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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The glass door opened with a slight hiss and squeak. It was a noise reminiscent of the classic whooshing of the doors on the Star Trek Enterprise. That’s what it had reminded me of when I’d arrived for my first day of work at Parallel Clothing, anyway. 
 
    Now, after working at the clothing store in my local mall for going on eight months, the sound reminded me less of strolling onto the bridge of the Enterprise, and more of walking into a fresh Monday and all that the work week entailed. 
 
    Parallel Clothing was one of those high-end shops that sold new clothes that looked like they had already been worn for an exorbitant price tag. Expertly frayed jackets and patched skirts, faded t-shirts, and jeans with holes in the knee.  
 
    I walked through the squeaking, swooshing doors of the mall and headed to where our store was located. Perry Steele was always at his most unbearable on Mondays, and it helped to be mentally prepared to deal with his bullshit.  
 
    Being the fifth of December, the festive season was well upon us. The frantic and desperate air of commercialism that engulfs all malls across America had settled like a thick layer of snow. 
 
    Christmas carols from every era blared from doorways as I walked past them. Fake snow lined the insides of windows filled to bursting with every kind of commodity. Garish decorations and enormous signs promised last minute Christmas sales. 
 
    I hadn’t even made it to work and already my nerves felt like violin strings stretched over a naked razor blade. Still, that was retail for you; the season of joyous goodwill was the time of year that so many mall employees clung most firmly to their fraying sanity.    
 
    I walked past Santa’s Christmas Grotto, which was empty of kids and parents at that time in the morning. There was a solitary elf wearing the obligatory candy cane stockings, ill-fitting pointy ears, and jaunty, bell-tasseled hat. She looked like she was dealing with the kind of hangover that could morph into a full-blown breakdown later in the day, once the kids started arriving. 
 
    “Yo, Jake, I’ve got a good one for you this morning!” a voice said as I passed the bank of elevators and turned left in the direction of Parallel Clothing. 
 
    I gave a good-natured groan and turned so I was walking backward. 
 
    Regina Evans, the curvaceous and funny security guard that patrolled this wing of the mall, stepped out from where she had been leaning against the wall. 
 
    “Shit, another Christmas joke?” I said, rolling my eyes theatrically. “Well, it’s probably going to be good compared to Friday’s. Can’t be any worse, at least. Let’s have it, then.” 
 
    Regina flashed me that brilliant white smile of hers, hooked her thumbs into her belt like a sheriff from the Old West and cleared her throat. “All right, here you go; what do you get if you cross a snowman with a vampire?” 
 
    I blew a raspberry. “Jeez, I have no idea, but I bet it’s going to be hilarious.” 
 
    “Frostbite,” Regina said. 
 
    I clutched at my heart and groaned, staggering back a few paces. “Oh, you’re killing me!” 
 
    Regina laughed. “You got time for one more?” 
 
    I checked my watch. “Time? Just. The ability to stop my head exploding from the exuberant laughter threatening to take me over? Maybe.” 
 
    “What do priests and Christmas trees have in common?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “Their balls are just ornamental.” 
 
    I let out a low whistle. “Not very politically correct. I like it. I’ll catch you at lunch—I’ve got to get to work!” 
 
    As I hurried off down the wide hall, I heard her call after me, “Hey Jake, don’t fret, Christmas is just another day at the office. You know why?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I called over my shoulder, “because you work your ass off and some fat guy in a suit gets all the credit.” 
 
    Regina’s musical laugh followed me almost all the way to the store. 
 
    My work buddy Joe had been on opening duties that morning. He stood behind the counter, looking as urbane and put together as always, sorting through some magnetic security tags and muttering to himself. He was dressed in a pair of four hundred dollar jeans and a plaid shirt that looked like it had been used as a bar rag but, because of the label stitched inside it, would have cost me a month’s rent had I wanted to buy it.  
 
    “Morning!” I said, checking the time on my phone. 
 
    Joe snapped his fingers. “Ah, you made it! Here I was, thinking you’d be late again.” He handed me a five-dollar bill. “You suck.”  
 
    “I might suck, but you suck more and for less,” I retorted. 
 
    Joe made a face. “You’re on fire this morning, bud!” 
 
    I laughed, and we shook hands. 
 
    “Good to see you, dude,” I said. “How was your weekend? I didn’t hear from you.” 
 
    His expression darkened. “Fucking Perry called me at nine thirty on Friday night asking me—telling me—he needed me to work the Saturday and Sunday shifts he was supposed to be working because he had a, quote—urgent conference he needed to attend—unquote.” 
 
    I winced. “What did I tell you about picking up calls from that guy after work?” 
 
    Joe put up his hands. “What can I say? I was four beers deep and halfway through the third episode of that new show about the monster hunter I was telling you about. The bastard got me when I was weak.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” I muttered, catching sight of a man entering the store in the mirror that ran behind the length of the counter. 
 
    Perry swaggered into the store with the pompous air of a military commander. He was a short man with an ego that, had it been a ship, would have needed four tugboats to get it out of the harbor of his ass. His blond hair was slicked back, and he had sunglasses on, even though he was now indoors. He whistled and twirled a set of car keys around a pudgy index finger in a way that made me want to snap it off. 
 
    “Morning, virgins,” he called to us, strutting up to the glass counter and slapping the keys down so hard that I wouldn’t have been surprised if the glass had broken. “How was everyone’s weekend?” 
 
    Before Joe or I could answer, Perry snatched up the car keys and held them out to us. 
 
    “Check it out, kids,” he said. “Brand new Mercedes. Picked her up on the weekend. It’s German.” 
 
    “I thought you had a conference?” Joe asked woodenly. 
 
    “Oh, yeah… I did,” Perry said. He lied about as well as a snail danced the foxtrot. “I picked the Benz up in between.” 
 
    Joe and I stared at Perry. 
 
    The thing about Perry Steele was that you couldn’t disgrace him because he was, to his core, a disgraceful man. You couldn’t shame a man who didn’t give a shit what other people thought of him. You couldn’t make a toilet bug feel like a toilet bug, because it was already a toilet bug. 
 
    “Anyways, play your cards right and sell enough of this high-quality apparel and maybe I’ll give one of you lucky fuckers a ride home in it one day,” Perry plowed on, impervious to the waves of disdain emanating from us.  
 
    Perry hefted his leather satchel higher onto his shoulder and stomped off toward his office at the back of the store. I was thinking about whether it’d be worth flipping the bird at his back when he whirled around on his heels. 
 
    “Hey, and we’ll be having a meeting later about the pay cuts that all floor staff will be getting this month and the yellow uniforms that head office is requiring in the new year.” 
 
    “What? Pay cuts?” I burst out. 
 
    “Uniforms?” Joe scowled. “What do they think this is, the Girl Scouts? Are you for real, Perry?” 
 
    Perry snorted, looking more than usual like a pig in a wig, and slapped his thigh. 
 
    “Ha, got you, fuckers!” He laughed. “Man, you should have seen your faces! Besides, you guys are already on minimum wage, aren’t you? Can’t get lower than that, boys!” He slapped his thigh again and gave us what he probably imagined was a winning wink. “Shit, if you looked up gullible in the dictionary, you’d find a picture of your two faces.” 
 
    He turned and strutted away and out of sight. 
 
    “Yeah, well at least my dictionary doesn’t have pictures in it, you fucking idiot,” Joe said under his breath. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day passed with its usual Monday monotony. I made quite a few sales. Christmas time wasn’t a difficult time to get people to part with their money, even though I wasn’t a pushy salesperson. Folks just seemed to get swept up into the giving mood and had resigned themselves to spending more than they might ordinarily do. It made things more enjoyable, being consistently busy, and most customers were in a better than average mood. 
 
    Whenever Perry wasn’t sliming up to any attractive girls that happened to have the misfortune of being in the store, I liked to help out customers in small ways. The main way was by pointing out to them that the same pair of jeans, jacket or coat they were eyeing up was usually fifty percent cheaper if they bought it online. 
 
    “Why the heck don’t they match the online price?” an older woman asked me after I had saved her two hundred bucks by pointing this out in a quiet voice. “Seems unfair that they wouldn’t. You guys get a commission, right? Sounds like they’re dogging you while they still get customers’ money.” 
 
    I shrugged at that and smiled. “Small cogs in a big machine,” I said, gesturing to myself and Joe. “It’s often in these sorts of jobs that better ideas come from the little guys on the floor, I imagine, but the corporate fat cats never listen to us.” 
 
    “Well, they should,” she said, and she slipped me a twenty. 
 
    When I refused it, she pressed it into my hand. “You seem like a sweet young man. You’ve saved me two hundred dollars with your advice and honesty. Saving one eighty is still a hell of a deal.” 
 
    The steady stream of customers died out after we had passed through a particularly hectic couple of hours over lunch. Perry was nowhere to be found during this time, while Joe and I were being swamped by people trying to squeeze in Christmas shopping over their lunch breaks. 
 
    “Probably twanging the one-stringed bass in his office,” I said, when Joe drew my attention to the absence of our glorious leader. 
 
    He shuddered. “It’s a good thing I haven’t had time to eat. The thought of that prick squirrel bashing is not one that inspires a man to keep his food down.” 
 
    Perry ducked out after his extended lunch, twirling the keys to his new car and saying that he’d see us tomorrow, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. 
 
    By about four in the afternoon things had quieted down in Parallel Clothing. The same could be said for the other shops that we shared our strip of mall with. 
 
    “Hey man,” I said to Joe, “it’s dead. Why don’t you skip out early? I’ll close up seeing as you opened.” 
 
    Joe looked up at me. 
 
    “Did you just read my mind?” he asked, a smile lighting up his face. 
 
    “As brief and basic as that would be, I don’t think so. Why’s that?” 
 
    Ignoring the jest, Joe held up his phone. On the screen was a picture of a topless girl dressed only in a pair of white cotton panties. 
 
    “Your mom is looking great these days,” I said with a whistle. 
 
    Joe laughed. “Fuck you, man.” 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    “A girl I’ve been working on for the past few weeks. I said I’d take her out to dinner this week, and she just sent me that. She says that she’s bored of taking it slow.” 
 
    I made an approving face. “The days of going slow are over. Nobody’s got time for that old-fashioned courting game anymore. We’re a results-driven society now.” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “No, not really. That’d make me sound like a total player.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. Yes it would.” 
 
    “Anyway, you’re sure you don’t mind locking up and seeing the last hour or so out on your own?” Joe asked. 
 
    “If the alternative is to have you hanging around, checking your phone and hiding your half-stack from customers then yes, I think I can manage.” 
 
    Joe grabbed his bag from under the counter and slung it over his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re the best, man,” he said. “I appreciate it. If this goes anywhere, I’ll see if she has a friend that I can introduce you to.” 
 
    “All good, man,” I said. “Good luck out there, tiger.” 
 
    We shook, and Joe hurried off, leaving me alone in the store with Parallel Clothing’s designated Christmas playlist blaring on its sixth loop that day. 
 
    Time, as it is apt to do at the end of a long and tiring day, dragged. The music droned on, melding into one endless Christmas carol that I wouldn’t hear the end of until the big day came around. Outside, the occasional person strode by. I thought, at one point, that one couple might enter, but then the woman pointed at the price tag of a purse and started laughing, as if she couldn’t believe anyone could charge that amount of money for what was, essentially, a leather envelope. 
 
    The monotonous day was broken when a young woman ripped open the door, crabbed inside in a sort of awkward half crouch, shut the door, and then disappeared into the women’s section. 
 
    I blinked, trying to rouse my sluggish mind into action. 
 
    From what little I had seen of the woman, she had light brown, mousy hair and had been dressed in… 
 
    What the hell had she been dressed in? 
 
    I had thought it was a uniform of some kind, but exactly what kind of uniform, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    I hauled myself up from where I was slumped on the counter and—like every doomed teenager in every horror movie ever made had done before me—went to investigate. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to find the young woman. Parallel Clothing wasn’t large, and there were only so many racks of designer products that she could be hiding behind. 
 
    And that was strange in itself; when I found the woman, she was definitely hiding and not shopping. 
 
    She wore green, red, and brown, and her outfit looked like a costume. She was wearing pointy ears, which stuck out from her light brown hair like the fins of a couple of sharks from a wavy golden-brown sea.  
 
    At first glance, her getup looked like the outfit the hungover Christmas elf had been wearing, but then I saw it was more practical and devoid of the candy cane-colored leggings. Her pants were brown leather, as were the boots that they tucked into. Her jacket was tight, figure-hugging, and made of a green suede. Instead of a hat with a little bell on top, she wore a rust red hood nestled around her neck. 
 
    The prosthetic ears were some of the most realistic I’d ever seen. Admittedly, my experience with prosthetic ears was limited to the Lord of the Rings trilogy and that movie where the guy cuts that other guy’s ear off for some reason that I forget now, but the woman’s looked convincing. They matched her skin tone. 
 
    Beautiful didn’t come close to doing her justice. Bright blue eyes blazed up at me from a flawless face. Her wavy hair drew my gaze to the open collar of her jacket where a pair of smooth breasts peeked out from her white linen shirt. She wore a leather necklace, and whatever was on the end of it nestled in the inviting depths of her cleavage. 
 
    I jerked my traitorous eyes back to her face and cleared my throat. Her lips pressed together in a way that made me think she was stressed. Her sculpted eyebrows pulled down in a sharp V when she saw me step around the end of the aisle she was in. 
 
    “Hi,” I said. I usually had an easygoing approach to breaking the ice with customers, but I got the feeling I’d need more than my habitual chit-chat to smash through the glacier surrounding this chick. She looked more tightly strung than a harp lying under a guillotine. 
 
    She didn’t answer my greeting. Instead, she continued looking at me, her eyes alight with suspicion and fear, as if I was about to try and rob her. 
 
    “Uh, can I-can I help you?” I asked. 
 
    She must be one of the Christmas Grotto staff members, I thought. I mean, look at the ears. Only, what’s with the outfit? It’s not your traditional Christmas elf attire. They’re almost the sort of clothes that someone would dress an elf in if they were making some darker, more adult version of a Christmas movie.     
 
    “Help me?” she asked tentatively. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said. “Can I help you with anything?” 
 
    Without any hesitation, she reached out, put a hand on my thigh, and peered around me. 
 
    Too taken aback to worry about impropriety, or what Perry might say if he were to review the CCTV footage the next day, I suddenly thought I knew what was going on. 
 
    “Shit,” I said, looking toward the door, “are you hiding from someone?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Her eyes were glued on the door behind me. 
 
    “Is there someone after you, I mean?” I pressed. “Like, a crazy ex-boyfriend or something?” To my dismay, I blushed. “Not that I’m asking you in some roundabout way whether you’re single, you know,” I blathered. “Not that I don’t think you’re attractive because you are, obviously—and I don’t mean that in a sleazy way, it’s just that I have eyes, and they’re telling me that you’re attractive—that’s just my personal opinion and—” 
 
    I wouldn’t have minded if the earth opened up and swallowed me, such was the giant ass I was making of myself in front of this bonafide hottie. As I was about to continue with my verbal diarrhea, the lights in the store flickered and went out. 
 
    “What the hell?” I said. “Miss, are you ok—” 
 
    Her hand shot out and grabbed my own, yanking me down to join her near the floor. 
 
    “Miss,” I said, “it’s just the power. Running all those Christmas lights makes it happen sometimes. Look, if you need me to call the cops about someone bothering you, just let me—” 
 
    “Shh!” she said, squeezing my hand. 
 
    I tried to get back to my feet to see what was going on, but she yanked me down again. In the fleeting moment I’d been able to stand, I noticed the stores opposite us were in darkness too, though that could have been because the workers had gone home early.  
 
    I had to admit it annoyed me that this happened at the end of a long and tiring day. Here I was, on my own, as I shouldn’t have been according to store protocol, with some freaked out hot chick latched onto my hand like she was worried she was about to be abducted by aliens. 
 
    What was more, there’d now been a damned power cut, which meant I wouldn’t be able to settle the tills or set the alarm for the store. This in turn meant I had to call Perry. The thought of trying to explain to that pompous hardass that he was going to have to come back to the store was one that made me crave a strong drink.  
 
    I glanced down at the shadowy form of the woman still clutching at my hand. Now that my eyes had adjusted to the dimness, I saw her other hand fumble and fiddle with something at her neck. 
 
    It was the leather necklace I had noticed when I had given her the once over. I could see, in the dim illumination of the emergency lighting coming through the store window, that she had pulled something out from her neckline. 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    It looked like a bone or porcelain pendant, carved into the shape of a small but intricate compass. That in itself would have been remarkable, but it was also glowing with a ghostly blue light. 
 
    She flipped the cord around her hand. By its dim glow, I saw that her eyes were still glued on the door.        
 
    I heard the sound of shoppers hurrying past the storefront, no doubt heading for the exits. They were chattering to one another, footsteps pattering on the polished stone floor. 
 
    The lights flickered and my heart lifted a little, but then they shut off once more. 
 
    “Goddamn it,” I said, “this is ridiculous. Miss, I really think we should call the cops if—” 
 
    She hushed me again and then tensed. Her small, warm fingers squeezed mine in a grip that was painfully tight, despite her diminutive and graceful size. 
 
    A dull boom echoed from across the mall. 
 
    Then there was another. And another. 
 
    Boom, boom, boom, boom… 
 
    They sounded like someone going hard on a bass drum, almost like someone was playing out the measured rhythm of footsteps on one of those big bastards that marching bands use. 
 
    “You must be very quiet,” she whispered. “Otherwise, we’re both dead.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ordinarily, I might have asked what the hell she was talking about. However, such was the earnestness in her voice that the question died in my throat. The pair of us just crouched there, on the floor of the Parallel Clothing boutique, and listened to the approach of the thumping sounds. 
 
    Soon, they weren’t just sounds. The floor shook faintly under my feet as I squatted in the dark. Jewelry jingled in the display cases. Belt buckles rattled together on the racks. 
 
    “Miss, what the hell is going on?” I asked. “Is this something to do with you?” 
 
    She clapped a hand to my mouth. It was an intimate and unexpected gesture, coming from a complete stranger—I didn’t have a clue where her hand might have been before it was pressed against my lips. 
 
    Her skin smelled like meadow flowers, or grass after the rain, or… green things in general. I could handle that. 
 
    “Hush,” she said, “if the ogre sees you with me, then we’re both as good as dead. We’re in this together now, you and I.” 
 
    Ogre? I thought. 
 
    “Ogre?” I said, my voice muffled through her fingers. 
 
    I figured she must be talking about some gang or another. Maybe the Ogres were a ruthless band of bikers or something, I speculated, as the reverberating booms got louder, closer. Maybe they were— 
 
    A blood-chilling snarl sounded from nearby. For an instant, I thought someone had managed to Bluetooth the sound over the store’s speakers. 
 
    It was a rumbling growl of such malignancy that every single one of those warning bells that had once saved our ancestors from ending up in the belly of a saber-toothed tiger were set to ringing in my head. 
 
    “Fuck me!” I said, and launched myself to my feet. 
 
    It was an instinctive move, my legs reacting to a message that had come via my ears and down my spinal cord without passing by my brain for confirmation. 
 
    The young woman below me gasped. 
 
    I turned toward the source of the noise and saw a shape outside the window of the shop front. 
 
    It was a big shape. 
 
    An impossibly big shape. 
 
    It was humanoid but too large to be a man. I stood, rooted to the spot, as my rattled brain processed that the muscular arms were so long they almost dragged along the floor. Its hands were massive, big enough to hold a basketball, or maybe even a beach ball. The figure itself must have been every inch of eight feet tall, with shoulders as wide as a pair of snow      shovels. Its body was thick and square and chunky, as if it had been crafted by a kid out of plasticine. In comparison to its hands, the figure’s legs were short and bandy, ending with heavy feet. 
 
    I couldn’t make much else out, apart from his silhouette. The emergency lighting was behind him and only revealed the shape of him, as well as his shiny bald head, which was small enough to look odd perched on his thick neck. 
 
    “Hello?” I said, ticking the answer box that signified what a total noob would do when confronted by an unidentified stranger. “Can I help you?” 
 
    It was polite, I guessed, but sometimes manners will only get you so far. 
 
    The tall figure leaned down so its broad, flat face was all but pressed to the pristine glass. It was not a human face, that much I noted in the fleeting second before my common sense told me I was in big trouble.  
 
    No human face had eyes as yellow as three-day old urine. No human face had eyes that were set so far apart that they were only a bare inch away from belonging to a herbivore. No human eyes were filled with such an inexhaustible supply of malice—none I had ever seen at any rate. 
 
    The skin was as rough as granite, and as blue as everyone’s favorite genie. The nostrils were just holes stabbed into the face, and each breath steamed up the glass like the velociraptors from Jurassic Park in that kitchen scene that terrified me as a kid. The mouth was a crooked gash filled with blunt, beige teeth the size of my thumb. 
 
    It was the giant, pissed off, confused face of someone whose family tree was probably more of a wreath. 
 
    The ogre, if that’s truly what it was, snorted. More hot breath misted the window and sprayed snot across it in a wide circle.    
 
    Vaguely, I hoped Perry wouldn’t blame me and make me wash all that nose jam off the next day.    
 
    I needn’t have worried, because the next thing the massive form did was swing back one enormous arm and smash in the giant plate glass window. 
 
    The glass exploded inward in a hail of glittering, diamond-like shards. The mannequins standing in the window came flying into the main area of the shop. Heavy metal display stands went flipping across the floor. One of the dummies, caught by the brunt of the stunning blow, somersaulted through the air and plowed into a display cabinet filled with designer sunglasses. The cabinet exploded as if a pipe bomb had gone off inside it, scattering more glass everywhere. 
 
    I fell backward. I hadn’t been hit by anything, but the sheer violence of the unforeseen attack made me stumble back into a clothes rack and go down in a tangle of skinny jeans and cable knit sweaters. 
 
    “What the fucking fuck!” I yelled as my back hit the ground. 
 
    The young woman pulled at my sleeve, trying to help me into a sitting position. 
 
    “Come!” she said. “We must go! We cannot fight it!” 
 
    “Why would we fight it?” I asked. “Have you seen the size of that fucking thing? It’d be like trying to beat up a small hill!” 
 
    There was another furious roar, which sounded like the thing was gargling crushed gravel. I still couldn’t admit to myself that it was an ogre, because I mean, come on.  
 
    I chanced a look over the top of the racks of clothing we were hiding behind. The giant dude was shoving a heavy foot not just through the busted window, but through the wall the window had been set into as well. Stone and mortar crumbled as easily as if he had been kicking his way through a gingerbread house. 
 
    As I watched, the hideous and impossible apparition snapped its monstrous head up and locked those piss-yellow eyes on my face. It growled again and lumbered toward me. Then it stopped and turned. 
 
    Someone had shouted out a challenge from behind it. 
 
    “Regina,” I muttered. “Shit, what are you doing?” 
 
    I stepped out from behind the clothes rack and took a couple of faltering steps toward the giant dude that the pointy-eared chick was calling an ogre. I didn’t know what I could do to such a brute, but now that it had turned its attention on my friend, I knew I had to do something. Whichever way you sliced it, an entity strong enough, or on enough bath salts, to smash through a shopfront with the efficacy of a car being driven through it, could cause serious harm to another person. 
 
    As I crept around the back of the ogre, I got a glimpse of Regina standing there with her hand on the taser at her belt. 
 
    “Sir,” she said, with a calmness I found admirable, “I need you to lie down with your hands behind your head. Otherwise, I’m going to shoot your ass full of enough electricity to make you the next Energizer bunny!” 
 
    The ogre took a step toward Regina. Through the constant burble of growling, I thought I heard it chuckle. 
 
    “Shoot the fucker, Regina!” I cried. 
 
    The ogre’s head turned back so it could watch me out of one eye. 
 
    Regina drew her taser. 
 
    With remarkable speed for something that looked as agile as your average grand piano, the ogre snatched up a display stand and hurled it at Regina. She threw herself out of the way, out of sight behind a vending machine, and the display stand shattered. 
 
    I only heard the sound of it being wrecked. 
 
    As soon as the ogre’s attention was diverted, I felt a pressure on my arm and the young woman started pulling me away from the combat zone. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, forcing me to go along with her or lose my arm. “We need to run while the ogre is distracted!” 
 
    I hesitated, glancing back toward Regina. However, the view of the mall beyond the shop window was blocked by the hulking outline of the ogre, which was shuffling around to face me. I didn’t really have any fears for Regina. She could run like an antelope if the need called for it. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I said as the ogre let out another bellow. “Lead the way.” 
 
    The young woman darted off toward the back of the shop, and I followed. By the time we reached the door that led to the stockroom, I was in the lead. My common sense had been put on pause, and now I was acting on a kind of odd, detached auto-pilot. 
 
    The fact that there might be an ogre chasing us was something I would examine later, but at present, I was more concerned with getting away from the giant. To do that, I had to lead the way. I knew the shop and the mall. 
 
    I grabbed the girl by the wrist and ripped open the stockroom door. We charged through into a room filled with boxes. Shouldering them aside so they fell all over the place, I found the disused emergency door at the back of the room and barged through it. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, pulling the girl through and kicking the door shut behind us. “Maybe we can lose that big guy in the… crowds.” 
 
    The mall corridor was empty and silent. The lights were still off, bar the emergency lighting that led to the exits. 
 
    “Do you think it’ll get bored if it can’t find us?” I asked. 
 
    She brushed her mousy brown hair out of her face, tucking a strand behind her ear. Once again, I was struck by how real the ears looked. I couldn’t see where the prosthetic point joined her real ear at all. 
 
    “No,” she said. “It won’t be able to lose our scent so easily, I fear.” 
 
    “Our scent?” We hurried down the corridor. “What do you mean our—” 
 
    The wall in which the backdoor of the store was set burst outward in a spray of destroyed chipboard and cinder blocks. With a furious cry, the ogre stepped through the hole it had made and looked at us. I could see it a little more clearly now. It was dressed in a simple toga-like outfit that seemed to have been made from a skinned bear of some kind. 
 
    “Run!” the girl yelled. 
 
    We ran down the hall that led to the food court, carols playing loudly on the overhead speakers. I noticed that the power wasn’t out in here, but there were no employees or shoppers, which made me think that the mall had been evacuated while the ogre had been doing its rampage. There were signs of a quick escape here and there, store doors left open and the occasional candy cane stuck to the floor. 
 
    The ogre, after only a second’s pause, lumbered after us. It might have looked slow, but it moved in great loping bounds that ate up the ground. 
 
    I tried to lead the way, but the young woman outpaced me. I’d done well at track during my university days, but I wasn’t in the same league as her. She ran with the easy, fluid grace of a shadow, or water moving downhill. She looked like she was barely exerting herself as I sprinted my hardest to keep up. 
 
    “Attention mall patrons! Evacuate the premises immediately!” came a voice over the intercom, interrupting the seasonal music.  
 
    We darted into everyone’s favorite fast-food restaurant and launched ourselves over the counter. The place being deserted and the warnings over the speakers made me wonder whether any emergency services were going to show at some point. A battalion of police officers seemed like the sort of addition this party needed. 
 
    The ogre barged its way through the glass doors like they weren’t even there. Plaster dust and glass burst into the restaurant space. 
 
    “Man, I am getting sick of this asshole!” I grumbled. 
 
    I looked behind me, glancing for anything that might help keep the giant, pissed off figure at bay. I grabbed a handful of the things that were closest to me; a selection of lukewarm cheeseburgers. 
 
    I grabbed as many of the burgers as I could hold and flung them at the ogre’s head. The cheeseburgers opened in mid-flight and splattered over our attacker’s face. It was pretty good burger slinging, but in fairness, the ogre’s head was a bigass target and would have been hard to miss. 
 
    Behind me, while I assaulted the ogre with flying burgers, I heard the young woman muttering to herself. 
 
    “Come on, come on. I almost have it… I almost have it!” 
 
    My burger stash ran dry, and I grabbed a big bag of fries and flung it at the ogre. The giant bastard batted it out of the air with the back of one hand, sending delicious slivers of salty deep-fried potato in all directions. It roared, leaned forward, and lunged at me. I staggered backward, knocking into the slight girl and making her curse, as fingers as thick as sausages and tipped with claws whipped past my face. 
 
    I reached blindly behind me, found a handle, and brought it around in a sweeping circle, throwing whatever pot or pan I had found at the ogre’s face. 
 
    The boiling hot deep fryer basket, filled with fries that had been in there way too long, hit the ogre between the eyes. It screamed as sizzling hot oil splashed across its blue skin. 
 
    The young woman grabbed me by the arm and pulled me back over the counter and toward the door. The ogre thrashed and wailed, turning all the furniture around it into laminate-covered matchwood, and then blundered after us, crashing through the glass wall and sending the counter and stools flying. 
 
    “I just need a little more time, just a little more!” the young woman said. 
 
    I was too busy leading our gigantic assailant on a merry chase through the mall to ask what she needed more time for. We dodged through the shopping complex, while the ogre crashed along behind us, causing hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of damage. 
 
    We ran through a candy shop, and our hunter went through it like a wrecking ball. We darted in and out of an antique’s shop, and the ogre followed like a boisterous and muscular bull going through a tight china shop. 
 
    The din the creature was making must have been audible from outside, but we saw no other people as we ran through the mall. 
 
    We ended up in the grand atrium, in which the mall’s pride and joy, a twenty-five foot Christmas tree, was erected. It was festooned with baubles, tinsel, lights, and fake snowflakes. It was an extravaganza, an arboreal confection. It towered over Santa’s Grotto, and I realized with a jolt that we were near the exit.  
 
    I hadn’t planned on stopping there. As far as I was concerned, we should only have stopped when we were safely in a car traveling at about eighty miles per hour in the opposite direction to the thing chasing us, but I was brought to a sudden halt as the girl dug her heels in and stopped in front of me. I couldn’t stop in time and collided with her. The pair of us tumbled across the polished floor and landed against a decorative planter filled with ferns. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. Then I saw her fiddling with the delicate-looking compass pendant around her neck. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “Almost, almost!” she muttered, twisting the necklace this way and that. 
 
    The ogre smashed the set of Santa’s Grotto to pieces as it reappeared. Sacks of phony presents, splintered wooden bits of staging, and a couple of smaller Christmas trees were sent flying. 
 
    I tried to pull the woman to her feet as the ogre stepped toward us, crushing a plastic reindeer under its huge foot. 
 
    “Would you stop messing around with your jewelry and get up,” I hissed out of the corner of my mouth. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but this ex-boyfriend of yours is in the grips of some serious roid rage.” 
 
    “This artifact is the only way I’m going to make it home alive,” she replied. “And I’m almost finished calibrating it. Once I’m gone, the ogre should follow me.” 
 
    I didn’t know what the fuck she was talking about, it was as simple as that. What I did know though, was what my senses were telling me.  
 
    There was a giant humanoid thing, which the chick next to me called an ogre, coming toward us, but my mind struggled with processing that and figuring out what to do next. 
 
    Regina came skidding into the main atrium, her boots squeaking on the polished floor. This time, she didn’t waste time with words. She raised her taser and fired it at the ogre’s expansive back. 
 
    The ogre grunted as it was hit with the fifty-thousand-volt pulse. It was the same sort of noise a man might make after being stung by a bee; discomfort mixed with irritation. 
 
    I looked down at the pointy-eared girl who was crouched at my feet. 
 
    “Yes!” she said, managing to click something on her pendant into place with evident relief. “Yes! I think… Yes, that’s done it!” 
 
    I looked up again to see the ogre reach one hand over its shoulder and yank out the teeth of the taser’s darts from its back. Regina’s face fell in disbelief. Then, the ogre gave the twin cords of the taser such an almighty heave that Regina was flung off her feet. She had no time to drop the taser gun. She was thrown sideways through the air and crashed into the giant Christmas tree. 
 
    The impact was a hard one, but fir trees are covered with shock-absorbent needles and bendy outer branches. Even though Regina was lucky to have her impact broken, the huge tree slowly toppled over sideways. 
 
    Huge baubles rained down, smashing against the floor in glittering shards of red and silver and gold. The top of the falling tree hit a second story balcony, and that changed the direction of its fall so that it came down almost on top of the ogre, who was forced to sidestep to avoid it. 
 
    Regina swore from where she was nestled in the branches of the tottering tree and threw herself clear before it crashed through the remains of Santa’s Grotto, flattening it. 
 
    “Come on, damn you, work!” the girl muttered, finally getting to her feet. She slapped her necklace like someone trying to get the last out of the batteries in their TV remote. 
 
    The ogre lumbered around and stared at us out of its baleful yellow eyes. 
 
    “Look, buddy,” I said, “I think it would be beneficial for all parties if you just turned around and moved the fuck the on. What do you say? No hard feelings?” 
 
    The ogre tilted its block of a head to the side, snorted, and then spoke words in a language I couldn’t even guess at. There were no words in it I recognized, though that wasn’t saying much. I knew a bit of Spanish and French, but if someone came at me chattering away in Mongolian, I would have been just as lost. 
 
    This was different. This thing spoke to me in sounds rather than words. I got the impression this was a language in which writing played no part at all. It was as guttural and raw as any substance that had been pulled from the ground. The words, whatever they were, were jagged and edged with fire. 
 
    “You didn’t happen to catch that, did you?” I asked the girl next to me. 
 
    “Um, yes, I did,” she replied. 
 
    “And?”  
 
    “Nothing good, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Yeah, he sounded like he’d gone down the ‘I’m going to grind your bones to make my bread’ route,” I said. 
 
    The ogre rolled its shoulders and stamped its feet up and down a few times. It looked like a sumo wrestler readying itself for a fight. 
 
    “Uuuuh,” I said, my gaze transfixed by the thing. 
 
    “Human?” the girl said, tapping me on the shoulder like she was button mashing in a fighting game. 
 
    I peeled my vision away from the ogre and turned to look at her. 
 
    “You’re talking to me?” I asked in a dazed voice. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you for your help,” she said, “but I have to go now. I hope you can get home safely, too. The ogre should leave you be when I have traveled on.” 
 
    She raised her pendant, and I could see that the intricately crafted compass was glowing a brighter and more eldritch blue than it had been back in Parallel Clothing. 
 
    A roar from behind me alerted me to the fact that the ogre had charged. Its great head was down, its mammoth arms stretched out wide to embrace us in what I was sure would turn out to be a hug of death. 
 
    The young woman gave me an apologetic grin, then made an abrupt gesture with the hand holding the pendant. 
 
    “Wait one second,” I said, and grabbed her arm as the blue light emanating from the compass pendant throbbed, expanded, and engulfed the pair of us. 
 
    “No, it’s not possible!” she shouted. 
 
    “What in the sweet name of fu—” I began to say, over the sudden loud rushing sound that had filled my ears. 
 
    Without any warning, I was assailed by a sensation that felt like a giant hand had picked me up by the scruff of the neck and thrown me at a wall. 
 
    The young woman and I were pressed against each other in a way that, at any other time, I would have enjoyed. The world seemed to freeze, just for a second, and I found myself unable to move anything other than my eyes. I felt like I was caught in a tableau. There was the ogre charging toward me, there was Regina in the middle of clambering to her feet, there was one of the emergency lights nearby frozen in the middle of sparking out. 
 
    The roar in my ears rose until I felt like I was being sucked under an ocean of sound. The world blurred into a rushing tunnel of the brightest blue. I felt the hard body of the young woman pressed into mine, but I couldn’t see what she was doing as I had closed my eyes against the nauseating rush of color. I yelled without thinking, like you sometimes do when you’re on a rollercoaster, but couldn’t even hear my voice over the roaring torrent of sound. Light flickered through my closed eyelids. 
 
    Fucking Perry Steele, I thought randomly. Fucking little asshole has finally driven me insane! What the fuck is going— 
 
    My back slammed into something solid but vaguely giving, and all the breath was punched out of me. There was a crunching sound, which at first I thought might have been my bones, but no pain came. 
 
    A warm weight pressed against me, sandwiching me between whatever I landed on and the soft thing pressed against my back. I wheezed in a deep breath, sucking in air that was warm and filled with the scent of flowers. The rushing sound was gone and had been replaced by quiet—no, by the sound of wind moving through grass and of bees droning. 
 
    My eyes flickered open. 
 
    A blue sky vaulted over my head. The soft, slightly yielding thing under me was grass; fragrant, and prickly against the bare skin at the back of my neck. The warm weight on top of me was none other than my new friend: the gorgeous woman who had acted as a catalyst to the insanity that had led me off to cuckoo land. 
 
    I sat up slowly, the young woman climbing off me and sitting back in the grass opposite me. 
 
    I was no longer in the mall. 
 
    “Holy crap in a blender,” I said. 
 
    I was sitting on top of a hill covered in a layer of fragrant pink heather. Stretching out in front of me were golden meadows running on into a vast belt of pine trees. Dramatic mountain views framed this stunning landscape. The purple peaks of the ranges surrounding the tract of dense woodland were capped with glinting white snow. Within the forest below, I could make out patches of open ground, the glittering mercurial threads of rivers and the occasional stream of woodsmoke issuing up into the air like a pencil shading. 
 
    It was snowing back home. Forty degrees. It got dark at four in the afternoon. It should have been dark as night then, but instead, I was sitting under the noon sun. I could feel the pleasant heat of it on the back of my hands and on my face. I closed my eyes, turned my face to the sky, and felt the sun touch my eyelids with warm, golden fingers.  
 
    My heart thundered in my chest. I felt like my senses, the parts of me that anchored me to reality, had become amplified.  
 
    My ears were ringing. I could feel each and every breath coming in and out of my body. I could taste the fragrance of hidden woody herbs on the slight breeze. 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    My voice cracked as I spoke. 
 
    “Where the hell am I?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I recognized the scent of sweet alyssum, sweet peas, and four o’clock meadow flowers filling my nose like nectar. Birds twittered away in the bushes off to our left, and a hawk of some kind circled on the updraughts above.  
 
    I turned to ask the woman next to me whether she was a figment of my imagination—if all this was just some epic hallucination put on by a brain gone haywire.  
 
    She wasn’t paying me the slightest bit of attention. She was staring in disbelief at the porcelain or bone compass in her hand. 
 
    It was broken into three distinct shards, and the light that had suffused it had died. 
 
    “Th-that thing,” I managed, after clearing my throat three times. “That thing brought us here?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Right, right,” I muttered. “Of course it did. The magic porcelain compass magicked us onto a hill. Right.” 
 
    “Wyvern bone,” she mumbled, moving the three pieces through her fingers. 
 
    “Sorry?”  
 
    “Wyvern bone. This instrument, the world-hopper, it was made of wyvern bone.” 
 
    “Wyvern as in…?” 
 
    “As in the cousin of dragons,” she said. “Wyverns are similar creatures to dragons, except they only have two legs and hooks at the ends of their wing joints, which they use to walk around. They usually have a barbed tail. Wyverns also don’t typically breathe fire either, but their bite can be venomous.” 
 
    I nodded and made an understanding face that was more of a grimace. 
 
    “Of course wyvern as in the cousin of dragons,” I heard my mouth saying. “Obviously. Wyvern bones. Yeah. Don’t want to get bitten by one of those. No.” 
 
    The girl looked at me, stowing the broken pieces of the device into the inner pocket of her green jacket. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said, “and you can’t fix that, um, that world-hopper?”  
 
    She shook her head. “It’s an ancient artifact, made by the first elves, and it’s irreplaceable. The technology, and the knowledge of how to fix it, has been lost to time for many long years.” 
 
    “Bummer,” I said.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay…?”  
 
    “Jake,” I supplied, thinking that’s what she was waiting for. “Jake Walker.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re feeling all right, Jake Walker?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” I said, twiddling a piece of grass around my finger. It felt real. “I mean, could I be better? Yeah, sure, maybe. Might I wish that I could explain to myself what the hell I’m doing sitting in a sunny field on top of a hill and looking over a stretch of forests that leads to some big old mountains, when I should, in actual fact, be locking up a clothing store and walking out into the cold to get into my rustbucket of a car? Yes, I might wish that. All in all, though, I think I’m good.” 
 
    She eyed me dubiously. 
 
    “Is there anything I could do to help you be more all right?” she asked.  
 
    “Well, how about you tell me your name for starters?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to answer me, but then I waved her down, making shushing noises. 
 
    “Wait, wait, hold on. How about this?” I said. “I’ll think of a name and then, when you tell me your name, I’ll be able to see whether it’s the same as the one I have in my head. If it is, I’ll take that as proof I’ve gone totally bonkers malonkers.” 
 
    “And if it’s not the same name?” 
 
    “Then,” I said, “I’m going to walk the only other path available to me. I’ll come with you, ask no questions about the fact that I seem to have been teleported off Earth, and see what happens next.” 
 
    “A sound plan,” she said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I agreed. “Just to clear one other thing up before we see whether I’ve gone mad: those are your real ears, aren’t they?” 
 
    The girl touched the points of her ears that were poking through her wavy hair. 
 
    “What else would they be?” she asked with a wrinkled nose. 
 
    “Nothing. Never mind,” I said as we both got to our feet. “Forget I mentioned them. Okay, are you ready?” 
 
    She dusted down her leather pants. “Yes.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said, trying not to stare at the way her trousers clung to her toned backside. “Okay, what’s your name?” 
 
    “Lilah.” 
 
    I let out a breath. 
 
    “Was it the same one?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Definitely not.” 
 
    Lilah looked at me through narrowed eyes. “What name did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Bernard.” 
 
    “Bernard?” 
 
    “Yes, Bernard,” I said. 
 
    “Why Bernard of all things? Do I look like a Bernard?” Lilah said, a trace of mock outrage in her voice. 
 
    “Hell no, you don’t look like a Bernard,” I said, “but that’s why I picked it. If a human woman, who looks like you, was named Bernard, then I would have known for certain I was in a dream world and that that world was totally fucked.” 
 
    To my surprised delight, Lilah burst out laughing and clapped a hand to her mouth. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “It's just that, well, I’m not human,” Lilah said. 
 
    “Aaaaand I’m lost again.” My eyes alighted on her ears, and I let out a small sigh. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “You’re an elf.” 
 
    Lilah nodded her pretty head. “That’s right. A nature elf.” 
 
    I bit back the sarcastic quip that sprung to my lips. I had said I’d accept things if I failed the name test. There was no time like the present. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d care to elaborate on what just happened, would you?” I asked. 
 
    Lilah held out a hand. I took it, and she pulled me to my feet. Just as I had been taken aback by her incredible speed in the mall, I was startled by her obvious strength. 
 
    “We have no time for explanations sitting here,” she said. “We need to get to my village as quickly as we can. There’ll be bands of ogres roaming around, hunting stray elves, and once word spreads about my escape, they’ll be looking for me and my people all the harder.” 
 
    She set off down the hill toward the meadowland that lay between the hills and the forest. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, hurrying to keep up with the fleet-footed nature elf. “Only, you don’t mind if I ask you a few questions while we’re walking, do you?” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at me, one blue eye catching the light of the midday sun and sparkling a bright sapphire color. 
 
    “I thought you said you wouldn’t question anything?” she asked. 
 
    I pushed through a thick clump of waist-high grass and stumbled as a cluster of purple butterflies as large as my hand flapped into the air. 
 
    “Yeah, I appreciate that,” I said, “but what I meant was that I wouldn’t question just being here.” 
 
    “Ah, so you’re allowed specific questions?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Like, where am I?” 
 
    Lilah stopped dead. She turned and looked me full in the face. 
 
    “You really know nothing of any of this?” she asked. 
 
    I held my hands up. “First time through a magical world-hopper portal thing. Guilty as charged.” 
 
    “This,” Lilah said with a smile, sweeping her arm around to encapsulate the meadows, woods, rivers, and mountains, “is the world of Tavalon.” 
 
    “It looks… nice,” I said. What could I say? I was a trained architect, not a poet. 
 
    Lilah snorted and hurried on. 
 
    “It is nice,” she said as we reached the bottom of the hill and started across the beautiful golden meadow. “It is perfect, almost. Except for one thing.” 
 
    “Ogres?” I ventured. 
 
    I saw the tenseness run through her shoulders as she marched along in front of me. 
 
    “Yes,” she said in a tight, controlled voice. “The ogres are the bane of our existence here. They are but one enemy that seeks to destroy the elven kingdoms. We have many enemies.” 
 
    “There are more elven kingdoms than just—sorry, what was it called again?” 
 
    “Tavalon.” 
 
    “Right. There are more kingdoms than just Tavalon?” I asked. 
 
    “Tavalon is our name for this world, the world that we co-inhabit with all the different peoples, creatures, and lifeforms. Our kingdom, the kingdom of the nature elves, is called Viridis.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, taking it all in like I would the start of a fantasy novel. 
 
    We walked along in silence for a while. The droning of the insects amongst the tall and aromatic grasses was soothing, as was the sound of an unseen brook burbling away somewhere off to our left. 
 
    “And we got here with that world-hopper thing?” I asked. “Which, presumably, let’s you jump from one world to the next?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Lilah said. She slowed her pace, so we were walking side by side. I chanced a glance at her face and saw it was drawn with worry. 
 
    “And now it’s busted, it means we’re stuck here,” I said. 
 
    Lilah bit her lip, obviously upset. “Yes. As I told you before, it was made using very old, very powerful spells that have been forgotten or lost in the river of time.” 
 
    “At least you’re on your home world and not in some random place,” I said, trying to find the silver lining. 
 
    Lilah nodded. “I suppose there is that. The reason I left this place though, was so I could find a way for my people and I to escape the monsters that share this world with us.” 
 
    “Monsters of various kinds have been ravishing the various elven kingdoms,” Lilah said, plucking a strand of grass and twisting it through her fingers. “Such as the ogres. The ogres made it their goal to destroy the homes of every race of elves, be they simple nature elves like me or city-dwelling dark elves.” 
 
    “There are elven cities?”  
 
    “Yes, of course. My mission was to find all elves a world to escape to, where we might rebuild our villages and cities, and live in peace. Unfortunately, world-hopping is no simple thing. I ended up in your world and was drawn to you. I can’t say how or why. But this ancient relic wanted you in Tavalon.” 
 
    She touched a hand to the pocket in which the broken pieces of the world-hopper were stowed. 
 
    “But now that this device has been destroyed, we have no choice but to make our home here, in this realm, and hope that we might be able to defend it.” 
 
    It was only then I realized that, just as Lilah and her people were stuck here in this world, so was I. 
 
    That was a lot to take in. So much so that I continued walking without really seeing where I was going. I hadn’t had what you might call a close-knit family. 
 
    My dad had gone out for milk, bread, and a newspaper one morning when I was about three months old, and my mom and I were still waiting for him. Not that my mom was really waiting, of course. She was a VP in an advertising firm, traveled constantly, and I was lucky if I saw her once a year. She’d done what she considered her best by me and sent me off to a decent boarding school as soon as she could. She’d also paid for my architectural degree at university too, so there was that. I had a few close friends of course, but due to my lone wolf upbringing, I depended less on friends than other people did. 
 
    Still, when I weighed all that against not having to work alongside Perry Steele for the foreseeable future, there was an upside to being stranded in an alien world. 
 
    I came back to myself when the shadows of the trees fell upon us. I looked up, blinking away the not unpleasant thought of what Perry’s face might look like when he saw the state of the store. We had crossed the beautiful meadowland and arrived at the border of the dense coniferous, all the way to the mountains. 
 
    “Your home is in there?” I asked. Under the trees, the forest floor was strewn with a thick carpet of needles and dappled with bars and splotches of sunlight. I saw the occasional bug zipping through the fingers of sunshine that managed to permeate the branches above, but apart from that, there was almost no movement under the leaves. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah said, “my village is a day’s walk into this wood. Torrwood, we call it.” 
 
    “And you can find your way through all of this?” I gestured at the identical ranks of tree trunks that stretched away from us. 
 
