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



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

“Doorway of the Gods” read the sign that Alex Khan had just planted into the ground next to a stone archway. The structure was made of grey stone blocks, intricately carved with strange designs faded with centuries of age. It was one of the new additions to the Marburg College statuary garden recently donated by the estate of Reginald Marburg. 
Reginald Marburg had been an early adapter of canal technology, using them to efficiently move crops from the fertile lands of central Iowa to the Mississippi River. The money he made allowed him to retire early and travel the world. During his expeditions, he acquired a vast assortment of antiquities from various civilizations. Before his death, Marburg donated many of these historical treasures to the local college. He also provided a generous endowment for the study of history. The grateful trustees of the college renamed the school in his honor.
Reginald’s generosity was the reason a small college in Iowa was able to have a world class Ancient History department. It’s what drew Alex to apply there after he finished his tour of duty with the Army. As a Green Beret, he had seen many ancient buildings and temples all over Central Asia. He had become fascinated with the history of different cultures. Alex hoped to become a history teacher or maybe a professor someday.
Alex also loved the peace and quiet of the small school and the small town. After 5 years of always being on guard for his life, it was nice to be able to finally relax.
“Are you finished with the signs, Alex?” Kenzie walked towards him, brushing dirt from her hands. She and Alex had work-study jobs with the History Department. “I’m finished planting the flowers”.
“I just have one more sign to place.”
“Don’t take too long, looks like a storm is rolling in,” she replied, glancing up at the darkening sky. She then held out her arm, showing off a bracelet. “Look! I got a dzi bead bracelet like yours!” 
“Nice!” Alex said, dutifully looking at the string of elongated, white plastic beads with black geometric etchings.
“Yeah, but not as nice as yours,” Kenzie smiled, taking hold of his right arm and pulling it up to see his bracelet better. Alex's bracelet was made from an orange brown agate and had a much simpler design of white etchings. Instead of many small "eye” circles, his bracelet beads featured only one diamond shaped “eye” inside of a box. Kenzie’s blue eyes opened wide in surprise, “Holy shit, I think yours is made from real dzi beads!”
Alex shrugged, “I don’t know, I never thought about it.”
“Where did you get it?” she asked.
“A guy gave it to me in Tajikistan.”
“What!” she exclaimed, “real ones like this are crazy expensive. I can’t believe some guy just gave it to you!”
“Well, I did save his life. He gave me the bracelet as a present. He insisted I take it.”
“You’re joking! And what were you doing in Tajikistan?”
Alex flashed a smile at her, “It’s a long story. Maybe I can take you out for a beer this weekend and tell you about it. And can I have my arm back?”
Kenzie blushed as she realized she was still holding on to his arm and quickly let it go. She lightly punched him in the shoulder, “I don’t date freshmen!”
Alex laughed, “you may be a junior, but I’m older than you are.”
She thought about that for a second and said, “Well, I guess... as long as you promise to tell me all about Tajikistan!” She pulled out her phone to check the time. “I have to go get cleaned up before my afternoon class.” 
She turned to go and glanced towards the stone archway. “Hey, Alex! Look at the carving in the top block. It looks like the eye pattern on your beads!”
Alex glanced up at the carving and then down at his beads. The stone featured a diamond shape inside of a rectangular box exactly like the pattern on his beads. “Huh, you’re right. Where did this piece originate from?”
“I don’t know... the sign for this one just says ‘Doorway of the Gods’. Most of the other signs have a lot more information on them. We will have to ask the professors about it.” she said.
“We? I like the sound of that,” Alex flashed her another smile.
“Do you want me to punch you harder?” Kenzie replied as thunder rolled in the distance. She glanced at the sky, “you better hurry up!” 
She turned and took off at a jog, her blonde ponytail bouncing. Alex watched her for a minute, admiring her tan legs, until she disappeared around the first building.
Alex smiled to himself. It felt like forever since he had gone out with a girl. Alex had only been on campus for a few weeks, but he had already noticed the glances he was getting from the blue eyed, blonde midwestern cuties that the school seemed to have in overabundance. 
Alex might not be movie star handsome, but his green eyes, black hair and olive skin certainly made him stick out on campus. It didn’t hurt that he just finished his military duty and was in excellent shape. Maybe not tall, dark and handsome... but tall, dark, fit and okay looking wasn’t so bad. Another rumble of thunder snapped him out of his daydreaming.
The rain began as Alex placed the last sign in front of a small lion statue. He gathered up his tools and started walking back past the stone archway. Suddenly lightning struck nearby with a blinding flash and deafening roar of thunder. Alex dropped the tools, surprised by a shock of energy in his right arm. As his vision cleared, he glanced at his arm... the beads were glowing with a strange pulsating, bluish light! The air felt charged with electricity and Alex could literally feel every hair on his body standing on end.
He turned to look at the stone arch. Little blue flames were rippling over the stone surfaces. Alex walked around to the front and glanced up. The top stone with the similar pattern was glowing with the same blue light as his bracelet. Damn, thought Alex, this thing really did look like some kind of Doorway of the Gods!
“Severe thunderstorm warning! Severe thunderstorm warning!” his cell phone was vibrating and going crazy in his pocket. He fished it out of his pocket and hit the cancel button.
“Thanks for the warning,” he said sarcastically.
A bolt of lightning crashed into the archway, blinding Alex again. He dropped his phone as he tried to shield his face. His stomach lurched as he felt like he was being turned inside out. Alex had the sensation of falling forward in slow motion, like some kind of magnetic force was pulling him.
Then nothingness. No sight, no sound, no smell, no sensation of any kind. Is this what death felt like, Alex wondered, as he lost consciousness.






  
  Chapter two



As Alex awakened, he could feel a cold stone floor against his cheek. He slowly sat up, rubbing his eyes. He was in some sort of dimly lit room. To his right was a pedestal stand with a softly glowing white orb sitting on it. To his left was the Doorway of the Gods arch, still flickering with little bits of blue energy, though nowhere near as much as it had been earlier.
He looked at his beads. They also showed an occasional flicker of blue. 
Alex glanced again at the archway- something seemed different about it. The carvings! They seemed barely worn with clear crisp lines and patterns. 
“What the hell?” he said out loud. 
Was this thing some kind of ancient teleportation device, he wondered? As a kid, Alex had loved watching shows about advanced ancient civilizations and ancient aliens... but more for fun rather than taking them seriously. Damn, he thought, what if there was some truth in what they proposed? If it was a teleporter, where in the world had it sent him?
Alex stood up, but quickly lost his balance, stumbling into the pedestal with the glowing orb on top. He instinctively reached out his right hand to steady himself and placed it on the orb. Instantly, there was a sensation of searing pain. Alex cried out, but even trying as hard as he could, he could not pull his hand away. 
Alex fell to his knees in agony. It felt like every cell in his body was on fire. The orb glowed brighter and brighter and then gave a final brilliant flash before changing back to its original soft glow. 
Alex’s hand was released, and he slumped to the floor, breathing heavily. He was afraid to look at his palm, worried that he had been badly burned. He moved his fingers carefully. They felt okay, so he took a look at his palm. To his surprise, his hand seemed normal. Then he noticed that his bead bracelet was gone! Instead, around his wrist, was the same pattern of markings in black. For a few seconds, little blue flames danced around his wrist and then faded away.
At first, Alex thought that maybe the beads had been melted away from the orb’s heat and that the markings were leftover soot. He tried rubbing them off, but they stayed, almost like some kind of tattoo. Another mystery, he thought, and shook his head.
Alex carefully stood up, afraid of stumbling into the orb again. The Doorway arch no longer glowed with any of the blue energy. Alex took a step towards the arch and immediately stumbled again. It was as if his leg muscles weren't working right. Alex tried shuffling his feet and that seemed to work better. 
This arch, because it obviously wasn’t the same as the one back at Marburg College, was built against the back wall of the room. Alex put his hand in the arched opening and knocked on the wall. Seemed solid, he thought. He turned to look around the room.
The room was a long bare rectangle with high ceilings. The walls and ceilings were made of large stone blocks. The only objects in the room were the pedestal and the Doorway of the Gods arch. At the far end of the room was a wide-open doorway through which some light was coming into the chamber. Alex started shuffling towards it.
The doorway opened up onto a large platform made of the same stone blocks as the room. Alex was standing on the top section of a tall, narrow ziggurat style pyramid structure. The building looked to be some kind of temple. Alex looked around. The building was built at the end of a narrow, high walled canyon. A broad staircase led down the front to where they met a road paved with blocks. The road stretched down the canyon a few hundred yards and disappeared around a bend. 
Alex looked up at the cloudless blue sky. It looked like the sun was dipping down behind the western canyon wall. The full moon was already high in the southern sky. Full moon? Alex distinctly remembered seeing a crescent moon last evening. He looked at the moon again. Maybe he was going crazy, but it seemed a little small to him. He just shook his head and shrugged.
The terrain around the temple was dry and rocky. He didn’t see any vegetation. It reminded him of the Pamir Mountains in Central Asia. He wondered if that door had sent him halfway around the world. 
Alex carefully shuffled over to the top step and sat down to ponder his situation. With the sun setting soon and him not having a clue as to where in the world he was, Alex figured it was safer to stay in the temple tonight. Hopefully, with a few hours rest, his leg muscles would soon be back to normal, and he could walk without stumbling. Maybe he would be lucky and find a town or village within a few hours' walk.
As the sky darkened and the stars became visible, Alex slowly stood up and looked at the full moon again. Damn, but it seemed a bit small to him. He shrugged again and started shuffling towards the room with the glowing globe. He looked up at the night sky one more time and was frozen in his tracks. 
Alex’s mouth dropped open in shock. Rising in the northern sky behind the temple was another full moon! This one was much larger than any moon he had ever seen.
Alex's mind was reeling from the sight. Impossible, was his first thought. But heck, who was he to say what was possible? After all, he had been teleported through some kind of ancient portal to this crazy place! Fuck! Maybe those ancient alien theories weren’t so crazy after all, he thought.
“Alex,” he whispered to himself, “I don’t think we’re in Iowa anymore.”







  
  Chapter three



Alex was on another planet! He shuffled a few more steps forward and then paused as a thought struck him. Gravity. Maybe the reason he was stumbling when trying to walk was that the gravity of this place was less than the gravity back on Earth.
He thought of those old videos of the first men on the moon and how they hopped around because of the weaker gravity. Alex gathered himself and took a test jump straight up into the air. Yikes! He easily went up a couple feet more than normal. 
Alex visualized himself walking as if he was on a trampoline and took a few tentative steps forward. It worked. His stride was long and awkward, but at least he didn’t stumble. He didn’t want to fall off the pyramid top by accident, so he went into the pedestal room with the glowing ball.
Alex spent the next hour practicing walking. His muscle coordination was slowly adjusting to the change in gravity. Next, he tried running towards the far wall.
“Owww!” he mumbled as he slammed into the wall. He had totally misjudged how fast he could run and how long it would take to stop himself. He spent the next half hour practicing little sprints around the room.
Afterwards, he sat down in one of the corners of the room. He was a little bit thirsty. His first priority in the morning would be to locate a water source. He reasoned that there must be some water nearby as whoever had built this temple would have needed water for the workers. Well, that was assuming they were at least sort of human.
He emptied his pockets and did a quick inventory. He had one protein bar, his wallet containing a couple of dollars and his various cards, a half pack of gum, and his old pocketknife. The two-and-a-half-inch blade wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. Other than that, he was wearing an old pair of boots, socks and underwear, a pair of blue jeans and an olive-green tee shirt. He put everything back in his pockets except for the knife.
Food would have to be his second priority. He would wait as long as possible before eating small pieces of his protein bar. Alex was confident in his survival skills. The Green Berets were nicknamed “snake eaters” for a reason! He smiled at that thought, remembering some of the strange things they had eaten out in the field. With a little luck, he would be able to find some local wildlife and vegetation. The tricky part would be deciding if they were safe to eat. 
One of the tricks he had learned, while living out in the field, was the ability to quickly fall asleep and rest when the opportunity arose. With his knife in hand, he leaned back and closed his eyes. In a few minutes, Alex slipped into a light sleep.






  
  Chapter four



Alex woke up a few hours later. The sun was starting to peek over the eastern wall. To the south, the small moon had disappeared, and the big moon sat low in the horizon. Alex considered that maybe his arbitrary compass directions weren't correct, but it didn’t matter as long as he was consistent. So, for now, the Sun was rising in the “east”. 
Alex spent a couple of minutes stretching his muscles and then he started down the broad staircase towards the road. He was half tempted to see how far he could leap down in the lighter gravity, but he didn’t want to risk twisting an ankle. The pyramid was worn with age compared to the well-preserved doorway arch. Alex guessed that it must have been protected from the elements in the back of the room.
The road seemed to be made of large cobblestones. They were worn smooth from age or maybe many years of use. Alex started walking down the path, his eyes searching for any sign of plant or animal life. He rounded a bend and saw that canyon walls were tapering down and spreading outwards. Hopefully they opened up into a valley.
After about 20 minutes, he reached the end of the canyon. The road abruptly ended as he looked out into a small valley. The ground sloped down to the west. A few hundred yards in the distance, part of the ground looked like it was covered with green moss. Alex let out a sigh of relief. Life meant that there should be water nearby. 
Alex began walking faster, eager to find water. As he got closer to the green patch, he noticed movement in the sky. He shaded his eyes and watched the movements. They looked like a couple of small birds – another positive sign.
When he reached the first patch of green, Alex knelt to examine it. It looked like some kind of moss, growing to about an inch in height. He walked over to where it was growing in abundance. Running through the middle of the green area was a little rivulet of water, no wider than his hand. He followed it upstream to where it was coming out of a little ravine to the south.
Alex knelt down and sniffed the water. He did not smell anything strange, so he dipped his hand and let the water wash over it. It felt like a normal, cold mountain stream. He cupped some in his hands and tasted it. Alex smiled. Nothing tasted better than pure mountain spring water. He drank his fill and sat down to ponder his next move.
Judging from the way the green moss was growing better down the middle of the little valley, he guessed that his little water supply was flowing for at least some distance. He didn’t have any container to hold water, but maybe downstream he could find something with which to make one. 
One of the birds flew down and landed on a small rock a few feet from Alex. It was black and about the size of a small crow, except for a touch of red at its wingtips. Alex thought about throwing a rock at the bird in hopes of killing it. But he didn’t have anything to make a fire with, in order to cook it.
“Well, little buddy, it looks like today is your lucky day,” he said to the bird. The bird tilted his head at Alex and said, “Caww.” Then it flew away. Alex smiled. 
The temple builders must have come up the valley from the west. It would be his best bet for finding civilization. Alex stood up and started walking down the valley, keeping near the small flow of water.
Alex walked for about four or five hours, with an occasional break to drink water and to rest for a few minutes. Eventually, he reached a point where his small valley joined another small valley with a large stream flowing down its center. Alex’s hopes were raised. The little stream he was following joined with the other water to form a pool of water. Around the pool were a few small buildings. Alex’s joy faded as he realized the buildings were half ruined with some of them fully collapsed.
The place looked long abandoned. But at least there were some small trees and tall grass patches growing around the water. He would be able to make a fire tonight. He could probably make a small spear from one of the tree branches. Hopefully, he could find something he could use to make a water container. Alex noticed some more of the red tipped blackbirds as well as a couple of grey colored birds. If he couldn’t find a snake or lizard to catch, he would try taking down one of the birds.
Alex walked towards the buildings. There were at least seven buildings that he could see. All were simply made out of mud and stone. He would pick the least damaged one for tonight’s camp. The first building seemed promising, but as he stepped through the open doorway, he saw that the entire roof had collapsed, making a jumbled mess on the floor. 
As he stepped back outside, Alex wondered what kind of people had built the temple and this little village. Judging from the proportions, the builders were probably human sized. Once he had secured some food, he would start exploring the wider area looking for some kind of settlement. Hopefully the natives would be friendly.
Alex was walking towards the next building when he was frozen by a loud yelling noise. His eyes widened in shock as a bald, humanoid creature appeared from around the building and started running towards him. 
This thing was maybe nine feet tall, thick bodied, with rough grey skin like a rhinoceros. The hairless body was clad in a leather loincloth, and he was carrying some kind of huge stone club. And he was swinging it towards Alex in an overhead smash!






  
  Chapter five



Alex instinctively jumped backwards. He felt the air from the club whoosh by him as it smashed into the ground with a loud crash. The fact that he was able to jump back about ten feet, due to the lesser gravity, was the only thing that saved him from getting crushed by the long reach of the creature. The distance of his jump caught Alex by surprise, and he wound up crashing backwards as he lost his balance. 
Out of the corner of his eye, Alex saw another club wielding monster rushing towards him. He quickly rolled to the side as the creature’s club smashed down in the spot where he had been a split second ago. Alex sprang to his feet, but again misjudged his strength and he crashed into one of the building’s walls. He quickly spun around to face his attackers. 
Alex saw that there were three of the bald club wielding monsters. They were cautiously approaching him, clubs ready to smash him. Suddenly one of them rushed towards him. Alex jumped straight up into the air, and he was able to twist and land on top of the crumbling buildings roof edge. The creature who had just rushed him roared in rage.
“Stop! He’s a freak! I want him taken alive!” shouted a deep voice. 
Alex saw three more creatures approaching. Two were the same kind of grey giants carrying some sort of nets instead of clubs. Their leader was some kind of bull man. He was maybe seven feet tall and covered with short brown fur. His broad head had two short, thick, curved horns protruding from the sides. 
Metal armor protected his forearms and shoulders, and he was wearing some kind of chainmail loincloth. He was armed with a spiked mace which he was waving towards Alex. Alex didn’t know if he was more surprised by the bull man’s appearance or the fact that he understood what the creature was saying.
Alex saw the club flying at him a moment too late. One of the three club wielding giants had thrown it while he was distracted by the newcomers. Alex jumped, but the club painfully smashed into his leg and sent him crashing to the ground. As he tried to get up, one of the other giants kicked him in the side and sent him flying a few feet into the air only to crash hard into the ground again.
Alex tried rolling away as a net fell towards him, but it managed to tangle his head and left arm. He tried to get up and run, stumbled and was grabbed by one of the grey skinned brutes. The thing gave an evil laugh as it lifted Alex up. The creature’s foul breath washed over Alex's face as it laughed again as he struggled to untangle himself. 
Alex was mad as hell at himself for not being cautious and letting himself get captured. He managed to free his right arm and he channeled his anger into a powerful right hook towards the creature’s head. The punch landed with a satisfying crunch. The monster’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he fell backwards, crashing into the ground along with Alex. 
Alex rolled off the Giant and he tried to run and unentangle himself at the same time. He wound up tripping over part of the net and he stumbled to his knees. As he struggled to get back on his feet, something slammed into his head. Alex slumped to the ground as darkness closed in on him.







  
  Chapter six



Alex awoke with a start. His head was pounding. He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dimly lit room. The room felt like it was gently swaying, was he on a boat? He couldn’t move his arms. A heavy metal chain was wrapped around his torso, pinning his arms tightly against his body. The chain links looked thick enough to anchor a boat. His T-shirt had some dried blood on the left shoulder. Probably from his head.
Alex was sitting on a wooden floor, his back propped against a low wooden wall. The rest of the walls and ceiling were made of some kind of fabric or maybe leather. Two pieces of material hung down over the back, the split between them allowing light to spill in. There were a couple of wooden boxes tied down with rope just past his feet. Alex realized it wasn’t a boat… he was in the back of a wagon. 
“I thought you would never wake up,” said a woman’s voice to his right. 
Startled, Alex quickly swung his head towards her and instantly regretted it as the sudden movement caused his head to explode with pain and his vision to blur. As his eyes refocused, his mouth dropped open in surprise.
A young woman was sitting in the corner, looking at Alex. She was wearing a leather skirt and some kind of short leather vest. Her clothes were all brown colored, even her ankle high boots. She was pretty, with large sparkling green eyes and a triangular face. Her long auburn hair was swept behind a pair of large and pointy ears! First the grey skinned giants, then the bull man and now a girl who looked like an Elf!
The girl’s left eye was bruised, and she had a number of cuts and scrapes on her arms and legs. Her hands were trapped in some sort of metal cylinder, which she had resting on her lap. Alex tried not to notice that the way her arms were being pulled together was making her breasts strain against the leather of her vest.
“What? You’ve never seen a Wood Elf before?” she said with a frown.
“No. I’ve never met a real-life Elf in person!” was all that he could think of saying.
“Hmmm. From your coloring I guessed you for a Velettan. But their great merchant city, Veletta, is always full of Sea Elves and their trading ships. Where are you from, that you’ve never seen an Elf?” she asked curiously.
“I’m American,” was all that he could think to say, still trying to make sense of this crazy place he had found himself in.
“A Merican?” she thought for a moment. “Never heard of Merica. I should have paid more attention to my tutors,” she mumbled to herself. “What kind of faraway place is Merica, that there are no Elves?”
“There are just humans around us,” he shrugged, his head still throbbing.
“Impossible!” she said in surprise. “None of the Dwarven races? No Orcs? None of the wild races like the Goblins or the Hargs or the Rockskins?”
“No,” Alex replied.
“Oh. Your land sounds dull,” she said and thought for a moment. She looked at him sharply. “Don’t tell me you crossed the Empty Lands!”
“The Empty Lands? Is that what this place is?” Alex asked. She nodded.
“All I know is that yesterday I was standing near some kind of stone archway. Next thing I know, I was sucked through the archway and I wound up on top of some old temple not far from here,” he explained. His story probably sounded crazy to her.
“You say that there is a temple around here?” she asked, unfazed by the fact that Alex had been mysteriously teleported here.
“Yeah, a decent sized pyramid structure.”
The Elf shook her head. “So old Zemak was right after all. So close. Too bad he didn’t live long enough to find it.”
“Who is... or was Zemak?” Alex asked as he felt the wagon come to a stop. He could hear voices outside, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying.
“A crazy old Alchemist from Olomoutz,” she continued. “Every wet season, wet for the Empty Lands anyway, he hires some servants and some guards and sets out from Arras so he can try to find a lost temple. Said he had found some references to it in some old manuscripts. He was hoping to find some ancient artifacts or at least some useful wall carvings left by the Elders.”
“We were so close!” she added with a flash of anger in her eyes.
“What happened?” he asked.
“Ambush. Zemak usually hires 8 or 9 caravan guards, a handful of servants and a dancer. We had some mules and camels and a couple of wagons with basic supplies. This was my second year working for him. Normally, we only have to worry about bandits who camp around the edges of the Empty Lands. The big bandit gangs knew about Zemak because he had been passing through annually for many years. He didn’t have anything of value for them to bother attacking. Small bandit gangs would sniff around sometimes, but I would just flash them some flame and they would pass on, looking for other, less well defended prey. Easy money for easy work. Until two days ago.” The Elf paused, a faraway look in her eyes as she remembered the events of that fateful day.
“Go on,” urged Alex.
“We were travelling single file through a small ravine when they jumped us from both sides. Eight Rockskins led by two Hargs. Gods only know what they were doing this deep in the Empty Lands. The only danger we ever see this far in, is maybe a Zimzah lizard with its poison tipped claws. Rockskins...,” she paused for a moment before continuing, “fire causes pain to those thick-skinned brutes, but it does no real damage. So I went for the Hargs. I managed to fry the first one, but the second one dodged my fireball.” 
What the hell, thought Alex? Did she mean that she could shoot some kind of magic fireball? Not for the first time, he started to question if he was losing his mind. Yet here he was, talking to an Elf girl, after being captured by a squad of some kind of monster men.
The Elf continued, “By then, the Rockskins had crashed into the caravan guards, crushing them with those big clubs. Two of the guards speared a Rockskin and took him down before they were clobbered. Before I could get off another fireball, a guard's body that was sent flying by a club, slammed into me, knocking me over. One of the other Rockskins grabbed me and smashed me into the ground, knocking me out. When I woke up a little while later, everyone else was dead and I was wearing this accursed thing.” The Elf lifted up her arms for a moment before resting the cylinder in her lap again.
“What is that thing?” Alex asked.
“Dancer’s Bracelet,” she said with a rueful smile. “Made of forged ersite. Rare and expensive. Centuries ago, when the League of Warlock’s had conquered half the known lands of Ktor, they first fashioned these damned things. They can block a Dancer’s power and make it possible for a Warlock to capture and enslave them. If this was made of normal metal, I could melt them off. With ersite however, I don’t know if even a boosted dancer could get out of them."
“Only a very powerful Warlock is supposed to be able to craft these,” the Elf continued. “Not many of those around. I have heard no tales of a Warlock anywhere near Arras, let alone the Empty Lands. I can’t understand what those Hargs were doing out here and why they had a bracelet with them.”
Alex realized that she wasn’t tied up or chained. “You’re not tied up... why don’t you try to run away?” he asked.
“And go where, with my hands like this?” she asked with a sad smile. “We are many days journey from the lands of Arras. I wouldn't get very far without food or water."
She looked at Alex and asked, “How did they capture you?”
Before Alex could answer, one of the flaps of fabric at the back of the wagon was thrown open. Alex blinked a few times as his eyes adjusted to the increase in light. The bull man, who must be the Harg she was referring to, stood there watching them. Alex could see the sun hanging low in the distance.
“What are you looking at, cow face!” the Elf said, glaring at their captor. 
The Harg just laughed at her. The Harg’s shoulder armor was held in place by a pair of belts that crisscrossed across his muscular chest, through a golden buckle. The buckle was carved with what looked like a lightning bolt.
“Just making sure my two prizes are doing fine back here. I’m glad to see the human is awake. I was worried that my Rockskins had damaged him. They have some difficulty in handling things gently,” the Harg laughed again. Then he rubbed his hands together in delight, “the master will be well pleased! I am bringing him not just one, but two freaks!”
The Wood Elf looked at Alex in puzzlement. Alex just shrugged. The Harg turned to leave.
“Hey cow face! How about some water? You don’t want us die before you get us to your boss, do you?” the Elf said. 
The Harg turned back and glared at her, all signs of mirth gone. “You burned one of my battle brothers, freak. You can burn with thirst now. You won’t die just yet.”
“What about the human then?” she nodded towards Alex.
The Harg looked at Alex and said, “This freak killed one of my Rockskins. Perhaps I will give him some water tomorrow. But for now, he can suffer as well.” The Harg closed the wagon flap. They could hear him shouting commands as he walked away from the wagon.
“Why does he keep calling us freaks?” Alex asked the Elf.
“Your people really must be isolated in Merica. Don’t tell me that no one has any Power in your lands?’ she asked incredulously.
“Power?” Alex asked. “If you mean like magic, then no, that’s only fairy tale stuff, stories told to amuse children.”
“Fairies! You still have Fairies in Merica? They haven’t been seen here since the days of the Aquilian empire,” She looked at him in surprise.
“No, no Fairies,” he said. “Just old stories.”
“Oh,” the Elf replied, disappointed. “I guess you could say that magic is a manifestation of Power. I don’t know why, but the Power never manifests itself in some races like the Hargs. That makes them jealous of those with the Power. So they call us freaks. Even Warlocks, Wizards and Witches call us that sometimes. They have to study and practice for years to harness their Power, while for a Dancer, it just comes naturally.” 
Alex was silent, trying to process what she had told him.
The Elf shifted her body towards Alex. She leaned towards him with a suspicious look in her eye. “But why does the Harg call you a freak?” she asked. “You can’t be a Dancer. Are you a Wizard?”
Alex laughed in surprise, “A wizard? No, I’m no Wizard.” 
The Elf thought for a moment.
“The Harg said you killed one of the Rockskins. How?” she asked. 
Alex frowned. Did he kill that grey giant with a lucky punch, he wondered?
“I punched him in the head and he went down. I didn’t think I killed him. Must have been a lucky punch,” he told her.
“A human doesn’t just one punch a Rockskin!’ she said in anger. “Tell me the truth!” The Elf kicked out one of her feet and hit Alex in the leg.
When the Elf’s foot connected with his leg, a shock of energy went through Alex's body. He flinched in surprise.  As the shock quickly subsided, he felt a tingling in his right wrist. Little blue flames danced briefly over the bracelet markings on his wrist for a moment and then subsided.
The Elf must have felt it as well, for she had immediately snatched her leg away from Alex. Her eyes were big in the fading light.
“What are you?” she whispered.







  
  Chapter seven



The Wood Elf was watching Alex intently, waiting for him to answer her question.
“I don’t have any magic or Power or anything. I told you, I am not some kind of Wizard.”
“Liar!” she hissed. “I felt the Power when I touched you! You felt it too. I saw your reaction when I touched you.”
“I did feel a shock when you touched me,” Alex replied. “I have never felt anything like that before.” They both were silent for a time. The Elf was looking at him suspiciously.
“Something must have happened when I fell through that strange portal and wound up in this place,” Alex spoke first. He remembered the glowing orb in the room on top of the pyramid temple. “I wound up in a room on top of that temple that I told you about,” he continued. “There was a glowing white orb sitting on top of a pedestal in the room. I accidently touched it, and it gave me a tremendous shock.”
“A glowing orb?" the elf interrupted him, “Maybe it was an Artifact of the Elders!” She shook her head and mumbled, “Poor old Zemak, to die when he was so close after all his years of searching.”
Alex thought about his newfound strength. Maybe it wasn’t some kind of gravitational difference. What if it was the result of some kind of ‘magic’? Maybe he was just going crazy.
“After I recovered from touching the orb,” Alex said, “I noticed that I couldn’t walk correctly. There was something wrong with my muscles. It took me many tries until I could finally adjust. My muscles feel stronger. I can run faster and jump higher.”
The Elf considered what he had said. “Perhaps the orb awakened a power that you had hidden inside of you. I have never heard of such a thing happening. But, if that orb is an Artifact of the Elders, who knows what kind of strange power it might possess.” 
They both fell silent again for a time as the light faded with the arrival of evening.
“My name is Alex,” he said, breaking the silence. He could barely make out the Elf in the darkness of the wagon.
“Alex?” she replied. “I am Taiya.”
“I guess, from what you said earlier, you have some kind of power that lets you shoot fireballs?”
Taiya laughed. “Something like that,” she said. “I am a Flame Dancer.”
“Excuse my ignorance,” Alex said, “but why are you called a Dancer?”
“The Power manifests itself in different ways. It starts once the person reaches maturity after childhood. The basic elements of fire, water, wind and earth only manifest themselves in women. They say that we weave a beautiful but deadly dance of destruction when we use our Power in battle,” she explained.
“You also mentioned Warlocks and Witches,” Alex said to her.
“Are you telling me there is no magic where you are from?” she asked in disbelief.
“No, not anymore,” Alex replied wistfully.
“I cannot even imagine such a place,” replied Taiya. 
She explained that some men and women had a raw spark of the Power in them. They needed years of practice and study to develop their skills. Eventually the men became Wizards and the women became Witches. Some of the men and women would become obsessed with gaining more Power and would ruthlessly use any means necessary in their unsatiable quest for both magic and worldly power. They were the ones called Warlocks.
“Is that it, for types of Power?” Alex asked.
“Oh, no. Not at all,” Taiya said. 
She then told him that sometimes the Power manifested in very race specific ways. For example, some Elves were Beastmasters, with the ability to communicate with animals. Orc women could develop incredible skills with weapons and they were called War Dancers. Some Dwarves were Forgemasters who could fashion valuable weapons and armor with enhanced abilities. Humans had some of the stranger offshoots of Power in Taiya’s opinion, producing Alchemists or Necromancers.
Ktor sounded like a place straight out of a fantasy book or video game. Alex wondered if the Doorway of the Gods had let some magic into his world ages ago. Maybe some Elves or monsters had come through and their story became the basis for human myths. 
“Hey, I just remembered that humans sometimes have unique physical skills because of the Power,” the Elf said with excitement in her voice. “The most famous example would be the Cloudwalkers. They are unbelievably light on their feet with incredible balance. It’s said they can scale sheer walls and walk across the forest floor without disturbing a single blade of grass. They make Elves look clumsy! They work as thieves or assassins. Praise Mergan that they are exceedingly rare. One of my tutors said that there a human Fishmen that can breathe underwater and Strongmen with incredible strength. Maybe you're a Strongman!”
“A Strongman, huh,” said Alex as he considered the possibility. “Why not? I shouldn’t be surprised by anything anymore.”
“Try to break out of those chains they have around you!” she said with excitement. “But try to not make too much noise.”
“Ok,” he said and took a deep breath. 
Alex then tried to move his arms away from his body, straining against the tightly wrapped chains. Nothing. He tried again. And again. He gave up, breathing heavily with the exertions.
“Nothing. If I am a Strongman, this chain is even stronger,” Alex said in dismay.
“Well, at least it was worth a try,” Taiya replied. They both fell silent for a while as the light faded with the setting sun.
“Alex, I’m going to reach my foot out and touch you again,” she eventually said to him.
“You want to get us shocked again?” Alex said with surprise.
“I want to see if it happens again. Here comes my foot,” Taiya said.
Before Alex could say anything, Taiya touched him. But this time there was no shock. Alex wasn’t quite sure how to describe the new sensation he was experiencing. It was an almost electric awareness of her presence. Mixed with the sensual excitement and sexual tension you felt with a new lover. She broke the contact. She was breathing rapidly.
“I’m going to touch you again,” she said and reached out with her foot again.
The sensation was the same. An electric awareness mixed with sexual excitement. Taiya broke the contact again.
“Well, that was interesting,” Alex said once he regained his composure.
“It's so strange,” replied Taiya. “I’ve never felt anything like that before. I know that I have touched other Dancers. I have worked for a Witch and for Zemak the Alchemist. I shook their hands when I accepted the jobs. It was no different than touching anyone else without Power.”
“This is quite strange,” she added.
“I’m just glad we didn’t get shocked again,” Alex said.
“I need to think about this. There must be something I am missing. That’s what I get for being a lazy student!” she said with frustration in her voice. 
They were silent for a long time. Taiya was trying to remember everything she had been taught about the Power. Alex tried to keep his mind off of his hunger. He could feel the protein bar still in his pocket. 
Alex heard Taiya give a little gasp. It sounded like she mumbled something to herself.
“Alex!” she whispered urgently, adding, “Just whisper, I don’t want any guard to hear us.”
“Okay,” he replied. "What is it?”
“This is going to sound crazy!” she whispered.
“After the last couple of days, nothing sounds crazy anymore,” Alex assured her.
“I need you to have sex with me,” Taiya whispered.
“Are you crazy?!?” Alex whispered in shock.






