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That giant was really huge... I mean, sure, being called a "giant" kinda gives it away. But still” André the Giant wasn’t ten meters tall like this guy. So yeah, he was intimidating as hell.

My travel companion, a scrawny elf, looked even scrawnier next to that enormous being. 

I had no idea how we were getting out of this mess. Just a few hours earlier, things had been so much simpler...

The elf and I were riding our horses through the cold northern lands. 

Our destination: the castle of Wizard Melchiades. The villagers had told us to follow the northern path, cross a bridge, and we’d reach a small fortress where the powerful wizard had recently settled.

Word on the street was that Melchiades could work miracles with his magic.

Soon enough, we spotted the bridge. But just as we approached, a grotesque creature crawled out from underneath it and blocked our way. 

Hairy, nearly naked, with only a loincloth and a massive club in hand “ your standard bridge troll starter pack.

When we got close, the creature growled:

“Halt! Who goes there?”

“We’re an adventuring party” I said.

“Adventuring party? There’s only two of you. Where’s the rest?

“Here we go...” the elf muttered.”

“Well, we’re a small adventuring party. But very powerful “I added.

“Very modest, maybe. Judging by the elf’s cleavage...”

“Powerful, not modest “she corrected him, arms crossed.

“Powerful? I see a scrawny elf and a short, chubby dude. Doesn’t exactly scream epic quest.

“Appearances can be deceiving “she snapped.

“Nah, I think you’re lying. You’re not adventurers “the troll said.

“Okay, fine “I said”  we’re a duo of adventurers.

“That I can buy. Although the elf looks a bit undercooked.”

“She used to smoke a lot as a kid. Stunted her growth. Poor thing” I explained.

“Ah, I see. Though she seems... well”developed in other ways.

“Alright, can we not talk about my body like I’m not here? “she said, clearly annoyed.

“Oh, no, I just meant your pointy ears, of course. Clearly an elf. Though the rest of you is also... uh... elvenly gifted.

“Enough about my attributes! Let’s move on “she snapped.

“Wait! You have to pay to cross the bridge “said the troll.

“Oh great, a toll road. (I lived in Catalonia for years. I know toll roads) “I said.

“No no, I’m no page. I’m a troll.”

“No, not page. I said toll. T”O”L”L. It’s money you pay to use a private road.

“Exactly. Pay up “said the troll.

“Oops. We don’t have money. But maybe we could offer you something else, noble troll... like, I don’t know, a lovely lady?

“And where exactly do you see a lovely lady? “the elf shot back.

“Seriously?”

“Absolutely not.”

I leaned toward her and whispered:

“You stay with the troll, and once he lets his guard down, smack him and run.

“Why don’t I just smack him now? “she asked.

“Because we don’t want to draw attention. Remember: this is a top”secret mission, and we’re undercover.

“Let me try something “she said.

“What are you whispering over there? “the troll demanded.

“Listen “the elf began”  we know this road belongs to the Viscount of One”Eyed Pete, and he’s declared all his roads public. Therefore, you can’t charge a toll here. You don’t have any granted rights or license to collect fees.

“What?! The road belongs to that one”eyed weasel? I’m gonna smash his other eye! “the troll growled.

“We’re just relaying the facts “added the elf.

“Where does that half”blind crook live? “the troll asked.

“That way “we both said, pointing behind us.

Muttering curses, the troll stomped off in the direction we pointed, and we took the opportunity to cross the bridge.

“Told you, Mr. Jim, this elf costume isn’t convincing at all “she complained.

“Sure it is. Elves wear tight clothes and weird crap.

“What about the cleavage?

“That’s a personal touch. Not a usual elven thing “I confessed.

“A "personal touch"?

“Yeah. People get distracted and don’t notice the rest of the disguise.

“With this cold, you know my weak spot is my chest. I catch cold easily.

“I wouldn’t call it a weakness. More like a... prominent strength.

“I meant it's sensitive, okay?

“Ah, got it.

After a bit more riding, we reached Melchiades’ castle. It was a modest stone fortress with a tower. 

The main door wasn’t locked, nor guarded. Clearly, this guy didn’t need human defenses. Maybe magical ones.

We went in. After climbing a staircase, we entered a large chamber. Inside, a hooded figure worked at a lab bench filled with bubbling flasks and weird gadgets.

“Wizard Melchiades? I assume that’s you” I said.

The figure turned, lowered his hood, revealing a reptilian face.

“Indeed” he said.

“We’ve been sent by the glorious Cardassian Empire to investigate your case.”

“What case?” Melchiades asked.