    Lilah laughed. “I might have asked you the same thing about your world, with its monstrous buildings of stone and glass that all look the same. Your eyes might just see many trees, but I can pick out and see the individual characteristics of each shrub and conifer. I can guess with accuracy at their ages, know if they are hale or sick, and hear some of the secret things they whisper to one another.” 
 
    “Whisper to one another…” I murmured, looking at the trees with renewed interest. 
 
    Lilah didn’t respond. She was already slipping through the bars of light and shadow that lay between the boles of the trees, moving as quietly as any forest creature could. I followed her, showing off my skill for snapping every branch within a five-yard radius. 
 
    After a while, Lilah stopped in her tracks and turned to face me. There wore an expression of wry amusement. 
 
    “You are doing well to keep up with me,” she said. “You are fit and strong. Many of your race I noticed were quite soft and slow, you know. They live comfortable, sheltered lives. They see little of the rugged outdoors, but not you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I hike a bit and try to stay in shape. Mostly because I can’t afford private health insurance. Easier and cheaper to stay healthy than pay for treatment when something goes wrong in my world.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “Yes, you are healthy. I feel that emanating from you, but you are not quiet. You blunder about like a child on feet that do not know what to do or where to step.” 
 
    I looked down at my size tens. I was still wearing the brown leather lace-up boots I had always worn when working at Parallel Clothing. I could have been wearing less forest-friendly footwear—like sneakers. At least the boots were tough and protective. I was also wearing black jeans, which might have been designer but were still denim. Even the plaid shirt I wore was a green and blue pattern, which didn’t clash too much with the dusky brown trunks of the trees surrounding us. 
 
    “I was paying more attention to not falling over than not making any noise, if I’m being honest,” I said. “Besides, there’s nothing around. I haven’t seen anything larger than a beetle since we started walking through the trees. There were those hand-sized butterflies earlier, but that was outside the woods.” 
 
    Lilah cocked an eyebrow, her mouth quirked up in a half smile. 
 
    “And why do you think that is, hm?” she asked. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “Right. Got any tips for me then, so I stop crashing through the Torrwood like an elephant?” 
 
    “There are many techniques I could teach you,” Lilah said, “but seeing as we are in a rush to get home, I think the easiest and quickest way to help you minimize your noise is this.” 
 
    She straightened up from the tree trunk she had been leaning against and padded over to me. To my private delight, she slipped around behind me and put her hands on my hips. I swallowed and tried to keep cool. 
 
    “Now,” Lilah said, her breath warm in my ear, “you are stomping along like an ox—foot up, foot down, foot up, foot down.” 
 
    She moved her hand down my thigh and put pressure on the side of it. 
 
    “You don’t want to stomp up and down,” she said. “Ideally, when you put each foot down, you want to go toe first and roll it from the outside in. However, this is a stalker’s walk. It’s slow. For how we’re traveling now, it’s easier to place your heel down first and then roll your foot in.” 
 
    I looked down at my foot as I took an exploratory step. 
 
    “No,” Lilah said, her hand coming up to point my chin upward. “Don’t look at your feet. Look ahead to see what obstacles are coming. Look ahead to plan your path. That way your feet know there is nothing to trip on. Keep your knees slightly bent and your balance spread. It will feel strange at first, but you will get used to it.” 
 
    She was right. It did feel weird. I felt like someone who’d just crapped themselves doing an impression of a duck initially, but after we had spent the rest of the day walking, I noticed a reduction in my noise output. A couple of times I could have sworn she looked back on me with mild approval shining in her beautiful azure eyes. 
 
    You know, being in a new world might not be so bad after all. 
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    We stopped a few to drink from streams that crossed our path and to eat what Torrwood provided for us. I was surprised that Lilah didn’t have any supplies, but she said that the food she’d taken with her on her cross-world journey had been spoiled by traveling from one world to the next. Eating and drinking from the land was a novel experience for me, coming from American city life. There, we all seemed to be ruled by clock so far as eating went. We ate when we woke, then at lunch, then at dinner. In the woods, I quickly realized you ate when the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    Lilah shimmied up a tree at one point, when we heard some buzzing and droning coming from the boughs above. She scaled the smooth bark of the fir tree like a squirrel. When she dropped down again, she was clutching a large handful of honeycombs. We stopped at another point, and she showed me a collection of pale pink mushrooms growing amongst the roots of a hoary pine. These we picked and ate raw—against my better judgement—and I found that they tasted as sweet as berries. 
 
    Speaking of berries, there were a multitude of these that we grazed on throughout our lengthy hike. Lilah pointed out each and every variety, explaining their properties, when they were at their best or ripest, and what uses their leaves had. 
 
    Shadows pooled thickly around the bases of the trees when we started up a shallow slope. Ahead of us, the sun was beginning its descent, sending orange hues through the silhouetted tree trunks.  
 
    Lilah quickened her pace, and before I knew it, we had emerged from a break in the trees. We weren’t on the edge of the woods themselves, but rather on the edge of a wide circular dell, which was perhaps three hundred yards across. 
 
    “Here is my village,” Lilah said. 
 
    I was taken aback by the sight.  
 
    Thanks to the media I’d consumed over the years, I had been anticipating a township made up of treehouses set amongst the branches of giant graceful trees, workshops and ateliers burrowed into the sides of hillsides, and beautiful people fishing in glittering streams to land fat fish for supper. 
 
    In actuality, there was less of Lothlorien to the elven village and more of what you might expect of a village situated in the middle of a gargantuan wood in the middle of nowhere. It was tiny. Barely more than a few crude cottages set along the banks of a dirty stream that ran sluggishly over a bed of mossy rocks. 
 
    I didn’t say anything as I appraised the little cluster of thatched cottages gathered around the stream. There seemed little good I could say of it. The houses themselves were in poor repair, with plants growing out of thatch that badly needed replacing. Smoke coiled out of the tumbledown stone chimneys and, even from where we stood up on the lip of the open glade, I could see that the doors looked to be falling apart on a couple of the buildings. Surprisingly, the glass windows were still in place. But that was all the good I could say about the township. 
 
    “You are very quiet, Jake,” Lilah said after a moment. 
 
    I cleared my throat, buying more time as I formulated what I wanted to say. 
 
    “I guess,” I said, “it’s a little different than I had expected.” 
 
    Lilah cocked her head to the side as she looked up into my face and scrutinized me. 
 
    If I’d been an asshole, I might have hit her with it straight: that I had been expecting Vermont in the fall and instead had walked into a favela.  
 
    Lilah held out her hands and gestured around at the Torrwood and the sleepy, rundown village. “I’m not sure what you expected, but this is what we have. And it’s what we will protect until our dying breaths.” 
 
    “Speaking of protection,” I said, “what’s the deal with that bush?” 
 
    I pointed at a thick boundary hedge that ran around the outskirts of the little village. It must have been about twelve feet tall and three feet wide. It appeared to be organic but organized, like a hedge that had been cut and laid but is still very much alive. As I inspected it more closely, I noticed that it was pulsating with a dull green light. 
 
    “Is that… What is that?” I asked. 
 
    “That is our most ancient and revered element of protection,” Lilah said. “It was planted back in the time of the very first of our forefathers and has remained active even while it has receded along with our village. The hedge once protected a much larger area, but as the village shrunk, so too did the hedge.” 
 
    I was glad to hear her admit her village was looking a little worse for wear. There were few things more awkward than telling your only point of contact in a fresh, new world that their hometown was a craphole. 
 
    “And what does it do?” I asked, following Lilah as she began to descend the slope and walk down toward the village. 
 
    “It’s bewitched with nature elf enchantments,” Lilah said. “They protect the village against those whose hearts carry ill intentions against nature and us elves. Admittedly, the enchantments are old and have been getting weaker and weaker, not to mention more and more limited, as the years pass, but the boundary hedge and its magic are really all we’ve got.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you bolster the enchantments, or add new enchantments to the existing ones?” I asked. 
 
    We reached the bottom of the dell, so that we were now essentially walking across the bottom of a naturally occurring bowl.  
 
    “Yes, there are other enchantments we could lace through the boundary to strengthen it and add new powers and defenses to it,” Lilah said in a hesitant voice as she led me toward a particular stretch of the eldritch-looking boundary hedge.  
 
    As we neared the tall hedge, the throbbing green pulse of the interwoven vines and branches became more evident. The regular rhythm of the pulsation reminded me of a heartbeat. The green light that glowed and then faded made me picture the blood of some giant creature rushing through leafy veins. 
 
    Lilah sensed my hesitancy and noticed the slowing of my steps. She turned and smiled. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you have nothing to fear from the boundary, Jake. You have a good heart, and a strong one too,” she said. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say in response to that, so I said nothing. 
 
    “So, if there’s a way to reinforce this boundary hedge,” I said, “why don’t you do it?” 
 
    Lilah and I stopped outside of a stretch of the hedge that looked exactly like the rest of it. From this close, the hedge itself looked even more alive—alive like a single entity controlled by a single brain is alive. It was not only pulsating with that dim green light, but also moving in a way not accounted for by the gentle breeze blowing through the dell. 
 
    Lilah held out her arms and closed her eyes. I watched with bated breath. 
 
    The surface of the boundary hedge in front of her rustled and writhed. Then, with impressive speed, the branches and interwoven vines untangled themselves and flowed backward and away from one another. Within a few seconds, there was an archway formed in the boundary that only a few moments ago had been impenetrable. 
 
    “Smart homes eat your heart out,” I whispered. “That was awesome.” 
 
    Lilah smiled and motioned for me to follow her through the vegetative arch. I did so, turning once we were through so I could watch the entrance seal itself behind us. 
 
    A fluting bird call made me turn.   
 
    “Come on, Jake,” Lilah said, shaking her head and smiling. She waved at me to follow her. “Honestly, the way you meander would make one think you had never seen even basic magic before.” 
 
    “I haven’t,” I said. 
 
    Lilah stopped in mid-stride and spun to face me. 
 
    “What do you mean you’ve never seen magic before?” she asked. 
 
    I grinned. “There’s no magic on Earth. There’s no magic where I’m from. Surely you noticed that?” 
 
    “I didn’t have time to notice anything much,” Lilah said. “The world-hopper deposited me only a few steps from the shop in which you worked. The ogre I was fleeing from managed to grab hold of me and enter your world alongside me. I was fleeing from him for hours before I found you, and there wasn’t much time to notice a lack of magic in your world.” She cocked her pretty head to one side so that her mousy brown hair cascaded over one shoulder. “Besides, how can you say there is no magic in your world? No world is totally without magic.” She scoffed.    
 
    “I think the closest we have to flashy spell-driven magic are illusion shows,” I said. 
 
    Lilah grimaced but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Oh, I know what you’re thinking,” I said. “Something like: of course magic exists, only the dumb Earthlings must have given up looking for it, or being able to see it?” 
 
    “I do find its total absence in a world hard to believe,” she said. 
 
    “Hell, maybe there is magic back on Earth,” I said. “But if there is, I’ve never seen it. And definitely nothing like your magic hedge.” 
 
    “Hm,” Lilah said, “I cannot say I’m unhappy to not have spent more time in your world, then. A world without magic would be rather… mundane.” 
 
    “You got that right. I would have thought I’d be terrified of being in a new world, but to be honest, I’m really glad you brought me here, Lilah. Now, it’s probably best I get to know your world a little more. With that in mind, why don’t you tell me what’s stopping you from making your boundary hedge more powerful?” 
 
    Lilah continued walking, and I followed. She led me through streets that were more like dirt tracks winding between the ramshackle cottages. I could smell meat roasting on the air, but I didn’t see a single other soul as we made our way through the village. 
 
    “As I was saying: there are indeed other spells and magics that can be woven through the boundary, but they don’t mix well together,” Lilah said as we made our way along the bank of the rivulet and followed it upstream. “It takes a special someone to bring them together harmoniously and have them balance one another out.” 
 
    “A special someone?” I asked. 
 
    “There is a way to make them work together, to bond the magics harmoniously,” Lilah continued as she led me toward a little structure that reminded me of a cross between a log cabin and one of those twee English thatched cottages. “However, we would need someone known as an amalgamage.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you don’t have one of these amalgamage people handy?” I asked as we trudged up a series of cracked stone steps that led to the front door of the little cabin. 
 
    Lilah gave a bitter laugh. “No amalgamage has appeared in centuries. It’s been so long since one with the power walked among us that many elves believe them to be myths.” 
 
    “What exactly could these guys do?” I asked. 
 
    Lilah paused with her hand on the cottage’s doorknob. “It was said they could construct fresh incantation-based buildings in hours or minutes, alloy magics and enchantments, reinforce the existing occult structures that a township already had, and even merge the separate and unique magics of independent elven kingdoms.” 
 
    “Wait, so these separate elven kingdoms you keep alluding to,” I said, “are they actually separate? They don’t communicate or interact with each other?” 
 
    Lilah shook her head. “No, the elven kingdoms have drifted apart in the years since the last amalgamage vanished.” 
 
    She unlatched the door and pushed it open. “Come,” she said as she stepped aside to let me enter, “make yourself comfortable. My home is not much, but please treat it as your own.” 
 
    I stepped into the tiny, thatched cabin. Lilah came in after me and closed the door.  
 
    She was right in her appraisal of it not being much. It wasn’t as rundown and shitty as the rest of the village looked from the outside, but there wasn’t much to it. It was a small and cozy space, almost like a studio apartment, with high ceilings and a mezzanine floor that could be reached via a staircase made of split logs set into the wall of the cabin. I assumed that was where Lilah’s bed was kept because it wasn’t downstairs. There wouldn’t have been room for it.      
 
    It wasn’t grand, but it was clean and warm. With the sun setting outside, casting long, chilly shadows through the empty and slightly depressing village, it was just about all I wanted. 
 
    Until I saw Lilah put a cast iron pot of stew on an iron bracket over the empty fireplace. At the sight of the stew, my stomach gave a rumble that might have knocked over some of the ricketier houses in the middle of the village. 
 
    “Hungry?” Lilah asked with the ghost of a smile. 
 
    I held my thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Maybe a little,” I said, as my stomach gave another Oscar-winning impression of a rottweiler working over a particular chewy steak. 
 
    “Sit, sit,” Lilah urged, taking me by the arm and guiding me to the squashy sofa in the center of the only room. “The food will not be long.” 
 
    I sat down on the sofa, poking a bit of horsehair back into a hole in one of the arms, which looked like it had been opened by some industrious mice. My boarding school manners dictated once again that I didn’t say anything.  
 
    Admittedly, the last time I had any experience with campfire cooking was while playing Red Dead Redemption 2, but I figured a fire had to have, ideally, burned down to a bed of coal to do a good job at heating food. Lilah’s fire wasn’t even— 
 
         She bent over the fireplace and waved a casual hand over the wood she had stacked in the grate. It lit with a gentle whooshing sound, then crackled and sparked in double time and broke down before my eyes, the wood being consumed in something like fast-forward in the flesh. Before I could let out my expletive of choice, the solid chunks of hardwood had imploded and been reduced to glowing orange coals. A delicious, toasty warmth washed over me on the sofa. 
 
    “Shit, is that magic?” I said. 
 
    Lilah tossed some more logs on the fire from the stack beside the hearth, made a gesture over them, and then swung the stew pot over the flames. 
 
    “Yes, that was, as you call it, ‘magic’,” she said. “Though, it’s a simplistic and all-encompassing term for something that is so intricate and multifaceted.” 
 
    “Well, how do you describe it, then?” I asked. 
 
    Lilah pursed her lips and leaned against the wall. 
 
    “I would say it was no more than the use of a couple of minor nature enchantments,” she said. “The first was to light the fire—perhaps the first spell any young nature elf learns—though it involved an incantation that would inject the wood with more air and cause it to burn faster. The second one was to keep restoring the wood as it burns so that we limit the amount of wood we use, and thus have to cut from the forest.” 
 
    I looked at the hearth. “You’re telling me that you have, essentially, built an almost infinite fire right there?” 
 
    “Not almost infinite, but certainly much less resource-consuming than an ordinary one.” 
 
    The fire Lilah conjured in her grate seemed to capture and hold my gaze more acutely than any fire I had ever seen before. 
 
    “Being in this world, in Tavalon, now,” I asked, feeling the comforting warmth of the crackling flames on my face. “Does that mean… Is there any chance I could learn how to do some of this? To work enchantments?” 
 
    “Not unless one of your parents was an elf,” Lilah said matter-of-factly. 
 
    For a moment, I let my imagination go wild. Was there any chance one of my parents could have been an elf? I mean, realistically, I had never met my father. Even my mom was somewhat of an unknown entity. She had been little more than a checkbook that called me every once in a while to make sure I was alive. I didn’t really resent her for that—I’d had a decent enough time at boarding school and then at university—but just because I didn’t hold a grudge against her didn’t mean I knew her. 
 
    A gentle touch on my hand made me start. I realized I had been staring into the fire for who knows how long. I blinked, stretched, and saw Lilah watching me. It might have just been my tiredness talking, but I thought there was something akin to flirtation shining in those glacial blue eyes. 
 
    “Come on, Jake Walker,” she said, “give your busy mind a rest. Let’s eat.” 
 
    “I could eat,” I said, “but I’d be lying if I said I couldn’t murder a drink too. It’s been… Well, it’s been the most batshit crazy day of my life.” 
 
    Lilah smiled at me, her eyes glimmering in the soft glow of the fire as well as the beeswax tapers that burned around the room. 
 
    “A drink?” she said. “Yes, I believe I have just the thing.”   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lilah procured a dusty bottle of red wine, which had been sealed with wax, to go with our stew. It was mellow, juicy, and velvety smooth, and made my brain feel like it had been the recipient of a full-body massage. Before I had finished the first cup, I was relaxing into my rickety chair at the little scrubbed wooden table. 
 
    We talked for hours. I asked many questions about the world I was now in, about its history, the kinds of flora and fauna that called it home. Lilah answered all of my questions without reservation, although most of the information was so incredible I could hardly believe it. 
 
    She talked of mad wizards living on mountaintops, men and women that hadn’t seen another living being for years and years while they worked on unraveling the mysteries of the multiverse. She touched on a few of the different elven kingdoms that lived in Tavalon: her people, dark elves, wild elves, and elves that used something called beast magic. She wove me tales about amalgamages that came before, about destinies and whispers of something called the amalgamage signet. She spoke in a lackadaisical manner of ifrits, gorgons, anthousai, manticores, and grootslangs—giant serpents that lured bears into caves so they could eat them.  
 
    All this information washed over me. I kept my mind open, and my cynicism dialed down to zero. After all, I was sitting in a nature elf’s cabin in the woods. I retained as much as I could, but it was such a deluge of fantastical information that I struggled to cram it into a mind that was saturated with wine and growing exhaustion.     
 
    We drained the first bottle of wine, so Lilah stood on a chair, reached into the thatched eaves where the sloping roof met the wall, and retrieved a squat and even dustier bottle. 
 
    “Bluecap brandy,” she said in answer to my inquisitive look. “It’s strong and tastes like puddle water, but it’ll leave your insides feeling like they’ve taken a hot bath. It’s a great source of comfort for those who are more reticent and more introverted, as it alleviates all feelings of shyness and constraint.” 
 
    Once again, I had to ask myself whether I got a flash of something flirtatious in her eyes. Or was it just the haze of the excellent wine?  
 
    “It used to be drunk a lot during celebrations, though there is precious little for our village to celebrate these days,” Lilah said. 
 
    “Don’t you want to save it, then?” I asked. 
 
    She snorted as she cut away the sealing wax with her belt knife. “You are a new face, brought here by the world-hopper. I’d say that is cause for celebration. Besides, don’t you want to try it?” She smiled at me.  
 
    I grinned back. “Of course.” 
 
    “It was made by the wild elves in a method known only to themselves. It was one of the few things they used to trade with us, back when they wandered out of the untamed lands in which they reside.” 
 
    She rammed her dagger into the neck of the bottle and fished out the cork. It made a satisfying thwop as it came free. With a deft flick, she flipped the cork off the end of her knife, swept the blade around, and cut the cork neatly in two. As the halves fell to the floor, she continued the sweeping motion of her blow and slipped the dagger back into its sheath. 
 
    I clapped and let out a low whistle. “I’d like to try that sometime, but I’m too attached to my nose.” 
 
    She laughed, tipped the bottle up, and took a long swallow. I watched the muscles in her throat work, my eyes following the line of her graceful neck down to the opening of her shirt. 
 
    Lilah dropped the bottle and caught me looking at her. Her bright eyes twinkled as she wiped the back of her hand across her wet lips. 
 
    “What are you looking at, Jake Walker?” she asked. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    What I was thinking was how incredible the athletic elf would look minus the leather and suede. I managed to keep this tactfully to myself and said instead, “I was just thinking that not all the clouds that come floating into your life are the ones that carry rain or usher in storms.” 
 
    “You’re calling me a cloud?” she asked.  
 
    “No, definitely not,” I said. “There are times when things look like they’re getting dark and all these clouds come rolling in, and you think you’re about to get rained on in a big way. Then you find out some of those clouds are just there to add color to your sunset sky, you know?” 
 
    Lilah passed me the bottle of bluecap brandy, her eyes not leaving my face. As I took the bottle, our hands touched, and a frisson of energy jumped between us. It was akin to the feeling you get when someone accidentally gives you a static shock. 
 
    Lilah’s breath caught, and her brow furrowed. 
 
    “You felt that too?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I took a pull from the dusty bottle, swallowed, and coughed. “Holy moly, you weren’t kidding —this stuff tastes like cilantro mixed with stale beer and cigarette butts.” 
 
    “Wait for it,” Lilah said, grinning. 
 
    I was swept up in the most delightful, warm sensation. I found myself letting out a deep breath and relaxing into my chair. I slumped so heavily I wouldn’t have been surprised if both the chair and I had gone through the floor. 
 
    “Oof, there it is,” I said. 
 
    My words dropped out of my mouth like molasses. Not slurred, but very relaxed. 
 
    “Good, no?” she asked, taking a few steps closer to me, moving around the tiny table we had been sitting at. 
 
    I looked up at Lilah. She had taken another half step toward me so that our knees were touching. Her eyes fixed on my face, flicking from my eyes to my mouth as if she was trying to read something there. 
 
    “This has been a hell of a day,” I blurted out, meeting her piercing stare. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever had to run for my life before,” I said. “It was fucking terrifying—but exhilarating.” 
 
    Lilah nodded as if she knew what I meant. 
 
    “You gain inner strength each time you face your fears,” she said. “I’ve learned that much in my time running from and fighting with the ogres. Every time you face something that scares you, you’re able to tell yourself you’ve lived through other horrors and difficult times. And so you can take the next thing that comes along. You must always do the thing you think you cannot do, you see?” 
 
    I nodded and, with a confidence that surprised even myself, I reached out and took her hand. I drew her to me, and she came unresisting. 
 
    “I guess, all you can do is accept who you are, and bask in it,” I said. 
 
    Lilah slid into my lap, legs straddling me in the chair. Her hands slid along my sides up to my chest. For my part, I reached up and cupped her beautiful, smooth face in my hands and pulled her to me. She came willingly, eyes fastened on my lips. With no hesitation, Lilah leaned in and kissed me—hard and rough, eager and slightly clumsy—and our tongues stabbed and probed at each other in a frenzy of lust let suddenly off the leash. 
 
    The change in her was extraordinary. She went from a serious, even melancholy figure, into a full-blown, sexually self-assured firecracker in the blink of an eye. For a few seconds, I was lost. I was all for trying, well, everything and anything, but I hadn’t been expecting her to show so much zeal and determination when it came to making out in her kitchen. 
 
    Lilah grabbed me around the back of the neck and crushed her face harder into mine. There was a desperation there, a sort of fierce need for this closeness that made me think it must have been a good while since she had been intimate with anyone. Judging by how empty the village had seemed, I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had been years since she had found herself in this position. 
 
    She moaned and began to kiss and bite her way down my neck. With dexterous fingers, she unbuttoned my plaid shirt and began running her lips across the compact muscles of my chest. Her teeth were sharp and eager, and she didn’t go carefully. Not that I minded; her attentions caused me to grunt in pained pleasure. 
 
    Letting my fingers do the talking, I slipped my hand under her shirt and jacket and ran it up the silky-smooth skin of her back, feeling the taut muscles under the skin. I reached the nape of her neck and went further north, twining my fingers through her lustrous wavy hair. 
 
    Lilah squeezed her hand between our bodies and popped my leather belt open with a twist of her clever fingers. She whipped it out of the belt loops of my jeans like a magician ripping a tablecloth out from under a pyramid of stacked glasses, then dropped it to the floor. I raised my arms above my head, and she took the hint and peeled my shirt off, tossing it on the floor next to my belt. 
 
    Lilah ran her eyes over my torso. I wasn’t a beefcake by any means, not having the drive or discipline to go to the gym enough to gain a Herculean physique, but there wasn’t much fat on my over six-foot frame. With sure fingers, she traced the outlines of my abdominals, running them upward to rest them on my pecs. 
 
    As she did this, I used both hands to push her suede jacket over her shoulders. With a wriggle, Lilah shrugged out of it so that she was left in her slightly opened linen shirt. She looked amazing, sitting in my lap like some pirate queen. Her mousy brown hair was across her face, her elven ears on show, and her bright blue eyes shining through the tangled tresses that had fallen over her cheeks. 
 
    “Wow,” I said. 
 
    Lilah smiled down at me, brushing her hair back out of her face. 
 
    “Do you say this to all the girls, Jake?” she purred. 
 
    “Well, yeah, but I always make sure to pick the girls carefully so I’m never lying.” 
 
    Lilah feigned shock at my words, and then smiled again. She leaned into me, hungry lips searching for mine. 
 
    We traded kisses for a while longer. Then, I pulled Lilah’s head away from my face and looked up into her bright eyes. She smiled down at me, watching me from under lazy half-closed lids. I noticed a speck of bright blood on her lips and, looking down at my chest, I saw a couple of ardent love bites there that had actually broken the skin. 
 
    “You’re a handful, aren’t you?” I said. 
 
    “You’ve no real idea as to what I am, Jake Walker,” Lilah growled. “Do I shock you?” 
 
    The answer was a resounding yes, but I wasn’t about to say that.  
 
    “I knew my preconceived notions of elves were a bit skewed,” I said, gazing up into her beautiful face, “but I think I’m about to get a lesson in just how far away from the truth I was. I’ve got a feeling you’re about to show me a side of yourself that few humans have ever seen. A part of yourself that might just rock my world.”  
 
    She kissed me hard on the mouth, then pulled away. “And what are you going to do about it if I am, hm?” 
 
    While she let me stew on that question, she picked up the bottle of bluecap brandy and took a good swig. She offered it to me, and I took a glug of the vile stuff too. 
 
    I opened my mouth to suggest a couple of ways I might repay the favor, but Lilah curtailed the ideas by sticking her tongue down my throat.  
 
    Her hands moved down my bare stomach with an easy familiarity. They migrated over the border that was usually marked by my belt and stopped when they got to the bulge in my jeans. I didn’t blame her. Even through the denim, it was obvious my cock was at the point where it felt like an iron rod. 
 
    “My goodness, Jake Walker,” Lilah said. “I didn’t realize you were carrying a weapon. Why didn’t you use it on the ogre?” 
 
    I chuckled and began to unbutton Lilah’s shirt with fingers that fumbled only a little. 
 
    “I don’t think I would have wanted to be in this position with that ugly son of a bitch,” I said. 
 
    I was kind of astonished at Jake Junior’s resilience to mystery and abrupt change. I guessed it was an ingrained aspect of the male psyche. No matter what happened, whether you were hopping between worlds and realities like a damned jackrabbit, your johnson could always be relied upon to focus on the business at hand. It was literally like having a second head at times, with its own single-minded little brain. 
 
    “I hope you don’t think I’m taking liberties in my position as your host?” she asked while she fumbled with her own belt that held her dagger and a couple of leather pouches. 
 
    “I’ve got to say this is the best hosting I’ve ever received,” I said. “Need a hand?” 
 
    “This damn thing,” Lilah cursed. 
 
    I reached down and managed to get her belt open and off. While I was fumbling around down there, I made sure to accidentally on purpose rub at the front of her tight leather pants, and was rewarded with a couple of soft intakes of breath and a warmth that emanated through her pants. 
 
    “There we go,” I said, tossing the belt over my shoulder so it landed on the kitchen bench. “As I was saying: I think you’ve done well so far as hosting responsibilities go.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we elves take looking after our guests very seriously,” Lilah replied. “With great responsibility comes—” 
 
    “Great power, right?” I said, unbuttoning the last button of her shirt so that she could shrug it off. 
 
    “I was going to say: With great responsibility comes great potential for straining the lower back,” Lilah said. 
 
    I chuckled. It might not have been Marvel material, but it had a certain ring to it. 
 
    I pushed my unruly hair out of my eyes. I could feel my libido beginning to assert itself more now. My imagination fizzed with all sorts of interesting carnal options. 
 
    Lilah wriggled out of her linen shirt and flung it to the worn floorboards. She reached up and bound her hair into a loose tail, then she cursed as her wavy locks refused to obey. After the second attempt, she admitted defeat and shook out the spray of hair so it cascaded over her shoulders. 
 
    While she fought this losing battle, I ran my eyes over her naked torso. I drank in her lithe frame, again and again. Her beautiful body gleamed in the soft light emanating from the fire and beeswax candles that dotted the shack. To my lust-filled eyes, she looked as fine and nubile as any woman I had ever had the good fortune to see in the nude. 
 
    Not that she was completely nude. Yet. 
 
    It was a view I didn’t think I would ever forget. She had the sort of body that could have halted a stock run on the trading floor of the New York stock exchange. 
 
    My gaze moved from the mane of wild hair that surrounded her sparkling blue eyes down to her tits; pert and with perfect dark pink nipples that stood to attention with her arousal. Further south, her stomach was flat perfection—not muscular and defined like a weightlifter, but more like a swimmer’s or a gymnast’s; toned and without a spare ounce of fat. 
 
    “You must be hot in those leather pants,” I murmured, running my hands over her tight ass.  
 
    Lilah laughed. “Yes, I am, now that you mention it, Jake.”  
 
    She flowed to her feet and pulled the string that fastened her pants. She stepped out of her boots, kicked them away, turned, and then peeled her leather trousers off. 
 
    She did the last part slowly. 
 
    Very slowly. 
 
    Her ass was… It was a fucking thing of beauty is what it was. My jaw sagged open. 
 
    Then she turned, and her long, tanned torso drew my eye downward to the glistening pink slit of her sex. The outer lips were bedewed with moisture. 
 
    I swallowed, reached for the bottle of bluecap brandy, and took a long swallow. Was it me, or was the stuff getting easier to drink? Maybe it was just that my mind was elsewhere. I probably could have drank diesel at that point and not noticed the difference. 
 
    Like I felt, Lilah looked ready to jump feet first into the boneyard. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “I think you’re overdressed.” She smirked. “I think you might find yourself more comfortable if you were out of those pants, hm?” 
 
    I stood as if the universe pulled me to my feet. As if some higher, voyeuristic power wanted to make sure I didn’t miss out on this once in a lifetime opportunity. I yanked down my jeans and underwear, steadying myself against the table.  
 
    Eventually, I stood naked in the middle of that tiny, rustic kitchen with the nude elf babe leaning against one of the carved beams that supported the ceiling. 
 
    My cock throbbed so hard it almost hurt. I stroked it a little and watched Lilah’s eyes rove up and down the length of my engorged shaft. My balls were tight against the base of my rod, tingling with anticipation at what was—fingers crossed—to come. 
 
    The pair of us stood there, chests rising and falling in unison as we surveyed one another. The little scrubbed table stood between us, the bottle of bluecap brandy right in the center. My mouth was dry, and I could have used a nip or two, but I just couldn’t stop feasting my eyeballs on the vision across from me. 
 
    I ran my gaze hungrily over Lilah’s athletic body, my eyes stopping at her pussy, which was misted with her womanly wetness. Lilah noticed me looking. Watched me as I devoured her with my eyes. With a free and easy air, she ran her hand down her stomach and spread the tanned lips of her pussy with one hand, revealing the glistening pink insides. 
 
    “Is there something you like the look of over here, Jake Walker?” she asked in a voice husky with desire. 
 
    I tried to say something witty and clever, but only a croak escaped my lips. 
 
    Lilah stepped to the side with cat-like agility and sat on the sparse space afforded by her minuscule kitchen workbench. She pushed herself backward so that her back was pressed to the wall, knocking a couple of pans from their hooks with a clatter and bang that I barely registered. She tilted her head back so it rested against the wall, lifted one leg up, and looked at me from under heavy lids. 
 
    I grinned. I got the impression that maybe nature elves had a horny and open-minded side that was yet uncharted in Earthly fantasy media. It looked to me like that unknown side was about to get a hell of an airing. 
 
    I took a step toward her, my rod still in my hand. Then I looked behind me at the windows with their whorled glass and shutters flung wide. Through them, I could make out a few desultory blobs of light that marked some of the houses down in the village. 
 
    “How good are elves’ eyesight?” I asked, turning to look back at Lilah. 
 
    “Perfect,” Lilah replied. She rubbed herself, teasing her clit with one finger. “Why?” 
 
    She slipped a finger inside her pussy, then another. She moaned deep in her throat. 
 
    “No reason,” I said and strode around the table to meet her. 
 
    The kitchen area was tight, with barely enough room to swing a cat, as that crazy saying went. 
 
    I stepped in front of Lilah, the tip of my prick only a few inches from her exposed sex. I waited for a second, wondering whether there was some elvish etiquette at this junction that might trip me up. Lilah just laughed lightly, bit her bottom lip in a way that made me want to bite it too, and tugged at her nipples. 
 
    “We are base creatures when it comes to such a thing as coupling, us nature elves,” she said, her sapphire eyes full of promises and possibilities. 
 
    “That works for me,” I said. “I’ve never exactly been a prude…” 
 
    “Show me,” Lilah said, sticking her tongue between her teeth and biting down on it. 
 
    I reached out and took her by the wrist and looked into her eyes. “Why don’t you show me, seeing as you’re the hostess?”  
 
    Lilah made a face and shrugged theatrically. “A hostess does have her responsibilities, as I said. It would be remiss of me to shirk mine.” She slipped to the floor with boneless agility, got on her knees, and took my dick in her hand.  
 
    Lilah ran her tongue over my balls before gargling them in the back of her throat. I moaned and gasped all at once and almost swallowed my tongue. Then I closed my eyes blissfully, leaned my head back and let her do her thing. 
 
    She licked her way back up my shaft before plunging her mouth down on my cock and swallowing it with the dexterous deepthroating technique of the seasoned adult movie star. She buried her lips into my groin area, and I felt my cock hit the back of her throat. My gasp coincided perfectly with her gagging and gurgling in a way that drove me wild and made me feel as if she was degrading herself without a second thought. 
 
    “Fuck me, where the hell did you learn to do that?” I muttered, my eyes screwed shut in rapturous enjoyment, my face pointed at the thatched roof. 
 
    Lilah raised her head slowly, liberating my cock inch by tortuous inch from the confines of her slippery throat, until she had only the tip still in her hungry mouth, her tongue flicking over it from side to side, up and down. 
 
    “There have been many arts passed down through the centuries by my people,” she said, with some difficulty thanks to the dick in her mouth. “And there are many different types of everyday magic that only wait for us to open our eyes and see.”    
 
    Lilah took my cock from her mouth, stroked it a couple of times, and slapped it on her pouting lips while she looked me in the eyes. 
 
    Unable to keep my rampant lust in check anymore, I grabbed Lilah by her hair and thrust my cock into her mouth. She gagged, and I pulled it out, leaving a long strand of saliva connecting her lips to my rod. 
 
    “That’s it, Jake!” Lilah gasped, her eyes watering. “Free yourself. Be yourself! Let no Earthly stigmas hold you back!” 
 
    I stuck my cock into Lilah’s greedy and willing mouth again and started to fuck her face, making sure each push hit the back of her throat. I kept this up for a minute or so, allowing her to catch her breath when she needed to. Then I pulled my member out of her mouth and shoved her face into my groin. Lilah took the hint and started to tongue and suck my balls, stuffing my tight sack into her mouth and slurping on it like it was coated in honey and ice-cream. 
 
    “More?” I asked, wiping my saliva-slick cock across her cheeks as she panted for air.  
 
    In answer, she smiled with her eyes, and then sank onto it—all the way to the base. She repeated this trick four more times, and my breathing became ragged.  
 
    My stomach muscles tensed each time she swallowed my prick, and a thrill unlike any I had felt before shot through me like an electric charge. Lilah must have felt something similar, because at these moments, her moans doubled as she blew me. I didn’t worry too much about what those sensations were. Instead, I lost myself in the overwhelming tingles and prickles of pleasure that accompanied one of the best blowjobs of my life. 
 
    “Are you ready to fuck me, Jake Walker?” Lilah said in a low, lust-filled voice. 
 
    “I’ve never been more ready for anything in my fucking life,” I said in a hoarse voice. “Get up here!” 
 
    Lilah got to her feet, and I spun her around and pressed her face hard against the wall. She leaned on the counter and stuck her peachy backside out. I slapped her hard on the rump, and she let out an excited cry.  
 
    Outside the distorted glass of the window, I could dimly make out the throbbing green pulse of the weird magical hedge boundary. 
 
    One thing was for sure—that hedge wasn’t the only thing throbbing tonight.  
 
    I could see Lilah’s hand between her legs, working feverishly at her clit. She was hissing with sexually charged agitation, impatient for my attentions.  
 
    “Open your legs wider,” I said. 
 
    With a whimper, she did as I said. 
 
    “Now, spread your cheeks.” 
 
    Once more, she did as I asked almost before the words were out of my mouth. 
 
    I followed Lilah’s lead and didn’t mess around. 
 
    I leaned down and lapped hungrily at her bared pussy. My tongue probed with no real finesse at her holiest of holies. Every now and again, I covered her engorged clit with my lips and used my tongue to strum it. My nose was pressed into Lilah’s ass crack—pressed all the harder because she had reached back, grabbed me by the hair, and crushed my face into it. 
 
    I pulled back after a while, much to her initial disapproval, and slipped two digits into her pussy. Lilah let loose a giggling contented sigh, then long deep animal moans of rapture. 
 
    I stood up, fingering Lilah more and more vigorously until she moaned through her teeth, her hair fluttering about her lips. 
 
    “Please… mount me, Jake. Take me,” she panted. 
 
    I did as I was told and slipped my cock deep into her, so swift and smooth that Lilah cried out with ecstasy. 
 
    “By the forest, yes!” she cried. “Yes, yes, yes, yes. Fuck me like a wild thing. By all that is green and good, make me yours!” 
 
    I closed my eyes and lost myself as the pink mists of desire and pleasure rose, burst, and enveloped me in their velvet embrace. My balls slapped Lilah’s clit as I banged her from behind, the noise echoing loudly in the stillness of her little cabin. 
 
    I pulled one of the handmade wooden chairs toward me with my foot and sat down on the edge of it. 
 
    Lilah’s gorgeous hair was all over her face, and her eyes were streaming from the way she’d been throat fucking me before. Her peach of an ass was still pointing at me, right at my face. Man alive, but it was one hell of a backside. 
 
    “Come here, my gracious hostess,” I said. Roughly grabbing her by the hips, I pulled her onto my lap so that she could adopt what I believed was called the Champagne Room position. Her back was pressed against my chest, enabling me to paw at Lilah’s perky tits as she ground down on my cock, while she rubbed her mound. It was sex as I had rarely experienced; primal lust between two people who instinctively knew how to get the other off. 
 
    Lilah writhed on top of me, grinding and gyrating as my dick pounded into her from behind. She growled and moaned like a wounded thing, uttering words that might have been elvish for all I knew. She clutched at my knees with her hands, trying to boost herself upward to gain more elevation. 
 
    Goddamn it, but it felt good being inside of her. I mean, it usually felt good being inside a chick, but this was somehow different. More intense. More fierce and hot-blooded. 
 
    While she moved up and down on top of me, I could see her fingers working away at her clitoris, rubbing and pressing at it with a desperate fervor. The firelight played over Lilah’s flawless skin. Her wavy, loose hair bounced across her strong shoulders like it had a mind of its own. The crackling, popping sounds of the fire mingled with the sounds of our ragged breathing and the soft sucking squelch of flesh-on-flesh. 
 
    As we fucked, I became more and more convinced that the strange, almost eldritch, energy I had felt when we touched, and then more invigoratingly when we had kissed, was building, pulsing in time with our heartbeats. 
 
    With a sudden and unexpected rushing gush Lilah cried, “I’m almost there! By the woods, it feels so good!” 
 
    Her back arched, her pussy contracted around my cock like it was trying to throttle the thing. Then sprayed her girl cum out in a shower that soaked my legs and spattered beneath us. 
 
    That was the last straw. As Lilah collapsed against me, my dick twitched and spasmed. Using one hand to hold her hair and the other to grip her hip, I surrendered to my orgasm. While the two of us bucked and writhed against one another, I felt my balls empty into her velvety slot. 
 
    Then in a rush that was like a dam inside myself breaking, the odd and alien energy I had felt exploded out of me in a burst that made me reel. My eyes and mouth burned with a cold freshness, as if I had just eaten fourteen packs of menthol gum. To my complete and utter amazement, flowers sprouted from the solid wooden floor in burgeoning explosions of sweet-scented color. Thick bark crept up over the wooden walls of the hut like a second skin. 
 
    “What the-what the fucking fuck?” I said. “What the goddamn shit was that?”   
 
    Lilah was still sitting in my lap, slumped against me with my prick inside her. When she spoke, she was breathless, but I suspected it wasn’t only the sex to blame. She was clearly taken aback by what had just happened. 
 
    “It can’t be,” she said in stunned disbelief. 
 
    “You’re saying it can’t be?” I said. “You live in a world where magic exists! How do you think that makes me feel, seeing petunias and marigolds and whatever the hell else those flowers are shooting out of the floor like that? Why are you saying it can’t be?” 
 
    “It can’t be because this can mean only one thing,” she said, her eyes running up the walls and taking in the thick bark that had appeared there. 
 
    “What can it mean?” I asked. 
 
    “It means that you are… That you must be… You’re an amalgamage, Jake,” she whispered, lifting herself off my lap and turning to face me. 
 
    I frowned. “What? Like those guys you were telling me about before?” 
 
    Lilah nodded.  
 
    “But how do you know that?” I asked. “How do you know that all humans don’t conjure up flowers out of the blue when they blow their—” 
 
    Lilah waved her hands and spoke over me. “The amalgamages were some of the first elves, and they were able to use enchantments of every type. The legends say they ‘communed’ with the different elves to enhance their powers and alter their environments.” 
 
    “‘Communed’? What do you mean ‘communed’?” 
 
    Lilah gave me a pointed look. 
 
    I glanced down at my wilting cock and then up at the girl cum coating her inner thighs. 
 
    “Oh! Oh, right. Communing,” I said. 
 
    She looked visibly shaken. Her eyes were wide and bewildered. 
 
    “It just makes no sense,” she said. 
 
    I thought this was a bit rich, what with us sitting in the middle of an elven village, surrounded by glowing magical topiary, nestled in the heart of an enchanted forest, but I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “It’s impossible, unforeseen and just… I don’t understand,” Lilah muttered.  
 
    “And what the fuck does it mean exactly?” I shook my head. A dull ringing had started in my ears and my head felt lighter than it should have, even after drinking a little.  
 
    But what it meant, I didn’t find out. As if the exploits of the past eighteen hours had suddenly decided to present my body and mind with their bill, a swooning blackness rose out of the corners of my eyes and my vision tunneled.  
 
    I just made out Lilah ask, “Jake, are you al—” 
 
    My chair tilted, the floor came up to greet me like an old friend, and I knew no more.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miraculously, when I woke, my head felt as clear as a bell. In a clichéd fashion, it took at least ten seconds of staring up at the thatched ceiling for me to remember where the hell I was and, more pertinently, how I had got there and what had happened. Judging from my slight elevation and the comfort levels I was experiencing, I figured Lilah had dragged me onto one of her small sofas for the night. 
 
    At the thought of the nubile nature elf, and the memory of what we had enjoyed the previous evening, I stirred, blinked, and looked around. 
 
    It was only then I realized why I had awoken at all. Lilah was yelling at me from the mezzanine level and gesturing frantically to the window while she pulled a fresh shirt over her head. 
 
    “What’s-a-matter?” I mumbled as I hauled myself into a sitting position. “Are you okay? Is everything alright?” 
 
    Rather than take the stairs, Lilah vaulted over the mezzanine rail and landed as easily as a cat on the floor of the cottage’s main area. The drop must have been over ten feet, but she acted as if she had only stepped off a stair. She scooped my jeans up from the ground with her foot and tossed them at me. 
 
    “The village bell is ringing!” she said as I shook my head and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. “It’s a call to arms. It means trouble!” 
 
    I threw the knitted blanket off my legs and found I was in my underwear. I gave her a questioning look. 
 
    “Just in case I had any callers this morning,” Lilah said, blushing. After last night and all her mentions of how uninhibited elves were, I was surprised that the other villagers seeing me naked would have mattered. Still, I appreciated it. 
 
    “Before we go, you should let me give you something.” She furrowed her brow. “Where are they… Ah, here!” 
 
    Lilah had been fishing around on her shelves and in her drawers and had extricated a small vial from somewhere. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Not more bluecap brandy? 
 
    “No, this is concentrated audite,” she said, pulling open the tiny stopper. “It’s a potion that when dropped into the ears will enable the person to understand any tongue spoken to them and reply in that tongue without ever having to fish for the words.” 
 
    “Magic?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I tilted my head to one side. “In for a cent, in for a dollar.” 
 
    Lilah gave me a quizzical look. 
 
    “It means just do your thing,” I said. “I trust you.” 
 
    As Lilah applied the supernatural eardrops     , I thought how I would have loved a cup of coffee and maybe a lazy morning in bed that involved a naked debrief with Lilah, but it appeared that wasn’t in the cards. When she was done administering the potion, I put on      my jeans and boots, retrieved my shirt, and slipped into it. 
 
    “I’m not sure how much help I’m going to be,” I said. “I mean, to say that I feel out of my depth here would be a bit of an understatement.” 
 
    Lilah wrenched the door open and grabbed me by the shoulder. Her gaze seemed to x-ray me, penetrate right down into my heart of hearts. 
 
    “It’s important to not be pushed around by the fears in your mind, Jake,” she said to me. “Instead of worrying about what you cannot master or command, shift your focus to what you can bring about and kindle.” 
 
    I gave her a small smile and squared my shoulders. 
 
    “Better to stand up than be propped up,” I said. “Lead the way, Lilah. I’ll help if I can.” 
 
    We followed the path that ran beside the weed-choked stream. The struggling water looked even more depressing under the light of the newly minted sun than it had in the dark of the falling evening. The air was full of floating pollen that rose like motes of gold as we pushed through the tussocky grass. 
 
    The houses appeared to be in worse states of disrepair than I had realized the previous evening too. Many of them had veritable gardens growing on their roofs, which did look kind of cool but probably did nothing for the structural integrity of the buildings. There was one hut with a tree growing next to the chimney. 
 
    I only had a little attention to spare for the rundown hovels that stood around us, though. Most of my awareness was straining toward one of the sides of the elven village compound where it looked like the stream ran out through a naturally occurring culvert in the hedge. 
 
    When we arrived, we found an assembly of around twenty elves congregated around the pulsing magical hedge boundary. All of them were built along the same lines as Lilah. They were pointy-eared and good-looking, although almost all of them were noticeably older than Lilah. There were faint lines around their eyes, a carefulness to most of their movements that spoke of age. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lilah asked the gathered crowd of villagers. 
 