  
  Chapter eight



“It’s not crazy,” she said. “It only sounds crazy. It might be our only chance to escape.”
“How is having sex with me going to help?” he asked in confusion.
“Because I think you might be Elder Touched,” Taiya replied eagerly.
“What? What does that even mean?” Alex couldn’t even begin to guess at what she was talking about.
“Listen,” she said, “an Elder Touched is someone who can use their own Power to increase or ‘boost’ the Power of a Dancer. It’s supposed to be a pretty impressive increase in the Dancer’s Power.”
“Alright, but what does sex have to do with it?” Alex asked.
“I don’t fully understand it,” Taiya replied. “I wasn’t really paying attention when one of the tutors was talking about Elder Touched. At least not until she said that it only worked by having sex with them! Back then I was young, a virgin. I was shocked and surprised when one of my teachers suddenly was talking about sex. Elder Touched are also extremely rare, maybe one born in a generation. I have never met anyone that has actually seen a boosted Dancer, let alone an actual Elder Touched in person.”
“I don’t know, it sounds crazy!” he said. 
Not that he was in the habit of turning down offers for sex from pretty girls! Heck, he hadn’t had an opportunity to be with a woman in a long time. 
“Zor’s Stone!” she exclaimed in whispered frustration. “Don’t tell me you’re a virgin!”
“What! No!” Alex said in surprise. “I have some experience. It’s been an unbelievable couple of days for me. First, some kind of magic brings me here and I am way stronger than I was back home. Then I get captured by some monsters called Hargs and Rockskins. Then I meet a real live Elf. And now the Elf tells me that, if she fucks me, somehow, I am going to give her extra magic Power!”
Taiya gave a little chuckle and said, “Sorry. It does sound crazy. But we may not have much time left to find out if my guess is right.” 
She moved closer to Alex and knelt next to him, her leg touching his leg. Alex immediately felt a surge of sexual energy. They both started breathing faster. Neither moved as their bodies became aroused.
“Do you feel that... that energy,” she whispered.
“I feel it. Maybe you’re right.” 
Alex was shocked at how quickly he had become sexually excited. His heart rate was elevated, and he felt warm all over. He could feel his erection straining against his jeans. Just that small part of Taiya’s leg touching his leg was driving him mad with desire.
“We have to try,” she said.
“Damn, yes! That energy flowing through my body when we touch! I’m already hard as a rock for you,” Alex whispered.
“I know what you mean,” Taiya said breathlessly. “I can’t even describe how much I want you right now!”
Taiya leaned in close. Her lips met his and they shared a long, deep kiss. His body felt like there were sparks dancing all over it.
“Wow,” was all Alex could say after she broke off the kiss. 
“We need to get some of these clothes off,” she said. Taiya shifted her body around so that her hip was next to Alex’s hand. “Try to use your fingers to grab a hold of my underpants.”
Alex was able to wiggle his fingers and get under her leather skirt. He couldn’t reach her panties until he shifted his body to a prone position on the wagon floor. He finally was able to hook his fingers into the cloth of her panties. Taiya carefully backed away from Alex and her panties slowly slid down her legs to her feet. She kicked off her boots and Alex let her panties fall to the floor. 
Taiya flipped to her knees and moved her head first to his thighs and then by touch, moved to his waist. She used her teeth to grab hold of his jeans and then she tried to pull them down unsuccessfully.
“What kind of strange leggings are you wearing?” she whispered in frustration.
“They are held closed by a button,” Alex said. “I will try to use my hands to push the fabric together. Maybe it will make it easier for you to undo the button.” His arms were pinned to his sides, and he couldn’t reach the fastener.
Taiya used her mouth on the button as Alex pushed the jeans together. Taiya’s head movements right at his crotch were driving Alex crazy. She finally popped the button through the hole.
“What is this other piece of metal?” Taiya asked.
“It's a zipper fastener. If you pull down on the little piece of metal that is sticking out, it will loosen up my pants even more.”
Taiya grabbed the zipper with her teeth and pulled. Alex was breathing heavily. His jeans finally loosened; Taiya used her mouth to pull them down to his knees. She slid her face up his thigh to his waist again.
“Underpants?” she said in exasperation. “You’ve got to be joking. Don't tell me men wear underpants in Merica!”
Before Alex could think of a response, Taiya had grabbed a hold of his boxers with her teeth and pulled them down, letting his rock-hard cock spring free.
“Let’s see how big you are. I can’t tell in this darkness,” Taiya whispered to herself as she moved her head forward until her cheek brushed against his penis. 
She ran her lips up and down his shaft. She took the head tentatively in her mouth, getting a feel for his girth.
“Oh, you have a nice big cock Alex,” Taiya whispered and then she took him deeply in her mouth again. 
Alex arched his back and let out a sigh as her mouth worked its way up and down his shaft.
“Taiya! You’re going to make me explode. My body feels like it's on fire,” Alex hissed as waves of sexual energy flowed across his body. 
Taiya stopped her sucking and slowly let his cock drop from her mouth.
“Sorry,” she said in surprise. “I only meant to check how big your cock was. Then I couldn’t help myself... I had to taste you. Your cock is thick but, as wet as I am for you right now, I don’t think we will have a problem.” 
She shifted her body so that her knees were straddling his hips. She gently rested her trapped hands on his chest. 
“Hold very still,” she said. “I need to position myself and guide your cock in.” Taiya carefully raised her hips and moved over his cock. 
She managed to get his tip to the edge of her opening. Alex could feel how slick she was for him, and he hadn't even entered her yet.
Taiya slowly lowered herself on to Alex’s erection. Even soaking wet, she still felt so tight to Alex. They both let out a gasp of pleasure as she took about half his length inside her. He strained to hold himself still as she raised her hips until her pussy lips were tight against his cockhead. Then she slowly lowered herself again, using little thrusts to work her way down his shaft again to the point where he was fully inside of her. Alex could feel Taiya arch her back as she let out a little moan. 
“Incredible!” she whispered.
Alex felt like he was going crazy with desire. He started moving his cock inside of her. She responded with little thrusts of her own. Soon they had a lover’s rhythm going, each matching the other’s movement. Alex had never felt such an awareness of a woman as he did at that moment. 
Waves of sexual energy were flowing up and down his body. Every nerve, from his head to his toes, was on fire with desire. Soon Taiya was bucking wildly in an orgasm. Her ragged gasps of pleasure and the feel of her pussy clenched so tightly around his cock drove Alex over the edge. He exploded in a massive orgasm inside of her.
He was surprised at how long his orgasm lasted as his cock and balls clenched and unclenched, each time sending his hot cum into her wet passage. As their orgasms faded, they both were breathing heavily, neither being able to say anything after such an incredible experience. After a minute, Taiya slowly lifted herself off of Alex. She lay down next to him, breathing heavily.
“If that was boosted sex,” Taiya whispered after her breathing became steady again, “I can see why it’s supposed to make you more powerful.”
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Alex felt... different. He noticed that the back of his head didn’t hurt anymore. He was able to sit up easily, despite the heavy chains around his torso. Taiya sat up as well.
“I’m going to try to break the chains, so turn your head away,” Alex whispered. 
Taiya turned and shifted away from him.
Alex started moving his arms away from his body. He could feel the metal links stretching! The chains finally snapped and fell off with a loud rattle. 
“Oww!” hissed Taiya as a piece hit her.
“Sorry,” Alex replied as he quickly pulled up his boxers and his jeans. “If they posted a guard, he probably heard that!”  
He noticed a dull red glow to his right. It was coming from the Dancer’s Bracelet around Taiya’s hands.
“It’s working!” she whispered triumphantly. “But I need more time!”
One of the flaps at the back of the wagon lifted up. A Rockskin holding a torch peered in. 
“You, quiet!” he commanded in a gravelly voice.
Alex launched himself towards the Rockskin. The speed and power of his jump surprised Alex. He crashed into the guard, sending both of them flying several feet back from the wagon. The Rockskin roared in anger. 
The grey skinned brute was strong but slow. He was only halfway to his feet when Alex slammed into him again, delivering a mighty punch to his face. Alex literally felt his fist sink a couple of inches into the creature's head, sending blood and bits of bone flying.
He leapt away as another guard smashed his club into the spot where Alex had just been standing. Alex tumbled onto the ground a few feet away, unable to maintain his balance. This was just like his first attempts at walking here, except even worse, Alex thought.
“Capture that human freak before he escapes!” the Harg roared as he sprinted towards Alex with his wicked mace. 
The Hargs face was a mask of fury in the firelight. There should be five Rockskins left he thought. Alex leaped away from the direction of the wagon that Taiya was in, hitting the ground in a roll. 
As he came to a stop, Alex saw that there were a few tennis ball sized rocks on the ground. He grabbed one and carefully stood up. Three of the Rockskins were charging at him. Alex threw the rock towards the nearest one’s head. He missed, wildly overthrowing the creature. He grabbed another rock and leapt backwards, crashing into the ground several yards back. He was near the edge of the small camp, next to the tethered mules and camels.
Alex quickly recovered and stood up. This time, when he threw the rock, he aimed for the nearest creature's midsection. The throw was successful, catching him in the shoulder. The creature was thrown off balance and he stumbled to the ground. Alex dove to his right as one of the other Rockskin threw his club. 
Alex saw a watermelon sized stone near him. He picked it up with both hands and almost fell backwards. With his newfound strength, he had misjudged how light the stone would feel. 
The Rockskin who had thrown his club was only a few feet away now. Alex heaved the stone towards the Rockskin’s chest. He had misjudged his aim, but the rock still managed to smash into the creature's face with an explosion of blood and bone. The force of the projectile caused him to fall backwards into the other charging Rockskin who tangled with the body and fell to the ground.
That gave Alex a few seconds to assess the situation. The Rockskin that he had hit with the small rock was back up and advancing warily towards him. The two remaining Rockskin had grabbed nets and were running towards Alex, followed by the Harg.
Suddenly, a ball of fire erupted from the back of the wagon where they had been held prisoner. The fireball caught the Harg in the back. The Harg screamed in anguish as he was engulfed in flames. The Rockskins turned towards their leader in surprise. The Harg went silent as his charred body collapsed to the ground. 
“Aaaaaiiiiiii!” Taiya let out a war cry as she leapt from the now burning wagon. 
Her hands were flickering with a flaming aura. The Rockskins turned towards this new threat and, forgetting about Alex, started running towards Taiya.
Alex saw that the other Rockskin, who had been knocked over a few moments ago, had disentangled himself from his dead companion and was starting to get up. Alex Jumped towards him, bringing his fists together in a mighty blow towards the creature’s head. Alex missed, hitting the shoulder instead. His incredible strength pulverized the bones and drove the creature back to the ground. Alex's momentum caused him to flip over the Rockskin and land on his back. Alex rolled over and was surprised to see the soldier trying to get back up!
The creature’s shoulder was destroyed, and the arm was hanging uselessly, yet the Rockskin managed to get back up to its knees. It was trying to reach its club! Alex sprang into a diving roll and grabbed the giant club, rolling away from the Rockskin. 
The club was about 5 feet long, yet it felt surprisingly light to Alex. He cautiously got up and carefully walked towards the Rockskin. The creature was now down on its hand and knees, blood streaming out of its mouth. Alex put it out of its misery with a powerful swing of the club.
He turned to see how Taiya was fairing against the remaining three Rockskins. They were encircling her with confidence, unafraid of her fire. One threw his net at her, but Taiya vaporized it with a fireball. The Rockskin with the club threw it at her as the other net came flying at her in the same moment. Alex watched in amazement as Taiya shot beams of fire from her hands towards the ground. The fire acted like some kind of rocket propellent and she flew into the air, sailing over the heads of the Rockskins.
“Aaaaahhhhhh!” yelled Taiya as she crashed into the other wagon, some 40 feet away from where she had been standing. 
She hadn’t expected her boosted Power to shoot her so far into the sky. Alex started running towards the Rockskins using little “astronaut on the moon” leaps, as he was afraid to try a normal run. He shouted at the Rockskins to draw their attention away from Taiya. Two of them paused and then turned towards him. The third had almost reached the wagon when Taiya leapt out of the back. She sent a beam of fire from one of her hands towards the creature's face.
The Rockskin instinctively threw up an arm to block the fire. Taiya added a second fire beam from her other hand and the Rockskin’s arm began to glow red. The guard let out an anguished cry as the flesh began to melt off his arm!
The Rockskin nearest the burning wagon, grabbed it with both hands and lifted it over his head. He sent it flying towards Alex. He easily dodged to the side, landing in a roll as the wagon sailed by him, smashing into the ground near the animals. The mules and camels panicked, breaking their tether and scattering into the night.  As Alex got to his feet again, he saw the Rockskin that Taiya was engaged with falling to its knees. The creature’s face was glowing red and looked like it had been half melted away.
The Rockskin who had thrown the wagon was now charging towards Alex. The other Rockskin had grabbed a club and was running towards Taiya. As the Rockskin reached him, Alex swung the club in a two-handed overhead blow. The Rockskin tried to block the club with his forearm, but the club snapped his arm like a twig and smashed into the creature's chest, shattering the ribcage. The Rockskin fell backwards from the force of the blow. Alex leapt over the fallen body and headed towards Taiya and the final Rockskin.
Taiya shot a double blast of fire towards the Rockskin as it neared. The guard used his rock club to deflect the flames. Using the club as a shield, he started walking closer to Taiya. Alex was afraid of getting accidently fried by Taiya, so, as he neared them, he stopped and threw his club at the Rockskin. Afraid of overthrowing, he aimed low. The club hit the ground next to the Rockskin, bounced up and clipped him in the side, knocking him off balance. Taiya used the opening to hit him in the face with both beams of fire. The blast blinded the Rockskin. In desperation, the blinded guard started swinging his club wildly. Taiya backed away, staying out of his reach as the Rockskin smashed the wagon with one of his swings.
Alex didn’t want to test his strength against those wild swings of that club. Sure, he was strong, but that didn’t necessarily mean his body was any tougher. He was standing near the first Rockskin he had killed. Alex awkwardly grabbed the nine-foot body by its feet. He started dragging the body around in a circle and, like some horror movie discus thrower, he threw it at the blinded guard. The body crashed into the blind creature, and he fell over, dropping his deadly club. The confused Rockskin rolled on top of his dead companion and started pummeling the lifeless body.
Alex quickly made his way closer and picked up the dropped club. Two quick blows and the blinded Rockskin was dead.
“This one is still alive,” Taiya was standing near the Rockskin with the melted face. 
The creature’s body was shaking. Probably in shock, thought Alex. Taiya focused her beams of fire on the creature’s head until the flesh melted away and the skull was smoking. The shaking stopped.
Alex went to check the Rockskin with the crushed ribcage. He couldn’t believe it when he saw that it was trying to crawl towards him, pulling itself forward with its good arm. Alex put it out of its misery with a swift blow from his club. 
He looked around at the carnage. Their captors were dead. The animals had all run away. One of the wagons was on fire and the other was smashed to pieces.
Alex sat down on the ground, breathing heavily. Taiya sat down next to him and handed him a water skin. He took a few swallows of the lukewarm water.
“I can’t believe how tough these Rockskins are,” Alex said.
“They are the most feared warriors in all of Ktor,” Taiya replied. “Thankfully, they mostly live far from other races. The Hargs somehow get some to work for them. Otherwise, the Rockskins keep to themselves and don’t venture far from their lands.”
They sat in silence for a little while. Then Alex remembered the protein bar in his pocket. He tore it open and offered half to Taiya. She sniffed it suspiciously. Alex started eating his half. Taiya took a small bite. 
“Hmm, it’s good. Merican journey bread?” she asked.
“Uh, I guess so,” Alex replied. They ate the bar slowly as the dawn started to break in the east.







  
  Chapter ten



Taiya searched the camp in the morning light as Alex practiced moving with his boosted strength. Alex picked up one of the Rockskin’s clubs and took some practice swings. It should make a good weapon, he thought, and it should have a manageable heft to it, even if he wasn’t boosted. He checked the other clubs and decided on the smallest one. It was about 4 and a half feet long and thinner than the other clubs. Taiya looked at him curiously as he walked over to where she had made a small pile of supplies.
“Interesting choice for a weapon,” she said. “I was going to suggests the Harg’s mace for you.”
Alex glanced at the evil looking weapon and shook his head.  
“I would probably hurt myself with that thing,” he said. 
“I found a couple of daggers,” she said. 
Alex shook his head no. Taiya just shrugged and glanced at the sun.
“We have a problem,” she said. “My guess is that we are six- or seven-days journey from Arras. Unfortunately, my “boost” only lasts three days. I’m going to guess that the same holds true for your boosted strength.”
“Why is that a problem?” Alex asked.
“Because our bodies will be useless for the three days afterwards. We will need to sleep and rest,” Taiya explained.
“Can’t we just have sex again on the fourth day to prolong the boost?” Alex asked with a frown.
Taiya glanced down at his crotch and then gave him a smile. “While that sounds like fun, it doesn’t work that way. I remember one of the other students asked that same question. Our teacher said that we had to pay for the three days of strength with three days of weakness. A Dancer cannot be boosted again until the three days of rest have passed.”
Alex nodded. What a shame he thought, as he was looking forward to making love to Taiya again. Preferably in a nice soft bed where he could take his time and enjoy that hot little body of hers.
“Our problem is that we will be weak and vulnerable when the boost wears off. Zimzah lizards would love to make a meal of us. Then there is the chance of bandits who make their camps near the edge of the empty lands,” Taiya explained. 
Alex considered their predicament for a few minutes. 
“I have an idea,” he said. 
He started doing his “astronaut on the moon” jumping walk. After a few practice laps around the camp, he was able to run using giant strides. He was clearing almost 20 feet with every step!
“Impressive! I wish I could do that,” Taiya said with a rueful smile. “At least you might be able to make it to safety.”
“I am going to carry you on my back.”
“What! How are you going to carry me all that way?” she asked incredulously.
“If we are going to make it out of here, we make it out together,” Alex said. 
Taiya nodded and gave him a little smile.
The Elf continued searching the camp. Alex could tell she was getting agitated. As she finished searching the last of the boxes strewn about the broken wagon, the Elf let out a cry of frustration and she blasted the box with a fireball. 
“What’s wrong?” Alex asked.
“I can’t find my coin purse! All my savings were in it!” Taiya said as her green eyes flashed in anger. She took a deep breath to calm herself.
“Hey, at least we are alive,” Alex reminded her. She nodded and walked over to the little pile of supplies she had gathered.
Taiya showed him what she had collected from the camp. There were a number of small packages wrapped in some kind of wax paper that she said contained journey bread. There were also quite a few larger packages wrapped in leaves. Taiya guessed they were the Rockskin’s version of journey bread. There were giant sized leather shoulder bags and a more normal sized backpack that must have belonged to the Harg. There were some water skins as well as some cookware and flints.
Taiya picked up a small leather sack that jingled. “Only one purse with some silver and a few copper coins,” she said. “I don’t understand why I didn’t find more purses.”
“Those camels that ran off were still wearing packs. Maybe the purses are in their packs,” he suggested.
Taiya looked at the horizon thoughtfully. “I’m so angry about my money, but we don’t have time to look for those camels.”
Alex picked up one of the Rockskin’s backpacks. “Hand me one of those daggers,” he said. 
It took a bit of work to modify the bag, but Alex was able to cut out leg holes as well as strips from one of the other bags to make some belts.
“Okay,” said Alex, “let’s give it a try.” 
Alex put on the “backpack” and knelt. With a dubious look on her face, Taiya positioned herself in the harness and helped Alex secure the straps. 
“Hold on,” he said, and she wrapped her arms and legs tightly around him. He could feel some of the sexual energy course through his body when she touched him. But now it was much more subdued. Which was a good thing, otherwise he would be only thinking about sex while she was on his back!
Alex stood up and took some tentative steps. She didn’t feel heavy at all. Soon he was running around the camp.
“I feel like a child again, riding on my mother’s back!” Taiya said with a laugh.
“I was thinking that I couldn’t wait to have you wrap your arms and legs around me, but this isn’t what I had in mind,” he replied with the first thought that popped into his head. Taiya didn’t say anything, and he felt her body tense. 
Alex wondered if the Elf felt awkward about having sex with him. Was Elf-human interracial sex common here? He decided to not say anything more about what happened between them until he knew more about Ktor. Alex stopped and knelt so she could get out of the harness.
“You will have to wear the Harg’s pack,” he said, breaking the awkward silence. “Fill it with water skins and some of that journey bread. One of those daggers. Grab some flint in case we need to start a fire.” 
Taiya burst out laughing. 
“What’s so funny?” asked Alex. In response, Taiya held out her palm and made a flame appear for a moment. “Oh, yeah, I forgot.”
Alex grabbed his club and then knelt for Taiya. He took some tentative steps until he adjusted to the extra weight. He used the club to help steady himself.
“Which way?” he asked. 
“East,” she replied, pointing towards the morning sun. 
Alex started off in a slow jog. As he became used to the weight, he steadily increased his speed. Alex was amazed at how much ground they were covering. 
He smiled to himself as he thought “I’m not moon walking... I’m moon running!”







  
  Chapter eleven



Alex and Taiya sat under the stars, eating journey bread. The bread was very dense and sweet, with bits of fruits and nuts. Probably very calorie rich, Alex guessed. 
They had traveled all day with a couple of stops for water. Uneventful, except for one Zimzah sighting. The creature looked like a Komodo dragon, except nearly twice as big! It was a bright yellow color with wide black stripes. Taiya had shot a fireball at it and the creature scurried away. Alex had stopped as nightfall came, and it became difficult to see. He didn’t want to fall or risk twisting an ankle in the darkness.
The small moon was hanging low in the southern sky. Alex could see a brightening in the northern sky where the big moon was about to rise.
“What are you thinking?” asked Taiya.
“I am surprised that we speak the same language and that we can understand each other,” he said.
“What else would we be speaking but the language of the land, the language of Ktor? All the higher races of Ktor, even the wild races speak the same language!” she said in surprise. “You really must be isolated in Merica,” she added.
“I guess you are right,” Alex replied. 
He wondered how much he had been changed when he touched that glowing orb in the temple. He was very strong now and he was an Elder Touched ‘booster’. Maybe the orb had done something to his brain which allowed him to understand the language of Ktor.
He looked up at the stars. Nothing seemed familiar. There was a strand of stars like the milky way, except not as wide or as densely packed. God only knew how far in space and time he had travelled to get to Ktor.
“It is said that the Elders taught the language of Ktor to all the races,” she said.
“The Elders?” he said questioningly.
“Yes, but they left four thousand and more years ago,” Taiya replied.
“Where did they go?”
“No one knows. They left behind their mysterious temples and abandoned cities throughout Ktor. There are some other structures as well that seem but half finished,” the Elf explained.
“The Great Moon Thuros is rising and almost full tonight,” Taiya said as she looked at the big moon cresting the hills to the north. “Why don’t you sleep for a while,” she said, adding, “I will take the first watch, I am not tired at all.”
“This may sound strange,” Alex said, “but I am not tired at all either.”
“That’s impossible!” Taiya said. “You have been running all day long- all while carrying me!”
“This must be because of the boosting,” he replied. “Have you heard of this before?”
“No, not that I remember,” she said, adding, “honestly, all I got out of that lesson was that you have sex with an Elder Touched, the Power is stronger for 3 days, then sleep for three days."
“Maybe we are stronger for three days as well as not needing much rest... but then we will be exhausted and need to sleep for three days afterwards,” Alex speculated.
“Makes sense,” said Taiya. “Three days of weakness is the price we will pay for 3 days of strength.”
Alex stood up and said, “Since we are not tired, let's keep going on our journey. With the light of the big moon, I can see well enough to walk.” 
“Good idea,” she said. They got their gear together and, in a few minutes, they were heading eastward again.







  
  Chapter twelve



Their second day of travel passed uneventfully. They stopped in a small valley to fill their water skins with fresh water. Alex could see what looked like goats in the distance. They were grazing on the sparse patches of grass on a hill side. As the sun set, they stopped to stretch and to eat something.
“How well do the different people and races get along in this part of Ktor?” Alex asked as they finished eating.
“Most are at peace with each other, most of the time,” Taiya said with a shrug. “The wild races are at war with everyone. Fortunately, the Rockskins keep to themselves mostly. The Goblins and the Hargs don’t like each other."
“There hasn’t been a major war since the War of the Warlocks. I think that was something like 300 years ago. There is always some nation, somewhere, fighting with its neighbor over something stupid.
“There is regional strife. For example, a clan of Moon Elves seems to be always fighting a clan of Sea Elves over the control of some forest near the Voza Sea. On the northern plains, the nomadic human tribes often clash with the Orc tribes. I’ve heard the Stone Dwarves have a grudge with the Hill Dwarves," she added.
“Are there many humans here?” Alex asked.
“Many? To me it seems they are the most numerous of the races. But perhaps that is because they tend to pack together in cities more than others, except the Dwarves,” she replied as Thuros was cresting the horizon.
“Alex, when we reach Arras, do not tell anyone that you are Elder Touched,” He was surprised by her change of subject.
“Why?” he asked.
“Because it makes you very rare. If word of your ability reaches the ears of powerful people, they will want to use you as a tool to advance their plans. I do my best to stay out of the notice of kings and queens and powerful mages. If you want to live a free life, I suggest you do the same,” she said, her tone somber and serious.
“I will follow your advice,” he nodded thoughtfully. 
It sounded like Ktor was no different than back home, with countries fighting over resources and political leaders using people for their own gain. 
“We should get going. I can’t say for sure how much farther we need to travel,” Taiya said as she stood up and brushed the crumbs from her hands.
Early in the morning on the third day, Alex stopped running and pointed to the ridgeline ahead of them. On top of the hill, about a hundred yards away, were six horsemen watching them.
“Bandits,” Taiya said with disgust in her voice. “Set me down.”
Alex took off the harness and readied his club. 
“What’s the plan?” he asked as the bandits walked their horses down the slope towards them, confident that the odds were in their favor.
“First, I send them a little message,” Taiya said with a smile as flames flickered around her hands. 
She brought her hands up and formed a large ball of fire over her head. The bandits were too slow in recognizing the danger as she heaved the fireball towards them.
The bandits yelled in surprise as the fireball crashed into their midst. Three of them went down, as they and their horses were engulfed in flames. The other three horses reared in panic and bolted in different directions. One of the bandits fell off his horse and started running as fast as he could, back up the hill.
Taiya sent smaller fireballs towards the remaining two riders. She hit one in the back and his horse reared up in fear, causing him to fall and writhe on the ground as the fire burned him. She missed the other rider, and he disappeared over the hill. She turned to the last bandit and sent two fireballs towards him. He burst into flame as he reached the top of the ridge. He crumpled to the ground with a scream of pain and then fell silent.
“That’s five less of those bastards. Five less lazy vultures to rob and murder innocent travelers!” Taiya said with satisfaction. 
They grabbed their gear and walked towards the first group of fallen bandits. 
“I just wish the other one hadn’t gotten away!” she added.
“Do you think he will be back with others?” Alex asked as they reached the still smoldering bodies. 
One of the horses was badly burnt but still breathing. He put it out of its misery with a quick blow from his club. 
“I doubt it. Even if these bandits were part of a large group, they won’t want to risk losing more men for only two victims. Even with bowmen, they won’t mess with an Elemental Dancer. They want easy pickings and the odds stacked in their favor,” she said as she surveyed the carnage, surprised at how much damage she had inflicted. “I can’t believe how big a fireball I was able to make!”
Taiya searched a body for anything of value. She asked Alex if he wanted one of the swords, but he preferred keeping the club. She found a purse with a few coins in one of the saddle bags, but otherwise nothing useful. She searched the remaining bodies but found nothing. 
They climbed the hill and surveyed the area. The other bandit was nowhere to be seen, though they did see one horse walking away in the distance.
“The presence of these bandits means that we are near the edge of the Empty Lands,” said Taiya. She glanced at the morning sun and added, “hopefully we can find Arras before we are overcome with exhaustion tonight.” Taiya climbed into the harness, and they continued eastward.
Late in the afternoon, as they crested yet another hill, Taiya gave a shout and pointed towards the south. “Look, a watchtower!” Alex could see a stone tower in the distance. 
“Remember what I said, Alex,” she reminded him, “Don’t say anything to the guards about being Elder Touched or that we are boosted right now. You will probably arouse enough curiosity as a Strongman, a rarely seen manifestation of Power.”
Alex started jogging towards the tower using only smaller ‘moonwalk’ jumps instead of the giant strides he was capable of while boosted. As they neared the tower, Alex could see that it was three floors high with thin windows on the second floor and wider windows on the third floor. The stone building was square rather than the cylindrical shape Alex would have expected. The top featured a low wall with crenelations for archers. The door was on the second floor, reached by narrow steps. Probably to make it difficult to use a battering ram, Alex guessed.
Four armored soldiers were waiting outside, two swordsmen and two spearmen. Ther were two archers on the roof watching them approach, arrows notched, but not drawn. The soldiers wore leather armor and pointed steel helmets with a straight nose guard. One of them had a chainmail vest and some green ribbon tied around his upper arms. He must be the captain or sergeant of the watch tower Alex guessed.
When Alex was about ten yards away from the tower, the green ribboned soldier held up his hand. Alex dutifully stopped. The soldiers were staring at the two of them. It was then that Alex realized what a strange sight the two of them must be. An Elf wearing a backpack, riding piggy back on a man holding a big stone club! Both of them covered in dust from their journey. 
“What business have you in Arras, strangers?” the soldier in charge finally asked them. 
Alex slowly knelt to let Taiya get down. 
“Sergeant, we bear bad news from Zemak the Alchemist’s expedition,” Taiya said in reply.
“What! Crazy old Zemak! What happened? Bandits!” the sergeant exclaimed with a frown. Zemak had been coming through Arras on his way to the Empty Lands for so many years that most of the inhabitants knew of him.
“Worse!” Taiya exclaimed. “We were jumped by a couple of Harg’s with four Rockskins!” They had decided it would be better to downplay the number of Rockskins.
“Harg’s! Rockskins! That’s impossible!” the sergeant said with a look of shock. “They have never been seen anywhere near Arras!” The other three soldiers gripped their weapons tightly and started scanning the horizon for danger.
“It’s true I tell you!” Taiya replied. “Our guards were able to take down two of the Rockskins before they were overwhelmed. I don’t think the Hargs were expecting a Flame Dancer and I was able to fry both of them.”
“Flame Dancer?” The sergeant interrupted Taiya and took a few steps closer. “The Elf! Yes, I remember you from when Zemak passed by here last year. Continue.”
“I was hard pressed by the two remaining Rockskins, when suddenly this human came out of nowhere and attacked them from behind. He’s a Strongman! While they were distracted, I was able to blind one of them. It took some time, but working together, we were able to kill them.”
“Incredible! Harg’s and Rockskins, and now a Strongman!” the sergeant exclaimed and the frowned and asked Alex, “What were you doing out in the Empty Lands?”
Alex nodded and replied, “A few days before the battle, I was hunting in the Trigla Mountains-”
“The Trigla Mountains!” the sergeant said in confusion. 
“Yes,” continued Alex, “the local lord was offering a handsome reward for someone to kill a dragonette that was coming down from the hills and raiding the local cattle herds. As I was searching for the dragonette, a storm came upon me, and I sought refuge in a nearby cave. I was surprised to find some kind of archway in the cave that glowed with a faint blue light. Like a fool, I passed through the archway and was blinded by a flash of light. When my vision cleared, I found myself here!” The soldiers gasped in astonishment at his story. 
Taiya had worked up a cover story for him as they traveled last night. She had him practice, even suggesting what phrasing he should use. The mysterious Trigla Mountains were supposed to be haunted by Elder Magic and they were not too far east of distant Veletta. When he asked why Veletta, she had explained that he looked like the people from that city.
“I wandered around for a couple of days, looking for food and water,” Alex continued. “Then I heard the sounds of battle nearby. When I reached the top of a nearby hill, I saw a scene of carnage before me. Then I saw those two grey giants fighting the Fire Elf. I had never seen a Rockskin, thinking they were only legend! But here they were. So I ran down to help. I thought I was strong, but those Rockskins make me look weak by comparison! Fortunately, we prevailed.”
The sergeant took in their dusty and bedraggled appearance, their cuts and bruises and Alex’s blood splattered clothes. He shook his head and said, “It sounds like some fantastic tale told by a traveling bard! Hargs and Rockskins this far south... and in the Empty Lands no less! Strange tidings indeed.” He rubbed his chin, lost in thought for a moment, considering the implications.
“I can offer you food and water,” the sergeant said, “and a place to sleep tonight.”
“Thank you, sergeant,” Taiya replied, “but we must push on to Arras. I must tell Caravan Master Jonah about what has happened. He will spread the word among the merchants so they may be alert for Harg patrols.”
“You will not make it before the gates are closed for the night!” the sergeant protested.
“True, but in the morning, we will be that much closer,” Taiya said with a wry smile. “It will certainly be good to sleep in civilized land instead of the Empty Lands tonight!” she added.
“Very well,” the sergeant nodded. “When the daily messenger rides out tomorrow from the town garrison, I will send back word to Commander Geryan about your battle. No doubt he will want to question you.”
Taiya nodded and then climbed back in to the make shift harness. She pointed to a path which led to the southeast. Alex started in that direction at a slow jog, covering about 5 or 6 feet in a stride. The soldiers watched them go until they disappeared over a distant rise.
“I don’t think they can see us anymore,” Taiya said. 
Wordlessly, Alex increased his speed to a run. In the dim twilight, Alex noticed a few farms off some side paths. The farms increased in frequency and size as they traveled closer to Arras.
As night fell, Alex slowed to a walk for safety. “I’m guessing that we won’t make it to Arras before they close the gate,” he said.
“No,” she replied. “They would only open it in direst emergency, not for two ragged travelers.”
After a couple of hours, Alex could see the vague shape of a town in the distance. Torches illuminated the walls. The path they were following joined a wide dirt road coming from the south where it turned eastward towards Arras.
Alex stumbled as he felt a strange sensation come over his body. It felt like a wave of warmth passed from his head to his toes and back again. He heard Taiya gasp in surprise.
“Did you feel that?” he asked. He noticed that she felt heavier.
“Yes,” she replied. “I think that means our three days of strength are finished and now comes the three days of weakness.” Alex grunted in response and continued towards Arras.
After a few minutes, he stopped and said, “Taiya, I can’t carry you anymore.”
“Huh?” she replied. "Sorry, I was half falling asleep!” He knelt so she could climb off his back.
They struggled walking the last few hundred yards to the city gate, holding each other up for the last few feet. They reached the gate and collapsed against it. They sat down in the dirt, resting their backs against the massive wooden doors.
“I don’t think I can stay awake much longer,” Alex said softly.
“We will be safe here in the gateway,” Taiya replied after a yawn. “The guards will no doubt wake us in the morning, when they open the gate.”
“Hmmm,” Alex muttered and fell into a deep sleep.







  
  Chapter thirteen



Alex sat up, sputtering, disoriented. Someone had splashed water in his face. Taiya was sitting next to him, spitting out water. A group of soldiers were standing around them, laughing.
A green ribboned sergeant yelled at them, “Wake up you two! You’re blocking the gate!”
Alex looked around in confusion. A couple of farmers had their ox carts lined up, waiting to pass through the gate. Alex was so tired, he just wanted to lay back down in the road and sleep. The sergeant motioned his men and four of them grabbed them by the arms and hoisted them to their feet. 
“What is your business in Arras?” The sergeant barked at them, frowning as he noticed the dried blood on Alex’s clothes.
Taiya shook her head, trying to focus. “We must tell the Caravan Master... Zemak was ambushed. Only we survived the battle.”
“What! Old Zemak is dead! Bandit bastards!” the sergeant angrily said. They were too tired to correct him and tell him about the Harg’s. The sergeant looked closely at the Elf and said, “You’re the Flame Dancer.”
The sergeant looked at the soldiers holding them upright and said, “Help them to the Guildhouse. I’m sure Master Jonah will be able to patch them up.”
“Is this your club?” one of the soldiers asked.
“Yes,” mumbled Alex. The soldier grabbed it by the handle and dragged it along.
Fortunately, the Guildhouse was only a short walk from the main gate. It was a large two-story building made of stone and wood. Next to it was a building that looked like a stable.
“Fetch Master Jonah!” one of the soldiers commanded to a woman who was exiting the building, a sheaf of papers in her hands. 
She jumped, startled. She looked at their little group for a moment and then hurried back inside. Alex started slumping forward, falling asleep again. The soldiers noticed and shook him awake.
A broad chested older man wearing a short, gold trimmed cape around his shoulders came out of the building. He was followed by a few more men and women. His skin had a greenish hue to it and his head was bald except for a white ponytail at the top. He had long canine teeth. Alex thought the man looked almost like a burly green vampire. He paused a few feet away and surveyed them, fists on his hips.
“Taiya!” he said as he recognized her, “what happened?”
“Ambush,” she said softly, and her head slumped as she fell asleep again.
“Get them inside,” the Guild Master ordered, and his companions took them from the soldiers. Alex passed out as they entered the building.







