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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know what? I know it’s early days, all things considered, but I feel like things are coming along well,” I said. 
 
    The beautiful elf woman next to me looped her arm around my waist and gave me a brief squeeze. Her mousy brown hair, which faded to an almost wheaten blond toward the tips, blew gracefully around her face. Together, we surveyed the nature elven township of Varglade from atop one of the new watchtowers that I had designed. 
 
    “I believe you are right, Jake Walker,” Lilah said, her ice-blue eyes sparkling at me as she gazed up into my face. “You have done very well in the space of four weeks.” 
 
    I glanced down at her and dropped her a wink and a small smile. 
 
    “Is that praise from the head honcho, from the Matriarch herself?” I asked teasingly. 
 
    Lilah shrugged with theatrical diffidence and smiled back at me. “Don’t let my words go to your ego, Jake Walker. We have only just had you properly attired, after all. It would be a shame for your head to outgrow that nice new hood you have.” 
 
    I laughed at that. I held out my arms and made a show of checking out my new nature elf garb. 
 
    “That’d be too bad,” I said, “because I’m really into this new badass nature elf look.” 
 
    Lilah ran her eyes over me. I was dressed very much like she was. 
 
    “It does look good on you,” she said, placing her hand on my chest. “It makes you look complete, like the amalgamage that you are.” 
 
    I had to admit that, when the tailor and armorer had arrived at the little cottage that Lilah and I occupied with the dark elf, Nelri, I had been skeptical. I hadn’t been sure how I would look in the outfit that they laid out before me. For starters, a few of the bits and pieces were unrecognizable to me, and my two elven lovers had giggled amongst themselves as I tried to figure out the difference between rerebraces and vambraces. Once the tailor and the armorer had been sent on their way with my profuse thanks, I stripped off my tattered human designer clothing and cast the thousand dollars’ worth of ill-used threads into the fire.   
 
    Once my two beautiful companions had stopped tittering and nudging one another, they helped get me properly attired. When I had tightened the final strap on my breastplate, and looked into the full-length mirror of polished metal hanging on the wall, I felt an overwhelming sense of… Yes, of being complete in some way. I had thought that I would look like a parody of an elf, like someone dressing up in a cosplay costume. Instead, I looked right. I looked natural. I looked like I belonged to my gear and that my gear belonged to me. I felt comfortable in it too—far more so than I ever had wearing the pretentious, ludicrously expensive apparel that Parallel Clothing sold. 
 
    Nelri had looked me over with her deep purple eyes, then raised an eyebrow at Lilah. 
 
    “Either your tailors and armorers are some of the best that I have ever seen,” the dark elf said, “or our amalgamage friend here has shed a skin he never knew he was wearing and adopted the one that he was born to.” 
 
    I colored a little at this, but I couldn’t help being proud at the same time. 
 
    “It’s certainly like nothing I’ve ever worn before,” I admitted, swinging my arms around in amazement at how, despite being crafted almost entirely from leather, I still had as much dexterity as I had in the cotton clothing I had just consigned to the fire.  
 
    My upper arms were protected by rounded, layered rerebraces made from leather and thin slivers of perfectly beaten steel, which sat perfectly under shoulderplates that were made up of leather and metal scales. My forearms were covered by vambraces, which looked to be made all of leather, but were stiff enough to hint at the sheet of metal that lay between the two layers of leather. They had a small antler attached on each outer side, pointing upward and following the arm. 
 
    “These are both decorative and practical,” Lilah had told me, tapping the spiked antler. “The small deer from which these have been taken are a hardy wild breed, and their antlers cannot be shattered by blade or bow. And the points never dull.”  
 
    The breastplate was made from many V-shaped layers of green leather and blackened steel with pointed edges and subtle decorative swirls and botanical patterns that were only visible when I moved into direct sunlight. It covered almost everything from the neck down and ended at my groin, making sure that all those essential parts of me—my heart and lungs, for instance—were covered up and protected. 
 
    The sides of my cuirass were held together not by chainmail as I may have thought, but by a strange and flexible organic feeling material. It reminded me a little of woven flax, but something told me it was far stronger. 
 