    The elves spared me some curious looks, but none of them said anything. I suspected that someone had seen Lilah and me arrive, or heard my alien voice, and word had got around that there was a stranger in the township. 
 
    “Ogres,” one wizened old elf said, coming to stand in front of Lilah. He looked like he would have been a powerful elf back in his heyday, though how many centuries ago that might have been was something I could only guess at.  
 
    “More of those bastards,” I muttered more to myself than to anyone else. “Great.” 
 
    “What do you mean ogres?” Lilah asked, while the older elf gave me a look that made me wonder if sarcasm existed in Torrwood. “What are they doing? What do they want?” 
 
    The old elf smiled grimly, his muddy brown eyes looking at the pulsating hedge as if he could see through it. 
 
    “What do they want, Lilah?” he said. “What do they always want? They want to torment us. To destroy us. To expunge our kind from the Torrwood, from Tavalon.” 
 
    “And what have they done now?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “The ogres have a girl captive,” he said. “Three of them came out of the forest not long ago, shortly after dawn. It was my turn to watch from midnight to sunrise, and I saw them emerge. Three big, cruel-looking brutes. They had a girl with them, her hands bound, her feet manacled, and with a hood over her head.” 
 
    “Is she one of yours?” I asked. 
 
    The old elf looked at me with surprise. 
 
    “Treat him with courtesy, Firnous,” Lilah said. “He is, as I’m sure you can see, a foreigner.” 
 
    The older elf, Firnous, bowed his head. 
 
    “No,” he said, after a slight pause. “She is not one of ours.” 
 
    “But she’s an elf?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, she is an elf,” Firnous said. “The way she carries herself, the way she moves, and the intensity of the ogres’ hatred toward her. It all screams elf.” 
 
    “Have they made any sallies forth yet?” Lilah asked.   
 
    “It strikes me that they are probing for weakness, rather than intent on attack,” he said. 
 
    Lilah frowned. “That shows considerable forethought, so far as their kind is concerned.” 
 
    “They’re not big forward thinkers?” I said dryly. “You stagger me.” 
 
    “Myself and a few of the other villagers would like to help her,” Firnous said, shaking his head, “but we don’t stand much of a chance against them. We are old and tired, while they are young and in the prime of their health.” 
 
    Suddenly, the boundary hedge behind us flashed a vivid green. A rustling swept through it from one end to the other, like a stadium wave being passed on from leaf to leaf. There was a roar from the other side of the hedge, some way down from where we stood. 
 
    “Jake, come with me!” Lilah said. 
 
    I set my jaw, raised my chin, and tried not to show that a hundred butterflies were having a party in my stomach. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said, although I had no idea what ‘it’ might entail. 
 
    I followed Lilah along the hedgeline, running hard to keep up with her. As we ran past a small hut with a pigsty out the back, I snatched up a pitchfork that stood propped behind a mound of pig manure. The resident pigs gave us an uninterested glance as we shot past and then went back to their wallowing. 
 
    Lilah led the way to a spot in the boundary hedge. The roars were closer now. They were filled with a kind of anger, but now I understood the words mixed in with the croaking growls. 
 
    “...are weak, don’t deserve to survive,” one voice said. 
 
    “You're right. They are swine and should be slaughtered and butchered and eaten as such,” a second voice said. 
 
    There was the sound of someone ripping at vegetation, like they were trying to fight their way through a thorn thicket. The boundary hedge glowed once more, and there was a roar of anger. 
 
    Lilah put her finger to her lips in the universal sign of ‘be quiet,’ placed her hand to the hedge, and muttered a single word. Vines and twigs flowed together to form steps that led to the top of the arboreal wall. Lilah motioned for me to go up, and I did so, creeping up the stairs that gave slightly under my feet. 
 
    When I got to the top of the boundary hedge, I found that the magically infused twigs and leaves had fused together to make a solid walkway. I crept in a crouch along it and then peered over the side of the vegetative parapet. 
 
    Two ogres stood about fifteen yards further down the wall from me and muttered to each other. As I watched, one of them raised a clawed hand and swiped at the hedge. The boundary wall shuddered, as if it was a huge single entity. The green light pulsed again, and the ogre growled and yanked its hand away like it had been stung. 
 
    These two looked preoccupied, so I hunkered back down and scanned the grassy slope that separated the village from the Torrwood. 
 
    “Aha, I see you, motherfucker,” I breathed. 
 
    As Lilah joined me, I pointed up to the rise just to our right. 
 
    “You see it, under the bending pine?” I asked her. 
 
    Lilah looked where I pointed. 
 
    “That’s the third ogre, and there, in the shadows, is the captive,” I said. 
 
    “I see it,” Lilah said. “I wonder why he hasn’t alerted his friends that we are on the wall watching them.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s paying much attention to this direction,” I said. 
 
    It was true. The captive, whoever she was, was pressed up against the tree. She looked a lot like a woman who was trying to fend off the advances of a drunken lech at a work party. It was obvious, even from this distance, that she was trying to stay out of reach of the ogre that had been charged with guarding her without angering him too much. 
 
    I felt my blood beginning to boil. There were few things in life that I found intolerable, but dudes who forced their company on women were near the top of that short list. 
 
    “Are we going to intervene?” I asked Lilah in a quiet voice. 
 
    Lilah leaned in so that her breath tickled my ear. 
 
    “We’re going to kill them,” she said in an unemotional voice. 
 
    I swallowed. “Okie dokie.” 
 
    I remembered how the ogre in the mall had tried to squash me, stamp me out and, all in all, try to terminally ruin my day. I remembered how intent it had seemed on killing both Lilah and me, how much pleasure it looked like it was going to derive from it. 
 
    I took a steadying breath and tried to hone my anger and disgust into the pitchfork in my hands. 
 
    “Remember,” Lilah said in my ear, drawing her knife from the sheath at her belt, “the enemy is anybody who wants to kill you. That’s the only law of the woods that you need to worry about right now. And you don’t need to be in any doubt that every ogre you ever see will want you dead on sight.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because you’re not an ogre yourself,” Lilah said. 
 
    I shuffled to the edge of the wall and chanced a glance down. The ogres were still squabbling at the base of the wall a little further along. I moved slowly down the wall until it sounded like I was directly above them. I hefted the pitchfork in my hands. 
 
    I had no formal training, unless you counted my few freebie sessions of kickboxing. I had never taken instruction in the noble art of wielding the pitchfork. However, I had always believed all humans could adapt and learn new things as they needed.  
 
    I took a couple more steeling breaths and launched myself from the top of the wall with the pitchfork raised in a manner I had seen Gerard Butler use in 300. 
 
    I didn’t have long to dwell on the ridiculousness of what I was doing. I crashed into the ogre nearest me and jabbed him through the upper arm with my pitchfork. 
 
    Had I been aiming for his arm? No, I wouldn’t say that. Had I been aiming at him, though? Yeah, maybe. 
 
    Either way, hitting him felt like hitting a brick wall. I rebounded off the beast I had perforated and fell to the ground. This was a life and death situation, and this knowledge made me roll to my feet almost as soon as I hit the ground. This was helpful, because the stabbed ogre’s reflex was to try and stomp down on my head and crush me out like a dropped cigarette butt. 
 
    “Who in the name of the rocks and caves is this stringy piece of dung?” the first ogre asked. 
 
    I didn’t answer—my attention was consumed with trying not to end up dead. 
 
    The first ogre looked at its colleague and laughed. It was a hideous noise that reminded me of something bony being fed through a hamburger grinder. 
 
    “Look, Okog, it stabbed you!” it said, pointing at the pitchfork hanging off its fellow’s arm. 
 
    Okog pulled the pitchfork free with a grunt of pain. Blue blood oozed out of the wound, as thick as syrup. With a growl, he tossed the farming implement at me. I dodged, and it stuck into the soft turf, quivering. 
 
    “It is no elf,” the first ogre said, regarding me through its yellow eyes. 
 
    “Who gives a shit what it is, Durut?” Okog said. “You can peer at it all you like after I smear it across the ground and kill it.” 
 
    I didn’t much like the idea of being smeared. I grabbed the pitchfork and brandished it at the two ogres. They just chuckled to one another. 
 
    “Seeing as the little shrimp stabbed you, Okog,” Durut said, “I think you should choose.” 
 
    “Choose what?” he asked, his gaze riveted on me. 
 
    “Yeah, choose what?” I said. 
 
    “Choose whether he gets to eat the top or the bottom,” Durut said. 
 
    “Of?” I asked. 
 
    “You,” Okog growled. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. 
 
    The ogre lunged at me. 
 
    I stepped to the side and smacked him over the back of his chunky head with the pitchfork. The farming implement vibrated in my hands like a tuning fork but failed to do so much as make him stumble. 
 
    “Nice try, weakling,” Okog snarled, “but we’re made tougher than that.” 
 
    He reached out another clutching claw toward me. I leapt aside, and he swiped again with a frustrated growl. This blow went low, and I jumped over it as it scythed under me. I landed on the balls of my feet in just the right spot for Okog to claw at me with the other hand. I managed to fend this off by stabbing at his hand so that his fingers got caught in the tines of my pitchfork. I pressed forward and rammed the farming tool deeper into his digits. 
 
    While his friend laughed once more at his discomfort, Okog grunted in surprise and then just jerked the pitchfork into the air with phenomenal strength and speed. 
 
    I didn’t have time to release the handle. In the space of a heartbeat, I found myself sailing up and over the ogre’s head in a lazy slip. 
 
    Balls, I thought. 
 
    I was lucky the soil and grass was so soft, because I came down with all the grace of a bag full of hammers. The breath exploded out of me as I was winded by the impact, but I still managed to roll to my feet just in case I was in danger of being flattened yet again. The pitchfork had come out of the ogre’s fingers and was now on the ground in front of me. 
 
    Gasping and wheezing like an asthmatic geriatric, I quickly became aware that I was standing in the middle of two ogres. 
 
    “Little help?” I coughed. 
 
    “Ain’t no one gonna save you now, pipsqueak,” Durut chortled. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too sure about that, lads,” I said, catching sight of Lilah burying her hands in the top of the section of the magical hedge boundary. 
 
    The vines of the hedge stirred to life. It would have been nice if they’d shot out and strangled the fucking ogres, but I guessed there just wasn’t enough power in the supernatural shrub to do that. The ogres looked away from me, their craggy faces scrunching up in confusion. 
 
    Vines and creepers lashed out, snapping harmlessly across the hides of the big humanoids. A couple of thick roots snaked out of the hedge’s facade like anacondas and went for the legs of the ogres, but the beasts swatted them away. 
 
    My heart blazed hot with anger. It seemed so unfair that I should be brought into a world in which magic could be made manifest, only to be killed by this pair of jackasses. I snatched up the pitchfork and prepared myself to give everything I had in using it to kill the ogres. 
 
    As my emotions flared, I felt a tickling frisson pass through me. It was the same energy I had felt when Lilah and I had touched and kissed. The same energy I’d felt when we’d climaxed. And now, with nature surrounding me, I became aware it was the energy that suffused the natural world itself. 
 
    It was a bond that I shared with the natural magic of this world. I couldn’t explain why or how I knew this, but I knew it to my bones. 
 
    With my emotions flowing, I didn’t understand how I managed to harness and direct this nature magic into the pitchfork in my hands. What I was sure of, though, was that one minute the pitchfork was your usual run-of-the-mill tool, favorite of angry mobs everywhere, and the next second it had been transformed into a glowing green trident. 
 
    Lilah was already in the air at this point. She had leaped from the top of the hedge with a shrill battle cry that snapped the heads of the ogre’s up in her direction like their skulls were connected to her with strings. Her beautiful face was contorted with fury, as she descended on them with a gleaming silver dagger in each hand. 
 
    I let out a deep breath through my nose as Lilah landed and started attacking the nearest ogre with all the ferocity of a tornado mugging someone in a phonebooth. 
 
    The other ogre, Durut, must have discounted me as a threat with the appearance of Lilah. He ignored me and charged toward her. 
 
    Following the lead of my gut, I whirled the trident in my hands, leaving a streak of fizzing green sparks in the wake of its points, and rammed it at his side as he swept past me. 
 
    The three prongs plunged into his ribs like a hot knife through butter, and he pulled up short. I stepped in and pressed the weapon deeper and, in doing so, forced a bolt of magic through it. This blazing green magic hit the ogre with such force that a blackened mark seared across his chest, and he was flung backward. He came to rest against the boundary hedge, where he lay smoking and still. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said, looking down at the trident I had somehow created. This magic seemed far stronger than what Lilah possessed, stronger even than the boundary hedge.  
 
    Meanwhile, Lilah had lost the edge that her surprise attack had given her and was being driven backward by some brutal retaliatory blows from Okog. One of her daggers was sent spinning from her grip to land in a tussock some yards away. 
 
    Once more, I let my instincts guide me. I felt a strange but pure connection to nature. My senses seemed to tingle with it. I rammed the butt of the trident into the ground and pictured what I’d like to happen to the ogre in my mind. 
 
    The nature magic, and the world, responded to my will. 
 
    Flowering shoots sprang out of the ground and wrapped themselves around Okog’s legs. I must have misjudged the amount of effort or power I put into my wish—or spell, if that’s what it was—because one of the roots punched through his calf in a spray of blue blood. 
 
    He screamed and thrashed, and his trailing fist caught Lilah in the face, sending her staggering. As she stumbled away, the ogre started ripping at the roots I had bound his legs with, tearing at them so viciously he scored a couple of deep gashes in his own hide. 
 
    A high-pitched, bloodthirsty shriek rent the air, and Lilah charged in to deliver a backhand blow to the panicking and confused ogre. She struck with the pommel of her dagger, and the blow was so hard that the ogre’s head flopped on its thick neck like a fish out of water. Okog reeled a few steps backward, tearing himself free of my clutching organic magic. Lilah lashed out with a front kick, but the dazed ogre somehow managed to bat her foot out of the air and send her spinning away to land in a heap on the grass. 
 
    That was when I realized I was screaming my own battle cry as I charged toward Okog with the trident lowered like a goddamn lance.  
 
    I plowed into his brawny side and let loose with all the strange magic I had at my disposal. The pitchfork-cum-trident exploded under the onslaught of the unrefined spurt of nature magic and blew the shocked ogre clean in half. I was flung backward by the shockwave of the detonating spell. Once more I had the wind knocked out of me.  
 
    Blood and viscera, blue-black in color and fish-like in stink, burst into the air and splattered across the grass beside me. A coil of intestines got caught in the magical boundary hedge behind us and hung there like macabre Christmas decorations.  
 
    With a final gurgling groan, the severed torso of Okog shuddered, spewed up a fountain of blood, and then lay still. 
 
    I groaned, forced myself to stand, and helped Lilah to her feet.  
 
    Lilah cast her stunned gaze around at the two dead ogres. 
 
    “How…?” she asked. 
 
    “That,” I said, “is a question for later, don’t you think?” 
 
    When Lilah and I looked up from the fallen bodies of the two ogres to try and see where our third foe was, we saw the smallest of the three ogres hightailing it back into the woods. He had his hostage over his shoulder and looked as if he wasn’t going to stick around to make any fresh demands. 
 
    “Come on, we have to stop him!” Lilah said. 
 
    “You think he’s going to get reinforcements or something?” I asked, dabbing at the small cut above my eye with my shirt sleeve. I figured some shrapnel from the exploding ogre had sliced my skin. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” Lilah said. 
 
    We ran as fast as we could after the ogre. As I rushed up the slope alongside Lilah, with my legs burning, I couldn’t help but marvel at the thought that I had done magic. Yeah, I hadn’t meant to, but just the knowledge that I had the ability was thrilling. To know that what had happened in Lilah’s cabin after we had had sex was not a fluke was fantastic. 
 
    The best part was that I felt like I had more control over it after what I was pretty sure was my second spell. Yes, it had come to me without conscious thought, but as soon as I had felt the magical energy, I had felt like I could guide it. 
 
    We chased the ogre into the tangled depths of the woods. Despite having a hostage slung over his shoulder, the ogre was making good progress. In fact, the son of a bitch looked like he was gaining ground. Despite being a nature elf, the undergrowth was simply too thick and required Lilah to slow, dart, and dodge. 
 
    The ogre on the other hand could use its enhanced bulk to crash through bushes and saplings with ease. These small trees and sections of bramble then fell into our path and made even more obstacles we had to navigate around or over.  
 
    It was after we had hurdled one such small tree that Lilah appeared to conclude that we weren’t going to catch the bastard. 
 
    “He’s too strong,” she panted. “And the thing about ogres is that their stamina is second to none. They can run all day if they have to.”  
 
    “And then will that elf be…?” and I drew my finger across my throat. 
 
    “Yes, if she’s lucky,” Lilah said. “But I imagine the ogre will toy with her first.” 
 
    “Can’t you track him?”  
 
    “I can, but by the time we reach him, it’ll likely be over for his captive.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. I felt hopeless, unable to do anything except watch the ogre bull its way through the trees some twenty yards ahead. Such was the tangled messiness of the woods that we could only see flashes of him. We needed to slow him down fast, otherwise he might make good on his escape. 
 
    That’s when I felt the tug of energy of the surrounding natural world. It was the intrinsic magic of the world making itself available to me. The natural world was telling me that I could manipulate the landscape if only I opened my mind to it. 
 
    Fuck it, what have we got to lose? I thought, and instinctively pushed my consciousness out to touch at the trees ahead of me and bend them to my will. I had a vague idea of how I wanted to reach out with my nature magic and try to enchant something. 
 
    A branch that was jutting just ahead of the ogre dipped downward and forced the ogre to slow and duck. 
 
    Not daring to think too hard on how I had just moved a tree branch with my mind, I concentrated on the limbs ahead of him. There were many sticking out from the side of the ogre’s chosen route, and I touched them with my nature magic in turn. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said to Lilah. “I’m slowing him down, and we might just catch him.”  
 
    Lilah raised an eyebrow. “How…?”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Come on!”  
 
    As we ran after our fleeing foe, I made a root system straighten, showering dirt into the air, which hit the ogre in the face. The ogre cursed, wiped the mud from its eyes, and barely managed to hop over the next branch a fir tree thrust into his path. 
 
    We closed the gap this way, even as the ogre darted this way and that, hoping to shake the magical pursuit. I was in awe of what I was doing, and part of my mind was struggling to comprehend that any of this was possible. However, the larger part of my brain that cared about the captive simply rolled with this new development. As we progressed, I began to feel more and more comfortable with using nature magic. 
 
    Up ahead, the tangled mess of the Torrwood suddenly opened up, showing a break in the trees. The morning sky replaced the mass of green-brown vegetation. 
 
    The ogre came to a sudden, skidding halt, its clawed feet sending up twin sprays of soil as it dug in its heels. It looked ahead of it, then from side to side, then it looked back. It snarled at us in obvious frustration. 
 
    “Stay back, elven scum!” the ogre said, spit flying from its vile mouth. It flipped its captive easily off its shoulder and pulled her close. It had one massive hand wrapped around the woman’s throat. I could see her breath coming hard and fast as the bag over her head was drawn in and pushed out. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, buddy,” I said as I fought to regain my breath, “but I’m sure it’s hard to pronounce and they make pills for it.”   
 
    The four of us stood on a skinny plateau situated at the edge of a ravine that had been carved out of the forest by a rushing river below. I couldn’t see the river, as Lilah and I had come to a halt at the edge of the trees, but I heard it churning away somewhere far below.  
 
    “Just let her go, ogre,” Lilah said. “We’ve no quarrel with you specifically. Let her go, and we’ll let you go on your way.” 
 
    The ogre growled out a chuckle. “Oh, I’ll let her go, scum, I’ll let her go,” it spat, and it jerked the woman closer to the ledge. “I’ll let her go right off this fuckin’ cliff, if you don’t behave.” 
 
    “You’d be willing to get rid of your leverage just like that?” I asked, shaking my head. “Amateur mistake, if you ask me.” 
 
    “What did you say, you puny runt?” the ogre snapped. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing,” I replied. “Just pointing out that if there was a market for bad ideas, I’d want drilling rights to your head.” 
 
    The ogre rumbled out another growl. It’s hand, the one holding the prisoner, moved slowly toward the cliff. 
 
    “Explain that to me,” it said. “Are you bein’ smart with me?” 
 
    “Sure am, buddy,” I said. “You should really give it a try sometime.” 
 
    I had been using the time that the ogre and I had been conversing to sift through the ground below my feet with my mind. The nature magic flowed out from me like invisible fingers and helped me find the sort of root I was looking for. While the ogre grappled with my insult, I used my newfound power to harness a hold on the root and, when I deemed the time to be ripe, unleash it. 
 
    It popped out of the ground, wrapped itself around the left foot of the prisoner, and yanked her down and away from the ogre. The monster had had its eyes fixed on Lilah and me and was unprepared for such a move. Its hostage was snatched out of its grip and towed to the safety of the forest, where she stopped against a young pine tree. 
 
    It was a slick bit of work for a guy who’d only found out he had magical abilities the night before, but I didn’t have time to pat myself on the back. The ogre, looking pissed at finding itself backed into a corner, bellowed in rage, lowered its head, and charged. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ogre’s breath came in grunting, rasping hisses as it rushed toward us, gathering speed much the same way as a landslide did. Its baleful yellow eyes focused on me, the lips that covered its hideous mouth drawing back so that the mossy, tombstone teeth filled my vision. 
 
    When it was only ten or so yards away, a reinforcing thrill shot through my body. The sensation swept through me from the soles of my feet to the tips of my hair. It was an invigorating, blazing torrent of energy. A surging rush of inner strength came out of the very ground under my boots, as if I was leeching heat out of a rock that had been in the sun all day. 
 
    I felt as strong, as tough, and as reinforced in my body and my mind as I had ever been. I felt like I could have cocked my fist back and driven it clean through the ogre. 
 
    Which was why it came as such a shock when the ogre hit me with a shoulder charge that sent me flying backward like a kite in a gale. 
 
    It was like being hit by someone wielding one of those enormous comedy baseball bats or mallets and not skimping on the effort they put into the blow. My heels skimmed across the grass, dandelion seeds whisking up in my wake. 
 
    I smashed into the ground and rolled backward a couple of times before crashing into a fir tree. A pinecone dropped out of the branches and bounced off the top of my head. 
 
    “Ow,” I wheezed. 
 
    I should have been dead. At best, I should have been the recipient of at least two dozen broken bones. However, the flush of energy—of nature magic—had imbued me with the strength, resilience, and hardness of a forest oak. I was on my feet faster than I might have thought possible.  
 
    Was this how Lilah and the rest of the nature elves felt when they used nature magic? I wondered if this was how she had moved so fast back in the mall, how she had come across as being far stronger than her petite frame should have allowed. 
 
    Bulging yellow eyes narrowed as the ogre watched me. I didn’t blame him for looking surprised I was still alive—I was pretty taken aback by that myself. The big, blocky, ugly head leaned to one side as he studied me with frank perplexity. Clearly, he thought I should have posed less of a challenge to him than pond scum. 
 
    The ogre growled out a garbled sentence, looking from me to Lilah, who was standing poised and ready to engage. It sounded like he didn’t know what to make of the situation. 
 
    “It’s kind of sad watching you try to fit your entire vocabulary into a sentence, pal,” I said, dusting myself off with a nonchalance that every 90s action hero would have appreciated. 
 
    The ogre snarled. “You are puny… It makes no sense. Is it some elvish enchantment? I cannot believe my eyes.” 
 
    “If you want my advice, you should pull the foreskin down so you can see, dickhead,” I said.  
 
    The ogre’s meaty foot-long fingers clenched and unclenched at its side. The ugly fucker looked at me and ran a pale tongue across its tombstone teeth. Its nostrils flared and sprayed snot as it exhaled heavily, like a bull preparing to charge. 
 
    I stretched my neck from side to side, trying to not give Lilah away. She had begun to sidle closer, out of the ogre’s field of vision. I bounced on my toes, took a breath, and tried to open myself up to the energy that I sensed just waiting to be tapped into all around me. 
 
    It was clear that ogres were this world’s moronic bullies. The kind of creatures that never backed down from a confrontation. The kind of creatures that were raised in such utter darkness that the only way they could possibly think to see some semblance of light was to burn everything and everyone they came across. 
 
    He wasn’t going to back down, that much was obvious. 
 
    So, the choice for me boiled down to running for it or staying to scrap it out. It wasn’t much of a choice, not with Lilah standing there. Not with the helpless woman with the bag over her head leaning slumped against the tree. 
 
    “Have you anything else to say before I crush you into paste?” the ogre asked. 
 
    “I’ve got just two more words: ‘Fuck’ and ‘you,’” I said.  
 
    The ogre’s growling rose an octave to a pitch that pushed every self-preservation button in my body. Every nerve was set to twanging by that sound, every instinct telling me that the savvy thing would be to locate the source of that noise and head in the complete opposite direction of it. 
 
    Hell, only yesterday I would have sprinted for my life. But that was before I’d spent an evening with an elf and gained some crazy magical powers. 
 
    “You’re a stupid fool, human,” the beast growled. 
 
    “Yeah, well, if you were any dumber, someone would have to water your ass twice a week,” I replied, my fists balling so tight I heard my knuckles crack. 
 
    That seemed to be the straw that broke the camel’s back. 
 
    The ogre roared, spraying spit. 
 
    Lilah attacked it from the side with a beautiful flying kick that caught it right in the jaw. 
 
    The ogre was sent reeling across the plateau like a drunk who’d just stepped off a carousel, and it crunched into a tree face first. Slivers and splinters of wood showered through the air. 
 
    I winced at the sound of the broad face slamming into the tree. 
 
    “Oh, shit, that’s going to be purple in the morning, I bet,” I said, my eyes narrowed, and my teeth gritted. 
 
    The ogre had hit the tree with so much force that the bark on the other side of the trunk fell away in a great sheet. A bird squawked and took flight, and needles and branches were sent falling and raining down on the ogre.  
 
    The monster staggered backward, bellowing in pain and anger. 
 
    I touched my fingers to the earth and concentrated on the buckled tree. 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether I needed to make a physical connection to the land or elements if I wanted to use the nature magic, but I felt it couldn’t hurt to err on the side of caution.  
 
    I dug my fingers into the damp earth of the plateau and felt the life moving through it. It was still a sensation that I lacked the skill and words to articulate, but I was beginning to accept it more, no matter how strange it might have sounded to my common sense. 
 
    My body tensed as I focused on what I wanted to happen. 
 
    As the ogre started forward, intent on avenging the blow Lilah had landed on it, the two boughs to either side of it glowed a lime green and then swept inward like a couple of great arms. They crashed into the ogre’s head, although I misjudged his height somewhat, and they only clipped the top. I would have loved to hit him in his cauliflower-shaped ears and leave him staggering, but I was still getting a grasp on the magic, I guessed. 
 
    Still, it wasn’t a bad effort.  It distracted the ogre and allowed Lilah the time to whip out one of her daggers and launch it at our foe. The ogre raised one brawny forearm and managed to deflect the dagger, which was sent spinning away. It flickered in the morning sun, a wheel of molten silver, as it cartwheeled off the edge of the cliff and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Lilah cursed in elvish and then dove aside as the ogre stormed to attack her with flailing fists. 
 
    As our beefy enemy surged forward, I caught a glimpse of something swinging out from the neck of the simple animal skin toga that it was wearing. For an instant, I felt a pang of recognition, of déjà vu, which made no sense. I hadn’t been part of this world long enough to get déjà vu, had I?  
 
    It was a similar pendant as that worn by Lilah—the world-hopper, or whatever it had been called. 
 
    While I only saw the thing for a second, and couldn’t reliably judge it to be exactly the same, it looked similar. 
 
    Lilah and the ogre came together in a furious blur of flying fists and kicks that almost defied my eyes to follow. The ogre was more powerful than Lilah, but she had him dead to rights as far as speed was concerned. Lilah flowed in and out of range of the ogre’s grabbing hands and pounding fists, peppering it with an assortment of stunning kicks that wouldn’t have been out of place in the Matrix movies. 
 
    However, as quick as she was, and as fluid as the punches and magic she let loose on our foe was, she still couldn’t seem to get the upper hand with him. 
 
    So, without any real degree of finesse or martial arts skill, I took a running leap and launched myself onto the ogre’s massive, craggy back. I hauled myself up on its thick shoulders and started pummeling its head with every kind of unrefined blow I could come up with.  
 
    Being in such a close and cozy position to my enemy, so close that I could have counted the impressive collection of warts on top of his head, I had a prime seat as to what happened next. 
 
    The ogre blocked a roundhouse kick from Lilah, who used the momentum to spin herself back around in a sideways flip. As she somersaulted, she thrust her palm out at the ogre, who I had just punched in one wax-filled ear, and directed a burst of pale pink magic at its chest. 
 
    To her obvious bewilderment, the ogre deflected the magic right back at her, but it changed color in mid-air so that it burned blue. Lilah was blasted backward, tumbling over and over.  She might have been in danger of going over the cliff had she not had her wits about her. 
 
    The ogre looked like it wanted to chase her, to smash her skull in, but I fish-hooked it in the corner of the mouth and twisted its head up and away. With a howl, the ogre was forced to turn away from Lilah. 
 
    This was good for her, but not great for me. I was on the back of a giant creature whose sole purpose had just become getting rid of me. Luckily, I seemed to be in a hard spot for the ogre to reach, even with its long gorilla-like arms. I was the itch it longed to scratch. 
 
    With a bellow of futile rage, the ogre extended one sausage-like finger at me, much like a child might do when they were pretending to fire a gun, and spoke a word.         
 
    A little flickering bolt of magic zapped out of the end of the ogre’s finger and arced toward me quicker than I could react. It plucked me off the monster’s brawny shoulders and tossed me a good fifteen yards through the air so that I landed hard on the ground once more, not far from where the senseless captive was still slumped against the bole of a tree. She hadn’t started running away, or even moved at all, so I figured she was unconscious. 
 
    My brain and limbs were still tingling from the blue bolt of magic, but my magical protection had saved me from certain death. I groaned and got to my feet. 
 
    As the ogre confronted me once more, I shifted my weight and swept my foot low, attempting to crack the ogre in one thick shin. It rotated out of range. 
 
    Goddamn it, I could really use him tripping on a rock or something right about now, I thought. 
 
    No sooner had I thought that than a rock burst out of the earth behind the ogre’s foot, and he stumbled backward. 
 
    He croaked out a curse and then wheezed out a spray of stinking spittle that coated my face as Lilah appeared and smashed him with a doozy of a jab right in the throat. The ogre was launched backward, leaving a furrow in the soft earth of the plateau. 
 
    As I wiped the foul-smelling saliva from my face, I saw that Lilah’s hands were encased in what looked to my Earthling eyes like amber boxing gloves. The one that she had just used to punch the ogre was cracked with the force of her blow. 
 
    “You’re okay?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Surprisingly still alive.” 
 
    “Surprising is one word,” she said. 
 
    “How the hell am I surviving getting hit by this guy?” I asked. 
 
    “Your body is absorbing the thaumaturgical resonance of this world in a way I wouldn’t have thought possible.”  
 
    “Absorbing the what’s-it-who-now?” I said, giving her a blank look. 
 
    “Your body, and your mind, is adapting to the latent magic in this world. It’s changing you to become more like an elf. You are stronger and tougher. Doubtless there are more changes that we cannot see and that might make themselves evident in time, but for now…” 
 
    “For now?” I said, amazed at this revelation. 
 
    “For now, let’s finish this if we can, yes?” 
 
    “Deal,” I replied. 
 
    I let out a cry and launched at the ogre. Lilah did the same. Together, we hit the ogre like the fucking Amtrak Southwest Chief. 
 
    The ogre attempted to stop our arrival with extreme prejudice. Apparently, the monster had given up on brute force and decided brute magic was the solution. It raised its fist, which glowed an eldritch blue, and brought it down with a roar and a heavy thump. I felt the impact of it punching into the soft soil of the plateau through my boots. It sent clods of earth and loose sticks and random bits of stone whizzing outward in all directions, rattling off the tree trunks and hissing through the foliage around us. 
 
    A crack shot through the earth toward us, a crack that flickered with a pale blue fire, but Lilah and I evaded it. It took all my concentration to treat the spell as an enemy attack, rather than something that could be ogled at like a tourist. 
 
    Lilah boosted toward the ogre at the last second and launched herself into the air in a sideways body slam action. Her whole body glowed with a green bioluminescent radiance, which looked to dazzle the ogre. She landed clumsily in the ogre’s arms and propelled it backward. Sparks erupted where the two of them made contact, and the ogre screeched a wordless curse, trying to throw her off. As the ogre’s legs pumped backward, trying to extricate it from Lilah’s apparently painful grip, I decided to wade in with a more traditional tried and tested maneuver. 
 
    I snatched up a hefty fallen branch and began to pummel the back of its head and neck with the kind of blows I would have normally reserved for the putting green after missing an easy birdie putt. It would have been great if my magic hadn’t destroyed the pitchfork/trident, but such was life. 
 
    I wasn’t familiar with magic. I might have just been dipping my toe in the pool. I might have only just been allowing myself to believe that everything that had happened in the past day or so had actually been real. 
 
    But I knew without doubt that if you whacked someone around the head with a fucking tree branch, it was going to cause them some grief. And to cause the ogre some misery was all I wanted. 
 
    However, it didn’t appear that it was going to be that easy. The ogre was desperate, and only growing more desperate by the second. 
 
    I saw his hand sneak up to his neck, to the thong that carried the strange pendant I had seen flop out of his rustic toga. There was a sizzling flash as bright as a welder’s torch. I was forced to throw up a hand to shield my eyes from the intensity of the light. 
 
     When the light had faded again, I blinked and saw that the ogre had gotten to its feet first. Lilah was recovering more slowly, shaking her head and kneeling on the ground. They were some distance apart, as if an explosion had sent them sprawling in opposite directions. 
 
    The ogre opened its disgusting, gap-toothed maw and roared out a wordless challenge. Even though I was still a good twenty-five yards away, I felt its warm, moist breath wash over me in a vile wave.   
 
    I winced, wrinkled my nose, and flapped at the air in front of my face. Apart from doing that, I didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    “Sweet fuck above, how in the hell have you managed to make your breath stink like old ass and scallops?” I asked. 
 
    The reason I hadn’t made a move toward the ogre was because the bastard had landed near where his former captive had been dragged to safety by my vine. In a flash of brilliance that would have made Hans Gruber proud, the ogre had snatched the unconscious figure up and had her by the throat once more. The limp form dangled in the big hand of the ogre. 
 
    “Let me go,” the ogre snarled. Its yellow eyes were popping out of its heavy-boned skull, almost to the point of bursting. 
 
    I shook my head. “I thought you might be one of those assholes that are impossible to underestimate.” 
 
    “Let me go or the girl dies,” the ogre said, extemporizing with all the skill of your token James Bond henchman. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, “I already didn’t expect anything from you, and you still disappointed me with that one, pal. Why not just let her go, and then you and Lilah,” I indicated the elf who was now on her feet and moving cautiously toward us, “can nut out your differences and—” 
 
    It didn’t hesitate, I had to give the ogre that much. There was no messing around and bargaining, no talking shit as it nervously sidled toward the cliff edge with its unconscious captive in hand. I guessed it could see the hopelessness of its situation and had thought ‘fuck it.’ 
 
    It hefted the dangling female figure in one hand, swung her around its head with an ease that spoke of some serious time in the ogre gym, and launched her away from itself. 
 
    And off the cliff. 
 
    “Shit!” I yelled and dove toward the edge of the precipice. 
 
    Instincts are funny things. In that moment, which stretched as slow as dripping molasses, I stopped thinking and just went with what I felt I had to do. My reaction time must have become a half-second quicker—the decision I made was the product of intuition rather than logic. 
 
    I leapt for the captive, going far further than my human legs should have taken me, and landed hard on the edge of the cliff, one hand outstretched, the other clutching the long branch I had been using to make a piñata out of the ogre. My shoulder burned in its socket as I stretched, only noticing the dizzying height of the cliff in a peripheral sort of way.   
 
    The unconscious form of the mysterious maiden dropped away from me. 
 
    “Shit!” I said again. 
 
    I thrust out the staff that was still clasped in my other hand and pointed it at the girl. I hoped my instincts were good. I hoped they would tell my body what to do long before my head had figured it out. 
 
    I felt that cold surge of magic burst up from somewhere in my center and shoot down the length of the wood in my hand. 
 
    My brain captured every detail of what happened next, even though it must have taken place in less than two seconds. The small bough in my hand glowed a bright mint green, shooting out and writhing through the air like an impossible offshooting branch. It grasped the falling woman around the middle, coiling around her like a lashing vine. 
 
    Then, with a jerk of my arm, and an even bigger and more taxing mental jerk of my head, the branch whipped back toward me, bringing her back. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said for a third time, and the woman with the bag still over her head cannoned into me so that the pair of us fell to the fragrant grass in a tangled heap. 
 
    Behind me, I heard Lilah and the ogre reengage. 
 
     I glanced over my shoulder as the ogre made last-ditch lunge after last-ditch lunge at Lilah, but she vaulted over the thick, reaching fingers. The ogre roared its frustration and fired more of its clumsy-looking magic at Lilah, but it punched and plowed into the plateau where her feet had been, always just behind her, sending up mini geysers of dark earth and old leaves into the air. 
 
    Lilah countered with punches, kicks, and the occasional spell. Her magic was growing weaker though, and the ogre was able to bat it away with its stony hands. 
 
    It charged her once more, thick legs pumping as it sought to crush her into a paste under its feet. This time, Lilah narrowly avoided the blow by running up the trunk of a tree so that the ogre’s fingers ripped into the solid wood, leaving deep gouge marks in it. 
 
    I pushed the still unconscious female off me and rolled to my feet. There would be time to make sure she was all right later—or there wouldn’t be, and we’d all die. Either way, it could wait. 
 
    Lilah launched herself off the pine tree’s trunk in a backflip. I watched in awe as she reached the zenith of her flipping arc, conjured a ball of misty, ethereal buttercup yellow light in between her palms, and sent it shooting at the broad back of the ogre. 
 
    The orb slapped down into the middle of the ogre’s back and spread like a glob of jam. As soon as it impacted, it steamed and spluttered, giving me the impression that it was hot or that it was reacting in some way with the ogre’s blue skin so that it burned it. At the same time, a band of phosphorescent light that I could only just make out in the sunlight shining down on the scene connected Lilah’s hands to the glob of magic. 
 
    As the ogre wailed in pain and clawed unsuccessfully at the burning magic in the middle of its shoulders, Lilah landed and sent a pulsing burst of green magic through the supernatural link she had forged. It shrieked again. Lilah, still using the tether, ripped the ogre off its feet, using enough strength in her yanking pull that the muscular bastard was thrown off its stumpy legs and tumbled across the plateau. 
 
    As the ogre got slowly to its feet, I was hit by a jolt of inspiration. Seeing it on the edge of the cliff, I buried my fingers in the soil once more and willed the earth to shear itself away so that the ogre would fall into the ravine below. 
 
    No such luck. Nothing happened. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” I swore and ran at the ogre instead. 
 
    Lilah used her waning elf magic to send a buffeting gale at our enemy, whipping leaves and small twigs into its face as it was forced back toward the cliff edge. 
 
    The ogre growled and put its head down, but was forced step-by-step backward toward the brink. 
 
    That’s when I arrived to deliver the coup de grâce. 
 
    I skidded in on my knees and thrust the branch, which had now returned to its usual size, up at the ogre’s torso.  
 
    The monster tottered backward from the force of the blow, one arm flailing to keep its balance. The ogre reached up with its free hand and scrambled for the thong at its neck with the strange little glowing pendant. 
 
    Bracing myself against the unnatural magical wind that Lilah was continuing to blast at our enemy, I swept upward from my knees and snatched the pendant from around the ogre’s neck. 
 
    The ogre’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “Go fuck yourself!” it growled, trying to grab hold of me as it slid into the void. 
 
    “That’s what I was going to say to you,” I said, dancing backward out of reach of the clutching hands, “but I wouldn’t have put it so politely.” 
 
    The ogre gave one last snarling wail and fell away and out of sight.   
 
    I staggered backward onto the grass with the strange little pendant clasped in my hand. For a long moment, I simply stared up at the sky and enjoyed the novel sensation of not having someone trying to kill me, or feeling like I was fighting for my life. Dimly, I wondered if the ogre had hit the bottom yet. Chances were that it had, but it was a pretty long drop. 
 
    Then, I recalled the unconscious prisoner.  
 
    I rolled to my feet and walked over to where the girl was lying near the edge of the cliff. She was still out cold, so I dragged her a little further toward the forest in case she woke up and rolled off the ledge to join the ogre. 
 
    I undid the rope that held the bag closed around the girl’s neck, while Lilah worked some kind of nature magic on her manacles to crack the lock open. I removed the makeshift hood from the captive’s head. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, under my breath.  
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, I just… I was trying to figure out what—I mean, who—she is,” I said, looking down into the unconscious face of the revealed female. 
 
    Lilah cocked her head to the side as she appraised the unconscious form. 
 
    “She’s beautiful, no?” she said. 
 
    I looked down at the gorgeous, unblemished face with its smooth skin that was a light purple color. The woman had black hair cut short in a way that reminded my pop culture-stuffed mind of Kate Beckinsale’s character in Underworld; rough, unkempt, and hacked off above the shoulder but still somehow managing to look like it had been done by a professional for considerable expense. Although the woman’s eyes were closed, I could see the vulpine, almond shape they would be when they opened. What color they’d be though was anyone’s guess.  
 
    “She… Yeah, you could say that,” I said, trying not to stare or stutter. “Is she an elf like you?” 
 
    “She is an elf, yes,” Lilah said. “Not like me, though. She is one of our sundered kindred. A dark elf.” 
 
    I held my hand next to the woman’s lips and felt the faint warmth of her breath. 
 
    “She’s still alive,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” Lilah said, looking relieved. “I would have hated to kill those ogres for nothing.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    Lilah flashed me a smile. “Well, maybe not,” she said. “Let’s get her back to the village as soon as we can, though. I’d bet a purse of silver on there being more of these cursed creatures around.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We made it back to the village without incident and without seeing another ogre. Lilah opened a passage in the enchanted boundary hedge and led the way through the rundown houses and toward her little cottage. The elves of the village were out, gazing at us as we passed. 
 
    “You were successful?” Firnous said as we trudged along the bank of the struggling stream. 
 
    I took his question as a welcome chance to get a breather. I had always been happy with my physique, preferring being wiry and athletic to outright huge and musclebound, but it might have been handy to have about thirty pounds more muscle on me, what with the unconscious dark elf I had slung over my shoulder. 
 
    “You sound surprised,” I said. 
 
    “I am surprised,” Firnous said. “We had given the pair of you up for dead. A shame, as we are very fond of Lilah, even if she can be a little rambunctious at times.” 
 
    Lilah gave Firnous an old-fashioned look. To my surprise, the old elf cracked a grin. He held up his hands. 
 
    “I will not say I am not glad that we were proven wrong,” he said, a twinkle in his eye as he turned his gaze onto me. “However, when we saw the stranger—” 
 
    “Jake,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, when we saw the stranger, Jake,” he continued, “and saw his garb, we did not hold out much hope.” 
 
    “We’ll have his attire and gear sorted once we take care of our new guest here,” Lilah said. 
 
    “With that in mind, you’ll have to excuse us, Firnous,” I said. “If we stand around talking for much longer, I think I might be risking a slipped disk.” 
 
    The old elf smiled, bowed his head, and watched us start off again. 
 
    “I can take the girl for the last stretch,” Lilah said as we walked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not only will my male bravado not allow that, but I’m not finding her dead weight nearly as much of a struggle as I had thought I would.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “It’s as we touched on before. You’re taking on elven characteristics. Quickly too. More quickly than I would have thought possible. I don’t know much about amalgamages, but it’s clear they are powerful beyond measure.”  
 
    We made our way to the cottage, stepped inside, and closed the door behind us. 
 
    “Put the dark elf on the sofa,” Lilah said. 
 
    I did as she suggested, making sure the woman’s head was comfortably pillowed. 
 
    Lilah poured us wooden cups of water. I drank mine and took another. When my thirst was slaked, I brushed my hair out of my face and asked a question that had been niggling me since back at the plateau. 
 
    “There was a point in the battle, near the end,” I said, “where I tried to enchant the ground so it would fall away and take the ogre and about twenty tons of dirt with it.” 
 
    Lilah nodded and motioned for me to go on. 
 
    “It didn’t work,” I said. “Not at all. I was kind of surprised.” 
 
    She drank some more of her water and set her cup down on the bench. 
 
    “It’s not surprising it didn’t work,” Lilah said as she washed the back of her neck with water from a basin on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “No?” I asked. “But I was able to make that root shoot out and rescue the dark elf. I was able to elongate that branch to save her when she was falling. I would have thought a little cliff breaking off would have been fairly straightforward.”  
 
    Lilah patted the back of her neck dry with a towel and cast an eye at the dark elf lying on her small sofa. 
 
    “If you pour a bottle of wine into the ocean, it’s more diluted than if you pour it into a puddle, is it not?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “Enchantments generally work better if they’re packed into smaller objects, if they’re targeted at more specific areas, designs, or desires. On the other hand, if a goal or mark is too small for an incantation, the impact or efficaciousness of the spell might not be useful. Or, in some cases, the object might shatter.” 
 
    “So if you’re trying to mess with something that’s too big,” I said, “the enchantment probably won’t have any effect, is that it?” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “It’s a balance. Nature magic is all about—” 
 
    “Harmony?” I guessed. 
 
    Lilah grinned. “Precisely. Although, as an amalgamage, limitations are probably something that you are meant to break. As you grow stronger and become more of what you were always meant to be.” 
 
    We sat in silence and watched the rhythmic rise and fall of the dark elf’s breathing, lost in our thoughts. 
 
    “With nature magic,” I said after a moment, “we’re making use of the latent magic of the world around us and molding it and redirecting it to cast spells and enchantments, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re using the magic of our world, which lies in the heart of all living things, to produce nature-based spells,” Lilah said. 
 
    “So, theoretically, what else could I enchant? And what other effects could I produce?” 
 
    Lilah frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    I shook my head as I tried to marshal my words into sentences that made sense. “I’m just wondering if I could enchant living animals and stuff like that. After all, I enchanted a tree in the woods—its root, and a fallen branch. What difference would there be in enchanting a horse? Or a human?” 
 
    Lilah looked at me, her expression stern. 
 
    “Apart from the moral difference in enchanting a creature with its own freewill, as opposed to a piece of wood?” she said. 
 
    I felt the noose those words created hanging in the air. 
 
    “Well, yeah, obviously,” I said. “I imagine that sort of thing is a gross breach of etiquette if the subject is unwilling.” 
 
    “You’d be right,” she said. “Such powers and abilities, apart from being difficult to manage, come with a great deal of principled accountability. However, hypothetically, the difference between enchanting a piece of wood and a creature is technically not poles apart.”  
 
    I nodded. “And, once again hypothetically, what other kinds of enchantments could an amalgamage receive, if he were to… ‘commune’ with other species of elves?” 
 
    Lilah gave me a frank look and, for a second or two, I thought she might give me a tongue-lashing for being an insensitive ass. She might have had a point too. I mean, we had only slept together about twelve hours before. I wasn’t exactly sure what the deal was with that. 
 
    My concerns were assuaged when Lilah said, “Hm, now that you mention it, if you are an amalgamage, as I believe you are, then that’s a curious question.” 
 
    “It is?” I said, taken aback. 
 
    “It is. It’s obvious that after we coupled you were able to take on some of my power and use it to harness nature magic. In fact, your power far exceeds my own, even if yours is only in its infancy stages. If you’re able to do that with me, then logic dictates that same ability can be used in conjunction with other kinds of elves.” 
 