  
  Chapter fourteen



Alex woke up and stretched his arms. He was on a bed in a narrow room. Maybe cubicle would be a better word as the room was roofless. Alex could see a wooden roof maybe 15 to 20 feet above and short, wide windows letting in sunlight. The doorway to his room had a blanket or curtain covering it. There was a small wooden table next to his bed and a small chair. Tucked in the corner was a plain wooden chest that looked like it could be a storage container.
Alex sat up and realized that he was naked underneath the sheet that was covering him. He heard a woman’s voice outside of the room. A moment later, a stout, grey haired woman in a brown dress came through the curtain. She was carrying his freshly cleaned and folded clothes.
“Ah, you’re awake lad! You slept like the dead all day yesterday,” she said with a warm smile. “I washed your clothes for you.”
“Thank you very much, ma’am,” Alex said, adding, “where am I?”
“Why, in the Guildhouse in Arras, of course!” she said as she laid his clothes on the table. She looked at him with some concern. “The healer said you had been whacked in the back of the head recently... do you feel all right?”
“I think so... the last few days have been crazy,” he said with a wry smile.
“I’m sure,” she said. “You’ll be wanting a bath before dressing. Give me a moment.” The woman left the room.  A few minutes later she returned with a towel. “Follow me,” she said.
Alex hesitated and said, “Uh.. I’m naked under the sheet.”
“No need for modesty young man,” she said with a laugh, “who do you think took your clothes off in the first place?” 
She tossed him the towel and dutifully turned away as he got out of bed and wrapped the towel around his waist.
Alex followed her out into a large room. The room was divided into maybe 40 of the small cubicles along a roofless hallway. To his right was a large fireplace. To his left he could see a couple of open doorways where the cubicles ended.
“Where is Taiya?” Alex asked the woman as he followed her down the hallway.
“The Elf?” she said and paused at one of the cubicles, moving the curtain aside. Alex peeked in and saw Taiya sleeping soundly on the bed. He could hear her snoring softly. 
“Hopefully she will wake soon,” the woman said. "The healer didn’t think there was anything seriously wrong with her. Just exhaustion.” 
Alex remembered what Taiya had said about needing to rest for three days after being boosted. She would probably be asleep for today and tomorrow as well. But why did he wake up after only one day, he wondered?
“Thank you,” Alex nodded, and they continued through one of the open doorways. 
The room was some sort of bath house with three wooden bathtubs on a slightly raised platform. Alex froze in surprise as a woman sat upright in the middle tub. Her skin was a light green color.  Her head was mostly bald except for the top where her long wet hair was swept back from. The soapy water wasn’t quite high enough to cover her pert breasts. 
“I’m, I'm sorry,” Alex stammered, “I’ll come back when you're finished!” 
The woman in the tub tilted her head and looked at him quizzically as he started to turn away. The old woman took a hold of his arm and stopped him. 
“It seems our visitor is a modest country lad, Oldova!” she said with a chuckle. 
The green woman in the tub grinned and said, “Get in one of the tubs. Don't worry, Orc women don’t usually bite!”
The old woman led Alex to one of the empty tubs. There were small tables next to each tub with soap and a wooden handled brush. 
“From what I saw, he has no need to be modest, if you know what I mean, Oldova,” she said with a wink. 
The Orc leaned forward with a big smile and said, “Really!” 
Alex felt himself blush and this made the women laugh. With no other option, Alex took off his towel and climbed into the tub. 
“Indeed, no need for you to be modest, stranger,” Oldova said with a wicked smile.
“When you are finished and dressed, come to the kitchen and I will give you some food,” the older woman said and left the room. Alex grabbed the soap and brush and started washing his body.
“What’s your story, stranger?” Oldova asked. 
Alex looked at the Orc. Her arms were lifted as she washed her ponytail. Her soapy breasts were lifted out of the water, jiggling as she worked on her hair. Alex forced himself to concentrate on her face. She was very pretty with high cheekbones, dark eyes, and angular features.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“Uncle Jonah said that you were travelling with the Flame Dancer,” Oldova replied.
“Uncle Jonah?” Alex asked.
Oldova looked at him pointedly, “The Caravan Master of this Guildhouse.”
Alex frowned, trying to remember and then said, “Yes, the big guy with the white hair and the fancy cloak. Sorry, the last few days are a blur.”
Oldova splashed some water at him and with a laugh, “It’s not a cloak, it's his cape of office!”
“My apologies,” Alex said with a smile. Oldova raised her eyebrows at him.
“Right, my story,” he said. He proceeded to tell Oldova the same version of the story he had told the sergeant at the watch tower.
“You just charged at Rockskins? What weapons did you have?” she asked incredulously.
“Just my fists at first... but I was able to grab a club eventually,” Alex replied.
“Ha! A fine yarn you are spinning for my amusement!” and she splashed water at him again.
Alex frowned for a moment and then said, “Did I mention that I am a Strongman?”
“Let me know when you are ready to tell the truth!” she said with a frown as she stood up in the tub. 
Alex couldn’t take his eyes off of her fit body, mesmerized as the water ran down over her smooth green skin. The Orc wrapped her towel around her body and strode off without another word.
Alex watched her go and for a moment wondered if maybe he was going crazy. Was he really just sitting in a bathtub, next to an incredible Orc girl... who was naked in the tub next to his? 
It seemed that nudity was no big deal here. Alex shook his head and continued his bath. It felt wonderful to be able to relax in a tub filled with warm water.
After he had finished drying off and getting dressed, Alex made his way to the kitchen. There were a couple of sturdy wooden tables with benches on one side of the room. The older woman was at the other side of the room where there was a large stove with a large steaming pot on top. The old woman smiled when she saw Alex. She motioned Alex to sit on one of the benches and in a moment brought him a bowl of some kind of stew and a cup of water.
“What is your name, ma’am,” Alex asked.
“Margot, lad,” she said. 
“I just want to thank you for your generosity,” Alex said.
“Ha!” Margot laughed. “No generosity about it. I’m sure Master Jonah will have you work off your stay. There are no almshouses in Arras. Everyone earns their keep here. Now eat.”
Alex nodded and turned to his stew. It was tasty with what he assumed were carrots and potatoes along with some bits of a light-colored meat. He didn’t realize how hungry he was until he had started eating. He was finishing his second bowl when he saw Oldova standing in the doorway, arms crossed, watching him.
She looked incredible. She was wearing tight black leggings with knee high leather boots. Her top was some kind of short sleeved, grey half shirt. A sheathed knife was strapped to each of her thighs.
“Master Jonah wants to see you when you are done.” she said. 
No smile, all business. Alex just nodded and finished his stew. As he took a last sip of water, Oldova sat down across the table from him.
She rested her right elbow on the table, pointing her arm towards him. Alex looked at her in confusion. 
“Strongman, huh?” she said with a look of determination in her eye. 
He was confused for a moment and then it dawned on him that she wanted to arm wrestle him! Alex rested his elbow on the table and joined his hand in hers. 
“Ready?” she asked. Alex nodded. She began to count, “One, two, three, go!” Alex could feel her effort, but she couldn’t even budge him an inch. She paused a moment and redoubled her efforts. He could see little beads of perspiration on her forehead.
Alex started to slowly push her hand down. He probably could have slammed her hand to the table, but he didn’t want to hurt her. When her knuckles touched the table, he stopped and released her hand.
“By the sacred mountain, you are a Strongman!” Oldova said in surprise. She regained her composure and stood up. “Come, Master Jonah is waiting,” she said and walked towards the door.
As Alex stood up, he noticed Margot watching him and laughing softly. He gave her a quick smile and a wink and then hurried after Oldova.







  
  Chapter fifteen



Caravan Master Jonah was seated at a long table in his office. There were neat piles of papers, a quill and ink bottle and a couple of lamps on the table. Master Jonah looked up from a paper he was examining. 
“Ah, our visitor has finally woken up,” he said then he looked at Oldova and asked, “Taiya?”
“Still sound asleep,” she replied, and Jonah nodded.
“What is your name?” he asked.
“Alex,” he replied omitting his last name as those he had met here had only used one name.
“Alex,” the Orc repeated. “I am Caravan Master Jonah of the Arras Guildhouse.” 
Alex made a short bow in what he hoped would be considered a sign of respect.
“So, how did you wind up with Taiya? You weren’t one of the guards hired by Zemak,” he asked Alex. 
For the third time, Alex told his “story” as Master Jonah listened attentively.
“How did you attack the Rockskins? What weapons did you have?” the Caravan Master asked with a frown.
“He’s a Strongman!” Oldova blurted out before Alex could say anything. 
Jonah looked at Alex and then at Oldova, who nodded. Master Jonah looked Alex up and down with a puzzled expression on his face. Then he cleared some space on the table, stood up and rested his elbow on the table. He offered his hand and waited for Alex expectantly.
Alex shrugged and leaned forward, placing his elbow on the table. For an older man, the Orc was powerfully built with strong wide shoulders, easily outweighing Alex. They locked hands and Alex nodded. 
Oldova began the count, “One, two, three, go!”. As before, Alex let the Orc struggle for a few moments before slowly bending his arm back to the table.
“By the sacred mountain, you are a Strongman!” the Caravan Master said in surprise.
“That’s what I said when I arm wrestled him!” Oldova said with a laugh, clapping her hands in delight.
“Why is that so surprising?” Alex asked with a frown.
“Oh, ah,” Jonah said with an embarrassed look, “It’s just that I always pictured a Strongman to be built, ah, bigger! No offense, of course. Strongmen are quite rare. Most folks have only heard of them in a bard’s tale.”
“No offense taken,” Alex said with a grin. Master Jonah nodded.
“So, what are your plans, Alex? It is quite the long journey back to Veletta,” the Orc asked.
“I don’t know. I have no close family back home,” he replied. Which was the truth, Alex thought. His parents were killed in a car accident soon after he had enlisted in the army. He had no siblings. He had an uncle in Argentina, but he had only met him once, as a child, and didn’t really remember him.
“To be honest, Master Jonah, I am a stranger in a strange land. I have no money. I am not sure what I will do,” Alex said, with a shrug of his shoulders.
The Caravan Master walked over to a large wooden chest and opened it. He took out the back pack Taiya had carried, the harness he had used and also his club, which he rested on the floor next to the chest.
“For security reasons, I took your club and examined the backpack. I lost a dozen guards and a good customer in Zemak. I hope you understand my caution.”
“Of course,” Alex nodded. 
Master Jonah took out the dagger. “Yours?” he asked. 
“Taiya grabbed that in case we needed a knife,” Alex said. 
The Orc returned it to the pack. Then he took out the two coin purses and said, “You have some money.”
“Taiya found those after the fight.”
“We will wait till she awakens. I’m sure she will share with you,” the Caravan Master said and put them in the pack again. “What is this?” he asked as he held up the harness.
“I cut up one of the back packs and used it to make a harness to carry Taiya. I can jog using very long strides, even with her on my back. That way we were able to cover more ground. Hopefully I won’t need that again.” 
“You are resourceful. Good,” said Master Jonah and tossed the harness into a corner.
“If you are interested, I can offer you a job as a Caravan Guard. Having just lost twelve men, I could certainly use some more help. And, as a Strongman, you would be paid double the rate that the Guilds pay regular guards for protection.”
“Thank you,” Alex replied. “Can I wait for Taiya to wake up before I decide?”
“Of course,” Master Jonah replied and then he picked up Alex's club with two hands and gave it to him. “Damn thing is heavy. Try not to break anything or anyone around here.”
“Oldova, show Alex around the Guildhouse,” he dismissed them with a wave of his hand and went back to his paperwork.
Oldova led him out of the office and through the Great Hall of the Guildhouse. There were a few well-dressed men and women seated at some of the tables eating food. Along one wall was a long bar.
“The Great Hall is for the Merchants and the fancy folk,” Oldova said as they exited from a side door into the large courtyard. 
She pointed out the stable and the animal pens. There was a large, two-story building to one side. Oldova explained that it was a warehouse for the goods that came and went through Arras. 
She led Alex back to the building where his room was. It was called the bunkhouse and it housed the Caravan guards between trips. Next door were quarters for the servants of the Guildhouse. They peeked in at Taiya, but she was still sound asleep.
“That’s the tour of the Merchant Guildhouse of Arras. I’m going to grab some lunch,” she said.
“I’m not hungry,” Alex said. “I’d like to explore the town, if that’s okay.”
“Sure but leave that club in your room. It will attract too much attention from the guards,” Oldova said with a laugh. “You won’t need it here anyway. Arras is probably the safest town I’ve ever been in.”
“Really?” Alex asked.
“Yes. It helps that it's pretty out of the way here next to the Empty Lands. To the north are the Lawless Lands, so not much comes through that direction. Arras is pretty quiet, and the town council pays plenty of guards to keep it that way. As far as I can tell, even the Thieves Guild doesn’t have a base here.”
They put his club away and then she showed him the main street which came through the main gate. She nodded towards the town center.
“The market is just down the street. If you don’t get drunk and don’t pick any fights, the guards won’t bother you and you should be fine,” she said in a serious tone of voice.
Alex laughed, “I will be fine... I don’t even have any money to buy a drink, remember?”
Oldova just shook her head and headed back towards the bunkhouse. Alex headed towards the market, eager to explore the town.







  
  Chapter sixteen



The market reminded Alex of the bazaars and souks that he had seen in the Middle East and Central Asia. The shoppers were mostly women, some with children along. The market was full of sounds as merchants hawked their wares and haggled with customers over prices.
The first few stalls Alex passed were produce stands along with a few sellers of breads and pastries. A butcher had some dressed carcasses displayed. Alex thought the larger ones looked like goats and the smaller ones might be rabbits. There were also live chickens in a cage for sale.
The next area had cloth vendors and an Elven leather worker. An Orc blacksmith had knives and tools on display. Alex passed merchants selling wood and what might have been coal or charcoal. There were a couple of vendors selling oil and a woman who had salt and spices.
Next were merchants with wool for sale and a few selling jewelries. Another merchant had a line of customers. Alex couldn’t see what the merchant was selling so he asked one of the women in line.
“Willak sells nuts and dried fruits from distant lands. He only visits Arras once every few months and people are eager to buy his wares in case he runs out of some items,” the woman replied. 
Alex thanked her and continued on.
The last section of the market had a wine merchant and some sellers of clothes and shoes. There was a man selling kebabs that he was grilling on a metal grate over a small fire pit and a pretty woman selling beer in wooden mugs. Another woman had bowls of some kind of soup for sale and there was another baker there with bread and pastries. 
There were a few crude wooden tables and benches where customers could sit and eat. Alex smiled... It was like a medieval food court! The food smelled great, but Alex wasn’t hungry, and he had no money. He left the market and started exploring other parts of the town. He noticed a few guards patrolling the streets. Most were men, but a few of the guards were women.
Near the market were some other merchants housed in various sized buildings. Alex passed a tailor, a shoemaker and a fletcher's shop. The buildings and houses were built of various combinations of stone and wood. Alex turned down a side street that seemed to have a number of people. 
The first building had a wooden sign featuring a painting of a frothy mug of beer with some words underneath that Alex couldn’t read. Suddenly, Alex felt a quick flash of pain in his head and his vision blurred for a moment. He felt a faint tingling sensation in his right wrist. 
As his eyes focused again, he happened to glance at the sign. He could read the words! It said, “The Happy Mug”. Some kind of “magic” again, he thought. Mythical creatures, boosted sex, a Flame Dancer... Alex wondered what his next surprise was going to be as he continued walking.
This street featured some pubs and a few two-story buildings that were small inns with rooms for rent. Alex peeked inside one of the pubs. There was a bar along one side of the room, a large fireplace along the back and a few round tables with chairs. Two Orcs were sitting at the bar and there were a few men and women sitting at the tables eating food. Alex looked inside the next pub and it seemed very similar.
He wandered around, exploring the town for the next couple of hours. Many of the areas were residential, with tidy, well-kept homes. Alex passed a few larger buildings, but he wasn’t sure what they were. Maybe a school or temple or government buildings, he wondered.
One section of town had a number of larger, two-story homes. Alex noticed that there were a number of servants bustling about and he passed a few well-dressed men and women. They looked at Alex in his somewhat strange attire of jeans and a T-shirt with a frown as they passed. This must be where the fancy people lived, he realized.
There was a two-story building with a sign that said, “The Golden Bowl.” A well-dressed couple had just exited, so Alex opened the intricately carved wooden door and peaked inside. The layout was similar to the other pubs he had peaked in... except everything seemed more polished. Even the wooden floors had a warm lustrous glow and the metal bits of trim around the room were shiny brass instead of dull iron. Pretty music was coming from a woman softly strumming a harp by the fireplace.
Alex noticed that the bartender and the two women at the nearest table were frowning at him. Alex nodded and quickly closed the door. I guess I don’t look like I belong there, Alex thought and laughed softly to himself.
Alex found himself walking next to a section of the town wall. The wall was maybe twenty-five feet high with a wooden staircase leading to the top. The wall was bordered by a wide street. A soldier was walking down the steps.
“Excuse me, is it okay if I go up to the top of the wall?” Alex asked the soldier as she neared. The soldier seemed surprised by the question. 
“Of course. Just don’t fall off,” the soldier replied and then continued on her way.
Alex climbed the steps and soon was on top. There was an 8-foot-wide walkway on the wall, bordered by a low wall to the outside. The outer wall had archer notches every 4 or 5 feet. The town walls formed a simple rectangle with a stout guard tower in each corner. There was one gate in the north wall and one in the south wall, each flanked by slender guard towers.
Surveying the town, Alex guessed that there were probably only a couple of thousand people housed here. To the south, the land rose in gentle hills. He could make out a number of farms in that direction. Eastward, Alex could see more farms. Westward, towards the Empty Lands, there were only a few farms. Looking northward, Alex was surprised that he didn’t see any farms. 
He wondered why that was. The ground to the north was fairly flat. It was open grassland except for an occasional tree. Alex shaded his eyes from the late afternoon sun. In the distance he could see what looked like more trees or maybe a forest.
Alex heard a voice behind him. He turned around to look, but there was no one there. Puzzled, he looked around. There were a few soldiers on the walls, but none were anywhere near him. He heard the voice again. He checked the nearby steps, but the steps and street below were empty.
Alex wondered if it might be a ghost. After all the strange things he had seen, nothing should surprise him anymore. Again, he heard the voice. Alex walked over to the outer wall and peered over. He had found his ghost.
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The voice was coming from a young woman pacing back and forth near the town wall. Every so often she would pause and talk softly to herself. Alex couldn’t make out what she was saying. Curious, he rested his forearms on the wall and watched her.
She was wearing a long, straight black skirt with ankle high boots. The skirt had slits up both sides which allowed her to walk easily. She was wearing a white shirt and she wore her long, light brown hair in a braid.
After about ten minutes, the girl started walking towards the north gate, muttering to herself. Alex watched her disappear through the gate, so he walked to the inner edge of the wall and looked down the street. In a minute he saw her walking in his direction. She had taken hold of her braid with one hand and was twisting and untwisting it. She looked agitated, Alex thought.
The young woman started coming up the steps near Alex's position. She seemed to be about his age with an oval face and high forehead. She had a pleasant flare to her hips and the skirt's slits showed off her strong legs as she made her way up the steps. She was looking down and didn’t even notice Alex as she turned onto the wall. She started pacing back and forth, muttering to herself again.
Alex wondered if maybe she was crazy. He watched her for a minute and when she had turned and started walking back towards his direction he said, “Hello.”
The girl jumped, startled by his presence. Her hazel eyes looked at him in confusion and she asked, “Where did you come from?”
Alex laughed and said, “I’ve been standing up here for a little bit. I saw you at the bottom of the wall, walking around. Then, to my surprise, you came up here. You walked right past me without even seeing me standing here.”
“Don’t you have anything better to do than spy on people?” she said with an angry frown.
Alex only replied with a smile. The girl’s face relaxed and she gave him a wry smile back.
“Sorry, I shouldn’t have snapped at you. It’s just I’m a little agitated at the moment,” she said by way of apology.
“I am Lariza, wandering minstrel, aspiring bard and at the moment, failed poet.” She gave him a bow with a flourish of her hand.
“Alex, stranger in a strange land,” he smiled and bowed as well.
Lariza tilted her head and looked Alex up and down. “Some kind of simple shirt, leggings of what looks like a coarse blue fabric. Boots of a style I have never seen before. Green eyes...” she muttered to herself. She considered for a moment and said, “Velettan?”
“Uh, near there,” Alex replied.
“What are you doing so far from home?”
“That, Lariza, is a long story,” he said with a laugh.
“Well, unfortunately, I don’t have time for your story. I’m working on my “story” and I have been stuck on it for the last two days!” she said in frustration.
“What do you mean?” Alex asked in confusion.
“I’m writing an epic poem so I can present it at the annual summer festival at the Bard’s College in Seaholm. Minstrels who have finished their three-year apprenticeship can perform an original work that they have composed. If the poem is deemed worthy, they are promoted to the rank of bard,” she explained.
“What exactly is a minstrel?” asked Alex.
“You’re joking!” Lariza said, placing her fists on her hips.
“I think I know what you meant when you said “bard”, I’m just not sure what a minstrel is,” Alex said with a shrug of his shoulders.
“You must really be a country boy!” Lariza said with a little laugh.
“I’m not just a stranger in a strange land, I’m a simple man in a complicated world,” he said with a smile.
“Oohh, I like that... I might have to use it in one of my poems!”
“Of course,” Alex replied with a laugh. “So, what is a minstrel?”
“A minstrel performs by reciting epic poetry, sometimes playing an instrument as well. We enthrall our audiences with tales of daring do, tales of adventure and tales of love. We transport our audiences to faraway lands with epic tales of heroes of old and legendary stories from the half-forgotten ages of Ktor!” Lariza had raised her right arm as she spoke, lending a theatrical air to her presentation.
Alex clapped his hands in appreciation, making her smile. He said, “Earlier, I peeked inside the Golden Bowl Inn and saw a minstrel performing there.”
Lariza’s smile quickly turned to a frown, and she placed her hand on her chest and said, “Ana! That woman is a mere musician, I am a minstrel!”
Alex placed his hand on his chest and said with a bow, “forgive me, dear lady.” 
Lariza laughed, “It is I who should apologize. I have been so stressed, trying to finish this poem.”
“It’s okay. What is the poem about?”
Lariza proceeded to tell him about Rafel, a prince from Isere, one of the twin cities. She explained that the twin cities, Isere and Charette, were near each other in what is now called the Lawless Lands. The cities were ruled by different branches of the same noble family. They eventually became rivals and then enemies. 
In what became known as the War of the Brothers, the cities waged a bloody war for around thirty years. Eventually, the soldiers of Charette sacked and burned Isere. But they had left their city unprotected and a group of bandit gangs breached Charette, looting and burning the city. Any survivors from the twin cities fled and the once rich lands were abandoned.
This was about two hundred years ago, she explained. Now, only bandits and fugitives live there. Hence, it became known as the Lawless Lands.
Prince Rafel lived about 50 years before the War of the Brothers. It was a time when Isere would send raiding parties against other cities and towns like Arras. There was no love lost between Arras and Isere. One day, to gain the King’s favor, Rafel hit upon a bold plan and decided to disguise himself as a travelling merchant. He entered Arras and he began to study their defenses. If he could find a way to break the city open, he would be a hero in Isere.
He set up a stall in the market as a wool seller. It is then that he met Josanna, the beautiful daughter of the richest member of the town council that governed Arras. They both were smitten with each other as Rafel was an exceedingly handsome young man. Rafel returned many times to Arras and Josanna fell in love with him even though he was only a poor wool merchant. 
It was then that Rafel revealed his identity as a Prince of Isere. She promised to run away with him. One night, under the cover of a rainstorm, Rafel scaled the city wall in this very spot. He stole away Josanna from her father’s house and they climbed down to where his horse was waiting. 
But the Guards saw them climbing over the wall. The alarm was sounded. As the couple started galloping away, the archers on the wall let loose a volley of arrows. An unlucky arrow pierced Rafel in the back and the wicked barb passed through his body and into Josanna’s heart as she clung to him. The lover’s fell to the ground and died in each other's arms, joined by the arrow that had ended their lives, just as they were about to begin a new life.
“That’s an amazing story you just told!” Alex said with genuine enthusiasm.
“Thank you!” Lariza smiled, beaming at his approval.
“Now if I can just finish writing it as an epic poem.” she added.
“I’m sure you can do it,” he added encouragingly.
Lariza heard his stomach growl and laughed. She looked at the sun setting in the west. “I suppose it’s about dinner time. Care to join me for a meal and a mug of ale? I’m staying at the Prancing Mare Inn,” she asked.
Alex made a face and said, “Unfortunately, I have no money at the moment. I’m staying at the Guildhouse. Master Jonah offered me a job as a caravan guard. I think I will accept his offer so I can earn some money.”
Lariza shook her head with a wry smile and said, “Why do I always get the audiences that have no money to spend! No matter, I have enough coin for both of us.”
“Are you sure?” Alex asked. 
“Yes, I’ve been here a week and the only person I really talk to is Ana, the harpist at the Golden Bowl. She knows some of the old stories of Arras and the twin cities. It will be nice to have some company for dinner.”
“Thank you,” said Alex and then he followed her down to the street.
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The Prancing Mare Inn was a modest but clean establishment. They sat at an empty table in the corner. Lariza ordered and the serving girl brought them each a wooden mug of ale. 
Alex asked her how she had decided on a subject for her epic poem. Lariza explained that the Bard’s College had a large collection of historical archives. She was looking through papers about the twin cities and the Lawless Lands when she stumbled across a reference to Prince Rafel and Josanna. The archives didn’t have much information, but she was sure that their story could make an entertaining tale of tragic love. Lariza had traveled to Arras hoping to find more details about their story.
The serving girl arrived with their meal. There were two loaves of warm bread, some hard cheese and a plate with a small roasted chicken and some boiled potatoes, which they shared. As they finished the food, Lariza ordered another round of ale.
“So, Alex, your turn. What brings you to Arras, without a coin to your name,” she asked him.
Alex took a sip of his ale. He proceeded to tell her the same story that he had been telling everyone else. Which, for the most part, was truthful. It seemed that the Trigla mountains were far enough away to be semi mythical to people in this part of Ktor. Omitting the part about being Elder Touched was also probably a smart idea from what Taiya had said.
As Alex told his story, he could see from Lariza’s expression, that she didn’t believe him. He finished his story and took a swallow of ale.
“Oh, come on now, you must think me a fool to believe a fantastic tale like that!” she said. Her eyes narrowed, “Wait! Are you a minstrel too... are you making fun of me!”
“What? No!” Alex said in confusion.
“You expect me to believe you were magically transported to the Empty Lands? And then you almost single handedly defeated Rockskins. What, did you have a magic sword along as well?”  Lariza scoffed and took a long swig from her mug.
“I’m a Strongman,” Alex whispered.
Lariza choked on her drink and wound up spraying it in Alex’s face as she said “What!” loudly. Some of the other customers were looking at them.
“Ssshhhh!” Alex said as he grabbed his cloth napkin and wiped the ale off his face.
“Sorry,” Lariza whispered with an embarrassed look on her face.
“Why does no one believe me when I say that I am a Strongman?” Alex asked with a frown.
She looked at him deeply. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Alex nodded.
“It’s just quite the story, you must admit?” she said. “I apologize,” she added and reached out to touch his hand. 
She jerked her hand away and Alex flinched in surprise as they both experienced a small jolt of energy. The shock wasn’t as intense as when Taiya had touched him the first time. She must have some Power, Alex realized.
“Ouch!” he said, “first you call me a liar and now you shocked me.” 
He hoped she would think that she was the cause of the jolt. Lariza looked at him in confusion.
“That was strange,” she said after a few moments. “My brother would rub his stockinged feet on our carpet when we were little. When he touched me, he would give me a shock like that. Sorry, again.”
She slowly reached out her hand and laid it on his hand. There was no shock this time. Instead, there was a gentle energy and a heightened awareness of her presence. The sexual tension was there as well. This time it was more subtle than what he had felt with the Flame Dancer. He could tell by the surprised look in her eyes that she felt it too. She abruptly let go of his hand. They both took a long drink from their mugs.
They sat in awkward silence for a few minutes, until the serving girl checked on them. Lariza ordered another round of ale. As the serving girl dropped off their drinks, she told Lariza that a couple of musicians were about to set up behind her and she should move her chair around to his side of the table. Lariza’s face lit up with excitement and she quickly moved her chair next to Alex.
As she sat down, her knee leaned against Alex’s leg, causing a flow of sexual energy between them. She quickly moved her knee a few inches away from him. Alex quickly took a sip of his ale so she wouldn’t see his smile.
“Fiddle, lute and a pipe and tabor,” Lariza said as three men in colorful clothes readied themselves in front of the fireplace. “That’s a promising combination,” she added.
The musicians began playing a lively tune. Lariza smiled and nodded her head in time with the music. They played a variety of songs. Some were purely instrumental, and some had lyrics. The lyrics were about the everyday life of average folk, some humorous and some about love. Alex thought they sounded great.
They finished their ale and Lariza ordered yet another round. Her knee leaned against his leg again. This time she didn’t move it away. Alex looked at her and thought she really had pleasant features. She had lively eyes and a contagious smile. Lariza noticed that he was staring at her, and she blushed. Alex smiled and then they both started clapping along with the other patrons as the band played another lively ditty.
Alex was really enjoying himself. He was experiencing a strange feeling of being relaxed, yet at the same time sexually tense as a gentle flow of energy passed back and forth between him and Lariza. It was also the most beer he had ever drank! He was never a big partier and had never had more than a couple of drinks. He felt quite warm, and his senses felt a little “fuzzy”.
He probably should head back to the Guildhouse, before he was too drunk to find his way back. He should tell Lariza that he should leave, even though his body was telling him to stay. The musicians were playing a loud and rowdy song, so he leaned towards her so she could hear him over the noise. Just as he opened his mouth to speak, she turned her face towards him. 
For a moment they were face to face, almost touching. Then their mouths were joined in a deep, long kiss. The sexual energy swirled through their bodies, electrifying their passion. They pulled apart a little, breathing heavily and hearts racing. Lariza pulled him closer so she could whisper in his ear.
“Alex, stay with me tonight,” she said softly. 
The touch of her warm breath on his ear sent little shivers over his body. He looked into her eyes and nodded.
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Lariza’s room was on the second floor of the inn. There was a bed, a dresser and a small table with a chair. She turned down the lamp to a flicker and then wrapped her arms around his waist as shadows danced around the room. He bent his head and caught her mouth in a deep kiss. He could taste the ale on her lips as their tongues playfully danced with each other.
“Are you sure you want to be here Alex?” she whispered as they paused their kiss.
“Of course! Why would you ask such a thing?” he said with a frown.
“It's just... I don’t know. Men don’t pay much attention to me. Certainly not a handsome, young man like you. Ktor is filled with so many beautiful women. But I know I can’t compare to them,” she said with a sad little smile.
Alex gently took her face in his hands. He softly kissed her on each cheek. He thought she was pretty in her own cute way, and he was saddened that she didn’t realize it. 
“Listen to me Lariza,” he said softly, “I’m here because I want to be here. I’m here because I find you interesting. I’m here because I think you’re pretty and your smile makes me smile. I’m here because I am attracted to you. My body is on fire for you.” He took her hand and guided it to the bulge in his pants. 
“Can you feel how much I want you,” he whispered. Her eyes grew big as she felt his arousal. 
“Oh, Alex,” she said as she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him into another deep kiss.
Alex’s fingers found the buttons to her shirt. He slowly undid them and slid the shirt off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. He moved his hands down her back, cupping her butt cheeks. He pulled her closer so he could feel her pressed against the erection in his jeans. She gave a soft moan of desire.
Alex hooked his fingers into her skirt and slid it and her panties down over the flare of her hips. He let them go and they fell around her feet. Lariza broke off their kiss to reach a hand down to step out of the skirt and to take off her little boots. Alex trailed his eyes over her body. She was a solidly built girl with minimal breasts crowned with tight little nipples. Lariza’s flat stomach flared deliciously over generous hips. Strong thighs and calves completed the picture. She smiled happily, seeing the desire in his eyes.
He pulled her against him again, caressing her hips with his hands as he trailed little kisses from her earlobe, down her neck and her shoulder. She gasped with pleasure as he took one of her nipples in his mouth, gently biting her.
Alex paused to slide his T shirt off. Lariza started running her hands over his chest, then she trailed her fingers over his abs. 
“You should have taken your shirt off earlier, then I wouldn't have doubted that you were a Strongman,” she said with a little laugh.
Alex smiled and then he sat on the edge of the bed to take off his boots. He stood up again and undid his jeans, sliding them along with his boxers off. Lariza’s eyes were wide as she saw his erection in the flickering lamplight. 
“Can I touch you?” she asked softly as she stepped closer to him.
“Of course, silly,” he said, surprised at her question. 
Lariza reached down and wrapped her hands gently around his erection. She caressed him in fascination.
“Alex, I’m not very experienced, but I don’t think this is going to work,” she whispered, her eyes still fixated on his erection.
“What do you mean?” he asked in confusion.
“I’m embarrassed to say that I have only done this once before. As I said earlier, most men don’t pay much attention to me in that way. He was nowhere near as big as you. It barely fit and it was not a pleasant experience. As big as you are, there is no way you will fit inside me,” she said softly with a note of sadness in her voice.
Alex tilted her head towards him and kissed her softly. “Do you want me?” he asked. 
“Yes.”
“You will have to trust me on this, but the tightness and discomfort, happened because you were inexperienced. Lariza, I want you as much as you want me. Can you trust me when I say I will do my best to make it a pleasant experience for you?”
She thought about it for a moment and nodded. How could she say no, she thought, her body was on fire with desire for this man.
Alex picked her up easily and laid her on the bed. He lay down next to her and kissed her, running his free hand gently along her body. He caressed her smooth thighs, slowly working his hand towards the point where they joined. As his hand found her folds, she instinctively squeezed her legs together. Alex patiently waited, gently kissing her until she relaxed and slowly spread her thighs for him.
He moved his hand and slowly caressed her womanhood. Alex could feel how damp she already was. She probably didn’t realize the effect that the attraction between their two Powers was having on her body, he thought. Hell, he didn’t fully understand the sexual energy flowing through his own body.
His fingers began to tease her opening, gently spreading her a little bit and then withdrawing. His thumb found her nub and started moving in slow circles around it. Lariza let out a sigh and lifted her one knee up, inviting his fingers in deeper.
Alex slid one finger in slowly. He gently pulled it out and then back in. He repeated the motion a few times and then added a second finger, continuing the in and out motion. She was slick but very tight, so Alex started spreading his fingers after inserting them, slowly loosening her passage. 
“Your touch feels wonderful,” she said and sighed again.
Alex kissed her neck and then shifted his body so he could tease one of her nipples with his tongue. Then he trailed kisses down her stomach, shifting his body again so he could reach lower. His lips reached her pussy and her body jerked as he kissed her most intimate area.
“Alex... what are you doing!” Lariza said breathlessly.
Alex teased her opening with his tongue. He loved the taste of her wetness, the musky smell of her desire for him. He hooked his arms around her thighs, spreading her wide so he could properly taste and tease her.
He ran his tongue over the folds of her opening. She let out a soft moan as he worked his tongue inside of her. As he licked and kissed her, he slowly slid first one and then a second finger inside her.
She was incredibly wet and slowly relaxing her walls for him. He increased the tempo of his teasing. She started to wriggle her hips, and her breathing became heavy.
“Alex... Alex... What is happening...” she whispered.
Alex smiled to himself, and he increased the tempo even more. He could feel her start to convulse around his fingers. 
“Ohhh Alexxxx,” she softly moaned as her thighs spasmed and clamped around his head. He continued to lick and stroke her until her legs relaxed and slowly slid down to the bed as her orgasm faded away. Alex kissed his way back up her body until he captured her mouth in a long kiss. 
He reached down and positioned the head of his cock at her entrance. He teased her entrance, mixing the wetness of her orgasm with his own precum. Alex slowly pushed a little way into her. God, she was so tight he thought. He pulled back and then slowly pushed into her a little farther before retreating again.
Lariza broke off their kiss, breathing heavily. He pushed deeper into her. She grabbed his shoulders tightly and then shifted her hips, spreading her thighs wide to accept more of him.
Alex pulled back a little and then went deeper again. His hips began a slow rhythmic movement, back and forth as he worked his length into her. Lariza was biting her lower lip, the expression on her face alternating between pleasure and pain. 
“Are you all right?” he whispered as he paused his movements.
“Yes! I feel like I’m going to burst! Please, don’t stop... I want all of you, I need all of you!” she whispered breathlessly and slid her hands to his butt as she urged him deeper.
He started his rhythm again, forcing his way deeper. Alex struggled to control himself as his senses were on fire from the Power flowing between them. With a final thrust, he buried himself to the hilt inside of her snug channel as she gasped in surprise.
Alex paused his movements to give her a moment to adjust to his size as he fought the urge to pound his cock into her. Alex was breathing heavily, straining against the desire of his body for release. Lariza started to move her hips, exploring the feel of him so deep inside of her. Feeling her wiggle underneath him was driving him wild. He started to slowly stroke himself in and out of her passage. 
The sexual pressure was building to the point he could barely control himself as his strokes became deeper and faster. Lariza was panting as she matched him thrust for thrust.
“Yes, yes, yes, yes,” she whispered over and over again as he felt her muscles contract around him in another orgasm. 
His senses were on fire from the sexual energy as he felt the heat of her climax. He couldn’t control himself anymore as he plunged deeply into her one final time, gasping as waves of pleasure washed over him. He spent himself in her and then slid his body aside so he could lay next to her. They lay quietly for a while as they came down from their sexual high.
“That was incredible Alex,” Lariza said softly, “I finally understand what an orgasm is now.” 
Alex smiled and reached over to give her a little kiss. 
“Believe me, the pleasure was mutual,” he said and slid his arms around her. He lay there, enjoying the moment. Maybe it was the alcohol, maybe it was the sex, maybe the company, he wasn’t sure. Whatever it was, it was the first time he had felt relaxed in a long, long time.







