic.
“After the bring dinner, they don’t come back until the morning. At least, it feels like morning. It’s hard to tell without windows. It definitely is many hours between dinner and breakfast,” she explained. 
Alex considered his options. He would be able to bend the bars of his cage enough so that he could squeeze through. He would need some kind of distraction to bring the guards in. He could get the Princess to cry for help.
Once the guards unlocked the door to the room, he could pounce on them and hope that his Strongman strength would be enough to overpower them before they could call for help.
When they had brought lunch in, it looked like there were only two guards. Hopefully that would be the case during the night watch. If he was lucky, most of the guards would be sleeping and he could sneak his way upstairs and find Janx.
He wondered what he should do with the Princess. Should he bring her along right away. Or maybe find and release Janx first and then come back and release her. Or escape with Janx and come back with reinforcements to free Nina and her sister. Or did he try to free both of the sisters now.
“What are you thinking?” Nina asked as she stood up and grabbed hold of the cell bars, watching him as he paced his cell.
“I am trying to figure out a way to escape,” he said.
“But how? Even if you could get out of the cell, there are sure to be many guards here in Viljan’s Tower,” she, concern evident in her voice.
Alex considered his options. He could easily escape his cell. But he was unsure how strong the room door was. He could wait until the guards opened the door and then jump them as they came into the room. He was uncertain how many were stationed outside. If they were in the basement, the best time might be in the middle of the night, if he could trick the guards into opening the door while most of the Tower was asleep.
He looked around for something he could use as a weapon. There was a chance he could bend and break off one of the cell bars and use it as a club or staff. That did run the risk of making a loud enough noise that could alert the guards, he realized.
The plates and cups they gave them were of thin wood and not very useful. Alex looked at the cot that the Princess was sitting on. He could break it up and use a piece of wood as a weapon. That might be his best option.
Alex’s eyes rested on the Princess. She certainly had Power and if they made love, Alex would be even stronger which would come in handy in a battle. She was a very pretty woman, and it certainly wouldn’t be a hardship to make love to her. 
Alex paused for a moment, surprised at how he was becoming used to the idea of sex as a tool. The Ktorian lifestyle was rubbing off on him.
When he had first arrived on Ktor, Alex had been captured and held prisoner with Taiya. She had realized that he was Elder Touched and that if they made love, both of them would be “Boosted” and have their Powers amplified. She was the one who had insisted they make love to escape.
Alex looked at the Princess, sitting there. She looked so sad and vulnerable. No, he realized that he couldn’t ask her to have sex with him. He would rely on his own Power.
“What are you thinking?” Nina asked.
“What?” Alex said as he realized he had been lost in his thoughts.
“What are you thinking?” she said.
“I was thinking about how pretty you are,” Alex answered with the first thing that popped into his mind.
The Princess blushed and looked down at her feet.




Chapter Thirty


Alex was sitting in the corner of his cell, next to the Princess, when the door to the room opened. Two guards, swords at the ready entered, followed by the Wizard. Behind him, two more guards followed, escorting a young woman between them. One of the guards was holding the woman’s upper arm, restraining her.  
The young woman had long black hair tied in a braid and dark brown eyes. She looked like she had been crying. She was dressed in a similar long-sleeved night shirt like the one Princess Anotonina was wearing. 
“Hilda!” Princess Nina said as she rushed to the front of her cell. Alex stood up as well, moving to the front of his cell.
The other woman shrugged off the hand restraining her and rushed to the cell, clasping Ninas hands. Alex guessed that the woman was Nina’s sister Princess Hilda, though they did not resemble each other. Princess Hilda was taller with fuller hips and large breasts. Her features were softer, and rounder compared to her younger sister.
“Nina! Are you all right!” Hilda asked.
The two guards that had been escorting her took her by the upper arms and dragged her back from the cell. The Wizard had an amused look on his face.
“See, your sister is just fine,” Viljan said. 
“Has he hurt you?” Nina asked as she worriedly looked at her older sister.
“I am all right. How are you?” Hilda asked as her eyes searched her sister’s face.
“I am fine, just worried about you,” Nina replied.
“Enough talk!” Viljan said angrily as he scowled at Hilda.
“I have shown you your sister. Are you ready to agree to my proposal?” the Wizard asked.
“I cannot marry you! You killed my parents!” Hilda answered angrily.
“Very well. Then watch your sister suffer!” Viljan answered.
The Wizard raised his hand and pointed a finger towards Nina. A slender crackling blue lighting bolt shot out and struck Nina. She cried out in pain. A moment later she fell to the ground writhing in agony. Her body convulsed under the shock and then in a flash of golden light, she had transformed into her snake form.
The snake was writhing and convulsing on the floor as Viljan attacked again.
Alex grabbed the cell bars. He considered the odds. He wouldn’t be able to get through the bars before the guards attacked. And they still had the young Queen hostage.
“Stop! You will kill her!” Alex yelled at the Wizard.
The Wizard stopped his torture of Nina and looked at Alex with an evil smile. Nina’s body glowed again, and she transformed back into her Human shape. She lay on the floor moaning in agony.
The Wizard turned back to the Princess raising his hand to shock her again.
“Wait!” Hilda yelled.
The Wizard turned towards her. He raised one of his eyebrows as he waited for her to continue.
The young Queen dropped her head in defeat.
“I will marry you,” she said softly.
The Wizard smiled.
“I knew you would come to your senses eventually,” Viljan said triumphantly.
Alex could see that Queen Hilda was crying.
“You’ll pay for this, you monster,” Alex said angrily.
The Wizard looked over at Alex. He tilted his head to the side as he considered his prisoner.
“Don’t worry, it will be your turn soon enough. Your Foxman friend is quite concerned about you. He has resisted my attempts at persuasion so far. But perhaps when he sees you suffering, he will see the light in the same way that my future bride has come to her senses,” Viljan said.
The Wizard nodded to his men, and they left the room. Queen Hilda tried to look over at her sister who was still lying on the floor, crying.
“Nina!” she said and then they were through the door and out in the hallway. The door slammed shut behind them.
Alex knelt and reached through the bars to touch Nina’s hand. The girl flinched at the flow of energy between them, snatching away her hand. Then as she recognized the sensation, she turned her head towards him with relief, eagerly grasping his hand.
“Are you all right?” Alex asked her.
Nina nodded her head.
“My arms and legs feel strange, the muscles clench strangely,” she said softly.
“It is from the shock the Wizard gave you,” Alex said. 
Princess Nina sat up and moved so that she was against the bars, next to Alex. He did his best to reach his arms through the bars and hold her as her body shivered. The flow of energy through their bodies seemed to soothe her.
She let out a sigh. Alex looked down at her face. She was looking up at him with a strange look in her eyes.
“How are you feel-” he started to say but he was interrupted by her lips as they found his in a soft kiss through the bars.
Already aroused by the sexual energy flowing between them, Alex returned the kiss, pressing his lips into hers. After a moment, her body glowed, and he was holding a large snake in his arms. And he was kissing it!
The serpent slithered in his arms and fell to the floor. Alex looked down at Nina with a bemused look. The snake glowed and Nina was back in Human form. She was on her knees, facing him. Her hand shot up to her mouth and a look of horror shone on her face.
“I’m so sorry!” she practically wailed.
“Sorry for what,” Alex said as he grabbed a bar and stood up with a smile.
“I kissed you and then I changed, and you were kissing a snake!” she whispered.
Alex let out a little laugh.
“Well, it was certainly an interesting kiss,” he said and smiled down at her.
“Are you not disgusted with me?” she asked incredulously as she stared up at him through the bars.
“No, Princess. I am not troubled by your magic,” he said with a smile.
Princess Nina stood up and walked close to him again. She placed her hand on top of his where he was still holding the bar.
“Thank you, Alex,” she said.
“I should be thanking you. After all, it's not every day that a simple guy like me gets to kiss a beautiful Princess,” he said.
Nina blushed again. Tears welled up in her eyes.
Alex was troubled as he thought again about how Princess Nina had been treated because of her Power. She was shunned by her people and her family considered her an embarrassment.
“Alex...” her voice trailed off as they heard the door of the room open again.
Two guards were dragging Janx into the room, followed by two more guards. Alex hurried over to the front of his cell and looked at the Foxman.
Janx’s eye was swollen, and he looked a little worse for wear. The Foxman saw Alex and a look of relief passed over his face. One of the guards untied the rope holding the Foxman’s wrists together while another held his sword point up to Janx’s neck to keep him from doing anything to try to escape.
The guards opened the cell door next to Alex and threw the Foxman in before locking the cell door behind him. Without another look around, the guards left, closing the room door behind them.
“Janx! Are you all right?” Alex asked with concern.
The Foxman stood up, rubbing his wrists. He walked up to the cell bars separating them.
“I have been better, and I have been worse. I am glad to see that you are alive. I was concerned that they would kill you,” Janx said as he looked Alex up and down.
“No not yet. The Wizard wants something from you. It sounds like he was going to try to torture me in front of you to get you to cooperate,” Alex explained.
Janx nodded. 
“What did he want from you?” Alex asked.
“The same as the other Witch wanted. They wanted to know where I came from. Where my home was. I told them both the truth, that my home was far away, and I had no idea how to get back. Like the Witch before him, this Wizard does not believe me,” Janx explained.
“Why do they care so much about your people?” Alex asked.
Janx got a faraway look in his eye.
“I do not know. It was a question I asked of myself many times when I was a prisoner with the Witch. I asked her why, but she never explained,” Janx said thoughtfully.
The Foxman glanced past Alex towards Princess Nina.
“Who is the other prisoner?” Janx asked.
Alex looked over his shoulder and saw that Nina was watching them curiously. He gave her a smile before turning back towards Janx.
“That is Princess Antonina, the younger of the two missing Princesses,” Alex explained.
Janx nodded. 
“Princess Antonia, this is my friend Janx,” he said, and she gave Janx a curtsey.
“Why did they bring you back down here?” Alex asked Janx.
“A little while ago, the Wizard came into the room where they were holding me with some of his guards. He said to me, ‘I have waited a long time to question you. I will have to wait a little longer it seems. I have had to move some of my other plans forward. But, do not worry, I shall give you all the attention you deserve in due time’. Then he ordered his guards to bring me back here,” Janx explained.
“Well, I am glad you are here. I want to escape tonight. This saves me time looking for you. The one Princess is here, so we will only have to find her older sister. Did you happen to see the other Princess upstairs?” Alex asked.
Janx thought for a moment and then shook his head. 
“I did not see her, but I could faintly hear a woman crying every so often from the window in the room,” the Foxman said.
Alex tried to picture the Tower again. There were small windows on the 3rd floor and larger windows on the top floor. It would make sense that Nina’s sister would be up there.
“How do you plan on escaping?” Janx asked.
“How many guards are stationed outside this door?” Alex asked.
“There were two men seated outside when they brought me down here,” Janx said.
“Only two? Good,” Alex nodded in satisfaction.
With a little luck, it should not be too hard to overpower them, Alex thought.
“From what you have seen, describe the layout of the Tower,” Alex asked.
Janx thought for a moment before answering.
“The steps leading to this level lead to a hallway. There is one door on either side of the hallway. One is this door. The other door was closed,” Janx explained.
“Hopefully there are no guards in the other room,” Alex said.
“What is on the floor above us,” Alex asked.
“The floor above us is one large room. It seemed to be used for storage with piles of crates and barrels. The floor above that is the main floor with the cooking area. There are more rooms, but I do not know what they hold.
“The next floor up had a central hallway with about six doors. There were a couple of guards walking out of one of the rooms as we passed the landing for that floor. Above that floor was the Wizards Study. There is another closed door across the hall from it. I do not know what is on the top floor,” Janx told him.
“If you heard the girl crying, she is probably being held in a room on the top floor,” Alex guessed.
“The first floor above the main floor may house the Wizard’s Guards,” Janx said.
“Princess, what did you see when they brought you to the Tower?” Alex asked.
“Nothing at all. My sister and I were blindfolded, and cloths were tied around our mouths. They had blankets over us. I did not see anything until they removed my bonds here in this cell. I assumed we were in the castle’s dungeon,” she said.
Alex considered their options. It was not going to be easy. But hopefully they could use the element of surprise to their advantage.
“How are you feeling, Janx? Are you able to fight?” Alex asked.
The Foxman stretched his arms out and twisted his body in various directions. He then gave Alex a feral smile.
“I will be all right,” Janx replied.
“Princess Nina -” Alex started to say.
“Please Alex, just call me Nina,” she said as she looked at him with a hopeful smile.
“Nina,” Alex said with a smile. “Janx and I are going to escape tonight. I am taking you with me and I want to find your sister as well. But I want you to know it will be dangerous,” Alex said as he walked over to the bars between them.
Nina reached out her hand and laid it on his where he had grabbed hold of one of the cell bars.
“I do not care about the danger. Wherever you go I will gladly follow you,” she said as she stared up into his eyes.
Alex nodded. He held his hand there for a moment, savoring the sensual contact of her touch. He then pulled away slowly and turned to Janx again. 
“We will make our attempt tonight. Why don’t you try to rest now. I will take a nap after they bring us dinner later,” he explained.
Janx nodded and then sat down in a corner of his cell. The Foxman leaned back and closed his eyes.
“You should try to rest as well,” he said as he turned towards Nina again.
She shrugged her shoulders.
“I am not tired. But I will try, because you want me too,” she said. 
The Princess looked at him longingly for a few moments before she laid down on her cot. Alex paced about his cell, stretching his arms. He was glad that they had not made him take off his chainmail shirt. It might be a difference maker when they tried to escape later. He saw that Nina was watching him as she lay on her cot. 
Alex sat down and thought about various ruses he could try to get the guards to open the door. The room was empty save for the two cots and blankets in the other cells. The cups and plates would not be useful.
Alex stood up and walked around his cell again. Janx was asleep. He looked towards the Princess and saw that her eyes were closed as well. That was good, he thought. They would need all their energy for tonight’s escape.




Chapter Thirty-One


Alex felt a hand shaking his shoulder. He shook his head to clear his mind. He was sitting on the floor leaning against the corner of his cell where it met Janx’s cell. The Foxman had reached through the bars and was gently trying to wake him up. 
“It’s time,” Janx said.
Alex stood up. Nina was asleep on her cot. Alex smiled. When he had woken them up for dinner, she said that she would stay awake with Janx until it was time to escape. He was glad to see that she had fallen asleep again. This ordeal had taken its toll on her.
“Nina. Wake up,” he said softly.
The Princess sat up abruptly, blinking her eyes in confusion for a moment. Then she saw Alex and gave him a smile.
“How are we going to get out of the cells? Did you steal a key before they captured you?” she asked as she stood up and walked towards him.
“Alex does not need a key,” Janx said with a soft laugh.
The Princess looked at Janx in confusion before turning to Alex again. Alex walked over to the bars separating his cell from hers. He grabbed hold of the two bars and began to exert force on them. After a moment he was able to bend them apart.
Nina’s eyes opened wide in amazement at his strength. After bending the bars in a few spots, Alex was able to pass through the gap into her cage.
“You’re amazing! Like a mighty hero in the stories I read!” Nina said as she stared at Alex in admiration.
Alex walked over to the bars separating Nina’s cell from the one her sister had been kept in. In a moment he had bent the bars enough that he could pass through. He grabbed the blankets off the cot and then passed them through to Nina.
“Take your blankets as well and pile them in a corner of my cell,” he said to her.
Alex then bent the bars of the far wall of the cells so he could walk out into the room. He walked over to the door of the room and placed his ear against it. He didn’t hear anything.
Alex then turned to look at the cells. He had bent the cell bars that were closer to the back wall. If they could lure the guards into the room, it would not be immediately obvious that the bars were bent.
Alex then walked around Janx’s cell and bent the bars so he could escape his cell when ready.
“Is this enough of an opening?” Alex asked.
Janx hopped through the opening easily and then hopped back into his cell. Alex nodded and walked around to the front of the cells.
He looked at Nina. He had come up with a simple plan and had explained it to them as they ate dinner earlier.
“You remember what to do?” he asked her.
“When you give me the signal, I will yell for help. When the guards come in, I will be pointing to the Foxman. He will be on the floor moaning in pain,” she said.
“Are you sure you do not want me outside of the cell, to help you fight the guards?” Janx asked in concern.
“No. You do not have a weapon. And if you are rolling around and moaning, you will draw their eyes to you when they come in,” Alex said.
“Won’t they be alerted when they don’t see you in your cell,” Nina said worriedly.
Alex pointed to the pile of blankets in the corner. 
“The eye sees what it expects to see. At first glance, they will assume I am asleep in the corner. By the time they realize it is just a pile of blankets it will be too late,” he explained.
“It is a bold plan,” Janx said in approval.
“Yes! It is the kind of plan the heroes in my books would think of!” Nina agreed as she gazed at Alex in admiration.
Alex smiled. A prisoner pretending to be sick was a distraction he had a seen a number of times in movies back on Earth. Hopefully the guards did not read any of the books that Nina favored.
He glanced at Nina. He wondered if the violence would scare her and cause her to transform again. He didn’t want Janx to accidentally attack her.
“Princess, Janx needs to know about your Power,” Alex said.
Nina’s eyes tensed with a look of worry. She glanced at the Foxman who was looking at her curiously. She looked at Alex and he gave her a reassuring smile. She took a deep breath.
“I am a Serpent Shifter. I can change into a snake,” she explained to Janx.
“Interesting. Thank you for telling me, Princess,” Janx said as he gave her a little bow.
A look of surprise that turned to relief passed across Nina’s face at Janx’s response. 
“I am going to turn down the lamps. Get ready,” Alex said to them.
Janx lay down on the floor and Nina moved to the front of her cell. Alex turned down the lamps to half their strength so that the room was dimly lit. He was tempted to turn them down even more, but he was afraid that would cause the guards to not enter the room.
Alex stood a couple of feet to the side of the door and then flattened himself against the wall. Unfortunately, the door did not open into the room, or he would have hidden behind the side as it swung inwards. 
His next best option was to position himself opposite the hinge side as the Guards would probably not swing the door all the way open and would probably enter at a slight angle, facing slightly away from Alex as they entered.
“Now!” he said to his companions.
“Help! Help! Guards! Help!” Nina began to shout as Janx began rolling and convulsing on the floor, moaning loudly.
The Princess kept crying for help. After about thirty seconds, Alex heard the sound of something being moved on the other side of the door. The door was pulled open and the first guard entered, sword drawn. 
Nina was pointing emphatically towards Janx.
“He’s dying! He’s dying!” she kept yelling at them.
The guard started walking towards Janx’s cell. The second Guard walked into the room, his attention focused on the moaning Foxman.
Hoping there were no more guards, Alex lunged towards the second guard, fist flying in a mighty blow towards the man's head. Alex’s fist connected with the side of his head. With a sickening crunch, the guard’s skull cracked inwards from the powerful blow. Alex glanced towards the open doorway as the guard toppled over, dead. He didn’t see anyone else standing there.
Without looking at the first Guard, Alex reached down and picked up the dead man and swung him up and to his right. The dead man acted as a shield, catching the sword of the first guard as he spun around and swung at Alex. The sword bit into the dead man’s body.
As the Guard tried to pull his sword back, Alex charged forward, driving the dead body into him. Caught by surprise the Guard tried to yell, but he fell backwards from the impact. The man’s head bounced off the floor, momentarily stunning him. 
As Alex’s momentum carried him forward, he lifted the body and drove it down on the fallen man. Alex picked the body up and was about to slam it on the man again, when he realized the guard was unconscious. He dropped the body to the side and picked up the first guard's sword off the floor. He quickly drove it into the unconscious man’s heart.
Janx was out of his cell and had picked up the other sword.
“Do either of them have a dagger or knife on their belt?” Janx asked quietly as he peeked out into the hallway.
“They both have one?” Alex replied.
“Two? Good,” Janx said as he hurried over and took the daggers.
“I would rather dual wield daggers than use a heavy sword. Arban has given me some excellent training. Do you want this sword as well?” Janx asked.
“I will take it. I have not really worked on using two, but I could always throw it at someone,” he said.
Princess Nina had gotten out of her cell and had joined them. She avoided looking at the two dead bodies.
Alex took off his tunic and tossed it aside. He removed one of the dead guard’s yellow armbands and Nina tied them around his upper arms. He took the undamaged helmet and placed it on his head. At a quick glance, he should be able to pass as one of the Kanban mercenaries.
“Nina, you stay behind us. Stay quiet unless you see someone approaching from behind us,” Alex said.
The Princess nodded.
“I will go first, my padded feet make less noise than your boots,” the Foxman said.
Alex nodded and they tiptoed their way down the hallway towards the stairs. Alex was glad to see that they were made of stone and would not creak like they might if they were made of wood.
Janx sped up the steps, making barely any noise. Alex and Nina followed at a slower pace. Alex could see Janx peeking over the opening at the top of the steps. The room above was dimly lit. Alex saw the Foxman relax.
“There is no one here,” Janx whispered as he looked back down at them.
The storage area was dimly lit by one lamp near the stairs. As Janx had described, the room was full of barrels and crates. Alex noticed that the walls were made of large rectangular stone slabs. They looked like the stone that was blocking the end of the tunnel from the abandoned cemetery.
“The tunnel I told you about must lead to this room. I wonder if we can find the door. It might come in handy as an escape route,” Alex said to Janx.
On a table near the stairs were 3 more lamps and some candles. Alex set his sword down and lit one from the wall lamp. Retrieving his sword, He started exploring the room, looking at the walls. Janx waited by the stairs, alert for any sign of more guards. He noticed that one section along the far wall looked like the barrels and crated had been recently moved aside. 
There were some scrapes on the floor where Alex guessed the stone slab had moved aside when the door had opened. Alex sat the lamp down on a nearby crate. He started looking around the slab to see if it could be opened from this side of the tunnel.
“What are you looking for?” Nina whispered.
Alex looked over his shoulder. He hadn’t realized that she had followed him.
“This is a secret door. I thought that it might only be opened by magic, but Zura tried to open it from the other side with magic and nothing happened,” Alex said.
“Perhaps Viljan removed the charm that powered the door,” Nina said.
Alex turned to her in puzzlement.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“In the stories I read, Mages are always using their Power to make magic things. But sometimes they unmake magic things too,” Nina said.
“What do you mean by unmake?” he asked.
“They remove the magic from it,” she explained.
Alex considered. Maybe the Wizard had figured out that Master Nella had used the tunnel to sneak into his Tower. It would make sense that he would seal off the potential entry point. If the Wizard was confident of his position in the city, he would not be thinking about escape. He would be more worried about being attacked again.
“You are probably right. This way is closed to us,” Alex said as they walked back to Janx.
“Did you find the door?” the Foxman asked quietly.
“We found it, but it is sealed,” Alex said.
Janx nodded and then proceeded up the steps. Alex and Nina again followed at a distance. Nina slipped her hand around his bicep as she pressed her body close to him for comfort and security. They stopped on the steps and waited as Janx peeked over the landing.
A moment later Janx returned.
“There are two guards standing about halfway down the hallway. They are near the main entrance. They are talking to each other and not paying much attention. They are too far away to attack unnoticed, but I believe we can quietly slip up the stairs without them noticing,” Janx whispered.
“You go first, then Nina and I will follow after,” Alex whispered.
The Foxman nodded and quietly slipped up the stairs, slinking down low and hugging the shadows as he started up the next flight of stairs. Alex and Nina crept up near the landing. He could feel her body trembling.
“Alex, I’m scared. What if the guards see me?” she whispered worriedly.
Alex looked down and gave her an encouraging smile.
“I have an idea. I’m going to kiss you for good luck, and you will transform into a snake and quietly slide up the stairs. They won't notice you,” Alex said confidently.
Her eyes searched his face questioningly.
“Do you really think I can do it?” she asked.
“Yes,” Alex said.
Nina opened her mouth to say something, but before she could make a sound, Alex captured her lips in a deep kiss. He felt her buddy shudder and a moment later, the Princess had transformed into a snake. Alex caught her before she could fall on the floor, gently placing her body on the steps.
The snake looked up at him and Alex could see the intelligence in its eyes. He gave Nina a reassuring nod. A moment later the Princess was gone, stealthily sliding up the steps. Alex waited a moment and then followed. 
He glanced through the opening as he crept along the landing. The opening led to a long hallway. The guards were still there, passing the time in talk. He noticed that the guards did not have yellow armbands. He guessed that that meant they were Viljan’s trusted original men and not Kanban mercenaries.
Alex slowly climbed the final steps and then he was up on the next flight. Nina had transformed back into human form and was waiting for him next to Janx near the next landing.
“That is a useful Power. Great for sneaking around,” the Foxman said to Nina.
Nina blushed.
“I never thought about it in that way,” the Princess replied.
“The hallway above is empty,” the Foxman said to Alex as he reached them.
“Nina’s sister is probably on one of the top two floors,” Alex said.
Janx nodded and started up the stairs, quickly checking the hallway past the landing before heading up the next flight of steps. Alex and Nina quickly followed. Janx peeked over the top of the landing and quickly ducked down. He crept back down the steps towards them.
“There are two guards standing at the end of the hallway guarding the door to the Wizard’s study. They are alert and I do not think we can sneak up the steps without being noticed,” Janx whispered.
“You said that the door leads to Viljan’s study?” Alex asked quietly.
“Yes, that was where I climbed in through the open window. It was unoccupied at the time. When I tried to open the door, the guards were just outside and were alerted. They jumped me when I tried to exit. That is how I was captured. It is also the room where they brought me for the Wizard’s questioning,” the Foxman explained.
Alex nodded and considered his options. He looked down at his clothes and mail shirt. With the helmet he was wearing and his yellow arm bands, he should be able to pass as one of the Wizard’s hired mercenaries.
“Are the guards wearing yellow armbands?” Alex asked.
Janx thought for a moment and then shook his head, no.
“Good. Listen. I am going to approach the guards and tell them Viljan sent me to retrieve the dagger they took from the prisoner. That should keep them off guard until I can get close to them. I will try to take them down quickly before they can alert the others,” Alex explained his plan.
“Alex, that’s too dangerous... you could be hurt!” the Princess whispered, and Alex could see the concern in her eyes.
“I can handle them. If they make too much noise and more guards come out from another room on this floor, Janx, I want you to attack them from behind to distract them and then I will hit them from the other side. If no one comes out from this floor but guards start coming from either above us or the floor below us, I want you two to hurry over to where I am. Understood?” Janx and Nina nodded.
Alex stood up straight and sheathed one of the swords. He handed the other to Nina who held it awkwardly. 
Alex gave her a reassuring pat on the arm before he confidently marched up to the landing and out into the hallway towards the two guards. 