    Lilah looked over at the dark elf. She tapped her lip and twirled a strand of her hair around her finger. 
 
    “Yes, it’s an apt question,” she said. “One I’m excited to know the answer to.” 
 
    “What enchantments or magic would she give me, if she and I were to… You know,” I said tentatively. 
 
    Lilah didn’t look annoyed at the question, or the insinuation about me potentially banging the dark elf we had rescued. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” she said. “You’ll have to ask her when she wakes, once we have filled her in on how we rescued her from and defeated those ogres, that is.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, it’s not standard procedure where I’m from. We don’t ask people as soon as they wake from being unconscious if they’re down to fuck. We’re more of a culture that likes to put that kind of information out into the world for everyone to see and judge, and then just swipe left or right.” 
 
    “Swipe left or… right?” Lilah asked, looking lost. 
 
    I waved my hands. “Never mind. What’s more important right now is how those ogres came to have the dark elf. I thought it was just you nature elves around here? You made it sound like the different races of elves were spread all over Tavalon. I thought the Torrwood would have been the domain of you and your people.” 
 
    Lilah’s look of confusion was replaced by one of disquiet.    
 
    “That’s something quite concerning, now that you mention it. The fact that three ogres managed to capture a dark elf at all is odd. That they might have caught her out here in the forest is even odder. Dark elves rarely venture above ground, outside their realms. What this one was doing in the Torrwood is a mystery.” 
 
    “Do you think it has anything to do with this?” I asked, and I held up the little pendant that I had taken from the ogre before it had fallen off the cliff. 
 
    The pendant was similar to the carved compass Lilah had broken when we passed through the portal in the mall, crafted from delicate bone or stone and fashioned into the shape of a beautiful little bat. 
 
    Lilah frowned as she examined the necklace. 
 
    “It looks to be crafted in the same manner that my world-hopper was,” she said at last, leaning back. “No one knows much about these sorts of things—no nature elves, at least. That the ogres have, or had, one of these things is worrying. Coupling their custody of this device with the fact that they managed to catch a dark elf would lead me to believe that the ogres have access to more of this ancient technology.” 
 
    “Speaking of this technology,” said an edgy, yet sultry voice from beside us, “I would be glad to have the device you are holding back, if you please.” 
 
    Lilah and I looked down and saw the dark elf was awake and watching us. Her  eyes were a beautiful purple color, a shade which contrasted spectacularly against her raven hair and complimented her light purple skin. 
 
    “Hi,” I said. It might have been a bit of a sunny greeting, but I figured if it had been me waking up in an alien setting, I would have wanted the first words spoken to me to be said in a friendly voice.  
 
    “How long have you been awake, dark elf?” Lilah asked. 
 
    Her tone was more forthright than mine, but still on the friendly side. Lilah was smart and obviously subscribed to what I believed in: that courtesy costs nothing, but could potentially buy you everything. 
 
    “I just woke up—and I want the device back, nature elf,” came her curt reply. 
 
    “And you shall have it,” Lilah said, “but first we must ascertain a few things. What’s your name?” 
 
    The dark elf’s pretty purple eyes flicked from my face to Lilah’s. She propped herself up on her elbows on the sofa. She looked ready to flee—or fight. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured. “We’re not out to get you. We saved you from those goddamn ogres, didn’t we?” 
 
    “You… did?” she asked. 
 
    “You bet your ass we did,” I said. “Lilah and I—I’m Jake Walker, by the way—nailed a couple of them not far from here. The last one tried to get away with you through the forest, but we chased him down and dealt with him too. Tossed him off a cliff after one hell of a scrap.” 
 
    “The one who was carrying me, the one who hit me over the head, is he dead?” she asked. 
 
    “Unless he learned how to sprout wings in the time it took him to fall to the bottom of the ravine,” I said with a small smile. 
 
    A thought struck me. I turned to Lilah. 
 
    “Ogres can’t sprout wings, can they?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Lilah said. 
 
    “Just checking.” I turned back to the dark elf, who eyed me strangely. “Sorry, I’m not from around here.” 
 
    “You two really saved me and delivered me from the ogres?” she asked. 
 
    “And carried you back here to the safety of Lilah’s village.” I grinned. “The sofa isn’t too bad, is it?” 
 
    I was gratified when I got a small smile out of the dark elf. Then she winced and touched the back of her head. 
 
    “Damn ogre cracked me good as he was trying to drag me into the woods,” she said. “I suppose he thought knocking me out cold would be easier and quicker than trying to threaten me to go with him. Just goes to show that even the most ignorant and base creatures can sometimes show the merest flash of intelligence.” 
 
    I smiled at her, our gazes holding for maybe a second or two longer than was natural under the circumstances. “Yeah, well, if I learned anything during my time at college, it was that it often takes something more than straight intelligence to act intelligently.” 
 
    Before I was inevitably asked what college was, Lilah cleared her throat and said, “Tell us, dark elf, what happened? How did a trio of those brutish bastards capture you?” 
 
    The dark elf shrugged and sat up straighter. She pulled her knees to her chest and hugged them as Lilah handed her a cup of water. 
 
    “The ogres attacked a dark elf commune living in a lesser dungeon, not too far from here,” she said, after she had taken a drink. 
 
    “I didn’t know there was a dungeon near the Torrwood,” Lilah said. 
 
    The dark elf’s eyes smiled mirthlessly over the rim of her wooden cup. “We do not advertise it and keep ourselves to ourselves.” 
 
    I held up a hand in imitation of a school kid. “I have a question: what’s a dungeon? Are we talking the dank kind where people are kept in lightless cells and the sound of dripping water plays a prominent role in the soundtrack?” 
 
    The dark elf gave me a half bemused, half offended look. 
 
    “Dark elves,” she said, “are the direct descendants of the very first elves that ever graced Tavalon. We are the scions of those elves who invented all the magical devices, devices like the one that you hold in your hand now, that have been scattered through our world. We have always been a private people, living in our ancestral homes under the mountains and the dales of Tavalon, which we call ‘dungeons.’” 
 
    I nodded, storing this information away.  
 
    “So, if this is yours,” I said, holding up the pendant so that the little carved bat twirled on the end of the leather thong, “did you make it?” 
 
    “I did not craft it or imbue it with the powers that it contains,” she said. 
 
    “No, I mean did the dark elves create it?” I asked. 
 
    With every sign of proprietorial pride, she nodded. “The knowing of this technology is ours and ours alone.” 
 
    I glanced at Lilah who gave me an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    “And you figure this little doohickey is what the ogres were after?” I asked, watching the slow spinning necklace as it turned in the light coming through the open window of Lilah’s hut. 
 
    “I can think of no other reason,” the dark elf said. “The ogres have become even more brazen in their movements of late, even for them. Ask your friend here.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “She’s right. They’ve always given us trouble—the feud between ogres and elves is as old as time—but the ogres have been even more aggressively marching into elf territories as of late.” 
 
    The dark elf held out her hand to me. “Please, return that artifact to me so that I might use it to free the rest of my people.” 
 
    I ran the little carved pendant through my fingers and looked at the beautiful dark elf. There was something of the Bahamas about her, something exotic and wonderful and exciting. 
 
    “I will,” I said. “On one condition.” 
 
    The dark elf’s beautiful face hardened. 
 
    “What condition?” she asked. 
 
    I smiled. “Tell me your name.” 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up. “That’s it?”  
 
    I tossed her the pendant, and she plucked it from the air without even having to follow the trajectory of the object with her eyes. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. 
 
    “My name is Nelri,” she said in a guarded tone that made me think she didn’t often divulge the information. 
 
    “Nelri,” I repeated. “It’s pretty.” 
 
    Nelri colored a little around the cheeks and looked away. 
 
    “What trouble are your people in?” I asked. 
 
    Nelri sighed. “The ogres are occupying my peoples’ cave. They overwhelmed our perimeter watchers and stormed it. I tried to escape and get help from the other dark elves that live in a dungeon half a day’s walk from ours, but the ogres were lying in wait and caught me before I could reach them.” 
 
    “Then they brought you to our village in the hopes that we might bargain for you?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Who knows what those foul folk were hoping for?” Nelri said. “There is more chance of understanding the breeze than there is of understanding their violent little minds. The pendulum of the mind oscillates between sense and nonsense in most creatures, between right and wrong. With ogres though, that pendulum is stuck one way.”    
 
    “Your people are still in trouble?” I asked. 
 
    “As far as I know, yes,” Nelri said. “And that is why, though I thank you heartily for your help, I must be going now.” 
 
    She got to her feet in one fluid motion, and I became aware of the elvish agility of her figure. The tightness of her curves. 
 
    Suddenly, words were forming in my mouth. 
 
    “Look, I might not be a dark elf, or any kind of elf,” I said, “but I’d be willing to help you and your people if I can.” 
 
    Even as I spoke the words, I knew I meant them. I might have been thinking half with my head and half with my… other head, but I knew, somehow, that I should do this thing. 
 
    Nelri blinked. She looked from me to Lilah, who was also looking at me in surprise. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “I think,” I said slowly, following my instincts, “it might help to figure out what I’m meant to be doing in this world. More than that, I think it’s just the right thing to do.” 
 
    I glanced at Lilah and saw her grinning at me in a semi-bemused and wondering way. 
 
    Nelri opened her mouth, then closed it again. It was clear she was taken aback, surprised by the offer. 
 
    “I accept,” she said after a long moment. 
 
    I clapped my hands together, fizzing with the excitement of a coming adventure. 
 
    “All right!” I said. “Where are we going?” 
 
    I was eager to leave, but Lilah jumped in at that point, personifying the voice of reason. 
 
    “Jake,” she said, “you still have a lot that you need to learn.” 
 
    She turned to Nelri. “How many ogres are in the cave?” 
 
    Nelri pursed her lips and furrowed her brow. “A few dozen, at least.” 
 
    Lilah bit her lip and looked at me. “Jake, we barely managed to defeat the trio of ogres that came here, so it strikes me as folly to just walk into this dark elf’s dungeon and try to fight off potentially ten times that number.” 
 
    Nelri looked crestfallen. To be honest, I felt a little gutted myself. The spark of adventure had been kindled in my chest, and I didn’t like the feeling of someone extinguishing it, no matter how much sense it might make. 
 
    Lilah must have sensed my disappointment, because she put out a hand and clutched my arm. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I didn’t mean that we would not try to aid this fellow elf. I just mean that we need to prepare, otherwise we’ll be marching to our deaths.” 
 
    Nelri bit her bottom lip. “We can’t just stand around and wait, though.” 
 
    For a moment, we all stood locked in thought. Then I was struck by sudden inspiration. 
 
    “How about this?” I asked. “If we need more numbers, which it sounds like we might, we’ll have a look around and try to recruit some more people—or, well, elves.” 
 
    Lilah looked at me pensively. Then she nodded slowly. 
 
    “Yes, that might be the shrewd move to make,” she said. “And while we’re seeking out help, Nelri and I can give you rudimentary training.” 
 
    I felt the flame in my chest leap up, fueled by this good and unexpected news. 
 
    “Yes!” I said, pumping a fist into the air. “And on the way, I’ll train!”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Even though I am not a nature elf, the Torrwood is broad and long and is home to many other elves and beasts,” Nelri said. “I know of another dark elf dungeon that is only a day or so from here on foot. It is only a small settlement, home to a quieter and shyer band of my kind—which is saying much, as dark elves are introverted at the best of times.” 
 
    “If they’re so shy, what makes you think they’re going to help us?” I asked. 
 
    “Jake makes a good point,” Lilah said as she led us from her house, locked the door behind us by pressing her palm to the wood, and led us toward a stretch of the forest that was, as far as I could judge by a glance at the sun, northward. “There are rumors that dark elves love their solitude so much that they have made a study of quiet. Is that true?” 
 
    Nelri looked at us. “That is true, although you and your nature elf folk must have good ears if you have heard even rumors. My clansfolk who live not far from here are notoriously quiet and have dedicated themselves to the scholarly examination of all things involving silence and solitude. There is much beauty to be found in such schooling. Have you ever heard the wonderful silence just before the breaking of dawn? Or the quiet and serenity just as a forest storm comes to an end? Or, maybe,” she said, the ghost of a smile flitting across her lips, “you’re familiar with the silence that rises when you haven’t the answer to a question someone has asked you?” 
 
    Lilah giggled into the back of her hand, while I feigned offense. 
 
    “What are you trying to say to me, Nelri?” I asked. “That I’m a little on the clueless side? Because I think I’d be the first to agree with you on that score, so far as this world is concerned. In my defense, I’m trying to get better.” 
 
    “And you are getting better,” Lilah said over her shoulder. “Much better. In truth, you are picking things up far more quickly than I would have assumed you might.” 
 
    “So, these cousins of yours,” I said, looking at Nelri. “They actually study all these kinds of quiet and soundlessness? If I’m being honest, I don’t think I ever stopped to consider there were different types of quiet.” 
 
    Nelri made a little noise in her throat which told me that this came as no revelation to her. “There are few that still do, even amongst the elves. Those who can differentiate and appreciate the hush of a forest track at night, or the breathless and anticipatory pause of a cave full of elves when someone is just about to speak are growing less and less usual in this increasingly loud and volatile world of Tavalon. There are even fewer who are grateful for that most beautiful of all silences, in my opinion, which is the quiet that envelopes you the moment the door shuts behind you and you’re alone in the vastness of your home. Each of these varieties of noiselessness is different in small ways, you know, but all beautiful and charming if you listen mindfully.” 
 
    As Nelri spoke, Lilah led us through an opening in the magical barrier hedge and into the seemingly impenetrable denseness of the Torrwood. 
 
    “As pretty and peaceful as that all sounds,” I began, “do you think these other dark elves are going to want to help us? I’ve got a feeling that dealing with a bunch of ogres isn’t a tranquil experience.” 
 
    “They will help us because they are my kin,” Nelri insisted. “They will recognize that a threat to one dark elf is a threat to all dark elves.” 
 
    Lilah looked over her shoulder at me as she pushed her way through a thick curtain of vines that hung across our path like a gang of loitering anacondas. 
 
    “Inter-elven cooperation has been uncommon for many, many long years now, as I told you back at my cottage, Jake,” she whispered, too soft for Nelri to hear her. “Even among elves of their own kind. I suspect this may be a fool’s errand.”  
 
    I shrugged. “Least we can do is try,” I whispered back.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was looking at the forest with new eyes now, or whether it was because I was accompanied by two hot elven women, one of which I knew to be a total fearless badass, but my surroundings didn’t look as gloomy as they had before. When I had first set foot in them with Lilah, the place had looked like pathless shambles. There had been no rhyme nor reason to the growth of the trees, no paths left by animals—or other creatures, as the case might have been on Tavalon. 
 
    Now, though… 
 
    I tried to put my feelings into words. 
 
    “Lilah,” I said, “is this place, this section of the Torrwood that we’re walking through right now, more frequented than the other parts of the wood?” 
 
    Lilah swatted at something bright blue and buzzing that zipped past her ear. “There are no parts of the Torrwood, at least none that are adjacent to my village, that I would call frequented. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I just… It looks like there’s more…order in here, if that makes sense,” I said. “I mean, it’s still wild, but there’s something different. Almost like I can see patterns now, where there weren’t any before.” 
 
    Lilah stopped so abruptly I almost bumped into her. I had to step around her, grabbing her around her willowy waist to steady myself. 
 
    “You see the patterns?” she asked. 
 
    “I think so,” I said. “At least, they’re not pattern patterns. It’s more like, if I were forced to run through the woods as fast as I could right now, there would be less chance of me eating bark than there had been yesterday.” 
 
    “Can you… Can you hear anything?” she asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Hear anything?” I repeated. 
 
    Lilah nodded. 
 
    I cocked my head slightly to the side and listened. 
 
    “Just the wind in the leaves above us and the occasional creak of a branch,” I said after a while. 
 
    Lilah looked like she had been holding her breath, because she let out a sigh through her nose. 
 
    “Why did you ask if I could hear anything?” I asked. 
 
    Lilah gave me a look I couldn’t decipher. There was wonder in there, mixed with a sprinkle of admiration, a wedge of thoughtfulness, and a couple of shots of straight disbelief. 
 
    “I ask because I think you’re acquiring the more delicate nature elven skills that usually take our youngsters decades to acquire,” she said. 
 
    I snorted. “Maybe I’ve gotten over my shellshock and gained a smidgen more woodcraft over the past day or so, not to mention some nature magic powers, but I’m not sure I’d go that far.” 
 
    Lilah shrugged, but I got the impression her mind raced, leafing through a host of possibilities. 
 
    “Every young nature elf knows the hardest and noblest wood comes from trees that have the narrowest rings, that live high on the tallest mountains and cling to the steepest cliff faces, and that are in ceaseless danger. That’s where the most indestructible, the strongest, and the most ideal trees grow.” 
 
    “Is this a metaphor?” I’d never been good when it came to serious conversations, especially when they were concerned with me, even more so when they were praising me. “This feels like a metaphor.” 
 
    Nelri chuckled as she tightened a buckle on her armor and flexed the fingers of one leather-gloved hand. 
 
    Lilah rolled her eyes and punched me on the arm. “What I’m getting at, is that elven children are brought up knowing that fact about the woods before any other. It’s a truth, but it’s also a metaphor. The toughest trees are made through adversity. They don't shrink away from it.” 
 
    “Well, no,” I said. “They can't, can they? They’re trees. The lack of legs would make that troublesome, I imagine.” 
 
    Lilah shook her head and exchanged a glance with Nelri that might just as well have been subtitled with the words, ‘Fucking men…’ 
 
    “I’m trying—in vain, perhaps—to say that there’s much to learn from the forest, and nature elves begin learning these things as children and continue learning them throughout their long lives. In a tree, you can gain an understanding of the greater world of Tavalon and the worlds beyond that we all inhabit; in their highest boughs the immediate world rustles, their roots rest in infinity. However, they don’t lose themselves there in the soil. They reach out and interconnect with all the life forces around them. They struggle with all the force of their lives for one thing and one thing only: to fulfill themselves according to their own laws, which are as different as one tree is to another.” 
 
    I watched Lilah’s face as she spoke. A passion lit it up from inside her. The words she was speaking; they were the articulation of true belief. I was envious of that. Although I had been presented with many different things to put my faith in over the course of my short life, the only thing I had ever genuinely believed in was myself. 
 
    Lilah gripped me by the arm. It was as if she was intent on me taking in and digesting what she was telling me, as if it might help me in some way. 
 
    “Trees, as nature elves are encouraged to do, build up their own form, and come to represent themselves—represent what they truly are in their hearts. Nothing is holier to me and my people than a beautiful, thriving, healthy tree. When a tree is cut down, collapses from old age, or is felled by lightning and reveals its bared death-wound to the sky, one can read its whole history in the bright, inscribed disk of its trunk.” 
 
    “You mean in its rings, right?” I wasn’t ashamed to say I’d been totally captivated by Lilah by that point.   
 
    “Yes, in the rings,” Lilah said. “In the rings that showcase a tree’s years you can also see its scars. You get a physical glimpse of all the struggle it’s gone through, all the suffering, all the sickness and blight. All the good, rich, wet, healthy times, and all prosperity stand written right there in front of you. You can literally see its whole life.” 
 
    “And I guess you can see all the attacks that it has withstood, and all the storms it has endured,” I finished.  
 
    Lilah beamed at me and gave my shoulder a little shake. 
 
    “This is what I mean, Jake!” she said. “These little insights and understandings. Young elves take many years to appreciate them. Or notice them.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Yeah, but you told me most of that stuff right then,” I pointed out. “It’s not like I had an epiphany or anything. It’s not like the last few hours surrounded by all this greenness and quiet, apart from the whole ogre fighting thing, has given me any great insight into, well, anything.” 
 
    “You don’t think?” Lilah asked, while Nelri watched my face with fierce interest. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “I might have been thinking in a roundabout way about a few things.” 
 
    “Such as?” Lilah prodded me. 
 
    “I don’t know. Nothing too exciting. Just about how the trees here strike me, somehow, as having thoughts—long thoughts.” 
 
    Lilah looked at me expectantly. “And?” 
 
    “And long breathing, if that makes sense,” I said. “It’s hard to explain, but their thinking and breathing is there, even if it is indecipherable to us. And they’re as long and calm as their long, calm lives.” 
 
    I shook my head and clapped my hand to my head a couple of times, as if I was trying to dislodge a moth from my ear. 
 
    “I just mean that, for some insane reason, I’ve become a bit more aware about how much wiser than us they are, and that it’s probably worth listening to them.” 
 
    Lilah made a little noise of stunned amazement. 
 
    “And why is that?” Nelri asked, curiosity coloring her tone. 
 
    “Well, I think that if we were actually able to listen to trees, then the first thing I’d be struck by is how I’d definitely not want to be a freakin’ tree. It’d be pretty goddamn dull. In saying that, I might then appreciate the way a tree wants to be nothing except what it is. That’d be a nice feeling. I imagine that not wanting to be anything other than what you are is probably about as close to real happiness as anyone is likely to get.” 
 
    I saw Lilah and Nelri exchange glances. I thought this was a bit rich, seeing as the pair of them had only just met one another. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “I’m sure you guys feel like that all the time. I’m sure that anyone who walks into the Torrwood feels like that after only a few hours.”   
 
    Lilah clapped me on the shoulder, grinned, and motioned for us to continue with a jerk of her head. “It’s worth remembering that the forest, as dangerous and as full of surprises and mysteries as it is, is also a sanctuary.” 
 
    “A sanctuary?” I asked. “For who? Or should that be for whom?” 
 
    “For anyone who knows how to speak to the plants that grow and thrive here, because whoever knows how to lend an ear to them, can learn their truth.” 
 
    “And that truth is…?” I asked. 
 
    “They don’t preach learning and tenets, if that’s what you think I mean,” Lilah said. “They propagate, undeterred by any particulars, the ancient law of life.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, not really having a clue what she was getting at. “That…” 
 
    We carried on through the woods in silence. It was a thoughtful silence on my part, as I mulled over the things Lilah had said, as well as the things she hadn’t. 
 
    It was a strange thought, the idea that I could be changing or evolving. As I looked around at the woodlands, I squinted and strained, trying to see beyond the obvious barks, twigs and fallen logs, the bushes, drifts of leaves, and lichen-covered boulders. It was no good though. Everything looked like it had before. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t too bothered. As exciting as this new ability to perceive the world around me was, it paled in comparison to being able to do magic. That shit was fucking wild. Besides, my brain had been steeping in good books, classic comics, and trashy movies for long enough for me to believe that if I had any other abilities that were yet to manifest, it would take some crazy and desperate situation for them to appear. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The forest was limitless, dark, and lush. Its canopy was composed of all sorts of trees. I could make an educated guess at some of them. The majority appeared to be pine or fir trees, with a lot of hazel and dogwood sprinkled throughout. There were other trees I knew I’d never set eyes on before though—a few of which had leaves that were translucent purple, or with undersides so shiny that I could have used them as miniature mirrors. 
 
    Sufficient light permeated through the tangled crowns of the towering trees to allow for all sorts of bushes, brambles, and shrubs to cultivate the fairly flat and fertile forest floor. 
 
    A plethora of vines twined themselves around the boles of many of the larger trees.  A variety of flowers bedazzled the eye.  The bursts of unexpected brightness enhanced the otherwise unvarying color scheme of browns, greens, and grays. 
 
    As we walked, my ears were bombarded with a cacophony of noises, belonging mostly to smallish critters. Sometimes, this myriad of shrieks and calls, whistles and screeches was backed by the deep roars and bellows being traded between larger beasts. 
 
    Whenever we heard one of these more monstrous exchanges, I would halt and tense. The two elves would tell me, in their far more polite and articulate way, to stop getting my panties in a bunch and hurry up.  
 
    While we walked, Nelri asked us to detail how we had rescued her from the clutches of the ogres. She had clutched the pendant and muttered that it was capable of all kinds of things. Her answer was as mysterious as the elf herself, but she didn’t seem inclined to say more. 
 
    Dusk fell like a deep purple mantle over the forest. Due to the thickness of the brush and the canopy over our heads, it almost felt like the darkness didn’t just descend on us out of the sky, but also crept out from the hollows of the trees. It wasn’t long before I was struggling to keep up with Lilah in the murk, while Nelri put a hand on my shoulder and helped to guide me whenever I lost sight of Lilah. 
 
    Eventually, we emerged into a break in the trees. The murky, barely seen canopy of twisted and tangled boughs vanished and was replaced by a ceiling of stars. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as I peered up at the sky. 
 
    Lilah and Nelri looked at me. 
 
    “You act as if you have never seen the stars before, Jake,” Nelri said. 
 
    “I, uh… I’ve seen stars before, obviously,” I said, in a distracted, vague tone. 
 
    I looked around the glade. It was nothing special; a collection of shrubs and young trees, a few rocks, and a couple of massive rotten trunks lying stretched away from us. The most striking thing about the glade was the simple fact that it was bathed in silvery blue starlight. 
 
    “Where I’m from, you might get some moonlight giving you a little more illumination,” I said, “but I’ve never seen a place so lit up with only the light of the stars.” 
 
    I looked up and gaped. 
 
    Nelri wandered over into the lee of one of the massive tree trunks and began poking about with her foot, kicking branches and leaves aside. The fallen trunks were twice my height, even leaning on their sides, and cool shadows pooled along their length like ink. 
 
    After a few seconds, she knelt down, made a waving gesture across the ground, and spoke a soft word. 
 
    A purple fire burst into life in front of her, then simmered down and began to crackle and burn. It was similar to the magic I’d seen Lilah perform, yet different.  
 
    “Ah, it’s floating purple fire too,” I said as I wandered over to the softest piece of mossy earth I could find. I tried to keep my voice as natural as I could. I didn’t want these two beautiful women to conclude that I was some galactic tourist. 
 
    I was just sitting down on the ground next to Nelri, checking her out by the light of her lavender campfire, when a small stone hit me in the chest, and I looked up. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Lilah asked. 
 
    For a moment, I thought I was being reprimanded for checking out Nelri. I was on the verge of making some excuse when she motioned me to my feet. 
 
    “What are we doing?” I asked. “You look purposeful.” 
 
    “We are not doing anything,” she said. “You are going to try and use whatever enchantments come into your mind, utilizing your connection with the latent nature magic that surrounds us.” 
 
    I looked at her and blinked. “That’s it? That’s all the instructions I get?” 
 
    “I want to see what you’re capable of,” Lilah said. “I want to see what you can do with a mind that’s free from the turmoil of battle.” 
 
    “When someone really desires to escape the things that harass them,” Nelri said as she twirled the globe of floating purple fire, “what they often need is not to teleport to some different place, but to change into a different person. This happens to people when they’re fighting for their lives.” 
 
    “You ladies think I might not be able to perform without the stress of battle, is that it?” I asked. 
 
    Lilah shrugged and winked at me. “Just feel your magic in its most natural form. Don’t force it. Breathe it in, and breathe it out. See what you can do.” 
 
    “And what should I be able to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Whatever you can do. While you experiment with your skills, Nelri and I will be preparing the ERMs that I brought along for us.” 
 
    “ERMs?” I asked. 
 
    “It stands for Elvish Ready Meals,” Lilah said. “They keep you full and fit for a day and a night when you most need them, and they also regenerate a portion of any mage powers you might have spent.” 
 
    The girls left me to my own devices. I walked a little away from them. I had no real idea what I was supposed to do. I figured I’d just cast my mind back to the mental state I had been in while fighting the ogres.  
 
    I turned on the spot and gazed around at the alien constellations. It was the seeming closeness of them contrasted by the enormity of the distances that divided them that had always captivated people. It was a nightly reminder that things could sometimes appear closer than they were. 
 
    Yet sometimes, things really were as close as they appeared, if not even closer. 
 
    That’s what I had felt when I had fought the ogres, even though I hadn’t realized it at the time. The magic, the nature magic, had been right there waiting for me to use it. It hadn’t been the stress of the situation that had allowed me to reach for it, find it, and manipulate it. The stress had merely been the spur that my mind had needed to not ask so many damn questions.  
 
    I had done it before, which meant I could do it again. I had done it under the shadow of rising death, which meant doing it in the peace of the night should be a cakewalk. 
 
    I reached out with my mind, and something else that might’ve been my will, and touched the nature magic surrounding me. I was aware of it in the same way I was aware of the air I breathed. It was there, but I couldn’t see it or hold it in my hand. I could take it in though, and expel it in sharp blasts or in long, slow breaths. Magic was like air in that regard—it was basically useless and undetectable to me until it had entered my body. Only then could I use it in a way that I could control or notice. 
 
    I felt the magic coiling inside of me like smoke into a hookah pipe, filling me. I wondered what I should do with it. What would be cool? What might be handy? 
 
    Confronted with an endless smorgasbord of options, my overwhelmed brain retreated back to the relative safety of what it knew. The first thing my imagination alighted on was all of the architectural information, blueprints and technical formulas that had been running through my head for the past five years at college. 
 
    Without quite making the decision to do so, I started to build. 
 
    At first, not knowing what the limitations of my skills might be and not wanting to black out in front of the two hotties by the campfire, I manipulated the organic things around me to form various simple structures. I carved out a section of the fallen log next to me, picturing what I wanted it to look like in my mind. I held out my hands—because that’s what people did when they were balls deep in casting enchantments, didn’t they?—and a flow of glimmering green particles fanned out from my fingertips. 
 
    “Well fuck me, would you look at that?” I said to myself as the green mist settled in precisely the place I had envisioned in my mind, like a small and obedient swarm of luminous lime-colored nanobots. 
 
    When they had draped themselves into position, I executed the spell. I was struck by how simple doing magic was in this world. I just thought about what I wanted to happen, and the enchantment was enacted in front of me. 
 
    Woodchips spewed into the air, and in the next heartbeat, the long bench I had formed in my mind had been cut into the rotten log. 
 
    “Oh, if I go home and I still have these abilities, my productivity levels are going to be off the charts,” I murmured. Not that I wanted to return. This world, despite its lack of modern comforts and the existence of ogres, was brimming with possibilities.  
 
    Next, I walked over to where the edge of the forest abutted the relative emptiness of the glade. I used my powers to twine the vines and branches together to form a basic wall. I managed to build it right along the face of the forest edge, leaves rustling and the occasional twig or branch snapping when I bent them too far. The whole thing was suffused in a pale, gossamer-like covering of green light, but as soon as I was satisfied with what I had done and turned my attention to the next thing, the vines unraveled and the branches sprang apart.   
 
    After that, I erected simple huts out of the earth. They resembled nothing more than molehills the size of garden sheds, modeled on the primitive single cell dwellings I had seen people construct on YouTube. This time, I made a conscious effort to set the enchantment, to make sure the magic stuck so that when I turned away, the huts wouldn’t crumble into nothing. They shone briefly with a brighter green light which then faded away. 
 
    When I moved on to seeing whether I could replace a broken tree branch by crafting a new one straight out of the air, I was pleased to see that my little mudhuts were still standing. I wondered how long they would last, whether there was a limitation on how long spells lasted— 
 
    The branch I had been weaving with nothing more than my imagination vanished, fading away like mist under the rising sun. 
 
    “Shit, come on now, this takes concentration,” I scolded myself. “Don’t go thinking you’re Luke Skywalker first time out of the barn. Try again.” 
 
    And I did. 
 
    I was just getting into the swing of things, just getting comfortable with reaching for the magic and finding it at my fingertips and being able to shape my enchantments in my head, when I discovered I couldn’t do it indefinitely. 
 
    After using so much of my magic, I felt weak and drained. I guessed my tank had still been somewhat full after the fight with the ogres, but now, after using so much in a single day, I was running on empty. The massive expenditure of magical energy was taking a toll on both my body and my mind. 
 
    My muscles were fatigued. My arms and legs burned, whether with a build up of lactic acid or some magical equivalent of it.  
 
    My mind too was becoming less sharp. The ease with which I was able to cast enchantments was leaving me, and I was having more trouble focusing on what I wanted to do. 
 
    It was frustrating more than anything, because I was having so much fun exploring my new capabilities and seeing how far I could push my burgeoning skills. I felt like a kid who had discovered a knack for a fun video game or sport, but was being told to switch it off or come back into the house by my parents—those roles being performed by my brain and body.  
 
    It was when I stumbled over a tussock of grass dotted with turquoise flowers that Lilah called out from behind me. The enchantment forming in my hand as pale orange threads diffused into the air. 
 
    I cursed under my breath. I had the idea of wrapping the threads around the base of a tree and seeing if I could use them to shave the bark off the wood in a perfect even layer, all the way to the top. I had thought it might be useful if any of the villagers back at Lilah’s township wanted help with home renovations.  
 
    “Jake, that’s enough,” she said. “Come and eat with us.” 
 
    “The food’s ready is it?” I asked over my shoulder, struggling to form my words through lips that had gone strangely numb. 
 
    “Jake, the food has been ready for half an hour.” 
 
    I turned to face her, my breath loud in my ears. My chest was heaving, and I was panting and sweating.          
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry, you should have said,” I said to the pair of elves, who were sitting on clumps of comfortable looking moss and watching me. “I hope you didn’t wait for me.” 
 
    “Of course not.” Nelri spooned a thick lump of cheese-colored paste from off a crude platter that looked like a piece of stripped bark. 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s good,” I said. 
 
    I sat with the two women, wiping away the sweat that prickled my forehead with the back of my arm. I was still wearing my plaid shirt, jeans, and boots. They were serviceable and warm enough, but I’d need more fitting threads in the future.  
 
    “How’d I do?” I asked, taking the proffered piece of bark from Lilah. 
 
    “How do you think you did?” she countered.     
 
    I puffed out my cheeks. “Shit, I don’t know. I’m a bit under-qualified to be answering that. I was just having some fun, doing a little construction. I liked it. It was like building big models in the blink of an eye. Almost as fast as I could build them in my head.” 
 
    I dipped my finger into the mysterious mess on the piece of bark that I had been given. 
 
    “Mm,” I said as I tasted the food. 
 
    “What do you think of it?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “It’s different,” I said. 
 
    It was, too. Tasted how earwax looked, in my humble culinary opinion. Still, it wasn’t like we could just go for a drive and grab a bucket of fried chicken, so I was going to enjoy it as much as I could. 
 
    I took another fingerful of the mushy ERMs and swallowed. 
 
    “It will help restore your energy, both physical and magical,” Lilah said. “Now, tell me, do you have any questions?” 
 
    “After a while,” I said, “I realized that, with every single spell or enchantment I cast, I was getting more and more beat. Is that normal?” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “It’s to be expected. You can’t just use your mage skills and not expect to pay a price. Although the fact that you didn’t notice this after your fight with the ogres tells me that your magical resources are rather vast.” 
 
    “Even if you had the biggest magic pool known to the elves, there is a price that must be paid for everything, Jake,” Nelri said, her purple eyes almost black in the starlight. “The higher the price you have to pay, the more you will cherish the spell you create, or so it is said.” 
 
    Without so much as blinking an eye, her hands were suddenly encased in the same purple flame as the one that burned as our floating campfire. She made the flame dance between her hands, juggling it, bringing it all together, and sending it running up and down her shoulders while she looked at my face. 
 
    “Pretty, no?” she asked. 
 
    “You’d do all right in Vegas, if you ever get stuck on Earth,” I said. 
 
    Nelri ignored the comment. I didn’t blame her.   
 
    She flicked out her hand to the side. The purple fire coalesced into a shimmering orb of flame and then shot sideways and exploded against a dead tree leaning out from the edge of the forest. 
 
    Even as I rose to my feet, the flames went out, as quickly as if they had never been at all. 
 
    I looked down at Nelri. 
 
    “Dark magic?” I asked. 
 
    Nelri inclined her head. Her light-purple skin was almost silver in the light of the stars. 
 
    “It’s cool,” I said with my customary eloquence. “It looks different to Lilah’s nature magic.” 
 
    “It is,” Nelri said. 
 
    “Does it work differently?” I asked. 
 
    Nelri shot Lilah a puzzled look. Then she looked back at me. “All of the different magics work differently. How can you not know this?” 
 
    That was when I realized something. 
 
    “Lilah,” I said, “everytime I learn a new type of magic, am I going to need to learn how to use it from the ground up?” 
 
    Lilah opened her mouth to answer, but Nelri cut across her. 
 
    “I just saw you using nature magic—doesn’t that mean you’re a nature elf too?” Nelri asked, in obvious bewilderment. Her gaze traveled to my not-very-elvish ears. “I don’t wish to be rude, so I’ll simply say that you use elvish magic, but you don’t look very elvish.” 
 
    I shook my head, letting out a laugh at the sudden comprehension that we hadn’t even clarified all of our races—all of our species—yet. 
 
    “No, I’m not. I see you looking at my ears. And they’re different because I’m not any kind of elf. I’m not even from this world.” 
 
    Nelri nodded in understanding. “I had surmised that you were a stranger, but not that you were from another world entirely. The things you speak of, the way you speak them, and the conversations you had with Lilah here. But if this is true, how can he use nature elf magic? If he is not even from this world?” 
 
    Lilah grinned. “Well, you see, as you may know, we nature elves are a unencumbered by prudishness. So when Jake came into my home, and he looked at me with those eyes of his, I couldn’t resist—” 
 
    “Uh, I’ll field this one,” I cut in. As much as I wanted to hear how irresistible I’d been to Lilah, I figured this conversation required a little tact. “The only reason I have nature magic is because Lilah and I…” 
 
    I trailed off, hoping Nelri would fill in the blanks. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    “You and Lilah…?” she said. 
 
    I waggled my eyebrows. I didn’t want to tip her the old double-wink and nudge nudge nudge, but I would if I had to. 
 
    Then, thankfully, Nelri clicked. Her purple eyes went wide, and she glanced from me to Lilah, who gave her a knowing nod. 
 
    “You, Jake, have nature magic solely because you… communed with Lilah?” she asked. 
 
    “Communed,” I said, nodding at Nelri. “Communed. That’s the word. I’ve got a feeling I might be explaining this whole scenario to people we meet along the way, so I gotta remember the term. It has a little more finesse to it than slapping skins or stuffin’ the muffin or making the wild ox moan.” 
 
    Nelri ignored me again. I couldn’t be sure whether it was because she didn’t understand a word I had just said or because she had understood me all too well, but she continued, “But, Lilah, surely this can only mean one thing? The nature elves share a similar history to the dark elves, as well as our other kindred. If this off-worlder has come to Tavalon and is able to take on the magical abilities of those elves he communes with, then—” 
 
    “Yes, Nelri,” Lilah said, wonder shining along with the reflected fire in her eyes, “it means that Jake Walker is an amalgamage.” 
 
    Nelri licked her lips and leaned toward me. 
 
    “Is it true?” she asked. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know,” I replied. “I mean, I did take on Lilah’s powers after we’d... communed.” 
 
    Nelri leaned back and snuggled down against the mossy log she had been sitting on. As if in answer to the growing lateness of the hour, the fire she had conjured began to bank down. Even as it diminished to a floating mauve equivalent of a smoldering campfire, I could see her eyes appraising me. 
 
    “Get some rest, Jake,” Nelri said to me in her sultry voice. “It is apt, I think, that you go by the name of Walker. If you are who Lilah suspects you to be, if you are what the evidence points to, then it might be that the universe has picked out a unique path for you to walk.” 
 
    “Ah”, I said in a theatrical and self-deprecating voice, “but does the walker choose the path, or the path the walker?” 
 
    Lilah grinned and lay down on the other side of the fire. 
 
    “You jest,” she said, “but it will be interesting to see who you turn out to be, Jake Walker.” 
 
    “I know who I am,” I said as I curled up by the flickering supernatural fire. “I’m just some guy from—” 
 
    “Pfft,” Nelri said from out of the depths of the hood she had pulled over her head. “If you want to identify someone, if you want to know them, you don’t ask them where they live, or what they like to eat, or in what order they go about their morning ablutions. You ask them what they are living for, in detail. You find out what they think is keeping them from living fully, what is holding them back from accomplishing the one thing they want to live for.” 
 
    I looked up at the stars glittering like broken glass raining down from the shattered roof of the heavens. 
 
    “What if you’re not sure about all of that?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” Nelri said with a yawn, “I suppose then we really shall find out whether the Walker chose this path, or this path chose the Walker.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We were awake at sunrise. The sky above was a shimmering gossamer gray. It was the time where it seemed like nothing breathed; not even the fabled early bird was up with us. It was an hour of silence, where everything felt like it was transfixed, and only the light moved and grew. 
 
    We scarfed down the last of the ERMs from the night before to fill our bellies, then set off. I was amazed to find they tasted even worse cold. I had thought that was impossible, what with them being about as appetizing as a couple of week-old hot dogs floating in a bowl of Lucky Charms. 
 
    I couldn’t help but be disappointed, even as the Elvish Ready Meals did their thing and vigor and liveliness coursed through my veins. I had read too much fantasy not to expect these sort of handy-dandy all-day energy-rich elven snacks to taste like honey and cream. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Lilah asked, once we had tossed aside our bark dishes and made sure our boots were fastened tight. 
 
    “Ready,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” Nelri said. “Then follow me. We’re not far from where I know the cave to be. Stick together too, especially you, Jake Walker. The dark elves here might be renowned for their love of solitude, but that doesn’t mean they’re meek or light-handed when it comes to dealing with perceived threats or strangers. They won’t shoot one of their own, nor a nature elf, but dressed as you are, I wouldn’t be surprised if they hit you with one of their venom-tipped darts and worried about who you were later.” 
 
    “Shoot to kill, do they?” I asked, hoping my voice didn’t sound too apprehensive. It was still pretty early after all. 
 
    “Oh, the venom they use wouldn’t kill you,” Nelri said, giving me a small, sharp smile. “It would only incapacitate you and give you the sort of stomach and bowel cramps that would make you wish it had.” 
 
    We pushed on for a couple of hours or so. I couldn’t say for certain how long, because I had nowhere near the kind of forest skills—or general outdoors skills, really—as the two beautiful women striding ahead and behind me. All I knew was that the gloomy light under the thick canopy grew, and the level of twittering and tootling in the bushes increased as more and more of the fowl inhabitants of the Torrwood awoke. 
 
    By increments, as we marched as silently as possible, the Torrwood around us changed and morphed. The forest was still as dense and imposing and tangled as it had been, but I could also sense the place was thriving. The canopy over our heads was still woven, but it was higher now, allowing more room for smaller shrubs and trees to grow. Although it only let down a little more light, the increased space made it feel less oppressive. 
 
    It was also monopolized less by fir trees and more by rowan, juniper, linden, and some trees with swirling double-helix leaves of deep yellow that whispered at us as we marched by. The rare rents and openings above let the occasional golden finger of sunlight through to touch the twig and leaf laden ground below. I saw butterflies the size of my hand flapping in and out of the sunlight. I got the impression that the butterflies were somehow feeding on the sunlight, sifting it like whales swimming through a cloud of krill. 
 
    Curling creepers still clung to most of the trees, but the hodgepodge of flowers had taken on more spiky and aggressive shapes. They still added colorful, scented elements to the otherwise unvarying forest grounds though, which broke up the monotony. 
 
    The sound of foraging beasts could be heard further into the forest, but I never managed to clap eyes on them. A series of dull lowing calls made me picture cows or oxen or some other big, mellow creatures, but the trees thwarted any chance at getting a glimpse of them. 
 
    As Nelri began to slow, I caught the soft splash and gurgle on the edge of my hearing: the unmistakable sound of a stream. I was about to ask whether that stream was a sign that we were approaching the dark elves’ home, when Nelri held up a pale hand and motioned for us all to hit the deck. 
 
    I was directly behind her and could see only her lower half through the thick underbrush.I couldn’t hear anything above the constant swish of branches and undulating rustle of leaves, which were the hallmarks of a living, breathing wood. The sound of the stream babbled on, rushing in a way that told me it was probably a decent size. 
 
    Being careful not to break any large sticks under me or disturb nesting birds, I moved up to lay next to Nelri. 
 
    “What’s up?” I breathed as Lilah slid almost noiselessly up on my other side. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Nelri’s deep purple eyes were narrowed as she tried to peer through the thick undergrowth. “I can’t be sure, but something is off. We should have at least been challenged by sentries by now, as we’re close to the dungeon entrance. Even if they hadn’t approached us, I should have been able to hear and make out the sentry calls. They would have just sounded like birds to your ears, but I would have been able to decipher them.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s only one thing to do,” Nelri replied. 
 
    “Move in?” I asked. 
 
    Nelri nodded. “But be careful.” 
 
    “I find that if I try to be too cautious, I get so goddamn occupied in being cautious that I stumble over something,” I said. 
 
    She gave me a long-suffering look. It was that look, more than anything she could have said, that made me believe that last night we had forged a new bond of trust. There was an element of banter to that stare.  
 
    I patted Nelri on the arm and nodded. “Let’s do it, and see what there is to see.” 
 
    We crept closer. Figuring they knew best, I moved when Lilah and Nelri moved. They used the sounds of the Torrwood to mask the slight sounds they made, waiting until the branches above stirred or the wind sighed to shuffle in an army crawl forward. 
 
    We pushed our way as slow and careful as a trio of foxes sticking their noses from their den. Ahead of us was the entrance to the cave, or the dungeon, where I presumed the dark elves we were here to find lived. I couldn’t make much of the entrance itself. It was a wide mouth set into a hill that rose from the forest like a scarred and rocky crown from a tangled mass of green hair. The entrance was partly covered with a curtain of creeping vines. 
 
    I saw all this at a glance. What consumed my attention was where a group of dark elves had been executed in front of the cave. 
 
    I swallowed, tasting sour spit in my mouth. Nelri trembled beside me. 
 
    The dark elves were strung up outside the cave mouth. Some had been hung traditionally by the neck with vine nooses. Others had been brutally eviscerated and dangled from their uncoiled intestines. The smell of offal and shit hung like stale prayers in the still air. 
 
    A group of weasel-faced, hungry-eyed men and women, wearing clothes of woodland browns and greens but with sashes of deep plum tied around their waists, were busy pulling loot and a horde of artifacts from the cave. 
 
    “Who the fuck are these assholes?” I asked. 
 
    Nelri didn’t answer. I could see the muscles bunching on the side of her jaw. Her purple eyes burned with lilac light. 
 
    “They’re the fae—folk like fairies who hire themselves out to the ogres for a share of the loot,” Lilah said. “Nelri, you must not let this desecration anger you. You must keep a cool head. Remember why we have set out.” 
 
    It was solid advice. The only problem was that Nelri was already charging in, wielding her dark magic. 
 
    “All right Jake, time to get your big boy pants on,” I said as I hauled my ass to my feet. “Here we fucking go.” 
 
    Lilah was beside me as we tore into clearing and followed Nelri, who was making a beeline for the nearest group of fae. 
 
    As we closed on the fae, I saw there was something fairy-like about them, only skewed.  
 
    They were man-sized and man-shaped, leaning more toward the rangy side. They were somewhat rodent-like in appearance. Where at first I had thought they simply had angled features, I now saw they possessed long sloping foreheads that ended in sharp noses. They had pointed ears, much like the elven women I was with, but theirs were far larger and sharper. 
 
    Find a weak spot, find a weak spot, find their Achilles’ heel, I thought to myself as we pounded across the open space that divided the edge of the woods and the cave. 
 
    The fae had long fingers tipped with pointed nails on the verge of being claws. Their skin, which I had taken to be white as milk at first, had an unhealthy, waxy yellow pallor to it. 
 
    They carried crude spears and shields, and a couple of them had what I could only describe as wands at their sides—strips of wood with hand grips carved in serpentine shapes. Not that their weapons and gear being crude made any difference to the way I meant to handle myself. It wouldn’t have mattered if they had been armed with cutlery, as far as I was concerned. Hell, I’m sure there were plenty of prison inmates back on Earth who were missing a kidney who could attest to the damage a well-sharpened toothbrush could do. 
 