  
  Chapter twenty



A few hours later, Alex realized that he had fallen asleep for a time. The early morning light was coming in through the small window in the wall. Lariza was sitting in the chair by the small table. She had some sheets of paper next to her and she was busy using a quill to write on another sheet. Alex smiled as he realized that she was naked.
As he admired her nude form, he thought back to the previous night's love making. It was definitely different than when he had had sex with Taiya. When he touched Taiya, the feeling was more extreme, his orgasm was more intense. 
When he touched Lariza, the feeling of sexual tension was subtle, his orgasm was a wave of heat instead of a flash of fire. He wondered if that had to do with the type of Power each woman possessed. Taiya had said the people could have different types of gifts.
He also wondered why he had fallen asleep earlier. The Elf had said that he would sleep for three days, but he had only slept for one. Taiya made it seem that Elemental Dancers were the strongest type of Power. He wondered if the boosting and sleep aftereffects depended on how Powerful the woman was.
“You’re up early,” he said to her. 
Lariza jumped as his voice startled her, breaking her concentration over her work. She turned to him and gave him a brilliant smile.
“I couldn’t sleep. I can’t explain it, but I am full of energy!” Lariza said excitedly. “The best part is that I’m not stuck on my Epic Poem anymore! The words are flowing out of me like a river!”
Alex smiled as she turned back to her work, continuing where she had left off. Her Power must have something to do with her poetry or music. He remembered how enthralled he was when she told him the story about Rafel and Josanna on the wall.
She wasn’t tired and Alex wondered if she would be energized for three days and then have to sleep three days like Taiya. He was still surprised that he had slept for a few hours after what was certainly “boosted” sex. He had only slept for a day instead of the three that Taiya had said would happen.  Maybe that had something to do with how his body would react to having “boosted” sex before a certain recovery time, he wondered.
Alex watched her work for a few minutes. She was so lost in her work that it looked like she had forgotten that he was even here! Alex got out of bed and cleared his throat. She jumped again, startled.
“Oh, sorry!” she said embarrassed, adding, “It’s just that I am afraid to stop working when the words are coming to me so easily. It’s like when the blacksmiths say to strike when the iron is hot!”
“It’s okay, I was enjoying watching you work in the nude,” he said with a smile.
Her eyes opened wide in surprise as she glanced at her naked body. 
“I hadn’t even realized!” she said with a laugh. 
She stood up and wrapped her arms around him, pressing her body against his. Alex felt a soft flow of energy between them.
“Part of me wants to push you back into bed so we can make love again,” she said with a wistful look in her eyes. “But.... I need to finish this poem if I hope to be raised to a bard.”
“I understand,” he said, and he kissed her forehead, afraid if he kissed her mouth, he would be the one throwing her into bed.
She hugged him tightly. “Thank you for last night! It was more amazing than I could have ever imagined. And making love to you was the inspiration I needed to find the words I needed for Rafel and Josanna's story!”
They both dressed quickly, and Lariza sat back down at the table, quickly lost in her work. Alex softly closed the door behind him and went down to the inn’s great room where a few people were eating breakfast. He slipped out the entrance and made his way back towards the Guildhouse.







  
  Chapter twenty-one



As Alex neared the Guildhouse, he saw a mounted group of horsemen by the entrance talking to Master Jonah. Oldova and a couple of servants were there as well. He counted 8 soldiers and one woman in regular clothes. Another soldier with his arm in a sling was leaning against the wall, holding the reins of two riderless horses. 
These soldiers wore different gear than the guards of Arras. They had shiny metal breastplates, and their helmets were more form fitting with cheek guards as well. Kite shaped shields were slung on their backs. The woman was wearing a tan robe over brown boots and leggings. She had long black hair tied back in a ponytail.
The riders took off at a canter towards the south gate before Alex could get a better look at them. One of the servants helped the wounded soldier into the Guildhouse while the other walked the horses around the building towards the stables. The Orcs noticed Alex and waited for him to reach them.
“I trust you enjoyed your stay at the Prancing Mare,” Master Jonah asked. 
Alex raised his eyebrows in surprise and said, “I see you are well informed about what happens in Arras.”
Oldova started laughing. “Master Jonah was concerned when you hadn’t returned by evening. He asked me to look for you. I told him that I found you enjoying yourself at the Prancing Mare. He wanted to know how that was possible if you had no coin. I told him you had befriended the little minstrel from Seaholm and that she was being quite free with her purse.”
“A resourceful man! The offer still stands. A resourceful man can go far with the Caravan Guards and the Guildhouses,” Master Jonah said enthusiastically.
“I am definitely considering it, Master Jonah,” Alex replied. “I would like to speak to Taiya about it first. Is she awake yet?”
“Not yet,” he said with a frown. “Commander Geryon would like to speak with you about your battle in the Empty Lands. Oldova will show you the way once you are ready.” The Orc turned and walked back to the building. Alex headed towards the bunkhouse, Oldova quickly catching up to him.
“So, you were spying on me? I didn’t see you there,” he said.
“That’s because you had one too many mugs and you only had eyes for the minstrel,” she said with a little laugh. 
“Jealous?” he said, stopping at the door to the bunkhouse and turning to see her reaction.
“Maybe a little, when I saw her take you upstairs. After all, I’ve seen that club you’re hiding in your pants. Did she enjoy the ride?” Oldova asked with a mischievous gleam in her eyes.
Alex blushed a little at her unexpected response and turned to enter the building. She laughed and followed.
Alex checked in on Taiya. She was still asleep, breathing evenly. If what she had told Alex was correct, she should awaken tomorrow.
“The healer checked on her earlier. Nothing seems to be wrong with her, probably just exhaustion,” Oldova said with a shrug.
Alex went to the kitchen, nodding to two servants heading out. Margot was there and she gave him a plate with some bread, fruit and a couple of hard-boiled eggs. Alex sat at a table and the Orc took a seat across from him. She had already eaten breakfast.
Alex asked her about the mounted soldiers. She said they were passing through Arras from Oktoban.
“They cut through the Lawless Lands and ran into some trouble,” she added.
“They seemed in a hurry,” he said. 
The Orc shrugged, obviously reluctant to say any more, so Alex didn’t ask any more questions. He had no idea where Oktoban was in relation to Arras. He wondered if Master Jonah had a map somewhere in his office.
Alex finished his breakfast and then Oldova walked with him to see Commander Geryon. His office was in one of the large buildings that Alex had noticed yesterday. There were a pair of guards at the building entrance who let them pass after Oldova explained their business. The commander's office was a large room on the second floor.
Commander Geryon was a trimly built, older man with grey hair. He stood up from his desk and thanked them for coming. He said that Master Jonah had given him a report of the attack on Zemak’s party, but he wanted to speak to Alex in person.
Alex told him the basic version of the story. The Commander had some good questions about the Rockskins and the Harg’s regarding their numbers, weapons and armament. 
Commander Geryon asked Alex if he would be interested in joining the Guardsmen of Arras. “We could certainly use a man of your strength. Especially if Rockskins are going to become a problem,” he added. 
Alex told him that he would consider it.
The Commander nodded and he thanked Alex again as they took their leave.
“What are your plans, Alex?” Oldova asked as they started walking back to the Guildhouse.
“What do you mean?”
“You’re far from home and you have no money. You have no job... though I suppose you could charm the ladies to support you like you did the minstrel!” she added with a mischievous laugh.
“Ha, Ha, very funny,” Alex said sarcastically. “So, what do you suggest I do, Miss Know-it-all?”
“Miss Know-it-all? I love it!” she said, laughing again. They were walking down the street with all the pubs and inns. “Let’s grab a mug and talk about your future!”
“You know I don’t have any money!” Alex said.
“You can buy me a beer when you finally get money,” she said with a dismissive wave. 
They were about to pass the Dancing Mare when Oldova stopped.
“We can stop here... Oh, wait, never mind. We don’t want your little friend to get jealous!” Oldova laughed and continued on down the street as Alex just shook his head. 
She led him to a large pub called “The Pig”. A sign by the door said, “Pit Fighting Every Evening”.
“The Mare is too fancy for my tastes. The Pig is more to my liking,” she said as they sat down at a table in the back. 
The pub had simple, sturdy furnishings. In the middle of the room, there was a shallow circle cut into the floor about 15 feet in diameter. Must be where the fighting takes place, he guessed.  Oldova bought them each a mug of beer.
“How does the pit fighting work here?” he asked.
“The usual for a small arena. Two fighters, no weapons. Winner gets 10 gold,” she said with a shrug.
“Ten gold? Maybe I should fight tonight,” Alex said, thinking out loud.
“They won’t let a freak fight anyone. Not fair. Heck, no one even wants to fight me anymore,’ she said with a smirk. Alex frowned, trying to imagine this beautiful woman in a bare-knuckled fight like you might see in a movie.
“Okay, so you got any other ideas, Miss Know-it-all?”
Oldova took a drink from her mug and then leaned back into her chair as she contemplated his situation. Alex took a sip from his beer and waited patiently. After a few minutes she focused her gaze on him and leaned forward.
“Okay, here are some options. One, you could take up Commander Geryan’s offer and work as a soldier in Arras. But they probably won’t pay you that much, even if you are a Strongman. And you will probably have to sign at least a one-year contract and be stuck here in the back end of nowhere guarding shepherds.
“Two, you could join a mercenary company. The pay is great when they have work, but they can have long stretches with no money coming in. I can’t think of any headquartered anywhere near here. So that is also a consideration.
“Three, you could join up with a group of adventurers. They, no doubt, would welcome your strength. The rewards can be great if they find some ancient treasure or lost temple to loot. It’s a very dangerous job with a strong chance of getting killed. The problem is finding a group. I can’t say that I have ever seen one in the few times I have been here in Arras.
“Four, you could be a freelance bounty hunter. You said you were hunting a dragonette when you were transported here, so I’m guessing you have experience. Again, the problem is location. Arras is not someplace where you find much in that way of work.
“Five, you could take my uncle’s offer and join up with the Caravan guards. The pay is decent for a freak. It can be dangerous work sometimes, but most trips are uneventful. There is no long-term commitment, you get paid after completing a trip. You could elect to work mainly on trips that take you in the general direction of home. That’s about all I can think of,” Oldova finished and took a long swallow of beer.
“From what I gathered, it sounds like Taiya works as a Caravan guard,” Alex said after a while.
“The Flame Dancer Elf? Yeah, I’ve seen her in some of the Guildhouse’s. I don’t really know her. Uncle said she usually works with us but sometimes she gets hired as a personal guard by people like Zemak,” Oldova explained.
“It sounds like the Caravan Guards might be my best option,” he said with a wry smile. 
Oldova nodded.
“I agree. It gets you decent pay compared to the danger involved. There is no long-term commitment. The Caravans connect all the major towns and cities of Ktor. You will be able to make your way towards any destination you choose, getting paid to travel instead of paying to get there,” she said in agreement. 
“Let’s go tell Master Jonah. You will need some gear. I’m sure he will give you an advance on your pay,” Oldova drained her mug and stood up. Alex quickly finished the rest of his beer and followed her out the door.
Alex heard a loud commotion coming from the main street of Arras. As they turned onto the road, Alex saw a large number of people, horses, wagons and a couple of carriages had gathered in front of the Guildhouse.
“The Caravan from Verbanna has arrived! Uncle Arban has made good time in getting here!” Oldova said with a smile.
“Uncle? Are you related to everyone in the Caravan Guards?” Alex asked in surprise.
Oldova laughed and said, “Oh no! Just those two. Master Jonah convinced his brother Arban to join him ages ago. Every other year, Uncle Arban visits our clan. He always had interesting stories to tell of all the different places he had seen. Two years ago, I left with him and joined the Caravan Guards.”
Oldova stopped and surveyed the controlled chaos in front of the Guildhouse. “Master Jonah will be busy for a little while overseeing the unloading of the Caravan. We might as well get lunch now before all the newcomers eat everything up!”
She led him around the back of some of the buildings, avoiding the crowd. Soon they were in the kitchen. Lunch was a spicy stew served with a side of bread. Margot and some helpers were busy prepping another pot of stew to accommodate the newcomers. They finished lunch just as a group of Caravan Guards started filing into the room. 
“Master Jonah should be done soon, let’s go find him,” she said and headed out the door with Alex following close behind.







  
  Chapter twenty-two



Master Jonah was near the warehouses talking with one of his assistants. They were examining some large barrels that had been recently unloaded from the wagons. The Caravan Master said something to the assistant who hurried off towards the main building.
“Master Jonah,” Oldova called out, “Alex has decided to give the Caravan Guards a try!”
“Excellent,” replied Master Jonah. “We -”
“Oldova!” a broad-shouldered Orc was walking towards them, arms outstretched, with a big grin on his face.
“Uncle Arban!” Oldova smiled back and met him in a warm embrace. “Good to see you again!”
“And who is this young man?” Arban asked as they walked over to where Alex and Master Jonah were standing.
“This is Alex, a brand-new recruit. This is my brother, Wagon Master Arban,” Master Jonah nodded towards each man in turn.
“Welcome!” Arban said and reached out to shake hands. He took Alex’s hand in a powerful grip, testing him. Alex returned the pressure in equal measure. Arban nodded and released his hand with a smile.
“As I was about to say before my brother interrupted me,” Master Jonah continued, “You will get the standard pay for special skills. That is 5 gold per day when you are on a job instead of the regular guard pay of 1 gold. On off days, between trips, everyone gets 5 silver per day, a bed and 3 meals. I-”
“A special! What’s his ability?” Arban asked, interrupting again. The Caravan Master turned towards him with a frown.
“He’s a Strongman, uncle!” Oldova said, as Master Jonah opened his mouth to say something.
“No!” exclaimed Arban, looking Alex up and down. “you’re joking!”
“Yes, he is!” laughed Oldova. Arban stepped over to the nearest barrel and rested his elbow on top, obviously wanting to test Alex’s strength.
“Am I going to have to arm wrestle every Orc that finds out I am a Strongman?” Alex asked in exasperation.
“Yes!” all three cried out in unison. 
Shaking his head, Alex positioned his arm on the barrel.
“One, two, three!” counted Master Jonah at the same time as Oldova told him to show no mercy. 
Alex quickly bent the Orc’s arm back, stopping as Arban’s arm hit the barrel top.
“Hah!” all three of the Orc’s yelled and started laughing, each taking their turn to slap Alex on the shoulder.
“Sorry for doubting you, young man,” Arban said with a smile. “I always thought a Strongman would be built big, maybe like an Ogre!” he gestured with his hands around his shoulder and biceps, pretending they were humongous.
“It will be an asset in a fight because his opponents will underestimate him!” Oldova said and her uncles nodded in agreement.
“Master Jonah, would it be possible to give Alex an advance on his pay?” she asked. “He could use some leather armor and some gear for travelling.”
Master Jonah agreed, and they followed him back to his office while Arban headed towards the kitchen. He handed Alex a thin metal disk about 3 inches in diameter with a small hole drilled through it.
“Ever see one of these?” he asked Alex. Alex shook his head.
“Doesn’t surprise me. The Guilds use these to transfer money and to keep track of any money owed. Merchants and guards mainly. Prick your finger and drip a little blood on the disk.” he instructed and Oldova handed him one of her daggers. 
When his blood hit the disc, it glowed yellow for a moment. The Caravan Master reached inside his shirt and pulled out what looked like a signet ring attached to a sliver necklace. He touched the ring to the disk and closed his eyes in concentration. The ring and the disk glowed green for a moment.
“The disk is blood bonded only to you. I used my seal to magically inscribe your beginning balance of negative 20 gold. When you make your first caravan trip, show your disk to the Caravan Master at the Guildhouse there. He will adjust your balance accordingly,” Master Jonah explained as he reached into a drawer and counted out 20 gold coins. 
Alex thanked him and then they left the Guildhouse, and headed towards the market.
As they walked, Alex wondered about the magic that he had just witnessed. Was the Caravan Master also a wizard? He hadn’t felt any sort of shock when they had shaken hands or arm wrestled. So far, he had only felt that with Taiya and Lariza. Could he only sense the Power in women? He would have to wait until Taiya finally woke so he could ask her.
“Armor first,” Oldova said as she led him into a leather merchant’s shop. 
She helped him pick out a simple vest made of fairly thick leather. It covered his chest and back, but left his shoulders bare, allowing greater mobility. She added a pair of leather gauntlets that covered his forearms. The merchant wanted 13 gold, but Oldova haggled him down to 11 and Alex paid the man.
Next, they stopped by a blacksmith’s shop where he bought a simple belt knife for 1 gold piece. He had to explain to Oldova that he was happy with his stone club as a weapon and didn’t need anything else at the moment.
Finally, they went into a store selling general merchandise. The woman at the counter helped him size a plain woolen traveling cloak with hood. Oldova set a belt, a small waterskin, and a bedroll on the counter as well for him. The items cost him almost 3 more Gold pieces. He still had 5 Gold and a silver left over.
“Thanks, Oldova. I owe you more than one beer now, for all your help,” he said as they stepped out on the street and headed back towards the Guildhouse. 
She stopped and looked him over with an appraising eye, from his boots to his jeans and then his leather armor. He was carrying the bedroll and cloak under his arm, the knife and canteen were attached to his belt.
“The leather should serve you well for now until you can buy some chainmail. With your strength, the added weight won’t be a problem. And you're sure you don’t want a helmet?” she asked, but Alex just shook his head, no.
When they reached his little room in the Guildhouse, he stored his purchases in the wooden chest. He offered to buy Oldova dinner as thanks for her help, but she declined, insisting he save his money for now. They were lucky to find seats in the kitchen. The kitchen was bustling with activity as many of the new arrivals were enjoying dinner. 
Oldova finished and then left to find her uncle Arban. Alex checked in on Taiya. She was still sleeping, but now she was lying on her side. Alex wandered around for a bit, watching the new arrivals go about their business.  
Later, as he lay in bed, Alex wondered what life would be like in the coming months as he traveled with the Caravan Guards. He drifted off to sleep as he tried to remember anything he had learned about the old Silk Road caravans on Earth.







  
  Chapter twenty-three



The next morning, Alex peeked in to check on Taiya and was surprised to see her bed empty. He checked the kitchen, but she wasn’t there. He found her in the bathing room.
Taiya was in the first tub while next to her a woman was bathing and a man was in the third tub. To the side of the room, a servant was giving a shave to a man seated in a chair. The Elf gave him a smile when she saw him in the doorway.
“Hey! How are you feeling?” Alex asked. He tried not to stare at her perfect, medium sized breasts. Focus on those beautiful eyes, he told himself.
“Better, now that I can finally take a bath. I am starving! I will be done in a few minutes. Did you want to have breakfast with me?” she asked. He nodded and told her he would wait for her in his room.
Taiya popped her head through his room's curtain a few minutes later and they headed for breakfast. Alex thought she looked really sexy with her wet hair slicked back. 
The elf practically inhaled her first plate. “Gods, I’m hungry,” she said as she grabbed a second serving as Alex finished his plate. 
The kitchen was packed so they didn’t say much. After she had finished another half plate, they went back to her room where they could speak in private.
“So, you only had to sleep one day to recover? That’s interesting. I assumed we would both need three days to recover,” Taiya said as she extended her arms out while letting out a loud yawn. 
Alex tried not to stare as her breasts pulled the laces tight on her jacket as she arched her back in a stretch.
“Um, yeah. Just one day,” he replied, focusing on her face.
“What have you been doing while I slept?” she asked.
“Well, I decided to join the Caravan Guards,” Alex said, and Taiya raised an eyebrow at him inquiringly.
“Master Jonah’s niece, Oldova, escorted me to Commander Geryan’s office. He had some questions about the attack on Zemak’s caravan. I asked her what my options were for making money and the Caravans sounded better than a mercenary company or becoming an adventurer.”
“Yes, I agree. Oldova is Jonah’s niece? She was finishing bathing when I hit the baths. I don’t know her, but she introduced herself to me. She doesn’t have Power, does she?” Taiya asked as she glanced sharply at him with narrowed eyes.
“Oh, no... nothing that I could sense,” Alex replied with a shrug. 
Was she jealous, he wondered? He had been debating what to tell Taiya about his encounter with Lariza. He had slept with the minstrel, and she had Power. He decided to skip that information for now.
Together, they went to see Master Jonah. He was pleased to see Taiya and he greeted her with a warm smile. He asked her some perfunctory questions about the attack and then returned her backpack along with the dagger and coin purses. Taiya counted out the coins and divided them evenly, handing Alex one of the purses with 3 silver coins and 14 iron coins.
“I will need a new coin disk, Master Jonah,” Taiya said with a sigh. The Caravan Master made a grimace and asked her what happened.
“I must have lost it in the fight,” she replied. 
He nodded understandingly and pulled out a new disk for her and asked if she would need an advance. Alex tried to give her his coin purse back, but she refused it. “Just one day’s pay. I only need a few items.” Her card was activated, and Master Jonah counted out 12 gold coins for her. She thanked him and they headed towards the markets.
“How much money did you lose with your disk? "Alex asked.
“Ugghh. I could cry! I had over 900 gold saved up towards a townhome! I have been working for the Caravans for over 4 years. Some freelance work on the side. I never got a scratch, never really felt threatened. Then I get knocked out and captured by those damned Rockskins! So careless. I had my disc in one of my saddlebags, same as always. I’m so pissed off at myself!”
Alex let her vent and then he gave her a pat on the shoulder. A surge of sexual energy made them both flinch in surprise.
“Sorry, I forgot about what happens when I touch you,” Alex whispered as a passerby looked at them curiously.
They continued on in silence and entered the general merchandise shop. Taiya purchased a travel cloak and bedroll. She still had the water skins they had grabbed from the enemy camp. She then went to the jeweler and purchased an iron neck chain that she ran through the hole in her coin disk before fastening it around her neck. It hung down below her collar bone and just above her cleavage. She patted it reassuringly. They headed back to the Guildhouse with her purchases.







  
  Chapter twenty-four



“The next caravan leaves in three days, heading back to Verbana,” Oldova replied. She was heading out just as they were about to enter the Guildhouse. Taiya had asked her about the next caravan run. “I’m not sure how many guards will be needed for that run. There should be another caravan coming in from Batar next week,” she added.
“Alex!” a woman yelled from behind him.
Alex turned towards the Guildhouse entrance just as Lariza ran towards him and wrapped her arms around his neck. He saw Master Jonah following her out of the building with an amused look in his eye as Lariza pulled him into a long kiss.
“I just booked passage back to Seaholm. I have to get back to prepare for the competition,” she said breathlessly. 
Her eyes looked tired and red. Her hair was still in a braid, and she was dressed the same as he had seen her a few days ago by the wall.
“The Caravan Master said you had joined them, and I was just going out to find you,” she continued, her body still pressed tightly against him. “I had to find you and thank you! You were my inspiration. The words wouldn’t stop flowing! I haven’t slept at all, but I finished my poem!” she practically squealed with delight and kissed him again.
“I have to get some sleep and pack for my trip home. Make your way to Seaholm and ask for me at the Bard’s College. My muse!” Lariza gave him another quick kiss and then she was gone, hurrying back to the Prancing Mare.
Master Jonah let out a low laugh and said, “You seem to have made quite the impression on the young minstrel!” Still chuckling, he went back into the building.
“Her inspiration... her muse?” Taiya was glaring at him. She really looked pissed.
Oldova was looking at both of them and she let out a snicker. Taiya glared at her. The Orc stopped her laughing and said, “Uhh, I’ll see you two later!” She hurried off towards the markets, but they could hear her laughing again.
“My room, now!” Taiya hissed at him, and she gave him a swift little kick to his ankle.
“Ow!” he said and then turned to follow her.
Taiya dumped her purchases on her bed and yanked the curtain closed behind them. Alex held onto her bedroll that he was carrying, holding it next to his chest as an impromptu shield.
“You fucked a minstrel while I was sleeping!” she whispered angrily. 
She wanted to yell at him, but there were too many people around getting lunch.
“Uh, sorry. It just sort of happened. I didn’t think we were officially together. I didn’t mean to make you jealous,” he replied in a low voice.
“Jealous?” Taiya looked confused for a moment. Then she punched him in the shoulder. “I’m not jealous, I’m angry at your stupidity! A minstrel! Did she have any Power? Does she know you’re a Strongman?”
“Yes,” he said sheepishly. 
Taiya threw up her hands in exasperation.
“Of course! You were her inspiration. The words wouldn’t stop flowing. She didn’t sleep. What kind of poem is she going to write? 
“Alex the Strongman fucked me with his mighty cock! My muse made my juices and my words flow!” she pretended to sing the words. “Didn’t I tell you how dangerous it could be for you if people know you are Elder Touched? She’s a minstrel! She’s going to know at least one story about an Elder Touched – how long before she makes the connection?”
“I’m sorry,” was all Alex could think of saying. 
Taiya shook her head and sat down on the edge of her bed. Alex sat next to her.
“This strange energy is all new to me. I never felt it before I went through that portal and wound up here,” he said and gently laid his hand on her knee. There was a surge of raw sexual energy between them. Taiya stood up hastily, breaking the contact.
“That may be true, but you’re going to have to learn to keep it in your pants. You can’t afford to be discovered. What’s done is done,” she said with a sigh, “Let’s get some lunch, I’m still very hungry.”
Alex was lying on his bed, relaxing after lunch, when Oldova popped her head through his door curtain.
“Master Jonah wants to see us. Come on,” she said. Alex followed her to the Caravan Master’s Office.
Taiya was already in the room, seated in a chair. Master Jonah was behind his desk and Arban was leaning against a wall. Oldova closed the door behind her, and she and Alex stood near Taiya.
“I have a confidential job for you two. It will no doubt be dangerous, but the pay is triple the standard rate. Are you interested?” He looked first at Taiya and then at Alex.
“Triple!” Taiya’s eyes narrowed as she contemplated what the risks could be to warrant such pay. “I will do it. I lost so much money on Zemak’s run. I’m not going to fail again.” 
Master Jonah nodded in approval.
“What about you Alex?” he asked.
“Okay,” he shrugged. His best bet for surviving in this crazy world would be to stick with Taiya.
“Good. In a few hours' time, a group of soldiers will be riding through Arras. They are escorting someone for an important client. We have been asked to provide some extra muscle to get them through the Lawless Lands safely. As my most skilled and experienced warrior available, Arban is going along. A Flame Dancer and a Strongman should make your group powerful enough to cut through anyone that tries to stop you.
“Oldova, you will take Arban’s place as Wagon Master for the run to Verbana,” he added, “I know you have been on enough runs as an assistant, that I am confident you are ready for your first run as Wagon Master. I will have old Trup be your assistant. He doesn't like responsibility, but he has been a Guard for over 30 years and has seen it all. He can help guide you if you have any questions.”
“Thank you, Caravan Master,” Oldova said and bowed her head.
“Where are we headed?” Taiya asked.
“The client insists on secrecy. Arban will have more details for you once you are away from Arras. Let me mark your pay discs and then I suggest you get your packs together and go pick out horses. The escort should be here within an hour or so,” Master Jonah said and then he made the necessary notations on their discs.
“I will meet you at the stables,” Arban said and the four of them left as Master Jonah pulled out a ledger and started writing something in it.







  
  Chapter twenty-five



“You do know how to ride a horse, I hope?” Taiya asked as they neared the stable, carrying their gear.
“Somewhat. I’m no expert, but I have spent some time in the saddle,” Alex replied honestly. 
His training for his Central Asian deployment had included horseback riding as well as some work with camels. Most of the tribes they had worked with in the mountains used horses and Alex’s team used them to reach remote areas. Taiya nodded.
Arban was waiting for them with three horses. Stable hands were busy saddling them and attaching saddle bags. Another worker was waiting with spare water skins and journey bread. Taiya explained that the Guildhouse maintained horses and camels as well as wagons and carriages for the caravans. Of course, some merchants or travelers had their own transportation and paid to join a caravan for the protection it offered.
“The horses we use are bred for endurance,” Arban said. “They won’t win any races, but they can go a long way without tiring.”
They heard a commotion out front. Each of them grabbed the reins of a horse and led them to the front of the Guild house. Alex was surprised to see the group of horsemen and the black-haired woman had returned. They had dismounted and the soldiers were walking around stretching. The woman was speaking to the Caravan Master. Master Jonah motioned for them to come over.
“Lady Isabel, may I present Arban, my most skilled and experienced warrior. This is Alex, a Strongman. The Elf is Taiya, the Flame Dancer I was telling you about,” he said as he introduced them to the black-haired woman. 
The woman appraised them with tired eyes, nodding to each as they were introduced. She looked like she hadn't slept in days.
Lady Isabel looked to be in her late twenties. Her grey eyes had shadows under them. Her face was tanned from travel. Even though she looked exhausted, she still radiated a certain strength. Lady Isabel in turn introduced them to Captain Robs, who was in charge of her guards. He looked to be about 40ish. The Lady’s party was covered in dust from hard travel.
Master Jonas' workers brought the newcomers fresh water and some more journey bread. A few minutes later everyone mounted the horses and headed toward the north gate. Once they had passed through the walls, Captain Robs gave a signal and they set off in a canter.
Arban rode next to lady Isabel. Alex could tell that they were engaged in conversation. Two of the soldiers rode up ahead acting as scouts. Captain Robs and another soldier were ahead of Lady Isabel and another pair rode immediately behind her and Arban. Alex and Taiya were next, followed by the final pair of soldiers. 
After an hour or so, the ground began to change from grassland to trees. Alex could see a forest in the distance. To the west the ground rose up in foothills and he could see mountains in the distance. Alex guessed that those mountains were part of the Empty Lands that they had traveled through.
They rode on at a steady pace with the occasional stop to stretch and give the horses water. They had been following the road since they had left Arras. The deeper they got into the forest, the more the road became overgrown with grass and shrubs, but it still provided an easy path to follow. As the sun began to go down, they stopped and set up a small camp to the side of the path. Alex stretched his legs, his body sore from being in the saddle all afternoon.
Four of the soldiers set up a perimeter around the camp while the other four took care of the horses. They ate their travel bread in silence and then Lady Isabel and four of the soldiers promptly fell asleep.
“They’re exhausted,” whispered Arban. The three of them weren’t quite ready for bed and they sat a little off to the side so as not to disturb the sleepers.
“So, are you going to let us know where we are going?” Taiya whispered. Alex saw Arban nodding his head in the deepening twilight.
“We are going to Oktoban” he said.
“I figured it was either there or Kargosk if we had to cut through the Lawless Lands. The Lady must be in a hurry to risk this shortcut instead of going the long way around. Why?” Taiya asked.
“Duke Oktoban is dying. He’s been given some kind of rare poison. Lady Isabela is Healer to the Royal Family. She is also a distant cousin of the Duke. She believes the only hope to save him is black toadflax roots.
“They had some dried root on hand, which seemed to help slow the poison. She is hoping that fresh root will be more potent, and it will stop the poison from killing him. The nearest place that it grows around here is a little valley south of Arras. All of them have a bunch of roots in their packs. She is hoping to make it back in time to save the Duke’s life,” Arban explained.
“I saw Lady Isabel’s party pass through Arras a few days ago. One of her soldiers was wounded and they had a couple of riderless horses. What kind of danger should we be prepared for,” Alex asked.
“Good question. Our main concern is bandits, though there has been some talk of goblins making their way down from the Barakan mountains west of here. Unfortunately, this old road is going to take us right past the ruins of Isere. 
“A medium size group of bandits is using the ruins as a camp. They bandits ambushed them as they got close. The Oktoban soldiers lost 3 men, but the ferocity of their defense, convinced the bandits to back off and look for easier prey. Pressed for time, they had to leave their dead behind and push forward, putting distance between them and the bandit camp,” Arban replied. 
Alex nodded, remembering what Lariza had told him about the Lawless Lands.
“What’s the plan for when we get near the bandits on the way to Oktoban?” Alex asked.
“Our Flame Dancer lobs some fireballs at them, and they run off with their tails between their legs like the curs they are! They don’t want a hard fight,” Arban whispered intensely.
“Makes sense,” Taiya said.
“Allright, you two get some rest. I will take the first watch,” Arban said. Alex and Taiya climbed into their bedrolls, and he was soon asleep.