Chapter Thirty-Two


The guards eyed him curiously as he approached. Alex could see their bodies tense and they laid their hands on the pommels of their swords. 
“Hold. What are you doing here?” the guard on the left said, holding up a hand, palm outward.
Alex ignored the command and continued walking towards them confidently. The guards stood close together, blocking his path.
“The Wizard sent me to fetch some fancy dagger that he forgot,” Alex answered.
He held up his hands about a foot apart as he continued walking towards them. The hallway was not very wide, and the guards were standing on either side of the closed door.
“He said it's about this long. Very sharp. Said that they took it off one of the prisoners,” Alex explained in a bored tone of voice as he continued to hold his hands out in front of him.
The guards looked at each other in confusion. Alex could see their shoulders relax as they believed his story. Alex was only a few feet away from them as they turned towards him again.
Before they could react, Alex launched himself at them. His hands clenched into fists, and he smashed both of them in the face. The impact drove both of their heads into the wall behind them. Alex felt their bones crush and blood splattered back towards him.
His fists pinning them to the wall stopped his forward momentum as he was about to crash into the closed door. He let their bodies slide to the floor slowly to avoid any clatter. He looked around. There was no sign that anyone had heard the quick fight.
Alex wiped his hands on one of the dead guard’s pants. He then motioned to Janx and Nina who were watching from the landing. They quickly hurried to him.
“Did you hear any sign of activity from the floor below?” Alex asked.
“No. You dispatched those guards quickly and quietly,” Janx said approvingly.
The Princess was looking at him in wide eyed amazement. Alex gave her a quick smile before taking back the spare sword.
“Let’s check the study,” Alex said.
The door was unlocked. They went into the room. There was a low burning lamp on a nearby table. Janx walked over to it and turned the lamp up slightly. Alex dragged the two dead bodies into the room leaving the door slightly ajar.
“Nina, watch the hallway. Let us know if anyone approaches,” Alex directed.
Alex walked over to what looked like the Wizard’s desk. He quickly searched it, looking for his dagger.
“The Wizard had your dagger sitting on this table. I don’t see it anywhere now,” Janx said, guessing at what Alex was looking for.
There were many books and scrolls in the room, but Alex didn’t want to spend any more time here than was needed. There were two other doors across from each other down the hall.
“Let’s quickly check the other two doors, even though I think that Nina’s sister is probably on the top floor,” Alex said.
Janx nodded and they quickly exited the room, Nina following close behind them. The door on their right opened up into a room with a large rectangular table with chairs around it. There were a few cabinets along one wall. Alex guessed that it was either a dining room or a room for meetings. Or perhaps both, he thought.
The room across the hall was a simply furnished bedroom. The room had an untouched feel about it. It felt like it hadn’t been used in quite some time.
“Time to check the top floor,” Alex whispered.
They made their way to the landing, pausing to listen for any signs of activity. All seemed quiet. They made their way up the final flight of steps with the Foxman leading the way again.
“There are no guards,” Janx whispered from the landing.
Alex and the Princess made their way up the last few steps. The hallway here was only half as long as the one on the floor below. There were two doors opposite each other. The three of them quietly tiptoed down the hall to the doors.
Janx carefully laid his ear against the door on the left and then the door on the right.
“I don’t hear anything,” the Foxman whispered.
Alex drew his sword and then he tried to open the door on his right. It was locked. He walked across the hall and tried the other door. It was unlocked. 
Alex slowly opened the door. The room inside was dark. Moonlight was coming in from the window across from him and from the window on the wall to his right. He let his eyes adjust to the dim light.
The room seemed to be a bedroom. Alex walked into the room. He motioned to Nina to keep watch at the door again.
Alex and Janx walked about the room. It was a very opulent and well appointed room with a large bed. Alex figured it belonged to the Wizard.
“The Wizard must have returned to the Castle,” Alex said softly.
“He did say that he had to quicken his plans,” Janx agreed.
Alex had a cold feeling as he realized that he had probably taken Nina's sister along with him.
Alex and Janx walked back to Nina.
“I am afraid that Viljan has taken your sister with him, back to the castle,” Alex whispered.
“Why would he do that? Surely the soldiers would rescue her!” Nina said in confusion.
“Not if he keeps her hidden. And I think he has replaced many of the castle guards with his own men,” Alex explained.
“But, what if Hilda is in the room across the hall from us!” Nina asked worriedly.
“The door is locked, but I did not hear anything,” Janx said.
“Alex, you are so strong. Perhaps you can break the door down?” Nina offered.
“It's a possibility, but the noise of the door breaking will alert the guards,” Alex said. 
“I can’t leave if my sister might be in that room!” Nina whispered desperately.
“I have an idea,” Janx said.
Janx turned and walked over to the window. The Foxman cautiously peered out. He could not see any guards from the window. He looked to his right and saw that the window to the adjoining room was open. He turned to Alex who had followed him.
“The other room’s window is open. That is probably where I heard the other Princess’s sobs coming from. It will only take me a moment to climb across,” Janx said.
Before Alex could respond, the Foxman had tucked his knives into his belt and climbed out of the window. Alex leaned out and saw the shadowy figure of his friend disappearing into the other window. He ducked back into the darkness of the room. No need for a guard to see him looking out by chance.
After about two minutes, Janx climbed back through the window. Alex let out a sigh of relief.
“Is Hilda in the other room?” Nina whispered loudly.
“Shhh,” Alex cautioned as they walked back to the door.
“The other room was empty. It is another bedroom, but simply furnished like the one below us. It does look like it has been used recently,” Janx explained.
“We have to assume that Viljan has taken Hilda to the castle with him,” Alex said.
“That monster wants to marry her! We must stop him!” Nina said anxiously as she grabbed him by his biceps. Alex could see her tears of worry glistening in the moonlight.
“Yes. We will stop him. But first we have to escape,” Alex said.
Alex led them back out into the hallway. They quietly made their way back to the landing. Alex’s froze as his foot moved to the first step. He could hear guards shouting down below!
[image: image-placeholder]“Look!” Zura whispered as she grabbed Taiya’s arm as she pointed up at the Wizard’s Tower with her other hand.
Taiya looked up. Her night vision was as sharp as the Tarenian’s. She saw a shadowy figure carefully climbing across the tower near the top. She could see the figure’s bushy tail as it climbed into an open window.
“Janx!” she whispered excitedly.
The two women looked at each other, relief in their eyes. If the Foxman was alive, there was a good chance that Alex was also alive.
The two of them and Arban had been watching the Wizard’s Tower for the last few hours. They were debating if they should assault the building in an effort to find and rescue their comrades. 
Zura had found the old woman she had spoken to the other evening. The woman had informed them that earlier in the evening she had seen the Wizard’s men leave the warehouse building across from the cemetery. The woman guessed that most of the guards had left as they marched behind a carriage they were escorting.
Arban had gone to investigate the warehouse while the two of them kept an eye on the Tower. At the front gate of the Tower’s outer wall there were two guards stationed. A few minutes previously, the gate had opened, and two new guards took the place of the men who had been there. It was the end of their shift.
The Orc had not returned yet, so the women made their way to the back intersection of the street near the warehouse, keeping to the shadows. As they waited for the Orc, Zura noticed Janx on the building.
A few moments later, they saw the Foxman exit the window and make his way back to the other open window. Janx disappeared into the building again. The Elf pointed across the street. Arban was stealthily making his way towards them.
“The warehouse barracks are empty. I took my time exploring but it seems all the guards have left for now, but their supplies are still there, so they will return,” the Orc explained softly.
“We saw Janx!” Taiya whispered.
“What! Where?” the Orc asked.
Zura pointed to the top windows and explained to Arban what they had seen.
“What was he doing up there?” Taiya wondered.
“Perhaps Janx managed to escape, and he is looking for Alex,” the Orc guessed.
“I can’t wait any longer. We have to break in there!” Taiya said worriedly.
“Yes! The extra guards have gone and who knows when they will return. The carriage probably had the Wizard in it,” Zura said.
“Aye, we should not waste any more time,” the Orc agreed.
They turned and made their way up to the next intersection. There were still only the two guards out front.
Suddenly they heard shouting from behind the walls.
“To arms! To arms!” multiple voices were shouting.
The guards in front of the gate drew their swords and turned to look up and down the street. Seeing no immediate threat, they turned to the gate and unlocked it, peering carefully inside the courtyard.
“Quick! We can’t let them lock the gates from the inside!” Arban drew his swords and started sprinting towards the guards.
Taiya and Zura took after him. Arban reached the gate first, just as it was closing. The Orc leapt and crashed his shoulder into it, slamming the door back into the guard who was closing it from the other side. The force knocked the guard backwards onto the ground, but it also caused Arban to fall to his knee.
The second guard, sword already drawn, leaped at the Orc, swinging his blade in an overhead blow. Before he could connect, a sparkling energy ball from Zura caught the man’s chest. The blue sparkles crawled over the man’s front and face, causing his body to shudder.
The guard's lifeless body crashed into the Orc, sending both of them to the ground. The first guard had recovered and was moving towards Arban around the gate door. Zura finished him with another ball of energy as she passed through the gate. A moment later Taiya had reached Arban and was helping him to his feet.
They entered the courtyard. The grounds were empty, but they could hear the sounds of fighting coming from the open Tower door in front of them.




Chapter Thirty-Three


“To arms! To arms!” Alex froze on the steps as he heard guards shouting below him. 
“They must have found the bodies in the dungeon!” he said as he hurried down the stairs.
He stopped a short distance from the landing of the floor with the study.
“You and Janx wait here, just out of sight. I will try to catch them by surprise as they come up the stairs,” Alex said and holding both swords he started down the stairs again.
He could hear the pounding of footsteps up the stairs. Alex rounded the landing and started hurrying down the next flight of stairs just as two guards had started up the stairs. The two men had their swords out and were caught by surprise at the sight of Alex. Neither had yellow armbands.
“Where is the prisoner!” Alex yelled as he continued forward.
“What? Who are you?” one of the guards asked as he saw the bands around Alex’s arms.
“I’m with the-,” Alex started to say and then he kicked out at the closer of the two guards, his foot catching the man under his chin.
The blow crushed the man’s jaw and sent him flying backwards into the guard behind him, catching him in the shoulder and sending him stumbling down the steps. Alex hurried down the steps and drove one of his swords into the man’s side as he tried to get up. 
He thought the first guard was already dead, but he stabbed him as well to be sure. He heard what sounded like the sound of a battle down in the Tower. He wondered what that meant as Janx and Nina reached him.
“Help the Princess over the bodies,” Alex directed as he hurried down to the next landing.
Another of the Wizard’s guards was running towards him. Alex flipped his grip on the sword in his right hand and flung it at the man like a spear. The speed and power of the projectile caught the man off guard as he tried to lift his shield up. 
The sword buried itself in the man’s chest, penetrating his chain mail. The guard's eyes opened wide in shock and then he collapsed.
Alex glanced down the hallway. All six doors were open. Alex guessed that the other guards had rushed downstairs. 
“It sounds like a battle going on downstairs,” Janx said as he and Nina reached the landing.
“Yes. At first, I thought it was because they had found the dead guards,” Alex said as he walked past them and started down the steps.
He braced himself as a wild-eyed guard started running up the steps at him.
“Run! It’s a Witch!” the guard yelled as he saw Alex’s yellow armbands.
Alex’s sword caught the surprised guard in his throat, the blade severing the man’s spine. The man crashed to the ground, choking on his own blood. 
Alex jumped over the man's body and reached the ground floor landing. As he did so, two more guards rushed towards him. These men had yellow armbands. They paused as they looked at him suspiciously.
“Imposter!” one yelled and jumped at Alex with an overhead blow.
Alex deftly caught the man’s blade, instinctively moving in the form that Arban had taught him. Alex flung his arm up and his strength caused the other man to lose his grip as his sword went flying. The last thing the man saw was Alex’s sword reversing its movement and slicing at his head before the blade cleaved his head in half.
The other guard took one look at Alex and turned to run towards the kitchen. He only managed one step before his body was engulfed by a ball of flame. Alex grinned, guessing where that ball had come from. Nina and Janx reached him, standing on either side and a little behind him on the landing.
Alex was filled with pride as Taiya walked into view. Her hands were balls of fire, and her hair was disheveled. She looked like some kind of avenging angel from Hell. The Elf raised her hands up as she saw them standing in the doorway of the landing, ready to shoot fireballs at them.
“No! Don’t hurt him!” Nina yelled as she stepped in front of Alex, her hands held out towards Taiya pleadingly.
Taiya looked at them in confusion for a moment. Then a look of relief came over her as she extinguished her fires. 
“Alex!” she cried and rushed towards them.
The Elf shoved the surprised Princess aside and wrapped her arms around Alex’s neck, crushing her lips to his. Alex hugged her tightly for a moment, before pulling her away.
“I’m happy to see you too! But we are still in danger here!” He said with a grin.
“Zura and Arban are taking care of the other guards!” Taiya said.
“Your arrival is fortunate. We were about to fight our way out,” Janx said.
Taiya smiled at the Foxman.
“We have been watching the Tower all night. We saw you climbing in the windows. We guessed you might need our help!” Taiya explained.
The Elf turned towards Nina.
“One of the Princesses?” Taiya asked.
“Yes. I am afraid that Viljan has taken the young Queen to the castle with him and is going to marry her,” Alex said.
Nina was staring at Alex and Taiya with an embarrassed look.
They turned towards the kitchen hall as they heard the sound of running. Alex was relieved when he saw it was Arban and Zura. 
As they reached them Zura stopped and stared at Alex for a moment. Then she grabbed him and kissed him, before stepping away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Nina’s mouth drop open in surprise.
“Glad to see you two alive,” the Orc said.
“Not as glad as we are to see you three!” Alex said with a smile.
“I believe we have finished off the Wizard’s Tower guards,” Arban added.
“What about the warehouse barracks?” Alex asked.
“Those guards left with the Wizard earlier. I assume they went to the castle, but those guards may yet return tonight. We should get out of here,” Arban said.
The five of them followed Arban out into the courtyard. Two of the sheds along the tower wall were ablaze.
“Oww. Sorry, I don’t have shoes!” Nina said as the rough ground stung her dainty feet.
Alex sheathed his sword and picked her up effortlessly. He cradled her in his arms as she wrapped her arms around his neck. He headed towards the gate.
“Even if Viljan’s men aren’t on the way here, the Town Watch will sure to be here to investigate the fire. Let’s head to the street next to the abandoned cemetery,” Alex said.
They followed Alex out of the gate and jogged down the side street to the road that ran parallel to the city wall. As they turned a corner, they could hear shouting coming from the other street. 
“Arban, you and Janx lead us to the Lazy Lion,” Alex said to the Orc. 
Arban nodded and took the lead as they jogged after them. The Orc kept to the side streets and alleyways. 
Alex found it disconcerting to feel the sexual flow between him and Nina as her body rubbed against his while jogging. It was enjoyable and distracting at the same time. He was relieved to finally reach the tavern.
Alex placed Nina on her feet. She looked up at him with a dazed expression. The sensation was new and overwhelming for the Princess. He gave her a reassuring smile.
The Lazy Lion had closed for the night. Alex rapped loudly on the front door while Arban and Janx each kept an eye on the street.
After a few minutes, Alex knocked again. He waited and was about to knock again when he heard footsteps approaching on the other side of the door.
“Go away you stupid drunk. The Lion’s closed for the night!” A man’s voice came from the other side.
“Wait! We are here to see Ozvald. This is an urgent matter!” Alex said as he heard the boots receding.
The boots stopped. Alex heard the man approach again.
He heard the sound of a bolt being pushed back. The door opened a crack and Alex saw a man peering at them. Moonlight glinted off a blade the man was holding.
“What’s your business?” the man asked suspiciously.
“We have important news about the Princessess, and we know who is behind all the murders in Zenkova,” Alex said quietly.
The man stared at Alex for a long moment.
“You’re the one from Kargosk that Renna sent. Give me a moment,” the man closed the door and bolted it again.
The minutes passed agonizingly slowly as they waited. Alex and the rest glanced nervously up and down the street. The moons were low in the sky.
Alex heard the sound of boots approaching again. The door was unlatched and opened. Ozvald’s assistant stood there with the first man.
“Hurry up and get inside!” Boloroma said softly.
They entered the barroom. One of the serving women was lighting a couple of the lamps, while the man stood guard by the door after closing and locking it again.
“What has happened?” the Orc woman said as she glanced at them and then her mouth opened in astonishment as she saw the Princess.
“Princess Antonina!” she said and bowed her head.
Nina shifted nervously, looking embarrassed that she had been recognized.
“Have we met?” Nina asked her.
“Not officially,” the woman said with a grin.
“I’m surprised you recognized her. The Princess says she is not seen much in public,” Alex asked curiously.
Boloroma let out a little snort.
“There have been times when I worked in the Castle as a maid and a cleaner. The high and mighty pay little attention to the servants,” she said.
“Oh. I’m sorry I don’t remember you,” Nina said.
“I only saw you in passing,” she answered.
“Why did you come here?” the Orc added as she turned to Alex.
“I need to speak to Ozvald” Alex said.
“I have already sent someone to get him. His main house is not far from here. Have a seat. Mary, fetch a round of ales please,” she said.
They pulled a couple of tables together and sat down. Two more of Ozvald’s men came down the steps and stood quietly at the back of the room, rubbing their eyes as they tried to wake up.
Taiya sat to Alex’s right. She kept looking at him as if to reassure herself that he was all right. Zura went to sit on his left, but the Princess beat her to the chair. Nina pulled her chair as close as possible to Alex. Zura gave her a bemused smile as she sat next to her.
“You seem to have made quite the impression on the Princess,” Zura said to Alex.
Nina blushed and then looked at Alex admiringly.
“Alex is a hero! You should have seen how strong and mighty he was!” she said excitedly as she laid her hand on his arm.
Taiya caught Zura’s eye and smiled with a rueful shake of her head.
“Do you have a healer nearby? Janx had some rough treatment at the hands of the guards. I can pay you once this mess is finished,” Alex said.
Boloroma took a look at Janx, noticing his bruised eye and other cuts. She directed one of her men to fetch the healer.
They sat in silence and waited. After about fifteen minutes, Ozvald walked into the room from the kitchen door. 
“I hear you have some interesting news,” Ozvald said as he sat down at the table.
Alex filled him in on what they had discovered during his capture. The proprietor of the Lazy Lion was surprised to find out the girl next to Alex was Princess Antonina.
“So, all this time, it was the Wizard who was behind all these murders. I must say I find it hard to believe,” Ozvald said.
“Boloroma, any news yet?” Ozvald asked as he turned to her. 
Just then one of Ozvald’s men came in from the kitchen and strode up to the table.
“What have you found out?” she asked.
“The City Watch is fighting a fire at the Wizard’s Tower. Early in the evening, the Wizard’s carriage was seen entering the Castle followed by a large group of his personal guards and those mercenaries he has hired,” the man said.
“Thank you,” she said and dismissed him.
“Oh, our man said that the Castle Gate has been closed,” the man added before he turned to go.
Ozvald and his assistant looked at each other.
“What is it?” Alex asked.
“As far as I can remember, the Castle Gate has never been closed. The number of guards was increased when some of the important people began to die, but the gate is always open,” Ozvald said.
“The Wizard is preparing for an attack,” Alex said.
“So it seems. I take it you want something from me and that is why you came here with the Princess?” Ozvald said.
“There was a good chance that the Guildhouse is being watched, so firstly, I hoped this place would be a safe place to bring the Princess.
“Second, I need you to find Vettel, the former Watch Commander, and bring him here. He will be the key to getting the Watch and the Soldiers on our side,” Alex explained.
“What’s in it for me?” Ozvald said through narrowed eyes.
“What do you want?” Alex asked.
“Even if you get the soldiers to help, how will you take down a Wizard? He will fry you from a distance,” the man said with a frown.
“He is not the only one in Zenkova with Power,” Alex said.
Zura caused a small sphere of Power to form in her hand.
Ozvald’s eyes widened at the sight. Then they narrowed as he regarded Zura.
“You are the Tarenian Witch that was here a few weeks ago. Great disguise,” he nodded approvingly.
The Master of the Lazy Lion looked at Zura thoughtfully.
“You are young. Viljan is powerful, more powerful than any of us suspected. The other Witch fell to his hand. What makes you think you can stand up to him,” Ozvald asked.
“Lady Zura is very strong for her age,” Alex said.
He didn’t want to tell them that he planned on Boosting her before the upcoming battle. There was no need for him to know their secret.
The thief seemed doubtful. Alex nodded to Taiya. The Wood Elf held out her hand and produced a small ball of fire for a few seconds.
“A Flame Dancer!” Ozvald said, dutifully impressed.
“I am a Strongman,” Alex said.
Ozvald looked at each of them in turn, calculating their odds of success.
“If Vettel can turn some of the guards to your side, you may be able to pull this off,” he said slowly.
Alex waited as the Thief looked at the Princess.
“5,000 gold,” Ozvald said.
“Done,” Alex said.
The old thief nodded.
“Payment contingent on our surviving the upcoming battle,” Alex added.
“Of course,” Ozvald said with a grin.
The thief stood up and went to direct his men to bring Vettel here. He sent others to gather intelligence.
“I have a favor to ask,” Alex said as Ozvald returned to the table.
The old Thief looked at him expectantly.
“Do you have a room I can use until they bring Vettel here. I need to make special plans with my two Powered friends,” Alex explained.
The thief looked at Alex with a confused frown for a moment and then shrugged.
“Mary, show our friends here up to an open room upstairs,” Ozvald commanded.
Taiya and Zura stood up. Alex went to rise, but Nina grabbed hold of his bicep desperately.
“Don’t leave me! I am afraid,” she whispered.
Alex placed his hand over hers. He looked her in the eyes reassuringly.
“I won’t be long. I will be upstairs. Janx and Arban will guard you. They are my friends and they have saved my life many times. Don’t be afraid, be strong,” he said and gave her hand a squeeze.
She stared into his eyes for a long moment, before finally nodding and letting go of his arm.
“Ozvald, I was hoping you had some clothes that could fit the Princess,” Alex said as he stood up.
Ozvald nodded towards Boloroma.
“I’m sure I can come up with something,” the Orc said as she looked at Antonina appraisingly.
“Thank you,” he said.
Alex stood up and the three of them followed Mary up the staircase.




Chapter Thirty-Four


The serving woman left the room and Alex closed the door behind her. As he turned back to the women, Taiya flew into his arms, kissing him fiercely. 
“Oh, Alex, I was so afraid! I thought I had lost you!” Taiya said.
“With two mighty women like you looking after me, I was not afraid,” Alex said with a smile. 
“From what I saw, it looks like Princess Nina wants to be one of your women as well,” Zura said with a laugh.
“How do you win her so quickly?” Taiya said as her hands reached down to caress his length through the fabric of his leggings.
“With my witty personality, of course,” Alex said as he reached his hands up to cup her face. He pulled her close for another deep kiss. The sexual energy swirled and flowed through their bodies.
“I want you so badly,” Taiya whispered as she broke off the kiss.
She dropped to her knees in front of him. In a moment she had pulled his leggings down, allowing his erection to spring free. Taiya kissed his shaft hungrily before taking him in her warm mouth. She began to vigorously move him in and out of her mouth as she moaned with pleasure.
Alex looked toward Zura. The Tarenian was watching Taiya with a fascinated look on her face. She was breathing heavily.
Alex reluctantly stopped Taiya’s movements, pulling his erection out of her mouth.
“We don’t have much time,” he said as he picked up the beautiful Wood Elf and carried her to the bed where he gently sat her down.
Alex quickly kicked off his boots and tossed his leggings aside. Taiya had already slid her leggings off.
Alex didn’t bother taking his mail shirt off and Taiya left her top on as well. He climbed on top of the bed, pushing her down across the bed as he captured her mouth in another kiss. Her tongue danced with his as their passions were enflamed.
He felt her hand slide down his chest to his raging hard on. She deftly guided him into her warm, wet passage. She spread her legs wide as he pushed and strained against her tightness. 
“Oh, Alex! I love how big you are!” she gasped as he worked his length into her.
He pulled out a little and then pushed himself deeper inside of her. She met his motion with passionate thrusts of her own as she strove to fit as much of him inside her as she could. Soon their bodies were in a rhythm, pushing and pulling against each other.
Taiya closed her eyes as she laid her head off the edge of the bed. She looked so beautiful as her auburn hair spread out around her as it flowed in time to the swaying of their lovemaking.
Alex saw that Zura had moved around the edge of the bed near Taiya. The White Witch was biting her lip in pent up sexual frustration as she watched them making love. Alex caught her eye, watching her as he thrust into Taiya.
Zura was breathing heavily as she watched them. She slowly started taking her clothes off. Soon she was naked before him, her hands running over her breasts, stomach and thighs as she watched him.
Alex was enthralled with watching her watching him making love to Taiya. It was a heady feeling, making love to his beautiful Wood Elf as an equally beautiful Tarenian was watching him, eager for him to claim her as well.
Taiya’s soft moans, Zura’s burning desire for him mixed with the sexual flow of Power inside of him was too much to withstand. With a final powerful thrust, he exploded inside of Taiya. His orgasm pushed her over the edge as she climaxed. He felt her body clenching around him as she shuddered in pleasure.
Zura came closer and kissed him deeply as he finished his orgasm inside of Taiya. It was a surreal experience for him.
“I also need you, Alex,” Zura whispered as her eyes burned with desire.
Alex rolled off of Taiya, lying next to her on the bed. He reached up and placed his hands around Zura’s small waist. Zura gave out a little squeal of surprise as he easily picked her up and laid her body down on top of his.
Her face was down by his still hard cock, and she began to hungrily suck. He buried his face into her pussy, surprised at how wet she already was for him. He licked and tasted her as she let out little squeaks of surprise as his tongue tickled and teased her.
He only allowed himself a couple of minutes of tasting her before he broke off and started lifting her up again.
“Ride me,” he directed.
Zura eagerly obliged as she straddled his body. She slowly impaled herself on his massive cock. She arched her back and tilted her head back as she struggled to fit him deep inside. Her mouth was open and eyes closed in pleasure as she let out little gasps as she bounced on him.
Her hands grasped at his chainmail shirt as she began to rapidly bounce up and down. Alex reached up and massaged her pert breasts. God she was beautiful, he thought as he pushed himself deeper into her.
Taiya leaned over and caressed his face. A moment later she was kissing him deeply. Zura was moaning softly.
Alex increased the speed of his thrusts, lifting her off the bed with each push.
“Yes! Oh, Alex! Yes!” Zura moaned as she began to shudder and clench around him. 
Her orgasm pushed him over the edge as his senses were reeling from the onslaught of sensations. He came again and again inside of her until his orgasm finally began to subside.
Taiya broke off the kiss as Zura collapsed on top of him. 
“That was amazing!” he said, breathing heavily.
“Let’s go defeat this accursed Wizard and rescue the other Princess so we can relax and make love again,” Taiya said with a smile as she leaned on her forearms and looked at him lovingly.
“Yes. I too need more of this lovemaking,” Zura said with a sigh as she lay on his chest.




Chapter Thirty-Five


Princess Nina was watching the steps anxiously and a look of relief flooded her face when she saw Alex come down the stairs. Alex saw that Nina was wearing a hooded cloak and he could see she had a pair of slippers on her feet. Janx and Arban were still seated there but Ozvald and Boloroma were nowhere to be seen. 
The Orc noticed the look of bliss on the two women’s faces as they approached. He tried his best to suppress a laugh.
“I trust your meeting was fruitful,” the Orc said with a smirk and a wink.
Alex ignored his friend. He looked at the Princess and gave her a reassuring smile and sat down next to her again. The Princess laid her hand on his forearm.
Alex noticed a frown cross her face.
“What’s wrong?” he asked her.
“You feel different,” she said as she looked at him with a puzzled expression.
“It’s just your imagination,” Alex said and gave her hand a reassuring pat.
Nina leaned closer to him.
“No, the feeling I get, when I touch you... I have never felt that before. I will never forget it. But now it feels different, stronger,” she said softly and glanced at Zura.
The Witch looked at her and then glanced at Alex before turning back to Nina.
“Perhaps if you are lucky, Alex will help you understand that feeling better someday,” she said.
Nina looked at Zura. She then realized that the Tarenian  had changed.
“Your eyes!” Nina said, fascinated by the golden irises.
“It seems my disguise has worn off,” Zura said as she glanced at Alex.
Alex wondered if the Boosting had caused her eyes to change back or if it was simply the potion wearing off. His thoughts were interrupted by Mary and Boloroma arriving at their table carrying platters of food. 
The women brought them plates of bread and cheese and grapes to eat as they waited for the Commander. The Orc woman joined them for breakfast as Mary went to fetch water for them.
A short while later there was a knock at the front door. Boloroma went to check, while her henchman waited next to her with a club. She opened the door a crack and then opened it wide to let Vettel and one of Ozvald’s men inside before locking the door again.
Vettel was wearing a hooded cloak. He saw Alex sitting at the table and walked hurriedly over to him. As he drew close, Alex saw that he was wearing armor underneath the cloak, and he had a sword at his side. Alex was glad to see the man had come prepared for battle.
“I was told you have news of Princess Hilda?” he asked Alex with a look of hope and fear in his eyes.
“Do you not wish to hear news of me, Commander Vettel?” Nina asked with a little smile before Alex could respond.
Nina lowered her hood and Vettel’s eyes widened in recognition. He gave her a deep bow.
“Forgive me Princess Antonina,” Vettel said.
“Where is your sister?” he asked as he looked around the room.
“I am afraid that Viljan has taken her to the Castle,” Alex said as he stood up. He was worried that the former Commander would run out the door once he knew where Hilda was. A look of anger crossed Vettel’s face, and he turned to the door. Alex grabbed the man by the arm.
“What are you going to do, storm the castle all by yourself? The Wizard will kill you instantly if his guards don’t kill you first,” Alex said.
Vettel struggled against Alex’s strong grip for a moment before letting out a deep sigh and relaxing.
“I’m sorry. I have spent the last week worried for her safety,” Vettel said.
“I understand. But first we need to make a plan to defeat the Wizard and rescue the Queen,” Alex said.
Vettel nodded and took a seat at the table just as Ozvald came from the back and joined them.
“Who are these other people?” Vettel asked as he looked about the table.
“Allies who have been wronged by the Wizard,” Alex replied.
The former Commander regarded Ozvald suspiciously for a few seconds before relaxing and nodding his head.
“Were you able to contact your friends with the City Watch?” Alex asked.
“Yes. I waited for Lieutenant Welt to go home, and I snuck around the back of his house. He almost stabbed me with his sword when I knocked on his back door,” Vettel said.
“What does he think about the Wizard?” Alex asked.
“He finds it hard to believe. He wants proof,” Vettel answered.
Alex looked at Princess Nina.
“Well, what better proof could he ask for than hearing it from Princess Antonina,” Alex said.
The former commander glanced at the Princess.
“Yes. That should convince him,” Vettel said with a nod of his head.
“What about the Army?” Alex asked.
“Captain Rolf was more receptive. Appointing that old fool Vetz as General has left the soldiers dismayed. They are ready to believe that Zenkova is being maliciously weakened,” Vettel explained.
A man came hurrying out the back room and went to Ozvald and whispered something in his ear. Ozvald nodded and the man hurried back out.
“The soldiers at the City Gate have been replaced with Viljan’s mercenaries,” Ozvald informed them.
“Why would he do that?” Vettel asked with a confused look.
“The Wizard said that he had more mercenaries coming soon. He has probably learned that the Princess and his prisoners have escaped. He wants to secure the Gate so that his reinforcements can get into the city,” Arban said grimly.
Alex nodded. He had been thinking the same thing.
“Captain Rolf will not be happy to hear this. It will also help sway him to our side,” Vettel said.
“We need to retake the Gate and we need to take the castle to eliminate Viljan and to rescue the Queen,” Alex said.
“We need to rescue the Queen first!” Vettel said.
Alex considered their options.
“We need to secure the gate first. What if his reinforcements arrive this morning. We can’t risk assaulting the castle and then have his new men attack us from the rear,” Alex explained.
A range of emotions played over the former Commander’s face. Vettel reluctantly nodded.
“What is the Wizard planning to do with the Queen?” Vettel asked.
“He plans on marrying her!” Princess Nina said in a pained voice.
“What!” Vettel roared as he shot up out of his chair.
Alex laid a steadying hand on Vettel’s arm as he stood up as well.
“We need to get to Captain Rolf now. We will need his help to secure the gates before more Kanban arrive,” Alex said.
“I will have runners bring you any news my people discover,” Ozvald said.
Vettel guided Alex’s team and the Princess through the back streets and alleys of the city as they made their way to the Army’s barracks.
“You know your way around the city,” Janx said to the former Commander.
“As Commander of the Watch, it was my duty to know every street in the city. I take my responsibility very seriously. I would personally lead patrols in every neighborhood,” Vettel said.
They approached the barracks. Two guards were stationed outside.
“What business do you have?” one of the soldiers asked.
“Tell Captain Rolf that Vettel is here to see him with important news,” Vettel said. 
The guard nodded and went inside the building. A few minutes later their party was ushered inside. They were led to a small meeting room where the Captain was pacing back and forth.
“Vettel, you won’t believe what the Wizard has done!” the Captain said.
“He has taken over the City Gate,” Vettel answered.
“Yes! He replaced my men with mercenaries! Loyal citizens with paid foreigners!” the Captain said.
“The Wizard is preparing to take over the city,” Alex said.
“Who are these people?” Captain Rolf asked.
Princess Nina reached up and pulled her hood back.
“These people helped rescue me from the Wizard’s Tower,” she said.
“Princess Antonina!” the Captain exclaimed and gave her a hasty bow.
“I had feared the worst after what had happened to your parents,” he added sorrowfully.
Nina tensed for a moment at the reminder, before nodding her head to the Captain.
“Where is the Queen?” Rolf asked.
“The Wizard has taken her to the Castle. He is planning on forcing her to marry him so he can legitimatize his rule over Zenkova!” Nina said worriedly.
“We need to rescue the Queen!”  Vettel exclaimed.
The Captain ran his hand through his hair, stunned by the revelations.
“Why are you involved?” the Captain asked as he looked towards Alex.
“We are with the Caravan Guards. We believe that the Wizard has murdered Caravan Master Daerona,” Alex explained.
“Master Daerona is dead!” the Captain’s eyes widened in surprise.
“Are your men loyal to Zenkova or will they support the Wizard?” Alex asked.
“The men are not happy that the Wizard brings in outsiders and says that we are failing in our duties. They do not understand why he placed that doddering old fool Vetz in charge. If Princess Antonina addresses them, I believe they will follow us and fight the Wizard,” Captain Rolf answered.
“But... they will be nervous to challenge a Wizard,” the Captain added.
“We have a Witch and a Flame Dancer to counter him. I am a Strongman,” Alex explained.
“What about General Vetz?” Vettel asked.
“The new General has a room in the Castle, he does not have a room here like General Tam did,” Rolf replied.
Captain Rolf walked over to the door and called for his aide. A young soldier entered the room and saluted.
“Gather all the men in the barracks and have them meet us in the training ground immediately,” the Captain said and the young man hurried off.
“How many men do you have Captain?” Alex asked.
“Here now, are about 150. There are another 30 on the walls and at the docks,” he answered.
They followed the Captain to a large open area behind the barracks. The training ground was a large dirt covered area with an archery target area to one side. There was a small, raised platform to one side for observing the troops while they trained.
As they waited for the soldiers to assemble, the Captain explained that the army of Zenkova was a defensive force. They also had a few horsemen that were used primarily as messengers and for scouting duties.
Over the next few minutes, the soldiers hurried out of the barracks. Alex looked on approvingly as the soldiers formed up smartly in 6 units of about thirty men each as the sun rose over the nearby buildings. Each unit consisted of swordsmen with small shields, a handful of archers, and a few heavily armored soldiers with tower shields.
The Captain stepped up onto the platform and addressed the troops.
“Soldiers of Zenkova. You do not need me to tell you that a dark cloud has been hanging over our city. Friends and family have been murdered in cold blood. The best leaders of our city, even the King and Queen have been struck down.
“I know now who has been behind this darkness. The Wizard Viljan, Chief of the King’s advisors, has been plotting to take over our city. He is the one behind all the killings!” the Captain spoke loudly so that all the men could hear his voice.
The troops began to murmur as they looked at each other in confusion and surprise. Alex could see that the soldiers were having a difficult time believing the Captain.
Alex took Nina by the hand and led her up onto the platform. He could sense her nervousness.
“Princess, you need to address the troops. Tell them what the Wizard has done,” Alex said to her as he looked into her eyes.
“What if I turn into a snake?” Nina said as tears welled up in her eyes. Alex could feel her trembling.
“Hold onto my arm. Feel the strength flowing in me. That strength is here to support you and protect you. You are a brave and strong woman. I believe in you,” Alex said earnestly as he held her gaze.
Nina smiled up at him and wiped the tears from her eyes. Alex nodded to the Captain as Nina pulled back hood and stepped forward.
“I know you find my news hard to believe. But Princess Antonina herself has confirmed it to me herself,” the Captain said as he bowed to the Princess.
“The Princess! She’s alive! Princess Antonina!” Alex heard the soldiers exclaim in surprise.
“The Wizard killed my parents. He took me and my sister to his Tower. He told the Queen that he would kill me if she did not marry him. Queen Hilda was afraid for me, so she has agreed. These brave friends rescued me, but the Wizard had already left and taken the Queen to the Castle,” Nina said to the gathered soldiers.
“This is why the Wizard has killed our leaders. He wishes to rule over us!” the Captain said to the men.
“I am very proud of you,” Alex whispered in Nina’s ear.
“The Wizard has seized the City Gate with his paid mercenaries. More are on the way so he can take over our fair city. He will replace the loyal Soldiers of Zenkova with foreigners!” the Captain said as he raised his fist in anger.
The soldiers continued to murmur and shift as they looked at each other doubtfully.
“Sir, when we joined as soldiers, we pledged our lives for Zenkova, but how can we hope to defeat a Wizard?” one soldier finally asked as he walked forward to address the Captain.
“You are not alone in this fight!” Alex said as he took a step forward.
The soldiers looked at him.
“Who are you?” the soldier who had spoken up asked.
“We are with the Caravan Guards. The Wizard has murdered Caravan Master Daerona,” Alex said loudly.
Alex could understand why the soldiers were hesitant. He motioned for Zura and Taiya to join him on the platform.
“Lady Zura of the White Witches is here to help the people of Zenkova,” he nodded and Zura’s hands glowed blue.
The soldiers began whispering in surprise.
“We also have a mighty Flame Dancer on our side,” Alex said and Taiya’s hands burned with fire.
“And Alex is a brave and mighty Strongman!” Nina said loudly as she smiled at Alex.
“Soldiers of Zenkova, any of you who do not wish to join us in this fight, leave now and go to your homes. Those who wish to fight for our city, remain here,” the Captain said.
The soldiers milled around looking at each other. No one left. 
“I am proud of you! First, we march to the City Watch’s headquarters. We will persuade our brothers in arms to join us. Now quickly, gather your gear and meet back here in five minutes. Dismissed!” the Captain said. 
The soldiers hurriedly left, and in a few minutes, they were back with their armor and weapons. The Captain had his aide bring a horse for the Princess.
“Can you ride?” Alex asked her.
“Yes, though it has been a while,” she answered.
Alex lifted her up into the saddle.  She pulled her hood up again and took the reins. Alex and his team followed the Captain out of the training yard and down the street. The 150 soldiers followed behind them.