    But it was the eyes of the fae that hinted at their malicious intent. They had sharp, glittering eyes. The sort of eyes you could spot in the faces of men in certain establishments in the dead of night. Men who’d be all smiles and soft words until the moment they came up behind you and stuck a broken bottle in your neck. 
 
    They were eyes that belonged to animals; mean animals. If the faces of the fae had been a picture of the minds behind them, and their eyes had been the interpreters, then everything pointed toward them being a bunch of bastards. 
 
    From my vantage point of about five yards behind the charging Nelri, I could truly appreciate just how in shape she kept herself. Her ass, moving as it did in the tight pants that she wore, would no doubt have reduced the concentration of a less stalwart man and— 
 
    With a hissing shriek, I was tackled from the side by a fae, and the pair of us were sent tumbling away. 
 
    The last coherent thing I saw was Nelri as she sprinted like a cheetah through a gap between two stacks of haphazardly piled crates of treasure, leaped gazelle-like over an assorted mound of piled weapons, and skidded on her knees under a trestle table. 
 
    After that, I ate dirt in a big way. 
 
    The fae and I rolled over and over until we stopped with the fae on top of me, his legs straddling my chest. I knew it was a he, not just because of the foul little mustache growing on his upper lip, but by the fact I could feel his gentleman parts squashed against my solar plexus. 
 
    “Man, get your balls off me,” I growled, and I lashed out with a kick that caught him squarely on the back of the head. With a grunt, the fae rolled over the top of me, and I was able to spring to my feet, whirl in a crouch, and face my attacker.  
 
    Shit, was I always this fast? Always this nimble? I thought to myself. The answer was: of course not. It seemed the nature magic was doing a number on my physical abilities. 
 
    Thankfully, the fae wasn’t too much bigger than me, though he had spite and malice enough for five shining in those beady little eyes of his. 
 
    “What do we have ‘ere, what do we have ‘ere?” the fae crooned, almost in a quasi-cockney accent.  
 
    “Do you want me to answer you twice as well, jackass?” I said, keeping my eyes on the fae while I thought of the best way to deal with him. Behind me, I heard an eruption of sound as Lilah and Nelri no doubt engaged with the fae gathered around the treasure horde. 
 
    “Hm, it doesn’t want to tell us what it is or where it came from,” the fae said, starting to circle me so I was forced to move with him. “That’s okay, but I wonder whether it knows what we are.” 
 
    “I’ve been told you’re fae,” I said. “From what I gather, you’re kind of like slinkies.” 
 
    The fae bared white, sharp teeth at me and cocked its head to one side. 
 
    “Not really useful for anything, but fun to push down a flight of stairs,” I said. 
 
    The fae snarled and darted at me, moving with the grace of a ballerina coated in vegetable oil. 
 
    I didn’t know what he had been expecting, but it must not have been the earthen manacles that lunged from the ground and grabbed him by both ankles. They arrested him, just as he was about to embark on a final spring at me. 
 
    The fae jerked to a halt, writhing in the occult grip that I had him in. He looked up at me, spitting curses that, I thought, were aimed at my mother. 
 
    “We’re not even that close, buddy,” I said, and smacked him as hard as I could in the face. 
 
    The fae howled as his angular nose broke. Gold blood gushed from its nostrils. As it shrieked, I snatched up a twig from the ground and made it grow to the size of a baseball bat. I brought the makeshift weapon around and up, then swung it down with all the force at my disposal. It shattered over the fae’s head as if it had been made of glass. My foe collapsed bonelessly to the floor with an incurable dent in his skull. 
 
    I turned, not allowing myself to get sucked in by the thought that I had just claimed my first enemy in this little battle. Instead, I started over to where Lilah and Nelri were fighting with hand and fist and magic with at least half a dozen other fae. 
 
    As I jogged toward the fray, scanning for a target, I saw one of the enemy get blasted backward by a pulsating cloud of dark magic that had swept out from one of Nelri’s open palms. The fae landed heavily, writhing as the cloud coiled about it like a gaseous anaconda. The cloud enveloped the struggling fae, there was a flash of bright mauve light, then the cloud dissipated. All that was left behind was a charred skeleton. 
 
    “Fucking dark magic,” I muttered, picking up speed as I rounded a stacked column of ale barrels. “I’ve got get me some of—” 
 
    A booted foot flashed out from behind the teetering pile and drove into my midriff with enough force to send me reeling backward. It didn’t knock me on my ass, and for that I was thankful, because I was sure the fae would have had my guts for garters. She had every tooth in her head bared and a naked knife in her hand. The kick might not have knocked me on my ass, but if it hadn’t been for the nature magic that had rushed through me like an internal defensive forcefield a millisecond before the blow had landed, I would have had a couple of broken ribs. As it was, I felt my stomach heave, and I almost spewed down my front.  
 
    I staggered sideways and rebounded off the trestle table the fae had set up to sort through their spoils. In bouncing off the table, I landed myself back into striking range of my attacker. The same slight, athletic fae warrior who had attacked me stepped from around the column of ale barrels. She had flipped her knife over in her hand so that she could throw it at me, but I grabbed the wrist of her knife hand with one hand and stopped her from tossing the blade. I quickly realized she was not overly stronger than me. I had thought that eldritch creatures would always be stronger than us humans for some reason, but this female fae was probably only just on par with me. I could tell from her build, the lithe way she moved, and the way the breath hissed through her teeth that she had come to the same conclusion. 
 
    In such close quarters, I also realized her waxy skin was glowing with a soft violet light. 
 
    “What the... fuck,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    I wondered what could be giving the fae such a glow. It was an illumination that reminded me of Nelri’s dark magic. 
 
    I brought my other hand up, determined to put my fingers into the eye socket of the woman I grappled with. There might have been a time for playing fair, but a fight for your life wasn’t one of them. However, my adversary blocked the movement. For a handful of seconds, the two of us strained silently; our taut faces inches apart, our arms and shoulders and backs cording as we sought to break a muscular deadlock that might see either of us kill our opponent. 
 
    With a gasp, I let slip a mistake first. My hand slipped, and the knife blade came chopping down toward my face. I slapped my other hand onto the trestle table and enchanted the wood. In a millisecond, great thorns sprouted from the table and sliced into the fae woman. She screamed in pain, and her knife flew from her hand. The razor-sharp blade spun across the wide space in front of the cave mouth and out of sight. 
 
    The fae didn’t let that put her off for long. Her now free hand shot to the inside of her jacket and came out again holding one of those damned wands. I managed to stop her from pointing it toward me, but for a few moments, we wrestled with it, forcing it this way and that. 
 
    With devastating accuracy, the fae snarled and planted her heel into the top of my foot with all her strength. I gave a cry, and my hand slipped as she wrenched the wand to the left before I was forced to lean back. Several glimmering magenta darts burst from the tip of the fae’s wand and ripped past my face, burying themselves in the lintel of the cave mouth and sending stone chips flying. 
 
    I launched a knee strike that connected with my opponent’s side. It didn’t have much power because I’d only ever performed the move during a few freebie personal training sessions, but it was enough to elicit a grunt from the fae. The wand tip angled toward the floor, and I used her momentary weakness to deliver a numbing blow to her wrist with the edge of my hand.  
 
    It was an old school tactic, one that Sean Connery’s James Bond would no doubt have approved of, and I hadn’t really expected it to work. I was surprised then, when the carved wand dropped to the floor.  
 
    Before I could take a single step toward it, the fae swept it behind her with a flick of her heel, sending it into the shadows that lay between a couple of treasure chests. 
 
    I made to scuttle over to where I had seen the knife fly, but the fae woman was already upon me, employing some vigorous brand of mixed martial arts, which I was barely able to counter.  
 
    Fighting wasn’t my forte, but thankfully I had just fucked a nature elf and found myself with nature magic. I thrust my hands at the ground and thought of all the little roots deep beneath the earth—that I hoped were deep beneath the earth. Before I could find them, the fae woman delivered a roundhouse kick that I was forced to duck beneath. With a curse, I jumped back from a secondary kick that might have fractured a rib if it had connected.  
 
    Again, I thrust my palms downward, calling on the elements of nature beneath the earth.  
 
    And this time, they answered.  
 
    Great roots sprung up from the dirt and snatched the fae woman in their green embrace. The roots kept coming, bursting from the ground and smothering her. I heard a sickening series of crunches as the roots constricted. Then, they retreated back into the earth, leaving the fae woman a carcass on the broken ground. 
 
    I glanced at Nelri and Lilah, who seemed to be holding their own against the other fae. There was a scattering of dead fae bodies in various states of dismemberment and mutilation to attest to their prowess with dark and nature magic. 
 
    I noticed that some of their enemies were glowing with an orange light, just as my adversary was glowing with a purple light. The fae that Lilah was currently fighting was suffused in a soft green halo of light and, instead of fingers, looked to have twisting roots sprouting from her hands. 
 
    What the fuck did that mean? Nothing good, I figured. 
 
    I was running toward Nelri and Lilah but had only crossed half the distance that divided us when I was accosted yet again. This time, it was by a male fae who was glowing with orange light and had a great mane of bushy ash blond hair sprouting from his eyebrows and running back over his head before disappearing into the collar of his jacket. He snarled at me, baring a pair of oversized fangs, and then licked his lips with a forked tongue. 
 
    “Hey ballbag,” I said, “Rod Stewart wants his mullet back.” 
 
    The guy didn’t need to get the gag—he got the tone fine.  
 
    With a series of lightning fast occult combinations, he slowly forced me away from where my friends were fighting side by side, as if he recognized that reaching them was my best chance of escape. It was all I could do to block and defend against this relentless magical onslaught, let alone mount any sort of sustained attack of my own.  
 
    I jumped out of the way of a blaze of orange light that turned the ground I had been standing on into a sponge of molten soil, but was caught in the side by a ball of orange magic that followed it a moment later and crashed into a hastily erected shield I managed to conjure from a plank of wood. 
 
    The blow shattered my half-assed shield and sent me reeling sideways. As my right foot came down, I slipped on something hard lying on the ground. My knee buckled under me, and I hit the edge of a treasure chest with a jarring thud that sent pain blossoming through my elbow and down my arm. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, grimacing and looking down, while the wild-looking fae gloated over me. 
 
    The hard thing I had lost my footing on was none other than the dark magic wand the female fae had been trying to turn on me. At least, I hoped this was the case and this carved stick glowing with an eldritch violet light wasn’t just some fancy glow-stick that someone had dropped.  
 
    I snatched it up and pointed it at the male fae. That wiped the smile off his face. 
 
    “I’m not dying today, scum!” he cried. 
 
    “Everybody dies, asshole,” I replied. “Some just need a little help.” 
 
    I didn’t know anything about dark magic, but the nature magic spell I forced out of the end of that wand did the trick. The male fae was wrapped in twin streams of green and purple mist, which twisted around him and then crushed him like a soda can so that his guts exploded out of his ass like a tube of toothpaste being run over by a truck. 
 
    “Ah!” I cried as my enemy fell dead and the wand shattered in my hand. 
 
    I got to my feet, giving my head a shake to clear it, then headed over to where Nelri and Lilah were still engaged with their enemies. 
 
    I didn’t need to hurry. 
 
    Even as I watched, Lilah encased one of their final pair of enemies in suffocating amber so that they thudded to the turf as a giant sculpture. Her next spell entwined itself as a smoking dark green vine around the last fae, binding it, while Nelri conjured a bright purple dagger out of the air and rammed it into the luckless man’s ribs. 
 
    The fae collapsed to his knees, golden blood bubbles forming in the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Nelri raised her boot, looking for all the world like she was just going to crush the dying fae’s throat, when a voice rang out. 
 
    It was mine. 
 
    “Wait!” I said. “Just wait!”  
 
    Nelri stopped, her boot heel a couple of inches from the fatally wounded fae’s larynx. 
 
    I ran over and dropped down next to the fae. 
 
    “Tell us who the fuck sent you to do all this,” I said, pressing my fist into the fae’s wound to try and keep him conscious. 
 
    “Ah, fuck, man, fuck!” the fae sneered. “You don’t have to lean on me like that! You think I’ve any loyalty to the bastards that paid me, eh? They was just a job, mate, just a fuckin’ job!” 
 
    He coughed raggedly, and a foam of golden blood came leaking from his nostrils. 
 
    “Tell us, fae,” Nelri said. 
 
    The fae took a labored breath. 
 
    “It was the fuckin’ ogres,” he gasped, blinking slowly, his head swaying. “Who the fuck else would it be?” 
 
    I looked up and saw Lilah frowning. 
 
    “But the ogres—” she started to say. 
 
    “The ogres are far… stronger than you… can imagine, now that they have the… amalgamage’s signet…” the fae’s voice began to fade, the sentence tailing away. 
 
    “Don’t be a fucking cliché and die now, not right when we need one last piece of info!” I said, shaking the fae by the shoulder. 
 
    But, with a final weary exhalation, in which there might have been a final “go fuck yourself,” the fae succumbed to his wounds and snuffed it. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I said. “I thought they only did that shit in the movies!” 
 
    Nelri and Lilah looked shocked.   
 
    “Girls,” I said, “what is it? What’s wrong? Is it something to do with the amalgamage’s signet, or whatever the hell that dude was talking about?” 
 
    Lilah nodded, while Nelri looked around at the carnage that had been wrought all around us. 
 
    “The fae have always been mercenary hunters, keen to fight and work for those who are willing to pay them and offer them the best sport for their skills,” Lilah said. “They’ve lived on Tavalon for as long as the elves, and never in all those long years has there ever been any report that the fae had magical capabilities.” 
 
    I frowned. “But they were fucking firing magic at us.” 
 
    Lilah nodded and exhaled. “I examined the bodies of those we slew. A cursory glance, but it was enough. All of them have marks on them.” 
 
    “Marks?” I asked. 
 
    “Like brands almost,” Lilah said. “Some glowed green, the sign of nature magic, while others were purple.” 
 
    “A sure sign of dark,” Nelri said. 
 
     “Yes,” Lilah agreed. “There were those with orange glowing brands too, which signifies they have been touched and burned with the beast magic. All of the fallen had deformities that coincided with the magics they were somehow using. The ones that used nature magic had bodies that twisted through with roots.” 
 
    “I did see that,” I said. “It looked uncomfortable.” 
 
    “The enemies that used dark magic were afflicted with warts, eyes that were blind and yet could still see, and pain thresholds that were far beyond the norm,” Nelri said. 
 
    “And I think I met one of these beast magic users,” I said. “He had a werewolf-like mullet on him, not to mention fangs.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Lilah said. 
 
    “You think the ogres—” I began to say. 
 
    “The damned ogres aren’t supposed to have magic—but they do now!” Nelri cried from over where she was staring up at the still hanging bodies. “That can’t be disputed after the alterations to these foul mercs that we have seen and fought against.” 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” I said.  “Are you telling me that the ogres don’t have magic?” 
 
    Lilah shook her head. “They’re not born with it. Not like elves. It’s not native to them. Probably because the universe knew that blessing such creatures with latent magic could only end in one thing.” 
 
    “Fucking bedlam,” I muttered, looking around at the blood-soaked ground. 
 
    “Precisely,” Lilah said. 
 
    “But the ogres we fought when we saved you, Nelri,” I said, “they had magic.”  
 
    “Because of my pendant,” Nelri said. “Without it, they shouldn’t have any magic. When you told me about what happened with the ogres you fought, I thought they had simply been using my pendant to give themselves magic. But it seems they have something else that can give them magical abilities.”  
 
    “I had been wondering how the ogres had been capable of magic,” Lilah put in. “But that certainly explains it. You should keep that device close. If it’s anything like the ancient relics my people possess”—and at this moment she looked at me, clearly thinking of the world-hopper—“then it could prove problematic were it to fall into the wrong hands.”  
 
    “I think we’ve already seen what it can do in the hands of ogres,” I said. “And I don’t imagine Nelri will be letting go of it again any time soon.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Nelri said, her tone clipped. 
 
    “How the hell did the ogres not only manage to, apparently, gain some kind of magic for themselves, but then use that magic to arm their paid servants?” I asked. “Did these fae have more of your devices, Nelri?” 
 
    “That is the question, Jake Walker,” Nelri said, viciously kicking at one of the fae corpses. “But I would be willing to wager that it’s because they have a different item, this amalgamage’s signet.” 
 
    “Do either of you know what it is?” I asked. 
 
    Nelri shook her head.  
 
    Lilah pursed her lips. “I remember hearing about it as a small girl, though I don’t recall the specifics or where I heard the tales or rumors. If we make haste back to my hamlet, perhaps we can find someone who knows more of it.” 
 
    Nelri nodded. “I think that would be best,” she said, looking up at the dangling dead dark elves. 
 
    Lilah followed her gaze and then walked over and put her hand on her shoulder. “Too often have elves not worked together for a common cause, too often we have been divided when we ought to be united.” 
 
    I followed Nelri’s gaze and puffed out my cheeks. 
 
    “Speaking of which, help me stack some boxes, will you?” I said. 
 
    “What, why?” Lilah asked. 
 
    I gestured at the dangling dead. “Let’s cut these people down and bury them. I’m not sure what they were like in life, but there aren’t too many folk that deserve to be left out for the birds and whatever else is lurking in this forest.” 
 
    Nelri looked at me. “Your people show much respect for the dead.” 
 
    I shrugged. “The dead only take leave of themselves so they can reside in us. That’s why you have to respect them, because in doing so you’re respecting yourself.” I looked over at the twisted bodies of the fae. “Most of them you respect,” I amended. 
 
    I flipped over the trestle table and climbed on top of it. I found myself level with the knees of a dark elf hung by his neck. His tongue was swollen and protruded from his mouth like some dark red root vegetable. 
 
    I sighed, looked up at the vine that held the poor bastard fast around his broken neck, and called down to Nelri. 
 
    “Pass me a sword, please. Let’s let these guys sleep. Then we can see whether vengeance really is one of life’s great motivators, as I‘ve heard before.” 
 
    Lilah tossed me up a plain sword that she had found in one of the chests. I snatched it from the air and started hacking at the vine that held the flopping body of the dark elf. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, wincing as the first corpse was cut free and fell with a terminal thud into the mud. “Yes, we shall let these poor departed take their long sleep. Then we should make haste back to my hamlet to find out what we can about the amalgamage’s signet.” 
 
    I grunted in agreement as I moved along the table and began sawing at the vine that held the next dead dark elf. 
 
    “Is your village safe, do you think?” Nelri asked. The question was a loaded one. She had been there, she had walked through the place. She knew as well as I did that it was more of a dilapidated elven retirement village than a fortified town.  
 
    “The village is safe,” Lilah replied. “As for how secure it is… If the ogres were to mount a concentrated assault on our boundary hedge in numbers, then we might be in dire trouble. The magic that imbues the hedge is old and strong, but it’s not unlimited. Too great an attack or too prolonged a siege, if such a thing happened, might be more than it could bear unless improvements were made.” 
 
    Another body thumped down into the dust.   
 
    “If it’s true the ogres have this thing, this amalgamage’s signet,” I said, moving along to the next dangling corpse and trying not to breathe in the stench of voided bowels, “and they’re using magic and hiring fae and other folk to do their dirty work, wouldn’t it be worth upgrading the village?” 
 
    Lilah looked at me with an arched brow. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, it would be worth doing, but I doubt there is enough power among those magically gifted who live there.” 
 
    “I could help though,” I said, gritting my teeth as I sawed at the vine I was working on. “I mean, if I’m an amalgamage, which is looking increasingly likely, then maybe I’ll be able to help in some way that you haven’t thought about.” 
 
    Lilah looked at Nelri. She shrugged. 
 
    “It sounds like there is little to lose and much to gain for just trying to improve and strengthen the place,” Lilah said. “It’s my home after all. I would hate for my home and people to come under threat.” 
 
    She sighed and stared along the line of bodies still yet to be cut down. 
 
    “That’s the thing about home,” she continued in a quiet voice. “You can spend months, years, like I have, trying to find a world that’s ripe for setting up a new one. At the end of the day though, home is where you go when you run out of homes, isn’t it?” 
 
    I didn’t answer at first, but got down from the table and moved it along the line of bodies. 
 
    “Home is that special place where, when you’ve run out of options or luck, they have to take you in,” I said, clambering back onto the table and setting to my work once more. “Such a place is worth defending.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a grisly time cutting down the rest of the bodies and then burying them. After we had laid all of the dark elves to rest, we piled the bodies of the fae into a heap and set them alight. There was a lot of loot here that would probably be useful to Lilah’s people, but there was no way we could take it all the way back to the hamlet. So I banked the thought for later, hoping that no one else would scavenge the loot before we had the opportunity to retrieve it. 
 
    All three of us were subdued on the day-long journey back to the hamlet with its magical boundary hedge. We stopped to wash away the dirt, grime, and blood of the fight with the fae at the banks of a brook, but I could still smell death on my hands, even after a thorough scrubbing in the icy water. 
 
    It was around lunchtime of the day after the fight that we stepped out of the trees and saw the nature elves’ quaint village spread out below us in the shallow dell. Somehow, after the past few days of adventure, the hamlet didn’t look quite so rundown as it had before. 
 
    The clement weather had drawn more of the villagers from their hovels than I thought lived in the place. There were dozens of figures walking through the overgrown streets, all wearing the same woodland garb as Lilah was, although everyone wore their own unique ensemble of grays, russets, and greens. 
 
    “It looks kind of idyllic from up here,” I admitted as the three of us stood and just took in the scene before us. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah said. “Things have become harder for us, as times have gotten leaner and the village has fallen more and more into disrepair. Life has become a simple one.” 
 
    I watched a quartet of elven men, with baskets hefted over their shoulders, laughing and jesting as they walked toward a grove of short trees that bore some jewel-bright blue fruit. Beyond them, standing bent-backed in the river, was a woman with her pants rolled up to her knees and her boots sitting on the bank. She looked to be setting traps of some kind. 
 
    “What’s the lady in the river doing?” I asked. “When we were walking up that stream, it didn’t look like it held much in the way of fish.” 
 
    “No,” Lilah said. “No, it doesn’t anymore. It used to be broader and deeper and swifter. All kinds of fish used to swim up and down it and our people would spear them from the bank or fish the pole and line for them. Now, all that resides in that bit of water are shadow crays—small crustaceans not unlike the lobsters that can be found on the coast, at the far western edge of the Torrwood where it meets the sea.” 
 
    “Are these shadow crays good eating?” I asked, watching the distant figure wade further down the stream, dip her hands into the slow flowing water, and lift out a cane trap. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Lilah said. “They’re sweet and delicious, but there are fewer and fewer of them now, as the river grows ever slower in its bed.” 
 
    My eyes flicked around the village, which was spread out at the bottom of the bowl-shaped valley like a toy town. Elves were engaged in all sorts of tasks. Some were tending communal gardens, feeding domestic animals, and collecting eggs. Others were washing clothing, fighting a losing battle against the wild flora that was using the crumbling cottages and hovels as trellises, and repairing the more rundown properties. 
 
    The few young male elves I had seen were busy felling trees for firewood, splitting logs that looked like it had been seasoned, stacking it and carting it to different hovels. 
 
    A song drifted up the hill to greet us, and I realized the elven males I had seen carrying the baskets over their shoulders were now in the orchard and singing. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah said. “It’s a simple place, and a simple way of life.” 
 
    I thought of the madness that was run-of-the-mill life back on Earth. I thought of all those people working jobs they quietly—or openly—hated, just so they could pay their ever-increasing rents or mortgage payments. I thought of all those people who weren’t so much as living as simply existing, grinding it out, as they sought to make ends meet. I thought of all the politicians, businessmen, and promise-swearing, promise-breaking charlatans that called themselves the leaders of our world. 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks and raised my hand to shield my eyes from the sun that sat like a golden coin in the azure vault above. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s simple,” I said. “But, life’s pretty simple when you boil it down. Without all the complexities of my world, these people are probably a whole lot happier than most of the people where I’m from.” 
 
    “Come on,” Nelri said. “I can appreciate that your village is pretty in a quaint kind of way, but there also seems to me to be some defensive holes in it.” 
 
    Lilah didn’t take offense to this. She laughed softly as she started down the long slope that led toward the magical boundary hedge. 
 
    “Defensive holes?” She chuckled. “Please, if it wasn’t for the high hedge that runs around our hamlet, the whole set-up would be a defensive hole.” 
 
    As we descended into the dell, the fifteen-foot or so high hedge loomed up, and we lost sight of the village. I began pondering how we might improve not just the defense of the hamlet, but the lives of those inside. 
 
    “You make a good point about the hamlet lacking defenses,” I said to Nelri as we waited for Lilah to use her nature magic to open a doorway in the hedge.   
 
    She gave me a one-shouldered shrug. “It doesn’t take a genius to see what is or isn’t in front of them. Yes, this hedge is obviously one of those old and powerful pieces of architectural magic built in the time of the height of the amalgamages’ powers, which was also a time when elves had more power of their own. However, one such spell alone isn’t going to be enough should the ogres come calling in force.” 
 
    I thought of how powerful the few ogres I had met thus far had been. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “The ogres are formidable. I wouldn’t want to stumble across a gang of twenty or more of them. And if they assembled into something as big as a company or an army…” 
 
    Nelri and I followed Lilah through the hole that had appeared in the hedge. Once we were through, the boundary hedge sealed shut behind us. 
 
    “Yes,” Nelri said, “the ogres are proficient and tough foes. Although our hatred and enmity with them runs deep and reaches far back in history, there’s no elf alive who will try and tell you any different. Being unable to judge your enemies’ capabilities with a clear and unprejudiced eye is the first step on the road that leads to your doom.” 
 
    “I can judge them well enough,” I said. “From what I saw outside that dark elf dungeon, it’s clear these ogres mean business.”  
 
    “That they do,” Lilah said.  
 
    “They are monstrous creatures,” Nelri said, “and it may take monsters to defeat them. Tell me, Jake Walker, are you willing to find your own inner monster?”  
 
    I chewed the side of my cheek. I wasn’t sure how exactly to answer that. I was saved from answering when Nelri continued speaking. 
 
    “Dark elves hold grudges far longer than our other kin, handing them down from generation to generation in some instances,” Nelri said. “It. . . changes a person. Living with grudges like that. It morphs them into someone determined to right the wrongs of the past. It can make us capable of monstrous things. But being capable of it and being ruled by it are different. One can provide you with a certain power. Bring you into communion with something dark. The other...” 
 
    Lilah gave Nelri a small smile. “Yes, what Nelri says is true to an extent. The dark elves are renowned for their slightly, well, darker take on most things. However as far as our enmity with the ogres goes, that runs as hot and raw in the minds of the nature elves as it does with the dark elves, wild elves, and all of our other sundered kindred.” 
 
    “It’s an inevitable thing,” Nelri said, patting me on the shoulder, “that someone who faces an ogre will understand that they are eternal enemies.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “If you don’t despise ogres, it’s likely that you haven’t interacted with them enough, or that you refuse to see what is plainly before your eyes,” she said in a low voice, nodding at a couple of elves passing in the opposite direction and carrying a length of iron between them. “It means you haven’t dashed enough heads from their hideous necks. It means you haven’t turned enough wrong to right.” 
 
    “It means you’ve probably been a coward in the long fight,” Nelri finished, wagging her finger at me. 
 
    I snorted and held up my hands. “But I’ve only been here five minutes. Give me time to construct my grudge, won’t you, ladies?” 
 
    The two elven women laughed as we turned along a path that brought us next to the struggling stream. 
 
    “It’s not so much a grudge that we hold with the ogres,” Nelri said. “It’s more that we’ve been fighting a war with them, and all the creatures that they bribe or coerce into doing their bidding, that has been going on for so long that it has become a way of life.” 
 
    “All that we want to do is stop them from killing our people in their quest to become the dominant force in Tavalon,” Lilah said. “No one people should feel the need to be big and bad enough to destroy everyone else.” 
 
    I nodded. “That sounds reasonable. And that gets us back to what we have to do next: strengthen the defenses of this hamlet of yours.” 
 
    We had reached the top of the stream and the path that led to Lilah’s house. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” I said. “Once we’re refreshed, why don’t you two go down into the village and see what you can dig up about this amalgamage’s signet?” 
 
    Lilah and Nelri nodded in unison. 
 
    “And what will you do?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “If you have some paper and a quill handy—if quills are what you use and I haven’t been misled by every fantasy novel I’ve ever read—I’m going to do some sketching,” I said. 
 
    “Sketching?” Lilah asked. “Sketchings of what?” 
 
    “Of where some possible defenses and alterations might go in the village,” I said. “So long as the villagers are happy to help, of course.” 
 
    Lilah gave me a half smile. “We’re talking about the continued safety of the village, Jake. If you have some advice that you think might aid us, then I’m sure no one will have any objections.” 
 
    It didn’t take us long to grab food and water. All of us had a brief wash. This was an exercise that one such as me, who was used to having hot water literally on tap, found pretty novel. It was easy for me to remember when the last time I had had to go to the river to fetch a pail of water—like those clumsy dumbasses, Jack and Jill—was, and that was never. 
 
    Soon though, refreshed and full of a few slices of bread and a cup of watered down wine or two, Nelri and Lilah had gone into the village, and I was left alone with a few sheets of parchment, a quill, and a bottle of ink. 
 
    The elf women were gone for the better part of two hours. By the time they returned, my sheets of paper were filled with doodles and sketches and crossed out diagrams that made sense to me if to no one else. There was also a large black stain on the first page due to a miscalculation on my part with the ink. It gave me a new appreciation for the ballpoint pen. 
 
    “What are these?” Lilah asked, leaning over the paper. 
 
    I tapped a couple of drawings and flipped over another page to point out another. 
 
    “Well, these first two are a couple of improvements we could maybe work on the boundary hedge,” I said. “I have no idea whether that’s possible. You’ve been saying how ancient and cunning the magic used to construct it is, so maybe we won’t be able to do anything.” 
 
    “We haven’t been able to,” Lilah admitted, “but that’s not to say that you might not have better luck, Jake. We don’t know what an amalgamage is capable of. Not after they’ve been gone from our world for so long.” 
 
    I nodded. “If we can though, if I can, then the first thing the village could benefit from is having this barrier hedge act as more of a wall than, you know, a thick, magically enhanced bush—no offense meant.” 
 
    “I see,” Lilah said. “And you have some idea as to how you would make this so?” 
 
    I looked up at her in surprise. “Not a clue. I just have an idea of how it would look in my head. An aesthetic, kind of, but one that I think makes sense.” 
 
    “And these?” Nelri asked, flipping back to the second sheet of parchment I had shown them. 
 
    “I got the idea for the watchtowers when I saw how skilled those younger elves were with their axes,” I said. “Magic is great, of course, and I’d be lying if I said that I haven’t had my mind completely rearranged so far as that goes. However, it might be wise for us not to put all our eggs in one supernatural basket, if you follow me.” 
 
    “You mean you think we should build these towers, don’t you?” Lilah said. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” I said. “Those guys who were cutting down the trees on the edge of the forest—are they any good at carpentry?” 
 
    “Elves are a creative people,” Lilah said in a way that told me she was being modest. “We know practically all there is to know about trees and wood. We don’t cut trees down for no reason. When we do, we make sure we use every part of them.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “We should build the watchtowers at strategic points around the inside of the boundary hedge. How far can the average elf archer shoot an arrow?”  
 
    “Our hunting bows have sixty-pound draws,” Lilah said. “A nature elf can confidently pick a bird out of the sky at three-hundred yards with it.” 
 
    “Firstly, wow,” I said. “Secondly, that’s good to know. I’ll have to walk the interior of the boundary hedge and make a few calculations, but we should be able to cover the whole village fairly easily.” 
 
    Lilah grinned and even the more taciturn Nelri looked a little impressed. 
 
    “Okay,” Lilah said, “I agree with you thus far. The boundary hedge could use some bolstering, if possible. Building watchtowers shouldn’t prove too difficult for our carpenters, especially if we get as many villagers involved as we can.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “They don’t have to be works of art. They just need to be sturdy and have the capacity to hold at least two archers apiece. We can alter them, expand and upgrade them as time allows later on. I’ve sketched out a few of the dimensions for them already; square footage, rough stress tolerances, and…” 
 
    I trailed off when I saw that the two elf women were really smiling now. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s just that you may not be a natural warrior—” Nelri began. 
 
    “Or anything approaching a born woodsman,” Lilah said. 
 
    “Thanks very much,” I said. 
 
    “But it looks and sounds like this is what you were born to do,” Nelri said. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “This.” Lilah motioned to the sheets of parchment in front of us. “Drawing, sketching, measuring and theorizing. Your eyes light up when it comes to all this village planning.” 
 
    I snorted softly, feeling myself blush at the truth of her words. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “The fucking mayor of elf town, that’s me.” 
 
    Nelri and Lilah laughed. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised to see it happen,” Nelri said. “I wonder what else is ticking away inside that head of yours, hm, Jake Walker?” 
 
    Before I could stop myself, both the architecture grad and the real-time strategy video game nerd inside of me had opened their mouths and gushed forth. 
 
    “Now that you guys mention it, while we were standing on the hill at the top of the dell, as well as when we were walking through the streets, I was struck by a few ways that we might make the town a little better and more self-sufficient.” 
 
    Lilah’s eyes sparkled. “And?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly—then I gasped. “With magic… Holy shit, with magic we could erect buildings traditionally and then enhance them with enchantments and spells. We could construct them with solid bones of stone and wood and then augment them with occult changes.” 
 
    My mind raced. A bright new vision of what the village could look like with a little planning and hard work was unfolding in my mind’s eye. The idea that creativity might run riot even more than usual with the careful application of magic was one that I found hitting my senses like good bourbon: intoxicating, heady, and moreish. 
 
    “The first thing we should do is clear the river and make it strong like you told me it once was,” I said, standing up from the table and pacing around the room. “With that flowing better, we’ll get fish living here again. We’ll also be able to divert a little of it to the gardens and fields—I’m thinking a simplistic design of gates and miniature dams might work a treat. Building a simple system means only a few elves need to mind it. It’ll free countless others up for other tasks. Hunting and crafting and building. Speaking of building, we’ll need to fix up some of the older and derelict houses. If we manage to save Nelri’s people, we’ll be taking on refugees, which would be great in a way, as it would mean more labor and help. We could also—” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, Jake,” Nelri said, holding up her hands. “First we must start with the wall, yes? And then we must help my people in their strife. With every passing hour… Well, who knows what the ogres have done or are doing.” 
 
    “Nelri is right, Jake,” Lilah said. “We must first bolster the defenses as well as we are able and get the construction of the watchtowers underway. Then, we make haste to the dungeon of Nelri’s people.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, of course. Sorry, I just get swept up in all that stuff—I find it so interesting.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Nelri said, “but now we must make haste to see if you can work your magic on the boundary hedge. Once you have done all you can on that score, we’ll take off and see if we can’t free my people.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, following Lilah to the door, “but I’ve got one small request before we do that.” 
 
    “What’s that, Jake?” Lilah asked as she closed the door of her cottage behind us. 
 
    I plucked at the front of my plaid shirt. “Any chance I could get some new threads? I wouldn’t mind blending in a little more, you know. I might not have the pointy ears, but nothing screams ‘tourist’ like the only guy wearing designer jeans and a pair of Doc Martens.” 
 
    Lilah laughed and looped her arm around my waist. 
 
    “I thought you might make such a request, so I talked to one of the tailors in the village before we left. She has seen you already, though you might not have noticed her. Your new garments will be ready by the time we return from our travels to Nelri’s dungeon.” 
 
    “If we return,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Instead of worrying about what you cannot control, Jake,” she said, squeezing my arm, “shift your energy to what you can create.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “Lead me to the nearest section of the boundary hedge. This is no time for me to be playing the fucking negative Nancy. We’ll strengthen the barrier, I’ll sketch out plans and measurements for the carpenters, we’ll go and kick the shit out of the ogres that are giving Nelri’s people trouble, then I’ll come back here and get my new clothes, and I’ll look vivacious and hot as shit afterward.” 
 
    Nelri and Lilah laughed. 
 
    “And if it plays out as easily as that,” Nelri said, “I’ll be a moon rabbit’s uncle.”     
 
    When we got to the gently pulsating boundary fence, I didn’t have the slightest clue as to what I was going to do. I truly didn’t know. Happily though, I had a lot in common with most bureaucrats in one key respect: I wasn’t the kind of guy who let a little ignorance get in the way of his forward progress. 
 
    I did what came naturally, what felt right. I buried my hands, not in the leaves of the hedge, but in the soil at its base. I gasped and scrunched my eyes closed as variegated colors assaulted my vision. Instantly, as if my fingers had been made from metal and I’d just stuffed them into a power socket, I became aware of the incredible store of intrinsic magic inside the boundary hedge. 
 
    “It’s a fucking veritable reservoir of nature magic,” I muttered, though whether I said it aloud or in the privacy of my own head, I couldn’t be sure.  
 
    There wasn’t just enough magic inside this great entity to do what I had planned. There was also, with some careful and time-consuming exploration, more than enough magic to help me craft and upgrade other buildings. It was latent magic, which hadn’t been activated for some time. It seemed that, while the hedge had grown weaker, it had never actually lost its magic—it had just ‘turned off’ more and more over time. 
 
    How I knew this was something I couldn’t explain, but knew it I did. 
 
    Still, Nelri and her people were waiting on us, so I forced myself to focus. 
 
    Using my mind and the natural affinity I felt for this magic, it was simple to reorder the energy within the boundary hedge in such a way that it took on the dimensions and appearance I had come up with in my head. 
 
    I heard Nelri and Lilah gasp behind me. I opened my eyes. 
 
    The boundary hedge was glowing with the sort of bright green intensity normally reserved for something that had just been dipped in a nuclear reactor. I stood, a little too quickly as it turned out, because my head swam and I staggered a step. 
 
    “By the Evergreen Sentinels…” Lilah whispered. 
 
    The boundary hedge had doubled in height so that it was at least thirty feet high now. It had thickened, too. That was only the start of it, though. A latticework of interwoven branches had covered the hedge, so that it looked like the spooky glowing leaves were enmeshed within a natural cage. A moment later, and the unevenly sized and spaced gaps between these wooden cage bars filled in with a thick armor-like bark; slippery and as hard as century-old oak. 
 
    “He’s much more powerful than most wood elves,” Nelri said from behind me. 
 
    Lilah murmured her agreement. 
 
    “With your help, Jake, we really might be able to save my people,” Nelri said as I turned from the hedge to find the two elf women staring at me. “But we need to move—now.” 
 
    I nodded, then turned to face Lilah. 
 
    “Show me to the carpenters,” I said. “I’ll give them the basic sketches and measurements so that they can cut the wood. Hopefully, they have an enchantment in their repertoire that can season the wood double-time. That will make a big difference.” 
 
    Lilah grabbed me by the arm and smiled as she started to tow me toward the village center. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Jake,” she said, “after what you just did to the boundary hedge, you’re going to find that my people are falling over themselves to help you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The conversation with the carpenters went as smoothly as Lilah had predicted. They seemed extremely capable men and women, and I left them with a few rough sketches that they said they could interpret with ease. 
 
    When it came down to it, I had never technically had any of my numerous designs built in the real world, having not had the time to land a job with a real architectural firm. But I was confident in my skills, having always been praised by my teachers and assured that the concepts I had come up with would work in the real world. 
 
    Most importantly, I backed myself. I had always been a firm believer in doing that. If you weren’t going to believe in yourself, why the hell should anyone else? 
 
    With that taken care of, Lilah, Nelri, and I grabbed some provisions and took to the forest once more. All of a sudden, there was a whole other reason why I hoped we would come through whatever trial lay ahead unscathed. Obviously, I was keen not to get killed; it put a hell of a dent in your social life for one thing. There was a lot of exciting stuff happening back at the village now and, somehow or other, I was in the thick of it.  
 
    During the start of our journey, Nelri quizzed me with great interest on all aspects of my life back on Earth. She was more chatty, more open in the information she divulged to me when I asked her questions, than she had been when we had first rescued her. I got the impression that my drafting skills, interests in architecture and planning, as well as my rudimentary but, apparently, powerful magical talents had endeared me to her. 
 
    In fact, it wasn’t long, only a few hours since we left the nature elves’ hamlet, before I got the outright impression that things had taken a flirty turn. As soon as I made this unexpected admission to myself, that Nelri was, to all intents and purposes, hitting on me, Lilah cleared her throat. 
 
    Ah, crap, she’s noticed that Nelri has been running some game on me and now shit’s about to get weird, I thought. 
 
    How wrong I was. They sure as hell made womenfolk different in Tavalon, I could tell that much. Lilah gave Nelri and myself a knowing look and then said, as cool as a cucumber, “I’m going to scout ahead. It would be advantageous for the pair of you to stay here. I know the lands within a day’s march of my home well, and can move more quickly on my own. You two get to know one another. Perhaps Nelri can educate you on dark magic, Jake?” 
 
    Nelri shot a swallow-swift grin at Lilah, her purple eyes glowing. Distantly, far away but coming closer, I heard a rumble of thunder. 
 
    “Yes,” Nelri said, bowing her head politely to Lilah, “and perhaps you can fill me in in other ways, Jake?” 
 
    I tried to say something witty and casual, as my brain tried to deal with that obvious double entendre, and failed. 
 
    Lilah shook her head and winked at me. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 
 
    While my brain tried to fend for itself after hearing that one, Lilah vanished in a twinkling into the trees. 
 
    “Did she mean what I think she just—” I started to say. 
 
    “You know,” Nelri said in a voice that leaned toward coy, “you’ll need to be as strong as possible before we arrive at my dungeon—for both yourself and for me.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking I should get stronger before another meeting with the ogres and their buddies,” I said. “What I didn’t realize though, is that I would be doing it for you.” 
 
    “Well,” Nelri said, sidling toward me head-on, “I meant for my people. I need you to be as skilled and formidable as you can so their chances of survival are as high as possible. What we’re about to do won’t be easy. We must survive, so that they survive. More hinges on this mission than just our lives.” 
 
    “I see,” I said. 
 
    And, as she put her hand on my chest, I really did see. I saw what she was getting at, and I liked it. However, it was—or had been—the twenty-first century, and I didn’t want to get my wires crossed and land my ass in some sort of awkward position.  
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that you and I need to…” I said.  
 
    “You’re going to need more than nature magic,” Nelri said, x-raying me with those deep purple eyes of hers. “You’re going to need dark magic too.” 
 
    She held out her hand and conjured a purple flame into existence. It gave off a soft heat, similar to that of a light bulb that has been on for a few hours. Nelri made a gesture with her other hand, and the flame slowed in its flickering dance and then froze, frosting over until it was as solid as ice. Then, with nothing more than a wink, she turned the frozen flame into mist, and the purple fire evaporated into nothing. 
 
    “Dark magic is unruly,” Nelri whispered. “The key to harnessing it and using it to do great things is to have a mind that is still and empty, even in the midst of casting outlandish enchantments, the way the eye of a tornado must feel, moving sedately along in the middle of a surrounding madness and destruction. If you are an amalgamage and are capable of learning or touching different kinds of magic, then I will teach you, spar with you, and train you in the art of using it.”   
 
    “Right, I see,” I said. “And, to do that, we’re going to need to—” 
 
    “Commune, yes,” she purred as her hand ran up my chest and slipped over my shoulder. 
 
    I reached out and looped my own arm around Nelri’s waist and pulled her close to me. I felt the tense hardness of her body under my fingers. I felt her tremble slightly with anticipation as I ran my hand up her spine. Her raven hair tickled my nose as she pressed herself to me. 
 
    “Tell me, Jake Walker,” she said, “do you Earthlings have anything against… Well, what I mean to say is that we dark elves enjoy coupling that is somewhat, um, vigorous. I hope that’s not something you find disagreeable.” 
 
    Holding her by the upper arms, I gently pushed Nelri away from me so that I could look into her purple eyes. I smiled. 
 
    “Are you asking me if I like to fuck nasty?” I asked. 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow at me. “I was going to ask you, more generally, whether you thought the act of coupling itself was dirty.” 
 
    My smile broadened. “Only when it’s done right,” I murmured. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nelri’s eyes lit with desire. With purposeful slowness, she pushed herself away from the embrace I had her trapped in, reached up, grasped the back of her leather shirt by its hood, and pulled it over her head. 
 
    There was a lot to be said for the slow reveal, and Nelri’s disrobing set a lion to roaring in my chest and ignited the fires of desire in my veins. 
 
    Before I could get to grips with her perfect tits, Nelri pounced at me and kissed me on the lips. I groaned in my throat as her cunning tongue entered my mouth. Through my half closed eyelids, I saw the dim twilight of the ominous sky showing through the tangled mess of tree branches above. They swayed and shifted, while the sound of the gathering wind moving through the heavy, foliage-rich boughs was like the constant sighing of some distant ocean. 
 
    We broke apart after some time, and I was afforded a view of Nelri’s half-naked form. Her breasts were perfect. They were the perfect size, the perfect shape—hell, they were probably the perfect weight in the hand if I was any judge. They sat on her chest with a firmness I might have attributed to magic.  
 
    Nelri ran her fingernails down her breasts, dragging my eyes with them. Her dark purple nipples hardened as her nails skimmed over them and as she watched me feast my eyes on her. The swell of her breasts was complemented by the contrast of her flat, toned stomach. 
 
    “You like what you see, Jake, yes?” she asked, looking at me from under her long lashes. 
 
    “Uuuuuh, yeah,” I said. “Yeah. You could say that.” 
 
    She was so lean I could discern the vague outlines of her abdominal muscles under the pale skin of her stomach. I followed these contours down to her sharp, jutting hip bones, my eyes pulled ever down, down, down until the glorious view was impeded by a rather pesky pair of pants. 
 
    Nelri stepped toward me again, reached out, and started rubbing my prick through the front of my jeans. My cock ached as she pulled my head down so she could kiss me again. Our tongues explored each other’s mouths. Nelri’s lips were warm and eager, her kisses hungry and almost brutal, her breath already coming in little snatched gasps from between her teeth and ardent lips. 
 
    Emboldened, I reached out and grabbed her by her worn leather knife belt. After a few seconds of fruitless, clumsy tugging, Nelri laughed and swatted my hands away.  
 
    “For an individual who showed so much promise with his hands, you’re all thumbs now,” she said. 
 
    “It must be all that arduous and draining toil I did for the good of others,” I murmured theatrically. “Or, maybe, it’s because I’m really a man of the old school, and I feel so gosh darn awkward that all this is happening out in the woods, instead of after a nice five-course meal and a rom-com!”  
 
    I put a theatrical hand to my head and pretended to swoon. 
 
    “Rom-com?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “It’s basically the film version of champagne and oysters,” I said. “If the correct rom-com is deployed, and mixed with the correct amount of alcohol, it’s a surefire panty-dropper.” 
 
    Nelri snorted and swatted me on the chest with the back of her hand. 
 
    “I know we understand one another,” she said, “but I swear you’re speaking a different language.” 
 
    She kissed me again. Tongues darting, teeth nipping. After what might have been seconds or a good five minutes, we broke apart. We were breathless. Nelri regarded me through her long lashes, her fingers twisting through my unruly hair as if she couldn’t decide whether she wanted to pull it or stroke it. 
 
    I could have gone for a little pulling at that point. I was feeling pretty ready to go. 
 
    We were on a tipping point, and I relished it. We were on the cusp of diving down into a well of depravity, and the longer we lingered on the lip of it, the sweeter the fall would be. The fact that Nelri was so turned on was like a match hovering over a line of gunpowder that led directly to my cock and balls, and I ached for that match to be dropped. 
 
    We kissed again. Harder this time. More earnest. Teeth clacking together as we all but face-butted each other. She pressed against me so hard I felt her erect nipples through my shirt. I gasped as I found myself with my back pressed against the rough bark of a tree. 
 