  
  Chapter twenty-six



Alex sat up immediately when Taiya touched his arm. He looked around as his eyes adjusted to the dim moonlight filtering through the trees.
“Light sleeper... I barely touched you and you sat up,” Taiya whispered. 
Alex simply nodded. He didn’t want to explain that for the last few years he had often slept in the field with his unit, often times in dangerous territory.
“I guess it’s my turn to watch. Any instructions?” he asked in a low voice.
Taiya shrugged, “The soldiers switched turns a while ago. I just either sat here or walked around a little bit, listening for trouble.”
“Okay,” he replied. 
Taiya crawled back into her bed roll and was soon asleep. Alex sat there for a few minutes as his senses adjusted to the Ktorian night. He could occasionally hear what sounded like an owl in the distance.
He quietly got up, grabbed hold of his club and silently moved around the camp. After a few minutes he had discovered the four sentry’s hiding spots just outside of the campsite. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, Alex went back to the center of the camp and sat down cross-legged fashion.
He sat like that for about 30 minutes, listening for any unusual noises. Alex then got up to stretch his legs and to check on the sentries. Afterwards, returned to his seated position and repeated the process. After a couple of hours, he noticed the sky lightening in the east. Once it was light enough to see, the sentries made sure everyone was awake.
Alex watched curiously as Lady Isabel walked over to the horses. She took her hands and started rubbing the horse's side. After a few seconds, her hands started glowing with a pale green color. She rubbed the horse’s body for a moment and then touched the horse’s head for a few seconds with her green glowing hands. She repeated the process with all the horses. The horses pranced in place, seemingly more energized.
Next, she repeated the process with the soldiers. They stood there patiently as she placed her glowing hands on their chest for a few moments. She then moved her hands up and cupped their heads between her green hands. When she was finished, each soldier seemed a bit more refreshed and awake, compared to how they were beforehand.
Lady Isabel walked over to where the Caravan Guards were curiously watching her and said, “Wagon Master Arban, if you and your people are tired, I can ease your weariness for a little while.” Her eyes were bloodshot, and she looked exhausted.
“Thank you, my lady, perhaps tomorrow,” Arban said with a bow of his head. 
Lady Isabel nodded and went to her bag. One of the soldiers had brought out a flask of some kind of liquid. Lady Isabel took a swig from it with a grimace. Then everyone mounted up and they continued down the road.
Alex considered what he had just witnessed. When they had called Lady Isabel a Healer, he had assumed they meant she was some kind of doctor. Obviously, by the way her hands had glowed green, she had some kind of Power. She probably had some kind of medical training as well, he guessed. Maybe she was some kind of “magic doctor” he thought with a smile. His smile turned to a frown as he remembered how tired she looked. She could probably remove some of the tiredness from others but not from herself.
They rode at a steady pace all morning, only stopping for a quick break for lunch and to water the horses. Soon they were back on the path, heading north.
It was late afternoon when one of the forward scouts galloped back to the main group. He saluted the captain and told him that they had heard the sound of fighting in the distance. Captain Robs nodded and instructed him to explore ahead of the group.
“We are getting near Isere, where we were attacked. Perhaps another unlucky party is being ambushed.” The captain had them continue on at a slower pace.
A few minutes later, the path climbed up a gently sloping hill. The scout was waiting for them near the top.
“Sir, Goblins and bandits are fighting each other!” the scout reported.
“Goblins!” Captain Robs said in surprise. 
He and Arban dismounted and walked towards the crest of the hill. Since no one had told him not to do so, Alex dismounted and followed them. 
As he reached the top, he could see the forest level out into a large flat area. About 100 yards down the road were the ruins of what he assumed was Isere. It looked like it might have been a town about the size of Arras at one time. Now it was just a mess of crumbled walls and buildings, overgrown with vegetation. Two groups were fighting each other, and Alex could hear the clash of weapons and the screams of anger and pain as they killed each other.
One group was uniformly dressed in brown leather armor and fought with spears and small round shields. They had shaved heads and their skin was a dark green, many shades darker than the Orcs he had met. The other group was armed with a variety of weapons and a motley assortment of armor. Alex guessed that the green skinned group were the Goblins, and the others were the bandits. The bandits were being driven out of the ruins towards the road. There were maybe a dozen bandits against what looked like twice their number of Goblins.
“This may be a bit of good luck. We will let them kill each other for a few more minutes and then the Flame Dancer should be able to persuade the survivors to run away,” the captain said thoughtfully.
“Aye, they won’t have the stomach for another battle right after this one,” nodded Arban. Alex nodded as well. 
They walked back down the hill and remounted their steeds. Captain Robs ordered them to prepare for battle. The soldiers grabbed their swords and shields and Arban his curved swords. Alex took a few practice swings with his club. Taiya took the forefront with four of the soldiers grouped around her as protectors. The captain, Arban, and Alex took positions around Lady Isabel while two of the soldiers took up positions to either side and the last one brought up the rear. At the captain’s command, Taiya’s group moved forward, and the rest followed about 50 feet behind.
The Goblins and bandits were so busy fighting each other, they didn’t notice them approaching. It looked like there were only 5 or 6 bandits still standing. The Goblins had lost a handful of warriors as well. When they were about 30 or 40 yards away from them, Taiya let loose with two fireballs. Two of the Goblins screamed in agony as they were engulfed in flames. The fighting paused as both sides looked around in surprise.
The bandits reacted first. Using the distraction as two more Goblins burned, they made a run for the woods. One of the Goblins started yelling out orders and his warriors charged towards Taiya’s group. The Elf continued to pummel them with fire balls, taking out one or two Goblins with every volley. The captain ordered the two soldiers on either side to move up with the first group. 
Alex was surprised that the Goblin’s kept running towards them. Taiya had killed almost half their number, but they were still coming. It didn’t make sense. The soldiers around Taiya surged forward, crashing into the charging line of Goblins.
“Behind us!” yelled the soldier who was guarding their rear. 
Alex wheeled his horse around. A dozen Goblins were running over the hill towards them! 
“Arban, stay with Lady Isabel!” the captain yelled as he and the remaining soldier charged the new group of Goblins. 
Alex jumped off his horse and started taking running leaps towards the new threats. As he got closer, he saw that the Goblins were about 5 feet tall with dark green skin and hairless heads. Their eyes were dark, and their snarls showed small pointy teeth. They were carrying small round wooden shields and short metal shod spears.
Alex passed the captain moments before the two sides engaged. As he reached the Goblins, Alex jumped in a mighty leap, flying right over them. The Goblins looked up in stunned surprise as he sailed over their heads. A few of them crashed into each other, falling to the ground in a tangle as others tried to stop and turn towards Alex, who was now behind them. The captain and the other soldier slammed into them at that moment, killing three of the Goblins.
Two of the Goblins leapt at Alex with their spears as he regained his balance and turned towards them. He dodged to the side, knocking a spear away with his club. The force of his blow knocked the spear out of the Goblin’s hand. The Goblin pulled out a knife and jumped towards Alex, murderous intent in its black eyes. Alex stabbed at him with the club, crushing the creature’s chest and throwing him back into the other Goblin, knocking him to the ground. Alex jumped forward and smashed his club into the Goblin’s face.
Alex quickly looked around. Two of the goblins were running towards Lady Isabel and Arban, who had dismounted and waited with his curved swords ready. Three Goblins had surrounded the other soldier and were dragging him off the horse, stabbing at him. He saw the captain cry out in pain as a Goblin speared his thigh. The captain swung his sword down, slicing through the spear and the goblin’s wrist in one blow. The Goblin fell to its knees in shock. Alex jumped towards Captain Robs as another Goblin leapt onto the back of the captain’s horse, knife drawn.
Alex crashed into them and the three of them fell to the ground in a tangle as his club hit the ground and bounced away from him. He found himself on top of the Goblin who slashed at Alex with his knife. The blade skidded over his leather armored chest and gashed his upper arm. Alex did the first thing he could think of and smashed his forehead into the goblin’s face. The Goblin’s head exploded in a burst of blood and gore. 
Alex quickly rolled to his feet. The last three Goblins had finished off the soldier and were advancing warily towards him. Alex needed a weapon. He glanced down at the dead Goblin. He bent down on easily hoisted the body up over his head. He ran a couple of steps towards the advancing Goblins and with an angry yell, threw their dead companion at them. 
The body crashed into two of them, knocking them to the ground. The third Goblin raised up his spear in a throwing motion, but before he could throw it, he was engulfed in flames. The Goblin fell to the ground, lifeless. Alex looked up and saw Taiya riding towards him. He gave her a wave and turned to help the captain as she went to finish off the Goblins he had knocked over.
The officer was trying to sit up. He had a deep gash in his lower thigh, and he was losing a lot of blood. Alex took off his leather armor and quickly ripped off his t-shirt. He used his knife to cut the shirt into strips. He tied the strips into a tourniquet around the captain’s leg. The captain grimaced in pain and laid back down. Alex used his hands to push the wound closed. He hoped the Healer had some needle and thread or something similar to sew up the wound.
“Lady Isabel! Captain Robs needs your help!” Taiya yelled as she saw the situation. 
She turned to Alex and explained that the Healer was patching up a soldier that had a bad cut on his chest. A minute later Lady Isabel was there, kneeling next to Alex, looking at the wound. Lady Isabel pulled out a water flask and quickly washed off some of the blood and dirt. She reached into her pack and pulled out a needle with some sort of thread. 
“Keep pushing the wound closed,” she directed Alex as she told the captain to brace himself. 
Captain Robs gasped in pain as she passed the needle through his flesh, back and forth a few times, pulling the wound closed. She knotted off the thread and put it back in her pack.
“Excuse me, but I don’t think that’s enough sutures to keep his wound closed,” Alex said with a frown. The Healer looked at him curiously for a moment and gave him a wry little smile.
“Move your hands away from his leg,” she said and leaned towards the captain. 
Alex did as she asked. 
Lady Isabel gently rested her hands over the wound and closed her eyes. After a moment, her hands began to glow with the same pale green light she had used to rejuvenate the men and horses in the morning. Alex watched in amazement as the wound started to close up and heal. After a minute, the wound looked like it had been healing for a week or more. She paused her movements for a moment and her hands glowed brightly for a moment.
“You can remove the tourniquet, he is no longer in risk of bleeding to death,” she said to Alex as she shifted her body so she could rest her hands on the captain’s chest. They glowed again as she briefly touched above his heart then again when she placed her hands on his temples. Captain Robs had been breathing heavily and now his breathing returned to normal. 
Alex was amazed, even though he told himself that he shouldn’t be after all the amazing things he had seen on Ktor. The healing Power that the Healer had would have come in handy when he had been a Medic Sergeant. He could have saved a few more lives. He was lost in his thoughts and didn’t notice the Healer reaching for his wounded arm. They both jumped as they felt the spark of energy that occurred whenever he touched someone with Power for the first time.
She frowned and then laid her hand on his forearm. Her eyes widened a bit, and her breathing grew faster as she felt the flow of sexual energy between them. Alex felt his own heart beating faster. She avoided looking at his face and instead held his forearm firmly while she straightened his arm. 
She then placed her other hand over his wound. As it began to glow green, she gently rubbed it over the gash and the bleeding stopped. Even though he had just watched the same thing happen a few moments ago, Alex was still amazed as he watched his wound close up. After a minute, it was just an angry red line.
Lady Isabel didn’t say anything to him. She quickly got up and went to see if anyone else needed help. Alex saw that Taiya had been watching them. The Elf frowned, shook her head and then walked over to where Arban was kneeling next to Captain Robs. The Orc helped the captain up, supporting him by putting his arm over his shoulder. The captain grimaced in pain. 
“Thank you, Strongman Alex,” the captain said with a nod. One of the soldiers hurried over and saluted the captain. 
“Sir, Lev is dead and so is his horse. Jeffrik is too wounded to fight, but he can ride. We have one Goblin prisoner,” the soldier gave his report. The captain nodded and thought for a moment as the other soldiers gathered around.
“We can’t bring a prisoner with us, and we can’t leave him behind to give up any information about us. Kill the prisoner. Then take Lev’s body and put it among the bandit dead. Switch his helmet with one of the bandit’s,” the captain glanced at the sun hanging low in the west. “I want us back on the road as quickly as possible. I want to put as much distance as possible from here in case there are more Goblins nearby.”
A few minutes later, he was hoisting the captain into his saddle like he was a baby and then he mounted his own horse. It troubled him as he watched a soldier kill the Goblin with a swift thrust through the heart. The treatment of POW’s and the Geneva convention went through his mind. He had to remind himself that this was Ktor and not Earth. The way the world worked was different here.
A broad shallow stream crossed the roadway just past the ruins of Isere. They paused to water the horses. Alex took a moment to wash the blood and dirt off his face and body. He noticed Lady Isabel was looking at him with a pensive expression on her face. She quickly looked away when she realized he had noticed.
They made their way northward, riding well into twilight until it became too dangerous to continue without risking the horses. They made camp like they had the night before. As he sat eating with Arban and Taiya, he noticed the Orc was looking at him thoughtfully. 
“I watched you fight today. You fight like a Wildman,” Arban said finally. “To me it seems you do not have much experience with weapons. Have you been in many battles?”
Alex thought about how to answer that in a way that Arban would understand. He couldn’t explain that he was proficient with pistols, assault rifles, LMG’s, RPG’s, other weapons and explosives. He did have some hand-to-hand combat training, knife fighting and pugil stick training.
“I have done some training with a knife and a staff. I have been in a handful of battles,” Alex finally said to him. 
Arban nodded.
“You are incredibly strong. But your Power is both a strength and a weakness. I can understand why you would use a club or a staff. It is an easy fit for your strength. We Orcs have a saying- A warrior must be deadly with any weapon. I am most comfortable with my swords, but I still train with other weapons. You never know when you will be in a situation when it may save your life,” the Orc concluded. 
“Wise words indeed, Wagon Master Arban,” Alex said with a bow of his head.
“If we have an opportunity when we get to Oktoban, I will weapon train with you.”
“Thank you,” he said with a smile. Alex meant it. He understood that knowledge and training increased his skillset and increased his chances of survival in this harsh world. A few minutes later, Alex went to sleep.
In the morning, Lady Isabel worked her magic on the horses and the soldiers to remove their weariness. She insisted on doing the same for the Caravan Guards. Alex was the last one. She placed her palms on his chest. The Healer caught her breath as the sexual energy immediately began to flow between them. She took a deep breath and composed herself, her hands taking on a greenish glow.
Alex could actually feel the weariness being drained from his body. Lady Isabel then cupped his temples with her hands. His mind felt clearer. He didn’t feel like he had been horseback riding for a couple of days or that he had been in a fight. Her face was also only a few inches from his and he had to fight the desire to kiss her. Lady Isabel broke the contact letting her hands drop to her side.
“Yesterday, you seemed to have some knowledge of healing when you helped me with Captain Robs. Yet you are a Strongman, a fighter and not a healer?” she asked questioningly. Alex considered for a moment how to best answer her question.
“Back home I served as a soldier for a few years. It is customary to train at least one soldier in every company in basic medical assistance,” he answered. 
She nodded thoughtfully and turned without another word, walking towards her pack. Alex watched her take out her bottle and sip from it, her body shuddering for a moment.
“She knows you're not just a Strongman. Hopefully she won’t figure it out and then be too busy taking care of the Duke to worry about it,” Taiya said quietly as she came and stood next to him.
“What’s in that bottle that she drinks from every morning?” he asked.
“Being able to remove our tiredness is a neat trick that Healers can do. But she can’t do it to herself. My guess is that it's an Icefire potion. They say it can invigorate you, keep you going when you’re exhausted. But if you use it too often it will kill you. A useful potion to have for emergencies and it is extremely expensive,” Taiya replied. Alex nodded.
Captain Robs gave the order to break camp. In a short while, everyone had mounted up and they continued on their northward journey.







  
  Chapter twenty-seven



Early on the fourth day, the woods began to thin out. The rest of their trip had been thankfully uneventful. As they crested a small hill, Alex saw a broad valley running roughly west to east in front of them. There was a small walled city in the middle of the valley. The valley was dotted with farms and what looked like a few small villages. Beyond the town, Alex could see some hills rising towards mountains to the north.
As their party made their way down the road, Alex noticed a watchtower ahead of them. The guards there must have seen them approaching. Alex heard a horn sounding in two long calls. He could see some activity around the watch tower.
In a short time, they had reached the watchtower. Soldiers there were waiting with four fresh horses. Captain Robs directed Lady Isabel, Taiya and one of the soldiers to change their horses for fresh mounts as Alex helped him onto a fresh mount as well. The four took off at a gallop towards Oktoban. Arban, Alex and the remaining soldiers followed after them at a more leisurely pace.
As they neared Oktoban, Alex guessed that it was about three times bigger than Arras. He could see a few taller buildings behind the walls including what looked like a small castle in the middle of town. The walls were taller and seemed thicker than those of Arras. Alex was reminded of pictures of European towns and cities that still had their medieval walls in place.
On the east side, he could see a long procession of wagons and out riders leaving the city. They were travelling along a road that followed a narrow river that snaked its way towards the open end of the valley. The caravan was already twice as big as the one that Arban had brought to Arras and wagons were still emerging from Oktoban. He asked the Orc about the size difference.
“Arras is a small city. They only have one good worth exporting and that is their wool. Now, mind you, it is some of the finest wool in all of Ktor and highly prized in the larger cities in the east. A small caravan is sufficient for the transportation of goods to and from Arras.
“Oktoban is another story. It’s quite a bit larger than Arras. They also export a very nice wool, though it's not as prized as that from Arras. They also have many orchards which produce apples, pears, targas and other fruits. They also export some leather goods. A bigger population also has a bigger appetite for imported goods,” he explained to Alex. 
The Orc pointed towards the mountains to the north.
“Not far to the north is the Dwarven city of Igrim. And that is the real reason the caravans here are very large,” Arban said with a grin. 
“Why is that?” Alex asked with a puzzled look on his face.
“Oktoban is the only city that is close to Igrim with access to a caravan route. Dwarven weapons, armor and metal work are very valuable trade commodities. The merchants in the city trade with the Dwarves and then send the goods to larger cities where they can get good prices for them, becoming quite wealthy in the process,” the Orc explained. 
Alex nodded in understanding.
The southern gate of the city was a much more imposing structure than the gates of Arras. The gate was made of two metal reinforced doors flanked by two sturdy towers. The wall above the doors contained a metal portcullis which could be dropped in front of the doors. Alex guessed that the small openings he saw above him were murder holes, used to attack enemy troops from above.
Once they had passed into the city, the soldiers who had travelled with them took their leave and headed towards the western part of the city where Alex could see the central keep rising above the other buildings. Arban and Alex continued down the street towards the town center. 
Oktoban was bustling with activity. Alex saw humans, Elves and a few Orcs going about their business. A number of the people were a bit shorter than average with stocky builds. The short men all sported long beards and the short stocky women wore their long hair in braids on both sides of their heads. They had to be the Dwarves that Arban had mentioned, Alex thought.
Alex looked around him in amazement. He had hoped to study History but instead he was living it! He was getting to discover and explore a pre technological world. With fantasy creatures! He was riding next to an Orc. He had had sex with an Elf! It was a dangerous place, but was it really any more dangerous than his time with the Green Berets? 
If he was given the choice to go back to Earth or stay on Ktor, what would he do? He would choose Ktor! Alex smiled as he thought about the endless possibilities this world offered him.
They were passing a woman wearing a hooded cloak at that moment. She looked up at Alex with large yellow eyes. Her pupils were slit like a snake’s. She frowned and flicked out a long, forked tongue in his direction, rapidly moving it in and out of her mouth for a moment. Surprised, Alex stared at her, keeping his eyes on her as they passed. She stopped and watched him as they continued down the road, the frown still on her face. He lost sight of her as a group of men carrying boxes obscured his view.
“Arban, I just saw a woman with slitted eyes and a forked tongue watching me? Should I be concerned,” Alex asked his companion.
“A Naadarr? Don’t see many of them this far south. Naadarr are a mysterious people. Keep to themselves mostly. Most decent sized settlements will have one or a few. They are expert potion masters. Some say the best on Ktor. I’ve heard that their tongues are incredibly sensitive, and they can even smell with it. I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” the Orc said with a shrug.
The Guildhouse was near the center of Oktoban, next to a large plaza. On the other side of the plaza was a large marketplace. They handed the horses over to a stable hand and went into the main building. Arban led him to the Caravan Master’s office.
“Greetings Caravan Master Heda!” Arban said enthusiastically. 
Heda rose from her desk to greet them with a smile. She was a stout Dwarven woman with streaks of grey through her black hair. Alex thought she might be in her fifties, then paused to reconsider. He knew nothing about how the Ktorians aged. Heda could be 500 years old for all he knew!
“Wagon Master Arban, so good to see you again! How is your brother?” Heda came around her desk and shook Arban’s hand. She was wearing expensive-looking boots and a robe made of a rich blue cloth. A broad and intricately carved metal belt was fastened around her middle.
“He is well, thank you. May I present Strongman Alex, new to the Caravan Guards?” Arban said with a smile.
“Strongman, eh?” Master Heda looked him up and down. 
She reached out for a handshake, and she grabbed his hand in a surprisingly strong grip. She looked him in the eye and as she kept increasing the pressure on her grip. Was this the Dwarven equivalent of arm wrestling, Alex wondered? He squeezed her hand back until she winced.
“I yield Strongman Alex,” she said with a laugh and Arban let out chuckle. “Welcome to the Oktoban Guildhouse!” Heda returned to her seat.
“The Flame Dancer told me about your journey with Lady Isabel when she arrived about an hour ago. By Brok’s Anvil, I hope the Healer has not arrived too late. It is said that Duke Edmund will not last much longer,” she said with a sad look on her face. 
“The city is on edge,” she continued. “Oktoban has been at peace for generations. The border patrols have been doubled. No one is allowed near the castle without good reason. All wonder at who would do such a thing to our beloved Duke!” she said with a sad shake of her head.
“I’m sure you don’t want to hear any more about our troubles here in Oktoban. Hand over your pay discs and I will give you your money. Sounds like it’s well earned.  I’m sure you will want to clean up after your journey,” she said. 
Alex gave her his disc and he pricked his finger to drip a little blood onto it. She informed him that his balance was 40 gold. After Arban was paid, they thanked Master Heda and left her office.
“As a Wagon Master, I get a room in the Guildhouse. In general, most Guildhouse compounds have a similar layout. Grab an empty room in the bunkhouse. Later I can show you how to handle a sword.”
“Thank you, Master Arban!” Alex said and headed towards the bunkhouse. 
He was looking forward to training with the Orc. His skill with an assault rifle was useless here. The more skills he could develop with “local” weapons, the better his chance of survival.







  
  Chapter twenty-eight



The bunkhouse was similar to the one in Arras, except that it had a second floor with more rooms. Alex found an empty room and closed the curtain. The room was identical to his room in Arras. Alex stowed his gear in the chest and then he went to grab some lunch. He was hoping to see Taiya, but she was nowhere to be found. After he ate his food, he went back to his room to relax on the bed.
In the midafternoon, Arban came for Alex and led him to a practice area behind the stables. There was a storage shed to one side that contained wooden swords of various lengths, shields, and practice spears with leather padded tips. In front of the shed was a large dirt covered practice area and to the side were a couple of wooden practice dummies. Arban picked out two wooden long swords for them.
“First we start with the most basic skill – blocking,” Arban began. 
He showed Alex how to grip the sword with both hands. The Orc demonstrated how Alex should use the sword to block over hand swings aimed towards his head and upper body. Arban then proceeded to take half speed swings with his sword while Alex practiced blocking. They repeated the process for swings towards his midsection and then for low swings towards his legs.
“Good. Now let’s repeat the process with full swing speeds. Ready?” the Orc asked. 
Alex nodded and Arban swung his sword in an overhead blow. Alex parried the blow easily. Arban let out a laugh and paused.
“What is it?” Alex asked.
“I forgot how strong you are! Your sword didn’t budge at all when I struck it. By Mount Parsa, you are as strong as Harata! Maybe stronger,” Arban said with a shake of his head.
“Who or what is Harata?” asked Alex, intrigued.
“Harata? He is an Ogreman. Former gladiator that won his freedom out of the Genozian Empire. Took his winnings and opened up a Fighter’s Academy in Zadar. If you ever make it there, you should look him up. He’s a good man and he might be the only one I know that can match your strength. It would be good practice for you, but his school is not cheap! Let’s continue,” the Orc said.
The two men continued in that fashion for about two hours until the Orc halted their practice. Alex was pouring with sweat and his arms were exhausted. Arban was breathing heavily, and he was covered with sweat. 
“That was good! I needed a good workout,” Arban said with smile. “Tomorrow, we will do this again, but you will be the aggressor.” 
Alex nodded.
The Orc put away the swords and they headed towards a strange contraption in front of the stable. A wooden bracket held a wheel in place a few feet off the ground. Arban grabbed a handle attached to the wheel and began to spin it. A rope around the wheel went into the side of a metal tube sticking out of the ground and reemerged from the top of the tube. Water began to spill out of a smaller tube sticking out of the side of the main tube. Alex realized that it was some kind of water pump.
“Have you never seen a wheel pump?” Arban asked, seeing the surprised look on Alex’s face.
Alex recalled the old style of water pumps he had seen in Central Asia. He had even seen a few in front of old farmhouses near Marburg College. 
“I have only seen water pumps with long handles,” he said and made a pumping motion with his arm.
“Hand pumps. I’ve seen those a few times. Most places that I’ve seen use wheel pumps,” the Orc said. 
They used their hands to cup some water to drink and then to wash their faces. Arban headed back to the Guildhouse while Alex went to the bunk house.
He stopped by the bathing room where an attendant was seated on a stool just outside of the room. Alex asked the man if it would be possible to take a bath. The man said he would have a tub ready for him in a few minutes. Alex got undressed and tossed his clothes on the chair in his little room. He really needed to buy some clothes tomorrow. Alex grabbed a towel that was on the chest next to his bed and walked back to the bathing room.
The room was bigger than the one in Arras with room for seven bathtubs. There were two women in the first tubs on the left, facing the entryway. They had been talking but stopped to look at him curiously. The servant had just finished filling the tub in the middle. Alex was glad he wasn’t right next to the women. He was not exactly comfortable yet with taking a bath in the same room with naked bathing women.
Alex thanked the man, sat his towel on the little table next to the tub and quicky got into the water. The water was surprisingly hot, but after a minute, it felt wonderful, soothing his aching muscles. He closed his eyes and sank into the tub until the water reached his chin. He just sat there for a little while, luxuriating in the warm water. 
He could hear the two women talking softly, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. He opened his eyes a fraction and was surprised to see that the women had changed position in their tubs so that they had their backs towards the door. They were now watching him and probably talking about him.
He guessed that the woman closest to him was an Elf because of her pointed ears. The other woman appeared to be human. Both of them seemed a little older than Alex, maybe in their young 30’s was his best guess. He wondered if Elves on Ktor lived a long time like fantasy Elves. 
If they did, the Elf could be 300 or 3,000 years old. He really didn’t know very much at all about Ktor. The thought was half frightening because of the chance for unknowingly making a fatal mistake. It was also half exciting with the thrill of new discoveries.
The Elf woman had long dark brown or black hair. It was difficult to tell as it was wet. Her eyes were a similar shade of green to Taiya’s. She was thinner than Taiya with small pert breasts. Alex noticed a round scar on the front of her shoulder. It almost looked like an old gunshot wound. That didn’t make sense. As the Elf turned towards her friend for a moment, Alex saw a matching wound on the back of her shoulder. An arrow wound was all that he could come up with as a possible explanation.
The human woman had shoulder length, dark red hair and hazel-colored eyes. She was tanned but Alex could see she had freckles across her face and body. Medium sized breasts with large areolas were peeking out through the soapy water. She had a long scar across her left bicep from what looked like an old wound. He assumed they were Caravan Guards.
“Hey, you new to the Guards?” the red headed human asked. 
Alex fully opened his eyes and sat up straighter in the tub.
“Yeah, just signed up last week,” he responded.
“What’s your name?” asked the Elf.
“Alex.”
“Alex... I’m Marka,” the Elf replied. 
She stretched languidly, making sure he got an eyeful of her body.
“And I’m Meeva,” the red head chimed in. 
She ran her hands through her hair, causing her breasts to bounce playfully.
“Nice to meet you,” Alex replied. 
The women smiled and turned towards each other whispering and laughing. Alex shook his head and grabbed the soap off the table. He ignored them and concentrated on washing himself.
A few minutes later, the women got out of their tubs and began drying themselves off. They took their time, smiling whenever Alex glanced their way. The Elf was tall and slender while the red head was shorter with fuller hips and breasts. Alex couldn’t help admiring their figures. The women were fit and ready for combat.
“See you later Alex. We look forward to getting to know you better,” Meeva said with a wink and a smile as the two left the room. 
Alex definitely had a lot to learn about Ktor, he thought with a wry smile as he dunked himself in the tub water.







  
  Chapter twenty-nine



As Alex got dressed after his bath, he realized he would have to wear his leather armor to dinner. He needed to buy a couple of shirts and another pair of pants. Socks as well.
Alex passed through his doorway curtain into the hallway. He saw Taiya walking towards him.
“Hey, I was coming to see if you wanted to get dinner in the kitchen with me?” the Elf said.
“Yeah, sure. I was just coming to ask the same of you.”
Taiya paused, looking him up and down and said,” You look quite the savage wearing your armor without anything underneath! You are definitely more tan now. And look at those ab muscles!”
Alex looked down at his belly in surprise. He had always had a flat stomach, but never any kind of six pack. Now he could clearly see the lines of his stomach muscles. He wondered why? Alex had been eating pretty sparingly since he had arrived in Ktor. Maybe he had lost weight. He would have to find a mirror at some point to see what he looked like after a couple weeks on Ktor.
“Hey Taiya, we were looking for Alex to see if he wanted to go out for dinner and some drinks. Don’t tell us you beat us to the punch!” Marka said as she and Meeva came up beside them. They were dressed in matching outfits with short boots, black leggings and tight-fitting green shirts.
“How did you meet Alex?” Taiya asked curiously.
“We were finishing up bathing when Alex graced us with his presence,” Meeva said, practically devouring his body with her eyes.
“Uh, thanks... but I told Taiya that I would have dinner with her in the kitchen tonight. And I was planning on going to bed early tonight.” The two women smiled at him and then at Taiya. 
“I don’t think Alex is ready for you two yet,” Taiya said with a laugh.
 Alex felt himself blush. The two women nodded and turned to leave.
“I hope you don’t plan on keeping him all to yourself, Taiya!” Marka said over her shoulder.
“We are looking forward to properly welcoming him to the Caravan Guards!” Meeva said as they walked out of the bunkhouse. Taiya just shook her head.
The Guildhouse kitchen only had a few people seated there at that time. Alex carried their plates to a corner table while Taiya got a couple of beers for them. Dinner tonight was some pieces of meat that tasted like goat to Alex. There were small, boiled potatoes and a hunk of brown bread as well as some green grapes. Simple, hearty food as usual he thought. He did almost choke on a grape seed, as he was used to seedless grapes back home. Of course, they didn’t have seedless grapes here, he thought with a rueful smile.
“Taiya, I have some questions... questions about life in this part of Ktor,” he asked as they finished their food and sipped on a second round of beers. He had to remember that she thought he was from some land called Merica from beyond the Empty Lands.
“Sure,” she tilted her head curiously and waited.
“You know, from what I said, that we are pretty isolated in... Merica. Right?” 
Taiya nodded her head in assent.
“Let’s just say that our customs are a bit different. I don’t want to offend anyone by accident. For example, I was... surprised that men and women bathe in the same room. That was new to me.”
“Really! Wow,” The Elf said in surprise.
“I’m curious as to what relationships are like between men and women here. Back home, men and women can sometimes get together for a night of sex. Oftentimes, they become a couple and see only each other for a time. The next step would be marriage, though sometimes that does not work out and they separate,” Alex explained.
“Sounds pretty plain there. And you said you don’t have any contact with other races. No wonder you don’t want to go back!” she said with a little laugh.
“Alex, there are so many different races and cultures that it’s hard to give you a simple answer. Even within a race, there might be variations. From what I have seen, most races are very easy going about sex and short-term relationships. In general, I would say that marriage is reserved for people that are settled down. 
“Some lands have only one husband and one wife. Among the Moon Elves, it is common for a woman to have more than one husband. The more powerful they are, the more husbands they have. Other lands may have multiple wives. Or one wife and multiple concubines. In some places a husband or wife is allowed other lovers, while in other lands it is frowned upon.
“It also depends on the type of life you live. A man or woman that is going to grow up and spend their entire life in a small village will probably marry early as it gives them stability. People like me, who want to travel or lead a dangerous life are happy to have short term relationships. Our lives are not made for settling down,” Taiya explained. 
Alex thought about what she said.
“Taiya, were you mad, that I slept with Lariza the minstrel?”
“What, no! Well, yes, but only because she was a minstrel! What if she makes a ballad about you and your Power? You don’t want that kind of attention,” she said with a note of concern in her voice.
“What do you think about what happened between us? It seems unreal to me,” Alex asked. He was surprised to see a touch of red in the Elf’s cheeks.
“Th-that was a matter of life and death!” she said. Alex, let out a chuckle at her discomfort.
“Alex, I like you. We have been through a lot together in two weeks. And I am curious to see what it would be like to take our time to … fully appreciate this,” she said and laid her hand on his forearm. 
A surge of powerful sexual energy instantly flowed between them. They were both breathing a little faster. She reluctantly broke the contact.
“As much as I am tempted, I am not ready to fall asleep for three whole days again,” she added. Alex nodded.
“About the three days thing... why didn’t I fall asleep after I was with Lariza? I didn’t really feel any more powerful afterwards either. And the connection, the energy was different. It was more subtle. A slow burn compared to the explosive energy I felt with you,” he asked.
“Well, because I’m better than her!” she said with a smile. 
Then her face became serious as she considered his question.
“It may be because I am an Elemental Dancer. We channel raw Power. Do you remember what I said about others having to really work to improve and control their use of Power? Being Elder Touched may be a kind of raw Power. Maybe it has something to do with that. I am sorry that I didn’t pay more attention in my classes.”
“It's okay. I appreciate all your help. Speaking of which, I have a small favor to ask you,” he said.
“What is it?” she asked.
“I was hoping you would go to the market with me tomorrow morning. In case you didn’t notice, I could use some more clothes!” he said, pointing at his half naked torso.
“Of course... I need some clothes myself,” she said with a smile.
They both were tired, so they finished their beers and went off to bed.







  
  Chapter thirty



In the morning, after breakfast, they stopped by Master Heda’s office to draw some coins from their pay discs.
The Oktoban market was easily twice as large as the market in Arras. Alex noticed a greater variety of people and races in the city. Arras was a human settlement and he had only noticed some orcs and a few elves there. Oktoban was undoubtably a human city, but the amount of trade and the wealth it generated attracted people from other lands and races.
In addition to the European looking merchants, a pair of women with rich brown skin and long black hair were selling intricately woven rugs in one of the stalls. An Elven man with pale skin and long white hair had jewelry on display. A man and woman with dark hair and an epicanthic Asiatic fold to their eyes were selling a bewildering array of spices. 
Dwarven merchants seemed to specialize in metal goods like weapons, armor and jewelry. A few had pots and pans for sale. The Orcs were sellers of wool, leather goods and metal. Alex was surprised to see a Dwarven woman blacksmith selling knives and cutlery right next to a stall with an Orcish man selling virtually the same type of items. Both smiths seemed to be doing a good business.
Alex asked Taiya about the smiths, and she had him look at the goods each smith was offering. The Dwarven goods were beautifully made with intricate designs and carved with intricate patterns. The Orcish goods were simple and unadorned.
“The best knives in all of Oktoban!” the Orc said to them when he saw they were looking at his wares.
“Ha! If you want the best craftmanship, take a look at my Dwarvish knives!” the Dwarven woman yelled to them for the adjacent stall.
“Don’t listen to my wife, she is jealous of my Orcish skills! My knives are the best!” the Orc laughed.
“Watch what you say, or you will be sleeping outside tonight!” the Dwarven woman said as she pretended to be angry. 
The customers laughed and the Orc bowed gracefully to his wife with a smile. Taiya and Alex smiled at the couple’s exchange and then continued on their way through the market.
“Dwarven crafted goods are beautiful, and they are extremely durable. They are also very expensive. Orcish craftsmen value simplicity and functionality. They are of decent quality, but they won’t last as long as the Dwarven. The Orcish goods are a good value considering they are reasonably priced,” she explained as they continued down the street.
A family of ebony skinned merchants with tightly curled black hair had spools of brightly colored threads and yarns for sale. They were doing a brisk business with a predominately Dwarven clientele. Taiya explained that Dwarves loved to brighten up their homes under the mountains with colorful rugs, curtains and wall hangings.
As they passed a stall with what looked like colorful silk scarves on display, Alex noticed the merchant was staring at him. The merchant was an older man with salt and pepper hair, olive skin and green eyes. He gave Alex a smile and a nod before turning back to a couple of women who were asking questions about the scarves.
“Did you see that man staring at me?” he asked Taiya.
“Yes, he probably was wondering why you are dressed like a warrior and not a merchant,” she said with a laugh as she turned down a street with clothing vendors.
“What do you mean?” Alex asked in confusion.
“Did you notice you look like him? Olive skin, dark hair and green eyes. That combination is uncommon in humans except in Veletta. That is why everyone assumes you are a Velettan. They are also renowned as shrewd traders. Most everyone has heard the expression, ‘you bargain like a green eyed Velettan merchant’. That’s why everyone assumes you are from Veletta,” the Elf explained.
“Okay, that makes sense,” Alex nodded.
They spent the rest of the morning shopping. Alex bought two short sleeve, hip length tunics. One was dark green and the other a light brown color. He wished that they were a little shorter, but that length seemed to be the fashion in Ktor. He also purchased a pair of dark brown pants made of a thick and durable feeling cloth.
Taiya purchased an ivory-colored tunic and a pair of tight-fitting brown pants. The pants clung to her shapely legs and hips like a pair of yoga leggings. Their last stop was an Elven bootmaker. The merchant measured Taiya’s foot and told her that he would have the boots ready for her by tomorrow morning.
“You should really get yourself a pair of Elven boots. They are very expensive, but they are very comfortable, and they will last you many years,” Taiya suggested as they left the bootmaker's stand.
Alex looked down at his combat boots and said, “these boots have served me well for the last two years. I’m not sure I need anything else right now.” Taiya shrugged and they headed back to the Guildhouse.
In the afternoon, Alex practiced sword fighting with Arban again. They took a break for dinner and then practiced for another hour afterwards, well into twilight. Afterwards, the bathing room was thankfully empty, and he was able to relax in the tub without distractions. Exhausted, Alex fell asleep as soon as he lay down in his bed.







  
  Chapter thirty-one



The next morning, Alex put on his new green tunic and pants. They fit him well and were surprisingly comfortable. Taiya nodded in approval when she saw him in the kitchen. She also was wearing her new clothes.
“Do you want to come along with me when I go to the market to pick up my new boots?” the Elf asked.
“Sure, I have no plans until I practice with Arban in the afternoon.”
Taiya was just finishing her breakfast and afterwards she waited patiently for Alex to eat. This morning’s meal was a bowl of some kind of porridge with bits of fruit in it and a wedge of hard yellow cheese. The meal, as always, was simple, yet hearty.
After finishing breakfast, they walked over to the market. As Taiya was trying on her new boots and the Elven bootmaker was checking the fit, Alex walked over to the neighboring booth. An Orc woman had leather outerwear for sale. The merchant was talking with a well-dressed woman who was looking at a pair of gloves. Relieved that the merchant was occupied, he took the opportunity to check out her wares without her trying to sell him something.
The Orc had a number of jackets on display, a few with hoods. He noticed a few long trench coats. She also had cloaks with or without hoods. Laid out on a table were gloves of varying lengths. He would have to ask Taiya about the weather and if he would need to buy a jacket.
The merchant was still talking to the well-dressed woman as Alex was about to head back to Taiya. He stopped as he caught a snippet of their conversation.
“That is terrible news, are you sure?” the Orc was saying.
“Of course, my daughter is a lady in waiting for the Duchess Louissa herself! The medicine that Lady Isabel is giving him is not working. They fear he may only last another day. The Duchess is at her wit’s end, helpless as her husband wastes away,” the woman said with a sad sigh.
Alex frowned at the news. He remembered Lady Isabel’s drawn and exhausted face as she tried to keep herself together on their journey here. 
“What’s wrong?” Taiya asked as she walked over to where he was standing. She was holding her new pair of boots.
“I overheard these women say that Duke is going to die. Whatever that plant was that Lady Isabel brought, it isn’t working.”
Taiya merely shrugged her shoulders and said, “Leaders come, and leaders go.”
“You don’t care?” Alex asked in surprise.
“No, I don’t care for their lives any more than they would care for my life. To them, I am just a weapon. Just another expendable person in pursuit of their goals. That’s why I avoid their attention and I suggest you do the same,” she said, looking at him intensely. Alex nodded.
“I was going to ask you what kind of weather I should prepare for here. Will I need a coat anytime soon?” Alex asked pointing towards the outerwear on display. He needed to know about the weather, and it was an excuse to change the subject. The Elf was very adamant about staying away from the powerful people of Ktor.
“Spring will be turning to Summer soon. You won’t be needing a coat anytime in the next few months. It will also depend on which direction the Caravan’s take you. The Caravan Masters and the Wagon Masters can give you information about your destinations and what to expect concerning the weather.
“This is my first time in Oktoban, but I have been to Zenkova, which is east of here. The weather was mild and dry for the most part. I think we should both be fine for the next couple of caravan runs.”
They left the market and headed back to the Guildhouse. Alex could not keep his mind off the condition of the Duke, even though he had never met the man. A crazy idea was forming in his mind. First, he would need to get into the castle to see the Healer.
When they reached the Guildhouse, Alex excused himself by telling Taiya that he wanted to talk to Arban about this afternoon’s practice. He didn’t like to lie, but the Elf would probably argue with him if she knew what he was planning. A few minutes later, Alex was knocking on the door of Master Heda’s office.
“Enter,” he heard her voice through the door.
“Caravan Master Heda,” Alex said as he went to stand in front of her desk where she was seated, looking at some papers.
“Strongman Alex, what can I do for you?” she said, looking up at him curiously.
“This may sound strange, Master Heda, but what kind of man is Duke Oktoban?”
“The Duke? He is a good man. He has been a just and kind ruler, like his father before him. Oktoban continues to prosper under his leadership. Why do you ask?”
“I think that I may be able to help Lady Isabel heal the Duke. If you had said the Duke was an evil man or a bad ruler, I would not want to help him. You say that he is a good man, so I would like to offer my help to the Healer,” he said sincerely.
“From what I understand, Lady Isabel brought back a special medicine to counteract the poison,” Master Heda said with a frown.
“I was just in the market, and I overheard a woman say that the medicine is not working and the Duke is near death. She had this information from her daughter who is a lady in waiting for the Duchess.”
“What! That’s terrible news!” Master Heda stood up with a look of alarm on her face. She quickly composed herself and asked him how she could help. He chose his words carefully.
“I have some training in the healing arts. Lady Isabel knows this because I helped her tend to a wounded soldier on our journey here. I have an idea that might help her treat him. I need your help to get into the castle to see her.”
“Of course!” she said and called for her assistant. She told him she had urgent business and would return in an hour or two.
With the Dwarf leading the way, they made their way to the castle.