Chapter Thirty-Six


The people of Zenkova watched in surprise as the soldiers of the city marched past them. The procession made its way into the central square of the city. The Watch building was in front of them.  
“We need to get their commander out here. Then we need to get him to publicly confess his actions with the Wizard in front of his men,” Alex said to Vettel and Captain Rolf.
He motioned to the citizens around the plaza who had gathered at the sight of the soldiers. The early market goers came out to watch as word spread about the soldiers in the plaza.
“The people here will hear his confession and spread the word among the populace,” Alex explained.
Vettel and the Captain nodded.
“Tell Commander Kunk that he is needed here immediately,” the Captain said loudly to the two guards stationed at the building’s main entrance.
Sme of the watch guards had come out of the building, curious as to what was happening. Vettel saw his friend among them.
“Welt, get the men out here. They need to hear this,” Vettel said to the man.
The man hurried in. Guards started coming out piecemeal. 
Commander Kunk walked out of the building. He looked like he had just woken up even though it was late morning. The balding man was skinny with a potbelly and spindly legs. His officer’s coat was unbuttoned, and he was buckling on a ceremonial sword as he came out of the building. He had an agitated look on his face.
“What is the meaning of this Captain Rolf?” he said in a condescending voice.
Captain Rolf just looked at Commander Kunk for a minute as more guards came out of the building. About fifty guards had gathered outside by the time Lieutenant Welt hurried out of the building. Welt gave Vettel and Rolf a nod. 
“Commander Kunk, you are under arrest for committing treason against Zenkova,” the Captain said loudly.
“What!?” the surprised man sputtered.
“Lieutenant Welt, seize this man,” Captain Rolf ordered.
“Gladly,” the Lieutenant said as he walked up to the Watch Commander.
The Commander turned to the Lieutenant with venom in his eyes.
“You can’t do this. I am your commander! And you!” he said to Captain Rolf, “I outrank you! You can’t arrest me! Wait until General Vetz hears of this! The Wizard will have your head for this!
Alex whispered to Nina. She looked down at him nervously before reaching down to grasp his shoulder with one hand. With her other arm, she slid her hood back and took a deep breath.
“You and the Wizard are traitors to my family and to Zenkova!” Nina said loudly.
“Princess Antonia!” the Lieutenant said in surprise.
“Princess!” the Commander said in shock.
“The Princess! The Princess!” people shouted from the plaza around them.
“I command you to arrest him!” she said, trembling. Alex was afraid she would turn into a snake, but she maintained control over her shape.
Some of the guards came forward and grabbed the Commander by his arms. The Lieutenant removed the man’s ornamental sword. Alex doubted the man could even use it.
“We need him to confess in public,” Alex said.
“What do you know about the Wizard’s plans?” Captain Rolf asked.
“I.. I don’t know anything!” the man stammered.
“What is Viljan planning to do with Queen Hilda!” Vettel asked loudly.
“I don’t know!” the man yelled back.
Alex looked at Taiya.
“Perhaps Taiya can help you remember?” Alex said.
Taiya nodded and held up her hand. A small fireball appeared. She walked towards the traitor and slowly brought the fire closer to his face. He tried to squirm away, but Vettel went behind the man and grabbed his head forcing him to look to the fire.
The man started sweating.
“Please, no! Viljan will kill me!’ he said.
Taiya brought the flame closer.
“All right all right!” the man screamed.
Taiya did not move the flame away.
“What do you know?” Alex said to the man as Taiya inched the flame closer.
“The Wizard is going to force the Queen to marry him!” the man yelled.
“Why are you helping him?” Alex demanded.
“The Wizard promised me a comfortable position if I supported him with the Town Watch!” the man yelled.
“Who is behind all the killings in the city?” Alex asked as Taiya inched the flame closer to his face.
“The Wizard! He has been killing off anyone that could be a threat. He has his mercenaries killing citizens so the city is afraid!” the man yelled out in desperation as he squirmed in Vettel’s grasp.
At the Commander’s declaration of Viljan’s plan, the guardsmen of the City Watch and the citizens in the area let out gaps of shock and surprise.
“Throw him in a cell. The Queen will decide his fate once we rescue her!” Vettel said as he let go of the man’s head. 
The guards took him away, dragging him roughly into the Watch’s headquarters.
“How are we going to defeat the Wizard? He has holed up in the castle.” the lieutenant asked.
“First, we need to secure the city gate. The Wizard had Kanban mercenaries on the way. He has placed his men in charge of the gate,” Alex explained.
“I will send runners to tell my men on the walls and by the dock what the situation is. They will close off the small gates and prepare to defend the docks” Captain Rolf said.
“Have the Watch assemble near the Castle, but back from view,” Alex said to Vettel.
“My team will march on the main gate with the soldiers. We need to secure the gate quickly,” Alex added.
Vettel, Captain Rolf and the Lieutenant all nodded. Alex was glad that they did not question his plans. Now was the time for decisive action, not debate.
The soldiers marched down the main street westward towards the gate while the guards of the Watch moved north towards the castle. As they passed back past the Guildhouse, Janx sprinted away, saying he would catch up to them. Alex frowned, wondering what the Foxman was up to.
A short while later, Alex saw the city gate rising before them. He directed the Captain to halt his column of men. Just then, Janx caught up with them. He was holding two of his spears in one hand and Alex’s club in his other. His travel pack was slung on his back.
“I thought you might need this,” Janx said with a grin as he handed the club to Alex.
“Alex is becoming proficient with other weapons,” Arban said with a frown. Alex glanced meaningfully at the two sword handles sticking up from behind the Orc’s back.
“Well, I suppose we all have our favorite’s,” Arban said with a grin.
“Captain Rolf, you and your men wait here for a few moments. Let my team approach the gate first. Zura and Taiya will be able to strike from a distance as we approach. If they see your soldiers coming, they will be prepared,” Alex said.
“Very well, but strike quickly. We can’t let them damage the gate or the portcullis mechanism,” the Captain said with a worried frown.
“Princess, stay with the Captain,” Alex directed. 
“Please be careful, Alex!” she said with a worried look on her face.
He gave her a smile and then he turned towards the gate. Zura and Taiya took up positions on either side of him while Arban and Janx followed a few steps behind them. Alex could see that a few of the yellow armbanded guards were causally inspecting an ox cart that was about to leave the city.
As they approached Zura hit the guards with balls of Power. Two men fell lifeless as two more caught fire from Taiya’s attack. Then, four guards who had been on the outer gate rushed in calling the alarm. They soon fell before Zura’s spheres and Taiya’s fireballs.
Alex bounded up the stairs to the left as Arban and Janx headed right. A yellow ribboned guard was coming down the steps. Alex stabbed forward with his club, caving in the man's chest. Alex jumped over the body.
Alex cut down another man before he leapt into a large room situated above the gate’s passageway. The mercenaries there were smashing the pulleys and the ropes that controlled the gate doors.
Three mercenaries rushed at Alex. He used his club to smash the first one’s sword back into his body, knocking him back into the second man. Alex had to dodge to his right to avoid being cut by the third man’s sword as he tried to hit him with an overhead blow.
Alex jumped at the man with speed and force that caught the Kanban by surprise, knocking him backward. More Kanban entered the room as Arban and Janx joined the fight from the matching flight of steps to his right.
Alex lashed out with his foot as the man he had just knocked down tried to rise. The boot caught his in the ribs, smashing the bones like brittle twigs. The man crashed into the wall behind him, moaning in agony as blood poured from his mouth.
Alex drove his club into the next soldier trying to get up while he stomped on the first man he had knocked down. Both died instantly.
Arban and Janx were engaged with the guards who had recently entered the room. Alex used the moment to leap at the two men destroying the pulleys. With two quick swings of his club, the men fell. 
Alex turned towards his friends. It was three versus two and he saw that Arban had a gash on his shoulder. Alex jumped over the gate mechanism and brought his club down in an overhead smash on the nearest mercenary, crushing the life out of him.
The mercenary next to him was startled by the surprise attack and lost his concentration for a moment. Arban used the opportunity to run him through with one of his swords. 
The remaining guard was driving Janx backwards, using his superior size to wear away at the Foxman’s defense. The Kanban had just knocked aside Janx’s spear and was about to skewer him when Alex’s club caved in the side of his head, sending his body flying into the nearest wall.
Alex heard a trumpet blowing from the top of the wall. He heard an answering blast from a distance. Alex ran to one of the arrow slits at the front of the room. A large number of soldiers were approaching the City. The front group consisted of about a dozen horsemen who broke into a gallop towards the Gate.
Zura and Taiya reached Alex. A moment later the Captain, Nina and ten of his men rushed up the steps into the mechanism room.
“They smashed the pulleys and cut the ropes!” the Captain said in dismay.
“Can we drop the portcullis?” Arban asked.
Just then another group of mercenaries ran down the steps into the room. They fell back as Zura and Taiya blasted them. The Zenkovian soldiers rushed forward to attack the remaining Kanban.
“Zura, follow the Captain’s men and help them clear out the roof!” Alex directed.
Alex examined the mechanism holding up the portcullis gate. The top three feet of the gate was sticking up from a slit in the floor. A thick and heavy iron chain was connected to a ring at the top of the portcullis. The chain climbed upwards and split into two chains that were wrapped around pulleys that had been smashed by the Kanban. 
“If we could cut the chain, the gate will drop, but it will take hours for a blacksmith to cut it!” Captain Rolf exclaimed.
“Captain, we need to lower the portcullis! The riders are almost at the gate!” a soldier cried as he ran into the room from the stairs.
Alex jumped to the top of the gate and tossed his club to Arban. He grabbed one of the large metal chain links and began to pull it apart. The link might have resisted his normal strength, but with his enhanced strength he was able to slowly start pulling the link apart.
With a screech of breaking metal, the chain gave, and the portcullis fell. Alex jumped off as the gate disappeared into the floor of the gatehouse.
The portcullis slammed into the ground, a few feet from the Kanban horsemen who had just entered the gatehouse’s passage. Their horses reared up in shock and panic as the grated gate slammed down in front of them. One of the mercenaries was thrown from his horse and was almost trampled by the spooked horses.
“The roof is secure,” Zura said as she rejoined them. 
Alex noticed that Nina was looking at him in awe. Arban was looking out one of the arrow slits.
“You managed to get the portcullis down just in time,” the Orc said.
Alex took Nina by the hand as they all made their way back down the stairs. The Captain had reached the gate before them and he was yelling at the Kanban who were watching him warily through the grates of the portcullis.
“I order you to leave the city of Zenkova and our surrounding countryside!” the Captain said angrily.
“We are hired by the first Councilor Viljan to help the city. We will not leave until he tells us to,” one of the riders replied. 
The Kanban was a grizzled, grey-haired veteran. Alex guessed that he was the leader of the group.
“Archers!” the Captain yelled.
Twenty Zenkovian archers rushed forward and notched arrows to their bows.
“Are you sure you want to do that?” the mercenary sneered.
Alex walked over to the Captain.
“We don’t know what these mercenaries may have up their sleeve. Tell them to wait back from the city walls and you will get the Wizard for him,” Alex whispered.
The Captain nodded and took a few steps closer to the Gate.
“Very well. Have your men pull back from the city walls. I will go fetch the Wizard for you,” the Captain said to them.
The mercenary leader looked at the Captain for a long moment. Then, with a nod towards his men, they wheeled their horses around and galloped back towards the column of mercenary foot soldiers.
“I count about five hundred men. They have some light siege equipment with them,” Arban said grimly as he approached Alex and the Captain.
Before Alex could respond the sound of trumpets sounded from the direction of the castle.
“Those are the Royal Horns used to inform the city of important events and proclamations!” the Captain explained as he saw their questioning look.
“We have no time to waste!” Alex said.




Chapter Thirty-Seven


The sound of the horns reverberated through the city as they followed Captain Rolf to the castle. They had left 50 men behind to watch the gate. 
They found Vettel, Lieutenant Welt and the Guards of the City Watch waiting two streets away from the Castle. People were walking up the nearby streets, heading in the direction of the castle.
“What can Viljan be up to?” Vettel said as they joined him. 
“He must have heard the warning horn from the Gate,” Arban said.
“Citizens of Zenkova! Gather for wonderful news!’ they heard a loud voice coming from the plaza in front of the castle.
“The Wizard is using the Power to amplify his voice,” Zura explained.
“We have to hurry!” Alex said.
They led the soldiers through the throng of people.
“Make way! Make way! For Princess Antonina!” Vettel and Captain Rolf shouted as they forced their way through the crowd.
“Joyous news! I have rescued our fair Queen. Traitors among us have...” whatever else the Wizard was saying was drowned out by a cheer from the people.
“The Queen has asked me to become her Consort and King. Together we will unify Zenkova and bring the traitors to Justice!” Viljan’s voice rang out as the crowd noise subsided.
There was another great cheer from the people.
Alex and the soldiers forced their way onto the edge of the plaza. The Wizard was standing above the gate to the castle’s wall as he had done the previous time Alex had seen him address a crowd. This time, Queen Hilda was standing to his left. Her shoulders were slumped in despair. Next to her was an old man dressed in a military uniform. 
To the Wizard’s right was an elderly man dressed in ornate robes. Alex wondered at who he could be. Probably another advisor, he guessed. Whoever he was, it didn’t matter. It was time to put an end to this charade.
“Liar!” Alex yelled.
The people nearby turned towards Alex. But few could hear his voice over the noise of the crowd.
“Viljan, you are a liar and a traitor,” Zura’s voice amplified by her enhanced Power cut across the plaza. 
Zura’s voice was louder than the Wizard’s voice. Alex gave her a wry smile and she nodded back. That was certainly a useful benefit of her Power. He wondered if he could also master that skill.
The people all turned to Zura and a murmur arose as they saw the Witch. The Wizard scanned the crowd as he tried to see who was speaking. He finally saw Zura across the plaza, his eyes narrowing.
“You have deceived the people of Zenkova and are forcing the Queen to marry you,” Zura said.
“Lying meddlesome Witch!” Viljan spat in anger at the unexpected interruption of his moment of triumph.
“Queen Hilda, we have rescued your sister Princess Antonina from her cell in the Wizard’s Tower!” Zura answered, her voice clear above the surprised crowd.
Princess Nina waved to her sister. Alex saw the Queen shrug off the Wizard’s arm and rush to the edge of the parapet. 
“Antonina!” the Queen could barely be heard over the restless crowd.
“Who is the man next to Viljan?” Zura asked the Princess.
“That is old Safed, Chief Priest of the Temple of the Ancestors in the City,” Nina answered.
“He probably wants to marry your sister immediately!” Zura exclaimed.
“No!” Nina cried out in fear for her sister.
“I will kill him first!” Vettel shouted angrily as he tried to rush forward through the crowd.
“Control yourself before the Wizard blasts you!” Arban said as he grabbed Vettel by the arm and pulled him back.
“Aaarrr! You’re right! Dammit!” Vettel answered in red faced frustration as he regained control of himself.
Zenkovian soldiers and Guards poured into the Plaza. The Wizard grabbed the Queen and pulled her close to him. Alex realized he was using her as a shield. The Wizard turned to the officer next to Queen Hilda.
“Silence! Soldiers of Zenkova! Members of the Watch, I order you to arrest these traitors and free the Princess from their control!” the old general shouted in their direction.
“We serve Zenkova, not you!” the Captain yelled.
The old man looked flustered at the response. He turned and looked at the Wizard.
Viljan suddenly created a Powerful energy ball and shot it in the direction of Alex’s group. Zura reacted quickly, forming a large shield that caught the ball in a shower of sparks. The Wizard fired again, but Zura easily countered it.
The crowd panicked as people screamed in terror. The people rushed towards the streets leading away from the plaza, trying to get away from the Wizard and from Zura. 
“I can’t get a clear shot at Viljan because of the Queen!” Zura shouted in frustration.
“Taiya, start taking out the Kanban on the walls!” Alex yelled so she could hear him over the screaming crowd.
Zura let fly with a pair of fireballs. Viljan intercepted one with an energy sphere, but the other found its mark as a mercenary guard on the wall burst into flame.
“Clear the square!” Alex yelled to Captain and Vettel. 
Panic ensued among the chaos as people trampled each other to escape the plaza.
Taiya launched two more fireballs, and the Wizard again could only intercept one as his other hand was holding the Queen as a shield. Zura took the opportunity to fire spheres of her own which took out two more Kanban on the wall.
The Wizard quickly realized his position was untenable, so he and his men fell back from the top of the wall to find cover from the assault from Alex’s team. The area in front of the castle gate was clear of people as the plaza emptied. Alex saw that some of the City Watch were helping people who had been knocked over and injured in the panic.
“We need to get inside!” Vettel said.
“How will we breach the castle gate. We don’t have a battering ram,” Arban said.
“Let me try burning it. Stand back!” Taiya said to them.
Taiya hit the gate with a couple of fireballs, Soon the wood was on fire. She then attacked the iron bands of the gate with concentrated flames that gushed from her palms. Her enhanced flames were too much from the metal and soon the iron turned red as it melted under her onslaught. The gate began to collapse.
“Shield men, forward!”  Captain Rolf ordered.
A dozen Zenkovian shield bearers moved forward. Zura and Taiya moved forward, crouching behind the soldiers with tower shields for protection.
As the remains of the gate crashed to the ground, a hail of arrows hit the shields. None found a target. Zura and Taiya launched counter volleys, lifting their hands up and firing blindly through the opening. The arrows stopped as the Kanban archers were either killed or ran for cover. The shield men pushed on through the opened gate.
“Swordsmen! Now!” The Captain shouted.
A couple of dozen swordsmen rushed forward, pouring through the gap on either side of the shield bearers as they pressed into the castle courtyard. 
The Wizard appeared at the castle doors. He fired a pair of energy spheres which killed two of the shield bearers. Zura and Taiya returned fire, but the Wizard blocked their attack. Viljan then pulled back into the castle as the doors slammed shut.
The courtyard was quickly cleared of mercenaries. Zura and Taiya scanned the castle windows for signs of Kanban or the Wizard. 
The castle must have gone through renovations in the past as it was obvious that windows and balconies had been added on the higher floors. The only opening on the ground floor, however, were the stout castle doors. Captain Rolf brought his archers up so they could help cover the castle windows.
Alex considered the castle. The mercenaries would use the hallways and rooms of the building to ambush them and slow them down. It wouldn’t be too different than urban warfare back on earth. He frowned. He needed to get past the mercenaries quickly so he could rescue the Queen.
“Taiya, take out the castle’s door. The rest of you help the soldiers advance. I’m going to jump up to that window and see if I can get behind them. Just be careful as you guys advance through the castle, the mercenaries will try to ambush you,” he said. 
“You have never been in the castle, how will you know where to go?” Taiya said worriedly.
“I know my way around, including the secret passages that no one else knows about,” Princess Nina said as she came up behind Alex.
“Princess! I told you to stay back!” Alex said as he frowned at her.
“I couldn’t stay back while you were in danger,” she replied with a worried frown.
Alex considered what she knew about the castle. Secret passages could help him surprise the Wizard or the Kanban.
“Very well. Jump on my back and wrap your arms and legs around me,” Alex said as he offered his back to her.
The Princess jumped onto his back, wrapping herself tightly around him.
“Throw this up to me,” he said as he tossed his club to Arban. 
“Hold on!” he said as he started running towards the castle. With a mighty jump he reached up and grabbed the bottom edge of the nearest balcony. Alex hung there for a moment and then he pulled himself up the iron railing. The metal started groaning at the weight. Suddenly part of the railing gave way, breaking off in his grasp!
Nina’s legs slid down his back as she let out a gasp of fear. Her arms tightened around his neck.
“Hold on,” he managed to say as she was choking him.
The Princess managed to wrap her legs around him again. With a quick movement, Alex pulled himself over the rest of the railing and onto the balcony. The French style doors were unlocked, and he quickly entered the room. It was empty.
“You can let go now,” he gasped.
The Princess loosened her grip and slid down his back. She pressed close against him and he could hear her breathing raggedly. Alex quickly stepped onto the balcony again. Arban threw the club up towards Alex and he deftly snagged it out of the air as it flew by him. With a quick wave of thanks, Alex headed back into the room.
“Where is the nearest secret entrance?” he asked quietly.
The Princess looked around as she sought to get her bearings. She pointed to one of the doors ahead of them.
“The next room has a secret door,” she whispered.
Taking her hand, Alex pulled her along behind him as he walked softly to the door. He placed his ear against the door, but he heard nothing on the other side. The sounds of fighting reached his ears from the open window. He realized that Taiya must have broken through the castle’s door.
Alex opened the door and scanned the room. It seemed to be some kind of study with bookshelves along two of the walls and a desk in the middle.
“Bring the lamp from the table with us, the passages can very dark,” Nina whispered as she let go his hand and walked to the nearest bookshelf.
Alex watched as she ran her hand along the outside of the ornately carved bookshelf. She finally stopped near the bottom and pressed a small carving. A moment later, the bookshelf swung quietly outwards.
Alex grabbed the lamp off the desk and followed the Princess into the darkened passage as the door slowly closed behind them.




Chapter Thirty-Eight


Alex turned the lamp up. He could see a thick layer of dust on the sides of the passage floor. The central part of the path had been disturbed by so many footprints that it was difficult to distinguish Indvidual shapes. 
“Are you the one that left these footprints?” Alex asked quietly as Nina led him down the passage.
“Yes. As far as I can tell, no one else has disturbed these paths for a long time. I don’t think anyone else knows about them,” Nina whispered.
“Where in the Castle do you want me to take you?” she added.
“Where would the Wizard take your sister to perform the wedding ceremony?” Alex asked.
“All the important events are held in the throne room,” Nina answered.
“Can you take me there through the secret passage?” Alex asked.
“Yes. Give me the lamp and I will lead the way,” Nina replied.
The Princess led him through the narrow maze of the secret passages of the castle. They went up a flight of stairs and then down another flight. At one point they had to climb a ladder to reach the passage above them.
“The throne room door is just up ahead, a little way past the next turn. There is a peep hole that we can look through right here,” Nina said as she stopped and turned down the lamp.
The Princess stood on her tiptoes and slid aside a narrow panel. She let out a little gasp.
“What is it?” Alex asked.
“Its Hilda! It looks like Safed is getting ready to marry them!” she said as she stepped aside so Alex could look through the slit.
Alex looked through the opening and realized that they were standing slightly above and behind a pair of ornately carved wooden thrones at one end of a large room. The thrones were short backed with a wide cushioned seat. The room was high ceilinged with decoratively painted wooden columns along the walls.
Over half of the room was filled with wooden benches for people to sit and face the thrones. The thrones were on a raised platform and Safed was standing on the top step facing away from them. To the side of the priest, a small tripod holding a golden bowl had some kind of sweet smelling incense burning in it.
Two steps below him and facing the priest were Viljan and Hilda. A Kanban mercenary was standing directly behind the Queen. Alex guessed that he was holding a blade to her back. Tears were running down Hilda’s face.
Next to the Wizard, two of his guards were each holding a red cushion with an ornate crown resting on them. Alex realized that Viljan was about to marry Hilda and declare himself King of Zenkova.
Next to the Queen was General Vetz and and next to Viljan was a well-dressed elderly woman. Alex guessed that they were Advisors loyal to Viljan, probably there to act as witnesses. At the far end of the throne room, Alex counted six Kanban mercenaries. 
The yellow armbanded guards had barricaded the door with some of the benches and were ready to keep anyone from interrupting the ceremony. They had their backs to the ceremony and were focused on the barricaded door.
“We have to hurry,” Alex whispered as he slid the panel shut.
Nina led him down the passage to the hidden doorway. She paused and turned to look at him with fear in her eyes.
“What are you waiting for? Open the door,” Alex whispered.
“Alex, I am afraid for you! I know you are strong, but how can you hope to fight against the Wizard!” she replied.
Alex placed his hands on her shoulders and gave her a little squeeze.
“Don’t worry about me. The Wizard’s magic can’t affect me,” he said reassuringly. 
Alex hoped that that was true. He assumed that Viljan’s Power would be deflected back at the Wizard in the same way that Zura’s and Taiya’s had been. He would find out soon if his assumption was correct.
Nina looked at him worriedly, her green and gold flecked eyes searching his face. She nodded and turned towards the hidden door.
“The door opens behind one of the columns. No one will see you unless they are looking directly in this area,” she whispered as she opened the door inward.
As Alex squeezed by her, she grabbed his arm fiercely, stopping him for a moment.
“Please be careful!” she whispered as she stood on tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss. He could feel her body trembling.
“Don’t worry, I’ll be back,” he said with a grin.
Alex stepped out of the passage and Nina closed the door quietly behind him.