“Word reached the Empire that a Cardassian citizen was using Cardassian tech on this backward planet. So they sent me and my Vulcan partner, Sonik, to check it out.

“That’s true. But why arrest me?”

“The Empire doesn’t want this reaching the Federation. They’d see it as a violation of interplanetary ethics.

“So basically, the Empire just doesn’t want trouble “Sonik summarized.

“You know Arthur C. Clarke’s laws?

“Yes.

“Then you remember: any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.

“Exactly.

“That’s why they call me a wizard here. I use our 24th”century tech to help the locals.

“The villagers say you heal them and solve problems. That you use your "magic" for good “Sonik said.

“That’s why my door is always open.

“Well, there is a troll on the road that might scare people off “I said.

“The locals avoid that path.

“Regardless, I’m supposed to take you in “I insisted.

“Mr. Jim, you know I’m doing good work here.

“I don’t doubt your intentions. But orders are orders.

“I know you, Jim. You're a galactic hero. You help people “mostly damsels, but still.

“I try to help everyone equally: men, women, kids, aliens... It’s just coincidence if more ladies cross my path.

“Well, maybe you can turn a blind eye. Like with Xeni”Guay.

“How do you know about that?! Can you read minds?

“Nope. I read your published memoirs.

“Damn it! Publishing my adventures was a mistake.

“See? I do my homework.

“Still, this is different. I had... a special friendship with Xeni”Guay.

“Heroes don’t play favorites, Jim.

“Okay, okay. You’re right. I’ll tell HQ we found nothing. Just a troll. And the rest? Rumors.

“Still, keep a low profile, please “Sonik added.

“Will do. Thanks, both of you.

We headed back to our shuttle.

“Jim, I have a question “Sonik said.

“Shoot.

“You didn’t publish that mission, right?

“Which one?

“You know... the one with my seven”year Vulcan cycle... the incident.

“Oh... that. No, no. I mean, not yet.

“Good.

“If I had to publish it, I’d change names.

“Like in those movies based on true events.

“Exactly.

“You haven’t told anyone else, right?

“Only my mom. And one or two close friends. We Vulcans are very discreet.

“Yeah, yeah... totally.

“Hey, look! The troll!

“Obviously. We’re taking the same road back.

“True. But maybe he hadn’t returned yet. Maybe he’s still looking for the viscount.

“You do talk a lot.

“I have a solution. I kept a gold”looking energy bar from a previous mission. Let’s bribe him.

“Why do you carry snacks?

“I’m part hobbit. Always hungry.

We reached the bridge.

“You again? The world’s smallest adventuring party.

“We’re accepting new members “I said.

“Nah, bridge work is steady. I’m waiting for that viscount.

“Well, we’re off now.

“Not without paying. I’ve got my eye on you.

“Here, catch “I said, tossing him the gold”wrapped snack.

“What the heck is this?

“A rare gold bar. Worth the toll both ways.

He bit it (as people do with gold). A chunk broke off, but he chewed it happily.

We left him munching his "gold" and continued down the path...

...only to bump into a frantic villager.

“What’s the rush? “I asked.

“I’m looking for Wizard Melchiades. Our village is in grave danger!

“Don’t worry. We’ll help. We’re a brave adventuring duo!

“Just you two?

“Yes. Now point us to the village.

He did. And off we went... because a true hero never turns down a chance to help.

Even if it delays dinner.
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I woke up tied hand and foot to a chair... What a surprise... Although I quickly realized I wasn't on any train... Nor was there a giant cockroach in front of me, nor any beautiful Vulcan...

"Ah, I see you're awake now, Mr. Jim."

"Yes... Phew, my head hurts like hell. You must have hit me really hard and kidnapped me..."

"No, not really. I only brought it here when you were sleeping in the wizard Melchiades' castle..." explained the burly man in front of me.

"Ah, well, I don't remember... And you're saying you didn't hit me to knock me out?"

"No, I took him while you were asleep, I'm telling you... I don't know if you're hungover... And that's why your head hurts..."

"No, I don't usually drink... Drink alcohol, I mean... It's true that I tend to sleep very deeply... And maybe I'm having a hard time waking up," I explained to the man.

"That's what it seemed to me..."

"So why did you kidnap me? Is it to sell me to some galactic power?"

"No... Honestly, no, I don't think they'll give me much for you... And obviously I'm not a kidnapper either."

"Yes, I think I've lost value over time... In many ways, perhaps... But then?" "I brought you here to ask for your help..."

"Oh, very well... Back in my day, back in Gemini V, people used to call each other or talk online... And sometimes they even talked in person..."

"I don't know
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