    “You’re an exceptionally beautiful woman, Nelri,” I said as we broke apart. The purple skin of her back was as soft as silk under my fingertips. “Beautiful and, I’m getting the feeling, possessed of a sexual appetite that might put mine to shame.” 
 
    “Hmm, I believe you might be correct on that score,” she said. “But, you did miss one thing.” 
 
    Her hand slid down my chest. It was only when she reached the bottom of my shirt that I realized her clever fingers had undone all my buttons without me noticing. Tentatively, her hand squeezed under my belt and into my pants. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I murmured, kissing the corner of her mouth. “What’s that?”  
 
    “I’m devilishly dangerous too!” she said. 
 
     With a burst of power that showcased her upper body strength, Nelri tossed me over her hip in a textbook throw. Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t have countered it. But why the hell would I have wanted to stop her? It was obvious where this was leading, and I desperately wanted us to get there. 
 
    I landed hard on my back and found that the cunning topless dark elf had stripped me of my unbuttoned shirt. I pushed myself  up onto my elbows on the forest floor and reached out with a hand to pull her down next to me, but Nelri pushed me back down with one bare foot on my chest. 
 
    “Wait,” she purred as she unbuckled her belt with its well-used dagger set with a purple stone.  “I’m the elf, and I’ll be leading this little endeavor of ours.” 
 
    The tight, leather pants dropped to the ground, the dagger belt clinking on a stone, and she stepped daintily out of  them and then kicked them away. 
 
    I swallowed.  
 
    I was left, lying flat on my back, to regard one of the sexiest women I had ever had the good fortune to see naked. Nelri was drop-dead gorgeous—every last inch of her—but what heightened the intense atmosphere was that we were in the woods, where any random woodcutter or hunter might stumble across us. Not that I thought that likely, but the added chance of being spied on added a frisson of danger to the whole thing. 
 
    As I gazed at Nelri’s naked form, she cupped a breast and toyed with the dark purple nipple. She hissed in pleasure as she pinched it between her forefinger and thumb, twisting it. 
 
    “Why don’t you bring that sensational pair of tits down here?” I asked, my voice coming out in a strained whisper. 
 
    “And what are you going to do with them if I do, Jake Walker?” Nelri said, her hand sliding across her ample chest so that she could twist and toy with her other nipple. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure,” I said, “but I do know that biting, licking and sucking are going to play a pivotal role in the proceedings.” 
 
    Nelri laughed; a raunchy, husky chuckle. 
 
    “So, Jake, are you ready to bed your first dark elf?” she asked in a sultry voice. 
 
    I was given a unique perspective of the elven woman standing over me, seeing as I was still on the ground and her foot rested on my chest. My gaze started at her beautiful bare feet, traveled up her slim, purple-skinned legs, and were drawn to the tiny line of black hair that sat like a garnish at the top of her pussy. 
 
    I couldn’t help imagining what it might feel like to slip my cock between the velvety folds, to thrust upward as hard as I could, over and over again, until I blew my load deep inside her. I couldn’t help but speculate on how her pussy might taste, how wet it might already be. 
 
    I drew in a shuddering breath, losing myself in the moment, just for an instant. 
 
    “Holy fucking shit, I don’t recall being more ready for anything in my life,” I said. 
 
    With a grunt of satisfaction, Nelri took her foot from my chest. 
 
    “Expressively put,” she said, her eyes filled with wanton longing and fixed on mine. “Now, you’re going to stay there on the ground and remove your pants, and while you do that with your hands, you’re going to use your lips and tongue to eat my pussy.” 
 
    Nelri stepped up so that one bare foot lay to either side of my head and then lowered herself onto my face with a stripper’s poise and accuracy. 
 
     As my face was crushed into the hot wetness of Nelri’s crotch, I reached down and almost tore my belt in half in my haste to unbuckle it. Somehow, with her warm, juicy slit rubbing against my mouth and nose so that my senses were full of the smell of her musk, I managed to get my fingers under control and fumble my belt open. 
 
    Nelri’s hand reached backward and began to rub at my prick with a delightful harshness. 
 
    While I hurried to peel my cursed jeans off, Nelri ground her pussy into my face, rubbing it against my chin as I slurped and lapped at her slit. While she fucked my face, she leaned back, tilting her head up to the forest canopy and moaning. 
 
    My cock was rock hard as I kicked off my boots and struggled out of my pants and underwear. A loose stone dug into my ass cheek, but I barely felt it as I chowed down on Nelri’s pussy, which was getting wetter and wetter from a combination of my saliva and her arousal. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it. Stick your tongue in as far as you can! Yes, that’s right! Yes!” Nelri said. 
 
    She turned so that she was now facing the other direction and her clit was in easy reach of my mouth. 
 
    Nelri elevated herself a little so that she could see my face between her legs, and her smoldering gaze, sliding up the ridges of my stomach and over my chest, locked with mine. 
 
    “You’ll find that we dark elves are a race that finds it hard to receive without also giving,” she said. 
 
    The view of her pretty face looking at me from between her epic tits showed me that she was grinning.  
 
    “Talk is all very good,” I said, “but the proof is—” 
 
    The witty ending to my sentence was lost forever, as Nelri opened her mouth and engulfed my cock in her wonderful slippery mouth. 
 
    I gripped her by the ass cheeks and pulled her hard down against me so I could kiss and tongue her slit. The red haze of rampant lust urged me to discard all other cares in the world until I had dealt with the pressing need to get my rocks off. 
 
    I lost myself as the pair of us enjoyed that particularly intimate sex act known as dinner for two or, more commonly, the 69er. 
 
    If there was anything sexier than chowing down on a girl at the same time as she was playing your skin flute, I couldn’t think of it. We stayed locked together in this upside-down spooning position for a glorious while, the only sounds being my lips as they slurped on Nelri’s soaking sex and the occasional gagging as my diamond-hard dick hit the back of Nelri’s throat. 
 
    When the mood took me, or Nelri’s ministrations became just too damn much for me, I would gasp and reach down to hold her head so I could more easily and better fuck her mouth. My cock hit the back of her throat every now and again, as she bobbed up and down on it, causing her to gag and splutter. 
 
    Without ceasing her deep-throating cock sucking and with my prick still half in her mouth, Nelri peered up at me and let out a raunchy growl of satisfaction. There were tears running down her pretty face, and there was saliva all around her mouth and nose. She looked like a gorgeous professional slut. She looked like the cat that had gotten the cream. 
 
    Eventually, she extricated my rod from her mouth. “I believe it’s time to increase our pace,” she said while continuing to slide her hand up and down my cock.  
 
    “Just tell me where you want me,” I said in a husky voice, my breath coming hard and fast through my nose. At the mere mention of filling her up, my nuts began to tingle with anticipation. I couldn’t wait to slide my throbbing cock into her and fuck her as hard as it sounded like she wanted it. 
 
    Outside of the Torrwood, the weather sounded as if it was picking up. What had started as a steady wind had now progressed into something that made me think a storm was on its way. The thick canopy above us shook and swayed as the strengthening breeze blew clear across it. Leaves of all shapes, sizes, and colors rained down, accompanied by the music of distant thunder. 
 
    Briefly, I wondered where Lilah was, but it didn’t take long to remember she was a damned nature elf, and if there was anyone who knew a trick or two for staying dry during a storm, it was her. 
 
    Yeah, it sounded like it was getting rough out there in the open, but down where we were, sheltered from the growing wrath of the tempest, the air was still, calm, and pleasantly balmy. 
 
    The two of us stood, brushing twigs and leaves from our bodies. We panted, our mouths slick with saliva and other bodily fluids. We stared into each other’s eyes, waiting to see who would make the next move. 
 
    “Come here,” Nelri said softly, not taking her eyes from mine. “I want you to touch me. I want you to tease me. Get fully acquainted with my body before you have your way with me.” 
 
    I looked her up and down, from toes to crown, my eyes lingering on those parts of her I wanted most badly to play with. She was a beautiful sight, the contours of her gleaming purple and perfect body drawing my gaze like a flame draws moths. 
 
    I stepped toward her, grasped her by the shoulders and, with firmness that elicited a delighted gasp from her, spun her around and forced her forward until she was up against a tree. With a mewl of longing, Nelri put her hands on the trunk to support herself, stuck her ass out toward me, and surrendered herself to me. 
 
    My hands slipped down her shoulders and cupped her firm breasts. My thumbs played around her stiffening nipples. I squeezed and fondled them, grabbing and pawing so that she moaned low in her throat. 
 
    Nelri let out a groan as my hands moved across her skin, kneading at the muscles of her neck and back in a soft and subtle massage. 
 
    “What clever and mischievous hands you have, Jake Walker,” she whispered, one of her hands reaching behind her so that she could grasp my shaft and continue jacking me off as I teased her. She took a step backward, all the better to rub her full ass against my dick. She held my cock in her hand and pressed it to her pussy lips before pulling forward once more.  
 
    My hands moved down her spine, my fingers working and pressing hard into the defined muscles of her back. When I reached the top of her ass, I massaged her hips and then, with the tips of my fingers, ran my hands around to the front of her thighs. 
 
    She groaned, and her hand jacked away at me harder, pumping up and down in a rhythm and speed that I thought hinted at how she’d like to be fucked. 
 
    My hand paused, gently covering the mound of her pussy. I dragged the moment out for as long as I could. 
 
    “Come on, I want a part of you inside of me at least,” Nelri growled.  
 
    My entire world narrowed down, and I lost myself in the erotic joy of Nelri’s body as I ran my fingers in and out of her. Her breath quickened after a while, and her stomach began to clench. I slipped two fingers inside her and moved them in a come hither motion, stroking and probing as I rubbed her clit with my thumb.   
 
    I spun her around once more so that we were face-to-face, noses almost touching. Below the belt line, my cock was pressed against her thigh, almost as if it was seeking for her pussy of its own accord. 
 
    I picked her up. Her legs wrapped around my waist.  My cock pressed against my abdomen, squashed against the intense warm wetness of Nelri’s pussy. Her purple eyes were locked on my face, and she occasionally darted in to kiss me, quick as a falling gannet. She moaned in a voice that spoke of a deep wanton longing. 
 
    I placed her on top of a large mound of moss that gave under her weight like a cushioned sofa. 
 
    She was an electrifying sight; the stern and serious, deadly, and ravishing elf sitting on top of the cushioned moss, her legs parted, leaning back on her elbows to steady herself. Having her pussy on full display, and her liquid purple eyes burning with unadulterated lust, was more than enough to ensure I was granite from the waist down and the knees up. 
 
    Her legs opened wide, as wide as she could spread them, and I saw how wet she was, how ready. 
 
    “Get to work,” she purred. She didn’t take her eyes from my face, but she shifted around on the moss to get even more comfortable, her ass wiggling in a distracting manner. 
 
    I swallowed. “You got it.” 
 
    Nelri held out a hand and pointed a finger at my huge erection. “Give it to me now, human,” she said, in a commanding tone. 
 
     Stepping forward, I took my dick in my hand and pressed it to the opening of Nelri’s pussy. I rubbed the tip up and down her slippery folds, teasing out the moment of entry for as long as I could bear it. The moss was at the perfect height for me, and when I pressed my legs against it, it was soft and yielding against my knees. In truth, I doubted I would have noticed if it had the same give and comfort as a barbed wire fence. 
 
    “Permission to come aboard, wise elven teacher?” I said, leaning forward so I was able to nip at the tips of her pointed elven ears as I spoke into them.  
 
    Nelri let loose a breathy moan that managed to be somehow arousing, submissive, and horny all at the same time. 
 
    “Jake Walker, you can cum any place that pleases you,” she said. 
 
    I ran the tip of my prick up and down the slit of Nelri’s sex again. Her juices were in full flow now.  
 
    Nelri moaned and writhed, reaching out to try and pull me into her, but I swatted her hands away as I diligently and patiently tried to steer her toward her first orgasm without even entering her. As I heard her breath quicken and felt her stomach and thigh muscles clench, I slipped two fingers inside her, pushing them in deep while my thumb tickled her asshole. 
 
    Within a few moments, her back bowed and she cried out, her voice echoing through the wild Torrwood, bouncing from bole to bole until her ecstatic yells were swallowed by the forest. 
 
    “Aaaah, sweet stars above, Jake, how did you... That was so fucking... Just, please, fuck me and just–just–please, now!” she said, in a garbled croak. 
 
    I stood at the foot of the moss that she was laid out on. My breath caught as she hooked her feet against my ass cheeks and used them to pull me toward her. Waves of hot lust emanated out from her like heat from a sunbaked rock. I twitched and grew even harder. My skin tingled all over with anticipation. I bared my teeth in a snarling smile. 
 
    “You asked for it,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Nelri breathed. “Yes, yes, yes, I did.” 
 
    With a sensuousness that pulled a groan of longing from my throat, Nelri slipped a finger into her soaking slit and looked at me from under her half-closed eyelids. 
 
    “Right here,” she said. 
 
    As she watched me begin to pant like a damned dog, she slipped another digit into her glorious sex. Then Nelri’s hand shot up and grasped me by the shaft, her fingers squeezing hard, almost to the point of it being painful. With a brutish force that belied her petite physique, she pulled me right up to her, jamming my prick hard against her crotch and bucking forward as she did. 
 
    “Take me,” Nelri said. There was a faint note of pleading in her voice. 
 
    I reached out and grabbed her by the ankles and slid into her. 
 
    Nelri cried out, wrenched her ankles out of my grip, wrapped her legs around me, and pulled me toward her. Her face was contorted with an animal need for fulfillment. She had thrown every last inhibition to the wind like a bucket of ash. Her intense and piercing eyes were full of a lust and hunger that I had rarely seen before. Her lips were parted and slick with saliva. As I thrust into her again, she bit the bottom one and groaned. 
 
    Her want and need for me was so evident it goaded me to greater exertions, as I began pumping into her as if she had all the feelings of a sex doll. 
 
    Nelri cried out with delight, and I gasped at the tight and pleasurable sensation that her pussy delivered. Nelri was one of those women who was filthy-minded and eager; a combination any male would have found hot and exciting. 
 
    Nelri bucked up against me as I plowed into her, her pelvis grinding into the bottom of my abdomen as I fucked her like I was a prisoner, and she was my conjugal date. Her breath whistled through her bared teeth in a high-pitched moan as she stared up at the dancing tree limbs above us. 
 
    “That’s it,” she said in a strained voice, slapping me hard on the thigh like I was a racehorse heading down the home straight. “That’s it, human. That’s what I wanted. Mmmmm, yes! I want more though. Give me more, Jake. Fill me up!” 
 
    We fucked like that, Nelri on her back on the moss with her legs pointing up at the clouds and me standing between them, grasping them by the ankles, having managed to grab them once again. 
 
    The storm blew harder and harder up above in the world beyond the tossing tops of the trees, whipping branches and sending a steady rain of multicolored leaves falling. That world had ceased to matter. All that concerned me, all that was real to me, was that moment there and then. 
 
    Nelri reached out and clawed at my chest, and then slapped me with the tips of her fingers. The blow wasn’t a hard one, but it knocked me out of the blissful, engrossed state I had been occupying. 
 
    “I want you in my mouth, I want to taste myself on the tip of your cock,” she said, her words coming out slurred in the height of her passion. 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” I said more than a little breathlessly. Feeling the hot flush of where she had slapped me rising on my face. 
 
    I stood and put one foot on the mossy bush, testing my weight before I committed. Nelri sat up and leaned forward, grabbing my ass cheeks so she could pull me toward her, as close to her as she could. I felt my cock engulfed by a fantastic, slippery warmth, and I realized Nelri had taken my whole shaft down her throat with all the skill and lack of care as a sword swallower. 
 
    “Man alive, that feels fucking amazing!” I said, my voice hoarse with the ring of truth. 
 
    Nelri gagged and sucked on me for a while until she pulled my prick out of her mouth with a wet pop. 
 
    “Now, Jake Walker, it’s time for you to finish what we started,” Nelri said, her eyes blazing, strings of saliva connecting her mouth to my cock. “It’s time for you to become the monster.” 
 
    “Lie your ass back,” I said, grabbing her by the hair and kissing her. “Lie the fuck back.” 
 
    Nelri did as she was told and lay back on the mossy bush, her head almost hanging off the end of it. Her legs were spread as wide as they would go, and her pussy lips gaped at me. It was a view many men could only dream of. 
 
    “Come on, do it, please!” Nelri said. “Please, Jake! Finish it. Fill me with your seed. Cover me!” 
 
    I leaned forward, kissing and biting at her exposed throat and breasts. Nelri writhed against me, our bodies slick with saliva and her juices, and she grasped my dick in her warm, sure grip and guided me into her once more. We cried out in mutual gratification as I pushed myself into her as far as I could go, as hard as I could. My balls slapped against her asscrack, and Nelri’s back arched as my shaft sunk deep into her. 
 
    I slid my hands upward, skin hissing against skin, and took one of her perfect breasts in each hand. I twisted her nipples and felt them grow hard under my fingers. When I released her tits, so I could grasp her by the hips, I saw her lovely purple nipples sticking out. 
 
    The feeling of her sweaty, sticky body against my own tingling skin drove me wild. I spanked her ass once, twice, three times, and she let out a panting laugh. I grabbed her by the nape of the neck and pulled her face up to meet mine, kissing her sloppily while she ran her nails along my shoulder blades and down my back. 
 
    With a growl of longing, I thrust deep into her and pumped vigorously away, as if our lives depended on us getting off. Nelri cried out in delight, and she fell back with her arms dangling over the edge of the soft and yielding moss. 
 
    “Mmhhmm, mmmm,” she moaned as I stuck my fingers in her mouth. She started sucking on them like they were an extension of my cock. 
 
    She ground herself against me, the combination of our sweat, saliva, and Nelri’s own juices squelching as I jackhammered into her. 
 
    “That’s it,” she groaned around my fingers. “That’s right. Screw me like you mean it! Teach me a lesson. Cum for me, Jake.” 
 
    The feeling of her hard, athletic body under my hands drove me crazy. My fingers slipped out of her mouth, and I grasped her around her throat, softly choking her, while she murmured and hissed at me in approval, egging me on. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” Nelri whimpered, the word coming out every time I thumped into her. “Yes! Become a monster!” 
 
    I leaned forward, took one of her nipples in my mouth, and bit down on it. She cried out, but begged for more. My hand wrapped around her throat and squeezed until her eyes bulged in her head, and yet she still urged me on. 
 
    We fucked like this for what seemed a glorious age. I grabbed her by her hips, all the better to penetrate her as deeply as I could, ramming my cock into her again and again and again. My thrusts were so hard that I felt like I would fracture every bone in her body, but Nelri didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she loved it.  
 
    Everything faded away as the two of us became enmeshed in the here and the now. 
 
    Nelri rubbed at her clit ferociusly, groaning and leaning her head back against the strange moss-like bush. Her legs spread, and she rubbed harder at herself. Her small, dexterous hand moved from her clit and up to her mouth, and she tasted the juices that covered her fingers. 
 
    Nelri’s howls and moans of pleasure mingled with the bellowing breath of the wind outside in the world, as the storm built and built, mirroring the smaller, more localized storms that were building inside of our bodies. 
 
    “Oh hells, oh stars above, oh all encompassing darkness, that’s it, yes!” Nelri screamed as she reached up with one hand and squeezed and clawed and pawed like a frantic animal at my chest muscles. 
 
    Every muscle in Nelri’s stomach and legs tensed up. 
 
    “Here… I… go,” she said in a voice that sat on the fence that divided pleasure and pain. 
 
    And Nelri came, climaxing in a quivering bundle of little shrieks and cries. Her mouth was contorted in a snarl of rapture. 
 
    With a primal exhalation of building and banked orgasmic rapture, I rammed my cock into Nelri’s pussy, plunging it into her like a hand being thrust into the most well-designed, closely-fitting glove ever made. 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped as my mind went black and white and random colors and patterns flashed through my head. “Shit!” 
 
    I jerked and bucked as my seed blasted into her. I had heard of people going weak at the knees, but it was the first time I actually experienced the sensation, as my knees buckled under the strain and intensity of my orgasm. 
 
    With no energy left to stand, I collapsed on top of Nelri. After a few moments of heavy breathing and then light laughter, I rolled over so I was lying beside her. 
 
    Nelri sighed. “That… That was… That was really…” Her sentence trailed away into a string of overcome giggles and sighs. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “it sure fucking was. So good it felt like we were kicking death in the ass while singing or something.” 
 
    Nelri propped herself up on one elbow and laughed. Her black hair was a tousled mess of shadowy flame across her gorgeous face. 
 
    “Kicking death in the ass,” she repeated. “Well, let’s hope we can continue that trend as our journey progresses, hm?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lilah returned just as Nelri and I were pulling on our boots. I couldn’t help but wonder whether she had been laid up somewhere nearby while she watched us. It was an intriguing thought, one that didn’t bother me in the slightest. I inevitably pondered how open-minded elves were when it came to things like threesomes… 
 
    I was stirred from this line of thinking by Lilah reaching up and pulling a small stick from my tangled hair.  
 
    “Ah, thanks,” I said. “Didn’t see that one.” 
 
    Lilah gave me a once over and clapped me on the shoulder. Then she turned to Nelri. “There’s something I need to show you. Something I need to show both of you.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, not liking how grave her voice sounded. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Lilah shot a look over her shoulder as she led the way into the trees. “I scouted a little further ahead, and when I saw what I saw… Well, let’s just say there’s precious little about it that could be considered good. Stay with me and move as silently as you can. The last thing we need is to stumble across some of the opposition’s scouts.” 
 
    “Opposition?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    The gradient of the forest floor changed, becoming more sloped as we pushed our way through the thick undergrowth in silence. I was getting better at moving less like a herd of elephants through the woods as time went on, but I still couldn’t match the two elves, who were almost completely silent in their movements. 
 
    We stepped out of the trees, and I saw that the ground had been rising for a reason. We had emerged onto the top of a low cliff that jutted from the forest floor. Lilah motioned for us to get down, and the three of us dropped to our bellies so we wouldn’t show up against the sky. Adopting the tried and tested army crawl, we wormed our way up to the edge of the precipice. Inch by cautious inch we crept up to the brink, slowly raised our heads, and peered out onto the clearing below. 
 
    “Fuck me, would you look at that,” I whispered.  
 
    I hadn’t been expecting to like what I saw. I suspected Lilah’s warning had to do with ogres. Something, anything regarding the foul creatures. They were just bad news like that. 
 
    I had figured a contingent of a couple of dozen or so must have shown up, which was why Lilah had been so intent on us not being spotted. 
 
    Down below, scattered across the clearing they had made by cutting down every living thing around them, I saw not dozens of ogres, but hundreds. Next to me, Nelri was wide-eyed and her mouth hung ajar. 
 
    “It’s… It’s…” she said.  
 
    “It’s an army,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah whispered. “Yes, it is. And if you look closely, you can see that each individual ogre looks like they’re imbued with a form of magic.” 
 
    She was right. Although they were far away, it was possible to see that some of the ogres sported signs that they had been touched by beast magic—the striped tails and the large furred ears were a dead giveaway—as well as other kinds. 
 
    Campfires burned here and there throughout the gathering of tents and lean-tos, fingers of white smoke trailing up into the storm-racked sky due to the green wood that was being burned. The stink of the encampment was an almost physical thing, hanging as heavy as the smoke in the air. 
 
    “They’re not big advocates for bathing, then, ogres?” I asked as a gust of wind swirled the animal stench of the ogres around us. Thunder rumbled off in the distance, and I felt a couple of drops of rain spot my face. 
 
    Lilah chuckled. “I think it would be safe to say that personal grooming and hygiene are not high on the list of any ogres.” 
 
    “They aren’t all ogres,” I said, pointing toward a cluster of shabby lean-tos that were little more than sticks laid with patched animal skins off to one side of the encampment. “Over there, it almost looks like there’s a breed of smaller ogres.” 
 
    “They’re goblins,” Nelri said, looking at where I had pointed. 
 
    “No shit,” I said, giving my head a shake. “Who would have thought it? They’re so similar to ogres, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Except for being about a quarter of the size, you mean?” Nelri said. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said, “apart from that. And their legs are so bandy they look like a pig could run through them without touching them.” 
 
    Nelri snorted. “Yes, they’re not renowned for their agility, goblins.” 
 
    “Apart from that though, they look pretty similar,” I said. “Same blue skin tone, same penchant for wearing clothes made from the skins of animals that look like they’ve only just been scooped out.” I squinted down at the goblins’ crappy camp. “Do they have pets with them?” 
 
    Dotted amongst the goblin area of the camp were some of the biggest damn dogs I’d ever seen. Due to us being as far away as we were, I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn they were small bears. 
 
    “Hellhounds,” Lilah hissed under her breath. 
 
    “Hellhounds?” I repeated. “They don’t sound friendly.” 
 
    Nelri sucked her teeth. “They’re not. Unless your definition of friendly is something being so pleased to see you that it literally tears you to pieces.” 
 
    “No,” I said in a cracked voice, looking down at the orangey-red hellhounds. “No, that’s not my definition of friendly.” 
 
    Lilah motioned for us to follow her and retreat back down the slope. Being as careful as we had been when we arrived, we backed away from the edge of the cliff. When we were out of sight of the clearing below, the three of us sat under the edge of the forest and watched the storm clouds massing. 
 
    “The hellhounds present a problem,” Nelri said. 
 
    “Yes, they do,” Lilah said. 
 
    “A problem beyond being torn to pieces, you mean?” I asked dryly. 
 
    “It’s a part of that overall problem, you might say,” Lilah said. “Hellhounds are one of the most capable tracking and hunting beasts on Tavalon. They can follow a trail that’s days old, and can track blood on the air like a shark can in water.” 
 
    “And, let me guess—they have the ears of a fox and the eyes of an owl?” I asked. 
 
    “Pfft, a fox might dream of having the ears of a hellhound,” Nelri said. “But anyone who banks on dreams when dealing with hellhounds already has one foot in the grave.” 
 
    “As for the eyes of an owl,” Lilah said. “That’s where hellhounds are lacking. Their eyesight is weak, but this doesn’t hinder them in their hunting. They inhabit dark, lonely places where the only things eyes are good for is playing tricks on the things unlucky enough to be their supper.”   
 
    I sighed. “So what with ogres taking center stage as the meanest, toughest motherfuckers out here, complete with being suffused with magic they shouldn’t have, backed up by their subservient goblin cousins, who happen to have a pack of bloodthirsty junkyard dogs as pets, things aren’t looking too good for us. Does that just about cover the situation?” 
 
    Lilah shook her head, and then pointed her chin at Nelri. “I’m willing to wager the dark elf can tell you something else that’ll only increase your optimism, Jake.” 
 
    “No,” I said, clapping both hands to my cheeks with thespian exaggeration. “Don’t tell me things get even better?” 
 
    Nelri grinned and sighed. “The clearing those savages have made by cutting down that valley grove, is precisely the path we want to take.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “Of course it i.s And while I may not be an old hand as far as dealing with ogres and their buds, I’m guessing we can’t fight our way through them?” 
 
    “Even if we had the whole village,” Lilah said, “we wouldn’t be able to overcome the forces arrayed below.” 
 
    “And there’s no other way to your dungeon?” I asked Nelri. 
 
    She shook her head and bit her lip. She gestured out to where the ogre army lay. Distantly, the sounds of raucous singing drifted up to us, although calling that racket singing was using a bit too much artistic license. It sounded like shit was kicking off down there. It sounded like Hell on the cheap. 
 
    “There’s a longer route through the trees,” Nelri said. “I know this part of the Torrwood well, though. The most likely reason the ogres camped here is because the trees were younger and easier to fell. The woodland that surrounds and spreads from this particular valley is some of the most ancient in the Torrwood. Those trees have magic ingrained into their very wood and don’t take kindly to ogres or their ilk.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we go around, if the ogres aren’t likely to have gone through there?” I asked.  
 
    “Just because the trees make life hard for ogres and the like, doesn’t mean they let others move easily through their arborous strongholds,” Nelri said. 
 
    Lilah made a noise of assent. “She’s right. The country that surrounds us is wild—wild even for the Torrwood. It’s a place that epitomizes how it feels to be in the wild. It’s a place filled with the tangled trees and hidden dells, deadly rivers and rocky crags, plants and beasts, unscalable peaks and rare meadowlands. It’s as far removed from the place I found you as I think it’s possible to be.” 
 
    I realized I’d been holding my breath as Lilah had painted this colorful and moving picture of the forest that she called home. As I let it out in a shuddering sigh, I recalled how she’d been looking for a home for her village in some other world. She was willing to give this place up to save her people, but that was the only reason she was doing it. If it hadn’t been for the fucking ogres, she and her people could have stayed here in peace. 
 
    “And all that wildness, all that splendor and danger, comes from sections of the forest the likes of which surround this valley,” Lilah continued, looking into my face. She gestured at Nelri. “I don’t doubt that that’s why the dark elves chose to tunnel and carve their dungeons out of the tors that run through the woodland on the other side of it.” 
 
    Nelri nodded. “Yes, for a long time the land has been a sanctuary for our clan. But the ogres spread like mold through the world. We’ve been fighting a losing battle for years. The ogres multiply and become bolder, pressing on relentlessly.”  
 
    A sudden blazing rush of rage flared up inside of me. It was kindled by the ogres, of course, but was aimed more at the universe. It seemed that wherever you went, no matter the world, there were always a bunch of assholes who would light a fire just to see something burn. The kind of insatiable jerkoffs that wanted more and more, just to see how much they could take. 
 
    “If we can’t sneak around, then what other options do we have?” I asked. 
 
    Determination smoldered in the dark elf’s eyes. The kind of determination that could move mountains if it wasn’t snuffed out by death.  
 
    Nelri looked up at the storm brewing. She sniffed at the air. 
 
    “The day is passing, the hours are flowing by,” she muttered. “Every hour that passes increases the likelihood that the ogres will do something awful to my people.” She gave herself a little shake, iron entering her voice when she next spoke, “We need to sneak through that camp and free my people.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m with you, Nelri,” I said slowly, “and I’d like nothing more than to help you crush those bastards down there.” 
 
    “But?” Nelri said. 
 
    “But, as was said, hellhounds are the ultimate hunting machines. What’s going to stop them, what’s going to stop any of those vile bastards down there, from detecting us as soon as we set foot in their camp?”  
 
    Nelri puffed out her cheeks and ran her fingers through her hair. “Admittedly, it might be tough for all three of us to sneak into the camp.” She paused for a moment before a small smile lit her features. “Yes, it might be tough getting us all in there. However, I think I should be able to solve that problem for us, since my magic is well suited to clandestine and secretive purposes.” 
 
    “How?” I asked, raising my voice a little to compete with the rolling rumble of thunder that had just been drummed out of the heavens. I squinted against a gust of wet wind. 
 
    “Like this,” Nelri said. 
 
    She reached down and ran her hands over her boots. A sheen of lilac light was left in the wake of her palms, glistening and shimmering like oil across the worn leather of her knee-high boots. Within a few seconds, it had faded. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at her. 
 
    Nelri smiled at my questioning look. She got to her feet and walked up and down the floor of the small plateau that ran to the cliff edge. At first, I failed to see what was so amazing about this. Then, I got it. She was walking as if she’d been put on mute. Her footfalls weren’t making a single sound as she walked over the dead leaves, broken sticks, and stones that covered the floor. 
 
    “Whoa, okay, that is very stealthy,” I said, wonder and admiration coloring my voice. “God, magic is just so goddamn awesome, isn’t it?” 
 
    Nelri smiled. “Yes, it is. Now, I’ll be able to cast this spell for the pair of you, unless Lilah has an enchantment similar to this?” 
 
    “Similar,” Lilah said, “but not as effective. Nature magic can disguise the sound of my footfalls with noises that wouldn’t be out of place in a forest, but they still make noise.” 
 
    “Even if we can’t be heard, we can still be seen, right?” I mused. “We can still be sniffed out by those damn hellhounds too, I imagine—although the stink that army is giving off must have a detrimental effect on creatures with powerful noses.” 
 
    “I think the hellhounds’ sense of smell will be impeded by the reek, as you say,” Nelri said. “Normally, they are a lot of trouble with their noses, but with all those ogres in the camp, the hellhounds won’t smell us.” 
 
    “As for being seen,” Lilah said, looking up at the sky, her eyes narrowed against the spots of rain that were coming more often now. 
 
    “You think the storm will cover us?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “Under a deluge, when the storm falls, we might be able to do this.” 
 
    “The reward outweighs the risk,” I said.       
 
    “With the dark magic of my people, we might stand a chance if we can fight together,” Nelri said. “The reward, as Jake says, outweighs the risk. They are my people, my kin. I have to try.” 
 
    The wind gusted around us, sending leaves spinning through the air like vegetative throwing stars. The hissing roar of the Torrwood was like the breath of a heaving, tossing green ocean.  
 
    “Well, I guess there’s only one thing for us to do,” I said. “We get down there, wait until the storm really starts coming down, and then try our luck.” 
 
    Nelri beamed at me, and it was only then I realized she’d been waiting for my decision. 
 
    “I’m so glad to hear you say that, Jake,” she said. “Now that I’ve seen what you’re capable of, now that we’ve… Well, now that we’ve communed, I truly believe you’re one of these amalgamages that all elves have been waiting so long for.” 
 
    “It definitely looks like that. But honestly, I’m just taking it as it comes. This is all so crazy that I’m not sure what to think. But I do know I want to help you and your people, Nelri. And the other elves. But you should all help each other too—not just nature elves banding together with clans of nature elves, but dark elves coming together with wild elves, and all the others I’ve heard about so far.” 
 
    Lilah laid a hand on my shoulder and another on Nelri’s. “Before now, our differences have been too great, but with an amalgamage to unite us, it might just happen. The elf clans could finally work together again, for the good of all elves.” 
 
    I reached up and squeezed the hand that lay on my shoulder. 
 
    “First thing’s first though,” I said, setting my jaw and fixing Nelri with an unblinking stare. 
 
    “We’ll rescue my people,” Nelri said, nodding. “No doubt they have become prisoners of these foul ogres.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “you’re only a prisoner when you surrender, and it doesn’t sound to me like your people are the kind to give up so easily.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Jake. Though ogres have refined cruelty down to an art. They’re the sort of good-for-nothings that would take great pleasure in opening a cage to let the bird fly out, while the creature is tethered by the leg, and the freedom offered to it is only an illusion.” 
 
    I rolled my neck from side to side, took a deep lungful of the storm-filled air, and breathed it out. 
 
    “Then let’s smash the cage and free your people so they can fly out and peck the ogres’ eyes out. Then, maybe they’ll learn some birds don’t take kindly to being caged.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We sat on the edge of the encampment, squatting in the dense dark blue foliage of some plant I didn’t think existed on Earth. It wasn’t the color of the leaves that made me think that, but the fact that the bush smelled distinctly of cat piss. Usually, that wouldn’t have struck me as being a positive thing but, then again, I had never been that close to an ogre encampment before. 
 
    The weather had turned black, just as it had been threatening to do since Nelri and I had jumped each other’s bones in that mossy hedge. The wind roared over the tops of the trees. Fat drops of rain pattered down with more regularity. There was the smell of pent-up violence in the air, a tenseness that felt like a building crescendo that I wouldn’t hear until it reached its zenith. The light had also lowered, so that it was almost twilight-dark. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Nelri whispered to Lilah and me. 
 
    “Wait,” I whispered back. “I’ve been thinking. Now that Nelri and I have…” I glanced at Lilah. 
 
    “Jake,” Lilah said, “I know what happened between the pair of you. Why do you think I left to scout ahead? I had ulterior motives of my own, if I’m being honest. I wanted to find out whether you really were an amalgamage. If you took on Nelri’s dark magic just as you adopted mine, then that would be incontrovertible proof of who, and what, you are.” 
 
    “I was thinking about that while we snuck down here,” I said. “At the time, after Nelri and I had communed, I was a bit addled.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nelri smile in a knowing way. Even Lilah grinned at my tactfully chosen words.  
 
    “Yes, I can imagine the state that the pair of you would have been in,” the nature elf said. “I can very well imagine it indeed.” 
 
    Was there a subtle inflection in her voice? It was hard to tell, what with my senses twanging like electric guitar strings as they sought to warn me of any approaching ogre, goblin, or hellhound. 
 
    “Yeah, right, as I was saying,” I said, trying to read Lilah’s face in the growing gloom, “I wasn’t paying too close attention to, well, much at all right after we had finished up. Now though, when I think back, I do recall feeling a sort of tingling sensation that wasn’t physically connected to our coupling. It welled up in me in much the same way that that frisson of energy shot through me after you and I had communed, Lilah.” 
 
    Nelri frowned and leaned in toward me. “I didn’t say anything, not really knowing if it was something to do with us, but I remember the shadows pooling around us as we finished. They thickened in the boughs above our heads and in the hollows between the tree roots.” 
 
    Lilah looked excited at this news. “Do you think that might have been an indicator that you had taken on dark magic, Jake?” 
 
    “I have no idea, this is all new to me. If I had, how would I know?” 
 
    “The dark is all around us, Jake Walker,” Nelri hissed urgently at me. “Just as the light is. They’re two sides to the same coin. Dark elves believe we’re all like the bright moon, beautiful and wonderful, but we still have our darker and more mysterious side. Some might even say it’s our monstrous side. It’s from that side that dark magic can be drawn.” 
 
    “Feels like more of a case of reaching out into myself and fumbling around to see if I can find what I’m looking for,” I joked. 
 
    “If anyone can do that, it’s you,” Lilah said. 
 
    The rain fell down, a torrent of water that erased anything beyond twenty yards. If I was going to try and boost our chances with a little dark magic of my own, then now was the time to do so. 
 
    Reaching into myself with my eyes closed, I fished around with my will, hoping to snare a tendril of the magic I was seeking so that I could cloak myself as Nelri had done. 
 
    And to my delight, there it was; dark magic, curled within my chest like a sleeping black cat. Warm, comforting, but with a distinct feeling of potential danger to it. This was unlike nature magic in the way that bourbon was different to vodka. Both had the potential to warm you and to offer a heady satisfaction, but dark magic gave off an impression that one should be careful with it. I had a hunch that, if you indulged too deeply in it and too often, you might just become a victim of it somehow. 
 
    I frowned as my inner senses quested out, trying to get a feel for this new magic. It felt less forgiving than nature magic, somehow. Less forgiving, maybe, but also with a buried potential that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. 
 
    My eyelids opened. I blinked a couple of times, having momentarily forgotten I was crouched in a soaking wet bush on the edge of an ogre encampment. 
 
    “Well?” Nelri asked. 
 
    Shit, I had no idea what I was doing. I had no arcane words up my sleeve, no potions or wands, or any of the other stuff that might be magical. All I had was this indefinable, overpowering gut instinct. 
 
    An ‘instinct’ was an unerring and automatic form of knowledge. It was one of those words and terms that was often getting confused with words like ‘desire’—but a desire wasn’t an instinct. Even a desire to live didn’t give us the understanding required for living—all of us learned that, or died. But this touch for magic really was an instinct—it just came to me. I knew it without having any idea how I knew it. It just made sense. 
 
    I reached out and moved my hands over my boots, picturing what effect I wanted to create in my mind. It didn’t matter that I didn’t know how I was doing it, just like it didn’t matter how I didn’t know the exact way my lungs could draw oxygen from the air.  
 
    The same glistening, oily coating spread across the mud-caked leather of my boots. Wherever the spell touched, the rainwater and mud was wicked away, as if the dark magic was repellent. 
 
    “Black abyss, he can do it,” Nelri said to Lilah. The pair exchanged awestruck looks. 
 
    “While we’re at it,” I whispered, “let me try something else. On Earth hunters rely a lot on camouflage.” 
 
    I looked around at the bushes surrounding us, trying to assimilate an enchantment inside myself. It was like putting together slippery building blocks in a way. I had to picture an element that I wanted the enchantment to produce and then dovetail it into the next one. The more complex the idea, the trickier and harder it was to handle the building blocks of the spell. 
 
    Eventually though, I was satisfied with what I had created inside of my head. The spell felt complete, as near to what I was trying to craft as I could manage. I had even woven some nature magic into the main dark magic body of the spell to make the camouflage more realistic. 
 
    Or so I hoped. 
 
    “Okay, here goes,” I said. 
 
    I reached out a hand to each of the elves and clasped them by the forearm. Then, I released the spell, making sure to cover them in the enchantment just as I was. I was careful to keep a tendril of attention attached to maintaining my enchantment. The last thing I wanted, if my spell even worked, was for it to fail halfway through the camp. 
 
    The effect was immediate. A current of rippling electricity rolled through my skin, making me feel as if my epidermis was actually flowing up and down for the briefest of instances. 
 
    Next to me, Lilah gasped. I looked down at my hands. 
 
    “Shit, well that worked,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    My hands were now the same color as the bush in front of me, almost the same texture. I looked down. My thighs were camouflaged with the ground. I could still make out where the shape of my body was, but was mirroring whatever was below it or whatever it was set against. I moved my hands, waving them in front of my face. 
 
    “The spell fades and becomes less effective the more you move,” Lilah said. 
 
    She was right. The more vigorously I waved my hand, the more skin tone crept back into its coloring 
 
    I turned to answer her, and my words lodged in my throat. She was barely there. I mean, I could see the outline of her body, but the enchantment I had cast had disguised every other part of her. Even her eyes were just slightly protuberant bush-patterned orbs in the shape of her face. Looking to my other side, I noted that Nelri was similarly disguised, blending into the bush behind her. 
 
    “Trippy,” I said, failing to sum up one of the—if not the—weirdest things I had ever seen. 
 
    Thunder echoed out across the valley with a sound that made me wonder if the sky might be capable of breaking open to pour more rain down. 
 
    I motioned to the two women. “Let’s go. Nelri, you lead the way. You know roughly where we’re heading, and what we’re looking for.” 
 
    With a nod, Nelri eased out of our hiding place and moved into the ogre camp. 
 
    It was the most hostile area I had ever set foot in. 
 
    The smell was indescribable—and I had first-hand experience with the public restrooms at Bonnaroo. 
 
    After the ogres had set on the local flora with axes and shovels and torches, the wiggly valley had been left naked, left as nothing less than a couple of stump covered slopes. I had thought that the camp itself had looked like a half-assed kind of hell from up on the top of the cliff, but I saw now that there was nothing half-assed about it. 
 
    There were no soft edges here, nothing that even pretended to have a passing acquaintance with comfort or pleasantness. It was a place of disorganized and wild abandon. As we crept through the dark and the rain and the howling wind, it struck me that the ogres didn’t look to be a race burdened with anything approaching commonsense. No, even a modicum of sense in that place was about as far from common as you could get. 
 
    We moved with a slowness that I could tell grated on Nelri. Although I couldn’t see much of her body due to the camouflage, I could tell she was stiff with unreleased tension. Clearly, she longed to run through the camp and find her kin. 
 
    “Easy,” I breathed to the two women as we hunkered down by a collection of open barrels that smelled like they had once contained salted meat way past its prime. Might have been perfectly aged, of course, depending on an ogre’s appreciation for cuisine. The barrels were filling slowly with rain as we crouched next to them. “Easy now, we have to make sure we stay close together. If we get separated, I doubt we’ll be able to find each other with this camo on. What’re we looking for, Nelri?” 
 
    Nelri peered out into the rain. An ogre loomed out of the water-filled air. It was joined by another. Both were laughing in their stony, hard voices. The three of us froze, each of us moving slow as snails in winter to press ourselves into the shadows cast by the reeking barrels. 
 
    One of the ogres thrust its hand into a barrel, fished around inside of it, spilling rainwater over the rim so that it went down the back of my shirt. I gritted my teeth but didn’t move. 
 
    “Gah, I could have fuckin’ sworn there was a bit of meat left in here,” he growled. He continued his rummaging, knocking the massive hogshead this way and that as he scratched around inside with his massive muscular blue arm. 
 
    “Fuckin’ typical, ain’t it?” said the other ogre. “We go to all this trouble and effort of capturin’ as many of these dark elf rats as we can alive, and then we run out of meat. I knew that up himself fool Bogrot should have let us slay just a few of the stringy fuckers.” 
 
    Nelri tensed next to me and, ever so slowly, I placed a restraining hand on her thigh. 
 
    The ogre that had been rooting around in the barrels without success withdrew its huge arm and grunted. 
 
    “Careful what you say about Bogrot, Tig,” he said. “You know that he’s one of the apples of the King’s eye now, after how he handled the raid on that other dark elf dungeon. Don’t pay to cross one of the King’s favorites.” 
 
    Tig grunted a low growl. “We’ll see how much of a fuckin’ favorite he is when the King finds out about the looting party that he left to bring back the rest of the swag from that fuckin’ dungeon. You hear about that, Ralna?” 
 
    “I did ’ear something went amiss with that,” Ralna said, dropping his voice. “I heard  Bogrot went and hung those dark elves up by their guts at the King’s bidding, as a warning to others that might live nearby.” 
 
    “Only there were some that didn’t get that message, eh?” Tig said, lowering his voice. A large-fingered hand appeared on the rim of the barrel as Tig leaned in conspiratorially to his ogre buddy. The claw on the hand was a deep, poisonous-looking yellow. It pressed into the thick wood of the hogshead as easily as if it was cardboard. “That whole looting party got fucking scragged,” he said, undisguised relish in his voice. 
 
    Ralna spat. About five yards from me, a glob of something green and with the texture of rice pudding splattered into the soaked grass. 
 
    “Urgh, I hate the fucking stink of those dark elf bastards,” he snarled. “Can’t wash the stink of them out of my nose. I swear it’s as fresh down here as it is up in the dungeons where they're keepin’ the ones that we took alive.” 
 
    Tig sucked in a deep breath. “It fuckin’ does, don’t it? Bloody stinks of ‘em bad enough that they may as well be squashed between your toes.” 
 
    My heart froze in my chest. Next to me, Lilah’s hand crept toward her knife belt. 
 
    “Ain’t no surprise, really,” Ralna said. “The filthy little rats were probably running all over this fuckin’ valley, doing whatever heathen things they get up to. Not any surprise it stinks like them.” 
 
    I thought this was pretty rich, coming from a couple of guys who had the combined smell between them of a bag of smashed assholes that had been left in a car on a hot day. 
 
    “Come on, let’s wander up to where they’re keepin’ the scum. Might be we’re lucky and find one’s succumbed to their injuries. No harm in eatin’ a dead one, is there?” 
 
    The two ogres lumbered off. Peeking through the gap in the barrels, I saw them disappearing into the rain, but not before noting both were wreathed in the faint sickly green sheen of nature magic. 
 
    “Clear,” I said. “Let’s hustle. Sounds like a lot of your people are being kept alive, Nelri. Why don’t we get them out?” 
 
    “I would like that very much. And I know exactly where they’re kept,” Nelri whispered, scanning the area to ensure no other ogres were coming over to our hiding spot to grab a snack. 
 
    We moved off, blinking rain from our eyes, feeling as wet as if we had just dived into a lake. 
 
    There was a weird festival atmosphere in the camp. I guessed it was because of the twin victories the ogres had won over the dark elves. Ogres were blundering and tramping through the space between the tents, wrestling one another or bellowing challenges into each other’s faces. Alcohol was being drunk in great quantities, and I guessed this was booze the ogres had liberated from the dark elves’ cellars. I imagined that anything an ogre brewed was likely to have been fermented in an old boot or stump instead of anything as classy as a barrel.  
 
    The wretched half-assed tents suffered in the deluge of rain. Many had collapsed into the mud. Mud was one thing that was in plenty. Due to the geniuses clearing every single tree in the crooked valley, there was nothing to stop the entire place turning into a quagmire. All in all, the conditions were miserable, but suited our mission just fine. Even without our magical camouflage, we would have been hard to see in all that merciless weather. 
 