  
  Chapter thirty-two



An hour later, Alex found himself inside the castle. He was waiting alone in a large room that was probably Lady Isabel’s office. There were a couple of bookshelves that contained books and scrolls. There were a few more that held jars filled with different kinds of dried plants. Along one side of the room were two glass doored cabinets. They held various sized bottles filled with colorful liquids.
To one side was a desk and a comfortable looking chair behind it. Two small chairs faced the desk from the other side. The center of the room was dominated by a large worktable.  Sitting on the table were some mortars and pestles for grinding ingredients as well as bowls of various sizes.
After about twenty minutes, the door opened, and Lady Isabel entered the room. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her face was even more drawn than before. She was wearing a pale green dress with matching slippers. Her long hair was pulled back in a ponytail. The Healer was swaying on her feet, exhausted.
“Alex? What is it? A guard said you needed to see me with important news. Something that could help?” she asked with a note of desperation in her voice, her grey eyes searching his face.
“Yes. It’s going to sound like a crazy idea. Here, sit down,” Alex grabbed the two smaller chairs and placed them facing each other.
“Please, give me some hope. The Toadflax isn’t working, and my Power is not sufficient to draw this vile poison out of his body,” Lady Isabel said as she all but fell into one of the chairs.
“Have you ever heard about people that are Elder Touched?” he asked as he sat down across from her.
“What? Elder Touched? Sorry, I am so tired?” she said with a confused frown as she rubbed her temples with her fingers. Alex waited patiently.
“You mean those men with Power that can... can increase the Power of a woman?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“I... I hadn’t thought of that. But it’s too late now. Elder Touched men are so rare that they are almost a story, a legend. The Duke doesn’t have time for me to search Ktor for a myth,” she said as her shoulders slumped in defeat.
Alex reached out his hand and placed it over hers. Lady Isabel flinched as she felt the surge of sexual Power flow through her. She looked at him in confusion.
“I am Elder Touched.”
“Impossible... is that what this strange Power is, that I feel when we touch? In the forest, when I healed your arm, I felt it. I didn’t understand. I thought it must have something to do with your Strongman Power,” the Healer said as she tried to process what he had told her.
“How can you help me? How do you increase my Power? In the stories, the Elder Touched has to...” her eyes flew open, and she snatched her hand away from his as if he was on fire.
“I know. That’s the awkward part. It seems that sex is the key that unlocks the increase in Power,” he said softly.
Lady Isabel stood up and started anxiously pacing around the room.
“Alex, this is crazy! I can’t have sex with you. I don’t even like you!” she said in consternation.
“Uh, thanks,” he said with a little laugh. 
She paused and looked at him, realizing what she had said.
“Sorry, I meant that I don’t like you because I don’t even know you. I don’t dislike you... It’s just, just such a strange idea!” she said as she started pacing again.
“I understand. It is strange for me as well. I only came to offer to help because I had heard that Duke Oktoban is a good man, and his loss would be bad for his people.”
Lady Isabel came and stood a few inches in front of him. Her eyes searched his eyes.
“I don’t know if I can make love to a man that I don’t really know. That I can’t even get excited about, because I am so exhausted.”
“Trust me. The Power will take care of that,” he said as he placed his hands on her upper arms. After a moment her breathing quickened. He slowly pulled her next to him, wrapping his arms around her body as she shivered. He held her close as their bodies became aroused as the energy flowed between the two of them.
“So strange. I can feel the flow of Power. It’s awakening all my senses,” she whispered.
“Alright, I can do this,” she said as she broke the contact, breathing heavily. 
She turned and walked quickly to the door and locked it. She turned to Alex and began untying the fastenings on the back of her dress. In a moment, her dress slipped to the floor, puddling at her feet. Isabel stood there naked except for a pair of small, pale green panties. She had a slender build with small breasts and a gentle swell to her hips. 
“I see your clothes match, even down to your underwear,” Alex said with a smile.
“We all have our little vanities,” she said as she slid them down and stepped out of them, kicking off her slippers in the process. Fully nude, she walked back to Alex, and he took her in his arms. Her body was soft and warm. He let the Power flow through them for a moment before he tentatively kissed her lips.
He slid his hands down and cupped her buttocks, slowly pulling her against his arousal. Isabel parted her lips, and her tongue joined his in a long languid kiss. She wrapped her arms around his body.
He continued to kiss her, letting his hands roam over her body. He could feel her skin grow even warmer to his touch. His own desire was becoming overpowering. He had to be inside her.
He broke off their kiss so he could slide his tunic over his head. Isabel ran her hands across his chest appreciatively, before she leaned down to help him kick off his boots as he leaned against the worktable. Next, she helped him slide down his pants. His raging hard on startled her, slapping her cheek as it was freed from its confinement.
“Sorry!” Alex said in embarrassment.
“You have nothing to be sorry about,” she said as she stood up while still staring at his cock. She reached down and gently wrapped her right hand around his shaft. She began to slowly stroke his length. With her left hand she pulled his head down into another deep kiss. Her hand began to stroke his cock faster as her grip tightened.
“I take back what I said about not being excited to make love to you.” she said breathlessly as she broke off their kiss.
Alex growled in agreement as he pulled on her ponytail with one hand, bending her back and exposing her neck. He ran his tongue along her neck, alternating his attention with kisses and little bites which made her gasp.
His body on fire, he picked her up and sat her on the edge of the worktable, spreading her thighs as he did so. Alex reached down and touched her entrance. She was slick with desire. He slowly slid one of his fingers in and out and then added a second finger as he worked to stretch her open. Her nails dug into his shoulders as she whimpered in pleasure.
She reached down and pushed aside his fingers, instead grabbing his shaft and teasing her entrance with his cockhead. Her movements were almost frantic.
“I’m glad to see you're as excited to make love as I am,” Alex whispered in her ear as he nibbled her earlobe.
“I can’t explain... the Power... the energy... I can feel it … flowing through our bodies wherever we touch... it’s making me... mad with desire...” she said between little gasps.
Alex needed to be inside her. He told her to put her hands on his shoulders as he easily lifted her off the table, cupping her bottom in his hands. He positioned her over his cock. Holding her weight easily with one hand, he reached down with his other hand and guided himself inside her. He paused after only a couple of inches, to give her a moment to adjust to his size.
“Ohhhh,” she said in a soft moan as he slowly pushed more of himself inside of her. 
Isabel wrapped her legs around his waist as she opened herself fully to him.
He used his hands to slowly lift her up as he pulled himself partially out of her. He then reversed the motion, this time pushing himself deeper into her tight passage. He slowly repeated the process as Isabel moaned in pleasure and pain as he stretched her out like no man had ever done before. She let out a little whimper as he finally pushed himself in to the hilt.
“It feels so good to be inside you,” he said with a gasp for breath as she started wiggling her bottom, grinding herself against him.
Isabel only grunted as she sped up her motion. She wrapped her hands around his neck and arched her back, adjusting her position to increase her pleasure. 
She looked so sexy with her head tilted back, her ponytail swaying with her motion as she let desire wash over her. Alex couldn’t take it anymore. He used his hands to pull her hips away from him and then he slammed back into her. He kept repeating the motion, thrusting himself deep inside of her as she gasped for breath. 
Sexual energy swirled through their bodies as every nerve tingled with awareness. The sensations were driving him wild as his thrusts became faster and faster until they both exploded in a mighty orgasm. Isabel trembled as her climax rippled through her body as he emptied himself deep inside of her. As she caught her breath, she leaned forward and kissed him deeply.
He held her there for a time as she rested her head on his shoulder. Then he slowly broke their intimate embrace and set her back on her feet.
“That was incredible. That was surreal. That was...I don’t even know where to begin,” Lady Isabel said. She raised her arms in a languid stretch as she took a deep breath.
“How do you feel?” Alex asked. 
She placed her hands on her hips and tilted her head as she considered. Her eyes were clear, no longer bloodshot.
“Strange. I don’t feel exhausted anymore. I feel refreshed. I can’t explain. But somehow, I do feel more powerful,” she said with a puzzled look on her face.
“Hopefully you are strong enough to heal Duke Oktoban now,” Alex said hopefully.
“Yes, I need to go try now, the Duke won’t last another day,” she said as she began to put her clothes back on.
“How long does this effect last,” she asked as she slid her dress back on.
“As a guess, it should last about a day. But then you will fall asleep for a day or so,” he replied as he began pulling on his clothes.
“A price must be paid. Same as the Icefire potion that I have been using,” she nodded.
“Do I look all right? I hope I don’t look like I just had sex!” she asked as she adjusted her ponytail.
“You look great,” he said with a smile. 
“Alex, wait here. I shall return in a while and tell you if I was able to draw out the poison.”
“Lady Isabel, I would ask you to please keep the fact that I am Elder Touched, a secret.”
She paused at the doorway and gave him her word before hurrying off. Alex finished dressing and then sat down on one of the chairs to wait.







  
  Chapter thirty-three



Alex placed the book he was holding back onto the bookshelf. Lady Isabel had been gone for what felt like two or three hours. Alex wondered how the people on Ktor kept track of time. He had not seen any clocks. He wondered if they used sundials.
Bored, he had glanced through some of the Healer’s books. They all seemed to be about the healing arts. They were similar to some of the basic medical training he had received in the army. Except they also described how to apply the Healing Power during treatment. Alex shook his head, thinking about how he could have saved a few more lives if he had the kind of Power that Lady Isabel possessed.
The scrolls were neatly tied up with ribbon. He didn’t open any of them, afraid that he wouldn’t be able to wrap them up again properly. The dried plants were not very interesting. He spent a few minutes guessing what kinds of liquids the glass bottles held, but that quickly grew boring.
He was looking at the carvings on the front of her desk when he finally heard the door opening behind him. He turned around with a hopeful smile that quickly died on his face. Grim faced soldiers were entering the room, hands on their sword pommels. They fanned out in front of him.
A short old woman dressed in a black robe with black gloves followed them into the room. Her white hair was pulled back in a bun and her face was lined with age. She looked like an angry grandmother.
“What have you done to my granddaughter!” she said angrily. 
Alex looked at her in confusion.
“What? I’m sorry, I don’t know who you-.”
“Lady Isabel!” she interrupted him with a horizontal slashing motion of her hand.
“She was tending to the Duke,” was all Alex could think of saying.
“Are you in league with the poisoner!” she shouted at him.
“What? No!” Alex said in surprise.
“You were the last person she saw. We found her next to the Duke, on the floor. She has fallen into some kind of swoon. We cannot wake her. What did you give her!” the woman asked angrily.
“I gave her nothing! I swear to you ma’am. The guards searched me thoroughly before I was even allowed into the castle,” Alex said defensively.
“Liar! You have Power. I can sense it! If anything happens to Isabel, I will see that you die in the most agonizing way possible!” she practically screamed at him. The guards had drawn their swords warily when the woman said she had sensed the Power in him.
“I assure you-” he tried to say.
“Silence!” she said and turned to leave the room.
“Take him to the dungeon!” 






  
  Chapter thirty-four



‘What a bitch’ was all that Alex could think of at first, as the guards led him down into the depths of the castle. Then he started worrying about Lady Isabel. Did something go wrong, he wondered.
Maybe her strength was drained fighting the poison. Her body might have reacted differently to the Power boost because of the Icefire potion she had been taking for so long. Whatever the reason, all he could do was hope that she recovered quickly.
The final staircase led to a long hallway. Six guards sat in chairs along the wall by a wooden doorway. They stood up as Alex’s group approached.
“A prisoner for the dungeon, by the command of Lady Estel”, one of his guards informed them. 
The guard nearest the door nodded. He removed a large ring of keys from his belt and unlocked the wooden door. He led them into the large room beyond.
The room was lined with small cells cut into the walls on either side. Those cells all seemed empty. At the far end of the room was a large cage like a prison cell. Metal bars extended from floor to ceiling and the door was made of metal bars as well. Alex could see that there were some prisoners being held there.
“Shall I place him in a solitary cell or in the holding cell?” the jail guard asked.
“Do as you will,” his guard said with a shrug.
The jailor unlocked the holding cell and held the door open for Alex. The door clanged shut behind him and he heard a loud click as the guard locked it again. Alex turned around and watched the soldiers file out of the room, closing and locking the wooden door behind them.
Alex just shook his head. Maybe he should have listened to Taiya and not gotten involved in the dealings of the rich and powerful of Ktor. He didn’t like to dwell on the past or past mistakes. All he could do was continue forward. He turned to examine the cell and its occupants.
In the back left corner of the room was a small pipe coming out of the wall. A steady trickle of water spilled out of the pipe into a hole in the ground. He assumed it was a combination of drinking water and latrine for the prisoners. There were two wooden benches to the left of the cell. Stretched out on each of them was a man in ragged clothes. They glanced at Alex and then laid back down. He thought he caught the smell of stale beer from them.
The only other occupant was sitting on the stone floor, leaning against the back wall and his legs stretched out in front of him. He was a handsome young man, maybe about Alex’s age. He had blonde hair and blue eyes. He was sporting a thin moustache forming a T shape with the line of hair down his chin.
The young man was dressed in black pants tucked into a pair of tall, well-worn boots. He was wearing a grey tunic. It was long sleeved and loose fitting. He had a slender build and was a couple of inches shorter than Alex.
On the floor next to him was a rolled-up jacket or cloak. Resting on that was a wide brimmed hat. One of the sides of the hat was cocked up and held in place with a long white feather. Alex imagined the guy must look like one of the three musketeers when he wore that hat.
The man was regarding Alex with merriment in his eyes. Alex nodded and sat himself down on the right side of the cell, leaning against the stone wall.
“So, what brings you to this lovely place? You don’t seem to be one of the town drunks, like these fine fellows,” the young man pointed to the two drunkards with his chin.
“That, I’m afraid is a long story,” Alex said with a sigh.
“Well, my good man, I could be wrong, but it looks like we both have nothing but time on our hands,” he looked at Alex expectantly.
“Unfortunately, my story also involves someone else. I’m not free to talk about it at the moment,” Alex replied, choosing his words carefully. It would be best to not bring up Lady Isabel.
“Ahhh, I see! Your story involves a woman, no doubt,” the young man said with a wide smile, quickly adding, “I see by your expression that I am right!”
Alex just shook his head and remained silent.
“Come now, who is this fair maiden? The daughter of some wealthy merchant? The bored wife of an old nobleman? A princess? She must be important if they locked you up because of her!” he asked and leaned forward expectantly.
“You have quite the imagination,” Alex said with a laugh. But he would say no more on the subject.
“Perhaps I do. Perhaps I do. My name is Flynn,” the young man said and leaned back against the wall.
“Alex,” he replied.
“A pleasure to meet you, Alex.”
“Why are you here?” Alex asked.
“It seems that I may have accidentally stolen a targa fruit,” Flynn said with a shrug.
“How do you ‘accidentally’ steal a fruit?” Alex asked incredulously.
“Were you ever poor or hungry as a child, Alex?” Flynn asked.
“No. We were not rich either. My father worked very hard to make sure the family was provided for. We did not have expensive things, but we had a roof over our heads, and we had enough to eat. Why do you ask?”
“A hard-working father? You were fortunate. The circumstances of a person’s upbringing will influence how they view the world. I was curious if you had grown up rich or poor. Anyway, let’s just say old habits die hard. It seems that when I took the targa fruit and placed it in my coat pocket, the merchant didn’t appreciate it and called for the guards. There happened to be two fine fellows of the town watch nearby and I was immediately apprehended. 
“As I had no money upon me to pay for the fruit or the fine, they tossed me in here for three days so that I may contemplate the error of my ways,” Flynn said with a twinkle in his eyes.
Alex considered what Flynn had said. The man certainly didn’t look or sound poor.
“Couldn’t you have gotten money from your house or your family?” Alex asked.
“Alas, I am not from Oktoban. I have only arrived here this morning from Kargosk.”
“Where is Kargosk?” Alex asked.
“So, you also are not from Oktoban, if you don’t know the name of the nearest city on the road here,” Flynn said with a puzzled look.
“How did you get here? You must pass through Kargosk to reach Oktoban,” Flynn said as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully.
“As I said, it’s a long story.”
“What a mystery you are,” Flynn said with a smile.
“Are you from Kargosk,” Alex asked.
“Kargosk? No, I was just visiting.”
“What brought you to Oktoban?” Alex asked curiously.
“While in Kargosk, I heard rumors that there might be big changes happening in Oktoban,” Flynn replied.
Alex assumed Flynn was referring to the fact that the Duke was poisoned and could possibly die.
“Why would that bring you to Oktoban?” Alex asked.
“Why? Because with big changes, one often finds big opportunities!” Flynn said with a smile.
“What kind of opportunities?” he asked, genuinely curious now.
“As you said, it’s a long story,” Flynn said with a wink.
Alex smiled back. Alex didn’t believe his story about stealing the fruit. Flynn was certainly allowed to have his own secrets.
The door to the room opened and two guards entered, one of them carrying a tray of food.
“Ah, dinner is served!” Flynn said and stood up and walked towards the front of the cell. The two men laying on the benches sat up and rubbed their eyes. Alex stood up and joined Flynn.
The guard with the tray passed each of them a half loaf of bread through the metal bars. He then gave them a wedge of cheese. The other guard stood by with sword drawn in case any of the prisoners tried anything dangerous.
As the guards turned to leave, Flynn called out to them.
“My good man, could we order some wine with our dinner?”
The soldiers walked away, ignoring him.
“Perhaps a nice, chilled bottle of Samovian white would pair well with this cheese?”
The guards closed the door behind them. Alex heard the lock click into place.
“I will assume that means no wine,” he sighed. 
The drunks took their food back to their benches while Alex and Flynn sat back down where they had been previously.
Flynn was examining the wedge of cheese in his hand. “No mold,” he said. He took a bite of the bread and his eyebrows raised in surprise. “The bread is fresh.” 
“You can learn a lot about a city by seeing how it treats those helpless in its power,” Flynn said between mouthfuls of food.
“I take it, this is not your first time in a jail?” Alex asked.
“I may have been in one once or twice before,” Flynn replied with a sly smile. “How about you?”
“First time,” Alex replied. Flynn nodded his head.
The two of them finished their meal and then used the flowing water to wash off their hands. They then cupped some to drink and then returned to their positions on the floor. They sat there quietly for a while.
A commotion outside the door caught their attention. The door opened and the guards brought in another prisoner. The newcomer was a reddish skinned giant of a man. He was easily six and a half feet tall and massively muscled. The shirt he was wearing was ripped and half hanging from him. His body was covered with tattoos, even his bald face and head. There were heavy chains around his wrists and ankles.
“Prick me again you little pricks,” the words of the red man came out slurred. Alex noticed the big man was swaying on his feet. “I will smash you when I get free!” he added, half slurring and half spitting the words.
“A drunk Half-ogre. This should be interesting,” Flynn said and stood up. 
Alex stood up as well.
Ten guards herded the drunken man into the cell, and they slammed the door shut behind him, quickly locking it. The Half-ogre grabbed the cell bars, rattling them as he cursed at the guards. The guards ignored him as they left the room and locked the door behind them.
The drunken giant turned to his right and snarled at the two men on the benches. They scrambled into a corner, cowering in fear. He then turned and stepped towards the center of the room. He noticed Flynn standing there. Flynn gave the man a wry smile. The Half-ogre took a step closer towards Flynn, swaying as he tried to focus on his face. The drunk's long arm reached out and grabbed Flynn with surprising speed. His hand wrapped around Flynn’s neck, lifting him up off his feet and pinning him to the wall.
“What are you smiling at?” he slurred, spittle splattering Flynn’s face. Flynn grabbed at the hand, trying to free himself.
“Let him go!” Alex yelled. Flynn’s face was turning red.
The Half-ogre turned his head towards Alex, noticing him for the first time. “What are you going to do about it, mouse shit!” He then caught Alex totally off guard by tossing Flynn at him like a rag doll. Flynn crashed into Alex, sending them tumbling into a corner of the cell. Alex quickly recovered and rolled to his feet while Flynn lay there gasping for breath. 
The Half-ogre was lifting up one of the wooden benches while the other two men were screaming for the guards. Alex launched himself towards the red giant as he turned around with the bench in his hands. The giant swung the bench towards Alex, missing him as it hit the ground and shattered. Alex slammed into the Half-ogre, sending him crashing into the wall as Alex stumbled to one knee. 
With a snarl, the drunken Half-ogre launched himself at Alex. Alex swung a right hook at the man’s face, pulling back at the last second as he realized he would probably crush the Half-ogre's head with the blow. The bald head snapped to the left with a loud crack and the red giant fell to the ground senseless. 
“Quick, flip him onto his back,” Flynn said as he came up beside Alex, rubbing his neck.
Alex turned the unconscious man onto his back. Flynn knelt beside him and pushed aside part of the torn shirt covering his left shoulder. Among the other tattoos was a small circle with a trident inside of it. Flynn stood up as the guards poured into the room with swords drawn.
“What’s going on!” one of them demanded.
“This crazed drunk that you threw in with us went berserk. He tried to kill us! He was about to choke the life out of me, when my quick-thinking friend hit him over the head with one of the benches,” Flynn explained, pulling down his shirt to show them the red marks around his neck.
The soldiers conferred quietly for a moment. Then they warned them to stay back as they opened the cell door. Some of the guards dragged the unconscious man out of the cell and then locked the door again. They made sure the Half-ogre was still alive and then they dragged him into the nearest of the small cells and locked him inside.
The guards then entered the main cell again and gathered up the broken pieces of the bench, taking them with them as they locked up the cell and left the room. Alex guessed that they were worried that some of those wood shards could be used as a weapon. The soldiers of Oktoban seemed to be well trained. 
“Well, that was certainly exciting!” Flynn said as he sat back down in his previous spot. 
Alex also sat back down while the other two men still huddled in the corner.
“Did you say that guy is a Half-ogre?” Alex asked.
“Yes. Have you never seen one? I suppose they are somewhat rare. Ogremen themselves aren't that populous a people and tend to keep to themselves,” Flynn answered thoughtfully.
“His speed, even though he was drunk, caught me by surprise,” Flynn continued as he rubbed his neck again.
“I would have bet you a thousand gold, that I could have dodged his grasp!” Flynn said with a laugh. “That’s what I get for being careless and underestimating an opponent. Thank you for saving me!”
“Oh, yeah, no problem, Flynn,” Alex replied.
“As I was standing back up, I saw you knock out our angry friend. I think you probably broke his jaw,” he said with a smirk. 
Alex just looked at Flynn without saying anything.
“Regular humans don’t just one punch a Half-ogre. My guess is that perchance you are a Strongman?” Flynn asked in a whisper.
“Yes,” Alex replied. 
Flynn nodded.
“You are truly an interesting mystery, Alex,” Flynn said and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.
“What was that mark on his shoulder that you were looking at?” Alex asked to change the subject.
“You noticed it? The circled trident is the mark of the Kanban Gang,” Flynn looked to see if that meant anything to Alex. 
Alex told Flynn that he had never heard of them.
“The Kanban Gang’s specialty is providing muscle. Usually, that means bodyguards or extra security for the wealthy or powerful who may not have access to protection using traditional soldiers. The Kanban have been around so long and have enough resources though, that they can field their own mercenary companies. Their soldiers are for sale to the highest bidder and have been used all over Ktor when cities and nations go to war,” Flynn explained. 
Alex noticed the frown on Flynn’s face.
“From the look on your face, it looks like something about the Kanban is bothering you,” Alex said.
“Indeed. From what I gather, Oktoban has been a very secure and a very well-run city for many years. Over the last month I have been in Kargosk and before that Zenkova. This region, the Greenspring Valley, has been fairly peaceful for a long time. Yet in both those cities I noticed a number of Kanban bodyguards. The people in both those cities were looking over their shoulders, if you understand my meaning.
“I mentioned earlier that I heard rumors of changes coming to Oktoban and change brings opportunity. I came to see for myself. It seems that the Kanban Gang may also see an opportunity to grow their business,” Flynn explained.
“Where is Zenkova?” Alex asked. Flynn looked at him curiously for a moment.
“Kargosk is about 3 day's journey east of here. Zenkova is another 3 days east from there. How long have you been in Oktoban?”
“Only a few days.”
“Someday, you will have to tell me how you really wound up here,” Flynn said with a shake of his head.
“Maybe, when you tell me what type of “opportunities” you are looking for in Oktoban,” Alex answered. 
Flynn just smiled.
“Well, I think we have discovered all we can about each other for tonight. I, for one, am going to bed,” Flynn said, and he proceeded to stretch out on the floor, using his rolled-up jacket as a pillow. He covered his face with his hat and in a surprisingly short time, Alex could hear the man snoring softly.
Alex slid over to the corner of the room and used the two walls to prop up his torso as he stretched his legs out. Not the most comfortable position, but he had slept in some awkward positions while out on deployment. The two men in the opposite corner were huddled on the floor and appeared to be asleep.
The sound of the water trickling out of the pipe provided a soothing background noise which helped him relax. In a short time, he drifted off into a light sleep.







  
  Chapter thirty-five



Alex opened one eye the next morning as he heard Flynn stand up from the floor where he had slept. The man let out a yawn and stretched his arms before going off to the corner to relieve himself. Alex stood up and stretched. He waited for Flynn to finish and then went over to the water and washed his face. 
“Ah, the joys of sleeping on a cold stone floor,” Flynn said sarcastically as he began to stretch out various parts of his body. 
Alex began to work out the kinks in his own body. It wasn’t the worst night’s sleep he had ever had, but his body was certainly tight from the awkward sleeping position.
Soon, three guards entered the room, one carrying a tray of bread and cheese like the evening before. One of the guards motioned to the men still huddling in the corner. They stood up and came to the door.
“You’re free to go,” the guard said and unlocked the cell door for them to leave and then locked it again. 
The guard with the food gave them each a loaf of bread and a piece of cheese. The third guard led the two men out. 
The guard then passed food to Flynn and Alex through the bars. The Kanban Half-ogre was still passed out in his solitary cell, so the guard pushed the bread and cheese through the bars, so it sat on the cell floor. The guards left and Alex joined Flynn on the wooden bench where they sat to eat.
“Did you see that?” Flynn said between bites of food.
“What?”
“They gave those two drunkards, or recently drunkards, I should better say, a parting gift of food! Normally, jail guards simply toss you out on the street once you have served your sentence. Oktoban is not your typical city,” Flynn explained.
Alex nodded. It sounded like he made the right decision in trying to help save the Duke. He sincerely hoped that the Duke had survived and that Lady Isabel was all right. He didn’t want to think about what they might accuse him of, had something happened to the Healer.
After they had finished eating, the men passed the time in small talk. Flynn implied that he was well travelled, so Alex asked Flynn to tell him about some of the most interesting cities he had visited.
Flynn told him about Livarro, the floating city, which consisted of boats and floating platforms in the middle of a lake. The areas were lashed together to keep them from drifting apart and bridges made of rope and wood were the “streets” connecting the city.
There was Serez, the city of Seven Towers dominated by the seven mages who resided in those towers. The city was ruled by a council made up of ten members, but seven of the council each worked for one of the magicians.
Flynn had just started telling him about Port Dar, city of the merchant princes, dominated by the great trading houses of Darsus, when the door opened again. Two guards entered, escorting a blonde-haired woman. She was wearing tight black pants tucked into tall black leather boots. In contrast, her white, long sleeve shirt was very loose fitting. Alex thought she looked like a pirate. A beautiful blue-eyed pirate.
As she got closer, Alex noticed she looked strikingly similar to Flynn, with blue eyes and aristocratic features. Had to be his sister, maybe even his twin, Alex thought.
“Ah, my savior has arrived,” Flynn said with a smile as he stood up. Alex stood up as well and they walked towards the cell door. One of the guards drew his sword and pointed it towards Alex and told him to step back from the door. He then proceeded to unlock and open the cell door.
“Your fine price has been paid, you are free to go,” the guard said to Flynn.
“Dear sister, I would ask you to pay the fine price for my new friend Alex as well. Alex, may I present my sister Fiona. Fiona, this is Alex,” Flynn said as his sister frowned for a moment and then nodded her head towards Alex.
“Hello,” Alex said.
“How much is the fine price for him?” Fiona asked the guard, ignoring Alex. Her polished voice was as aristocratic as her looks and demeanor. 
“There is no fine price for him,” the guard replied.
“No fine price! What kind of trouble are you in, my dear Alex?” Flynn turned to Alex, one eyebrow arched up questioningly. Alex just smiled and shrugged his shoulders.
“Hurry up now,” the guard said to Flynn. 
Flynn turned to Alex and gave him a quick embrace.
“If you ever find your way to Montbelar, go to the Black Cat Tavern. Tell the barkeep that the ghost of Flynn sent you,” Flynn whispered to Alex. 
a nod, Flynn followed his sister out of the room as the guard locked the cell door. The guards followed after the siblings.
Alex was alone, except for the unconscious Half-ogre in the nearby cell. In the quiet, Alex could hear him softly snoring. He wondered how much alcohol it had taken to get that giant of man drunk.
Sitting down on the bench, Alex wondered about his new “friend” Flynn and his sister. Who really was he? He was certain that Flynn had wanted to get arrested. However, he didn’t understand why or what the man had wanted to accomplish by getting arrested.
Flynn’s sister was beautiful, and she knew it. Fiona practically oozed sophistication. She was the kind of woman that wouldn’t give Alex a second glance. And she hadn’t, he thought and chuckled to himself. Which was probably a good thing because she looked like trouble.
Flynn had said he had come to Oktoban looking for an opportunity. Opportunity for what? He didn’t really look like a merchant. Was he some kind of spy? Alex shrugged, not sure what to make of Flynn and Fiona. If he ever travelled to Montbelar, wherever that was, he could look for him at the Black Cat Tavern. Until then, Flynn would remain another mystery of this fascinating world Alex had found himself in.
Alex passed the next couple of hours by doing a few more stretches and exercises. He tested the strength of the cell bars. With quite some effort, he was able to start bending two of the bars away from each other, before bending them back to their original position. He felt confident that if he needed to, he could bend the bars enough that he could escape the cell. He hoped he would not have to. He didn’t like his odds of success in fighting his way out of the castle and then the city, even with his incredible strength.
Alex was sitting on the bench when the door opened again. He was surprised to see Captain Robs enter, followed by the two guards from earlier in the morning. The officer had a frown on his face as he approached.
“Alex, I just found out you were being held down here,” Captain Robs said as he reached the cell. “When you didn’t return, Arban came to the castle and asked for me. I told him I would look into it and that’s when I found out you were imprisoned!”
“Captain,” Alex said with a nod as he stood up and walked towards the cell door.
“I apologize. Lady Estel should not have done this to you!” the officer said in an agitated voice.
“Is Lady Isabel all right? How is the Duke?” Alex asked, half holding his breath.
“Lady Isabel is still sleeping, but otherwise she seems fine. She has no fever or other signs of sickness. The Duke woke up this morning. He is very tired, but whatever magic Lady Isabel worked upon him seems to have finally driven the poison from his body,” the officer explained. 
Alex let out a sigh of relief.
“That is great news!” Alex said with a smile.
“Release this man,” the captain ordered.
“Sir, we were given strict orders by Lady Estel to keep him here,” one of the guards replied.
“Alex, do you give me your word that you will not try to escape?” the captain asked.
“You have my word captain, I will not try to escape,” Alex said solemnly.
“This man is no enemy. He saved my life when we were attacked by Goblins while escorting Lady Isabel. You will release him into my custody. No punishment will come to you. Should Alex escape, my life shall be forfeit. I order you, release him,” Captain Robs ordered.
“Yes, Captain!” the guards replied and unlocked the door for Alex.
“How’s your leg, captain?” Alex asked.
“Healed nicely. I’m going to have a nasty scar, but that’s better than being dead!” the officer replied with a smile.
Alex followed Captain Robs out of the dungeon and back up to the castle proper. The captain led him to the section of the building that housed soldiers. At the end of a hallway, he opened a door and motioned Alex into the room.
“This is my room here,” he explained. The room was simple, with a comfortable bed, a wardrobe and a bookshelf. There was a table in the center of the room with 4 chairs.
“Have a seat. I will return in a moment,” the officer explained, motioning towards the table. He then stepped out of the room, leaving the door open. Alex took a seat at the table and waited.