Chapter Thirty-Nine


Alex peeked around the column. The Kanban guards were focused on the door they were guarding. Alex moved forward so he could see the group at the back of the room. They were focused on the priest. Old Senefed was facing the back of the room, but Alex doubted the old man could see very far. 
“We call upon the ancestors of our people to witness today’s ceremony,” the old priest’s voice  was cracking as he recited words from memory.
The guards at the back of the room were probably his biggest threat. They were about thirty feet away. Alex gripped his stone club and took a running jump towards the nearest guard. 
Alex sailed through the air and brought his club down in an overhead smash on the guard’s shoulder. The man crumpled to the ground, killed instantly as the club crushed bones and organs.
The two Kanban that had been standing next to him turned in confusion, uncertain as to what had happened. Before they realized they were under attack, Alex brought his club around in a vicious swing like a lethal baseball bat. The club caved in the closest guard's chest, sending him flying into the next guard with enough force to send both of them flying into the pile of benches that had been erected as a barricade.
Alex heard the elderly woman at the front of the room cry out in alarm as the three other Kanban turned to attack him.
“Kill him!” the Wizard shouted.
Alex knew he had to subdue the three guards near him quickly before the three guards from the front of the room attacked him from behind.
The first mercenary, a muscular Orc woman, swung an ax at his head in an overhead blow. Alex dove to his right in a roll as she narrowly missed him. Alex recovered to a crouched position and then launched himself at the next guard, holding his club out like a spear aimed at the man’s chest.
The sheer power of Alex’s legs shot him forward like an arrow and his club caught the man in the face instead of the chest. The was a smack and crunch of smashed bones as the man’s head was caved inward.
Alex’s momentum carried over the dead man and into the third guard. Alex landed awkwardly on top of the surprised guard as they both tumbled to the ground. Alex’s club went flying, sliding under the nearby benches as he landed with the surprised guard on top of him.
Alex brought his knee up, smashing the man’s groin. The guard let out a scream of pain as Alex crushed the man’s pelvis. Alex threw the man off of him and rolled aside. The Orc woman’s axe crashed into the ground where his head had been a moment before.
Alex rolled to his feet and drew the sword he was still wearing. He parried a blow from the Orc and then another before kicking out with his right foot. His boot caught her in the knee, crushing the joint.
Off balance and in agony, the mercenary crashed to the ground. Alex finished her with a swift thrust to her throat.
The remaining three guards had reached him and were warily circling him, cautious as they had seen what he was capable of.
“Step away from him fools! I will finish him myself!” the Wizard yelled in anger.
Alex looked towards the back of the room as the three Kanban backed away from him. The woman and the General were cowering in the far corner. The priest was standing there with a confused look on his face. The Wizard was holding Hilda’s arm and his right hand was glowing blue with Power.
Viljan formed an energy sphere and sent it flying towards Alex. The sphere crashed into Alex’s chest, sending waves of crawling blue sparks all over his body. Alex’s hair stood on end and he dropped his sword as pain burned his body.
The sensation was different than when Zura had hit him with a sphere. It definitely hurt, but not unbearably so, Alex realized as he tried to hold onto the Power. He didn’t want it to fly back towards Viljan and kill the Queen by accident. His body shook as he gained control of the energy.
The guard in front of him was smiling at Alex’s discomfort, thinking that Alex was about to die. A moment later Alex pointed his hand at the man and a blue energy sphere flew out, crashing into the Kanban. The man fell down, dead before he even hit the ground, his smile frozen on his face.
The remaining two mercenaries gasped in surprise.
“Impossible!” Alex heard the Wizard say as he sent another sphere crashing into Alex.
This time Alex was able to adjust to the pain and energy surge quickly. He knew what to expect. Quickly controlling the power, he emptied out of his body in a ball that smashed into one of the remaining Kanban guards.
The Wizard stood openmouthed. He couldn’t believe what he had just seen Alex do. Then his eye’s flashed with anger.
“What meddlesome council are you working for! Which Master sent you!” Viljan yelled at Alex.
Instead of answering, Alex picked up the nearest bench. Though it was made of a dense and heavy wood, it felt like a child’s toy to Alex. The remaining guard was backing away from Alex, fear in his eyes. Alex ran towards the man and the guard turned to flee. 
Alex’s strength made him fast, and in a moment, he crushed the Kanban with the bench. Alex tossed the bench aside and turned towards the Wizard.
Viljan shoved the Queen aside so he could have both hands free. Hilda stumbled on the steps and fell, hitting her head. She lay there unmoving, stunned from the fall.
Alex started walking towards Viljan. The Wizard’s eyes turned blue as he conjured forth another energy sphere. This one was significantly larger than what Zura could normally conjure when she wasn’t Boosted. He really was a powerful Wizard, Alex thought.
Alex braced himself as the sphere flew towards him. Alex felt the surge of Power in every fiber of his being as the shock surged through his body. The pain was intense. Alex gritted his teeth letting the Power burn through him before it coalesced in his chest and then flew back to Viljan.
The Wizard was surprised, but it was a testament to his skill at how quickly he formed a shield that caught the energy ball before it struck him. Sanefed yelled in surprise and then he scurried over to where the other two advisors were huddled in a corner.
Alex continued walking towards the Wizard. Viljan maintained the shield with one hand as he fired a succession of energy spheres at Alex with his other hand. Alex let each of them bounce back to the Wizard who caught them on his shield.
“What are you?” Viljan hissed as his shield disappeared.
“Your worst nightmare,” Alex said as he continued walking forward.
He was about twenty five feet away from Viljan. He wasn’t afraid of the Wizard. But he had to be careful that Viljan didn’t kill the Queen.
Viljan took another step back and then bolts of Power crackled out of his hands. The Wizard aimed his lightning at the bowl with the incense and sent it flying towards Alex.
The move caught Alex by surprise. He threw his arm up at the last minute and deflected it, but hot coals burned his face and hot ash blinded him for a moment. Alex had never seen Zura do something like that!
Alex quickly wiped his face with his other arm as Viljan sneered at him.
“You’re no Wizard!” Viljan laughed.
Alex said nothing and kept walking. He was less than twenty feet away. He tensed his body, ready to leap at the Wizard.
Alex realized that Viljan had something in his hands. A wooden box he must have had hidden in his clothes. The Wizard lifted it up over his head with his left hand and threw it at Alex. Alex lifted his arm up to block it. Distracted by the wooden box, he realized too late that Viljan’s was holding something else, and it was glowing blue.
As Alex knocked away the wooden box with his forearm, lightning crackled from Viljan’s hand as something flew at high speed towards Alex. Alex could only shift his body a few inches before it sliced into his body.
Pain blossomed in his left shoulder as he was spun around from the force of the impact. Alex stumbled and dropped to one knee, catching his fall with his right hand. Alex glanced at his shoulder. A dagger was buried to the hilt, just below his clavicle. He recognized the hilt... it was his own knife!
Alex heard Viljan laughing at him.
“You fool! You think you could challenge me!” Viljan said as crackling bolts of Power flew from both his hands and engulfed one of the thrones.
A moment later the ornately carved wooden chair flew towards Alex. Alex was knocked backward, stunned by the blow. His dagger had been pushed by the blow, slicing the skin and widening the wound. Blood was pouring out of the gash. Alex realized he had little time left as he managed to get to his knees again.
“Alex!” he heard Nina scream from behind him.
The Wizard’s hands glowed blue as he was about to send the other throne flying towards Alex. Viljan paused as he was distracted by Nina’s scream. Alex reached up and grabbed the dagger’s handle. With one swift motion he yanked it out of his shoulder and sent it flying towards the Wizard with all his might.
The dagger smashed into the Viljan’s chest with enough force to knock him off his feet. His body went flying as he crashed into the wall behind him.
Alex fell forward, catching himself with his right hand to keep from hitting the ground. His left arm was numb. He was feeling lightheaded from the loss of blood. He could see the blood running out of his cut and pooling on the floor.
“Alex!” Nina said as she reached him.
She helped him lie down on the floor. Her eyes widened in fear as she saw all the blood and the wound in his shoulder.
“No! No! No!” she kept saying.
Alex felt so tired, he just wanted to sleep. 
“Unghh,” he grunted as Nina took off her cloak and pressed the fabric against his wound in an effort to stop the bleeding.
“You can’t die and leave me Alex now that I found you!” Nina said as tears streamed down her face.
Alex just gave her a half grin.
“Heroes never die in my books! You can’t die on me!” she whispered as she bent down and kissed him.
Well, if he had to go, he thought, what better than an angel’s kiss to send him off.
Alex heard the sound of smashing nearby. He thought he smelled something burning. Hopefully it wasn’t the fires of Hell getting ready for him, he thought.
“Alex!” he heard a woman shout.
“Hilda!” a man’s voice was yelling.
“What happened!” Taiya said as she knelt next to him, her face afraid.
“He has a deep cut!” Nina replied.
Alex saw Zura leaning over him as well. The Witch peeked under the cloak at his wound. Her face went white.
“We need a healer now!” Zura yelled over her shoulder.
Alex heard the sound of shouting and people running. He closed his eyes.
“Here, take this!” was that Janx’s voice, he wondered.
“Janx! Thank you!” he heard a woman say.
“Alex! Drink this!” someone said.
A hand was gently slapping his face. Alex opened his eyes. Zura was holding a bottle up to his lips while someone else was lifting his head.
Alex took a sip.
“Aghh!” he sputtered as some of the awful, burning liquid burned his tongue and throat.
“Alex, drink it or you will die!” he heard Taiya pleading with him.
Alex nodded and drank more of the awful stuff. It burned his throat. They made him drink more. The liquid made his stomach feel like it was on fire. Soon he felt the fire spreading throughout his body.
“This is going to hurt,” he heard Zura say as she pulled the cloak away from his wound.
How could it hurt worse than the burning sensation, he wondered. Zura poured some of the liquid onto his open wound. Alex quickly discovered that he could feel even more pain. It felt like she was pouring hot lava on him.
“AAAGGHHH!” he gasped and then promptly passed out.




Chapter Forty


Alex felt a hand caressing his cheek. His eyes blinked open. It took him a moment to focus on the face hovering over him. He smiled as he realized it was Taiya. She had was caressing his cheek with a look of worry in her brilliant green eyes. 
Alex noticed another face looking down at him. Princess Antonina. Her face was streaked with tears. Why was she crying? he wondered.
He tried to sit up. He grimaced as pain shot through his left shoulder.
“Alex, no. Don’t exert yourself!” Taiya said worriedly.
“Help me up,” his voice cracked, and his throat had a lingering burning sensation to it.
Taiya frowned. Then she looked towards Nina and nodded.
“I will pull on his good arm. You can gently lift from his back. But be careful of his shoulder,” Taiya said.
The women helped him sit up. Alex winced and then looked around. He realized he was still in the throne room. He remembered his battle with Viljan.
“The Wizard!” he said in concern as he looked around.
“The Wizard is dead,” Taiya said as she laid a comforting hand on his arm.
Alex realized that they had pushed two of the benches together and had laid his body on it. He shifted his body around so that his feet rested on the floor. Janx and Arban were standing nearby, looking at him with concerned looks. 
Alex saw Queen Hilda sitting on the top step of the throne platform. Vettel was sitting next to her, his arm protectively around her. Zura was tending to a small cut on the Queen’s forehead.
Zenkovian soldiers were standing around the edges of the room. Captain Rolf was in a corner of the room, watching as his men tied up the hands of the elderly priest and the two traitorous advisors.
Alex looked down at his left shoulder. Strips of cloth had been used to make a makeshift bandage. He looked at Nina and saw that she was no longer wearing her cloak. He guessed that they had used it for the cloth strips.
“Thanks for the bandages,” he said with a wry smile.
Nina gave him a smile and wiped at the tears flowing from her green-gold eyes.
“How long was I unconscious?” he asked Taiya.
“Not long. Especially considering how much blood you had lost, I was so worried when I saw how pale you were,” she said.
Nina took his right hand in her hands. She lifted his hand up and kissed it tenderly. Alex noticed the blood on her hands and on her clothes. He looked at Taiya. She was bloodied as well.
“I take it that’s my blood you lovely ladies are wearing?” he asked.
They both nodded.
He noticed that his mail shirt and pants were stained with blood. He had a feeling that most of that was his blood as well. A large puddle of blood was on the floor nearby. That was a lot of blood to lose, he thought.
“You must have gotten me a Healer pretty quickly for me to have survived,” Alex said thoughtfully.
Alex had been a medical sergeant in the Green Berets back on Earth. He had seen men lose that much blood after being wounded. They died unless they received a transfusion quickly.
“The Healer hasn’t arrived yet,” Arban said.
“What? Then how am I still alive?” Alex asked.
“Thank Janx,” The Orc said with a grim smile.
Alex looked towards the Foxman. Janx nodded and reached into his pack. He pulled out a large bottle. It took a moment for Alex to realize that it was one of the potions that Nankossa had made for him. It looked like it was half empty.
“When I went to retrieve my spears and your war club, I saw the pouch of potions that the Naadaar woman had given you. We were going to battle a Wizard, so I grabbed the healing potion. I was worried that we would be in for a difficult fight,” Janx explained.
“Good thinking, Janx,” Alex said appreciatively.
“The potion she made is extremely powerful. I have never seen the like. Zura poured some on your wound and I could see your flesh knitting itself back together!” Taiya said in wonder.
“Indeed. A normal healing potion can help you mend, but not at such speed,” Arban said.
Alex tried to stand up and Arban stepped over and helped him, putting Alex’s right arm over his shoulder. Alex felt a little unsteady on his feet. Alex could feel his Power and something else... probably the magic in the potion swirling through his body.
With the Orc’s help, Alex walked over to where Zura was tending to the Queen. Nina had already walked over to check on her sister. Vettel gave him a nod. Alex noticed that the former Commander of the City Watch was bleeding from various small wounds. His mail shirt was gashed in several places.
“How is the Queen?” Alex asked.
Zura looked up at him and frowned.
“Why are you not laying down,” she scolded.
Alex gave her a smile. He could see the worry in her golden eyes.
“The Queen will be fine. She has a bump on her head and a headache. The small cut on her forehead has stopped bleeding,” Zura explained.
“Who are you?” the Queen asked as she looked up at Alex.
Nina quickly stood up and stood by Alex.
“Sister! This is Alex. He rescued me from the Tower and defeated Viljan. He is so brave and strong... just like the heroes in my books I told you about!” Nina said as she looked up at Alex with star-struck eyes.
Queen Hilda frowned at her sister’s enthusiastic outburst. She looked at Alex appraisingly.
“Wait, you were the one in the dungeon next to my sister,” the Queen said.
Alex nodded.
“I am with the Caravan Guards. We came to Zenkova to investigate the murder of Master Nella, the White Witch,” Alex explained.
“The White Witch is dead?” Hilda said in surprise as she looked closer at Zura.
“You are the Tarenian. The Witch’s pupil. I didn’t recognize you without your white robes. Your skin has been darkened,” the Queen said as she examined Zura.
“A disguise, my Lady,” Zura answered.
“We gave our friend Zura our word that we would help her solve Master Nella’s murder,” Alex explained.
“Is this how you found out about the Wizard?” she asked.
“Our investigation led us to the Wizard’s Tower. The Foxman and I went to scout the Tower, but we were captured. Fortunately, we were able to escape...” Alex was interrupted.
“Sister! Alex is a Strongman! He single-handedly defeated the Wizard’s Guards and freed me. We tried to find you, but the Wizard had already taken you away!’ Nina said excitedly.
“I think the Princess is exaggerating. My friends arrived just in time to help us escape the Tower,” Alex said with a rueful smile.
“Alex is a good man, Hilda,” Vettel said.
The Queen turned towards Vettel and gave him a smile.
“You look a little worse for wear, Vettel,” Alex said as he looked at the many wounds on the former Commander.
Vettel just shrugged.
“Thanks to Vettel’s bravery, we were able to cut through the Kanban and reach the throne room quickly. The man caught the mercenaries off guard with his attacks. He fought like a wild man,” Arban told them.
“I had to get to the Queen as quickly as possible,” Vettel said as looked at Hilda, raw emotion burning in his eyes.
The Queen patted Vettel’s knee affectionately. She then looked at the expression on her sister’s face as Nina looked at Alex. Hilda then gave Alex an appraising look. A small smile flickered across her lips.
“The Healer! Make way for the Healer!” a soldier’s voice called from the front of the room.
A young woman carrying a leather bag rushed forward and knelt by the Queen.
“My Lady where are you injured?” the Healer asked breathlessly.
“I just have a bump on my head,” Hilda explained.
The Healer nodded and reached a hand up to touch Hilda’s bruised cut. Her hand glowed with a green aura as she gently massaged the injured area. When the Healer pulled her hand away, the cut had been healed to just a thin red line and much of the bruising had faded.
“Thank you, Healer,” the Queen said.
“Who else needs my services, my Queen,” the Healer said.
“Alex is sorely wounded,” Vettel said, motioning towards Alex.
The Healer stood up and started walking towards Alex. Suddenly Zura grabbed her by the arm, stopping her.
“No!” Zura said as everyone looked at her in surprise.
“What are you doing?” the Healer asked as she struggled against Zura’s grip.
“I have given Alex a healing potion. You cannot use your Power on him,” Zura answered.
“What do you mean? I have worked with healing potions before without issue,” the Healer said in confusion.
“This is a special recipe, developed by the White Witches. It is extremely potent and dangerous. If you touch Alex, you could kill him,” Zura explained.
Nina gasped and quickly stood between Alex and the Healer.
“Oh, I see. I did not know,” the Healer said and bowed her head towards Zura.
“You should check Vettel,” Zura said.
The healer had Vettel move to a bench, and she helped him remove his mail shirt so that she could better tend to him.
“I want to see Viljan’s body,” Alex said.
Arban helped Alex up the steps while the rest of the team, including Nina followed. 
“That was quick thinking,” Taiya whispered to Zura.
“Thank you,” Zura said softly with a little smile.
“What are you two going on about?” Alex whispered with a frown.
“The Healer,” Taiya whispered.
“What about her?” Alex asked in confusion.
“The Healer is a woman,” Zura whispered.
“So,” Alex whispered back.
Nina also had a puzzled look on her face as she tried to hear what they were saying.
Taiya looked at Alex pointedly. Then it struck him. If the Healer had touched him, she would have a shock as his Power interacted with her. She would no doubt have been curious as to what was happening between them. Taiya and Zura smiled when they saw the look of understanding cross his face.
“Right. Thank you, Zura,” he whispered before turning to look at the Wizard’s body.
The Wizard was slumped against the back wall. Some blood, drying now, had trickled out of Viljan’s mouth as he died. Alex’s dagger was stuck in the man’s chest at a strange angle.
Alex realized that the knife must have rotated after he had thrown it. Part of the pommel and one of the cross guards had penetrated the Wizard’s chest like some kind of bizarre Ninja throwing star. The blade was pointing up and away from the body. The impact had caved in Viljan’s sternum.
“Not a good throw. Luckily, you threw it so hard that it crushed his chest,” Arban said as he examined the body critically.
“Well, I was dying at the time,” Alex answered ruefully.
“Hmmm. We will have to work on your knife throwing skills,” the Orc replied.
“Yes. Better to have skill. Luck can come and go,” Janx agreed.
Alex looked at his friends. At first, he thought they were joking, Then, he realized that the Orc and the Foxman were being serious. He just smiled and nodded in agreement.
The Foxman knelt and cautiously removed Alex’s dagger from the dead Wizard’s chest. Janx wiped the dagger the best he could on Viljan’s robes before placing the dagger carefully in the Dragon skin sheath attached to Alex’s sword belt.
Queen Hilda walked over and stared down at Viljan’s body.
“I always hated how that man would look at my mother when he thought no one else was looking. Such sorrow he has brought to my family and to Zenkova,” Hilda said angrily.
“At least the nightmare is over, sister,” Nina said as she gave Hilda a hug.
“Unfortunately, it is not finished yet,” Vettel said as he joined them. 
The commander seemed refreshed, and his wounds were well on their way to being fully healed.
“What do you mean?” the Queen asked as her brows furrowed in concern.
“There are Five Hundred Kanban Mercenaries camped outside the City Gate. The Wizard has paid them to come “help” Zenkova. They will not leave until they speak to him,” Vettel said grimly.
“Five hundred soldiers!” the Queen gasped.
In the aftermath of his battle with Viljan, Alex had forgotten about the Kanban outside of the gate. Alex looked at the Wizard’s dead body.
“If it’s the Wizard they want to talk to … lets arrange a meeting immediately,” Alex said with a nod towards the dead body.
The Queen looked at Alex and then at Viljan’s body. A smile crept over her face.
“I like how you think, Alex of the Caravan Guards,” the Queen said.
“Vettel, it is time to go to the City Gate. Have your men, bring the Wizard’s body along,” she added.
“I have no men, my Queen. If you recall, I was relieved of my duties last week,” Vettel said with a bow of his head.
The Queen frowned as she remembered how the Wizard had convinced her father and the other advisors to remove Vettel from his position.
“Hear me soldiers of Zenkova and guards of the Watch. I proclaim that Commander Vettel is reinstated as Commander of the Watch and he will also act as General of our army!” she spoke loudly so all in the room could hear her.
The soldiers and guards let out a cheer. Vettel was a competent leader and well respected by the warriors of Zenkova. Vettel raised his arm in appreciation. He caught Alex’s eye and gave him a nod of thanks.
Soldiers hurried over to pick up the Wizard’s body and soon they were all on their way towards the City Gate.
***         ****       *****
Alex gazed over the parapet towards the road leading towards Kargosk. Perhaps a half mile from the city, the Kanban mercenaries were waiting. Their “army” had pulled off the side of the road, with about half of their force on either side. They had not set up a camp.
Alex was surprised that he could walk up the steps without help. He didn’t feel dazed or as tired as he had felt earlier. He mentioned it to Zura. The Witch guessed that being Boosted was accelerating the healing power of Nankossa’s potion.
When they had set out of the castle, Viljan had sent one of his men to fetch the Royal Heralds and the Royal Banner of Zenkova. Two Heralds, with their large trumpets stood ready on top of the City Gate. At a nod from the Queen, the Heralds sounded a long note. As they echoes died, they sounded a second note. Another soldier unfurled the Royal Banner.
After a couple of minutes, Alex saw riders approaching from the Kanban. It looked like the same dozen that had approached earlier. They halted a short distance from the gate.
The Queen stepped forward and looked down at the Kanban.
“Why have you come to my city?” she said loudly.
“Your city? Where is the Wizard? Who are you?” the grey-haired mercenary who was their leader responded.
“I am Queen Hilda, and this is my city. I command you to leave my country and go back to wherever you came from,” she said to them.
The leader looked up at her in silence for a long moment and then he spit to the side. 
“I am afraid we cannot do that, your majesty,” the man said.
“Why is that?” the Queen asked.
“We have a contract with the Wizard Viljan to help him defend this city. The Kanban always honor their contracts,” the leader responded.
“The Wizard is ready to meet with you,” the Queen said.
Alex could see the man narrowed his eyes at her response, wondering what she was up to. The Queen nodded to Commander Vettel. A moment later, two soldiers threw the Wizard’s corpse over the wall.
The body landed with a dull thud. A couple of the Kanban’s horses shifted about nervously, startled by the flying body.
The Kanban leader nodded to one of his men. The man dismounted and walked over to the corpse. He knelt down and examined the body. A moment later he looked towards the leader and nodded.
The leader looked up at the Queen. He could see the man was thinking.
“It seems that the Wizard no longer requires our services. I imagine that your majesty may be a little short on soldiers and guards after the recent turmoil in your city. I have the services of up to 500 well trained mercenaries that I can offer you for a fair price, for as long as you require them,” the leader said with an evil grin.
“He can’t be serious... does he take me for a fool?” the Queen said softly in surprise.
“The Kanban only care about gold. They will honor their contract to the death, if you pay them. Their leader is trying to get work for these men, now that his deal with the Wizard is over,” Arban explained.
“The traitor is dead. Zenkova does not need your services. Leave this land,” the Queen spoke to the mercenaries again.
“Are you sure, your Highness. Perhaps there is a troublesome neighboring city that you are having problems with. We have light siege equipment along that is also available for a reasonable price. I could even give you a discount as a show of good faith!” the mercenary offered.
Alex was surprised at the Kanban’s continued attempts to make a deal. The Queen shook her head in disbelief.
“Zenkova only seeks peace. Leave us,” the Queen replied.
The Kanban leader gave her a little bow as he sat on his horse. A moment later, the mercenaries wheeled their horses around and rejoined their army. In short order, the Kanban had their equipment and wagons turned around. They watched as the Kanban faded away in the distance. Alex heard the Queen give a sigh of relief.
“Come Antonina, we must return to the Castle. Much needs to be done to set the city right again. But first I need a hot bath. I suggest you take one as well,” the Queen said wearily.
Nina looked at Alex with worry.
“Don’t worry, we will take good care of Alex. He needs rest and some fresh bandages. We will be at the Guild house,” Zura said to her in an effort to calm her fears.
“Very well. I will visit you first thing in the morning,” Nina said and then she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.
Alex and his team waited for the Queen’s group to leave the City Gate. They then headed to the Guildhouse to clean up.