    Ogres lurched and tottered around, throwing punches at one another, shoving and jostling with what passed for good-nature amongst their kind. We saw a few groups of goblins, mostly being picked on by the ogres; bullied and sent scampering away. The madness of the whole spectacle might have been funny, if viewed through a cinema screen and not in real-life. Not sneaking through it all, as we were. Not kneeling in mud every three paces, assaulted by the capricious wind and rain that came at us every which way. 
 
    It was like being at a party that had been held to celebrate a violent outbreak of the plague. 
 
    I hoped the chaos might help us complete this little quest. If the majority of the ogres were plastered with alcohol and whatever else I saw a few of them smoking in huge, crude wooden pipes, we might be able to get the dark elves out. 
 
    We flitted like shadows through the mire and mud. There was a lot of what looked to be plundered spoils, which was good as it provided us plenty of cover. As we made our way through the camp, we moved toward a ridgeline on the far side of the valley. It was the mirror twin of the escarpment we had spied down on the camp from earlier. Rocky bluffs that would have been hidden from sight by the trees that now lay dead across the valley reared up, almost melding into the gray and black clouds above. I could barely see them through the rain, and I had to wonder if my eyesight was becoming more elven. 
 
    “That’s where we’re heading,” Nelri said from my side as we ducked into the cover of a pile of fallen logs stacked up like firewood. “Up there to the right. You can see the cavern entrance, yes? That darker blot amidst the dark stone?” 
 
    I looked up. A few small waterfalls were cascading down the face of the cliffs ahead of us, but I could see the entrance Nelri was alluding to and told her as much. 
 
    “Next to that main entrance to our dungeons is an open-sided holding cell that we use to house beasts of burden in the winter months, as well as stores that we do not wish the Torrwood bears to get their paws on.” 
 
    “You think that’s where whoever is heading this little soirée, this fucking Bogrot asshole, is holding your people?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s where I would hold a large number of captives,” Nelri said. “We’ve been so well-hidden recently that we have no need for cells to keep prisoners. That’s not the dark elves’ way, and we don’t suffer crime within our clan.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lilah said, “that sounds promising, let’s—” 
 
    A deep, rumbling growl echoed out of the gloom and the rain behind us. It was one of those sounds that painted a picture. Rather, it sketched the outline of the kind of creature that might make such a sound, and then your imagination and fear colored that picture in. In my head, that outline resembled one of the brooding shapes of the hellhounds that we’d seen from the ridgetop, and my imaginative faculty colored it in the same rust-orange color it had appeared from afar. 
 
    Slowly, very slowly, we turned around. 
 
    It wasn’t a hellhound that faced us after all. 
 
    It was a pack of four of them, their eyes burning like smoldering red coals out of the lashing sheets of rain. They’d looked large from the top of that cliff, even from a distance. Up close, they looked fucking enormous. Their heads were blocks of muscle set on short stumpy necks that were in turn connected to a set of shoulders that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a Brahman bull. As we looked at them looking at us, one of the beasts let out another dull rumble that mixed and swirled with the thunder booming over our heads. 
 
    I spat rainwater from my mouth toward the hellhounds. It was a small act of defiance maybe, but you do all you can when you’re faced with dogs baring teeth the size of your thumbs. 
 
    The pitch of the growling rose an octave. One of the lead hellhounds stepped forward, its dinner plate-sized paw squishing into the mud. Water covered its bristly coat like pearl drops. 
 
    I dropped the spell that had cloaked us and prepared to throw down with as much magic as I was able to get my mitts on. There was a soft sighing sound that was almost lost in the rain as Lilah drew her knives from her belt. 
 
    “Hold on my lovelies, hold on,” said a voice from out of the tempest. A large humanoid shape crossed in front of a struggling campfire. “Let’s not kill these vile folk right away, eh? They might be important.” A deep, long sniff came out of the gloom as the figure approached us. “They smell like elves, but not all like elves.” 
 
    He was a big bastard, whoever he was. That was saying a lot when the prerequisite for this army was that you had to weigh as much as a mid-size family sedan, not to mention be ugly enough to make a train take a dirt road. 
 
    He was, as I had concluded before, the biggest of the ogre bunch, which I figured must make him the baddest too. It seemed like that simple of a culture. The kind in which the overly violent, malicious, flint-hearted, and corrupted floated to the top of the shit barrel like scum, but were labeled the cream by those weaker creatures below them. 
 
    “Bogrot,” Lilah hissed through gritted teeth. 
 
    I blinked. That made sense. A smug smile of self-satisfaction was plastered across his lumpy, misshapen boulder of a face. The other ogres, who were appearing out of the storm, looked subserviently at the towering monolith of a humanoid. 
 
    Bogrot’s urine-colored eyes narrowed, and his smirk widened. 
 
    “And how the fuck do you know my name, hm?” He ran his hand across the wiry bristles of his scalp, making water droplets cascade off his head. It was a rare thing, so far as I could see, for an ogre to be sporting anything above the brows, so maybe this was yet another mark of distinction for this troglodyte. “Must be my good looks, eh?” 
 
    Around him, his sycophantic camp followers and fawners chuckled.   
 
    “Buddy, you look like the sort of asshole whose dick is shorter than your fucking hair and thicker than your neck. Now, if you want to do the smart thing, you’ll get the fuck out of here and drag your pals out of here with you.” 
 
    I paused to suck in a water-filled breath. 
 
    Bogrot looked at me for a good long while. His leering smile faded in increments. 
 
    “Take your time,” I said. 
 
    Bogrot ran his thick three-fingered hand across his solid scalp again, sending more water spraying off it. His fingers traced a scar down his cheek and stroked—in what he probably thought was a wise manner—at a wispy beard. 
 
    Then I realized the reason he had hair and a beard was because he was glowing with the orange aura of beast magic suffusing him. 
 
    When he smiled, I saw that his canines were long and sharp, unlike the blunt, flat teeth of most ogres. 
 
    “That,” he said in a sonorous voice, “was not a nice thing to say.” 
 
    “If you were looking at what we’re looking at, ogre, you’d see that we were being generous if anything,” Nelri snapped. 
 
    Bogrot snorted, and rain misted the air around his large wedge of a nose. Ignoring the two elves at my sides, he stepped toward me and put his hands on his hips. 
 
    “These two heathen sluts are elves,” he said, with a dismissive flick of his hand in the direction of my companions. “You, though… What the fuck are you, eh? My hellhounds ain’t never smelled the likes of you before, have you, girls?” 
 
    Behind him, the four hellhounds let out a chorus of deep growls. 
 
    “Nope, they don’t know what to make of you—except supper, of course,” he said. 
 
    I smiled grimly and wiped the water out of my face with the back of my arm. It didn’t do anything—I was soaked again in a second, but it worked so far as a dramatic pause went. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m going to have to leave you guessing with that one, Bogrot,” I said. “Still, though you look like your head was set on fire and then put out with a shovel, you might be one of those dichotomous characters who finds that nothing whets his intelligence more than an intriguing mystery to solve?” 
 
    Bogrot blinked, his lip flickering in a way that told me he had no idea what I was talking about but suspected I was mocking him. Luckily for him, every other ogre present was at least, if not much more, stupid than he was.  
 
    “The King will want to examine this one personally when we get back to the capital,” Bogrot said. “I want no harm coming to any of ’em, understand? If I found out an ounce of flesh has been taken from any of their bodies… Well, I’ll be pulling the guts out of the ogre that didn’t listen to me and feeding them to my lovelies here, won’t I?” 
 
    I glanced around. We were completely surrounded by ogres now. There were at least twenty that I could see, standing still as statues in the pouring rain. The sound of revels further off continued. 
 
    “Now,” Bogrot said, “are you going to let us chain you up nice and easy like the other scum-sucking elves, or are we going to have to have fun with you? I know ways to inconvenience flies without pullin’ off their wings, you know.” 
 
    “Jake, what’s the plan?” Lilah hissed at me from the corner of her mouth. Her mousy brown hair was plastered to her head. Despite the immediate danger we were in, I couldn’t help but appreciate that she looked damned fine soaking wet. 
 
    On my other side, Nelri, looking equally stunning, was getting ready to fight, but I held out a steadying hand to her. My brain was fizzing, piecing something important together. 
 
    The ogres were obviously a bloodlusting race by nature, but their King had them pretty reined in. There had to be a reason that the dark elves that had survived the initial clash with the ogres were being kept alive. They had also not killed Nelri when they’d had the chance. They had bagged her up and looked to have been taking her off with them, until they had been distracted by the potential fun of smashing up Lilah’s elven village. 
 
    No, there was something else going on here. 
 
    I relaxed my stance and turned to my companions, keeping my voice low and hoping that the rain would drown out my words and make them impossible for the ogres to hear. 
 
    “We shouldn’t fight—the ogres are going to take us exactly where we wanted to go. Nelri, they’re going to put us with the others. Once we’re with them, we can formulate another plan.” 
 
    Nelri looked skeptical, as if trusting an ogre to show any sort of rationality was ridiculous. 
 
    “Trust me,” I said. 
 
    Nelri’s stance relaxed. Lilah’s knives disappeared into their sheaths once more. The ogres moved in, and my companions and I were chained at the wrists and ankles. 
 
    As the shackles were snapped into place, I looked up at the ogre playing the role of prison warden. “I hope I can make it across the border. I hope the Pacific is as blue as it is in my dreams.” 
 
    The ogre snarled into my face and started towing us through the rain and storm. 
 
    He didn’t get it. 
 
    But he would.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The three of us were marched up the muddy slope that led to the main entrance of the dungeon that had, until recently, been under the command of Nelri’s people. The precarious footing was made all the more dangerous by the damn shackles around our ankles. Before long, all three of us weren’t just soaked but covered in mud too. The only silver lining to being caked in filth every time one of us slipped was that the rain quickly washed it away. 
 
    Once we had traversed the slope, being hauled by the impatient ogres so that we were basically water-skiing through the mud at one point, we were marched into the cave that Nelri had described and manhandled in to join the other captives. 
 
    I hit the dirt floor hard after I was tossed like unwanted luggage into the makeshift holding cells. Despite the less than stellar entrance, I was grateful to be out of that foul weather. I rolled over with a sigh and just managed to get my arms out and catch Nelri as she was thrown in after me. 
 
    “You’re going to be getting a critical review on Airbnb for this!” I yelled as the massive iron-barred doors were slammed shut and the ogres replaced the wrist-thick chains that they had looped around them to hold the dark elves in. With an unintelligible snarl, the ogre that had been dragging our asses through the camp turned away and stomped out of the shallow, caged cavern and out of sight. 
 
    While I was yelling pleasant nothings at the retreating backs of the ogre guards, Nelri was busy reuniting with her people. There was a lot of chatter and hugs and clasped hands, voices whispering at one another, and a general feeling that swift, bloody vengeance would be the order of the day if we could bust out.  
 
    Lilah and I stayed out of the mess of dark elves for the time being. We stood near the back of the cavern as Nelri filled in her kinsfolk about the attack on and slaughter of the other dark elf dungeon, and how things looked out there in the storm. 
 
    “These are my friends,” Nelri said eventually, turning around and signaling Lilah and me to step closer. “This is one of our long sundered cousins, a nature elf named Lilah.” 
 
    Lilah nodded around at the gathered dark elves, many of whom eyed her with open interest. 
 
    The dark elves were similar to Nelri, so far as looks and garb went. They were all purple-skinned and dressed mostly in leather attire, but in differing shades of black, gray, plum purple, and midnight blue. Their hair was black, and they seemed to have permanently dour expressions, although that might have been the sacking of their dungeon and their subsequent captivity.  
 
    “And this, this is Jake Walker,” Nelri said, keeping her voice hushed even though the raging storm outside covered her words from prying ears. 
 
    “He’s no nature elf,” said one tall fellow from the back of the group. His black hair was twisted into a topknot, and he was careful to keep one dark eye out for the approach of the ogre guards. 
 
    “He’s no elf of any kind,” Nelri said. “He’s a human. A species from a world called Earth. Lilah brought him back with her after using a world-hopper to travel there.” 
 
    “It was an accident,” Lilah said, stepping closer to the crowd of dark elves, “but it’s an accident that might bear unforeseen fruit. And, I believe the divine powers that guide all elves have brought him to us.” 
 
    There was a lot of confused and intrigued murmuring at this declaration. I wondered if that might have something to do with my bedraggled state, not to mention my alien clothing. More than a few necks craned to catch a better sight of this ‘human’ Nelri spoke of.  
 
    Nelri quieted the crowd with a swift chopping motion of her hand. It was when they fell silent that I began to wonder how it was Lilah and I hadn’t asked Nelri what her role within her clan was. It looked like she commanded a lot of respect, although that might have been simply because she had come back to help her clan. 
 
    “Quiet!” she said. “What’s important is what we do next. We might be able to make use of Jake’s skills here and find a way out of this—” 
 
    “What skills does this Earthling have?” a female dark elf called out from the throng. “His garb tells us he hasn’t been long in our world. What can he even know of it?” 
 
    Nelri turned her back on me and swept the throng of dark elves behind her with her gimlet gaze. Something in her eyes must have convinced them they should pay heed to what she was saying, because they fell silent. 
 
    “This human, this Earthling,” she said in a hushed voice filled with the vehemence that only pure and unbridled belief could inject into words, “has magical prowess far beyond your imaginations. Not for countless years has his like been seen in Tavalon.” 
 
    Lilah stepped forward and said in a quiet voice, which was no less proud, “Jake Walker is an amalgamage.” 
 
    There was a stunned silence at those words. Her voice had been filled with an undeniable pathos, and I almost saw the shiver run through the assembled dark elves. A flash of lightning lit the gloomy and ominous cave. Thunder cracked the clouds once more and set the ogres to roaring with delight. The hellhounds howled their approval too, and there was squealing that I figured had come from goblins. 
 
    “If this is the case,” came a high-strung and excitable voice from out of the crowd, “how is it that he will help free us. Our magic is useless while in the confines of this cage.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lilah asked. 
 
    Someone else ended up answering. It seemed this was a conversation, and a problem, that had been going around and around for quite some time now. 
 
    “If our dark magic was usable, do you think we’d still be locked in our own cavern?” the elf said bitterly. It was a more wizened dark elf than I had yet seen so far. 
 
    “Our magic doesn’t work?” Nelri asked. “But how have the ogres managed to do that? This is our land. Our home.” 
 
    “It’s like you said before, Nelri,” I said. “These guys aren’t even supposed to be able to work magic, right?” 
 
    “Jake is right,” Lilah said. “Maybe now that they can use magic, they’ve found, or been gifted, with a way to override the dormant magic of the elven domains.” 
 
    I looked at her then as the dark elves pondered on this. 
 
    “Which means we need to get the hell out of here and back to your village,” I said. “We need to wipe out as many of these ogres as we can and then get back there and start making improvements. The ogres might have more of a chance at overrunning the boundary hedge than we first imagined.” 
 
    “Which brings us back around to the problem of how we get out of here,” Nelri said. She snapped her fingers a few times, as if she was trying to conjure a spell—any spell—but to no avail. 
 
    “They enchanted this cavern, Nelri,” the older dark elf said, stepping forward. 
 
    “How, Zuthry?” Nelri asked, her face crinkled up in a frown. 
 
    Zuthry shrugged. Her sable hair was shot through with more than a little silver, pulled back from her proud face and twisted into a knot at the back of her head. She might have been older than the other elves, but there was an iron vitality to her. I felt like it would be a foolish person who took her lightly. 
 
    “It was that great brute that leads them,” she replied, her voice dripping with hatred. “The ogre that looks part wolf and carries a hidden power.” 
 
    “Hidden power?” I asked. 
 
    She turned to me. For a moment, she didn’t answer my question. Instead, she regarded me through a pair of pale purple eyes. Then she said, “I don’t know what it was, but the foul savage bears something, some item of power that I have not felt the likes of in a very long time. He threw me in here himself, and I felt whatever he bears beating upon my face like the glow of a forge.” 
 
    “You can feel magical items?” I blurted before I had a chance to think how that might have sounded rude. I cleared my throat. “I didn’t mean you were delusional or anything—I mean, just because you don’t believe in something doesn’t mean it isn’t real, right? I just meant that you can feel the aura of magical items?” 
 
    Zuthry snorted softly. “Yes. Not many of our people can, and I’m the only one in this clan with the ability. I was born with the gift, though I haven’t ventured far enough away from our dungeons for so long that I’ve encountered so few magical items of late.”   
 
    “And he enchanted our own cavern, the leader of this band?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Zuthry replied. “I didn’t believe what I was seeing, even as it was happening. When the vile barbarian had finished though, all of us found that any magic we tried to harness slipped from our minds.” 
 
    Outside, the yammering of the hellhounds had turned into a rowdy snapping and snarling. Hoots and cheers went up, reminding me of a cockfight or a boxing match. It sounded like the ogres were using the hellhounds as entertainment. 
 
    “So, all we need to do is get out of here,” I said. “Once we’re out of this holding cell, all of you should be able to use your magic. Then we can fight our way free.” 
 
    “There might just be enough of us to mop up the ogres,” someone said, “especially if they’ve been drinking the liquor they purloined from our cellars, but we still need a way out of here.” 
 
    There was a murmur of agreement from the crowd. 
 
    Lilah turned to me. “Jake, you’re an amalgamage. That much is certain. If what little I know about such folk is true, then you should be able to access your magic regardless of impediments around you. It was one of the things most lauded about these magic users, and why they were held in such high regard by those elvish communities who harnessed their help.” 
 
    I looked out at the raging storm. I listened to the mixed bedlam of the thunderous sky, and the ogres, hellhounds, and goblins as they enjoyed themselves at the expense of the provisions of the dark elves. 
 
    “Well, I’ll see what I can do,” I said, pushing my rain-soaked hair back from my forehead. “If it’s possible for us to get the hell out of here, then I’ll do my utmost to make it happen.” 
 
    A ringing, melodious laugh echoed from the back of the group of dark elves. Heads turned, some of them looking resigned, others annoyed. I followed the gaze of the group. 
 
    An elf stepped out from the assembly and strutted over to me. She was clad in a patchwork motley of all the colors of the fall; muted oranges, chocolate browns, and rust reds. Her boots were a deep, dark mustard color. Her hair, which was untamed, short and swept back from her head in an approximation of how Elvis might have styled it had he been the lead singer of a punk band, was a light silvery purple color. Dark tattoos peeked out in swirling patterns from the neck of her tunic and curled up behind her ears. When she turned them on me appraisingly, I noticed that her eyes were the deep red color of merlot. 
 
    “Out of here?” she asked, holding up her manacled hands and gesturing at the matching ones every other elf in the holding cell wore. “It doesn’t look like there’s going to be much getting out of here any time soon. What plan have you got up the sleeves of that bizarre shirt of yours, hm, Jake Walker?” 
 
    She stared into my face, her eyes wide, and dropped me a wink. 
 
    “Uh,” I said. I had always been good when it came to swift rejoinders to crazy hot chicks. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse Rosa,” Zuthry said, grabbing the loud and chaotic newcomer by the arm and giving her a stern look, “she’s one of the wild elves.” 
 
    Rosa gave me a guilty look and bit her lip. “Sorry,” she whispered in a stage whisper to me. “Whereas this lot don’t get out enough, little old me and my wild elf kin get out too much.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked, trying to get my head on straight and not stare at her athletic figure. “You’re my first wild elf.” 
 
    Rosa gasped, fanned her face, and then put her fingers over her plum colored lips. “I’m honored,” she purred in a voice that was so lascivious I felt myself getting hot under my soaking wet collar. 
 
    “It’s not surprising you’re yet to have made the acquaintance of a wild elf,” Lilah said, looking with interest at Rosa. “They’re a nomadic people who rarely get together even among themselves.” 
 
    “Lone wolves, that’s us,” Rosa said, her red eyes still fastened on my face. 
 
    I found I didn’t want to look away from her face either. It was angular and perfect in a way that most of the elves were; the kind of shaped face that would have had modeling agencies back on Earth tripping over themselves to get Rosa on their books. There was also something feral, vulpine, and predatory about it though, and it was that hint of wildness I found most intoxicating.  
 
    Rosa smiled at me and raised her manacled wrists again. I could see the same swirling tattoos sneaking out of the wrists of her autumnal motley. 
 
    “What are you going to do about these, Jake Walker?” she asked. 
 
    Abruptly, I was brought back to the problem at hand. I looked down at my own manacles. If I could still access nature or dark magic, which I was certain I felt lying dormant in me like a sleeping beast, what would be the best way to get myself out of these damned chains? 
 
    I remembered what Lilah had said about enchantments when I had first asked her about them. If the enchant was too powerful, and the object too small, the object or subject could break. Similarly, if I tried to enchant something too large or too complex, then my magic would dissipate through it like a drop of wine in a lake. It was a little different with the hedge, since it had already had magic that I’d simply bolstered. What I was trying to do now would be starting from scratch. 
 
    I flexed my wrists in the cuffs. They were solid. Still, it wouldn’t take a lot of thought or subtlety to pour in enough magic to break them, I figured.  
 
    I smiled, narrowed my eyes, visualized those chains being cracked open with the power of tree roots and the unforgiving perseverance of the growing shadows that come at dusk. I poured both dark and nature magic into the metal that bound my wrists and my ankles. They glowed green and purple, the energy pulsing and surging through them. A sharp metallic crack rang out. 
 
    This coincided with a hiss from the back of the group of dark elves, and I saw the tall male elf waving. 
 
    “Oh, leaves and lice and lizards, here come the bloody guards.” Rosa giggled. 
 
    She was right. I saw the big, bald, blue head of an ogre above the heads of the gathered elves, stepping out from the curtain of rain and into the cavern in which we were being held. 
 
    “What the fuck was that ruddy noise?” it growled as it lumbered down the caged front of the large storage area turned cell. 
 
    “Noise, you big handsome brute, you?” Rosa said. She moved to the side of the cage, and I did my best to loop my broken anklets around my boots and balance the snapped manacles on my wrists. 
 
    “Sounded like fuckin’ metal breaking to me. You lot aren’t tryin’ to be smart and hack off them cuffs of yours, are ya?” the ogre growled. 
 
    “Trying to be smart, us?” Rosa replied, coming up to face the looming ogre as if they were old buddies who’d run into one another on the street. “Gods, no. Who would waste their time trying to be smart, especially when we’ve so clearly been outsmarted?” She held up her hands and rattled the cuffs against the bars of the makeshift cage. “No, we weren’t trying to be smart. There are so many different kinds of stupidity, and cleverness is one of the worst, don’t you know? No, we were just trying to get a bit of a singalong going.” 
 
    The ogre shook its head as if Rosa’s chirpy, playful voice was a fly circling it. 
 
    “Reargh!” he snarled. “Shut your bloody noise, elf! I knew we should have crushed you when we found you in that mushroom grove. Would have saved us all a fuckin’ headache.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that!” Rosa said with a pout I thought might even have affected the ogre, though he would have died before he admitted it. “There are two means of refuge from the misery that is this life, and they’re music and cats. Seeing as you’ve neglected to leave us any of the later, I think it’s only fair you let us try and carry a tune.” 
 
    “You can fuckin’ carry all the tunes you like, scum,” the ogre said, “just don’t try to unload them when I’m around, savvy?” 
 
    “But a good melody expresses that which cannot be said, you big blue bastard,” Rosa replied. “Have a little heart.” 
 
    “I’ll have your little heart if you don’t stop your infernal jabberin’!” the ogre roared. 
 
    Rosa shook her head again and pouted as the rest of the elves watched her in aghast awe. 
 
    “You know,” she said, tinkling her cuffs against the cell bars once more, “you really need to learn how to put a mental knot at the end of your rope so that when you feel yourself about to slip off it, like you did just now, you can stop yourself.” 
 
    The ogre bared its teeth, the color of old ivory, at her. Its heavy breathing washed over us, smelling like a mix of fried egg farts and ass butter biscuits. 
 
    “You won’t be laughin’ soon, you ragged bunch of dunderheads,” it sneered. “Soon as this storm blows out, and the rest of the lads have had their fill of your grub and grog, old Bogrot will give us the word, and we’ll be off. I’ll be back in here to open the cage and lead you to the King.” 
 
    “You hear that,” Rosa said, turning to give me a meaningful look, even while her tone stayed light and chatty, “this gentleman will be back to let us out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the ogre said, “only don’t be gettin’ none of them smart ideas I warned you about. Bogrot’s gonna enchant them chains so you can’t use that foul magic of yours on the march.” 
 
    “So, you’re the trusted and elected warden?” Nelri seemed to have caught on to the plan forming organically around us, just as I had when Rosa had shot me that meaningful look. 
 
    “That’s right, bitch,” the ogre said. “It’s gonna be me who has the fuckin’ huge pleasure of unlockin’ this ‘ere padlock with this ‘ere key and—” 
 
    I hit the ogre in the face with a blast of dark magic, taken from the shadows in our makeshift cell. It came out of my hand in a tight spiral of purple magic that smashed into the ogre’s head like a localized train and drove him back against the wall, crushing the back of his skull. 
 
    I hadn’t been sure how much juice to put behind the spell, so I’d decided to err on the side of caution. There was no room for squeamishness or mercy. 
 
    “Duuuuuh,” the ogre said in a muffled voice from behind the mask of magic that he wore, and that was still connected to my hand. It was probably the most profound thing he had said in all his life. 
 
    Using my mind and the tether of magic, I dragged the still conscious ogre head-first toward the iron bars of the cage with such violence that anyone watching might have thought it’d been shot out of a cannon. His giant boulder of a head crashed into the ancient iron bars—each one as thick as two of my fingers held together—so hard that it was forced through with an awful, wet crack. 
 
    The ogre spasmed once, twice, and then went still, his legs kicking a weak tattoo on the floor of the cavern. His busted head started leaking blood and then, with a sucking splatting noise, the top of his head fell off and what amounted to his brain fell onto the floor. 
 
    I felt my stomach rise in the back of my throat, and I was forced to swallow hard. “Ah man, it looks like porridge and jam,” I said. 
 
    Rosa toed the sloppy brain with her boot. She reached down, fumbled in the ogre’s toga, and then pulled out a rough key. She turned to me, beaming like she had never had so much fun in her life. 
 
    “Ah, who would have thought such a crude and hideous specimen knew that the key to a girl’s heart is to use his brain?” she said, then booted the brain out of the cell so it splattered against the far rock wall. 
 
    I made a face. “That shit is nasty. And it smells weird.” 
 
    “And, look at you, maybe you are special after all,” she said. 
 
    “As for that,” Zuthry said, “I think Jake Walker will prove it if he manages to get us out of here alive.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “Now, let’s get this door open. When you’re all out of this magic-killing cell, you can get to work breaking open your shackles.” 
 
    I went over to the door of the holding cell and began fiddling with the lock that held the coiled chains. Rosa skipped over to me and peered over my shoulder.  
 
    “Looks like a big lock,” she said. “Think you can break it?”  
 
    “I’m going to try,” I said as I gritted my teeth and gathered up dark magic from the shadows. 
 
    Time was of the essence now. We had no idea how long it would take some other ogre or goblin, keen on doing some elf baiting, to come up here. As soon as they caught sight of that dead jailer, the game would be up. 
 
    I held the lock in both hands, closed my eyes, and pictured it breaking apart in shards of metal. Dimly, I was aware of a dull rumbling crack echoing through the cavern. 
 
    I let the magic out of me, slowly this time, thinking I would ratchet it up with increasing force. As I did so, I found myself picturing the shackles on each elf’s wrists and ankles as well. I had so much magic brimming within me that I felt breaking the lock that kept us inside the cell wasn’t enough. 
 
    I jumped at a massive smash and opened my eyes as the ogre’s body was reduced to pâté by a few tons of limestone stalactite. As I jumped, I felt a surging crackle of power leave my body. With a staccato rattle of snapping metal that sounded through the cavern like gunshots, not only did the lock break, but every shackle in the holding cell burst open. There was a chorus of gasps and soft cheers. When I looked around, all the dark elves were shaking and kicking off their metal bindings. 
 
    Outside, in the slackening storm, I heard the sounds of drums and rough horns falter and grow quiet. Roars and screeches of confusion took their place. Hellhounds yammered.  
 
    “Sounds like the band has quit playing,” I said. “That means it’s closing time where I’m from. Time to fucking get out of here.” 
 
    Rosa laughed as she swooped in front of me and started pulling at the chains that held the doors. There was the sound of slithering metal, which got faster and faster, followed by the resounding din of the heavy metal chain coming free. 
 
    “Remember, Earthling, that if you feel the need to open a particular door, open it, otherwise for the rest of your days, that door will haunt your mind!” she called, flinging open the door and stepping out into the open-sided cavern beyond. 
 
    “Profound,” I said with a smile. “Let’s go!” 
 
    I followed Nelri out behind her swarming clan of dark elves. 
 
    “You’re good?” Lilah asked. “You look like you used a lot of magic there.” 
 
    I shot her a grin that I hoped looked devil-may-care, but probably had a bit of a manic twist to it. 
 
    “I’m great,” I said. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” 
 
    We surged out of the holding cell. As soon as the lead dark elf stepped foot beyond the iron gate, I saw him summon a flickering globe of purple fire to his hand. His face was lit by the mauve light and looked more devilish than elvish in the time that he allowed the flame to burn. 
 
    Their magic was back in their possession. 
 
    Shit was about to get real. 
 
    We approached the opening of the cavern. Water poured down from the cliff face above, making a temporary waterfall that gushed down in a gray curtain that was shot through with the light of the few campfires that were still burning in the valley beyond.  
 
    “Ready yourselves,” Zuthry said in a low voice. 
 
    “Ready?” Rosa crowed from out of the throng of dark elf warriors. “What has being ready got to do with anything? It doesn’t matter. Our world is changed by those who aren’t ready!” 
 
    We stepped out through the curtain of falling water and saw a host of bent-backed, bow-legged goblins pelting as fast as their bandy legs would carry them up the slope toward us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My mind focused at the sight of the onrushing wall of goblins. They’re good in that sense, goblins. They sharpen the mind, peel away any distractions or worries, and replace them with only one concern: how am I going to kill these sons of bitches? 
 
    The rain had slackened somewhat and was no longer a torrential downpour. It improved visibility for us, but it also improved visibility for the ogres and their minions. 
 
    We had the advantage of the high ground. It was a poor warrior that ceded the high ground. Even I had learned that particular part of the art of war, although it had been through countless movies and first-person shooters. 
 
    “It’s over, Anakin, I have the high ground,” I whispered, my words lost to all but me. 
 
    The goblins came shrieking, waving their arms like cartoon apes. They bore crude spears, shields, and bone daggers, but even the most poorly made shank could cause damage. 
 
    It was a strange and unique thing I experienced then, with hordes of enemies rushing toward me. I was enveloped in boiling wrath. I was smothered and wrapped in intense, out of control anger that gripped me by the throat and wouldn’t let go. 
 
    It was so alien to my personality that it took me by surprise, even as I embraced it. I somehow knew it was there to help me, to assist me in surviving the ordeal to come. It was as if I was there to get something, or keep something that was inherently mine, and I would take it or keep it by force if I had to. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if it was something to do with the dark magic I now possessed. 
 
    Once my survival instinct had overridden my conscience, and I had decided that, yes, I had to kill to survive, then my conscience was replaced with an anger and level of brutality reserved for when you’re fighting for your fucking life. I’d already killed on multiple occasions since coming to this world, but this was different. This wouldn’t be in the heat of the moment. This would be intentional. 
 
    And I wasn’t going to regret it. 
 
    “No mercy for the barbarian scum!” bellowed one of the dark elves in a high, fluting voice. Other dark elves raised their own voices in piercing battlecries that mimicked birds. 
 
    When the goblins were about twenty yards from us, toiling up the slope, the dark elves let loose with their magic. Screams and mud, yells and blood, curses and glittering enchantments filled the air between the two forces. 
 
    It was amazing what I could come up with in the heat of battle. Not having any knowledge of what I could concoct with spells, I was free to craft things straight out of the top shelf of my imagination. 
 
    I started by strafing the front ranks of the goblins as I sucked in the surrounding darkness. Bursts of lilac-colored bolts rotated in the air in front of my face, then fired wherever I set my eyes on something. They ran across the front line of the goblins and knocked them over. Those who followed trampled the felled goblins into the sludge. Others were blown over backward, tumbling into the goblins behind them and sending them sliding over on their asses. 
 
    The slope and the mud were our friends here. I thrust my hands into the mud and willed it to slide, sending out pulsing bursts of nature magic, hoping to weaken it enough so that it slipped away and took a bunch of our foes with it. 
 
    The spread of power was too great, and my enchantment only made the ground even boggier than it already was. This helped in a way, making the goblins who were leaping over the fallen front line slow so that the ones behind them crashed into them. 
 
    After that, it was hard to say what was happening. The whole slope had dissolved into a blood-soaked maelstrom of tumult and disorder. 
 
    Spells flashed from the furious dark elf fighters.  
 
    Spells that took the form of smoking bats that flitted into the goblins and exploded in clouds of noxious vapor 
 
    Spells that augmented the hands of the dark elf casting it so that they could tear at the goblins with black paws tipped with purple claws that were as sharp as daggers.  
 
    Spells that vanished a dark elf out from under a goblin’s ax and made it reappear behind it in perfect throat cutting position. 
 
    Never far from me, Nelri and Lilah moved through the craziness with the calm surety and poise of women raised to hunt and to kill, whether it be deer for food or goblins for war. 
 
    Lilah gathered a chunk of the rain into a single block a yard square and crushed a goblin with it. The goblin’s bow flew from its hand, and she snatched it out of the air. She twirled like a dancer, ducked a sword blow from another goblin, and plucked an arrow from a quiver on its back. As I dealt with the goblin that had narrowly missed taking her head off, blasting it with a ball of dark magic that detonated against its chest and spilled its innards, Lilah put the arrow to the bowstring and sent it hissing through the melee to strike a hellhound through the throat. 
 
    “They’ve released the hounds! They’ve released the hounds!” Nelri yelled from my right. 
 
    “Watch yourselves!” cried a blood-splashed male dark elf. “Eyes everywhere! Eyes every—” 
 
    A hellhound leaped like a rust-colored demon from out of nowhere and fastened its jaws around the dark elf’s head. With a sickening jolt, its jaw muscles compressed, and the elf’s head exploded like a ripe strawberry. The big four-legged beast shook the dead elf from side to side with such vigor that it tore his mangled head clean off. With an easy swallow, it gulped the head down. 
 
    I snatched up a broken arrow shaft from the ground, pointed it at the hellhound, and let out a wordless cry. Nature magic poured from my palm and into the arrow. I pulled it over my shoulder and threw it like a fastball. The empowered arrow shaft streaked forward in a shimmering beam of green and brown. It hit the hellhound side on, plunging into its corded muscles, and it staggered. The hellhound crashed to the ground with a yelp. I thought I’d taken it out, but then it scrambled up on four legs and shook itself. It turned its heavy head toward me and licked blood from its jowls. It was a meaningful look that suggested it intended to have me for dinner. 
 
    “Don’t forget your greens,” I said as I planted my palms to the ground and called upon the creeping things beneath the earth. 
 
    Roots burst from the hellhound, ripping through its mouth and ears, eyes and ass. Some of the keener ones lanced through a hellhound that had bounded up beside it and pinned it to the muddy ground, where it thrashed weakly before dying. 
 
    A chorus of furious howls went up from the hellhounds that were running into the fight, as if they were attuned to losing some of their own. 
 
    They’re going to hate what happens next, then, I thought. 
 
    In the chaos of the battle, it seemed my magic and my creativity was running rampant. Fueled by what I was seeing the dark elves around me perform, I took things up a notch. 
 
    My next enchantment made a clump of shadows, which were leaping and dancing up the slope, come to life. With a serious effort of will, I managed to make the shadows flow together, stand, take the rudimentary form of a human, and then fall on a pack of goblins, crushing them like a hailstorm hitting a wheat field.  
 
    Blood and mud spattered my face, chest, arms, and legs. Everyone around me, both the elves and our opponents, had become nightmare figures of mud and water.  
 
    “Where is he?” I heard Nelri screamed as she blasted goblins and hellhounds from her path. 
 
    “Where is who?” I called, watching as she jumped into the air and performed a stunning spinning heel that snapped a goblin’s head back and sent it flopping lifelessly into the churned mud. 
 
    “Bogrot, we need to find him.” 
 
    “Cut off the head of the serpent, you think?” I said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Nelri agreed. 
 
     I hadn’t seen a single ogre in this fight yet, which meant they were up to something. 
 
    It was only when the dark elves had reached the bottom of the slope, having driven the goblins and hellhounds back with magic and sword, that the ogres joined the fray. 
 
    With a thunderous joint bellow that rose over the sound of the receding thunder, they charged in from all sides. 
 
    The ogres were worthy opponents in terms of power and speed and viciousness. They weren’t, however, worthy of us in terms of brains and patience and purity of purpose. They weren’t the kind of opponents that calculated their moves to entice a response from us. They charged in without thought. They charged in without order. This allowed us to make our own plays. It allowed us to consider what they were doing, if only for a few heartbeats and then act, instead of just reacting. 
 
    If they hadn’t gone in for all the shouting and hollering, all the windmilling of their long arms and the gnashing of tusk-like teeth, they might have blindsided us out of the mist replacing the pouring rain. 
 
    With time to spare, I saw the pair heading for me from behind a marquee-sized tent. They came lumbering at me, fast for their size, with a hellhound sprinting along in front of them. I blasted out a buffeting wave of dark magic that picked the oncoming hellhound off of its feet and flung it back at the ogres with extreme prejudice. It bowled one of the ogres off its feet while the other one came on, roaring like a lion with indigestion. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lilah transform a small wooden tent peg into a giant spear. It glowed the bright green of pure nature magic. This gave me an idea. I knew about things that didn’t exist here, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t use magic to make them exist for a short while. 
 
    It was the work of a second for me to use my nature magic to transform a small goblin’s bow into a repeating hand crossbow. It glimmered with the same eerie green light as Lilah’s spear. It looked mean. It felt as light as a feather in my hand, with just enough weight to give the impression that it hadn’t been a simple bow only seconds ago. I grabbed a small twig from the ground, transmogrified it into a crossbow bolt with a little something extra, and loaded it into the weapon. 
 
    I pointed it at the onrushing ogre, but the big silly bastard didn’t have a clue what it was and didn’t do the smart thing and throw himself aside. He didn’t even check his pace, just came steaming toward me like an irate locomotive. 
 
    The bolt caught the ogre in the stomach and sent it flipping head over heels. It clutched at the wound, looking down aghast as crusty bark began spreading from it. 
 
    That little touch had been a contingency addition to the enchantment. There were so many ogres around, I knew I wouldn’t have the chance to killshot all of them. I wanted the ones that I wounded and disabled to be more amenable to being finished off by the elves if I couldn’t finish them myself. The parasitical bark spread out from the gut shot and hardened, so that the ogre struggled to get to his feet. 
 
    “This is my boomstick!” I resisted the urge to blow the smoke away from the barrel. 
 
    I reloaded with another twig-turned-bolt and raised the supernatural crossbow again, but I was saved from administering the coup de grâce by Rosa. She came dashing past, wielding what looked like an agricultural scythe, and cleaved the ogre’s head cleanly from its thick neck. 
 
    “Nice toy!” she yelled as she fled on into the fight. 
 
    I watched her jump into the air and conjure stepping stones of pink magic. She danced across these, over the heads of the scrapping ogres, elves, goblins, and hellhounds, and then backflipped off the final one and planted the tip of the scythe through the top of an ogre’s skull. 
 
    “What a woman,” I muttered. “What a crazy, flamboyant, unpredictable firecracker of a woman!” 
 
    I was forced from my appreciative gazing by the slobbering snarl of a pair of goblins hastening toward me with murder in their bulging eyes and spears in their hands. The crossbow swiveled toward them and fired. Before the second goblin had registered that I’d hit his buddy, I’d reloaded with another enchanted bolt and hit him right in the cranium.  
 
    The strange thing was, despite the fact that I’d never fired a crossbow before, my aim was true. My hands knew exactly what to do.  
 
    Was this yet another aspect of my body and mind becoming more elven? 
 
    I banked the thought for later as I ducked and weaved through the fray, using my supernatural crossbow to help dispatch those of our foes who were getting the upper hand on my dark elf allies. Most of my concentration was fixed on the ogres, as they seemed to be the hardiest and most dangerous. 
 
    Almost every single one of them I came across was imbued with some sort of magic they shouldn’t have been. Beast magic was the easiest to spot, but other brands or varieties of magic also made themselves evident. 
 
    One ogre was covered in a thick skin that looked like the rind of some sickly yellow citrus fruit. As I watched, he snatched up a smoldering stick from a dying campfire and held it up. The dull green glow, which suffused him and marked him as an ogre that had been touched with nature magic, spread from his arm to the stick. In a heartbeat, the stick had morphed into a club, which he then swung at a dark elf. The elf somersaulted over the blow, and the ogre’s swipe smashed apart a stack of crates nearby. The ogre roared and raised the club high to strike at another dark elf, who was looking the other way, with a backhand blow. 
 
    I aimed and fired. 
 
    The backhand blow would have landed and clubbed the dark elf to death, but my nature magic crossbow bolt had shortened the ogre’s club by half. It looked at the stump in its hand in confusion, but only for as long as it took me to hit it with another bolt in the shoulder, which spun it on the spot like a top. The dark elf whom I had just saved leaped at the ogre and started slashing at its face with a bone sword that she must have purloined from a fallen goblin. 
 
    I was thinking of moving in to help the female dark elf with her opponent, but a movement out of the corner of my eye made me half-turn. 
 
    An ogre, wreathed in the shadowy purple light of dark magic, held a hammer that looked to be constructed of gray and black smoke made solid. I noted, in a detached way, that the ogres seemed to be fans of blunt instruments. I supposed that was appropriate, seeing as they were walking blunt instruments themselves. 
 
    The smoke hammer whooshed through the air toward me. 
 
    My crossbow vanished into sawdust in my hands. I managed to erect a basic dark magic shield of mauve light in front of myself as the thundering blow connected. 
 
    The shield took the sting out of the hammer and then some. It absorbed the strike, deflected most of the energy of it, and then cracked and shattered. 
 
    I was thrown through the air by the force of the enchantment breaking and crashed through a poorly crafted tent. The softness of the waterlogged terrain took the sting out of the fall, and I used the momentum of my flight to roll to my feet. 
 
    I snatched the end of a burning log from a campfire nearby and used it to smash a goblin over the back of the skull, splinters and embers flying as it keeled over. I transformed the log into a spear and threw it at a hellhound, but the beast snatched it out of the air with unthinking canine reflexes. I used this momentary distraction to send a blast of dark magic through the campfire, and it ignited in a gout of purple flame that stuck to the hellhound like napalm.  
 
    As the burning, dying hellhound went berserk and began blundering through the neighboring tents and set them afire in turn, I wiped mud from my face and cast around to see how the battle was going. 
 
    I had never seen anything like it. Never imagined anything like it. 
 
    The rain had eased and moved on, leaving only a dismal drizzle and misty haze in its wake. The storm clouds too had gone elsewhere, and the sky was lightening a little, but not so much as to make the visibility much better. The valley floor had turned into one big, churned mud pit. For the ogres, many of which looked like they weighed as much as a small elephant, it made moving a cumbersome and clumsy business. Their great feet sank into the muddy ooze with every step and required a great deal of their strength to get out again. The light-footed elves, though, were able to use this to their advantage. 
 
    The battle looked to have dissolved into many smaller battles, groups of combatants on both sides peeling off and squaring up to others and fighting it out.  
 
    The flash, sparkle, and glimmer of magic was everywhere. It was interesting to me to see the difference between the elves using magic and the ogres, though not surprising when I saw how their use differentiated. The elves were far more clinical and practiced than the ogres, who were about as subtle and scientific as a brick through a church window on Sunday morning. 
 
    As I gazed around me, taking the opportunity to get my breath and wits gathered, I saw an ogre with a bushy foxlike tail use his magic to take over the mind of a hellhound and send it charging brainlessly into a gathering of dark elves, scattering them. I was surprised by this since mind control seemed like a subtle form of magic, but then again, this was clearly a taste of beast magic.  
 
    In response, a dark elf vaulted off the shoulders of another and used the height that he had gained to send a spike of crystalline dark magic shooting from his fingertips to lance the ogre straight through the center of its thick forehead. The back of the ogre’s bald head was sucked inward like an imploding submersible crushed by the ocean. 
 
    “Are you okay?” came a voice from my left. 
 
    I turned and saw Lilah running toward me, her face drawn with concern. 
 
    Around us, what had once been a peaceful wooded valley was now little more than a field littered with destruction, carnage, and wounded fighters. Red, brown, and intestinal purple had replaced the delicate, multi-shaded green hues of the Torrwood. Nature had been hacked and stomped and burned out of the way, and had become the staging ground of a large-scale scrap. 
 
    The air, normally quiet, still, and secret as only the interior of a wild wood could be, was now deafeningly loud, the sound of magical explosions drowning out most other sounds in the area, bar the screams. It was an experience no survivor would ever forget. 
 
    Was I all right? 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I was just… taking a moment, I guess.” 
 
    Lilah’s eyebrows rose almost all the way into her bedraggled mousy brown hair. 
 
    “Do you not think it might be wiser to take a moment after the battle is done, rather than in the middle of it?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a fair point,” I said. 
 
    I flicked a hand out, and a small tuft of sparse grass, which had miraculously not yet been churned into mud, sprung up to form a hedge in front of a trio of goblins that had been making their way toward Lilah and me.   
 
    “Good,” Lilah said, making an approving face at the enchantment. 
 
    She pulled back the bowstring of her stolen bow and shot the first goblin to circle around my makeshift hedge. It let out a croaking cry and spewed dark blood down its front before being bowled over by the goblin behind it. This one, and the third, I nailed by giving the nine-foot-tall hedge I had just produced razor-honed edges and bending the blades over as fast as thought allowed. The two goblins were sliced to ribbons, their arms and legs dropping to the floor, their heads and bodies cleaved in a dozen different places. 
 
    Lilah turned to look at me. 
 
    “Where did you learn that from?” she asked. 
 
    “Where the hell am I learning any of it from?” I countered with a bark of laughter. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lilah and I returned into the madness, staying nearly back-to-back to cover each other. We wanted to find the ogre leader, Bogrot, but we had been caught up in the chaos. We encountered Zuthry swinging a glowing purple staff around her head and shrieking an ongoing warcry as she battled two ogres at once. 
 
    I thrust the staff of a broken spear through the vitals of one ogre, before making it expand until the giant humanoid was cut in two. The fat ropes of intestines slithered out of him like snakes out of a nesting ball, while he gurgled out his last breath in the mud. 
 
    Lilah and Zuthry tag-teamed the other one. Lilah dodged and danced around it, avoiding the sharpened nature magic stakes that had replaced the ogre’s fingers, until Zuthry was in position to stick her staff into its slobbering maw and set the ogre’s oddly woody head on fire from the inside out. 
 
    Zuthry nodded her thanks and dashed off to start giving a hellhound, who had just disemboweled a dark elf with a raking swipe of its claws, a hard time. 
 
    I had no idea how people back in medieval times would have picked out friend from foe in these conditions. How the fuck could a bunch of dudes, dressed up in the same suits of armor and the same rough, homespun gear, make heads or tail of who was on their side when they were all covered in muck? 
 
    I felt lucky that the ogres and the goblins were such different shapes to the elves. If it had been an elf-on-elf fight, I doubted I could have trusted myself to know friend from foe. 
 