    “Ah, the making of foewoemis is one of the nature elves’ most closely guarded secrets,” Lilah told me, watching me run a thumb down the fibrous sides of my armor. “It is made by the careful layering of a certain rare type of reed found only in very specific areas of the Torrwood. The reeds are compressed using nature magic until they have the tensile strength of the finest steel plate.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at this and let out a low whistle. The material sounded a lot like Kevlar, although completely natural. 
 
    “Why don’t you make the breast and backplates completely out of it?” I had asked. 
 
    “The reeds take many years to grow back once they are harvested,” Lilah told me. “We have never found a way to cultivate them outside of those specific areas in which they grow, and so we must tend those natural gardens in which they still flourish with assiduous care. Making the sides of the cuirasses out of this flexible foewoemis allows us still to move freely in battle, while affording our vitals adequate protection.”  
 
    Under this beautifully worked breast and backplate combo, I wore a soft shirt of breathable linen. My legs were covered in supple pants of soft brown hide, which impeded my movement far less than my good old American, Chinese-made, blue jeans had done. 
 
    My upper legs were covered by a couple of leather thigh plates, which conformed to the shape of my legs so perfectly it was as if they had been made just for me—which they had, of course. My lower legs were protected by leather shin guards—greaves—which had a masterfully crafted bird’s beak attached on each outer top side. On my feet, instead of the Doc Martens that were the only item of clothing that had not been cremated in Lilah’s magically self-perpetuating fire, I wore knee-high boots. These kicks were sturdy and tough, but also supple and light.  
 
    When I had emerged from the cottage, I had been greeted by the approving nods and smiles of both the nature elf locals and the dark elves that had been welcomed graciously into Varglade. 
 
    “Amalgamage,” Zuthry, the Matriarch of the dark elves had said to me in greeting, “I see that you have now truly arrived among us.” 
 
    Since that day, my new attire had become more and more comfortable, until I couldn’t imagine going back to Earth and sacrificing my practical and hardy armor for the peacock feathers I had used to wear. Even the very notion of dressing to impress, rather than the more pragmatic approach of dressing to not get killed, rang hollowly in my mind. 
 
    Lilah’s voice stirred me from my memories and my old ways of thinking. 
 
    “All of our people are working so well together,” she said, her words etched with pride and delight. 
 
    I smiled, looking down from our lofty perch on the guard tower at the elves milling around. 
 
    “I still can’t believe that you didn’t tell me that you were the Matriarch of these folk until after that last battle,” I said. “Your people probably thought I was some uppity stranger, calling you by your first name and acting like you and I went way back.” 
 
    It was Lilah’s turn to laugh now. “Calling me by my first name? What other name would you call me by?” 
 
    “I don’t know… Your Majesty? Your Matriarchalness?” I tried. “Back on Earth, we usually call our superiors by their titles.” 
 
    Lilah made a face. “Yes,” she said slowly. “Yes, I did get the impression that your world was like that. Your folk seemed, to me at least, to put more store in, and have more respect for, peoples’ titles than they do for the people they rule over.” 
 
    I looked out over the township below us, marveling and taking pride in the changes that I had helped organize and orchestrate.  
 
    “The minds of elves are broader and more open than humans on the whole—present company excluded,” she continued. “We have wilder hearts. A society with a hierarchical structure can convey only the consciousness of estrangement, regardless of what motives, hopes or deep inspirations those who founded it might have had in mind. The structure itself bolsters up the notion that some folk are inherently more deserving or meritorious than others, and that is not an elven belief. Every single elf is an equally important part of one great whole, like the tiny spores that make up the mushrooms in trees that give us nourishment, or bees in a healthy hive that give us honey. I might be the Matriarch of our township, but that position is more about being the mouthpiece of a greater consciousness. If I truly thought that I was in some way better than the rest of my folk, I would never have been given the honor of the role.” 
 
    I took a great lungful of crisp clean forest air and then breathed it out. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “there’s definitely a closer community feel to anything that I have ever experienced. Like everyone in Varglade is one big family.” 
 
    Lilah gave me a piercing look. “We are all of elven blood. And that counts for more than anything else in this world.” 
 
    The two of us fell silent and looked back down at the scene that we had been watching unfold below us. 
 