Chapter Forty-One


Alex winced as Taiya pulled away the makeshift bandages on his shoulder. Alex examined the wound. The gash was closed over with fresh skin, but it was still seeping. He was amazed at how much it had healed in only a few hours. 
A Guildhouse servant finished filling the bath in his private room. Dak had insisted they all take rooms in the Guildhouse when he heard about their battle with the Wizard. The servant took the empty water buckets and closed the door behind him as he left.
“Nankossa’s healing potion is amazing,” he said.
Taiya nodded in agreement. Zura looked at his wound.
“I am glad that Janx had the foresight to bring the potion along. You were losing so much blood, I’m not sure you would have survived until the Healer arrived,” the Witch said.
The Wizard had caught Alex by surprise, and it had almost cost him his life.
“How were you wounded?” Zura asked.
“The Wizard somehow used his Power to throw my dagger at me. It caught me off guard. I didn’t know Wizards go use their Power like that,” Alex explained.
“Viljan could throw things with his Power? Only a Mage with exceptional training can master that skill. Only a few Masters at the Great Hall can do so,” Zura said with a frown.
“He also threw one of the thrones at me,” Alex said.
“To have such Power... he must be from one of the other Councils,” Zura said pensively.
They sat quietly as they considered the implications of Viljan’s possible connection to one of the powerful Mage's Councils.
“We need to get you cleaned up,” Taiya said, breaking the silence.
Alex looked at the two women. Their arms and hands were bloodstained from taking care of him. Their faces were smudged with soot from the fires Taiya had caused. He smiled as he remembered how fierce these two could be in battle.
“What are you smiling at?” Taiya asked as she looked up from his wound.
“I was just thinking how beautiful you two are,” he said.
Taiya wrinkled her nose.
“I look terrible!” the Wood Elf replied.
“Not as bad as I look. The powders that darken my skin are smeared and sticky,” Zura said as she held up her forearms.
Alex chuckled.
“We are going to get you in that bath so you can relax,” Taiya said.
“I can wait. Why don’t one of you go first,” he said.
“After we get you in the tub, Zura and I are going to go use the bunkhouse baths. We will help you finish up when we get back,” the Elf explained.
The two women knelt in front of him and pulled off his boots. Then two pairs of hands worked on his leggings, pulling them down and freeing his half hard erection. Having two beautiful women undress him was certainly erotic, he thought.
Taiya was staring at his cock appreciatively. She reached up and lightly ran her fingers along his shaft, causing him to spasm slightly.
“I am going to take full advantage of being awake for the next two and a half days,” she said as she looked up at him with hungry eyes.
Zura let out a sigh.
“Unfortunately, I will only stay awake for another day and a half,” the Tarenian said wistfully as she stood up.
“I’m sure Alex will see that you are well taken care of,” Taiya said as she stood up.
“We will just have to be careful that we don’t injure his shoulder,” she added as they helped him climb into the tub.
Alex slowly lowered himself into the hot water. The tub was long enough that he could stretch his legs out. He carefully rested his right arm on the side of the tub as the water came up to his chest. He winced as he tried to lift his left arm.
“Don’t try to lift up your left arm!” Taiya admonished.
“Yes, ma’am,” Alex said and gave her a wink.
“Hummpphh,” Taiya said as she crossed her arms and looked at him sternly.
“Do not try to get out of that tub until we return,” she added.
“I feel much better. I can get out of the tub by myself,” he said.
“DO NOT MOVE UNTIL WE GET BACK!” Taiya said, emphasizing each word.
Alex just nodded. The women looked at him worriedly for a moment and then they left the room.
Alex leaned back, letting the warmth of the water relax his muscles. He leaned back and closed his eyes. The water felt so nice, he probably would have fallen asleep if he wasn’t boosted.
That was one of the side effects of having sex with a woman with Power. In addition to having his strength enhanced even more than it normally was, Alex would remain awake for a few days, requiring no rest and barely any food or water.
The negative was that Alex would then fall asleep for about a day or so. He would be overcome with extreme weariness, and he couldn’t be woken for more than a few moments. It was the price he had to pay for being boosted. 
It was worse for the women. Zura would stay awake for two days and then fall asleep for two days. Taiya, as a powerful Elemental Flame Dancer, would stay awake for three days and then would be out cold for three days to recover.
Alex’s thoughts drifted towards the events of the last day. He was glad that the mystery of Master Nella’s death had been solved. He smiled as he thought about Nina. The girl thought he was some kind of hero. His smile grew wider as he remembered how Nina had placed herself between Taiya and him because she was worried that the Elf was going to hurt him.
Alex’s smile faded as he remembered the sadness in her eyes and voice when she had told him how her parents had kept her confined to the castle and out of the public eye as much as possible. Nina was a beautiful young woman, but her self-confidence was missing.
He wondered about her Power as a Shifter. It seemed like she had had zero training or instruction regarding her ability to change into a snake form. Nina herself had told him that she never tried to change into a snake. She was only concerned with changing back to her human form as quickly as possible.
Would Zura or Taiya be able to help the Princess with her Power? he wondered. He considered that Shifting could be a very different type of skill compared to what Zura and Taiya could do. Zura had to spend years studying and mastering her Power as a Witch. On the other hand, a lot of what Taiya could do came naturally because she was an Elemental Dancer.
His thoughts were interrupted by the door opening. He looked over and saw Taiya and Zura enter the room. They were wearing towels wrapped around their bodies and their hair was wet. Zura’s red skin had almost a glow to it. Alex realized that she must have been scrubbing hard to remove the powder that had disguised her coloring.
“That was fast,” he said with a smile.
“We were in a hurry to check on you,” Zura said.
“You didn’t even take time to get dressed,” he laughed.
The girls looked at each other and smiled. As if by a silent signal, they dropped their towels to the floor at the same time. Alex felt himself grow hard as he admired the two beauties standing before him.
“We assumed there would be no need for clothes for quite some time,” Taiya said as she walked over to the tub and knelt beside it. She leaned over and kissed him deeply.
Zura walked over to the other side of the tub and knelt down. After the Elf had taken a break from kissing him, the Witch pulled his face towards her and kissed him hungrily.
“First we need to get you cleaned up,” Zura said as she broke off the kiss.
The girls each grabbed a washcloth and some soap. Taiya started washing his feet and legs while Zura washed his hair. Alex let out a contended sigh. It was a wonderful sensation, being taken care of by two beautiful women. 
“I love your muscles,” Zura said as she washed his chest and shoulders. She was careful not to touch his wound.
“I love this muscle,” Taiya said as she ran her hands up his thighs and wrapped them around his shaft.
Zura laughed.
“Indeed, there is much to love about Alex,” the Tarenian said.
Alex reached up and touched Zura’s chin. Alex tilted her face towards him. Her golden eyes were burning bright with desire. Alex leaned over and kissed her.
Alex could feel Taiya’s hands stroking him vigorously as the Elf was aroused by watching him kiss Zura. He really needed to make love to them soon, he thought as he broke off the kiss.
The women were just as eager to make love to him as they quickly finished bathing him. They helped him out of the tub and to a nearby chair.
“I want to put a fresh bandage on, just in case,” Taiya said.
As the Elf placed the first bandage on his wound, Alex flinched.
“I’m sorry, did that hurt?” Taiya asked in concern.
Alex let out a little chuckle.
“No, you’re fine. I just didn’t expect Zura to... ahhh....” he said as he looked down at his legs.
Zura had knelt in front of him and was sucking on his cock. Alex had been focused on Taiya and Zura had caught him by surprise when she had suddenly started giving him oral. Taiya laughed as she saw what Zura was doing.
“I don’t blame her, I can’t wait to taste you,” Taiya said as she looked back at him, her green eyes burning with passion.
As soon as Taiya finished applying the new bandages, they took him by the hand and led him to the bed. The girls alternated between kissing his lips and sucking and licking his erection. Alex’s body was on fire with desire for both of them.
“I can’t wait anymore, I need one of you know,” Alex growled.
“Zura gets you first, since I will have you for an extra day,” Taiya said as she moved aside and knelt near his head.
A moment later Zura was straddling him, slowly bouncing up and down as she took more of him inside her with each downward thrust. Alex reached out with his good arm and squeezed her breasts, He enjoyed how they were both firm yet soft.
Taiya bent over and started kissing him as Zura managed to take all of his length inside of her. The Tarenian was moaning softly as she rode him. Alex increased his tempo, lifting Zura off the bed with each powerful thrust. 
Zura began to climax, and as he felt her tight passage spasming around his shaft, Alex came, releasing a powerful orgasm inside of the red skinned beauty.
Taiya broke off the kiss, breathing heavily as she looked down at him.
“Alex, I want you so badly,” The Elf said pleadingly.
Alex gave her a feral grin. He carefully rolled Zura off him. The Witch lay down next to him, stretching her body languidly.
“Oh, Alex, that was amazing,” she said softly.
Alex carefully got to his knees. He motioned Taiya to face away from him, on her hands and knees.
Alex ran his hand over her thighs, squeezing her gorgeous round derriere. Then he inched forward so he was right behind her. He placed a hand on her hip and pulled her closer.
“Guide me into your sweetness,” he told her.
Taiya reached up between her thighs and grasped him. She positioned him at her entrance. She was so wet for him.
Alex slowly pushed himself into her. Taiya gasped as she felt him stretching her as he worked more of his girth inside of her. Alex grasped her hip firmly and pulled her back as he thrust into her. Taiya let out a little yelp of surprise as Alex sheathed his full length deep inside of her warmth.
Alex started moving in and out. Taiya was breathing heavily as she adjusted to him. Soon she was matching his motion as their bodies found a rhythm.
Alex lengthened his strokes, savoring the feel of her body as it wrapped around his erection. Soon he was pounding into her with long, forceful thrusts.
Taiya was whimpering with little yelps of pleasure and pain as she met every thrust of his with a vigorous push of her own. The Elf’s body shuddered as a massive orgasm washed over her. 
Taiya collapsed onto her forearms, her face resting on the pillow as Alex continued to pound into her.
“Yes! Yes!” she was whispering.
Alex felt another orgasm building. Soon he was pumping himself into her as he found release again in a long slow orgasm. After he had finished, he stayed in that position for a long moment, caressing Taiya’s back lovingly. 
After he finally pulled out of her, Taiya rolled onto her back and smiled up at him. She moved over and made room for him to lay down between the two of them.
As Alex lay there, slowly coming down off his orgasm, he couldn’t believe how lucky he was. Making love to two women was the stuff men’s fantasies were made of. Yet here he was lying with two exotic alien beauties.
They lay in bed as the late afternoon turned to evening. None of them were tired, energized by the boosting. Alex spent the night making love to them. The girls took turns, becoming more daring as the night went on, yet mindful of his injured shoulder. It was the most amazing night of Alex’s life.




Chapter Forty-Two


Tiaya was changing Alex’s bandages in the morning when there was a knock on the door. Alex admired Zura’s naked body as she walked over to the door. Her long black hair almost reached her pert round bottom. 
All three of them were naked, comfortable in each other’s company. The White Witch cracked open the door and spoke to the person in the hallway for a moment before closing it again.
Zura walked over to them with amusement in her golden eyes.
“It seems that the Princess is downstairs. She would like to check on your health. I told the servant to inform her that you would be coming down soon,” Zura said.
“The Princess is quite smitten with you,” Taiya said with a smile.
“She is just grateful that I helped rescue her. You should have just told her that I was resting,” Alex said.
“I doubt she would take no for an answer. You should also maintain a good relationship with the ruling family of the city we are staying in,” Zura said.
Taiya finished applying the new bandages. She looked at Alex’s naked body.
“Let’s get some pants on you. You can’t meet a Princess like that!” the Elf said with a smile.
Tiaya pulled out a clean pair of leggings from Alex’s travel bag and she helped Alex pull them on.
“Now you are ready to meet the Princess,” Taiya said.
Alex looked down at his body with a frown.
“Shouldn’t I put on a tunic and boots?” he asked in confusion.
“No, I don’t want you ruining my bandages that I just worked so hard on. You look fine,” she said as she pulled him towards the door.
“Aren’t you two coming?” Alex said.
“The Princess wants to see you, not us,” Taiya said with a laugh as she pushed Alex out into the hallway.
Alex just shook his head as the door to the room closed behind him. Still bemused, he headed down the steps to the Guildhouse dining room.
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“Why did you send Alex downstairs without a shirt and shoes?” Zura crossed her arms under her chest as she frowned at Taiya.
“He did look a bit savage, didn’t he? And exciting!” Taiya said with a laugh.
Zura frowned.
“You want the Princess to be attracted to Alex?” the Witch asked in surprise.
“Yes. The Princess could wind up being a useful ally for Alex. A friend of mine once told me that it was always good to have friends in high places,” Taiya explained with a smile.
Zura placed her hand on her chin as she considered what the Elf had said.
“Yes, I suppose a Princess from even a backwater like Zenkova could be useful. Your thoughts are wise,” the Witch said as she nodded approvingly.
Of course, a noble woman from the wealthy nation of Taren would consider Zenkova a backwater, Tiaya thought as she hid a smile. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Alex!” Nina said as she saw Alex coming down the steps into the dining room.
The Princess had been anxiously pacing back and forth as she waited to see him. She hurried over to him and took his right hand in hers. Her golden flecked, green eyes were full of concern as she looked at his bandages.
“Alex, are you all right? Are you in pain?” she asked him.
Alex gave her a smile.
“I am doing much better. That potion is working wonders,” he said.
“Is the White witch certain that the Healer cannot help you? I can send for her,” Nina asked, her voice full of worry.
“No, it is safer if she does not treat me,” Alex answered.
The Princess looked much better than when he had seen her yesterday. She had a chance to bathe and looked like she had gotten a good night’s sleep. She was wearing a short sleeved green dress that closely matched the green of her eyes. 
Alex noticed Nina’s eyes travelling over his shirtless body. The Princess had a slight blush to her cheeks, and it looked like she was breathing faster. Nina, shook her head, as if to clear it and then she pulled him towards a table.
Alex noticed four Zenkovian soldiers standing off to the side. The dining room table had a small pot sitting on it.
“The soldiers are your bodyguards?” Alex asked as he sat down at the table.
The Princess looked over at the guards before turning to Alex again.
“Yes, my sister insisted that I only leave the castle with guards and a carriage,” Nina said with a frown.
Alex nodded and looked at the pot curiously.
Nina smiled and sat down next to him. She pulled her chair closer, so that their knees were touching.
“I brought you some chicken soup. Ever since I was a child, Cook would make me spicy chicken soup when I wasn’t feeling well. It always made me feel better. I asked her if she would make some for you,” Nina explained.
“Tell her that I said thank you,” Alex said.
The Princess smiled and handed him a spoon. Alex saw that it was made of metal, probably silver. She took one of the napkins she had and placed it on his lap. He saw her blush as her hand touched his thigh.
“Are you going to taste it? I hope it isn’t too spicy!” the Princess said to him.
Alex stirred the soup with the spoon. It seemed to be a clear broth with some rice, bits of chicken and some small pieces of carrot. Alex tried a spoonful. It was quite tasty. The soup had some heat from whatever spices Cook had used, but it left a pleasant warmth on his tongue without being overpoweringly spicy.
“Do you like it?” Nina asked hopefully.
“It is very good. A tasty balance of flavors,” he said.
Nina smiled.
“I was hoping you would like it. It’s one of my favorites!” Nina said enthusiastically.
Alex wasn’t hungry, because he required little food and water when he was boosted. Knowing that it would make Nina happy, he dutifully ate half of the bowl. 
When a little of the soup dribbled from the spoon onto his chin, Nina quickly dabbed his mouth with one of the spare napkin cloths she had brought. Alex appreciated her concern, but he was glad that Arban wasn’t there to witness Nina hovering over him like he was a helpless child.
“Are you finished? Are you sure you don’t want anymore?” Nina asked with concern in her voice as her eyes searched his face.
“The soup is wonderful. I just don’t have a strong appetite at the moment. I think I need rest more than anything else,” Alex told her. He was worried that she might start trying to feed him the rest of the soup by hand.
“Oh! Rest! I’m so sorry. Please go up and lay down,” Nina said as she stood up hurriedly, accidentally knocking over her chair. One of her guards rushed over and picked it back up.
Alex stood up and Nina took him by the hand and walked him over to the stairs.
“Do you need help going upstairs?” she asked.
“No, I will be fine,” Alex said.
Nina nodded and then stood up on tiptoe to give him a quick kiss on the cheek.
“I will bring you more soup for dinner!” she said.
Alex thanked her and walked upstairs. At the top, he looked back down and saw Nina looking up at him. She gave him a worried smile and a little wave. He gave her a nod and headed back to his room.




Chapter Forty-Three


In the early afternoon, Taiya checked Alex’s wound again. The seeping had stopped, and it was well on its way to healing. Alex still had some pain and soreness in his shoulder, but it was definitely feeling better he thought. The Wood Elf changed Alex’s bandages and then Alex put one of his looser tunics on over it. The three then went down to the dining room where they found Janx finishing up lunch. 
A short while later, Arban returned from a trip to the market.
“The market is buzzing with the news of the Wizard’s death,” Arban informed them.
“Workers are also setting up a platform in the central plaza,” the Orc added.
“A platform. For what purpose?” Alex asked.
“I asked one of the guards. He said that the Queen’s justice would be given out just before sunset,” the Orc told them.
“What does that mean?” Alex asked.
“The Wizard is dead. I would assume the Queen will have pass sentences on some of the Wizard’s accomplices,” the Orc said with a shrug.
“I guess we will find out in a few hours,” Alex said.
[image: image-placeholder]As the sun disappeared behind the buildings of Zenkova, Alex and his team walked out of the of the Guildhouse and faced the center of the plaza. Alex was surprised to see how full of people the plaza was. They could only walk a few steps out of the door because of the crowd.
Alex guessed that there were at least 4 or 5,000 people crowded into the square. Alex then noticed the platform that had been erected in front of the City Watch headquarters building. Alex realized that it wasn’t just a platform, it was a gallows! Eight nooses had been set up, hanging from a wooden beam running the length of the platform.
“I see that the new Queen is not wasting time in meeting out justice,” Zura said approvingly.
“Indeed, I thought that perhaps today would simply be an announcement of the crimes of those who had worked with the Wizard,” Arban said.
To the left of the platform, Alex noticed a smaller platform had been raised up as well. He could see Queen Hilda seated there, surrounded by guards. Two heralds with their long trumpets stood on either side of the Queen. 
Alex looked for Nina, but he couldn’t see the Princess anywhere. A fancy carriage was waiting near the Queen’s platform. It was also protected by Zenkovian guards.
The curtains of the carriage were open. Alex guessed that Nina was watching from the safety of the carriage. Her sister might be worried that she would shift into snake form and therefore had her hiding in the coach.
The Queen’s heralds blew a long note to quiet the crowd. As the crowd grew hushed, a drum started beating out a steady beat from somewhere behind the platform. A moment later, Alex saw a line of people climbing up the platform steps.
Leading the procession was Vettel, looking resplendent in his Commander’s breastplate and helmet. He was followed by two guards and then a line of prisoners shuffled along behind them. The prisoners wore manacles on their hands and feet. More guards followed behind them.
The guards positioned each prisoner in front of a noose. Three hooded executioners walked up onto the platform and securely placed a rope around each prisoner’s neck.
Alex recognized the first two prisoners on the left. One was General Vetz and the other was the older woman who had been in the throne room during the final battle with the wizard. Next was another man and woman. The fifth was Matteus Kunk, the lackey Viljan had placed in charge of the Watch. 
The last two wore battered armor and had bandages on their arms and heads. Alex saw that they were wearing yellow armbands and realized that they must be Kanban mercenaries that had been captured during the fight for the city gate or the castle.
The drum stopped its beat as Vettel walked to the front of the platform.
“Citizens of Zenkova. We have called you here today to witness Queen Hilda’s justice. Justice that is swift and merciless to those that would do harm to our city and our people,” Vettel’s voice rang out over the crowd as he unrolled a large sheet of paper.
“General Vetz, advisor Clara, advisor Franks, advisor Belinda, Commander Kunk, mercenary soldier Karl, and mercenary soldier Wort. You have been found guilty of Treason against the people of Zenkova. You have been found guilty of conspiring with the Chief advisor, the Wizard Viljan, to murder the rightful King and Queen of Zenkova. You have been found guilty of assisting in the murder of citizens of Zenkova, both high and low. You have been found guilty of conspiring to help the Wizard Viljan’s attempt to seize control of Zenkova and make himself the new King. For all these crimes, you are sentenced to death,” Vettel said solemnly.
The crowd began shouting in anger.
“Death to the traitors! Kill them! Traitors! Murderers!” came the shouts from the people of Zenkova.
“They killed my uncle!” Alex heard someone shout from near where they were watching.
“I am surprised to see those two mercenaries up there,” Alex said to Arban.
“One of the risks you take working as a mercenary. Sometimes the side you are working for loses,” the Orc answered with a shrug of his shoulders.
The people of Zenkova were filled with anger and hate for those who had cast a cloud over their city. Many lost a friend or family member to the evil plot of the Wizard. The whole city had been living in fear, looking over their shoulders as they worried that they might be the next victim of the mysterious murders.
The Queen let the people vent their anger and frustrations for a long moment before she signaled her heralds. The trumpeters let out a long note, quieting the crowd again.
Vettel looked over to the Queen. Hilda gave him a nod. Vettel raised his hand high and held it there for a moment. The sound of a rapid drum roll could be heard from behind the platform.
Vettel dropped his hand and the drum stopped as part of the platform swung open, dropping the traitors to their death.
The angry crowd let out a ragged cheer at the sight of the prisoner’s kicking out the last moments of their lives. The cheering lasted for a long time after the last prisoner had ceased moving.
Alex looked at the crowd around him. People were breathing heavily, and some were crying. Alex realized that the people were crying not in joy or pain, but in relief. Seeing justice served to the cause of their troubles was like the lifting of a weight off their shoulders. 
The heralds let out another long note. The crowd quieted as the Queen stood up and addressed the crowd.
“People of Zenkova, you can finally rest easy. The evil that had befallen our city has been vanquished. Our friends and neighbors and my parents King Brun and Queen Marta have been avenged. 
“Go home and rest easy tonight my people. In three days' time, I ask you to join us here in the central plaza again. We will have a day of celebration. A day of renewal for our city,” the Queen said to the people.
The crowd cheered loudly with cries of ‘The Queen’ and ‘Queen Hilda’ ringing out. The Queen stood there for a minute as her people cheered. Hilda then raised her hand and waved to the crowd before her guards escorted her to the waiting carriage.
The Queen headed back to the castle as guards and workers began to remove the dead bodies of the traitors. The crowd began to slowly disperse as Alex’s team headed back inside the Guild house.
“The Queen was wise to move quickly,” Zura said approvingly as they sat down at one of the large tables in the dining room.
“Yes. I could see the relief in the people’s faces. Zenkova’s people have been under a lot of strain,” Alex.
“Now the people can return to a normal life,” Zura added.
The rest of them nodded in agreement. Janx and Arban ordered dinner. Alex and the women weren’t hungry, so they just sat and kept their friends company while they ate.
Afterwards, they sat and recounted the events of the last few days until finally Zura stood up from the table and walked over to Alex.
“I will be falling asleep before the sun rises. I hope you don’t mind,” the Witch said as she looked over to Taiya.
The Elf gave her a smile and a wink.
Zura took Alex by the hand, gently pulling him up from his chair. She started walking towards the stairs and Alex let out a low laugh as he realized what she wanted.
Zura looked over her shoulder at him as they reached the stairs.
“Taiya gets to enjoy you for another day, all to herself. I need to enjoy you now,” she whispered with a little smile.
“My shoulder hardly hurts at all now,” Alex replied with a mischievous grin.
Zura’s golden eyes lit up and her smile widened. She turned towards the stairs and hurried up them, pulling Alex along with her. Arban let out a roar of laughter as he saw Zura practically dragging Alex upstairs.
Alex could still hear Arban laughing downstairs as Zura closed the room door behind them.




Chapter Forty-Four


By the time the morning sun began to peek through the curtains, Zura was sound asleep. Alex was gently stroking her hair as he had been for the last hour. He had smiled as her eyes had become tired and her eyelids had started drooping. Zura had snuggled up against his good shoulder and soon her breathing became soft and even as she drifted off to sleep. 
Alex knew that Zura was a powerful Witch. She was intelligent, arrogant and driven to succeed. But as he watched her sleeping next to him, he was reminded that she was also a young woman, one who wasn’t experienced in relationships between men and women. Not that he had very much experience either, he thought with a wry smile. 
Alex leaned over and kissed her eyelids softly. He rolled out of bed and then made sure that her nude body was covered by a sheet. Alex got dressed and headed down to the dining room, looking for Taiya.
The dining room was empty, so Alex checked the rear courtyard. He found the Wood Elf in an open area by the warehouses. Taiya was standing there with one hand outstretched. A narrow stream of fire was pouring out from her hand. The flames reached out to a distance of about five feet in front of her.
Taiya stopped what she was doing and gave Alex a smile as he walked up to her.
“Practicing?” he asked.
“Yes. I was thinking about how to better attack a closed door or gate. I want to be able to burn through or melt obstacles faster. If we had taken much longer to reach you in the castle, you might have bled to death!” Taiya said with a worried look as she recalled how they had found him after the battle with the Wizard.
“I didn’t know Wizards could throw things with their Power. If I ever have to fight a Wizard again, I will be ready,” Alex replied.
“I hope that day never comes. Unfortunately, you seem to find trouble!” Taiya answered with a frown.
“Any regrets in asking me to be your life mate?” Alex asked.
Taiya walked over and wrapped her arms around him.
“No. Never,” she said.
Alex smiled and kissed her.
Taiya rested her head on his chest with a sigh.
“I used to worry about getting hurt or killed. Now I don’t worry about that very much,” she said.
“Well, that’s good news,” Alex said as he wrapped his arms protectively around her.
“It's worse actually! Because now I worry about you getting hurt or killed!” Taiya said as she squeezed him tightly.
Alex laughed.
“Show me what you have been working on,” he said, to distract her. 
Taiya stepped aside and pointed her palm in a safe direction.
Her hand was engulfed in flames as a gout of fire flew out about fifteen feet in front of her. After a few seconds, the stream of fire grew narrower and brighter. As the flames intensified, the distance that it travelled became shorter. Taiya managed to get the flames to a white-hot heat, but it was a narrow stream that only reached about five feet in front of her.
“That is the best that I have been able to achieve,” she said as she turned off the flames.
“How are you controlling it?” Alex asked.
“By concentrating and focusing the Power flowing through me. It took a few hours of work, but I am able to make my fire very hot. Unfortunately, the flames don’t reach very far,” she explained.
“That’s amazing! You made great progress in a short time,” Alex said.
Taiya smiled.
“But remember, I am boosted now. I am curious to see if I can focus my normal flames. I’m sure they won’t be as hot as what I can create now,” she said.
“You are probably right, but I am sure that being able to concentrate your normal flames will come in handy at some point,” Alex said as he rested his hand on her shoulder.
“I love that you always see the bright side of things,” Taiya replied with a little laugh as she gave him a kiss on the cheek.
They were interrupted by a servant running over to them.
“Strongman Alex! The Princess is here to see you!” the young woman said breathlessly.
“Thank you,” Alex nodded.
“I think I will join you today,” Taiya said as she took his hand and pulled him towards the Guildhouse.
Princess Antonina was waiting in the dining room. Her four guards were standing a respectful distance away in the otherwise empty room. Alex smiled when he saw the crock of soup on the small table.
Nina stood up with a worried look in her eyes. She wanted to run over to Alex, but restrained herself when she realized that Taiya was with him.
“I’m so sorry that I was unable to come visit you again yesterday. My sister insisted that I accompany her to the plaza for the executions. Are you feeling better?” she spoke in a rush.
Alex smiled.
“I understand. Please, Princess, sit down,” he said to her.
Nina sat down and Alex took the seat next to her. Taiya sat down across from the Princess.
“Are you feeling any better?” Nina asked with a look of worry in her eyes.
“Much better, thankfully,” Alex nodded.
“I brought you more soup,” Nina said.
The Princess looked at Taiya and blushed.
“I apologize, Flame Dancer. I didn’t bring any extra soup,” Nina said.
“Do not concern yourself, Princess. I already ate. Alex needs a good bowl of soup, more than I do,” Taiya answered and gave the Princess an encouraging smile.
Nina relaxed and responded with a relieved smile before turning back to Alex.
“Please, eat it now while it is still hot,” she said encouragingly.
Alex picked up the spoon and ate the soup while Nina watched him anxiously. Alex could see the amused expression on Taiya’s face from the corner of his eye.
“Princess, what are your plans for today?” Taiya asked.
“Oh? Today?” Nina turned towards Taiya and blinked her eyes in surprise at the unexpected question.
“Yes,” Taiya said encouragingly.
“Oh, well... I had only thought about bringing Alex soup this morning and then checking on him again later,” Nina said with a little blush as she glanced at Alex.
“As a Wood Elf, I find trees comforting. I am going to see if there is a park in the city with a stand of trees. Or perhaps there is a wooded glen near the city. I am going to bring Alex along so that he can get some fresh air. Would you like to join us?” Taiya asked the Princess.
“Join you and Alex? Oh, yes, please! That would be wonderful!” the Princess said excitedly.
Taiya gave her a big smile.
“Do you know of an area with trees we can visit?” Nina asked.
Nina thought for a moment.
“There is a royal estate not far from the city. It is mainly for riding horses, but there is a small wood on the edge of the property,” Nina said.
“That sounds wonderful,” Taiya said.
“We can take my carriage!” the Princess said.
“Is the city gate fixed?” Alex asked.
“I don’t think so, but we can take the north gate near the castle. It is small, but a carriage will fit,” the Princess explained.
“When we pass the castle, I will have one of my guards inform the castle as to what we are doing. Otherwise, my sister may worry,” Nina said.
“Give me a moment to change Alex’s bandage,” Taiya said. 
“And then I will look for Janx or Arban to let them know where we are going and to keep an eye out for Zura,” Alex said as they stood up from the table and headed upstairs.




Chapter Forty-Five


It was late morning when they arrived at the country estate. The group of guards had grown to an escort of twenty mounted soldiers. 
Nina’s carriage had arrived at the castle just as Captain Rolf was walking out of the ruined gates. He had asked where they were going, and when he found out they were leaving the city, he insisted that the Princess take extra soldiers with her.
Alex had been surprised when Taiya had invited the Princess to join them. The Elf had done her best to make Nina feel at ease with them. She asked the Princess what it was like growing up in the Castle.
Nina was vague with her responses and Alex realized that Nina was worried about telling Taiya about her Shape Shifting ability.
Alex gave Nina an encouraging smile and let her know that Taiya would understand. The Princess had looked at Alex for a long moment before taking a deep breath and telling Taiya about her Power.
Taiya was fascinated by her admission and explained how she had once worked with a Caravan Guard that was a Shape Shifter. The woman had been able to transform into a large, powerful bear. Nina was relieved at how understanding Taiya was.
Taiya also told the Princess about Alex’s adventures in Oktoban and Kargosk. Nina listened with rapt attention as Nina’s described their battles with the Goblins in the Lawless Lands, the clay man in Kargosk and the Trolls on the road to Zenkova. 
The Elf’s voice was filled with pride as she described Alex’s bravery. Alex felt that Taiya was exaggerating things a bit, but he enjoyed the looks of admiration both women were giving him. Their journey was not a long one and the stories made the time pass quickly.
The staff at the estate had sprung into action when the Princess arrived. Servants ran out to see what Nina required. The Princess informed them that they were merely going for a walk in the nearby wood. Mabel, the chief housekeeper, said that she would prepare lunch for the Princess and her guests while her staff saw that the guards were provided for.
Alex saw that the estate was a long two-story building. Behind the house was a large stable and several fenced in grassy areas. Alex counted a dozen horses grazing in one of the pastures. The Princess led them to a small patch of woods that was past the fenced in pastures. 
Alex noticed that the four guards from the carriage were following at a discreet distance. Considering all the turmoil Zenkova had seen in the last few weeks, Alex was not surprised that the Queen insisted that Nina travel with bodyguards.
The day was warming up and the shade of the trees felt nice after they walked across the fields. Alex and Nina sat down with their backs resting against tree trunks while Taiya wandered among the trees, her arms outstretched and her breathing deep as she inhaled the scents of this patch of woods.
“She truly loves the trees,” Nina said as she watched the Elf.
“Yes, the trees bring her peace,” Alex said.
“I understand. When my parents would bring us here to practice horsemanship, I would often sneak away and hide among the trees. The trees didn’t judge me, and they weren’t afraid of my snake form,” the Princess said with a wistful smile.
Alex reached out and held her hand. Nina turned and looked at him.
“I’m sorry others made you feel that way. Promise me to never be ashamed of what you are,” he said as he gave her hand a soft squeeze.
Alex saw tears welling up in her eyes as she nodded in agreement.
“Ouch!” he said in surprise as something small and hard hit the top of his head.
Alex raised his hand to cover the top of his head, but not before another small object hit his head. He heard Taiya laughing above him.
Alex and Nina looked up. High above them among the tree limbs was Taiya. The Wood Elf was laughing as she dropped another acorn down on Alex. Alex dodged to the right and the acorn hit his left shoulder.
“Owww! My wound,” he said, even though it barely hurt.
“Please! I changed your bandage myself... you are almost fully healed!” The Elf laughed as she dropped another acorn on Alex.
Suddenly an acorn flew up towards Taiya and bounced off her knee. 
“Hey!” Taiya said in surprise as another acorn flew by her.
Alex looked over at the Princess. She was bent over, picking up more acorns.
“Owww!” Nina said as an acorn bounced off the back of her head.
Nina stood up and let another acorn fly at Taiya. This one smacked her in the stomach. Alex picked up an acorn and sent it flying towards Taiya. He didn’t throw it with much effort, and it fell well short. He was afraid of hurting her because of his enhanced strength.
“That was a terrible throw!” Taiya said as she pegged him with another acorn.
Nina was laughing as she started picking up acorns as fast as she could and throwing them up at the Elf.
“Ouch!” Taiya said as one of Nina’s acorns bounced off oh her temple.
“Serves you right for your sneak attack!” Alex said as he started laughing as well.
“I surrender!” Taiya said with a smile.
“What! Giving up already,” Nina said breathlessly as she stopped mid throw.
“I have to... I am out of acorns!” Taiya said with a laugh as she effortlessly made her way down the tree.
“That was fun!” Nina said as a huge smile lit up her face.
“I needed a good laugh,” Alex said.
“Princess Antonina! Princess Antonina!” they heard a woman’s voice calling.
“Over here!” Nina shouted as she waved to the chief housekeeper.
The housekeeper and three servants carrying baskets made their way over to where they were standing. In short order, the staff had blankets set out for them with an assortment of foods, two bottles of wine and a jug of water. Cups, plates, napkins and utensils followed.
“You have prepared a feast, not just lunch, Mabel” the Princess said as she saw how much food the housekeeper had prepared for them.
“Thank you, Princess,” the woman said, beaming from ear to ear at the compliment.
They sat and ate in quiet, enjoying the gentle breeze that was rustling the tree leaves as orange breasted birds eyed them curiously. The birds let out little trills of song as they hopped from branch to branch.
Alex and Taiya weren’t hungry, but they ate so as to not arouse awkward questions about being boosted. Once Nina had eaten her fill, Alex stood up and offered his hand to the ladies in turn, helping them to their feet.
“We really should head back. If we stay much longer, the Queen may send out the entire army to check on you,” Alex said with a smile.
A look of sadness fell across Nina’s face. She let out a little sigh.
“I suppose you are right,” the Princess said.
They thanked Mabel for lunch and the housekeeper blushed and bowed profusely to them, unused to such praise from visitors to the estate. The Princess led them back to the Country house while the servants cleaned up their lunch. Nina’s guards followed behind them.
The ride back was quiet and uneventful. The Princess fell asleep as she leaned against Alex. Taiya gave Alex a little smile as she watched the Princess napping.
“She is probably exhausted from the stress of the last few weeks,” Taiya whispered.
Alex nodded, not wanting to speak or move so the Princess could rest.
As the carriage clattered to a stop in front of the Guildhouse, Alex nudged the Princess awake.
“Nina, we are here,” Alex said.
“Already!” Nina said as she yawned and rubbed her eyes.
The Princess looked out of the window, surprised to see they were in front of the Guildhouse. She leaned across and took Taiya’s hands in hers.
“Thank you! This was the happiest day that I have had... that I have had in a long time,” Nina said to the Elf.
Taiya gave her a smile and bowed her head to her. The Princess then turned to Alex and kissed him on the cheek. Alex gave her a wink and then he opened the carriage door. He hopped out and then helped Taiya down. 
“Good night, Princess,” Alex said.
“Good night, Alex,” Nina answered.
Alex closed the carriage door. A moment later the driver flicked the reins and the coach headed off to the castle, surrounded by the Zenkovian horsemen. The sound of the horse’s hooves on the cobblestones slowly faded as they disappeared around a corner.
Late in the evening, as Alex and Taiya lay together in the Elf’s bed, the expected exhaustion began to creep into their bodies. Alex caressed Taiya’s back as she snuggled against him.
“I was surprised you asked the Princess to come with us in search of trees for you,” Alex said to her.
“Hhmmmm,” Taiya murmured.
“Why did you ask her to come? I am glad you did. It was good for her,” Alex asked curiously after he let out a large yawn.
“I wanted to see what she is like as a person and not as a Princess,” Taiya muttered.
“Why?” Alex asked curiously.
“Because she could be a good ally for you. And she is in love with you...” the last words were difficult to hear as the Elf drifted off to sleep.
“What?” Alex said in surprise.
He waited for Taiya to respond as his eyes grew heavy with sleep. A few moments later, he was breathing softly as he fell into a deep sleep.