  
  Chapter thirty-six



Captain Robs returned with a bottle of wine and two glasses. A moment later a soldier walked into the room with a tray of food and sat it on the table. The soldier saluted the Captain and left.
Captain Robs poured them each a glass of red wine before sitting down across from Alex. Their lunch consisted of a bowl of chicken soup with vegetables and barley along with the usual half loaf of bread. The officer apologized again for his imprisonment, but otherwise the two men ate in silence. Afterwards, the Captain poured them another glass of wine.
“I cannot directly countermand Lady Estel’s order to hold you here. But with the Duke on the mend and hopefully Lady Isabel as well, we can clear up this mix up soon,” the officer explained.
“Who is Lady Estel? I think she said she was Lady Isabel’s grandmother,” Alex asked.
“Yes. She is also Duke Edmund’s aunt. She was as a second mother to the Duke, after his mother passed away when he was eight years old. She is very protective of her family and holds a position of respect in the castle.
“The assassination attempt has been very hard on her. I can imagine when she found her granddaughter unconscious on the floor, she had assumed the worst. And, as you were the last person she was with...” the Captain’s voice trailed off.
“I understand,” Alex nodded. He truly could understand her reaction.
“Who was behind the assassination attempt?” Alex asked.
“That is still a mystery,” the Captain said with a sigh before continuing.
“Oktoban has been at peace for many generations. To the north, we maintain a mutually beneficial relationship with the Dwarves of Igrim in the mountains. To the east we border Kargosk. There are occasional difficulties with them, depending on which of the merchant oligarchs are leading their city. The problems with them arise over taxes on caravans passing through their lands. There has been no blood shed in that direction in many decades.
“To the south are the lawless lands. The bandit raids from there are few and far between. They are more of a nuisance than a threat. To the west there are more mountains. Goblins or Hargs raid from there upon occasion. Because they could pose the greatest threat, we have extra watch towers in that direction.”
“Is there anyone inside Oktoban who would want to eliminate the Duke? Who would rule if Duke Edmund dies?”  Alex asked. 
He wondered if there was someone who coveted the Duke’s power. 
“Duke Edmund has three sons, but the oldest is only 12. The Duchess would rule until the oldest reached his maturity. Lord Abner, the Duke’s uncle would probably assist her. It would be a difficult time for us until the Prince matured. The Duchess has never concerned herself much with the day to day running of the Oktoban. Lord Abner would prefer to hunt and drink rather than.... No, I don’t believe this came from inside the Duke’s family.”
“Does the Duke have any enemies or other rivals in this region of Ktor?” Alex’s curiosity was aroused by the mystery of the assassination attempt.
“No. We mind our own business here at the far end of the Greenspring Valley. The Duke does not meddle in the affairs of the other rulers near us. My fear is that someone is jealous of our prosperity. Killing Duke Edmund would leave Oktoban under the rule of... let us say, not the strongest of leadership.
“The merchants of Kargosk have always been envious of our trade with Igrim, even though they also prosper from the caravans that have to pass through their city to reach us. General Rosk, who commands our troops, thinks that someone in Kargosk is responsible for the attack. They would be the ones most likely to benefit from a weakened Oktoban, either by taking over some of our trade or even eventually attacking our city,” Robs explained.
Alex nodded. It seemed a reasonable assumption. He had no knowledge of the Geo-political situation on Ktor. Greed, jealousy and the hunger for power were all powerful motivators for countries to fight over. The ego of the ruler and religious or ethnic differences between peoples could also spark a war. Alex had experienced a few of these firsthand, in his deployments with the Green Berets.
“How was the Duke poisoned?” Alex asked.
“The poison was slipped into his wine. Duke Edmund is fond of a glass of wine before retiring for the evening. The assassin posed as a kitchen maid. Over a month ago, two of the older kitchen maids died. One of the women grew sickly and passed away. The other was found dead in her bed. As they were both older women, nothing was suspected, even though they passed within a week of each other.
“Shorthanded, the kitchen hired two women to replace them. One of them was the assassin. We now think the assassin killed those two women, to allow her to be hired and have access to the castle. Eventually, the assassin learned of the Duke’s routine and of his habit of an evening glass of wine.
“Only senior, trusted members of the staff handle the food for the Duke’s family. Two of those women work late, should the family need anything, and one will bring the Duke his wine. One night, the assassin murdered the two women on duty. She changed clothes with one of them and she even had a white wig and makeup which she used to make herself appear older.
“The assassin delivered the poisoned wine to the Duke’s chambers and gave the tray to his butler, who suspected nothing. The butler has served the family for decades, but he is of advanced age and his eyesight is poor. He did not notice that she was an imposter. 
“It was pure luck that another servant, who had missed dinner, went to the kitchen to see if he could get some food. When he saw no one, he started looking around and found the dead bodies in the larder. He immediately raised the alarm,” the Captain explained, pausing to take a drink of his wine.
“The assassin had almost reached the front gate when the guards began to close it. She leapt upon them with a dagger. She was a skilled fighter and killed two of the men. She tried to make a dash through the still open door, but one of the pikemen on the outside ran her through as she almost escaped. Unfortunately, she died of her wound before we could question her.
“The Duke was fortunate that he had only drunk a little of the wine when the alarm sounded. He would have died within a few hours if he had drunk all of it,” the officer finished his story with a sad shake of his head.
“What a crazy story. It sounds like this assassin was well prepared,” Alex said.
“Indeed. The assassination was well planned out and well executed. The assassin was very patient. The Duke’s death would not have been discovered until the morning, which is when the two dead women would have been found by the morning staff. By then, the assassin would have been well on her way to safety.”
The assassin was no amateur. The attempt sounded like a professional hit job, Alex thought. The equivalent of CIA level planning on this world. 
“Were you able to find any clues about her?” Alex asked.
“General Rosk had the city searched. The guards checked all the Inns to see if she had been staying at one. The owner of the Traveler’s Rest, a small Inn near the east gate, recognized her description. They searched her room and in one of her bags they found various poisons and over 200 gold coins. She also had a horse stabled there.
“They also found a pouch with 3 blood rubies along with a note. The note named her target and mentioned a vial that contained Boneflower poison. It said that the rest of her price was deposited with her Guildmaster.”
“Were you able to learn anything from what was found in her room?” he asked the officer.
“Only that someone was willing to spend a lot of coin to remove the Duke. We can assume that her total price was 6 blood rubies, with half to be paid up front and half upon successful completion of the assassination. 
“Lady Isabel conferred with the Naadaar women who own the potion shop in Oktoban. They knew about Boneflower poison. If he had drank the whole cup, nothing could have saved him. Even the one sip he had taken almost killed him.
“They recommended using the Black Toadflax root. The Naadaar also explained how rare and expensive the poison was, with one dose costing about 20,000 gold, if you could even find someone with the ingredients to make it,” Captain Robs explained.
Alex wasn’t sure how much a blood ruby cost, but 20,000 gold coins sure sounded like a lot of money. Whoever was willing to spend a large sum to get the Duke out of the way, was betting that it would pay off for them in a big way.
“Alex, you must excuse me, I have an officer’s meeting that I must attend. Please, relax here. I will return later with dinner,” the Captain said and left the room.
Alex sat in his chair for a while, digesting both his meal and the information the Captain had given him.







  
  Chapter thirty-seven



The Captain had a small bed delivered to his room so that Alex had someplace to sleep that night. In the morning, Captain Robs went off to a meeting after breakfast. He passed the time reading through some of the books on the officer’s bookshelf. 
All of the books were about medieval style tactics and warfare. Alex found it interesting to see how much of the information was similar to what he had been taught, factoring in the difference in technology between Earth and Ktor.
Alex and the Captain had just finished their dinner when there was a knock at the door. A soldier entered and informed them that Lady Isabel requested their presence. They both smiled at the news of the Healer being awake. Alex followed the Captain back to the Healer’s office.
Lady Isabel greeted them with a smile as she stood up from behind her desk. The Captain expressed his relief at her recovery.
“Thank you, Captain. When I awoke a few hours ago, I didn’t realize that grandmother had Alex thrown in the dungeon! I assumed he had gone back to the Guildhouse. Luckily one of the soldiers eventually informed me of what had happened. I learned that you had taken him out of the cell and were watching over him,” she said to Captain Robs.
“I knew he wasn’t in league with the assassin. He saved my life when we fought the Goblins,” the Captain replied.
“Indeed, without some of his... knowledge of healing, I would not have been able to save our Duke,” she said with a nod.
“Now if you don’t mind, Captain, I would like to speak to Alex alone, regarding his healing knowledge. I will see that he is escorted back to the Guildhouse afterwards,” she added.
“Of course. Thank you, Alex,” Captain Robs took his hand in a firm handshake before leaving.
“I’m glad you are okay. When your grandmother said you were unconscious on the floor, I was worried,” he said as he looked at her face for signs of exhaustion. 
The healer seemed to be well rested. Even her eyes were no longer bloodshot.
“Yes. I remember using my Power to draw out the poison. I could finally feel it coming out of his body into mine. At the same time, I could feel my Power burning the poison up, destroying it. I think I collapsed when I was finished,” she said thoughtfully.
“I expected you to be energetic for a day or so, before you would fall asleep. I was afraid for your life when she said you had collapsed so soon.”
“I have been thinking about that. I remembered you said that I would have to pay for the day of extra Power with a day of rest. I had also been using Icefire potion for many days. My body would have to pay the price for that as well. 
“I feel no ill effects from the Icefire. By all rights, I should be feeling quite ill and exhausted, since I have not taken any for two days now. I think that the extra Power you granted me, may have burned up the Icefire that was in my body. It’s hard to explain, but I feel remarkably refreshed now that I am awake,” she said with a small smile.
“That’s interesting. I must admit that I know very little about the Power or about being Elder Touched,” he said with a shrug.
Lady Isabel came around the desk. She took a hold of his hands in hers. She caught her breath for a second as sexual energy again flowed between them.
“I will have to get used to that feeling!” she said with a nervous little laugh.
“If I am expecting it, I can hide my reaction to the feeling,” Alex said with a smile.
“I just wanted to thank you. This is so strange and awkward. What passed between us seems like a dream. Yet, because of that, I was able to save a life,” she stood on tiptoe and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.
“I could not stand by and let someone die, if there was a chance I could help. Even if it is a strange way of helping,” he replied. 
She nodded and released his hands.
“I will walk you to the castle gate,” she said.
Lady Isabel walked with him to the castle entrance. She instructed two of the guards to escort him back to the Guildhouse. As night had fallen, Alex was glad for the guards accompanying him, as he was not totally sure of the best path back. The guards left him at the Guildhouse door and Alex went to the bunk house. He was tired from all the excitement of the last two days. He undressed and lay down on his bed, quickly falling asleep.
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The next morning, Alex decided to take a bath before getting breakfast. The only other occupant of the baths was an older man who nodded to Alex when he came into the room but was otherwise silent. Alex was glad to be able to bathe in peace and quiet. It was going to take him some time before he became used to bathing alongside naked women.
He was walking back to his room, wrapped only in his towel when he was confronted by Taiya. She had just left her room when she saw him walking towards her.
“Have you lost your mind!” she hissed at him.
“What are you talking about?” he asked.
“Arban told me you had been thrown in jail at the castle!”
“Uhh, yes, but it was all a misunderstanding,” he said.
“I was going to ask what you were doing, but I can guess. The news is all over town that the Duke has been miraculously healed. You decided to get involved. You boosted the Healer!” she said angrily in a low voice so as not to be overheard.
“Why are you so upset that I saved someone’s life?”
Taiya threw up her hands in exasperation. She was about to say something, but instead turned and stormed out of the building. Alex could not understand the Elf’s reaction. 
Alex dressed and went to the kitchen for breakfast. He joined Arban who was already seated at a table. The Orc was happy to see him, and Alex filled him in on his adventure in the prison.
“A drunk Half-ogre, eh? Lucky you weren’t injured, even with your strength,” the Orc laughed.
Alex agreed to meet Arban after lunch for more weapons practice. Alex asked if there was someplace where he could wash his dirty clothes and he learned that laundry service was included as a benefit while staying at a Guildhouse. 
Alex went back to his room and gathered his laundry. Afterwards, he availed himself of the shaving service provided by one of the bathing room attendants. He had a light lunch and then met up with Arban for practice.
This afternoon, the Orc had him practice blocking against an opponent armed with an axe. Arban swung a wooden practice axe while Alex worked on blocking it, first with a shield and then using only his wooden practice sword.
The two had been at it for less than an hour when a servant ran up to them.
“Master Arban, Master Heda requests your presence immediately. Strongman Alex as well,” the servant said breathlessly. 
Arban nodded. They put their weapons away and quickly rinsed off their faces before following the servant.
Upon entering Master Heda’s office, Alex’s first thought was if he was in trouble again. A woman was seated in a chair, and she was flanked by six soldiers. She stood up after they had entered the room. She was a tall, attractive brunette dressed in expensive looking clothes. She was wearing a simple silver diadem circlet with a small white stone. Her face and eyes had a tired look about them. Standing opposite of her was Master Heda and Taiya, who was fidgeting nervously.
“Duchess Louissa, may I present Wagon Master Arban,” the Orc bowed, with a surprised look on his face. 
The duchess nodded her head.
“And Strongman Alex,” Alex copied the bow that the Orc had made.
“In two days' time, we will be holding a small banquet to celebrate the recovery of my husband, Duke Edmund of Oktoban. I would like to extend an invitation to the three of you, who were instrumental in ensuring the safe return of Lady Isabel. Our good friend, Master Heda is, of course, also invited,” the Duchess informed them.
“We graciously accept, your highness,” Master Heda said with a bow. 
The three of them followed her lead and bowed as well.
“I would also like to apologize to Strongman Alex for the treatment he received whilst visiting the castle,” she added.
“It was nothing. Your highness,” Alex added awkwardly and bowed again. 
She gave him a smile and then she left the room, surrounded by her guards.
“That was unexpected,” Master Heda said with a smile.
“A royal banquet! The food should be excellent,” the Orc added and patted his belly.
“Damn it,” they heard Taiya mutter under her breath.
“What’s wrong?” Alex asked.
“For one thing, I have nothing to wear. I will need to spend money on something appropriate. I don’t want to embarrass myself and look like some country fool!” she said angrily as she began pacing back and forth.
“Oh, right. The only clothes I have with me are only fit for travel, not parties,” Arban said, looking down at his clothes with a frown.
“Well, you three have two days to buy something. I’m sure you can manage to find something appropriate,” Master Heda said with a laugh. 
The three of them withdrew some coins from their account and headed off to the market.
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A few hours later, Alex sat with Taiya at a table under the shade of an ancient shade tree. The tree provided shade over a small plaza in the marketplace that reminded Alex of a food court. There were a number of kiosks selling food as well as a man selling fresh juices and a large stand featuring beer and wines.
Earlier, Alex and Arban had purchased tunics made of fine cotton for the banquet. The Orcs featured gold embroidery, while Alex’s had silver threads. Alex also reconsidered Taiya’s advice and was fitted for a pair of dark brown Elven boots, which would be ready in a day.
Taiya was fitted for a dress made of a fine green damask cotton with gold trim at the sleeves and neckline. The dressmaker needed to make some alterations because of the Elf’s small waist and the dress would be ready tomorrow.
Arban had gone back to the Guildhouse after his purchase, leaving the two of them to finish their shopping. Alex was glad for the chance to sit alone with the Elf, once they had finished. She had seemed agitated the whole time.
“What’s wrong? Why are you so angry?” Alex asked in a low voice, even though no one was seated near them.
“I told you, I don’t want to get involved in the games of the rich and powerful!” Taiya hissed angrily. 
She took a deep breath and continued with a distant look in her eyes.
“One of my first teachers at the Dancer’s Academy was a retired Flame Dancer. A Wood Elf. Her left arm was mangled and useless. The left side of her face was scarred, and she was blind in that eye. She had almost died fighting in a war between two cities. 
“Elemental dancers command a high price because we are prized for the damage we can do in a battle. That also makes us a primary target for the opponent. Elemental Dancers are more likely to die in battle than in old age. Of what use are bags of gold if you don’t live long enough to enjoy it?
“That teacher was wealthy and lucky to be alive. But her experience scared me. I swore that I wouldn’t risk myself in a war. That I would be content with smaller, safer jobs like those offered by the Caravan Guards. That I would stay away from kings and their games for power,” she said and turned her focus towards him again.
“Taiya, we are going to a banquet, not a battle,” Alex said softly. 
The Elf looked down at her beer and was quiet for a time.
“I’m scared,” Taiya said as she looked up again. “When I was captured and cuffed by the Harg’s, I thought my life was over. If you hadn’t helped me escape, I would be a mindless puppet in the service of some magic user by now. 
“I had only worked for the Caravan Guards, except for Zemak and once for a Witch who wanted some extra protection on a journey. Zemak was paying double what I normally made, for what was an easy job. Easy, until we ran into those Harg’s and Rockskins. I was lucky to escape, but I lost all of my savings that I had been working on for the last few years.”
Alex thought about what she had said. Her careful plans for taking low risk, low reward work had been upended by an unexpected encounter. She was understandably upset. 
“My father always told me that, most of the time, life was not fair. He said that I should be prepared to adjust to whatever the world throws at me,” he offered the advice his dad had given him.
Taiya nodded thoughtfully. They finished their beers in silence and then headed back to the Guildhouse.







  
  Chapter forty



“Caravan Master Heda, Wagon Master Arban, Flame Dancer Taiya and Strongman Alex,” intoned a butler as he introduced them to the guests that were already in the castle’s great hall. The large room had high ceilings and a long table was set up across the far end of the room with seats only along the back of it. Two other long tables were set up lengthwise down the sides of the room, but those had seats on both sides. In a corner, there was a trio of musicians playing soft music.
Alex noticed the Duchess was seated next to a tired looking man in the center of the head table. He must be the Duke he thought. Master Heda was motioned to a seat at the head table as befitted her important position. Arban saw Captain Robs with some soldiers seated at one of the tables. The Orc suggested they sit with them. The Captain greeted them warmly and Alex realized the soldiers with him were the same ones from their journey here.
In a short while, all the guests had arrived and were seated. Alex noticed that the plates in front of them were made of porcelain and there was metal silverware and a glass cup as well. He had only seen wooden dinnerware in his time here on Ktor. 
Servants came and filled their glasses up with red wine. Other servants placed bowls of some kind of stew on their plates. It was a thick porridge with bits of meat, almonds and what looked like raisins in it.
“Ohh! Venison porridge!” Taiya said and smiled. 
It was the first smile he had seen from her in days. Alex tried a spoonful. It was surprisingly tasty.
“Not quite as good as the one my mother makes, but I like the addition of the almonds,” the Elf added between mouthfuls.
As the guests finished their porridge, kitchen cooks rolled in a large cart with some type of whole, roasted animal on top. Alex looked at it curiously, trying to figure out what it was. It looked like a large roasted pig except the head had two, wide set, forward curving horns.
“What kind of animal is that?” he whispered to Taiya. She looked at him curiously.
“A Warboar. Don’t tell me you’ve never seen one!” she whispered. Her eyebrows lifted in disbelief when he nodded no.
Servants cleared off their porridge bowls and then served them slices of Warboar that the cooks were freshly carving along with some vegetables. It tasted similar to roasted pork.
For their next course, they were individually served small stuffed birds. The meat was a little greasier than chicken and the bread stuffing had bits of fruit in it. 
As they had finished their last course, a plate of sugared strawberries and slices of a sweet bread similar to a cake, the Duke started tapping his wine glass with his knife to get their attention. The guests stopped talking and gave their host their full attention as the musicians paused their playing.
Duke Edmund was a man of middle years with streaks of grey in his black hair and close-cropped beard. The Duke stood up with the help of an attendant.
“On behalf of Duchess Louissa and myself, I would like to thank all of our guests for joining us in this celebration of my survival,” he said. 
He had an honest face and an open smile. The Duke acknowledged some of the key guests, including the ambassador from Igrim, an older, white haired Dwarven woman seated next to Master Heda.
“Our Healer, Lady Isabel,” he nodded towards her with a smile, "insists that I keep this short as I should not overly exert myself. I am sure you are happy to hear that.” 
The guests politely laughed.
“This is not only a celebration of life, but a remembrance of sacrifice,” the Duke continued and his tone grew serious. “The assassin took the lives of four of our castle staff and two of our guards. In addition, 4 soldiers fell in battle while protecting Lady Isabel as she sought a cure for the poison. A gift honoring their sacrifice has been given to each of their families.” 
The crowd clapped enthusiastically.
“Next, I would like to thank Captain Robs and the men who accompanied him in bringing Lady Isabel home safely.” A boy rose from the head table and carried a small silver tray to the soldiers seated with Alex. The boy looked very much like a young version of the Duke. His thoughts were confirmed as the boy handed a small purse that jingled with coins to each soldier and the replied with a, "thank you, Prince Steven.” 
When they all had been given a purse, the crowd clapped in approval.
“Lastly, and please pardon me for sitting, I would like to thank Master Arban and his guards for their assistance.”
A girl of about 8 or 9 rose from the table and made her way towards Alex. She handed him a purse, and he guessed at a proper response, “Thank you, Princess.” 
He was rewarded with a bright smile. The princess handed a bag to Taiya and then Arban. The guests clapped again.
“Again, I thank you all for your service and I thank all our guests for sharing this evening with us. I must retire early and rest, but please stay and enjoy the music and more wine,” the Duke concluded and the crowd clapped enthusiastically for him. 
The Duchess and his attendant helped him up and they took their leave.
Alex could see why the Duke was beloved by his people. He presented himself well and seemed to be genuinely kind and interested in the well-being of his people.
After the Duke and Duchess left the room, the guests stood up and began to mingle. The musicians began to play again as servants walked about, ready to refill any empty wine glasses. The soldiers and Caravan Guards stood up as well. Captain Robs and Arban were still in the middle of a conversation, but the other soldiers went off and stood in a corner of the room. They seemed unused to the niceties of a banquet and were uncertain as to how to behave.
“I feel like they do, out of place,” Taiya said with a nod of her head towards the soldiers. Alex agreed. 
“What do you think he gave us?” Alex asked. 
Alex looked at the purse in his hand. The purse seemed to contain one small item
“I’m not sure. But don’t open it! In some lands it’s bad manners to open up a gift before you get home,” Taiya warned him. 
Alex nodded and placed the purse in his pants pocket.
“Here, can you put my purse in your pocket? I don’t have any place to put it,” Taiya asked. 
Alex put it in his other pocket.
An older servant came up to Alex and bowed, “Sir, the Duke has requested your presence for breakfast tomorrow. A room has been prepared for you so you may spend the night here. When you are ready, seek me out, and I will show you the way.” 
Surprised, Alex nodded.
The servant repeated the same message to Taiya. She looked at Alex with a frown after the servant walked away.
“Now do you see what I am talking about?” Taiya said.
“Just because he may make us some kind of offer, does not mean we must accept it. Duke Edmund does not seem the kind of man who would force you into doing something that you don’t want to do,” Alex replied.
“Maybe that makes him even more dangerous,” the Elf responded.
Before Alex could come up with a response, he was surprised by Lady Estel appearing next to him.
“It seems I owe you an apology, young man,” she said, managing to look down her nose at him, even though he was over a foot taller than her. Before he could say anything, she turned and walked away.
“That was a strange apology!” Taiya said with a little laugh. “Who was that woman?”
“Long story. I will explain it another time. But that reminds me, I wanted to ask you about something that woman said,” Alex was glad for the opportunity to change the subject.
“What is it?” Taiya asked.
“When I met that woman, she said she could sense the Power in me. How is that possible?” Alex asked.
“The Power manifests itself in many different ways. Some people only possess a very little, while some are powerful dancers or magic users. A few people have Power which only seems to be able to sense Power in others. Sometimes they are called sniffers. Royals like having them about as another kind of security around them,” the Elf explained. Alex nodded.
They stood there for a time, sipping their wine and watching the guests enjoying themselves. Taiya noticed another Elven woman on the far side of the room.
“Alex, excuse me. I thought I saw another Wood Elf here. I wonder which Forest she is from? I will be back in a bit,” Taiya said and made her way through the crowd towards the other Elf.
Alex stood alone for a few minutes, sipping his wine. He wondered how many different types of Elves there were. She had mentioned Sea Elves and Moon Elves. He would have to ask her later. Alex felt a presence next to him on his right side.
“So, you are the Strongman?” Alex turned towards a woman who had slid up beside him. 
She was a tall, statuesque brunette, probably in her mid-thirties. She had long hair that cascaded over her shoulders. She had large brown eyes and full lips artfully enhanced with meticulous makeup. She was stunningly beautiful.
The woman was wearing a long black dress that hugged the curves of her hips. A deep V cut in the front of her dress left little to the imagination as the full curves of her breasts were half exposed. A solitary diamond on a silver chain dangled enticingly in the cleft of her cleavage, drawing the eye towards her exposed olive hued skin. She was drinking Alex in with her eyes as she slowly looked at him from head to toe.
“I expected a Strongman to have giant muscles,” she reached out and caressed his bicep. “But you certainly are firm and well-muscled,” she said with a seductive smile as she looked him in the eyes.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name?” Alex asked.
“You may call me Lady Saja,” she said as she continued to caress his upper arm.
“Uh, my name is...”
“Alex, I know,” she interrupted him. 
She moved even closer into his personal space.
“Perhaps later you can show me in what other ways a Strongman is strong and muscular and firm,” she said breathily as she stared into his eyes. 
Alex was half mesmerized by her attention.
“I see you have met the Baroness Orlan, Lady Saja,” a cheerful voice said from his other side. Lady Isabel was standing there with a twinkle in her eye.
“Lady Isabel,” Lady Saja said with a nod of her head as she dropped her hand from Alex's arm.
“You must excuse Alex for a moment, Lady Saja. General Rosk would like a word with him,” Lady Isabel said with a big smile as she entwined her arm around his left arm. 
As she pulled him away from the Baroness, he gave her a nod and turned to walk with the Healer. Lady Saja’s face was one of annoyance as her prey was snatched away from her. Alex’s arm tingled with sexual energy from his contact with Lady Isabel.
“Be careful with that one, she’s a man eater,” Lady Isabel said in a low voice after they had put some distance between them and the Baroness.
“What do you mean,” Alex whispered.
“Her husband, the late and very wealthy Baron Orlan, died a few years ago. She has a teenage son who inherited the title. She has plenty of wealth and free time. To keep herself entertained she enjoys collecting handsome men as playthings. After a few days or weeks, she tosses them aside and looks for her next toy.” 
“I see, thank you,” Alex said with a wry smile.
“Fortunately for you, she does not have any Power. I find it... difficult to hide my reaction when I touch you. It helps that I have experienced it once. If she felt this sensation when she touched you, she would probably drag you off and lock you away in her room for weeks,” she added with a little laugh. 
Alex was taken aback by her comment. Fortunately, they stopped talking as Lady Isabel led him to an older gentleman wearing an embroidered tunic.
“Ah, General Rosk, may I present Strongman Alex,” she said.
The General shook Alex’s free hand.
“Alex, both Lady Isabel and Captain Robs have told me that you have some training as a healer. I was hoping you could meet with me for breakfast tomorrow. I have some questions about the use of soldiers trained as healers, that I have been told is customary in your country.”
“I already have a breakfast meeting with the Duke tomorrow. Perhaps afterwards?” Alex asked.
“Yes, that will be fine. The servants can direct you to my office after you have finished with the Duke. Until then, enjoy the evening,” the General said with a smile.
“Thank you, General,” Alex said. Lady Isabel, her arm still entwined with his, led him to where Arban and Captain Robs were standing.
“I have to go check on the Duke, which gives me a good reason to stop touching you,” Lady Isabel said, with a twinkle in her eyes. 
She slowly released his arm. She leaned in to whisper in his ear.
“If I touch you any more, I may be the one to drag you off and lock you in my room for a few days,” she said softly, before walking away into the crowd of guests.
Alex took a sip of his wine. He smiled at the thought of one or the other of the women locking him away for a few days of fun. That thought, coupled with the sexual tension of her touch, had him half aroused.
“What are you smiling about?” Taiya asked as she came up beside him.
“Oh, nothing really,” he said. 
Taiya looked like she was going to say something, but then changed her mind.
The Elf looked quite beautiful in her form fitting green dress. The color paired well with her eyes and the gold trim was interesting without being gaudy.
“What did the other Wood Elf have to say,” he asked.
“She was from the Medlar Forest. It’s a small kingdom somewhere north of here. I had never heard of it before,” Taiya explained.
“Is that unusual for you to not have heard of an Elven kingdom?” Alex asked, curious.
“Not really. It’s no different than human settlements. People splinter off and decide to start a new town. If nothing important happens there, only people in that region will have heard about it,” she said with a shrug.
“Who was the woman in the black dress?” the Elf asked, watching for any reaction from him.
“She said her name was Lady Saja. A Baroness, I believe she said.”
“What did Lady Isabel want?” Taiya asked after taking a sip of her wine.
“She introduced me to General Rosk. He wants to meet after breakfast. He has a few questions about how my people use soldiers with training in basic healing,” Alex replied. She nodded. 
Alex was amused by her curiosity.
“I think, I will find that butler and ask him to show me to my room. I have had enough wine for tonight,” the Elf said.
“Good idea,” Alex agreed. He wanted to escape before Lady Saja cornered him again.
They explained to Arban that they were staying the night and meeting with the Duke for breakfast. 
“Ha! He will probably try to hire you for his guard. If he does, make sure he doesn’t shortchange you!” the Orc said with a laugh. 
Alex smiled, but Taiya frowned at his comment.
They found the butler and he led them out of the great hall. Their rooms were upstairs and located next to each other. The butler turned up their lamps for them and bade them good night.







  
  Chapter forty-one



Alex’s room was small, but nicely furnished. There was a large comfortable looking bed, a dresser and two small chairs by a small fireplace.
Alex sat down on the nearest chair and removed his new elven boots. Taiya had been right, they were surprisingly comfortable, and the shoemaker had fashioned them so they contoured perfectly to the shape of his feet. He stood up and slipped his tunic over his head and draped it over the chair back. He was surprised to hear a soft knock at his door.
Alex opened his door and saw Taiya standing there. He moved aside to let her come into his room and then closed the door again. She was still in her evening attire.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
She was looking at his shirtless body. Her eyes lingering on his shoulders and chest. She looked away and started pacing about the small room. Alex shrugged and crossed his arms, waiting.
“What’s wrong? This,” she said as she stopped in front of him and reached out and laid her hand on his arm. 
There was an instantaneous spark of energy between them. They both caught their breath.
“I have been trying so hard to avoid touching you. But I would be lying if I said that I wasn’t attracted to you. Tonight, I saw that woman eyeing you up like some kind of dessert she was dying to taste. I saw Lady Isabel touching you. I knew she was feeling the sexual power in you, and I could see her subtle reaction to you. I remember how that minstrel kissed you hungrily back in Arras.
“I think about that brief moment we shared when we were captured. It was amazing,” Taiya was breathing heavily now.
“I wonder how it would be if we shared each other again. If we had time to...” the Elf was interrupted by another soft knock at the door. 
Taiya let go of his arm with a frown.
Alex composed himself and half opened the door. Standing in the hallway was Lady Saja. She was barefoot and dressed in only a short white robe belted about her middle. The fabric was so thin that Alex could see her dark aureoles and her already hard nipples through the fabric.
“My, you do have the body of a hero,” she said with a low laugh as she reached out a hand and caressed his chest muscles. 
“Are you not going to invite me in?” she asked as her eyes slowly moved down his body.
“Uhhh...” was all he could think of saying.
Her eyes reached his crotch and easily noticed his arousal through the fabric of his pants. She looked past his shoulder and noticed the Wood Elf standing there.
“Oh my. And here I thought I worked fast!” Lady Saja said with a laugh. 
She trailed her hand across his chest one last time, before lifting her arms and running her hands back through her hair. The motion teased her robe up to half expose her pussy as her breasts were tantalizingly lifted upwards.
“As you already have entertainment for tonight... perhaps we can share a moment at another time. Let me know when you are ready for the exquisite pleasures an experienced woman can provide,” Lady Saja said huskily. 
She gave him a wink and sauntered away down the hall, her robe barely covering her lusciously curved bottom. Alex closed the door with a shake of his head.
“The nerve of that woman!” Taiya hissed in anger. 
She conjured up a little fireball in her hand.
“I am tempted to catch her hair on fire!” she added. 
Alex laughed at that image and that helped Taiya relax. The fireball vanished. Alex walked back to her.
“I’m sorry about...” he started to say when she grabbed his neck and pulled him into a deep kiss. 
Her tongue in his mouth along with the energy that sparked between them caused an explosion of sensations inside of Alex. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tight against him.
“I can’t fight it anymore. I have to have you,” she whispered and started trailing little kisses on his shoulder and his chest. She leaned down and kissed his stomach muscles before dropping down to her knees. 
Taiya hooked her hands into his pants and pulled them down, freeing his erection. He was fully aroused, and the sexual energy coursed through his body. 
She gently wrapped her hands around his length as she softly kissed his tip. Then she flicked her tongue across and under his cockhead. The Elf licked up his precum with a smile and then took him in her mouth. She took about half his length before stopping and reversing. Alex let out a sigh as she worked his cock in and out of her mouth. He started running his fingers through her hair as she paused to run her tongue down the underside of his shaft.
When she reached his balls, she playfully flicked her tongue across them. Taiya then took one of his balls in her mouth, gently sucking on it before repeating the motion with his other ball. After a moment of that, she switched back to his cockhead. This time, as she sucked on the tip, she stroked the base of his shaft with her left hand as her right hand gently massaged his balls. He almost came when she looked up at him with her sparkling green eyes burning with desire for him.
Taiya was driving him crazy, but he didn’t want to explode in her mouth. He used his hands to stop her motion and then he stood her on her feet and kissed her deeply for a time. Alex then lifted her dress up over her head and let it drop to the floor. He picked her up and sat her on the edge of the bed. It was his turn to get down on his knees.
He tugged off first one and then her other boot. He then kissed each of her feet and then he trailed kisses up her legs and thighs. He pushed on her belly to get her to lie down. As she did so, he slid off her panties and tossed them aside.
“Oh!” she said in surprise as Alex hooked his arms under her knees and pulled her hips up and forward so her butt was on the edge of the bed.
Alex leaned down and gently licked her inner thighs, slowly working his way down to her pussy. He inhaled her musky scent as he kissed her outer folds. She shuddered as his tongue began to tease her. 
He enjoyed her little spasms and gasps as he kissed, licked and sucked on different parts of her womanhood. She grabbed his head with her hands and her hips began to grind against his mouth.
“Alex!” she panted. “I have to have you inside me. I have to have you inside me now!”
Alex could guess at what she was feeling. The energy inside him was pulsating, driving him crazy with desire. With a last kiss, Alex released her legs and climbed up next to her. He lifted and shifted her body so that they were now positioned in the middle of the bed.
Taiya wrapped her arms and legs around him as he gently laid down on top of her. He captured her mouth in a long deep kiss. He reached down and guided his shaft towards her entrance. He teased her with his cockhead for a minute before slowly pushing part way inside of her.
Taiya let out a sigh as she felt him finally enter. Her nails dug into his shoulders as he pushed his way fully inside of her.
“Damn, I half forgot how big you feel inside of me,” she whispered. 
“Can’t have you forget that, can we?” Alex said and he pulled part way out of her before slamming himself back in to the hilt. 
He was rewarded with a squeal of pleasure and pain from the beautiful Elf girl.
He started repeating the motion, pulling almost completely out, before pounding back deeply inside of her. Taiya lifted her legs up and wide, accepting him fully every time he drove himself into her.
“Yes! Yes! Yes!” she moaned softly as he increased the tempo. 
He was sweating as he tried to hold off his orgasm. His nerve endings were on fire with sensation.
“Ohhh!” she sighed as he felt her body start to shudder. 
Her pussy was clenching his cock as she orgasmed, and Alex could fight it no more. He shoved himself deep inside her as his senses exploded as he orgasmed. Waves of pleasure washed over his body as he emptied himself inside of her.
Alex collapsed on top of her. They were both breathing heavily. Taiya wrapped her arms and legs around him in a full body hug. Alex kissed her gently.
After a time, Alex rolled off of her and pulled her into his arms, so she rested against his chest. The sexual energy between them had subsided to a soft and gentle flow washing over their bodies. They lay like that for a time, neither one saying anything.
“It’s somewhat strange being so awake and energized,” Taiya said as she traced lazy circles on his chest.
“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Alex said with a little laugh.
Taiya shifted her body so she could kiss his lips again. She then kissed his neck and then his chest. She moved down to his stomach and then to his cock, which was still half hard.
She kissed his shaft as her hand trailed down his side until she reached his balls, gently fondling them. She shifted her grip to the base of his shaft and flipped his cock upward so she could take him in her mouth.
It didn’t take him long to be fully erect again. With a wicked little smile, the elf shifted her body so that she was straddling him. She reached down and positioned his cock at her entrance. With a sigh of pleasure, she impaled herself on his rock-hard shaft. She was still for a moment as she adjusted to the feel of him inside of her again.
She began to rock her body back and forth, her breathing becoming faster. Alex reached up and massaged her firm breasts. Taiya, slowly leaned back, arching her body as she rested her hands on his legs. She found her perfect spot and she increased the speed of her grinding. 
Alex was enthralled by how beautiful she looked as she rode him. Her long brown hair caressed his legs as she tilted her head back in pleasure. Her breasts were so firm, and her nipples were on fire as he rubbed his thumbs across them.
They both were breathing fast now as the energy between their bodies began to flow and swirl. Taiya started to bounce on his cock as she cried out softly in an orgasm. She looked so amazing as she came that it pushed Alex over the edge as he climaxed again. Both their bodies shuddered as the energy flowed through their bodies.
The Elf leaned forward and collapsed onto his body. He held her close, relishing the feel of her body and the intimate sensation of still being inside of her. They lay like that for a time as their breathing calmed and their heart rates returned to normal.
A few hours later, Alex made love to Taiya one more time. He had her flip over on to her hands and knees. He took her from behind, massaging and squeezing her firm, shapely bottom. After a few minutes of gentle thrusts, he pushed her knees together, so her pussy was tightly clamped around his thick erection. He squeezed her butt cheek with one hand while his other hand gripped her shoulder, pulling her into him as he started thrusting deep and hard into her. 
Taiya slid to her elbows and buried her face into the pillow. She used it to muffle her cries of pleasure as Alex pounded into her. Alex shifted his hands to her waist and pulled her hips toward him as he repeatedly slammed into her tight passage. He came with a little shout of pleasure, exploding inside of her. She shuddered as her orgasm washed over her. They collapsed onto the bed in a tangle of limbs.