    The hack, crash, and smash of weapons on flesh and armor, the cries and croaks and garbled curses, the dull explosions and sharp reports of enchantments being fired or blocked or countered, it was all so overwhelming that my ears and brain seemed to have muted it into an indecipherable, macabre elevator music.  
 
    My eyelids fluttered as blood splashed across my face. Not my blood, but the blood of a dark elf who had taken the point of a goblin spear through his armpit. Before I could avenge him, the goblin was crushed by the body of a falling ogre, two dark elves stabbing at his eyes with magically conjured, wicked-looking shortswords. 
 
    I turned in response to a sizzling, crackling sound, and saw Rosa facing off against a couple of ogres. One was so deformed with dark magic that it looked like a walking boil, while the other was bent over with nature magic to such a degree that one of its long arms was dragging in the mud behind it. 
 
    Rosa stood braced as if she was leaning into a gale. Her face was contorted in an untamed and untrained snarl of delighted animal fury. Both her hands were raised in front of her, her fingers crooked and angled like a child’s interpretation of claws. Rays of pale pink magic blasted from her palms. 
 
    Each of the ogres she faced shot magic back at her. Each of their beams of raw magic collided with one of Rosa’s, and the four beams thrummed against one another, sending iridescent sparks flying and lighting up the fighting that had slowed a little all around them. 
 
    “Shall we help her?” Lilah asked, her face lit with the light emanating from the spectacle. 
 
    “Normally, I’d say yes,” I said, “but I don’t think she needs it.” 
 
    And I was right.  
 
    With a girlish, gleeful laugh, more suited to a woman who’s just found the perfect pair of heels to go with her dress, Rosa’s slim shoulders bunched under her fall-colored motley. She thrust her arms forward, and her pink magic forced the wavering beams of the ogre’s magic back to them until they touched their brutish wielder’s hands. 
 
    There was a dull thwumph, and a shockwave exploded outward as the ogres detonated in sprays of flesh and blood and loose pieces of ragged skin. An expanding halo of pink light dilated out from the point of the explosion, knocking goblins, elves, and ogres alike off their feet with the force of the concussion wave. A group of goblins that had been creeping in to fall on Rosa were tossed spinning into the air out of sight. 
 
    “Wild,” I breathed to myself. 
 
    There was no time to applaud or ogle. A couple of goblins with arrows strung to their bows appeared from behind piled tree trunks and aimed at Lilah and me. 
 
    “Move!” I yelled. 
 
    Lilah went right, I went left. 
 
    As I executed a beautiful roll, using a convenient boulder as cover, a pissed off ogre hauled himself up from where he had been taking a breather with a spear in his side. Without hesitating, I hit the injured bastard square in the chest with a cannonball of dark magic, all in the blink of an eye. The asshole’s torso caved in at the force of the magic missile, and the ogre sat back on his ass breathing his last and looking even more pissed off than he had been before. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel like my stores of magical energy were far, far greater than they’d been only hours ago. I couldn’t explain why. Much like my aim and knowledge of how to fire a crossbow, it was inexplicable. At least it was right now. I figured I’d discuss it with the elves when we finally got out of this mess. 
 
    A flicker of movement from out of the corner of my eye made me vault over the dying ogre, and a couple of gun-metal gray crossbow bolts thudded into the big, blue idiot’s broken chest just to add insult to terminal injury. 
 
    I looked around me, but couldn’t see where Lilah had gone. I thought I caught a glimpse of Nelri dealing death and destruction all around her, but then she was swallowed up by the ebb of battle. 
 
    I swiveled around in the mud, trying to keep my eyes in all directions at once, and saw a hellhound turn its attention on me. A goblin rode on its back, wielding a sword that looked like nothing more than a sharpened piece of bone with a leather-wrapped handle. With a growl that would have sent the Satanic rottweilers from The Omen scampering for the hills, the hellhound charged toward me. 
 
    “Let’s be having you, then,” I muttered, my eyes narrowing. 
 
    As the hellhound thundered through the slick mud toward me, the ugly little goblin leapt off the back of the beast, with his sword held above his head in a clichéd kung fu grip. 
 
    It was impressive and cinematic in equal measure, but I still hit him in mid-air with a fist-shaped block of shadow that grabbed him and drove him into the earth with the force of a piledriver. He was crushed into the mire of the battlefield, his limbs and head flopping and his sword spinning away. 
 
    The hellhound was about to pounce when an arrow flitted like a blackbird from my right and hit it straight in the eye. Its legs collapsed from under it, and it skidded to a halt not three inches from the toe of my left boot. 
 
    “No! My lovelies! No!” bellowed a voice that was so rich with wrath and menace that it cut through the din of the fighting that surrounded me. 
 
    My head snapped to my left, and I saw a giant figure come tramping out of the reek and ruin. Mist and smoke clung to him like a cloak. He was covered to the tops of his muscular arms with the blood of elves, and the orange glow of beast magic suffused him. In one hand he clutched a round buckler made of inch-thick planks and set with an iron boss. This shield and the arm which carried it were missing the orange glow. Instead, they were aflame with the unmistakable purple halo that denoted dark magic. 
 
    That motherfuker is wielding two kinds of magic, I thought. How is he allowed to do that? I thought only I could do that? 
 
    As I watched Bogrot come, he was assailed by two dark elves who flung globes of crackling magic at him. 
 
    He raised his shield, and the orbs of dark magic ricocheted off them like ball bearings flung at a rubber wall. One shot straight back at the elf who had cast it and blasted him through a tent, trailing a tail of eggplant-colored smoke. The other elf continued, undeterred. 
 
    Bogrot roared his defiance at the onrushing dark elf, and his bestial features became even more exaggerated. The pronounced canines lengthened until they resembled the famed teeth of a smilodon. The hair around his face and head became bushier and longer, and the thick claws of his three-fingered hands extended into yellow claws.   
 
    The dark elf sprung into the air and shot a blaze of lilac-colored fire at the ogre, pumping her legs as she hurtled toward the towering fiend. Once more, Bogrot raised the shield. This time, the fire was sucked into the buckler, as smoothly as water into a sponge. 
 
    As the elf came down, a shimmering magical mace manifesting in her hands, one of Bogrot’s hands shot up and slammed into her torso, claws piercing into her midsection. She gasped, and her weapon faded. 
 
    With a roar, Bogrot’s claws extended further and burst out of the back of the woman’s leather shirt. Crimson blood showered out of the awful wounds. The dark elf jerked and vomited more blood, which sprayed over the ogre's face. Bogrot’s fat, slimy tongue darted out of his mouth and licked around his blood-spattered lips as he laughed and laughed.  
 
    “Evergreen Sentinels,” I heard Lilah curse next to me. 
 
    With a disdainful flick of his wrist, Bogrot cast the corpse of the dead dark elf into the mud at his feet. He raised one huge foot and crushed the upper half of her body under his heel, cool and calm as if he was squishing out a cigarette butt, chuckling all the while. 
 
    Then, when his gory task was done, his anvil of a head lifted and looked me dead in the eye. 
 
    “You!” he boomed in his subterranean voice. 
 
    “Oh good,” I said to Lilah, “he looks like he wants a word.” 
 
    As Bogrot marched through the slaughter and decimation that littered the valley, stepping over hewn stumps and fighters, Nelri appeared at my other side. 
 
    “Nice to have the trio all together again,” I said with a grim smile. 
 
    Whether it was the ogre himself, luck, or some other force at work, the fighting of the main battle seemed to circle us. Flowing around us like water around a rock. 
 
    Bogrot kicked aside a fawning goblin as he approached it, booting it so hard that it was spitted on a snapped off sapling. As he continued toward the three of us, his left arm and the buckler he held flared and took on a brighter purple halo. 
 
    Nelri gawked at his use of two types of magic. 
 
    Bogrot, coming to a standstill with all the ponderous slowness of an ocean liner coming into dock, laughed at the look on her face. “I see you are in awe of my power, elf wench.” He turned to me and snarled. “And I see you have powers of your own. But that won’t matter. I’m going to fucking kill you, stranger.”   
 
    “You’ve been wrong before,” I said. “Chances are you’re wrong again, I’m afraid.” 
 
    He blew a cloud of orange-tinted steam into the air from his abnormally large—for an ogre—nose. 
 
    “I’m goin’ to fuckin’ kill you all,” he growled. 
 
    “Well, it’s better to hit the wrong note confidently, than hit the right note unconfidently,” I said, my voice syrupy sweet with condescension.  
 
    Bogrot growled deep in his throat and held up his purple-hazed arm toward Nelri, then gestured at his bestial features with his other arm. He looked like a creature who enjoyed the sound of his own voice, and he didn’t disappoint me. He was like the ogre version of Perry Steele.  
 
    “Probably wonderin’ how an ogre could be juiced up with a double dose of magic, eh?” He leered at Nelri, his bass words coming thickly through his massive canines. 
 
    “I was more wondering when you were going to shut the hell up so we could kill you,” Nelri said. 
 
    Bogrot’s smile took on a nasty edge. He reached into the neck of the simple, filthy and noisome tunic that he wore and pulled something out on a thick piece of rope. 
 
    “Are those fucking ears?” I asked, my stomach dropping and bile rising to my throat. 
 
    Bogrot peered down. “Yeah, but they’re just for style. This is what I wanted to show you.” 
 
    A fragment of rock. It looked tiny in the big paw of the ogre, but it must have been about the size of an ice-cube. It was gray, but had a faint oily sheen to it. It looked vulgar in a way I couldn’t explain, and yet I would have given a lot to reach out and touch it. 
 
    “Shit…” Lilah said from next to me, her voice barely audible over the din of the battle being fought around us. “Whatever that is, it’s elven. And it has power unlike anything I’ve seen before.” 
 
    “Ah, the nature elf knows!” He chuckled. 
 
    “I know that you hold something that stretches beyond the reach of your muddy understanding,” Lilah said. 
 
    “Er, what is it, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    Bogrot looked at me in annoyance.  
 
    “Sorry to ruin the whole tense revelation thing,” I said, “but I’m not up to much as far as relics or magic stones go.” 
 
    “It’s a damned fragment of the amalgamage’s signet, you ass!” Bogrot bellowed, nettled that his divulgence hadn’t been met with uniformal awe. 
 
    Nelri’s eyes narrowed. “You excrete lies like you do your foul stink, ogre,” she said, but I could tell she was rattled. I figured this was part of the same signet that the dying fae had told us about. The same signet that was wreathed in long-forgotten mystery. The same signet that we had been meaning to find out more about back in Lilah’s hamlet, but had been sidetracked with the beginning’s of the little township’s defenses. 
 
    “Ah, I can see it in those big purple eyes of yours that you know I speak the truth!” Bogrot said, all but dancing on the spot he was so fucking smug.  
 
    “And how in the name of all the trees in the Torrwood does one the likes of you come to wield a fragment of the signet?” Lilah asked, although we had already had the answer hinted at earlier. 
 
    “I earned it,” Bogrot said. “Earned it with the services I’ve performed for my King. He gifted it to me for all the good work I’ve been doin’ him of late.” 
 
    He tucked the fragment of the signet away, back down the front of his rotting shirt, and patted it. 
 
    “And who knows,” Bogrot said, smiling a smile that looked more like a crack in stone than the grin of a living thing, “maybe once I’m done pullin’ your spines out, he might give me a little more for my troubles.” 
 
    “He has more?” Lilah asked. 
 
    Bogrot put his head down, let out a bone-chilling, stone-splitting yell, and charged. The elves, goblins, and ogres picked up their fighting in earnest—Bogrot’s charge was like the last call for drinks at a bar. 
 
    “Any words of advice in dealing with a psychotic ogre wielding two different kinds of magic?” I asked out of the corner of my mouth as Bogrot closed on us with the inevitability of a mudslide. 
 
    “Be the bigger monster,” Nelri said, her eyes burning hard and bright. “Go to lengths your enemy isn’t willing to go.” 
 
    “I’m not sure there’s anywhere this bastard hasn’t gone,” I muttered. 
 
    Reaching into myself, I touched the magic within, and prepared to let the good times flow. 
 
      

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bogrot was an imposing and intimidating sight, there was no getting around that. His newly bushed out hair looked like a gray mane against the blue of his skin. His yellow eyes were scrunched up, and great ropes of saliva flicked off his slavering jaws and prominent teeth. 
 
    I’d read Sun Tzu’s The Art of War once in college because I’d thought it’d help me win more strategy games. Despite letting me down in that regard, I did learn a few things I never thought I’d have to personally use. 
 
    If your enemy was superior in strength, it was a good idea to evade him. If he was temperamental, it was smart to piss him off as much as you could. A third tactic that often came in handy, apparently, was to pretend to be weak so your foe might grow arrogant—something I could see the ogre doing. 
 
    I started backing away from the onrushing Bogrot, plastering the most convincing look of terror across my face that I could. 
 
    “What’re you doing, Jake?” Nelri muttered. 
 
    “Are you kidding me! Look at this guy! Are we going to stand and fight him? Look how fucking scary and… big and… shit he is!” 
 
    I wasn’t going to win any Golden Globes, but I was sure Bogrot was more of a Clifford the Big Red Dog guy rather than a One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest fan. 
 
    Lilah shot me a confused look, then caught me winking at her. 
 
    “Ah,” she said, in an even more pathetic attempt at abject dread than my own. “Oooh! Yes, very, um, scary!” 
 
    “What the fuck?” Nelri said, though she too seemed to understand that some sort of weird play was going on here and started to back away from the onrushing Bogrot. 
 
    This reaction looked like the response Bogrot had been after. As he trampled through a campfire and sent sparks scattering up from his massive heels like fireflies from grass, he raised his buckler over his head and let out a deep bass cry of glee. 
 
    I’d seen what little effect the dark magic had had on Bogrot and his supernatural buckler. With the shard of the amalgamage’s signet hanging around his neck, I imagined Bogrot was instilled with even more resilience to it than he would have been. I guessed that using dark magic on a dark magic user was less effective than using a different sort of magic against them. 
 
    I wanted this bastard out for the count as soon as possible. This wasn’t one of those stories where the heroes take on the villain in a heroic last stand and, after a protracted fight with some near death experiences, they finally slay him. No, this was real life. I didn’t give a shit how we did it, but we needed to take this motherfucker down.  
 
    Still backing away, though Bogrot was only twenty yards from us now, I reached into the area around me for nature magic. While there were no more trees and only stumps remaining, those trees had roots, and the ground itself was crying out for retribution against the ogres who had taken away the great sentinels here.  
 
    “They’ll be singin’ sagas of me killin’ you when I—” Bogrot yelled, swinging his buckler around his head like a fucking idiot. 
 
    With a mighty wrenching of mental energy, I tore a tree stump from the ground and threw it into his path. With a hell of an effort, I buried the end of the log nearest me into the ground and pointed the other blunt end right at Bogrot’s big blue balls. 
 
    Bogrot slammed the brakes on, but with his size, weight, and the speed he picked up across the space that divided us, he had no chance. 
 
    He slammed, crotch first, into the stump with a force that made me shiver. The stump cracked, then burst from the impact. Slivers and splinters of wood spun away in all directions, while Bogrot flipped over in a somersault he could never have hoped to pull off without the help of a two thousand pound pine log in the nads. The sound of his breath torn from his forge bellows-sized lungs was the sweetest music I’d ever heard. He crashed face down in the mud with all the delicacy of a small space station falling out of the atmosphere. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Nelri said, her voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He’ll be feeling that one in the morning.” 
 
    “He won’t be around in the morning to feel it,” Lilah said. 
 
    “If that didn’t kill him,” I said, “he is going to be pissed.” 
 
    Bogrot rose from the mud like a leviathan from the depths. Muck and rainwater dripped off his face, which was set in a mask of such intense anger that it blurred the line between plain furious and outright maniacal.  
 
    Nelri fired a stream of beautiful gray, silver, and lavender darts at him as he hauled himself slowly up from the mire. The darts twittered through the air, forming the shadowy outlines or silhouettes of ravens. They plowed into the ground around Bogrot, who instinctively raised his shield. 
 
    With matching explosions, the dark magic darts detonated in geysers of mud that reached thirty feet into the air. The great bulk of the ogre was sent skyward, turning slowly end over end, along with about half a ton of wet mud and torn grass. As he reached the pinnacle of his flight, Lilah shot out from her palm a glowing emerald-green vine covered in thorns that latched onto him like a grapnel. 
 
    With a bestial roar that made the dark elves and goblins nearest to us clap their hands to their ears, and the few remaining hellhounds cringe and whimper, Bogrot caught the flying vine-like grapnel around one of his massive hands. Even as gravity claimed his vast bulk and he began to fall, he discharged a burst of bright orange beast magic down the organic grappling hook, dissolving it into ash as it passed along it. 
 
    “Lilah, let—” I tried to warn her, but it was too late. 
 
    The beast magic slammed into Lilah’s hand with an echoing bang that sounded bizarrely like the snarl of some feral creature. She was flung backward in a crackling cloud of energy and was sent tumbling through a mound of goblin corpses. 
 
    Nelri and I didn’t waste time. The pair of us raised our hands and fired everything we had at the falling ogre. Bogrot deflected dark magic rounds and projectiles of all shapes and sizes with his shield. Spells and enchantments ricocheted off his hide too, which I figured was thanks to the fragment of the amalgamage’s signet. The deflected spells punched back into the earth in sprays of mud, winked out in the air, or were flung far away. 
 
    Bogrot landed with a snarl in a large puddle, sending up a shower of gravy-colored droplets. I shot a blazing bolt of dark energy at him, infusing it with the will to smother him. 
 
    Bogrot caught it, the giant clawed paw in which he was holding my spell was engulfed by a throbbing purple halo. His mouth contorted as he wrestled with the ball of winking, dancing dark energy.  
 
    “Uh, is he supposed to be able to do that?” I asked Nelri. 
 
    “It looks like the amalgamage’s signet fragment is bolstering the beast power he’s been saturated in,” she said, her eyes going wide. “I-I’ve never seen such a thing.” 
 
    Bogrot grimaced as he continued to wrestle with the ball of stuttering dark magic. I tried to end the spell, but the connection I had with it was severed. He turned his face away from the magic in his hand and said, “My turn!” 
 
    He flung the beast-controlled dark magic ball at a tree stump nearby. The enchantment slammed into it, and the tree stump ripped its roots free of the ground and began using them as legs to scuttle toward Nelri. 
 
    As Nelri fired dark magic at the animated stump, trying to stop it, Bogrot turned those evil yellow eyes of his on me and scowled. 
 
    “I told you I’d fuckin’ kill you, meatsack,” he growled. 
 
    “I'm not afraid of death, jackass,” I replied, settling into a low stance that came to me then, though I couldn’t say where I’d learned it, “I’m just not keen on being there when it happens.” 
 
    It was a strangely intense amount of bravado for a failed architect and recently former sales rep to be showing. But like my enhanced eyesight, crossbow skills, and this strange fighting stance, it had come from somewhere deep inside me, though from where was impossible to tell. 
 
    Bogrot lowered his hands to the ground and bounded at me like a bear. His mouth was wide, and he looked like he wanted to rend me with tooth and claw instead of magic. 
 
    He launched at me, but before he could make contact, I summoned a cloud of dark magic that carried me over the top of the snarling bastard and deposited me on the other side of him. I made a mental note to thank the dark elf I’d seen use magic in a similar way.  
 
    As Bogrot slid to a halt and glanced around for me, I used nature magic to form a bubble of mud around the stump that was flailing its roots at Nelri as she held it at bay. In doing so, I felt strangely... empty. It seemed I was coming close to running out of juice, even after all the extra capacity I had been packing. 
 
    As soon as the capsule of dirt had closed over the animated tree stump, Lilah rejoined the fight, a gash down her cheek. She manifested another one of her glowing green vines, threw it around the ball of mud, and then used magic and muscle to fling it at Bogrot. 
 
    The stump smashed into the side of his skull at all of thirty miles per hour. There was a hollow crack, and one of Bogrot’s huge front tusks was snapped off and sent spinning away. 
 
    Bogrot howled and clapped a hand to his jaw, standing on two legs and waving his head from side to side. 
 
    I’d once looked up where the expression ‘never look a gift horse in the mouth’ came from. I’d known it meant not to question the value of a gift, but that was it. I had learned it stemmed from the practice of determining a horse’s age from looking at its teeth. That it was rude to receive a horse as a present and immediately examine its mouth, as if you were trying to figure out how good or shit your free horse was.  
 
    It was funny, the sort of shit that flashed through my head in these high-stress situations. That whole episode of my pre-Tavalon life, small and random as it might have been, zipped through my head as Bogrot reared back, clutching at his broken tooth. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t going to do it: look a gift horse in the goddamn mouth, that was. 
 
    I knelt in the mud by one of the many fallen logs that lay around the valley. The branches had all been hacked off and used for the campfires, but this was not a problem. The trunk itself was still intact.  
 
    I laid a hand to it and sent a pulse of nature magic through the wood, unknotting it, visualizing the multitude of fibers that formed it and separating them. The trunk segmented into half a dozen or so thinner stakes of wood. 
 
    “Nelri! Lilah! Help me shoot some of these at the bastard!” I yelled. 
 
    They were at my side in an instant, their steps swift and sure as shadows across the shifting quagmire. 
 
    “Shoot them?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Using our magic together,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve got the juice to do it myself, and the last thing I want to do is blackout and drown in this stinking ooze.” 
 
    Lilah and Nelri glanced at each other, then nodded. 
 
    “We can give you what we have left,” Lilah said. “We can give our magic over to you to use.”  
 
    “You’d do that?”  
 
    “Without a second thought,” Nelri said.  
 
    I nodded and set my jaw. “Let’s do it then.”  
 
    Together, the elves each placed a hand on one of my shoulders. As they did, I felt fresh energy course through my body. I put  
 
    I placed my hands along the sides of the splintered lengths of wood like they were holy things. Shit, our lives might have depended on them finding a mark, so maybe they were holy things. There was no time to dwell on that. 
 
    “I just need to give them the power to fly,” I said. 
 
    There was no time to do much else. Bogrot was simmering down now, making little whistling grunts of pain, but still clutching his snapped off tooth, which looked to be leaking. 
 
    “Ready?” I said. “Go!” 
 
    The first rough javelin shot through the air, powered by purple fire like some kind of medieval rocket. It hissed past Bogrot’s meaty thigh, leaving a thick white line as it scratched his blue skin. It didn’t kill him, didn’t even injure him, but it did get his attention. 
 
    “Great,” I said. 
 
    The next javelin took flight, this time heading straight for him. With an agility I could only credit his beast magic or the fragment for providing, he leaped over the missile. 
 
    He landed on his stumpy legs with a thud, as the third and fourth missiles were loosed in quick succession. These he batted from the air, cutting one clean in half with his claws as he swept his hand at it. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “Last two.” 
 
    The fifth and sixth missiles took off in twin showers of sawdust and splinters. The fifth I shot low, and Bogrot stomped it into the ground with a heavy foot. 
 
    Just as I hoped he would. 
 
    Mud and shattered wood exploded into the air so that he couldn’t see for a few seconds. That’s when I used a touch of nature magic to bend the length of the sixth and final makeshift javelin so that its flight path was altered just a touch. 
 
    With a slippery crunching thud of broken wood piercing flesh, the javelin smacked into the chunky mass of Bogrot’s thigh.  
 
    The howl that issued from his lips was one I never wished to hear. 
 
    Bogrot staggered, but in his slobbering pain, confusion, and blind fury, he sent a coiling tongue of orange beast magic toward where the attack on him had originated—namely, where Lilah, Nelri, and I stood. 
 
    It really was a tongue of beast magic, too; a waving, studded forked tongue that caught us all off guard and knocked us from our feet. We landed hard in the mud some feet away from where we’d been struck. I felt like I’d just been attacked by some monster or savage animal. I was itching all over, and my legs were quivering and completely out of my control. I tried to get up but found I couldn’t. 
 
    “It’s a poison,” Nelri said from a few feet away. Her jaw was clenched, and she shook from top to bottom. “A paralytic…” 
 
    Bogrot bled profusely. From where I lay, I saw we had got him good. I didn’t know much about wounds, but from the pulsing regularity of the blood issuing from his thigh wound, it looked like we’d done some damage. 
 
    That was good news, but it would have been better if we hadn’t paid for it by being trapped in our own bodies.  
 
    I tried to get my legs under control again and had a little more success this time. Whatever poisonous beast magic we had been struck with, at least didn’t seem permanent. I tried to move again, flopping onto my side, and my movement caught Bogrot’s attention. 
 
    “Yeargh!” he roared, unable to form a coherent word. 
 
    With some difficulty, Bogrot began to drag his leg, making his way straight for us. 
 
    He got closer and closer, and with every step, I fought the poison that had me wrapped in its foul, itchy fingers. I tried a spell, but all I got was some fitful sparks from the ends of my fingers. I couldn’t tell whether it was a result of my empty magical reservoirs or the poison—either way, magic was off the table. 
 
    Bogrot drew nearer. He looked a paler blue than he had been, and I could see that he was blinking hard, as if just getting to us was taking all his strength and stamina. 
 
    Eventually, he was only a few steps away. He moved toward me, intent on wiping me from the face of Tavalon first. That was fine with me. If he took me out first, at least that might buy the girls a few precious seconds. It might mean they could break the poison’s hold on themselves. 
 
    Bogrot raised the foot of his injured leg and looked down on me. He looked at me like I was less than a worm. Less than the mud I lay in. 
 
    “How’s the leg, sackface?” I asked through my clenched jaw. 
 
    “You’re d-dead,” Bogrot said. 
 
    “So you keep saying,” I replied. 
 
    The foot came down. 
 
    And I tried with all my might to cast one last spell. 
 
    My hand blazed green. A root burst from the ground and looped around Bogrot’s neck. It held him fast while his giant foot wavered over my head. 
 
    It was a good start, and I could feel the life coming back to my legs now, but I still wasn’t sure whether I was going to have the time I needed to crawl out of the way.  
 
    I managed to roll sideways out of immediate danger. My spell weakened, and Bogrot’s foot came down on nothing but a puddle of mud. 
 
    My root still had him around the neck, and thanks to his weakened leg, I had time to pump through what little magic I had left to give a jerk to the side. With a garbled croak, his leg collapsed from under him, and he went over backward with an almighty thud. 
 
    I made it to my knees but couldn’t get to my feet. All I could do was watch in horror as Bogrot got onto his elbows. He locked eyes with me. 
 
    “You’re fuckin’ de—” 
 
    Bogrot’s head burst like a bubble. Only no bubble I ever heard popping made a sound like an ostrich egg being thrown at a wall. One moment I was staring into a face that only Stevie Wonder could have looked into without wanting to be violently sick, the next there was nothing but a gushing stump, which burned with a light pink flame. 
 
    “What the…?” I said, wiping stinking ogre blood from my face. 
 
    A hand reached down to me. My gaze flowed up the arm that it was attached to. 
 
    “Rosa,” I said. 
 
    “Hey there, stranger,” she said. 
 
    She helped me to my shaking feet. Then the two of us helped up Lilah and Nelri. 
 
    “Your magic, I assume?” I asked, nodding at the very dead body of Bogrot. 
 
    “Wild, eh?” she said. 
 
    “And timely,” I said. “Can’t say I’m sad to see the fucker go.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t think you would be,” Rosa said. “Although, the fucker was dead from that leg wound. He was just too dense to realize it.” 
 
    I patted her on the shoulder. She’d just saved my neck. That was really something. 
 
    “I don’t know how to repay you,” I said. 
 
    Rosa turned those big, feral eyes of hers on me. She winked. “You can repay me later. I guarantee it. As for now, how about we tidy this lot up?” 
 
    “And I think I know just the way to do it,” I said. 
 
    I walked over to the dead Bogrot and pulled the leather cord that held the amalgamage’s signet fragment off his smoking stump. 
 
    “Jake, do you know how to use it?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I said. 
 
    With the fragment of the signet clutched so tightly in my hand it hurt, I walked out into the battle once more. The stone fragment clenched in my hand was cold as ice, yet felt oily and oddly comfortable too. It didn’t provide me with new spells, new elements, or new inspiration. What it did, however, was fill my energy stores to overflowing.  
 
    The ogre, goblin, and hellhound survivors looked like they were fast realizing their doom was at hand before I waded back into the mix. The tables had turned, the numbers were no longer on their sides, their leader was dead, and the elves were fighting for their homeland. 
 
    It was over as quickly and as brutally as a tornado touching down in a trailer park.  
 
    Thanks to the signet filling up my magical energy reserves, I used magic where I could, blasting holes in the milling opposition, leaving chaos and bodies behind for the dark elves to fall on and pick apart.  
 
    An ill-advised goblin bearing a bone ax and a shield leaped into my path. I pummeled him so hard with a dark magic spell that he flew backward and smashed through a barrel of salted pork and water. Blood and pork sprayed into the air in a display of meaty slaughter. 
 
    I conjured another version of my crossbow from a broken ax handle, loading it with another enchanted bolt. The bolts smacked one goblin spearman between the eyes and sent it flipping over the stretched out carcass of a hellhound. 
 
    My attention was snared by a growling sound from Lilah, and I turned. Both she and Nelri had followed me into the fight so we could watch each other’s backs. She was struggling with a hellhound, swinging at it with a nature-infused blade to keep it at bay. Once again, the crossbow bucked in my hand. This time though, I utilized dark magic to create the ammunition. Smoky purple bolts stitched themselves down the hellhound’s rust-colored sides. It staggered and howled, and Lilah cut its throat with a savage thrust and jerk of her occult sword. 
 
    I moved on.   
 
    Finally, we had the last of our foe rounded up into a circle of no more than a score or so. There was the odd ogre, but mostly it was goblins. They snarled and snapped at us, looking for all the world like they were bracing themselves for a heroic last stand. 
 
    The signet pulsed in my hand. My mind was filled with the knowledge of how to end this. What was more, it was filled with possibilities of what might come after, tantalizing glimpses into the sort of future I might have if I just let my power run free. Better yet, if I allowed myself to consume the power of the amalgamage’s signet, then there would be no telling what I might help the elven folk accomplish. 
 
    I shook my head. This was all sounding a little bit too much like running before I could walk. I also felt a fragility within myself, almost like I knew I wasn’t made for such power. At least, not yet.  
 
    There was something else that niggled at the back of my mind, telling me that it was dark magic enticing me to consume the signet before I was ready.  
 
    Well, if that was the case, I would wait. Besides, the battle was all but over. 
 
    Still, there was this final hurdle to overcome, and there was nothing to be gained by messing around. The signet throbbed in my hand, and I unleashed a roaring blanket of purple and green magic. It was darkness. It was wind. It was death made visible. Shrieking and cursing, the last of our enemy were devoured. 
 
    The signet shard went dull in my hand. Quiet, at least for now. Possibly sleeping. Who could tell?  
 
    Whatever it was, I deposited this small piece of a legendary item in my pocket as a deafening cheer went up from the victorious elves. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The battle was over. The fighting was done. Dark elves picked their way around the battlefield, just as you saw in the damn movies, dispatching any of the goblins, hellhounds, or ogres that were still clinging to life. There had been no talk of taking prisoners, and I didn’t bring it up. I might have been a little light when it came to battlefield experience, or much fighting experience at all for that matter, but even I recognized it wasn’t a prisoner taking kind of day. 
 
    As I looked around, and finally felt the ache in my muscles as the adrenaline that had been pounding through my system began to ebb, I noticed that there were far more dark elves still standing than I had expected. 
 
    “Hey, faced with the overwhelming ogrish odds that we were facing,” I said to Nelri, who had barely left my side during that final skirmish, “I think we came out okay, all things considered.” I put my arm around her and gave her a squeeze which she returned, looping her arm around my waist. 
 
    “Yes,” Nelri said as we disentangled ourselves from one another, “things have gone a lot worse. It was strange... when I was fighting, it felt like I could cast a hundred more spells than usual. And the spells themselves had far more potency.”  
 
    “I felt something similar,” Lilah said as she came to my other side. “It was like my energy was overflowing.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Zuthry said from behind us. “I believe I know what, or rather, who, is responsible. We dark elves have tales of the amalgamages, too. They are ancient tales, and no doubt the older elves in our clan are the only ones who’ve heard them.”  
 
    “What tales?” Nelri asked, and she seemed a little sore that she hadn’t been told them. 
 
    “An amalgamage’s power is more than simply communing with elves to acquire the many magical elements. It enhances the magic of those they seek to protect.”  
 
    “Huh,” I said. “Not a bad side benefit, really.”  
 
    Nelri smiled at me. “You are just full of surprises, Jake Walker.”  
 
    “Hopefully I’m not out of them yet. Because I’d like to have a few more up my sleeve to call on when shit hits the fan.” 
 
    “Well, we won,” Nelri said. “All that matters is that we did.” 
 
    Zuthry cleared her throat. “I wanted to thank you in person for your help, Jake Walker.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble,” I said. “Well, it was a little trouble, but it all worked out in the end, didn’t it?” 
 
    Zuthry smiled and looked toward Nelri and Lilah. “My, my, I see why you two were taken by him. It must have been a wonderful communion.” She raised an eyebrow as her gaze ran over me. In that moment, I couldn’t help but think that this elf, while mature, was strikingly beautiful. The streak of gray in her hair only made the fact more prominent.  
 
    “Regardless, on behalf of all of the dark elven people,” she continued, her voice suddenly becoming strangely regal, “I must thank you, Jake Walker.” 
 
    “Zuthry, did you say that you speak on behalf of all the people?” I asked. “Does that mean you’re their chieftain…ness?” 
 
    I thought for a moment that I might have offended her, but then her mouth widened in a warm smile, and she laughed. “Ah, but how little you know, eh? I cannot remember the last time any of us met with a stranger who was as clueless to our ways as you are, Jake Walker.” 
 
    “Not chieftainess, then?” I asked, returning the smile. 
 
    “Jake, I can’t believe I didn’t make the correct introductions before,” Nelri said, “but Zuthry is my clan’s Matriarch. All elven clans, villages, and settlements are led by a female elected to the position by the Matriarch that preceded her.” 
 
    “Oh, right.”I looked around a little awkwardly and then said, “I don’t know what to do in this situation. Do I bow or something? I’ve never met royalty before. The closest I came was when I bumped into Sam Rockwell one time and spilled his coffee over him, and he only played George Bush in that movie—” 
 
    “You do not have to stand on ceremony with me, amalgamage,” Zuthry said, cutting smoothly across me. “Now, maybe I should see if I can’t find something to wet your lips?” 
 
    With that, Zuthry was gone.  
 
    Together, without saying anything, Nelri, Lilah, and I backed up to a massive tree stump behind us, sat down, and gazed out at the absolute slaughterhouse and quagmire the valley had become. 
 
    I held out my hands, and the two elves each took one of them in their own. I smiled at them, glad to have these two beautiful women by my side.  
 
    We continued to stare out over the desolation with unseeing eyes, each of us just enjoying the fact that we were alive, even if the view wasn’t the greatest. Over our heads, high in the sky, carrion birds of a deep red color began to circle. 
 
    “Good day to be a…whatever the hell kind of bird that is,” I said. 
 
    “Blood crows,” Nelri said, without even needing to look up. “Yes, they’re the only real victors when battles like this are fought.” 
 
    “You know,” I started, “I’m really glad I came to Tavalon. Even though this has been the craziest few days of my life, it’s brought me to you two.”  
 
    “Really?” Lilah asked. “You don’t want to go back to your world?” 
 
    “Not even in the slightest. I plan on living here for the rest of my life. Besides, I have a long list of things I want to accomplish. And I wouldn’t mind getting to know you two a little more. Hell, I don’t even know your favorite colors. Although, I’m guessing green is yours, Lilah, and purple is yours, Nelri.”  
 
    “Wrong,” Nelri said. “But you’ll have plenty of time to learn all there is to know about me.” She reached up and kissed me then. I felt a hand touch my cheek, and when I broke off from Nelri, Lilah was there for me to kiss her.   
 
    Any worries I’d had that these two elven women might have a problem sharing me vanished right then. It was clear they would both be with me for as long as I’d have them.  
 
    “It was incredible the amount of power you put out at the end there,” Nelri said from where she was nestled on my chest.  
 
    I reached up and touched at the fragment of the amalgamage’s signet that I had put in the pocket of my ruined plaid shirt. I had thought about putting the relic around my neck, but the idea of putting a leather thong that had been smushed down Bogrot’s vile top against my bare skin made my teeth tingle with disgust. 
 
    “When I was using this thing,” I said distantly, fingering the lump of rock through the fabric of my shirt. “I was…How do I explain it? I felt like I was tapped into this reservoir of power. Tapped into a well that, while it maybe wasn’t bottomless, was filled with more than enough power for me to drown in. All I had to do was lean forward and embrace it. I also got this feeling that I should consume the fragment, but then I had another feeling that it would be a bad idea. Like I wasn’t yet ready for that kind of power.” 
 
    “Ah, so you passed a test,” Lilah said, looking up at me with her head resting in my lap, “and once more, you proved your worthiness to hold the title of amalgamage.” 
 
    “Had you consumed the fragment, it no doubt would have been too much power for you to take in your current state,” Nelri said. “Relics are not meant to be absorbed like that. Although, you are an amalgamage, so perhaps one day you could?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But I’m not sure I’d want to risk everything I have on a whim.” 
 
    “But there might be some who do,” Lilah said.  
 
    “Like the Ogre King?” I asked.  
 
    Lilah nodded.  
 
    “I guess Bogrot wouldn’t just say that the King had more of this amalgamage’s signet to offer him just to rattle our cages. He wouldn’t have had the foresight to sow the seeds of doubt in our minds for later.” 
 
    “Right, I agree,” Lilah said. “Plus, he was sure he was about to crush us by using the piece of signet. He wouldn’t have bothered to lie to people he considered to be dead elves—and human—walking.” 
 
    I snapped my finger at her and then started wagging it. “That’s correct, Lilah. And that’s what is troubling me. The big dumb bastard wouldn’t have lied, which means he was telling the truth.” I leaned back and puffed out my cheeks. “This King that commands the ogres, he has more of this signet. He has more of this crazily powerful relic of the amalgamages.” 
 
    “But,” Lilah said, “how much of it does he have?” 
 
    “That’s the goddamn question, isn’t it?” I said. “If he has the rest of it…” 
 
    “If the King of the ogres has something as powerful as the rest of that signet in his possession,” Nelri said, “then I think it’s safe to say that it’s only a question of how long it will be before the war escalates and a knife is sent plunging toward the heart of the elves.” 
 
    We were interrupted by the arrival of Zuthry, a half dozen or so warriors trailing behind her.  
 
    “All out of gin for now,” she said. “Although I’m hoping we might find some stashed among the ogre tents. I can’t say there’ll be much left of anything when all is said and done.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and cast around for something relevant to say. Catching sight of the dozens of dark elves that were picking through the wreck of the loot that the ogres had pulled from their dungeons, I said, “Will you be able to replace the things that you’ve lost? The food and drink and everything else that the ogres stole from your dungeons and pulled out here?” 
 
    Zuthry’s face fell once more. “You didn’t see the inside of the dungeons, but they wormed and burrowed back into the hills for a few miles, branching off into many tributary tunnels. It was a fine home.” 
 
    Nelri must have caught the hopeless tone that Zuthry spoke her words, just as I had. Her purple eyes were full of concern. 
 
    It was another voice though, that asked the pertinent question. The high, tipsy voice of Rosa, the wild elf. She had come up from behind me and now stood on Lilah’s other side. Her face was splashed with crimson, and her pale silver-lilac hair was clotted with drying blood. She looked more like a demon than an elf, though an attractive one. If someone had shown me a picture of a succubus or siren, I might have expected it to look like she did then. 
 
    “You say ‘was,’ Zuthry?” Rosa said. For the first time in the brief time I had known her, she sounded serious. 
 
    “I do, wild elf,” Zuthry said. “And I do not say it gladly.” 
 
    Rosa curled her tongue and spat at the nearest ogre corpse. “Curse them. What did they do to your home?” 
 
    Zuthry gestured around at the mostly destroyed crates and barrels of provisions. 
 
    “Once they had subdued us and taken the dungeon,” she said, “their first item of business was to raid the caverns of everything of value—to them.” 
 
    “Treasure and loot?” I asked. 
 
    “No, not the precious things or armaments that we had stored here,” Zuthry said. “We had little of that, except for the bows and spears we use for hunting. No, they plundered our food stores and cellars first. The Torrwood provides enough to satisfy every elf’s needs, but not every ogre’s greed, and so they took all of our supplies and brought them out here to glut themselves on. Then they brought forth the little treasure we had and piled it yonder.” 
 
    She waved a hand to the far end of the valley. 
 
    “And then what did they do?” Rosa asked, her fingers clenching and relaxing at her side, as though she were aching to strangle an ogre. 
 
    “They brought pots of that strange, awful, sticky fire that they take so much pride in, and that allows them to burn things in all weather,” Zuthry continued in a hollow voice, as Nelri bent her head and punched her fist into her open palm. “They brought barrels and barrels of it, and they daubed every wall within the heart of the dungeons. They covered the refectory, swamped the floors of all the sleeping quarters, store rooms, the armory, and infirmary. We had a few injured lying within the infirmary, and they doused them too. Then they set a torch to it all and scoured the inside of the entire dungeon, bar the storage cage they had us locked in and the main tunnel, with their cursed fire.” 
 
    I looked around at the grim expressions of the dark elves. Sure, they might have got out of this scrape with their lives, at least the ones that were still standing had. Only, now that they had survived, it was only to face a future in which they had nothing. Their home had become little more than a gutted, burned out hole in a hillside. 
 
    “They didn’t just take your house, but they took your garden too,” I said, sighing through my nose. 
 
    Zuthry looked out over the waste that had once been verdant, if not tangled, woodland. 
 
    “Yes, they have taken the woods, which hid us, too. Although, it would be a rash elf indeed who ever thought the wood belonged to anyone other than themselves.” 
 
    “What will you do?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Zuthry looked at Nelri and shrugged. “I do not know. The only other dark elf dungeon near here was the one you came across the fae plundering. That cavern would not have enough room for all of us here, even with our numbers depleted as they are.” 
 
    “Plus, there was treasure there, but nothing to eat,” I said. “The ogres had carried off the food from what I can remember of seeing in those crates. There was only gold and weapons left.” 
 
    Silence fell, while above us the sun sank toward the western horizon and shone fitfully through the clouds that were beginning to disperse. Fingers of tired orange sunlight shone through the rents in the dirty streaks of mold-colored cloud, touching down on the bruised and beaten valley. I would have liked to say it didn’t look as bad in the warm amber glow, but the truth was that it looked worse. The bodies of the dead could be more easily discerned against the muddy ground. 
 
    As all of us watched the setting sun, I was struck by a sudden thought. It was a thought that made sense to me, though there was the chance that I had missed some subtlety in the way things worked in this world. Still, it killed two birds with one stone, to my mind. I touched Lilah gently on the arm and whispered my plan to her to see what she made of it. 
 
    To my relief, she smiled, grabbed my hand, and pressed it. 
 
    “Jake, that’s a wonderful idea,” she whispered, her breath warm and comforting against my neck. “I know my people will be grateful, and ultimately, the decision comes down to me. But it will be up to the Matriarch to accept. You should ask her.” 
 
    I was about to go to Zuthry when I did a double-take. “Wait... ultimately, the decision comes down to you?” I asked Lilah. “Does that mean...”  
 
    The nature elf smiled. “I am the Matriarch of my clan, yes. A little young, maybe. But I ascended to the position and took the responsibility.”  
 
    “And you were the one who went out in search of a home in other worlds? Couldn’t someone less important have gone?”  
 
    “They could have. But it was my responsibility.”  
 
    I shook my head in wonder. “If I’d known you were practically royalty, I might have—”  
 
    “Treated me differently? I wouldn’t have wanted that, Jake. It’s hard enough with you being a human and me an elf.” 
 
    “Alright. We should talk about this later, Your Royal Majesty Highness,” I said with a flourish of my hand and a mock bow.  
 
    As I turned around, I heard Lilah laugh. I grinned and took a step toward Zuthry. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said to the fine-looking older woman, “but I have a solution to your problem that might prove mutually beneficial to your clan of dark elves as well as Lilah here’s hamlet of nature elves.” 
 
    Zuthry regarded me in surprise, her eyes flicking over my shoulder to where the nature elf stood. 
 
    “I’m all ears, amalgamage,” she said. 
 
    There was a joke in there somewhere, but that moment was not the time to say it. 
 
    “Well, not to put too fine a point on it, your home has been ravaged by these bastard ogres and now you have nowhere to go,” I said. “After talking with Lilah, we thought it’d be a fine idea to invite you and your people to come and stay in the hamlet with the nature elves who live there.” 
 
    “I know it wouldn’t be the same, living under the sky instead of in the comfortable and familiar surroundings of your dungeons,” Lilah said. “If you can overcome that though, then you’re welcome to live there for as long as you need.” 
 
    “There would be space for us?” Zuthry asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    “There’s plenty of room within their magical boundary hedge, Zuthry,” Nelri assured with a smile. “And there’s the possibility that Jake might be able to make it grow.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Lilah said. 
 
    “But, in what would we sleep?” Zuthry asked.  
 
    ”There are quite a few empty homes there already, but it’s true that we’ll need to build more houses,” Lilah said. “Not to mention patch up and renovate the ones that are already standing. The last few years haven’t been kind to my people, as I’m sure many could say.” 
 
    Zuthry looked over her shoulder at the half dozen or so warriors gathered at her back. They looked surprised, but not displeased, with the offer. 
 
    “This is unprecedented,” she said, although her look spoke of the kind of awkwardness of someone who doesn’t wish to impose on someone, rather than a distaste for the notion being put forward. “At least in my time.” 
 
    Lilah stepped forward and placed her hand on Zuthry’s shoulder. “I have a feeling that all of us are heading into times more unprecedented than we could have ever imagined. Yet what we must remember, and what we have forgotten, is that we are all kin. We used to be united. That was our natural state once. This would just be a return to that.” 
 
    “And you can bet your ass that as far as ogres are concerned, nature elves and dark elves have the same goal,” Nelri said. 
 
    “And wild elves!” Rosa said. “Don’t go forgetting little old me now. Like you said, I’m a nomad and I wander where I will.” 
 
    She shot me a long, lingering look that seemed to hit me in the stomach before going through my blood like fireworks and lodging somewhere right beneath my belt line. 
 
    “You’re all welcome to come along,” I said, pretending like I was talking to everyone and not just Rosa. “The more the merrier.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Rosa said, her eyes fixed on my face as she tipped her head to one side and bit at a thumb nail. “It’s not like I’ve got anything better to do.” 
 
    Somehow, she managed to make the words ‘to do’ sound exciting, although I was certain I was the only one who thought so. 
 
    “That’s settled then,” Lilah said. “We’ll camp the night in the forest, and in the morning, we’ll set out for my home—our home, I should say.” 
 
    “And what is the name of your hamlet?” Zuthry asked. 
 
    It was only then, when she asked that question, that I realized I had never asked it. I turned to look at Lilah. 
 
    “Varglade is its name,” Lilah said. 
 
    “Varglade,” I echoed in an undertone. “It’s got a good ring to it.” 
 
    And so, with that decided, we turned back to the battlefield. There were many elves to bury, though the blood crows would be stuffed to the back teeth with ogre, goblin, and hellhound once we departed. 
 
    “This feels like the beginning of something,” I said. 
 
    By my side, Nelri and Lilah looked out at the setting sun. They linked arms with me, and I held them close. With them by my side, and a place to go home to, it was easier to forget what the ogres had done here. 
 
    “We’ll have a lot of work to do tomorrow,” Nelri said.   
 
    “That’s the nice thing about tomorrows, isn’t it?” Rosa put in, starting to walk out into the carnage of the stricken valley. “They’re new days with no mistakes in them yet.” 
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