Chapter Forty-Six


Alex woke up and stretched. He looked next to him and saw that Taiya was still sound asleep. He stretched again and got out of bed. He noticed that sunlight was peeking through the curtains. From the angle of the light, he guessed that it was mid-morning. 
Alex threw on some clothes and headed downstairs. He saw Arban, Zura, and Janx sitting at a table in the corner. A group of Orc merchants were having breakfast at the bar. Alex joined his friends. He saw that Zura was wearing her White Witch’s robes again.
“Good morning,” Zura said.
“Morning. How long was I asleep?” Alex asked as Arban and Janx nodded in greeting.
“You slept all day yesterday,” Arban said.
“Interesting. That means I slept a few hours longer than expected,” Alex said.
Arban just shrugged.
“This time you boosted two women,” Zura reminded him.
“Maybe that affects my recovery time,” Alex said.
“You were severely wounded. That or Nankossa’s healing potion may have also been a factor,” Zura added.
“How long have you been awake?” Alex asked her.
“I awoke before sunrise,” Zura replied.
Alex nodded. That was what he had expected for Zura. His stomach grumbled loudly.
“Let’s get you some food!” Zura said with a little laugh.
“Have you eaten?” Alex asked.
“Oh, yes. I had two servings of pan bread and syrup. It was delightful. And some fruit,” Zura told him.
“Pan bread?” Alex asked.
“Yes. The server said it is a Zenkovian speciality,” Zura said.
“It is very good,” Arban added.
Alex looked at Janx. The Foxman wrinkled his nose in disdain.
“It is some kind of bread. You people here eat too much bread,” Janx said disdainfully.
They all laughed at Janx’s reaction and then Zura went to the bar to order food for Alex. A short time later, the serving woman brought Alex two plates of what looked like pancakes and a small pitcher of syrup. She returned with a plate of fruit and a glass of water.
Alex took a bite of the pan bread. It tasted like an unsweetened pancake.
“No! You have to put the syrup on it!” Zura said.
Alex nodded and poured some syrup on the bread. It was definitely like an Earth pancake, just not as sweet. He hungrily devoured both plates and then he started on the fruit.
“I see you like the pan bread,” Arban said with a smile.
Alex nodded as he chewed on a berry.
“Did I miss anything yesterday?” Alex asked.
“The Princess stopped by twice to check on you,” Arban said with a glint of humor in his eye.
“What did you tell her?” Alex asked.
“That you were in a deep sleep. The second time she came, she became worried that you were still sleeping. I told her that it was probably a side effect of the potent healing potion you had taken. She was still worried, but that seemed to calm her,” the Orc said.
“Speaking of healing, how is your shoulder?” Zura asked.
Alex lifted his left arm up and moved his shoulder around.
“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” he said.
“After you are done with your fruit, we can go upstairs and I can remove your bandage and check,” Zura said.
Alex finished his last bite and stood up. He heard someone call his name and he turned to see Commander Vettel walking towards him. 
The Commander shook his hand in greeting and looked him over with a concerned expression.
“How is your wound healing?” Vettel asked.
“It is almost completely healed,” Alex said.
“That is good news. Queen Hilda told me that her sister had been stopping by to check on you,” Vettel said.
“How are you and the Queen doing?” Alex asked.
“We are doing well, thank you. The castle is cleaned up. The repairs on the city gate should be finished today,” Vettel explained.
“Hopefully life in Zenkova is returning to normal,” Alex said.
“Yes. And that brings me to the reason for my visit. The Queen is holding a gathering of celebration this afternoon in the central plaza. As part of the celebration, the Queen would like to recognize you, the Flame Dancer and your fellow Caravan Guards with a small token of her appreciation,” Vettel said with a nod to Arban and Janx.
“And you as well, Lady Zura,” Vettel added with a bow to the Witch.
“We will be honored to attend,” Alex said with a smile.
“I shall be there as well,” Zura said with a nod.
“Excellent!” Vettel said with a big smile.
“Oh, could you please inform the Queen that Taiya, the Flame Dancer will not be able to attend. She is not feeling well and is upstairs resting,” Alex explained.
“I will do that. Give her my wishes for a speedy recovery,” Vettel said with a concerned frown.
Alex nodded. Vettel then looked Alex up and down with a critical eye.
“Alex, do you have a nice tunic for today’s celebration?” Vettel asked him quietly.
“If not, I am sure I can find you one,” the Commander added.
Alex looked down at his shirt. In one of his packs, he had his nice outfit that he had worn to the Duke’s Dinner in Oktoban.
“I have a nice tunic in my pack,” Alex said.
“Ah, excellent,” Vettel said with a relieved smile.
“I look forward to seeing you all this afternoon,” Vettel said to them as he gave them a bow before heading out.
“Why was he worried about Alex’s clothing?” Janx asked after Vettel had departed.
“My guess is that Alex is going to be the main attraction at today’s celebration,” Zura said, her golden eyes shining with mirth.
“I hope not,” Alex said uncomfortably as he turned to head upstairs with Zura following close behind.
[image: image-placeholder]A few hours later, Alex and his team found themselves on a raised platform in front on the north side of the central plaza. A row of wagons, covered with tarps, lined the south side of the plaza. Workers wearing red and yellow sashes as well as guards from the City Watch were stationed around the wagons.
Alex and his team were seated with Vettel, Captain Rolf of the Zenkovian Army and Lieutenant Welt of the City Watch. Alex was pleased to see Ozvald seated with them. The old thief gave him a big smile. 
On the other side of the platform, the Queen, Princess Antonina and a young man dressed in priestly robes was seated. The two heralds and a number of soldiers were also on the platform as well as a servant holding a large basket. Alex caught Nina’s eye and he gave her an encouraging smile. She gave him a nervous little wave.
Alex realized that the robes were similar to those worn by the old priest who was trying to marry the Wizard to the Queen. Alex leaned over to ask Vettel what had happened to the old priest.
“Senefed, the old priest, was popular with the people. He was not what I would call in full control of his faculties. The Queen convinced him to retire to a nice estate outside of the city. If the Queen had hanged him, many people may have been upset. The new high priest is a distant cousin of mine and a good man,” Vettel explained.
Once the plaza was packed with the people of Zenkova, the heralds blew a long note on their horns to silence the crowd, The new high priest walked to the front of the platform and offered a blessing for the Queen and for the people of Zenkova.
Next, the Queen approached the front of the platform. The crowd stilled, eager to hear the words of their new Queen.
“Citizens of Zenkova, it is with great pleasure that I declare this a day of celebration and of reward. Today we will honor and reward those who were most instrumental in freeing our city from the darkness that threatened all of us,” the Queen paused as the crowd applauded and cheered.
“First, I would ask Ozvald, proprietor of the Lazy Lion to step forward.”
Ozvald went and stood before the Queen and gave her a deep bow. The servant with the basket moved to stand next to the Queen.
“You provided invaluable aid to those fighting against the Wizard,” the Queen said as she reached into the basket and handed Ozvald a small pouch. The crowd gave a cheer.
The thief thanked the Queen and bowed again before returning to his seat. The Queen then thanked the Lieutenant of the watch and the Army Captain, handing them each a green pouch. Next, she called up Arban and Janx, rewarding them with brown pouches. The crowd dutifully cheered and applauded after every gift.
“I would ask Lady Zura of the White Witches to step forward,” the Queen said.
Zura stood up and walked to the Queen. The crowd murmured in surprise as the people recognized her robes. The Queen and Zura each nodded their heads to each other.
“Lady Zura, I know that you had your own grievance against the Wizard for his vile murder of one of your Sisterhood. Know that Zenkova is thankful that you were here to act against him,” the Queen said as she handed Zura a white pouch.
“Next, I would ask Commander Vettel to step forward. Vettel, you have been a stalwart defender of Zenkova and friend of our family since you were a young man. You were wrongly relieved of your duties because the Wizard was afraid you would discover his traitorous ways. For your loyal service, I now appoint you Commander of the City Watch and General of the Army of Zenkova!” the Queen said.
The crowd gave out a loud cheer with many chanting his name. Vettel raised his hand in gratitude to the crowd and then bowed to the Queen before returning to his seat. Alex was surprised that the Queen did not hand him a gift pouch.
“Finally, I would like to ask Strongman Alex of the Caravan Guards to step forward,” Queen Hilda said.
Alex walked over and gave the Queen a deep bow. As he stood up, he noticed that the Queen had a mischievous look in her eyes.
“Strongman Alex. I was saddened to hear that the Wizard had murdered Caravan Master Daerona and you have our condolences,” she began, and Alex nodded his head in acknowledgement.
“People of Zenkova, I wish to let all of you know of the bravery shown by Alex during the battle for our city. First, Alex broke into the Wizard’s Tower and rescued my sister, Princess Antonina,” the Queen explained, and the people clapped and cheered for Alex.
“Then he led the attack to secure the city gate before more of Viljan’s mercenaries could enter the city. I am told that Alex snapped the chains holding back the portcullis with his bare hands after the Wizard’s men had damaged the gate!” The crowd let out murmurs of awe and surprise at the Queen’s words.
“And finally, during the final attack on the castle, Alex defeated the Wizard in single combat, despite being gravely wounded in the battle!” the Queen said, and the crowd erupted in a mighty cheer for Alex.
Alex was taken aback by the cheers. He raised his hand in a wave like he had seen Vettel do. He looked over at his friends. Janx was proudly smiling at him. Arban was laughing happily. Zura rolled her eyes at him. Alex shrugged and turned back to the Queen. 
Nina had stood up and had walked over to stand between him and the Queen. In her hands, she was holding an object wrapped up in a purple cloth. Alex saw that Nina was trembling and he gave her an encouraging smile again.
The queen motioned to the heralds and they blew a note to silence the crowd again.
“Citizens of Zenkova, for his bravery and service to our city, I name Alex, “The Hero of Zenkova”!” the Queen proclaimed loudly as the crowd erupted again.
The Queen stood in front of her sister and unwrapped the purple cloth. Sitting there was a sword, inlaid with gold and silver and with a jewel encrusted pommel. The Queen turned towards the crowd and held up the sword for all to see. The crowd quieted as they waited to see what the Queen would say next.
“Our Hero deserves a sword worthy of him. I give you this sword, Alex, which has been in my family for many generations,” the Queen handed the sword to Alex as the crowd cheered again.
The Queen held up her hand and the crowd quieted again.
“Alex, Hero of Zenkova, I have only one gift that I can give you that is worthy of the gift of salvation you have given our city and my family,” the Queen said and paused.
Alex wondered along with the crowd at what could be better than the priceless sword she had just given him. The plaza hushed as everyone waited for what the Queen would say next.
“Alex. Hero of Zenkova. It is with great pride that I give you the hand of my sister, Princess Antonina, in marriage,” the Queen said triumphantly.
Alex’s mouth opened in surprise as the crowd erupted into wild cheering. Alex glanced at Nina who was trembling next to him. Her body glowed brightly as she turned into her snake form.
Vettel and two of his guards rushed forward to block the crowd from seeing her as Alex swiftly knelt down next to her, laying aside the ornamental sword.
“Nina, it's okay. Everything will be fine,” he said to her as he gently caressed her skin. 
The snake looked up at him, her tongue flicking in and out. Her eyes met his for a long moment and then her body glowed again she returned to normal. Alex gently picked Nina up as she wrapped her arms around his neck. He could feel her Power swirling wildly within her.
Vettel gave him a nod before turning to the Queen and whispering something In her ear. The soldiers returned to their original positions as the Queen raised her hand to quiet the crowd. Vettel picked up the sword and wrapped it in its purple cloth before walking over and handing it to Arban.
“It seems that my sister was overcome with joy at the happy news. I would also let the people know that I am gifting the Wizard’s Tower to Alex. From this day forward the Tower will no longer be a place of dread, but a place of joy. I proclaim that the Tower shall henceforth be known as The Hero’s Tower!” the Queen exclaimed as the crowd began to chant Alex’s name.
“Alex, this is like a dream,” Nina whispered to him.
“It certainly is,” Alex replied with a smile.
The Queen had the heralds blow a note again to quiet the crowd.
“I told you that this is a day of rewards and a day of celebrations. General Vettel,” the Queen said, and Vettel moved to stand closer to her.
“I have asked General Vettel to stand beside me and help me govern our city. Today we celebrate my betrothal to General Vettel!” the Queen proclaimed.
The crowd was stunned at the news for a moment before cheering and chanting Vettel’s name. Alex realized why Vettel hadn’t been given a reward pouch. Vettel was finally getting the only reward he ever really wanted.
“In celebration of my betrothal, candies and sweets will now be handed out in the marketplace,” the Queen said and pointed to the opposite side of the plaza.
The crowd cheered again as they turned towards wagons. Guards removed the coverings from the wagons. They were filled with sweets which the workers began to hand out to the crowd. Soldiers formed up around the platform and the crowd began to disperse towards the wagons.
“The Queen would like you to join us back at the castle for refreshments,” Vettel said to Alex with a bemused smile.
Alex nodded.
“I am under control. You can set me down now,” Nina said.
Alex set her down on her feet, but Nina still wrapped her arm in his for comfort.
Arban walked over to where Alex was standing and clapped him on the shoulder.
“Congratulations!” the Orc said, laughter in his eyes.
“The Queen has invited me to the castle for refreshments. I will meet up with the team later,” Alex said.
The Orc nodded to him and then gave Nina a little bow before heading back to the others.
A minute later, Alex was sitting with Nina in a carriage as they drove towards the castle. 




Chapter Forty-Seven


“Antonina, Vettel... I would like a word alone with Alex,” the Queen said after they had finished a light snack of chilled wine and petite cakes in one of the smaller dining rooms in the castle. 
The Queen and Alex regarded each other across the table as the two servants followed the Princess and Vettel out of the room. Alex had overcome his initial surprise at the Queen’s announcement that she was “giving” him Nina in marriage. But he still wasn’t sure what the Queen’s motivation was in doing so. The Queen in turn was looking at Alex with a calculating look in her eye.
“Alex, I must apologize for catching you off guard with the announcement of your betrothal,” the Queen said as she watched for his reaction.
“What if I do not wish to marry your sister?” Alex asked through narrowed eyes.
“I understand,” the Queen said with a pained look in her eyes.
“I had hoped you could look past her... condition,” she added.
Alex didn’t understand what the Queen was implying. Hilda mistook his expression for one of revulsion.
“This is the first time since... since the calamity befell her, that I have seen my sister happy,” Queen Hilda said her voice tinged with regret.
“Are you referring to her Shifter Power?” Alex asked.
“Yes. She can’t even control herself. At the most inopportune moments she turns into a snake,” the Queen said with a shudder.
Alex blinked in confusion.
“That does not bother me. I don’t care that she is a Shifter,” he said.
The Queen’s eyes flew open in surprise as she looked at Alex. A moment later, her eyes narrowed as she leaned back in her chair.
“I see. What then is your price?” the Queen asked softly.
“Price? Queen Hilda, now it is my turn to not understand. My price for what?” Alex asked in confusion.
“You said that you are not offended by Antonia’s unfortunate shifting ability. Under normal conditions, a commoner, such as yourself would jump at the chance to marry into a royal family. So... what is your price to marry my sister?” the Queen asked with a frown.
Alex stood up and started pacing back and forth. How did he get involved in such a strange predicament, he wondered. He paused and looked at the Queen.
“I do not need payment to marry your sister,” Alex said with a frown.
“What do you want?” the Queen asked in puzzlement.
“I want to understand why you are offering the Princess’s hand in marriage to a commoner,” Alex said.
The Queen looked at Alex for a long moment.
“You may find this hard to believe, but it has pained me greatly to see my little sister suffer like this for these last seven years. She has been practically a prisoner in this castle. My parents feared that she could get hurt if she … changed... among strangers. In Zenkova, our first instinct if we see a snake is to kill it,” she explained.
“My sister dreams of escape. She longs to travel the wider world. She has told me the stories she reads in her books. Stories of heroes that rescue trapped Princesses. My sister had told me of your exploits in Oktoban and Kargosk. You can be that hero, Alex,” the Queen added softly.
Alex thought about the pain he saw in Nina when she told him about her life in the castle. He remembered the revulsion he saw in people’s faces when they saw her change into a snake.
“Life on the road can be difficult. Travelling with the Caravan Guards can be dangerous. I cannot promise Nina an easy life or the life of luxury a Princess is used to,” Alex replied.
“My sister has always been simple in her tastes. And do not think that my sister will be coming into the marriage destitute,” the Queen said as she raised her chin proudly.
Alex wondered if he should decline. Then he thought about how Nina looked at him with those green gold eyes full of hope. The Princess was afraid of her Power, but she had shown sparks of bravery in their escape from the tower and their journey in the castle. 
Alex felt that once Nina mastered her Power, she had the potential to become a valuable ally for the team. She also provided an important connection to Zenkova.
He already had one woman. There was also Zura, who he hoped would stay with them. He could tell that Taiya liked the Princess. 
“Very well. If Nina also accepts, I will marry her,” Alex said with a nod.
“Under what conditions?” Queen Hilda asked suspiciously.
“I have no other conditions,” Alex replied.
A look of surprise, followed by a look of relief passed across the Queen’s face.
“Do not forget that I have given you the Hero’s Tower. Should you and my sister tire of the road, you make take up residence there. Or you use it when you return to Zenkova for a visit,” the Queen said as she picked up a little bell and rang it.
A servant opened the door and looked towards the Queen.
“Send the Princess and General Vettel in. Alone,” the Queen said.
The servant nodded and a minute later, Nina and Vettel joined them. The Princess walked over to Alex and looked at him apprehensively. Alex gave her a smile.
“Princess Antonina,” he said as he took her hands in his. “Will you be my wife?”
“Oh, Alex! Yes! A thousand times yes!” she said as her eyes filled with tears of joy.
Nina flew into his arms and kissed him. Alex held her tight for a moment before pulling her away with a smile.
“Congratulations!” Vettel said as he clasped Alex’s hand.
“There is no reason to delay. We shall have a private ceremony in three days. That should give us plenty of time to get things in order,” the Queen said as she smiled at her sister.
Nina rushed over and gave Hilda a big hug. Alex took a deep breath, wondering how he had wound up in this position.
“Antonina, this has been a busy day for all of us. Alex is no doubt still recovering from his wound. Why don’t you escort him down to the courtyard and have a carriage give him a ride to the Guild house,” the Queen suggested.
The Princess looked at Alex with a hint of worry in her eyes.
“I didn’t hurt you when I hugged you, did I?” Nina asked in concern.
“I am fine,” Alex said reassuringly.
[image: image-placeholder]After Nina had escorted Alex out of the room, the Queen looked at Vettel with a worried frown.
“Are you sure I am doing the right thing in marrying my sister to a Caravan Guard?” she asked.
Vettel took the Queen in his arms.
“Don’t worry. Alex is a good man. Alex and his comrades are worth a score of guards. Antonina will be safe,” Vettel said.
“But travelling with the Caravan Guards!” the Queen said.
“Alex is a leader. I have seen how his comrades look up to him. I have a feeling that Alex will not be merely a Caravan Guard for very long,” Vettel said.
“I hope you are right,” the Queen replied.




Chapter Forty-Eight


The sounds of wooden swords cracking against each other reverberated across the rear courtyard of the Guildhouse. 
“Faster!” Arban said as Alex swung his practice sword in an arc towards the Orc.
The Orc deftly blocked Alex’s swing with one practice sword while simultaneously chopping at Alex’s leg with his other practice sword.
Alex only partially blocked Arban’s swing with his second sword. The Orc’s sword was deflected upward, smacking into Alex’s hip.
Alex winced in pain. That was going to leave a bruise, he thought. Alex was slowly improving his skill with two swords, but he would need a lot of work to become proficient.
Arban was mindful of Alex’s shoulder, even though he had told the Orc that he felt that it was fully healed.
Janx sat on the ground near them, watching with interest. A couple of the Guild house workers had paused their work and were watching the display from the nearby stable.
After a few minutes, Janx traded places with Alex. The Foxman preferred daggers, so he and Arban put the wooden swords away and brought out wooden daggers for them to use. 
The three men practiced for another hour until Arban held up his hand.
“This has been a good workout, but I am hungry! Let us get some lunch,” the Orc said.
Janx nodded in agreement. Alex gathered up the practice weapons and placed them back in the shed next to the stable. The workers had already gone back to their duties.
It felt good to work out with his friends, Alex thought as they headed into the bunkhouse to grab some lunch. The events from yesterday’s celebration seemed almost unreal.
When Alex had returned to the Guildhouse yesterday, Arban and Janx congratulated him on his betrothal. Zura had remained noncommittal, giving him a skeptical glance as the others shook his hand. She went up to bed early, so Alex lay down next to the soundly sleeping Taiya when he went to bed.
In the morning, the Witch had asked if she could visit “His Tower”. She wanted to see if she could find anything of interest in the Wizard’s study.
Alex had told her to go ahead, but he didn’t have a key or anything for it yet if anything was locked up. 
After lunch, Alex went to the main Guildhouse building to check on Taiya again. The Wood Elf was still sound asleep. She should finally wake up in the morning. Alex wondered what she would think of the news of his upcoming marriage to the Princess. He gave her a kiss on the forehead before he left.
In the afternoon, Captain Rolf stopped by to pay Alex a visit. He was carrying a medium sized package.
“Greetings, Hero Alex!” the Captain said with a big smile.
“Good afternoon, Captain. What can I do for you?” Alex replied.
“General Vettel and I were talking, and we guessed that you may not have a suitable tunic for your upcoming nuptials. We do not have time to make you one,” the Captain said.
“I was just going to wear the same one that I wore on the day of celebration,” Alex said with a shrug.
“Alex, my good man,” the Captain Rolf said jovially. “You are marrying a Princess! You need to be dressed like a Prince!” 
“Well, I guess they will have to accept me for what I am,” Alex said with a shrug of his shoulders.
“Never fear, I have a solution to your problem!” the Captain said as he sat the package on the table.
The Captain carefully unwrapped the package. Inside was a red tunic. Rolf held it up for Alex to see. The red tunic was beautifully made with golden stitching forming elaborate patterns across the chest.
Alex let out a low whistle, suitably impressed by the tunic.
“Where did you get that?” Alex asked.
“It is one of mine. We are of a similar build, and I had the idea to give you one of my tunics!” the Captain replied with a smile.
“I can’t borrow this! What if I spill something on it?” Alex said as he guessed the tunic was probably very expensive.
“Borrow? Alex, this is a gift from me to you!” the Captain said as he handed the tunic to Alex.
Alex was about to refuse, but then he realized how happy the Captain was in being able to help him. 
“Thank you,” Alex said gratefully.
“It is the least I can do for all you have done for our city!” Rolf replied as he gave Alex a big smile.
Alex nodded.
“Forgive me, I have to go check the work on the city gate. I will see you at the wedding!” the Captain said as he took his leave.
Later, Zura returned from the Tower and joined them for dinner.
“I assume you were able to get into the Tower,” Alex said.
“They have soldiers guarding the Tower. There were workers there replacing the gate and cleaning up some of the damage from our battle. The guards saw my robes and let me in without question,” Zura explained.
“Did you find anything of interest?” Janx asked.
“Nothing of great import yet. He had many books and papers. It will take me some time to go through all of it. I am hoping to find a clue as to how he managed to become so powerful. From what I can tell, he was not affiliated with any of the Great Councils of Wizards and Witches,” Zura said.
“Did you find any valuables? Any magic weapons?” Arban asked eagerly.
“No. No magic weapons. I did find a small box with some gems inside. I left it there as I assumed it is rightfully Alex’s now since the Queen gifted him the Tower,” she said with a shrug. 
“No, whatever we find in the Tower, I will share with all of you,” Alex said.
Arban and Janx thanked him. Zura remained noncommittal, simply shrugging her shoulders again.
After dinner, all four of them were tired from the day's activities so they all went to bed early. Alex crawled into bed with Taiya again as Zura headed to her own room.