  
  Chapter forty-two



Alex and Taiya laid in bed the rest of the night. They made some small talk, but mainly just laid in each other’s arms, enjoying the company and the warmth of each other’s body.
In the morning, there was another knock at the door. Alex jumped out of bed and quickly drew his pants back on. He opened the door and saw an elderly serving woman standing there with a stack of towels.
“Towels for the bath, sir. The bathing room is at the end of the hall,” she said.
“Thank you, may I have an extra towel for my companion?” he asked and then wondered if he should have mentioned that he was not alone. 
The woman handed him two towels and then turned and walked down the hallway. Alex closed the door.
“For a moment, I worried that I should not have told her I had company,” he said as he sat the towels on a chair.
“Why would anyone care about who you are sleeping with?” the Elf said with a puzzled frown as she got up and wrapped a towel around her body.
“I don’t know. Some things are different here than they are back home,” he said. 
That was quite the understatement, almost everything was different on Ktor, he thought.
The bathing room had 4 tubs, but it was empty save for an attendant just outside the doorway. They returned to his room and dressed in the same clothes they had worn the night before. Not expecting to stay the night, they hadn’t brought anything else with them. Afterwards, a servant stopped by to lead them to breakfast.
The Duke’s dining area was a well-lit room with a few glass paned windows. Two guards were outside the door and four other guards were in the room. The Duke and Duchess sat waiting for them at a table near the windows.
“Please, be seated,” the Duke rose with a smile. “I apologize for the guards, but we have been on edge since the assassination attempt.”
Alex and Taiya sat down. Servants entered with cups of tea and glasses of some kind of fruit juice. A moment later they returned with plates of hard-boiled eggs, cheeses, sliced meats and fruit.
The four of them ate and made small talk. The Duchess wished to know if they had enjoyed the banquet. The Duke asked Alex if he was from Veletta. He replied that he was from that general area. When asked where she was from, Taiya told them she was from the Lahela Forest. As they finished eating, servants cleared away their plates and refilled their drinks.
“I imagine that you are wondering why I asked for this meeting?” Duke Edmund said as he leaned back into his chair.
“Yes, my lord,” Taiya replied for both of them.
“Oktoban has been at peace since before my grandfather’s time. We have been blessed with prosperity and stability. I fear that those days of peace are coming to an end. Someone went to no little effort to see me dead. We do not yet know who was behind this evil plot or what their ultimate goals are,” the Duke paused, his gaze resting on each of them for a moment.
“In times of trouble, it is best to align oneself with strong people. Captain Robs and Lady Isabel have told me that you acquitted yourselves well in battle. Your skills as a Strongman and your skills as a Flame Dancer are both rare and valuable.
“I wanted to meet in order to offer you jobs as defenders of Oktoban. All who serve me are well rewarded and treated with respect. I am prepared to pay whatever you ask, within reason, of course,” the Duke finished with a smile.
“Thank you for the generous offer, my lord. But I am content with my simple life as a Caravan Guard. I am young and I wish to continue to travel throughout Ktor,” Taiya replied and bowed her head. 
The Duke nodded and looked at Alex.
“My lord, everyone I speak to in Oktoban talks of your generosity and fairness. I found myself transported by some strange magic to this part of Ktor a few weeks ago. My people and family are very far away. I joined the Caravan Guards so I can eventually work my way back home. I must respectfully decline your offer,” Alex said and bowed his head as the Wood Elf had done.
“I understand,” the Duke said with a nod. 
“Alex,” Duke Edmund continued, “Lady Isabel informed me that you played no small part in curing me. And that you were thrown in jail for your troubles. I am deeply sorry for your treatment by Lady Estel. I also want to express my gratitude to you for helping to save my life,” the Duke nodded to the Duchess. 
She stood up and walked over to a side table, returning with something wrapped in a white cloth. She laid it on the table in front of Alex.
Duchess Louissa unfolded the cloth to reveal a dagger resting in a sheath made of a strange greenish hued leather. The handle and small cross-guard were made of a metal with a dull sheen to it. The Duchess carefully withdrew the blade and laid it next to the sheath.
“This dagger has been in my family for untold generations,” the Duchess explained. “It came with me to Oktoban as one of my bride gifts to Edmund.
“The blade and pommel are forged of a single piece of ersite alloyed with meteor stone. It is said it was forged by the Dwarves of Mount Kizgah, using techniques lost with their city an age ago. The blade is exceedingly sharp and will never need sharpening. The metal will never tarnish. The blade is so sharp that the sheath is made of dragon skin lined with ersite fibers on the inside. The Duke and I wish you to have it as a small token of our thanks.”
The dagger was beautiful in its simplicity. The pommel had a ridge line spiraling up its length to help with gripping, but it was otherwise unadorned. He glanced at Taiya who was staring at the blade with surprise. He guessed that her look, coupled with the history, meant it was very expensive.
“I’m sorry my lady, I cannot accept such a valuable gift!” Alex said and he sincerely meant it.
“Please,” said the Duchess, her lip trembling,
“I want you to take it. I only hope that someday it may save your life as you have saved my husband’s life...” Duchess Louissa’s voice broke, and she began sobbing. 
The Duke leaned over in consternation and began rubbing her back. After a few moments, the Duchess regained her composure.
“I’m sorry. The last few weeks have been a terrible strain,” she said as she wiped away her tears with a napkin the Duke handed to her.
“It would make me happy if you took it,” the Duchess sheathed the dagger and rewrapped it in the cloth. 
She picked it up with both hands and presented it to Alex.
“Thank you, my Lady,” Alex said as he accepted the dagger from her.
The Duke thanked them again and told them that his offer of service would always be open to them. He directed a servant to show Alex the way to General Rosk’s office and another servant to lead Taiya back to her room. Once they were in the hallway, Alex handed Taiya the dagger and asked her to watch over it until he finished his meeting. She nodded and headed off in one direction as he followed another servant in the opposite direction.







  
  Chapter forty-three



“Welcome, Strongman Alex, please, have a seat,” General Rosk stood from his desk and welcomed Alex.
“Thank you, General,” Alex said, sitting in one of the two chairs facing the desk.
The General's office was sparsely furnished. He had a small desk and there were two longer tables on either side of the room. One table had chairs around it, probably for meetings. The other table had what looked like a map spread open on it. Alex would ask the General if he could take a look at it after their meeting.
“I understand that some of the soldiers in your land are trained in the healing arts?” the General asked. 
He was genuinely interested and had a quill ready so that he could take notes.
As Alex had relaxed in bed earlier, he had considered how best to explain his role as a Green Beret medical sergeant in a way that the General would understand. He told the General that they had few Healers like Lady Isabel. Some of the soldiers were trained to provide basic medical attention to the wounded, in the hopes they would survive until a Healer could attend to them. The ability to stop the bleeding and sewing up wounds were of critical importance.
“That is an excellent idea,” the General nodded. “We have been at peace for so long, I doubt we would know what to do if we had to take care of a large number of wounded soldiers. How many of the men are trained in healing?”
“In a unit of 12 soldiers, two are trained in basic healing. If the soldiers need to be divided in to two squads, one healer goes with each unit,” Alex explained. The General scribbled some notes down.
“Do you have any other suggestions for me?” the General asked.
“Not that I can think of, General” Alex replied.
“The Duke told me that he would ask you and the Flame Dancer to join in the defense of Oktoban. Did either of you accept his offer?” the General asked hopefully.
“I’m sorry, sir, we both will continue with the Caravan Guards for now,” Alex said. 
The General nodded and stood up.
“I understand. I thank you for your time and wish you well,” the General said.
“General, I was hoping I could take a look at your map over there. I am not familiar with this part of Ktor,” Alex asked as he stood up.
“Certainly,” the General walked over to the map table.
“We are here in Oktoban,” the General pointed to its location on the map.
“To the north of us lies the Dwarven City of Igrim, in the Lesser Barakan mountains. To the east of Igrim lies the smaller Dwarven settlement of Yarkoom. Beyond these mountains lie vast fertile plains, home to many Orc tribes and their herds.
“Oktoban lies at one end of the Greenspring Valley. The Greenspring River, and the trade road that follows it, goes eastward to our neighboring city of Kargosk.  Continuing southeast, it flows to Zenkova. There the Greenspring and Coldspring rivers meet before flowing south to Lake Limni and the city of Verbana.
“To our south, past the Lawless Lands as you know, lies the town of Arras. To the west is the long line of the Barakan Mountains, including the Empty Lands to the southwest. The central and northern part of the Barakan Mountains is home to Hargs and Goblins,” the General explained, pointing to the different areas as he described them. 
“What is this place?” Alex pointed to an area on the right side of the map marked with little drawings of trees. “The Deathwood” was written across it.
“The Deathwood. Once it was called Tarwin Forest. Centuries ago, a Dread Necromancer set up his tower there and built up an evil kingdom, attacking his neighbors. Many lost their lives there during the War of the Necromancer, before he was defeated, and his tower thrown down. The forest has an evil reputation now and most avoid it. They say that a tribe of Hargs has settled in the northern part of the forest.”
Alex pointed to a city to the northwest of the Deathwood.  It was situated at the confluence of a river flowing northeast from the Lesser Barakans and another River flowing northwest from the Deathwood. The joined waters flowed north to the end of the map. Its name, Avala, had a line through it.
“The ruins of the town of Avala. It was destroyed during the War of the Necromancer. There are other ruins on the far side of the Deathwood as well,” the General pointed vaguely to the area past the edge of the map.
Alex noticed a sheet of paper lying on the table next to the map. He read the words:

“Greetings Esteemed Sister of the Nameless Sect
The target is Duke Edmund of Oktoban
According to our agreement, half the fee and
A vial of Boneflower poison is in the pouch
The rest of your fee is deposited with your Guildmaster”

After the word Guildmaster, there was some kind of small scribble. Alex bent closer to see it better. The scribble was a zig zag line.
“That is the note we found in the assassin's room in the inn where she had been staying,” the General explained.
“What is this zig zag symbol?” Alex asked pointing to the paper.
“We are not sure. The Castle librarian and her assistant looked through their books regarding the various houses, sects and guilds in our region. That pattern is not used by any known group. We think it may just be a scribble that whoever wrote the note put there more by accident, rather than as anything else.”
Alex remembered where he had seen a similar zig zag or lightning bolt symbol. It was on the chest buckle of the Harg who led the Rockskins that had captured him.
“Have you seen this symbol somewhere?” the General asked, seeing the frown on Alex’s face.
“A few weeks ago, I stumbled across a ruin... in the Trigla Mountains, near my homeland. I was magically transported to another ruin somewhere in this area,” Alex explained and pointed to a spot on the map west of Arras in the Empty Lands. 
The General nodded and waited for more. Alex found it interesting that no one here batted an eye at his story of being magically transported.
“I was lost and eventually came across the Elven Fire Dancer fighting Rockskins and couple of Hargs. I noticed that the Hargs had a chest buckle with a lightning symbol embossed on it,” Alex placed his hand on the middle of his chest.
“Rockskins and Hargs that far south!” the General exclaimed in surprise. “There are a couple Goblin settlements in the mountains to the west. Northwest of Igrim is the closest known Harg territory. Rockskins inhabit lands somewhere beyond the Hargs.” 
The General indicated areas on the map corresponding to each group.
“Do Rockskins and Hargs usually work together?” Alex asked.
“The Rockskins and Hargs have some kind of arrangement. In general, Rockskins seem to keep to themselves most of the time, away from other peoples. Yet, sometimes, they fight alongside the Hargs. It is believed that the Hargs are the only people that Rockskins have dealings with,” General Rosk explained.
“If this symbol is the same, does that mean that the Harg’s are behind the assassination attempt?” Alex asked.
“Highly unlikely. No nation deals with the Harg’s. They are universally hated,” the General rubbed his chin in thought.
“The only people that have dealings with the Hargs are mages. Evil mages,” the General said finally.
“How do they accomplish that?” Alex asked.
“Somehow, certain mages seem to be able to command respect from the Hargs. They willingly do the bidding of the wizard or witch that becomes their leader. It is rare, but it has happened often enough in the past, especially during the Wars of the Warlocks.”
“Do you think a magic user could be behind the attempt?” Alex asked.
“Possible and troubling if true. The plans and schemes of a mage can be difficult to decipher. The merchant princes of Kargosk have been our primary suspects in this matter. They have the most to gain from a destabilized Oktoban.
“But, if this scribble is in reality the same symbol worn by the Hargs, it may explain something else. There has been a change in the behavior of the Hargs. Last week, there was a Harg raiding party that struck the pastures on our western border. They made off with livestock and burned two farms. 5 citizens were killed before our border guards arrived. 
“This was the third Harg raid in as many months. In recent memory, they have not raided more than once or twice a year. If the assassination attempt and the Harg activity is related, it would mean a mage is involved,” the General frowned at the thought.
“If someone wanted to overthrow your government, then assassinating the Duke would cause fear and panic in the capital. Raiding the borders would cause fear and disruptions in the countryside,” Alex said, thinking out loud. 
The “enemy” was using tactics that Alex himself had been trained in as a Green Beret.
“Yes, we will have to be vigilant. Unfortunately, this muddies the water as to who is the enemy,” General Rosk said. “We will be alert for their next move. Decades of peace have made us complacent. They will not find us such an easy target the next time.
“My instinct tells me that you are right. The Hargs and the assassination attempt are two sides of the same coin. I am glad we spoke today,” the General smiled and shook Alex’s hand in gratitude.
“Should you ever change your mind, Alex, the offer for work here in Oktoban remains open,” he said as he walked Alex to the door.
“I will keep that in mind General,” Alex nodded. 
The General directed one of the guards outside his door to show Alex the way to his room.







  
  Chapter forty-four



Alex sat down on his bed in the bunkhouse. He and Taiya had left the castle after he had finished his meeting with the General. Alex was waiting for the Elf to change out of her dress into her regular clothes.
He unwrapped the dagger the Duchess had given him. The blade was extremely sharp. He would have to be careful not to cut himself when using it. Alex noticed that the blade side of the cross-guard had some kind of runes etched into it.
After Alex looked at the runes for a moment, he felt a stab of pain in his head and his eyesight blurred. He shook his head to clear the lingering fuzziness. As had happened before, he could now understand the words.
On one side of the cross guard was written ‘STRENGTH’ and on the other was the word “VICTORY”. Alex smiled. It seemed like something a soldier would want his weapon inscribed with.
“Don’t cut yourself,” Taiya said with a smile as she came through the door curtain and sat next to him. 
He handed her the dagger.
The Elf cautiously looked at it for a moment and then handed it back. 
“I think I will stick to fire for now, thank you,” she said with a laugh. 
Alex sheathed the blade and rewrapped it in the cloth before placing it in his pack.
“That blade is probably worth a lot of coin. Which reminds me, let's see those gifts!” Taiya said eagerly.
Alex fished the purses out of his pockets and handed one to her. The purse didn’t feel like it had much in it. He opened his purse and shook it out over his palm. A glittering red gemstone landed in his hand. It was a deep red color and its facets glittered magnificently as he picked it up with his fingers and examined it from different angles.
“A blood ruby!” Taiya gasped. 
She was holding a twin to the stone in Alex's hand. She held it up to a ray of sunlight that was streaming in from one of the high windows. The stone sparkled with a red fire.
“I take it that’s a good thing?” Alex asked. The Elf looked at him in confusion for a moment before realization crossed her face.
“I guess you don’t use these in Merica. Blood rubies are worth 10,000 gold!” she said with a dazed look on her face. 
Captain Robs had said that the assassin had been paid in blood rubies.
“Are they called blood rubies because they have something to do with death?” Alex asked with a frown.
“What? No... that’s just the name for a certain size ruby,” Taiya replied. 
She saw the puzzlement on his face and continued. “Many years ago, the merchant guilds came up with the idea for standardized gems that could be used as a form of payment. Large payments in particular. For example, this ruby is worth 10,000 gold coins. Imagine trying to carry 10,000 coins as compared to just one small stone.”
“Ok, I think I understand. So, they just call it a blood ruby because of the color?” he asked.
“I suppose,” she said with a shrug. “The name is only used for the standardized rubies. There are large diamonds called ice diamonds that are worth 50,000 gold. Sea sapphires are 20,000 gold. Royal emeralds are 1,000 gold. 
“You might also hear someone say the price of something expensive, like a nice house, in royals. That house costs 3 royals, for example.”
Alex looked at the stone in his hand. It seemed like he had the money to buy whatever he needed. He could buy some better armor. He would have to ask Arban for suggestions. Alex placed the stone back in the purse and slipped it into his pocket.
“Ready for lunch?” Alex asked. 
Taiya looked up, startled. It looked like she had been daydreaming. She reluctantly put her stone away.
“I have never had this much money,” she said as she stood up.
“See, I’m good luck!” Alex said with a grin. 
Taiya just shook her head and they headed to the kitchen.
They were about halfway through their lunch when Arban joined them at their table. He had a strange, excited look on his face.
“You’re finally back from the castle!” he exclaimed before looking around and continuing in a whisper. “I’m guessing that you each had a little red surprise in your gift bags, same as mine?” 
Alex and Taiya both nodded. The Orc’s eyes lit up in glee.
“I was going to work for another ten years... I might have to find a wife and retire early!” Arban said with a laugh.
“I can’t believe how generous the Duke was,” Taiya added. 
Alex had a thought.
“Captain Robs told me that they found the inn where the assassin had been staying. In her room was a bag with three blood rubies. It was half the payment for his murder, with the other half to be paid upon completion of the mission,” Alex said.
“Ah, this makes more sense!” the Orc said. “It would be a bad reminder for his family if he kept them. They would be a bad omen.”
“True. By giving them to us, he redeems them as a reward to people who helped save his life,” the Elf added with a thoughtful nod.
“I can’t wait to tell my niece, Oldova. She was to come in my stead, before Master Jonah changed his mind,” Arban said with a chuckle as he slapped his knees in mirth. 
They talked about what they would buy with their newfound wealth as they finished lunch. Taiya was happy that she could now purchase a house to use as a home base when she was not travelling with the caravans. She was unsure in which city to buy as this much money opened up more possibilities.
Arban said he would use his money to buy a large herd of cattle when he was ready to retire and move back to his clan. He would work for a few years more and with the money he was saving, he would be able to buy even more animals and his wealth would attract many wives for him.
Alex said he just wanted to buy some more armor, in order that he could live long enough to enjoy his new wealth.
“Aye, wise words, young man!” Arban said and patted him on the shoulder. “Enough dreaming, meet me in one hour for weapons practice. I, too, want to live long enough to enjoy retirement!”







  
  Chapter forty-five



Alex had met Arban after lunch, and they had practiced for two hours with wooden swords and shields. Alex had forgotten that his strength was boosted, and his first swing sent the Wagon Master tumbling to the ground.
Alex apologized and helped him to his feet. Arban assumed it was because they hadn’t practiced in a few days, and he had forgotten how strong Alex was. Alex was careful to minimize his blows as they continued.
In the evening, he dined with Taiya and then they spent the rest of the night lazily making love in her bed. The next morning, Arban found them after breakfast and suggested they deposit their rubies with the Caravan Master.
Master Heda explained that she could transfer the value of the gemstones into their pay discs. There was a customary 1 percent fee of the gemstone's value that the Guildhouse levied for handling the stones. At first Taiya was reluctant to pay the 100 gold fee, but she relented in the end when Master Heda explained that most merchants charged that much or even more in fees for handling expensive gemstones. 
“What is the best inn or tavern in Oktoban, Master Heda?” Alex asked when he stopped by her office after training with Arban in the afternoon.
“That would be the Red Bell, near the north gate of the city,” the Dwarf replied.
“I would like to withdraw enough coin so I can buy Master Arban and Taiya a nice meal there,” he told her. 
Master Heda smiled approvingly and then transferred the coins from his disc.
That evening, Alex invited Arban and Taiya out for dinner. He wanted to thank Arban for the time he was spending in weapons training with him and to thank Taiya for her help in navigating and understanding Ktor. 
The Red Bell was a large, well-appointed inn, fully three stories tall with a large stable in the back. Heda had recommended they dress well, so the three of them had dressed in the clothes they had worn to the duke’s banquet.
The inn had a large dining room, and the customers were all nicely dressed, even if they were wearing travelling clothes. A string quartet was playing soft music in the corner of the room. The clientele was diverse, but Alex noticed that over half the patrons were Dwarves.
“We are near the north gate and closest to Igrim. The Dwarven merchants and travelers pass by here on their way in and out of the city,” Arban explained.
The three enjoyed an excellent meal of perfectly cooked Oxcow steaks with a garlicky mushroom sauce, roasted potatoes and something that looked like asparagus except thicker with a bittersweet taste. They washed it down with a couple of bottles of Kinean Red wine and then enjoyed some targa pie.
The targa fruit really was amazing, Alex thought, no wonder Flynn wanted to allegedly steal some. In flavor, it was an interesting blend of apple and peach flavors. The pie was served with a dollop of cream and a glass of a sweet rose-colored wine.
“That was wonderful,” Taiya said as the three of them leaned back in their chairs, stuffed from the meal and relaxed from the wine.
“Nothing beats a perfectly cooked Oxcow steak,” Arban agreed, resting his hands on his belly. “On the plains where I am from, my clan raises Berovan cattle. I think I could have success grazing Oxcows there some day. They are expensive to purchase, but if I can have success breeding them, they command the best prices at market.”
Alex and Taiya nodded. The Orc asked her what her plans were for the future.
“I don’t know exactly. I’m young yet and I enjoy travelling. There is so much more of Ktor that I would like to see and experience. I would like to purchase a house somewhere. I would use it as a base between travels,” she said with a faraway look in her eyes.
“What about you, Alex?” he asked.
“I have only seen a small part of Ktor, so I have to agree with Taiya about the travelling. I suppose that I will work with the caravans and slowly make my way back home. But, if I am to be honest, there is nothing at home that is pulling me back there. I guess I will just see what life brings me,” Alex replied. 
He could feel Taiya looking at him intently. Arban nodded at his response.
They sat there for a time, enjoying the music. Arban eventually stood up, tired and ready to go back to the Guildhouse. Alex stood up as well, but Taiya grabbed his arm and pulled him back down to his seat.
“I took the liberty of renting us a room for the night,” she said with a smile.
“Oh!” was all Alex could think of saying. 
Arban looked first from one of them and then to the other, before letting out a laugh. He walked around the table and clapped them on the shoulders.
“Well, you two young folks enjoy some ‘experiences’ together!” he said in a loud whisper and walked away, chuckling softly.
The two of them sat quietly for a while listening to the music. Taiya’s hand was still resting on his arm where she had pulled him back to his seat. The sexual energy flowed from that contact point into and around their bodies in a warm, gentle pulsing that slowly fanned the flames of desire between them.
It wasn’t long before they tumbled together into the large, soft bed of their room. Their naked bodies intertwined, flushed with desire. Alex positioned himself on top of her as he plunged himself into her heat. It didn’t take long for them to climax together as she met every passionate thrust of his with her own burning desire. As their breathing slowed down, Alex smiled and gently caressed her cheek.
“I really enjoy our ‘experiences’ together, Alex,” she said, her brilliant green eyes sparkling in the lamplight as she smiled up at him.
He bent his head down and kissed her deeply.







  
  Chapter forty-six



The next morning, Alex still had quite a bit of coin on him, so he splurged on breakfast for them in the dining room. The food was every bit as good as that from the night before. They were also served a small glass of targa fruit juice which had an interesting flavor.
Later, when they were back at the Guildhouse, Arban sought him out to thank him for dinner and to also let him know that he would be unable to practice in the afternoon.
“Master Heda wants me to join her in a meeting with some Dwarven merchants that just arrived from Igrim,” the Orc explained.
Alex found Taiya and said that he had the afternoon free, and he asked her if there was anything she wanted to do.
“Actually, there is! We passed many orchards on the way here. I would love to spend some time under the trees. I miss it so much if I am too long in a city. Let’s borrow some horses from the stables and have a picnic!” she said, and her green eyes lit up at the thought.
“Sure,” Alex smiled.
They went to the market and purchased some food and a bottle of white wine. They then went to the Guildhouse stables and asked one of the grooms if they could take out a couple of horses for a picnic ride. The groom nodded and soon brought out two saddled mares.
“These two could use a little exercise,” the groom said with a smile. 
They thanked him and made their way out of the southern gate.
The air was warm with a gentle breeze from the west. They rode under a beautiful blue sky that had a few small shining white clouds in it. They rode their horses at a canter, following the road passing a few farms and orchards.
After about half an hour, Taiya stopped her horse and pointed to a large orchard off the road to the east. A long, packed dirt road led back to a tidy little farmhouse. To the right side of the house were neat rows of crops and to the left were what appeared to be some kind of beehives. Past the house were the rows of fruit trees.
A man who was tending to the crops with a hoe, paused his work and moved to stand in front of the house, waiting as they approached. A stout woman wearing an apron over her clothes and a scarf about her head came out of the front door. She wiped her hands on her apron as she came to stand next to the man.
Alex guessed that the couple was the farmer and his wife. Their skins were tanned from working outdoors. The man wore a large floppy hat to shield him from the sun’s rays. They squinted at the newcomers in suspicion. Alex imagined they were wondering what these two strangers could possibly want. Alex dismounted and gave the couple a smile.
“Hello! I am sorry to bother you. My lovely friend here is a Wood Elf, and she misses the trees. We were hoping it would be all right to have a little picnic in your orchard?” The couple looked at Alex and Taiya in confusion. 
Alex fished into his pocket and pulled out an assortment of coins. He took 3 gold coins and put the rest back. He handed the three coins to the man, who looked at them in confusion.
“Take the coins for our interrupting of your routine,” Alex said with another smile.
“But... but... this is too much!” the man stammered, and his wife’s eyes grew big.
“Please, take them,” Alex said and pushed the man’s hand back as he tried to give them back to Alex.
“Yes, sir! Thank you, my lord!” the man touched his hat and bowed. 
He straightened and asked, “Can I get you some food or drink, my lord?” 
“That’s quite all right, we brought a picnic and some wine,” Alex replied.
“Quick, Marta! Fetch some honey for our guests!” the man said as he turned to his wife.
“Yes! Oh my!” the women said and ran back to the house. 
In a moment she was back with two glass jars of thick amber liquid.
“Marta and our bees make the best honey in all of Oktoban!” the man said as his wife beamed as she handed Alex the jars before awkwardly bowing.
“Thank you, Marta. We have fresh bread that I am sure will go nicely with your honey,” Taiya said from her horse as Alex put the jars in the saddle bags. 
The woman smiled and bowed to the Elf.
“We will not stay too long,” Alex said as he mounted his horse.
“Please, my lord, stay as long as you like. Let us know if you need anything. Those trees are red targas and the fruit is still a few weeks away from being ready for harvest. But there should be some which are already bright red and ready for picking, if you like,” the farmer said, and the couple bowed again as they rode past them towards the trees.
“Are you sure you weren't a nobleman back in Merica,” the Elf asked with a curious smile.
“No, just a soldier,” Alex said with a little laugh. 
Maybe the whole Medieval style world of Ktor was starting to rub off on him? He had always enjoyed playing fantasy style rpgs which probably helped things here seem somewhat familiar.
The trees were of medium height with long spreading branches, heavy with pink and the occasional red fruit. They had to dismount and lead the horses by the bridles. Taiya led them to the back of the orchard, away from the direct view of the house. They unpacked their lunch and sat down in the shade of the fruit trees.
As they ate, Alex wanted to pinch himself. Was he really sitting here in an orchard on another planet, eating lunch with an Elven girl? She was truly beautiful, easily the prettiest girl he had ever been with, and she had such a great, sexy body too! He wondered if he had died back on earth when that lightning struck the stone doorway.
“What are you thinking?” Taiya asked as she looked at him curiously. 
He could stare at those brilliant green eyes all day.
“I’m just wondering if all this is real? If this is all a dream?” he said with a wistful smile.
“Why would you think that?” she asked with a confused look.
“Until we met, I had only lived among humans. Elves, Dwarves and Orcs were only found in legends. No one has magic back home. This is all so strange and new and wonderful,” he replied.
“No wonder you don’t really want to go back home!” she said with a laugh.
“There’s definitely no one like you back home, that’s for sure,” Alex said, looking at her admiringly.
Taiya regarded him for a moment. She shifted from her sitting position to her hands and knees. The Elf slowly crawled her way over to him until they were face to face. She grabbed his shirt with one of her hands.
“There’s definitely no one like me in this place either, Alex,” she said as she pulled him to her in a deep kiss.
They kissed like that for a long moment, before she broke it off, panting with desire.
“I want us naked. In the grass. Under the trees,” Taiya said between breaths.
Then she was riding him in the dappled sunlight. The Wood Elf reveled in the feel of the grass under her knees, the smell of the trees all around her. Her fierce desire enflamed Taiya as she literally started bucking as she arched her back, riding him to climax. Watching her wild passion as it was unleashed drove Alex over the edge in a shuddering orgasm. She collapsed on to his chest, breathing heavily. He wrapped his arms around her as they lay together, bodies still joined as one.
“I’m not afraid anymore,” she said after their breathing returned to normal. 
Her head lay on his chest as she drew lazy figure eights on his shoulder with one of her fingers.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“It’s something I have been thinking about the last few days. I have been living my life in fear. Fear of war. Fear of getting injured. Fear of dying. Fear of making enough coin to buy a house if I only take caravan jobs. I’m not afraid of any of it anymore.
“I mean, of course, I don’t want to get hurt or die. But I was very careful, only taking easy jobs, and I still wound up getting captured. The money I was saving up for a house was lost.
“This is a strange new feeling for me as well. I seldom take a lover, and never more than one night. I never wanted to get deeply involved with anyone or anything. Yet, here I am, having nonstop sex with some random human I only met a few weeks ago,” the Elf sighed.
“I hope you didn’t have to lower your standards too much in order to sleep with me,” he said with a little laugh.
Taiya shifted her body so that her forearms rested on his chest. She was careful to keep him inside of her as she moved. She studied his face.
“I think you are a handsome human,” she said seriously.
“Uh, thank you, I guess,” he said.
“Well, your ears are too small,” she said and moved her mouth to one of his ears and started licking it. 
She nibbled on his earlobe before whispering, “But your giant cock more than makes up for it.” 
She wiggled her hips tantalizingly.
“That’s reassuring,” he murmured as he enjoyed the feel of her mouth on his ear.
“That cock of yours is a blessing and a curse for me,” she sighed as she lay her head back on his chest. 
She started tracing figure eights on his shoulder again.
“Why do you say that?” he asked as his hands caressed her back.
“Because, on the one hand, I can have sex with you basically nonstop for three days straight. The power that you give me, that I feel pulsing through my body is incredible. But then I have to pay the price and sleep for three days straight.
“Even you have to sleep for a day. Which is unfair, if you ask me,” she sighed. 
Alex chuckled. She lay quietly on top of him for a while as he caressed her back.
“Alex, I am glad that you said that you want to travel. I was worried that you would accept the Duke’s offer and stay in Oktoban. I want to travel with you. I have money now to buy a house, but there is no rush. I don’t even really know where I want to buy one. 
“Would you be displeased if I told you that I think of us as a team? I think we work well together,” she asked. Her finger paused its tracing on his shoulder.
“No, not at all. I would be lost on Ktor without your guidance. We can discover more of this crazy world together,” Alex said encouragingly. 
He realized she had been holding her breath as she exhaled slowly. Her finger began tracing figure eights again.
“We are going to have to find another woman to add to our little team. Falling asleep for so long leaves us vulnerable,” Taiya said. 
It took Alex a moment to realize what she had just said.
“Wait, what?” he said in confusion.
“I have been thinking about this. I can only go so long without wanting to make love to you. If you added another lover, she could watch over us when we are asleep. Then I could do the same for her after she has her turn of fun. I think it should be a woman with Power,” she added.
“Why a woman with Power?” he asked, still confused by what she was offering.
“Two reasons. First, the rush of Power she will get from making love to you will be seductive. She will want to experience it again after it fades. Second, the orgasm she will experience from having sex with you will be overwhelming. She will become addicted to having sex with you. I saw how the little minstrel looked at you and kissed you that day. That was from only enjoying you once,” the Elf explained.
“I think you overestimate my powers,” Alex said with a little laugh.
“No, I speak from experience,” Taiya replied confidently.
“Won’t you be jealous sharing me with another woman?” Alex asked. 
Taiya shifted to her forearms again so she could see his face. Her nose was wrinkled in a little grimace of surprise.
“Why would I be jealous if you had more than one woman? It does not bother me that you slept with the minstrel or the healer. Just know that when it is my turn, I plan on taking full advantage of you for three days straight!” the Elf said with a mischievous gleam in her eyes.
“You have to remember, back where I came from, things are not... usually so open between a man and a woman,” Alex tried to find words to explain his confusion.
“Are you saying that you would be upset if I took another man as a lover?” Taiya asked curiously.
Alex’s hands froze on her back. He had an uncomfortable sensation in his stomach as he thought of Taiya laying with another man. Her eyes widened in surprise as she felt his cock become instantly rock hard inside of her. His body flushed with the heat of jealousy.
“Your body is on fire,” she whispered as she felt the surge of sexual energy flow between their bodies.
Alex moved one of his hands to her head and grabbed a fistful of her hair. He pulled her face to his and crushed her lips in a searing kiss.
“I don’t share my women,” he said huskily as he pulled her head away for a moment. 
He pulled her close again and ravaged her mouth with his tongue. The Elf let out a moan of pleasure as she kissed him back as furiously as he was kissing her. She started thrusting her pelvis wildly against his erection until she clenched him in a long pulsating orgasm. 
Alex paused for a moment as he rolled her on to her back while maintaining his cock inside of her. His passion for her had been inflamed by the thought of another man enjoying her and he was not done claiming her.
He lifted her legs onto his shoulders as he began to pound into her. He leaned forward and caught her mouth in another deep kiss. She was alternating between whimpers of pain from his powerful thrusts and gasps of pleasure as she came again. Alex thrust himself deep inside of her one final time as he exploded inside of her in a powerful orgasm.
He slowly released their kiss as he let her legs slide down to the ground. Alex rested his hands on either side of her body as he leaned over her. She looked both beautiful and disheveled as she lay there. Her beautiful auburn hair was spread all about her head. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing was still heavy. Her lips were swollen from their kissing. Alex thought she looked well and truly ravished and he smiled triumphantly. 
No, he certainly wasn’t going to share.
Taiya opened her eyes and smiled when she saw him staring at her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close for another kiss. He put an arm under her body, and he shifted to roll her body on top of him again. She lay there kissing him and then she leaned on her forearms again. Alex saw that she was staring at him again.
“What?" Alex asked as he wondered what she was thinking.
“You want me,” she stated matter-of-factly.
“Of course, I want you, you’re an amazing woman. Every man that sees you probably wants you,” Alex replied with a smile.
“No, men may want me, but YOU WANT ME!” she said emphatically. 
Alex looked at her curiously. She lay down on his chest again.
“Never mind, I’m not explaining it right. But it FEELS right,” she whispered and started drawing figure eights on his shoulder again.
“I meant it when I said I’m not sharing you,” Alex said as his arms wrapped tightly around her body.
“You don’t have to worry. I think you’ve ruined me for other men. The orgasms I have when we make love and the Power is flowing through us... it’s... it’s indescribable. There’s not another man on Ktor that could make me feel what I feel when I’m with you,” Taiya said, and she gave his chest a little kiss. 
Alex realized he was smiling.
They lay like that for a long time. Quietly enjoying each other’s presence.







  
  Chapter forty-seven



“I can’t stay awake much longer,” Taiya said with a big yawn.
They were laying in the same position that they had enjoyed in the orchard earlier. Now it was evening, and they were laying in his bed in the bunkhouse in Oktoban.
“Don’t fight it, your body needs to rest,” he said softly and kissed the top of her head. 
He could feel himself starting to get tired as well. Soon Taiya was breathing evenly, soundly asleep.
Alex still couldn’t believe he was here, in this crazy world. He had wanted to study history and here he was, living a fantasy version of it.
His lover was a beautiful Elven girl. She was a powerful Flame Dancer. He was a Strongman and Elder Touched. He had a job with the Caravan Guards which would allow him to travel. 
Taiya wanted him to take another lover. Her reasoning made sense, but Alex still shook his head in disbelief. He really must be dreaming, he thought with a smile.
But nothing was perfect. It was a dangerous place, but no more dangerous than the deployments he’d had with the Army.  There were even governments being manipulated by outside forces, which was what he had been trained to do as a Green Beret.
Whoever was behind the assassination attempt was also behind the Harg raids. Alex was sure of it. They had to be the same person or group behind the attack on Taiya’s caravan in the Empty Lands. That zig zag lightning symbol was a clue. 
Alex didn’t know enough about the politics of Ktor to even begin to guess what these activities meant. Maybe he should not worry about it, like Taiya usually wanted to do. Just move on. 
It wasn’t easy to let go of years of counter insurgency training. His mind was trying to fit together pieces of a puzzle, but he didn’t have any guide to go by. Maybe he would find more clues as they traveled.
But for now, he would take life one day at a time. He would make the most of his new life in this strange and wonderful place. Alex took a deep breath, inhaling the sweet smell of grass and trees lingering in Taiya’s hair. He drifted off to sleep, smiling as he remembered their time together in the orchard, and the promise of future adventures to come.
   The End of Book 1
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