Chapter Forty-Nine


Alex woke up as the sun was rising. He was surprised to see that Taiya was still sleeping, though she did shift her position when he got out of the bed. He guessed she would be up soon, but he didn’t want to disturb her rest, so he quietly dressed and headed down to dining room. 
Janx and Zura were already there, eating breakfast. Alex ordered food and then joined them. The same Orc merchants from the previous day were finishing up breakfast at a nearby table.
A short while later, Arban came downstairs, pausing to talk to the merchants who had finished eating and were heading out. The Orc wished them safe travels and then ordered some food before joining Alex’s table.
“The merchants said that they saw some Hargs, north of here, as they came down the river to Zenkova. The bull men just paced them from a distance for a half a day before turning east and disappearing behind a hill,” Arban said.
“Have the caravans been attacked?” Janx asked. 
The Orc shook his head.
“The caravans heading towards Kargosk have been quiet. The trade between here and Verbana is done by boat. So far, the Lim River, south of here has been quiet. The trouble is north between here and Port Lar. That trade is handled exclusively by Orc merchants,” Arban explained.
“Zura, I believe you said that you did not find any papers linking Viljan to an outside sponsor?” Alex asked.
“No. But he had many papers and notes. It will take me some time to go through everything. What are you thinking?” she asked Alex.
“I was wondering if Viljan was in some way connected to the increase in Harg attacks this area has seen,” he said.
Zura nodded.
“There is also the question of the mysterious Elven messengers that would visit Jacob Orzetz in Kargosk,” the Witch reminded him.
“I don’t believe I saw any Elves amongst Viljan’s men. It was mainly Humans and Orcs,” Arban said thoughtfully.
“Viljan may have been working on his own plans. But that seems like too strong a coincidence if we look at all the troubles in the Greenspring Valley,” Alex said.
“Someone tried to assassinate the Duke. Hargs have been harassing Oktoban and the Dwarven City of Igrim. Orzetz was receiving aid to help him take control over Kargosk. And finally, we have the Wizard trying to seize Zenkova while Hargs harass the trade route north of here,” Alex added.
“Good morning!” Taiya said cheerfully as she pulled up a chair and joined them at the table.
The rest of the team looked over to her in surprise. They had been concentrating on their discussion and hadn’t noticed that the Elf had come downstairs.
“What have I missed?” Taiya asked with a frown as she saw the serious looks on her friends faces.
“We were just considering if Viljan was connected to the other problems that have happened in the valley,” Alex said with a smile.
“Oh, I was worried that I had missed something important while I was sleeping,” Taiya said.
“Alex is marrying the Princess tomorrow,” Arban said nonchalantly as he tried to keep a straight face.
Taiya began to nod her head and then her eyes flew wide open in surprise as she realized what the Orc had said.
“Is this true?” the Elf asked Alex.
Alex nodded.
Taiya clapped her hands in delight as she laughed happily.
“That was faster than I expected!” Taiya exclaimed.
Alex had a suspicion that Taiya would be pleased with the news, but he was relieved to see that she did indeed view it in a positive light. 
“How did this come about?” Taiay asked as her stomach grumbled loudly.
“Let me order you some food and then we can tell you the story,” Alex said.
While they waited for her breakfast, they told Taiya how the Queen had rewarded them on the day of celebration. She was surprised that the Queen had given him the Princess’s hand in marriage as a reward for his bravery.
“This was the Queen’s idea? That is not what I expected,” Taiya said.
“If the Princess marries Alex and travels with him to distant lands, the Queen won’t have to concern herself with her sister’s awkward snake transformations,” Zura said.
“That is a possibility, but I do think that the Queen wants her sister to be happy. She knows that Nina will be miserable if she stays here,” Alex said.
“I hope so. Zura, do not judge her too harshly. She has lived a strange life,” Taiya said encouragingly.
The Tarenian just looked at her evenly, her golden eyes unreadable.
“The Queen also gifted Alex the Wizard’s Tower,” Janx said.
“They have renamed it the Hero’s Tower,” Arban added.
“We can use it as a place to stay when we visit Zenkova,” Alex explained.
“I suppose that means I don’t have to worry about buying a house for us somewhere that we could use a base. Though Zenkova was not the first place I would have chosen as a location,” Taiya said.
“Who would?” Zura muttered under her breath.
“It is not a bad area. There is the road to Oktoban and river access to Verbana,” Arban said.
“Oh, no! I just remembered how I damaged the tower in our battle. I hope it won’t cost too much to make repairs,” the Elf said in dismay.
“Zura was there yesterday, going through the Wizard’s papers for clues. She said that there were guards there protecting it and workers making repairs,” Alex said.
The Elf let out a sigh of relief as an older man entered the dining room and approached their table. He was well dressed and had the look of a government official, which was Alex’s first thought.
“Alex, Hero of Zenkova,” the man said, giving Alex a little bow.
“Yes, how can I help you?” Alex asked as he stood up from the table.
“I am Pavlo, Chief Record Keeper of Zenkova,” the man said.
“I am pleased to meet you, Pavlo,” Alex said with a smile which the man returned.
“I am sorry to bother you sir, but I was hoping you would be able to accompany me to the castle. I have important papers for you and the Princess to sign. I have a carriage waiting outside,” the man said apologetically.
“Papers? What kind of papers?” Alex asked.
“I have the deed for the Hero’s Tower regarding the transfer of ownership. There are also papers concerning property ownership with regards to your marriage tomorrow,” the man explained.
“Is this customary?” Alex asked his friends.
Taiya and the men just shrugged their shoulders. Zura let out a pained sigh.
“Of course, this is customary! You are marrying a Princess!” Zura said as she shook her head in disbelief.
The Chief Record Keeper looked relieved at the Witch's words.
“It is also customary for you to bring along one of your people as a witness,” Pavlo explained.
“Zura you should go along. You have knowledge of these things,” Taiya suggested.
“Would a White Witch suffice as my witness?” Alex asked.
“Of course! Of course!” Pavlo said as he bowed profusely towards Zura.
Zura let out another sigh.
“Very well. Lead the way,” Zura said as she stood up.
Alex followed behind Pavlo and Zura. He frowned as he wondered why Zura was acting so agitated lately.
A short while later, Alex was seated at a table in one of the many rooms of the castle. Nina was seated next to him. Across the table from them, Pavlo was seated, with a couple of assistants standing nearby with documents in their hands. 
Standing behind Alex’s chair was Zura. General Vettel, who would act as Nina’s witness, stood behind her chair. Nina had given Alex a hug and kiss when she had seen him. She pulled her chair close to his so their knees were touching.
“This certifies the transfer of the deed to the Wizard’s Tower from the Crown to Alex, Hero of Zenkova. The tower shall henceforth be known as the Hero’s Tower,” Pavlo said as he handed the parchment to the White Witch.
Zura examined the paper, and then with a nod, handed the paper to Alex. Pavlo showed him where to sign.
“The next paper is the deed for the adjacent warehouse formerly owned by the traitor Viljan. The Crown has graciously gifted that building to you as well,” Pavlo said as he handed the second paper to Zura.
Once Zura had checked it, Alex signed the paper and returned it to Pavlo, who in turn handed it to one of the assistants. The other assistant gave Pavlo another document.
“Princess Antonina, the Crown is gifting you the Coldspring Farm and all income it may produce. Its primary yield is from its orchards with a small portion from oats,” the Chief Record Keeper said as he handed the paper to General Vettel.
“Oh! I wondered why I needed to attend this meeting. I was not expecting anything from my sister,” Nina whispered to Alex in surprise.
“Next, the Crown is gifting you the rents from stalls number 22,23 and 24 in the west market building. The stalls are currently rented by a jewelry merchant, a shoemaker and a candle maker,” Pavlo explained as he handed over the papers to Vettel.
“And finally, the Crown gifts to you the Riverside Fishery and all income it may produce. The property transfer also includes its dock and three fishing boats,” Pavlo handed the papers to Vettel.
“My sister is too generous,” Nina said as she signed the final paper.
Alex thought he heard Zura let out a little snort behind him.
“If I may ask, Chief Record Keeper, what is the income from the aforementioned properties?" Zura asked.
“Excellent question, my Lady! Give me one moment...” Pavlo said as he checked some additional documents while scribbling down numbers on a clean sheet of parchment.
Nina reached under the table and held Alex’s hand as she looked at him adoringly. Alex gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
“The stalls at the market currently generate 156 gold pieces each per year. Coldspring Farm should generate in the neighborhood 700 to 750 gold pieces per year, depending on the crop yield. The Fishery will generate approximately 1,300 gold pieces per year,” Pavlo said as he looked up with a smile.
Alex raised his eyebrows in surprise at the numbers. It sounded like a decent amount from what he had seen regarding costs. His daily pay as a Strongman with the Caravan Guards was 5 gold when he was guarding a shipment. Otherwise, he only received 5 silver per day between trips.
“Is that good?” Nina whispered to him.
Alex just smiled and nodded.
“I have one final document regarding the marriage arrangement,” Pavlo said as he motioned an assistant to bring over the final document.
“This document states that Alex is the sole owner of the Hero’s Tower and the warehouse. Alex may keep it, sell it, or dispose of it in his will. Should Alex perish without a will recorded with the Zenkovian Office of Records, the properties will revert back to the Crown. The Document also states that Princess Antonina is the sole owner of the aforementioned properties given to her. She may not sell the properties. If Princess Antonina gives birth to an heir or heirs, ownership of the properties shall pass to her children. If Princess Antonina perishes without issue, the properties shall revert back to the Crown,” Pavlo explained and handed the document to Zura.
Zura examined the document and then handed the paper to Vettel. After he had gone over it, Alex and Nina signed it.
“This concludes today’s business,” Pavlo said with a genial smile as he stood up and bowed to them.
Nina gave him a hug and looked at him in wide eyed wonder.
“Alex... can you imagine! Children!” she whispered.
Alex smiled and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
“I will see you tomorrow,” he said and then he and Zura headed out to the waiting carriage.
Children, Alex thought in wonder as he leaned back into the carriage seat. It was certainly not something he had considered. His time here on Ktor seemed almost like a dream. The thought of having children was both an exciting and terrifying thought.
Alex wondered how Taiya or Zura weren’t pregnant with his child. They had certainly had enough sex to accomplish the deed. Alex wondered if the fact that he was a human affected his chances of fathering children here. Taiya was a Wood Elf and Zura was a red skinned, golden eyed Tarenian.
Alex had made love to Lariza who was a human as well as the fiery red headed Caravan guard. He wondered if being Elder Touched had any bearing on his ability to have children on this planet. He wondered if Zura had any knowledge on the subject.
He was about to ask her, but then he changed his mind. Zura was staring out of the carriage window, ignoring him. He wondered again why she was acting so strangely lately.
As they stepped out of the carriage, Zura turned to head down the street instead of going into the Guildhouse. Alex quickly caught up to her ang grabbed hold of her arm so that she had to stop and look at him.
“Zura... what is wrong. Why are you acting so strange lately?” he asked.
She looked at him angrily for a moment before a range of emotions played across her face.
“You wouldn’t understand,” she said, her golden eyes blazing with emotion.
Zura shook off his grip and turned away. She hurried off into the plaza. Alex watched her walking away until he lost her in the crowd of people. Alex guessed she was heading towards the Hero’s Tower from the direction she was headed.
Alex shook his head and sighed, wondering what could be bothering her. He stood there for a moment longer before heading into the Guildhouse.
***    ****   ****
Later that afternoon, Ozvald from the Lazy Lion stopped by the Guild house to see Alex. There were three women, all of them older, along with him. One was an Elf, while the other two women were Human. Alex was able to use the Caravan Master's office to meet with them privately.
“My lord, I was wondering if we could have a moment of your time,” Ozvald said as he gave Alex a deep bow.
Alex was confused as to why Ozvald was suddenly treating him differently.
“Ozvald, why are you calling ‘my lord’ and bowing?” Alex asked with a frown.
“Why... you are the Hero of Zenkova and betrothed to Princess Antonina. Certainly a man of much higher stature than lowly Ozvald,” the thief said with mirth in his eyes.
Alex just shook his head.
“What can I do for you?” Alex asked.
“My friend Tella, the jeweler, has been informed that the Princess will be her new landlord in the market,” he indicated the Elven woman, who bowed nervously to Alex.
“Jan, the shoemaker and Eva the candlemaker run the other two stores,” Ozvald indicated the other two women who also bowed to him.
“Pleased, to meet you. How can I help you?” Alex said to them.
Ozvald nodded and the Elven woman stepped forward and bowed again.
“We are sorry to bother you, my lord. We know that your soon to be wife will be our new landlord. We know that our stalls are in a very good location in the market and that there are other merchants in the city who would gladly take our spots. 
“My friends and I are here to beg you to ask the Princess to please consider allowing us to stay in our spots. We would be willing to pay the Princess a little more in rent to keep our spaces,” the Elf said and bowed again. The other women bowed as well.
Alex was moved by the worry in the women’s faces. 
“Don’t worry, I don’t think the Princess has any intention of giving your spots to other merchants. I will speak to her and recommend that things stay the same for all three of you,” Alex said.
The women’s faces lit up with smiles and relief at his words. They thanked him profusely. Ozvald gave him a smile and the group turned to leave.
“One moment, Ozvald,” Alex said.
Ozvald motioned for the women to leave while he stayed in the room with Alex.
“I appreciate you putting the merchant’s minds at ease, my lord. Tella has been a good friend to me, helping appraise the value of the occasional gem I come across,” Ozvald said with a wink.
“Ozvald, are you familiar with the warehouse that is adjacent to the Wizard’s Tower?” Alex asked.
“You mean the Hero’s Tower! Yes, I have passed by it a few times,” Ozvald replied.
“It seems that I am the new owner of the warehouse along with the tower,” Alex explained.
“That’s a large warehouse,” Ozvald nodded approvingly.
“I have no use for it. I was hoping you knew someone that might be interested in renting it,” Alex said.
Ozvald rubbed his chin thoughtfully.
“I have some ideas as to who might be able to use it. I could arrange it, for a small finder's fee, of course,” Ozvald said with a twinkle in his eye.
“Of course,” Alex said.
“How much do you want in rent?” Ozvald asked.
“What is a fair price?” Alex asked.
“I would say 8, 10 maybe even 15 gold per month. I will walk by the building later to refresh my memory,” Ozvald said after thinking for a moment.
“I leave it in your hands. Thank you,” Alex said.
“Thank you, my lord,” Ozvald said with a smile and a bow.




Chapter Fifty


The next day, Alex awoke early, surprised that he felt a little nervous about the wedding which would take place at noon. They were going to be married in a small private ceremony at the castle. 
Alex had agreed to become Taiya’s life mate. She had suggested they might have an official ceremony if they had an opportunity to visit her tribe’s forest. 
The fact that Alex and Nina were having an official wedding ceremony today, made the event seem somehow more real and more “official”. He wondered if that was the reason for his wedding day jitters.
Alex shook his head at his thoughts. Just because Taiya and he hadn’t had an official ceremony didn’t mean that he considered his relationship any less committed or less important than his marriage to Nina would be.
After breakfast, Alex bathed in the bunkhouse. He asked the attendant to give him a shave and to trim his hair. 
Taiya made sure he was dressed appropriately. She picked out a pair of black pants for him to go with the red and gold tunic that Captain Rolf had given him. He wore his Elven boots and Taiya buckled his new ornamental sword around him using his sword belt.
“We should have bought a fancy scabbard and belt for that sword. But it is too late now,” Taiya said with a frown as she looked at him with a critical eye.
“I doubt they will kick me out of the castle because I am wearing a plain sword belt,” Alex said with a laugh. 
“I know. But it fills me with great pride to see my chosen life mate looking so handsome and dashing! The first chance I get, I am buying you a fancy belt for that sword!” Taiya said as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.
“And I am filled with pride seeing how beautiful you always look, no matter what you are wearing,” Alex replied.
Taiya looked beautiful in the green colored dress she had worn to the Duke’s Banquet in Oktoban. The green matched her eyes and the fine gold trim gave a pop of color. The cut of the dress emphasized her slender waist and the gentle flare of her hips and breasts.
Once Taiya finished brushing her auburn hair one last time, they headed downstairs to where the others were waiting. Arban was also wearing his outfit from the Duke’s Banquet. He saw that Janx had bought a simple dark green tunic with silver trim. Zura was wearing her normal white robes.
Alex noticed that Zura had a faraway look in her eyes. He wondered what she was thinking. Was she mad that he was marrying Nina? 
Now that they had avenged her mentor’s death, would the Tarenian part ways with them, he wondered. Alex hoped not. Despite her occasional attitude of superiority, he had gotten used to her being a part of their team. 
Zura was intelligent, powerful and beautiful. She was a great ally and he had hoped she would think of him as more than just a study subject. Once things had settled down after the wedding, he would ask her what her thoughts were. He wanted her to stay with them. 
The carriage arrived and Alex, Taiya and Arban rode in the first carriage while Zura and Janx followed in the second carriage. After the short ride to the castle, a footman opened the door and helped them out.
A red carpet with gold trim led up the steps and into the castle. Guards in polished breastplates and helmets stood in a line on either side of the carpet. They drew their swords and held them up in front of their faces, tips pointed towards the sky.
A sergeant, standing to the side, drew his sword.
“Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova!” the sergeant proclaimed and raised his sword in salute before leading Alex’s party into the castle. The guards marched behind them in two lines.
The sergeant led them to the throne room where another red and gold carpet led to the raised platform at the far end of the room. The guards spread out to the sides of the room where they stood at attention.
As they walked down the carpet, Alex noticed that there was now only one throne instead of two. He wondered if a second would be added once the Queen married Vettel. A stand with incense burning in it was off to the side. 
The sweet smell of the incense reminded Alex of his battle with the Wizard in this same room a week ago. He was glad to see that they had cleaned his bloodstains off the marble floor.
Queen Hilda was seated on the throne. She was wearing an ornate red dress with yellow trim. A bejeweled crown sat on her head. She was holding a small silver staff with a golden ball on the top in her right hand. Alex wondered if that was her scepter. 
The Chief Priest of the Ancestors stood on the steps below the Queen. General Vettel was standing to the right, on the bottom step which was deeper than the other steps. To the left, on the bottom step, Nina was seated on a small ornate chair. A few servants were standing on either side at a respectful distance. The Princess gave Alex a nervous smile.
Some of the wooden bench seats had been pulled forward, to provide seating close to the ceremony. The sergeant motioned for Alex and his party to sit on the benches to the right.
Alex looked over to the other benches and saw Captain Rolf and Lieutenant Welt sitting there along with two men and two women that Alex didn’t recognize. The officers both gave Alex a smile which he returned.
Once Alex’s party had been seated the sergeant bowed to the Queen and then marched to stand in front of the doors to the throne room. The Priest then looked up at the Queen. She nodded her head slightly and the Priest turned towards Nina.
“Princess Antonina,” the Priest said.
Nina stood from her chair and walked a couple steps closer to the Priest while a servant hurried over to remove her chair. She was so beautiful, Alex thought.
She was wearing a long, butter yellow dress made of a smooth, silky material. The sleeves of the dress were short, and they puffed out slightly at her shoulders. The square neckline, trimmed in a delicate white lace showed a glimpse of the soft curves of her breasts.
Nina’s dark blonde hair was artfully pulled back and arranged in little curls. Slender yellow ribbons were worked into the hair. Little white boots completed her attire.
On her head, the Princess wore a golden circlet with a large oval diamond positioned at her forehead. She was holding a small bouquet of yellow flowers.
“Princess Antonina of Zenkova, whom do you call upon to stand beside you as your witness for today’s ceremony?” the Priest asked.
“I call upon General Vettel to stand beside me as my witness,” Nina replied.
General Vettel walked over to her and stood to her left.
“Princess Antonina of Zenkova, who shall you join yourself to today in this ceremony of marriage?” the Priest asked. 
Nina looked towards Alex and gave him a tentative smile. He could see that she was trembling, and he gave her a smile in return.
“I will join myself to Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova,” Nina answered.
“Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova,” the Priest said and indicated that he should stand next to Nina. 
The Priest turned towards the Queen once Alex was in position.
“Your Highness, Queen Hilda of Zenkova, do you grant your blessing for the union of your sister, Princess Antonina to Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova?” the Priest asked and bowed his head to the Queen.
“I give my blessing for this union,” the Queen said solemnly as she raised her scepter high for a moment.
“Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova, whom do you call upon to stand beside you as your witness for today’s ceremony?” the Priest asked as he turned towards Alex.
Everyone instinctively turned towards the White Witch. Zura stared at Alex for a moment and then she stood up and nodded to him. 
“I call upon Lady Zura of the White Witches to stand beside me as my witness,” Alex said.
Zura walked over and stood next to Alex. The Priest then offered a prayer for the blessing of the marriage ceremony. The Priest then asked Alex and Nina to face each other and hold each other’s hands. He felt her energy swirling like crazy in her body and gave her hands a comforting squeeze.
“Princess Antonina, repeat after me... I, Princess Antonina of Zenkova, accept Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova, as my husband,” the Priest said.
Alex felt Nina trembling as he saw tears well up in her eyes. A golden glow appeared and a moment later Alex was awkwardly holding a large snake in his hands. He heard gasps from some of the people present.
Alex pulled the snake up against his chest.
“It’s alright Nina, you don’t have to be afraid,” he whispered.
After a moment, the glow returned, and he was holding Nina in his arms.
“Oh, Alex, how can you marry someone such as me?” she said softly as tears streamed down her face.
“I told you; your form doesn’t bother me. Will you believe me?” he asked.
Nina nodded her head. She wiped the tears from her eyes and composed herself before taking a step back from Alex. She took a deep breath and repeated what the Priest had said.
“I, Princess Antonina of Zenkova, accept Strongman Alex, Hero of Zenkova, as my husband,” Nina said.
The Priest motioned to one of the servants. A young woman holding a golden circlet on a red pillow came and stood next to the Priest. It was similar to the circlet that Nina was wearing except it was unadorned.
The Priest took the circlet and carefully placed it on Alex’s head. Another servant approached holding a silver tray. On it were two strands of wide ribbon, one yellow and one red. They had been twisted together and either end had a small golden hook attached. 
The Priest took the ribbon in both hands and used the hooks to first attach one end to Nina’s circlet before attaching the other end to Alex’s circlet. He then whispered for Alex to repeat after him.
“I, Prince Consort Alex, Hero of Zenkova, accept Princess Antonina of Zenkova, as my wife,” the Priest said, and Alex blinked in surprise at the title. 
“I, Prince Consort Alex, Hero of Zenkova, accept Princess Antonina of Zenkova, as my wife,” Alex repeated as he looked into Nina’s beautiful green and gold eyes.
He saw tears well up in her eyes again, but Nina controlled herself and Alex felt her energy begin to calm.
The Priest offered up a prayer for their marriage. He asked the ancestors to bless their union with health, long life, and children.
“You may share the Unity Kiss,” the Priest said to them with a smile.
They leaned towards each other, and Alex kissed her lips in a slow, tender kiss. When they straightened, the Priest removed the ribbons from their crowns and placed it on the servant's tray again.
The Priest then instructed them to bow to the Queen. He then placed his hands on their arms and turned them to face the guests. Everyone clapped heartily for them.
As the guests came forward to congratulate the newlywed couple, Zura still stood in her position on the first step. Her lips were parted in surprise as her mind raced. She walked over to where Vettel was standing, waiting his turn to congratulate Alex and Nina.
“General Vettel, why did the Priest call Alex a Prince Consort?” she asked quietly as she stood next to him.
The question caught Vettel by surprise as he turned to her and gave her a hasty bow.
“Lady Zura. Forgive me, but I do not know the custom in Taren. But here, once Princess Antonina accepted Alex as her husband, with the Queen’s blessing, of course, he was elevated to the position of Prince Consort. He will be referred to as Prince Alex except in official settings where his correct title of Prince Consort will be used,” Vettel explained.
Zura blinked as she digested his words. Realizing the General was waiting for a response, she thanked him for the explanation. Vettel nodded and then headed to congratulate the couple.
The four people Alex didn’t know turned out to be a pair of couples who headed houses that had remained steadfastly loyal to the Royal family.
Zura was the last to congratulate them. She had a huge smile as she took Nina’s hands in hers and then gave her a kiss on the cheek.
“I am so happy!” Zura said and Nina nodded and thanked her.
She then turned to Alex and gave him a big hug. She placed her hands on Alex’s arms and looked up at him, her golden eyes alight with happiness.
“Prince Alex,” Zura said and hugged him again before letting him go and stepping to the side.
Alex blinked in confusion at the sudden change in Zura’s attitude. He didn’t have time to question her as the Priest announced that everyone should follow the sergeant to the dining room for the wedding feast.
The dining room was a short walk from the throne room. Servants guided them to where they should sit. At the far end of the table was an ornate chair that was reserved for the Queen. Nina was seated to the Queen’s left and Alex had the seat to Nina’s left.
To the Queen’s right was Vettel, the Queen’s betrothed. Next to Vettel, and across from Alex, Zura was seated. Then the two couples who Alex had been introduced to were seated next and then Captain Rolf and Lieutenant Welt, followed by Alex’s friends. The Priest was given a seat of honor at the far end of the table.
The guests rose as the Queen entered the room followed by the guards from the throne room. After the Queen was seated, the Priest rose to offer a blessing for the feast. Servants then sprang into action, bringing them appetizers and filling their glasses with wine.
The first plate set before them had small balls of soft yellow cheese and little slices of brown toasted bread. After a few minutes, servants removed those plates and replaced them with a serving of what Alex assumed were crab legs along with little cups of melted butter. The legs were not very big, but the cooks had already cut the shells open for them, making it easy to remove the sweet meat within.
After they were finished with the crab legs, there was a little break before the next course was brought out. Alex noticed that the Zenkovians used this time to engage in conversation. He had thought it strange that everyone seemed rather quiet when the first courses were served. He supposed it was a good idea... it wouldn’t be ideal for the Queen to try to talk with a mouth full of food.
The next course was a plate of thinly sliced beef with a mushroom sauce. It was served with an assortment of boiled vegetables with a spicy seasoning on them. None of the plates had a large quantity of food on them to give them room to sample all the different foods without getting full quickly. There was another conversation break after their plates were cleared away.
“Lady Zura, will you be staying in Zenkova or will you be traveling elsewhere?” the Queen asked.
“I must travel to Verbana to speak with Master Camila. The Great Hall must be informed of Master Nella’s unfortunate death,” Zura replied.
“What are your plans after Verbana?” Queen Hilda asked.
Zura glanced at Alex for a moment.
“I am not sure,” Zura said.
The next course arrived, and everyone’s focus turned to the poached fish that the servants laid before them. The fish was served with little potatoes and a light cream sauce was drizzled over everything.
“What are your plans, Alex? Will you be staying in Zenkova long or will you be off traveling?” Vettel asked once the plates of fish were cleared away.
“I hope we will be travelling!” Nina said as she gave Alex a smile.
“We will accompany Lady Zura to Verbana. She has done so much to help us, and we will help her in any way we can,” Alex said.
“Verbana is a beautiful city! I still remember how beautiful the lake was. I went there twice as child.” Nina said happily.
Alex glanced down to the other end of the table. Arban and Janx were talking with the two officers. Taiya was speaking with the Chief Priest. As if sensing his gaze, Taiya turned and gave him a smile before turning back to her conversation.
The next course looked like large shrimp. They were artfully arranged around a little mound of some kind of fried rice.
“River prawns! This is one of my favorites,” Nina whispered to Alex.
Alex smiled as he saw her pickup one of the prawns with her fork and take a big bite. She closed her eyes as she savored the delicate flavor. Alex tasted one and nodded in agreement, the prawns were delicious.
“Sister, when will you and General Vettel marry?” Nina asked during the next conversation break.
“We will marry during the Spring Equinox celebration next year. This will give us time to inform our uncle, King Kaspar in Kaznak and some of the other dignitaries from our neighboring countries should they wish to attend. I trust that you and Alex can arrange to visit Zenkova at that time,” the Queen said.
Nina looked at Alex hopefully.
“We will do our best to be here for your wedding,” Alex replied.
The Queen smiled and gave him a nod.
The final course was dessert. The servants placed a slice of yellow cake in front of them and then poured a warm strawberry syrup over it. Cups of mint tea replaced the wine glasses.
Alex was stuffed, even though he hadn’t eaten everything on each plate. The mint tea provided a pleasant and refreshing finish to the feast. 
There was a little ringing sound as the Queen tapped her cup with a spoon to get everyone’s attention.
“I wish to thank you all for joining us today in celebration of Antonina and Alex’s marriage,” the Queen said and then nodded to the Chief Priest.
The priest stood and offered a final blessing for the marriage and for everyone’s health. The Queen then stood, signaling the end of the feast. The guests each came over to Alex and Nina to offer their congratulations again before bowing to the Queen and departing.
“You never cease to amaze me,” Arban said with a laugh as he gave Alex a powerful hug before congratulating Nina.
“The best deserves the best,” Janx said as he looked at Alex proudly as he clasped Alex’s hand.
Zura gave them each a kiss on the cheek. Alex wondered at the mysterious little smile she gave him.
“How strong is the Princesses Power?” Taiya whispered to Alex after she had given Nina a hug and kiss on the cheek.
“Not as strong as Zura’s. Why?” Alex asked.
“I was just wondering how long you would sleep after your wedding night. I will see you in two or three days,” she said and gave him a quick kiss.
“Flame Dancer Taiya, a moment please,” the Queen said as Taiya turned to leave after giving her a bow.
Vettel handed the Queen a small pouch which she in turn handed to Taiya.
“I wanted to make sure you received our thanks as you were unable to attend the day of celebration,” the Queen said to the Elf.
Taiya thanked her and gave her another bow. As the guests departed, the Queen turned to Alex.
“Vettel has informed me that the Hero’s Tower is not fully repaired yet. You are welcome to use Antonina’s room for as long as you like. Of course, you two are always welcome to stay at the castle even when the tower is ready,” the Queen said.
“Thank you, your majesty,” Alex said with a bow.
“Antonina, show Alex your room. I am sure you two are tired from today’s festivities,” the Queen added.
“Yes, your majesty,” Nina said with a smile to her sister.
The Princesses took Alex by the hand and led him out of the dining room and up a nearby staircase.




Chapter Fifty-One


Nina’s room was on one of the upper floors of the castle. It was a large room with two windows and a private bathing area. One area of the room had a small table with four chairs. Another corner of the room held a small desk and chair. 
Along one wall was a dressing table with a chair and mirror. There was a king-sized bed at the far end of the room. There were also a few large wardrobes for clothes and a full length mirror. What really impressed Alex were the five bookshelves filled with books.
“You have an amazing collection of books,” Alex said.
“Do you think so?” Nina said as she beamed happily at his praise.
“Have you read them all?” Alex asked.
“The books in the last bookshelf I have not read yet. But the others I have read,” she explained as she walked over to the shelves.
“Impressive. Which are some of your favorites?” Alex asked.
Nina spent the next hour picking out her favorite books and showing them to Alex. Alex smiled as he noticed that the common theme of many of those books was that the main character escaped from or was rescued from a bad situation. Some of Nina’s other favorites were books involving adventures and travels in the various lands of Ktor.
Alex loved the way her eyes lit up with excitement as she told him what the different stories were about. It reminded him of how much he loved to read. He hadn’t had much time to read when he was on deployment with the Army. He hoped he would find time to discover some great Ktorian books in the near future. 
Nina realized from the change in sunlight entering the room that it was now late afternoon. She held her fingers up to her mouth and blushed.
“Alex, I am so sorry! I have been going on and on about my silly books. I must be boring you to death!” Nina said.
“Don’t apologize. I enjoyed every moment,” he said with a smile.
Alex took her hand in his. She was trembling slightly. He could feel her energy swirling wildly.
She pulled her hand away from his and she walked over to the window for a moment and then she began to pace about the room. Alex walked over to her and took her hand again.
“Nina, what’s wrong?” he asked.
She looked at him with worried eyes.
“Alex... I’m afraid,” she said.
“Afraid of what?” he asked.
“That... you won’t find me good enough or smart enough or pretty enough...” she whispered.
“I don’t understand,” Alex said with a frown.
“I know that Taiya and Zura are your lovers. They are so beautiful and strong. What can I offer you to compete with them for your affection?” she said as she looked at him sadly.
Alex gave her a smile and held her other hand as well.
“Nina, you are just as beautiful as Taiya and Zura. You are an intelligent woman. You have suffered greatly and survived a difficult situation. I think you are a wonderful woman. I find you interesting and desirable,” he spoke to her honestly.
“Do you?” Nina asked hopefully as she looked up into his eyes.
In answer, Alex let go of her hands and moved his strong hands up to cup her face. He leaned down and kissed her lips tenderly.
“I do,” he whispered.
“Oh, Alex!” Nina sighed happily as she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him again.
They kissed for a long time as Alex savored the taste of her mouth. He ran his hands down her back, gently trailing his fingers over her hips. He enjoyed the feel of her silky soft dress. The sexual energy between them swirled and coiled as their passions were aroused.
Alex broke off their kiss and trailed kisses along her jawline. He nibbled her earlobe and then he kissed and licked her neck tenderly. Her hair smelled of flowers and her skin smelled of springtime. Alex inhaled deeply as Nina giggled.
“Alex! That tickles!” she whispered happily.
Nina ran her hands along his shoulders and upper arms, feeling the hardness of his muscles.
“You are so strong,” she whispered as she kissed his neck.
Alex slowly pulled her arms to her sides and then he let them go so he could move and stand behind her. He began to gently massage her shoulders as he gently kissed the back of her neck.
His hands reached up to the ribbons that closed the back of her dress. Alex slowly undid each one as he worked his way down to the small of her back. Nina was breathing faster.
Alex reached up and spread the dress apart, sliding it down her shoulders and letting the delicate fabric glide down past the gentle swell of her hips. The dress pooled in a yellow pile around the dainty boots she was wearing.
The Princess was only wearing a pair of delicate white panties under her dress. Alex trailed gentle kisses down her spine. He knelt behind her and hooked his thumbs into the sides of her panties. He slowly pulled them down her silky-smooth thighs, letting them fall to the floor with the dress.
Alex caressed the outside of her thighs as he admired her perfect little ass. He kissed one cheek and then the other as Nina trembled and whispered his name. Alex stood up and held her hand.
“Step out of the dress, my Princess,” he whispered.
He steadied her as she carefully lifted up her boots and walked out of the pile of clothing on the floor. Alex took a step back so he could admire her.
Nina blushed and she reached one hand down to cover her privates as she placed her other arm across her breasts.
“What is wrong?” she asked in confusion.
Alex smiled and shook his head.
“There is nothing wrong, Nina. I just wanted to admire how beautiful you are for a moment,” Alex said.
Nina looked at him longingly.
“Do you really think so?” she whispered.
“Of course, I do,” Alex replied.
Nina slowly let her hands drop to her sides as she exposed herself to him. Nina was beautiful in both face and body. Her breasts were pert and round, crowned with taught little nipples. Her flat stomach and slender waist flared out to gently rounded hips. 
Nina stood there wearing only her little circlet in her hair and her boots. Alex thought she looked so sexy in the fading afternoon light.
Alex reached out and pulled her close to him. Nina smiled up at him.
“You are perfect,” Alex said as he kissed her deeply.
Alex picked her up and carried her to the bed, gently setting her down on the edge. He knelt down and pulled off one of her boots. She had pretty feet with a well-defined arch. Alex kissed the top of her foot and then each one of her little toes. Then he did the same with her other foot.
Alex stood up and took off his circlet so he could remove his tunic. He set the circlet on the nearby dressing table and then he draped his tunic on the back of the chair. Alex sat down on the bed and pulled off his boots while Nina gently ran her fingers along his shoulders.
“Your wound is almost healed,” Nina said.
Alex glanced at his shoulder. The flesh there was still pink, and he would have an interesting scar, but all the pain was gone. Alex stood up and walked over to the table. There was a lamp there and he turned it up a little as the sunlight faded. 
Alex took off his pants and added them to the chair with his tunic. He turned back to the bed and saw that Nina was staring at him in wide eyed amazement as her eyes traveled up and down his body.
“Alex, you are magnificent,” she said softly.
Alex just grinned and shook his head.
“You have the body of a mighty warrior,” she said as her eyes travelled down his front to his hips, “and the manhood of a horse,” she added as she looked at him in wonder.
Alex walked over to her and stood in front of her. His cock was standing at attention.
“May... May, I touch you?” Nina asked as she continued to stare at his cock.
“Of course. We are here to enjoy each other’s bodies,” he replied.
Nina reached up her hand and gently ran her fingertips along his shaft. She slowly wrapped her hand around him. He could feel her excitement rising as her sexual energy moved rapidly through her body.
“You are so hot to the touch!” she said in amazement.
“That’s because my body burns with desire for you,” he said softly.
Nina looked up at him, her eyes full of hope. She released her grip on him and stood up so she could kiss him deeply. Alex reached down and cupped her bottom, pulling her tight as his erection pressed along her stomach.
Alex picked her up and crawled onto the bed with her, laying her down as he stretched out next to her. He broke off their kiss and leaned up on his elbow. He caressed her face with his hand for a moment. 
Alex then shifted his body downward as he rolled on top of her. He propped himself up on his elbows and admired her breasts for a moment before he began trailing kisses along them.
Nina gasped as he suckled one of her nipples. He licked the other nipple and then gently blew his breath across it. Her skin puckered and she shivered in delight.
Alex shifted his body downwards again as he trailed kisses down her stomach. He loved how smooth and tight her skin was. He then shifted farther down her body so his head was positioned between her thighs.
Alex kissed the insides of her thighs and then he trailed his tongue up her leg to the apex where her hips joined her pelvis. Nina’s legs clamped together in surprise as she squeezed his head with her thighs.
“Alex!” she gasped.
“It’s alright. Just relax and enjoy my kisses,” he said.
Nina slowly lowered her knees and Alex continued to kiss and lick the area around her entrance. He could see she was already wet and he could smell the sweet musk of her desire for him.
Alex gave her the most intimate kiss as Nina gasped in surprise at the sensation of his mouth on her.
“Alex! What are you doing?” she whispered in confusion.
“Kissing you,” Alex replied as he gently kissed and licked her intimately.
Alex felt her relax a little as she allowed herself to enjoy the attention he was giving her. She was breathing faster. Alex pushed his tongue inside of her as she let out another gasp. He reached out and teased her opening with his finger, slowly working his way into her tight passage as he continued to kiss and lick her.
“Alex! Now what are you doing?” she gasped.
“Exploring you,” he answered.
Nina arched her spine and tilted her head back as new sensations assaulted her senses. Alex’s kisses and his touch were amplified by the strange and exciting energy she felt whenever he touched her.
Alex slowly added a second finger inside of her as her hips started to gyrate as she strained and sought release from the sweet torment he was giving her.
“Alex! Alex! Something strange is happening!” Nina said as her body began to spasm in pleasure. She let out a long soft moan as her first orgasm washed over her.
Alex smiled in satisfaction as he felt her body clenching around his fingers, and he tasted the honey of her release.
“Alex... Alex.... Alex,” she whispered as her body slowly relaxed, and she came down off her high.
Alex shifted his body up. He caressed her face as she looked up at him, emotions swirling in her eyes.
“Alex, that was amazing,” she said as she reached her hand up and pulled him down for a kiss.
They kissed for a time and then he took her hand and guided it to his cock. She wrapped her fingers around his shaft and gave him a gentle squeeze. She began to stroke his length.
“You are hard yet your skin is so soft. And you feel so hot to my touch,” she whispered in fascination as she looked at his erect member.
“I never imagined a man could be so large. I found a book in the library that had drawings of the famous statuary garden in Danuva. The marble carvings are all nude. The male heroes are muscular like you, but their... manhood is nothing like yours,” she said as she continued to stroke him.
“I will take that as a compliment,” Alex said as he let out a little growl of satisfaction as her touch was driving him crazy.
Alex grabbed her hand and moved it aside.
“Why are you making me stop?” she asked curiously.
“Because you are driving me crazy with desire,” Alex replied with a feral grin.
“Really?” Nina’s opened wide in surprise at his words.
Alex rolled over so that he was on top of her as he rested his weight on his hands and knees.
“Spread your legs wide for me, my Princess. I need to be inside of you,” he said softly.
Nina nodded and moved her feet as wide apart as she could. Alex looked down and gave her a little smile. 
“Bend your knees. I need you to spread your thighs for me,” he explained.
“Oh!” Nina said and bent her knees, allowing her to spread herself open for him.
Alex reached down and guided himself to her opening. His and her wetness combined to slicken the front of his shaft. Alex began to slowly push into her.
“Alex! You are too big!” Nina said with a hint of panic in her voice.
“Relax, my Princess. We will proceed together slowly,” Alex said reassuringly.
“Oh!” she whispered as Alex pushed a little farther inside of her.
“Alex are you sure about this?” she whispered; her eyes wild as she looked up at him.
Alex leaned down and kissed her. He slowly pulled out to her entrance and then he went into her again, pushing a little farther. She was unbelievably tight. Alex concentrated on working his way in and out of her. Each stroke brought a little more of him inside of her.
Nina broke off the kiss, breathing heavily.
“Alex, I don’t know if I can fit anymore of you inside of me!” she said as her eyes searched his face.
“I am confident that you can take more of me. Much more,” Alex said as he pulled out and pushed a little farther in.
Nina nodded. Alex pushed a little farther in and felt the resistance of her maidenhead. He paused, giving her more time to adjust to the feeling of him inside of her.
“Alex, have other women taken more than this inside of them?” she asked.
Alex gave her a grin.
“Once we have practiced a little more, you will be able to fit all of me inside of you.” Alex said and kissed her again.
“So, the Elf and the Tarenian can take all of you?” Nina asked.
“Yes, they enjoy it immensely,” Alex said simply.
He could feel her energy swirling as she thought of his other lovers being pleasured by him. 
“Alex, I want all of you. I want all of you inside of me,” she said desperately.
Alex bent down and kissed her tenderly.
“Nina, today’s ceremony made you my wife. Tonight, I am going to make you my woman,” he said as he looked into her golden green eyes.
“Alex! Yes!” she said in desperate hunger as she kissed him.
Alex surged past her hymen, tearing past the resistance.
Nina sobbed in pain; her moan stifled by their kiss. Alex held still, giving her time to adjust again. He kept kissing her.
He slowly started to move his hips, stretching her gently in every direction. He alternated that motion with an in and out motion, his slow thrusts plunging ever deeper into her tight passage.
Nina was panting heavily now as she felt her body mold itself to his length and girth. With a final push, Alex was fully sheathed inside of her. Nina let out a long moan as her passage was stretched to the limit.
Alex began to pull himself out, stopping just before his tip would enter her. He then pushed back into her in a long, strong stroke. He could feel her energy coiling up inside of her as he increased the tempo of his movements.
“Oh! Alex! It's happening again!” Nina let out a low moan as her body shuddered in another orgasm. 
The feel of her tight passage clenching around his cock broke whatever little self-control Alex had left. With one last powerful stroke, Alex exploded inside of her as a mighty orgasm pulsed through his body.
“Alex,” Nina whispered in wonder as she felt him pumping inside of her.
Alex leaned down and kissed her before rolling over to lay down beside her.
“That was the strangest, most amazing combination of pleasure and pain,” Nina whispered as she wrapped her arm around him and laid her head on his chest.
“Hmmm. And the night is only just getting started,” Alex said with a little laugh.
Nina’s head shot up as she propped herself up on his chest. The look of surprise on her face was priceless.




Chapter Fifty-Two


They spent the next few hours making love. Nina was tender from their first joining so Alex took his time, gently stroking himself inside of her as he brought her to a slow building orgasm that left her breathless. 
They lay there for a bit, Alex caressing her hair as she stroked his cock in fascination. She had taken her diamond circlet off and removed the ribbons so she could let her long hair down again.
The boosted energy flowing between them had kept him aroused and rock hard in desire. He wanted her again.
“I want you to ride me, Princess,” Alex said.
“I don’t know how,” she said as she shifted her position to look at him.
“I will teach you,” Alex said with a grin.
Nina let out a little squeal of delight as Alex easily lifted her body and laid her down on his torso.
“Straddle my hips like you are riding a horse. Then grab a hold of me and guide me inside of you,” Alex instructed her.
Nina shifted her body, so she was on her knees. Then balancing herself with one hand she reached down and wrapped her hand around him. She positioned his tip at her entrance and slowly pushed down on him.
“Take your time. Lift up and then push down again. Try to get a little more of me inside of you each time,” Alex said.
Nina’s hair fell across his face as she tilted her head down. She was watching his shaft as it penetrated deeper inside of her.
“I can’t believe all of that is going inside of me,” she gasped.
“I want all of me inside of you,” Alex said softly as he trailed his fingers along the outside of her thighs.
That was all the encouragement Nina needed as she pushed herself onto him, impaling herself with pleasure on his rock-hard cock. She let out a soft moan as she fit the last of him deep inside of her.
“Now sit up and rest your hands on my chest,” Alex directed.
“Oh, my. This feels nice,” Nina said as she followed his directions.
“You can swivel your hips or lift them up and down. Whatever gives you pleasure,” Alex said as he smiled up at her.
Nina nodded and began to experiment. She gyrated her hips as Alex ran his hands up her stomach to her breasts. He gently squeezed and massaged her as she changed her motion and began to move up and down, gently bouncing on his cock.
“Now arch your back and lean backwards. You can support your hands on my legs,” Alex explained.
Nina did as he directed. Her long hair tickled his legs as she tilted her head back in pleasure at the new angle.
“Oh! Alex! This feels amazing!” she whispered.
She started gyrating her hips faster and faster. Alex answered with little thrusts of his own as he reached his hand down between her thighs and rubbed her little bud, making little circles with his thumb.
Nina mumbled something incoherently as her body shuddered in another orgasm. Alex helped her lean forward and she collapsed against his chest, breathing heavily.
“That was fun! I can’t wait for you to teach me more,” Nina said happily as she tilted her head up to kiss his chin.
That made Alex chuckle and he gave her a happy squeeze. They lay together quietly for a bit until Nina leaned up on her arms and looked at him.
“I am surprised I am wide awake. I would think with all our... exertions, I would be sound asleep by now,” Nina said.
“That’s because we are boosted now. We will be awake and not hungry for about a day or so,” Alex explained.
“Really? That’s amazing!” Nina said. 
“But there is a price to pay. You will fall asleep for a full day. It is the price to be paid for not resting the previous day,” Alex said.
“Oh. That’s no fun!” Nina said and wrinkled her little nose.
Alex laughed and Nina rested her head on his chest again.
“Your energy feels different again. Like it did when I touched you at the Lazy Lion,” she said as she caressed his chest and arm.
“That’s because I am boosted,” he said.
Nina shot up, a look of surprise on her face.
“Wait! That means you had sex at the Lazy Lion!” she said, her eyes wide.
Alex nodded. He saw her mind whirling as she connected the dots.
“You went upstairs and had sex with Taiya AND Zura!” she said in surprise.
“Yes. Does that bother you?” Alex asked.
Nina blinked at his question.
“What? No. Why should it bother me? The great heroes in my stories almost always have many wives and concubines,” she answered.
“Those are stories, this is real life,” Alex said.
Nina looked at him with a puzzled expression.
“Some of my books are tales of fanciful imagination, but many are based on real heroes. For example, it is said that Zamzed the Great had over 100 wives and 200 concubines. Even my uncle Kaspar has three wives, maybe even more now,” Nina explained.
“I came from a …. very isolated area... very far from here. There it is the custom of only one man for one woman,” Alex said with a wry smile.
Nina looked at him and nodded.
“I understand. Here in Zenkova, multiple wives are more the exception rather than the rule,” she said thoughtfully.
Alex leaned up and gave her a kiss.
“Alex, I see how others look to you for leadership. You are already a hero. You may think this sounds foolish, but I think your journey is just beginning. I am so excited to share the adventure with you!” she said as she caressed his cheek.
****      *****       *****
Nina ran her fingers across the muscles of his chest. They had made love again and were now lying next to each other as moonlight played across the bed.
“Last summer, there was a time when I had difficulty sleeping. This reminds me of that, but different,” Nina said with a little laugh.
“How is it different?” Alex asked as he ran his fingers through her hair.
“Then, I wanted to fall asleep. Now I don’t want to sleep. I want to enjoy every moment with you,” she said.
“What did you do when you couldn’t sleep?” Alex asked.
“One of the secret passages leads to a ladder which opens a door on the roof. Sometimes I would go up there and just look out at the city, or the stars, or the moonlight on the river,” she explained.
“Show me,” Alex said.
“What?” Nina asked, confused.
“Take me up to the roof,” Alex said with a smile.
“Why not!” Nina said enthusiastically as she rolled out of the bed.
“Where do we enter the secret passage?” Alex asked as he sat up on the edge of the bed.
Nina walked over to the large full-length mirror. She pressed a hidden button and the mirror swung forward. Behind it was an opening.
“I found this by accident a few years ago. That’s how I know about the secret passages,” she said as she looked over her shoulder at him.
Nina walked over to one of her wardrobes.
“What are you doing?” Alex asked.
“I was going to put on a nightdress,” she replied.
“Is there ever anyone on the roof?” Alex asked.
“As far I can tell, no one ever goes up there,” she said.
“Let’s just go up as we are,” Alex said as he gazed at her perfect body.
Nina’s eyes widened in shock at his suggestion. Her hand flew up to her mouth.
“Alex! You can’t be serious!” she exclaimed.
Alex walked over and picked her up and tossed her over her shoulder. She let out a little shriek as Alex gently bit the side of her derriere. Alex walked over to the table and picked up the lamp and boldly walked through the secret opening.
“Alex! Put me down! You don’t know where you are going!” Nina whispered frantically.
Alex stopped and set her down on her feet, kissing her lips before releasing his hold on her.
“You are crazy!” Nina said as her eyes glittered with desire in the lamplight.
She took him by the hand and led him down the secret passage. Around the next turn, Nina started climbing a ladder while Alex held the lamp up so she could see.
“What are doing?” Nina whispered as she looked down at him from the floor above.
“I was admiring the view,” he whispered back and then carefully began climbing up to her.
“Alex!” she whispered as her cheeks turned red.
“Lead on,” Alex said.
They climbed another ladder which led to a small room. Nina released the latch to door and peeked outside. She opened the door further and looked around.
“There is no one up here,” she said, and he followed her onto the moonlit roof.
The secret door was in the back of a small narrow building on the roof.
“What is this building for?” Alex asked curiously.
“It houses the staircase that leads to the roof,” Nina said as she led him around to the other side of the structure.
That side of the building was open to a flight of steps leading down to a door. There was a small pile of debris that the wind had deposited at the bottom steps. Alex could tell that the door must not have been opened for a long time.
Alex sat the lamp down next to the building. Nina took him by the hand and walked to the middle of the roof. She looked up at the moons and the stars.
“Isn’t it beautiful up here?” she asked as she raised her arm up to the heavens.
Alex just kept his eyes on her as he admired how wonderful she looked as the moonlight played across her skin.
“It’s very beautiful up here,” he said softly.
Nina looked at him and realized that he was staring at her instead of the sky.
“Alex!” she whispered as she playfully swatted him in the chest. 
He laughed and pulled her close for another kiss. Then he looked up at the sky. It was a wonderful, cloudless night. The Great Moon Thuros was high overhead while Cluria, the smaller moon hung low on the horizon. The twinkling of thousands of stars added to the majestic scene.
Nina took him by the hand again, leading him towards the northern parapet wall. She cautioned him to stay low as they peered between the crenellations. The castle’s wall was just below them and a little farther was the outer wall of the city. 
Alex could see guards on both walls. They were focused on possible threats from below and outside of their walls, none of them spared a glance upwards towards the castle roof.
Just beyond the city, Alex could see the Lim river flowing past as it bent around the city on its southward journey. The moonlight glittered on the water. Alex could see a structure on the far side of the river.
“What is that building on the other side of the river?” Alex asked.
“That is a guard tower that protects the docks there for ships to ferry people and goods across the river,” she explained.
She next led him to the eastern wall from which they could see the main dockyards of Zenkova. Even at this late hour, Alex could see signs of activity. He could make out people travelling along the streets, probably going to the taverns and Inns of the city.
The south wall gave them another view of the city and the Greenspring River flowing by. In the distance Alex could make out where the two rivers joined. The western wall looked out over a quiet section of the city. Beyond, Alex could see the City Gate and the road to Kargosk.
“I can see why you come here. It is both beautiful and peaceful,” he said.
Nina smiled happily and wrapped her arms around his midsection.
“I hoped you would like it,” she said as she rested her chin on his chest and smiled up at him.
Alex wrapped his arms around her, savoring the feel of her skin and the flow of energy between them. After a few moments, Alex pulled away and looked at her with a little frown,
“Nina, do you feel any different?” Alex asked.
“No, why?” she asked as she gave him a puzzled look.
“When I am boosted, my Power is stronger. I am a stronger Strongman, if that makes sense,” Alex said, and Nina nodded.
“When Taiya or Zura are boosted, their Powers also become stronger. So, my question is, what changes when you are boosted? I can sense your energy and it is definitely stronger now,” Alex said.
The Princess blinked in surprise at what Alex had implied.
“I don’t know how my Power could be stronger. All I do is turn into a snake,” Nina said.
Alex thought about how he could gain temporary control of the Powered spheres Zura shot at him as they practiced.
“Nina, I want you to try to feel the Power within you. I want to see if you can control it or change it somehow,” Alex said as he released her and moved a few steps away.
“I don’t want the feel of my Power distracting you,” he explained.
Nina nodded. She began concentrating. Alex could see that she had a faraway look in her eye as she looked inward.
“It does feel stronger now,” Nina said.
“Try turning into a snake," Alex suggested.
Nina nodded and her body flashed a golden glow for a split second before she transformed into her snake form. The snake looked up at him, tongue flicking in and out. Nina slithered around Alex, her tongue tasting the air. The snake glowed and Nina stood before him again.
She blinked in surprise and she placed her fingers up to her lips.
“Did you notice anything different?” Alex asked.
“I can transform much faster! And when I pictured myself as a Human, when I transformed, I was standing up. Usually, I am lying prone on the floor. And my senses were sharper as a snake. I could literally taste your Power,” Nina said.
“That’s great. Who knows, that could prove very useful someday,” Alex said encouragingly.
“And... when I was a snake... I felt something... I don’t know how to describe it,” Nina said with a frown. 
A moment later she had shifted into her snake form again. Alex walked closer and looked down at her. Her head was swaying gently back and forth as if in concentration.
Nina’s snake body began to glow again. Instead of turning into her Human form, the snake expanded in size rapidly. It happened so fast that Alex couldn’t back away fast enough. Her expanding body knocked him backwards and he fell on his backside.
Alex’s mouth dropped open in surprise as he looked at the Princess. She was easily four feet in diameter and maybe 40 feet long! She lifted her head up and stared down at him. Her long tongue reached out and caressed his face briefly.
Her body glowed again, and she disappeared. Alex sprang to his feet in concern. He looked at the ground, wondering what had happened. Then he noticed a little snake, perhaps a foot long, darting about rapidly on the ground. Could that be Nina, he wondered.
The little snake quickly slithered towards him and began to glow. Suddenly Nina appeared, running directly towards him. Alex caught her before she crashed into him.
“What happened?” he asked her.
“Was I really towering over you? I had to taste you to believe that was you?” she said breathlessly.
“You can turn into a giant serpent now?” Alex asked in wonder.
“Yes! And then I tried turning into a little snake. I could move around so fast! Then I was curious to see what happened if I tried to change back while I was moving!” Nina said in an excited rush of words.
“That is remarkable,” Alex said as he kissed her little nose. He was happy to see her so excited.
“There is something else too,” Nina said with a puzzled expression.
“What is it?” he asked.
“A strange sensation in my stomach and mouth. I will be right back!” she said and then Alex was holding a snake in his arms.
He sat her on the ground and Nina slithered a short distance away from him. She stood still for a while. Then she lifted her head up into the air. She opened her mouth. Alex noticed she had small fangs. Suddenly the fangs started growing and in less than a second, Nina had the fangs of a viper!
A greenish liquid dripped from her top two fangs. He could see her concentrating again. The viper fangs returned to their normal size. Then they grew again for a moment before turning small again.
Nina glowed and she was Human again. Nina spat a few times and wiped her mouth.
“Ughhh! What an awful taste!” she said with a grimace.
“What happened?” Alex asked.
Nina looked at him and gave him a wry smile.
“It looks like I am venomous. But don’t worry, I can control it. I think,” she said.
Alex laughed.
“Remind me not to make you angry at me!” he said.
Nina hurried over to him and wrapped her arms around him, a worried look in her eyes.
“Oh, Alex! I would never hurt you!” she said, her voice full of concern.
“I know,” he said and kissed her.
She wrapped her arms around his neck, passionately returning the kiss.
“Are you sure you are not disgusted by the fact that your wife is also a venomous serpent?” she asked as she broke off the kiss and searched his eyes with hers.
Alex smiled.
“Not at all. You’re perfect,” he said and kissed her.
Alex could feel her desire rising in her as her energy coiled and swirled through her body. Alex cupped her bottom and picked her up. Nina wrapped her arms and legs tightly around him.
Her position opened herself up for him to easily guide himself into her. She gasped with pleasure as she felt his shaft sliding into her silky wet passage.
“Oh, Alex! I never dared hope that my dreams of being rescued by a hero who could love me for me could come true!” she said as tears of joy filled her eyes.
“I do love you, Nina,” Alex said, and Nina began bucking wildly up and down on him as she came again and again.
Nina’s passion for him was driving him mad with desire for her. He used his hands to lift her bottom up and down as he drove himself deep inside of her with each downward motion of her body. Soon he exploded inside of her as she climaxed yet again as she felt him coming deep inside of her.
As their breathing and heartbeats returned to normal, Alex gently set her down on her feet again. She leaned her head against his chest. 
“Alex, I love you so much,” she whispered.
Alex squeezed her tight. He did love her. Perhaps not in a wildly passionate way yet. But he knew that she was a good person. He cared for her and wanted to protect her. And she cared for him. If that wasn’t a good foundation for a deeper love, what was? he wondered.
As they made their way back to the secret entrance, the Wizard’s Tower caught Alex’s eye in the distance. He could have sworn he saw a light on in one of the top windows a moment ago.
“What is it?” Nina asked, wondering why he had stopped.
“I thought I saw a light on in the Wizard’s Tower,” he said.
Nina looked towards the tower.
“You mean the Hero’s Tower!” she corrected him.
“It must have been a reflection from another light. Who would be up there at this hour?” she added.
“You’re probably right,” Alex said as they headed back to her bedroom.




Chapter Fifty-Three


Zura opened the door to the Wizard’s bedroom and sat her lamp down on the small writing desk in the corner. She sat down in the chair and began searching through the small drawers. All she found were supplies for writing and some wax for sealing letters. 
The White Witch stood up and walked over to the nearby bookshelf. It was half filled with notebooks. She reached up and pulled the first book from the top shelf. The notebook contained lists of supplies to be ordered for the Tower. The entries were dated from last year.
Zura leafed through another one of Vijan's notebooks. She skimmed through the contents. It seemed to be a record of goods that had been stored in his warehouse. The dates written were all from several years ago. She placed the book back on the Wizard’s bookshelf.  
Zura had returned to the Guildhouse with the others after the wedding feast. Taiya, Janx and Arban had retired early, but Zura was restless and couldn’t sleep. She walked to the Hero’s Tower and the guards unlocked the new front gate and let her in to continue her search for clues.
All the notebooks that she checked were mundane records of the Wizard’s activities as the master of the tower and his duties as an advisor. Zura blinked as she tried to remember if she had gone through the notebooks on the third shelf. 
The Witch was having trouble concentrating on her task as her mind drifted to the events of the day. Alex’s marriage to the Princess had opened a new range of possibilities for her. And her future. 
Zura walked over to one of Viljan’s dressers. A cool evening breeze ruffled the curtains as she passed by the open window. The dresser was filled with the Wizard’s clothes. 
Zura lifted a few articles of clothing up, checking if anything was hidden or stored under the clothes. Finding nothing of interest, Zura closed the dresser and moved on to the one sitting beside it.
The top drawer contained Wizard’s robes. She lifted one up. They were plain and unadorned. Zura again wondered where he had studied magic. She found it hard to believe that he had become so strong on his own. She had already searched his study but had not found any reference to any of the other Mage’s groups.
Zura lifted another robe out so she could check the bottom of the drawer. As she did so, she heard the clink of something metallic hitting the floor of the bedroom. Zura looked down and didn’t see anything. She placed the robe back in the drawer and knelt down.
She generated a little energy sphere to light up the space under the dresser. She frowned for a moment. Then she saw a glint of metal behind the nearest wooden leg of the dresser. She picked up the item. It was a small key.
Zura had found a strongbox inside one of the larger desk drawers in the Wizard’s study downstairs. She had searched the study but hadn’t found the key for it. She smiled as she realized the key in her hand looked to be the right size to fit the strongbox’s lock.
Zura headed out of the bedroom into the dimly lit hall. She had lit both hall lamps but had taken one off the wall to bring into the bedroom. She turned towards the landing, eager to go down to the study and try the key she had found.
Zura froze as she placed her foot on the first step. An eerie voice called out from the bedroom she had just left.
“Wiizzzaaarrrddd,” the voice called.
Zura quickly ran down the first few steps of the staircase before turning around to peek over the top step. She frowned as she wondered how someone had entered the room. She would have sworn that there was no one else in the bedroom with her.
Then she remembered the open window. Perhaps they had climbed in the same way she had seen Janx climbing the tower! She waited for the newcomer to show himself. 
The hair on the back of Zura’s neck stood up as a chill ran down her spine. A ghostly figure exited the room and drifted towards the other door. 
“Wiizzzaaarrrddd,” the voice called again as it disappeared through the closed door of the other room.
A ghost! It had to be, Zura thought. She had never seen one, but the various types of spirits and undead had been discussed in one of her classes at the Great Hall. The spirit reappeared and turned towards the steps.
Zura ducked down and hurried to the next floor. She ran into the Wizard’s study and hid behind the desk. She heard the ghost call out again as it entered the study. She waited a moment and then she peeked around the side of the desk. The ghost was drifting out of the room and down the hall.
“Blooddd, deathhhh,” she heard it say.
The ghost drifted past the doorway as it headed towards the stairs again. The ghost looked like that of a male warrior. Its ghostly armor was damaged and there was a dark hole where his right eye would have been.
Zura hurried over to the door and carefully looked down the hall. The ghost was heading downstairs. She could see tiny blue sparkles of Power twinkling on the ghostly form.
“Blooddd, deathhh, murderrr,” the ghost moaned as it travelled down the staircase.
Zura carefully followed the ghost to the ground floor. She heard it moaning about blood and death several times.
The White Witch waited on the stairs as she peered down the hall. The ghost had quieted, and she wondered if it had gone. She stepped out onto the hall and immediately froze as the ghost drifted out from the kitchen and headed out the front doorway.
Zura breathed a sigh of relief. The ghost had not looked in her direction.
Zura hurried over to the door and peeked outside. The ghost was standing just in front of her, looking out at the courtyard. Zura caught her breath as she tried not to make a sound.
“Blooddd anddd deathhh,” she heard it moan again.
The ghost seemed to be fading, becoming more transparent.
“The mistresss willl nottt beee pleaseddd,” the ghost said faintly as it disappeared.
Zura let out her breath as the last of the blue sparks of Power faded away. She felt another small chill pass through her body as she realized what this apparition meant.
“Necromancer,” she whispered.

This concludes the first part of Alex’s adventures- what I like to think of as the “Greenspring Valley Trilogy”. Look for more books featuring Alex and his friends in the near future! I am also working on another series that I hope you will enjoy. Thank you for reading!
THE END
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