    The eldritch barrier hedge, which after my amalgamage ministrations was now more of a formidable barrier wall, was undergoing some more improvement at the hands of the dark elf refugees. When I had arrived, the barrier had been the last line of defense separating the elves from the reckless hate of the ogres. It had been little more than a sentient organic hedge, capable of repelling and defending itself and the town within its borders, but unable to have withstood a proper attack. Now, after I had upgraded it with my unique brand of amalgamage magic, it stood twice as high as it had done—twenty or twenty-five feet at least.   
 
    “I won’t lie to you, but I was more than a little dubious at how easily the dark elves would integrate into our nature elf village,” Lilah said. “It has been so long since any elf clans have had anything to do with one another, outside of the sporadic trade we dealt in to survive.” 
 
    I put my arm around Lilah’s shoulders and gave her a brief one-armed hug. Then I pointed down at the base of the wall where a line of dark elves was standing hand in hand. 
 
    “They are taking real pride in making this place more than it was, helping to make it more defensible, and putting their own touch on things. By combining both nature magic and dark magic, Varglade will be restored to its former glory. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Lilah grinned at those words and nodded. 
 
    “Not only that,” she said, “but it will be stronger and more prosperous than it ever was.” 
 
    Below us, Nelri strode to one end of the line and joined hands with the elf there. At the other end of the line, the silver and black-haired head of the alluring Zuthry could be seen. As if at an unspoken signal, both of the elven females pressed their hands to the gently pulsating mass of the barrier wall. 
 
    “Come on, let it work,” I whispered to myself. “Let the barrier realize that they’re not intruders, that they’re trying to strengthen it with their dark magic.” 
 
    For a few seconds, nothing discernable happened. Then, Lilah reached down and squeezed my hand. 
 
    “Look!” she said, pointing away down the wall to one of the corners of the barrier. 
 
    I gazed out to where she was indicating and caught my breath.  
 
    “That,” I said, “is just what the apothecary ordered.” 
 
    After being upgraded by my magic, the barrier wall was less of a hedge and more of a thick wall of lacing branches filled in with a solid skin-like bark. A parapet ran all around the top of it with watch towers dotted evenly all behind it so that we had a three-hundred- and sixty-degree, unencumbered view of the surrounding dell. Now, with the formidable joint effort of the dark elves stationed at the base, the wall had taken on a new defensive measure. 
 
    Massive thorns, curving downward and upward and every which way, were pushing slowly out from the exterior of the barrier wall. The wall itself, which usually pulsated with a dim supernatural green light, was throbbing with a heartbeat-paced lightshow now. As the defensive thorns grew out, covering the wall in a further layer of flesh-rending, eye-gouging protection, I noticed that they were also tipped with clear purple ends. 
 
    “Do those look like poison tips to you?” I asked the nature elf at my side. 
 
    Lilah was grinning as she watched the thorns slow in their growth, until they were three feet long and as wicked-looking as sin. 
 
    “I’m not sure if they are poisoned in the traditional sense,” she replied. “I heard Nelri and Zuthry planning how they would add a touch of dark magic to our defenses, and it sounded like they were going to try and impregnate the tips of the barbs with dark spells.” 
 
    I smiled at that. “I knew Zuthry was not the sort of woman you wanted to make an enemy of. And Nelri…” 
 
    “Nelri is a weapon in herself,” Lilah said. 
 
    “That she is. Come on, let’s go down and take a tour around the place. It’s been a while since I’ve been away from my planning desk. I want to see how things are progressing.” 
 
    Lilah and I descended the switchback stairs that led down from the watchtower, nodding to the two elven bowmen manning it. The guards saluted at us, putting their hands over their hearts, in a show of deference that I was still not used to. At first, walking around mostly with Lilah, I had thought that the elven men and women were showing their respect to her. However, after a little while, I quickly realized that the simple salute was a sign of respect for me, the amalgamage who had risen unexpectedly amongst them. 
 
    Lilah and I had been watching the upgrading of the wall from a guard tower stationed on the edge of the quieter part of town. In truth, most of Varglade could have been classed as the quieter part of town, up until the recent arrival of the dark elves. 
 
    “There can be no denying it,” Lilah said to me as we strolled through the sunlit lanes, “it’s certainly nice to have more life here again.” 
 
    She was right. Even in the short time I had been there, Varglade had changed from a decrepit ghost town filled with crumbling cottages bordering the edge of weed-choked paths to a slightly less decrepit village filled with the sounds of expansion and repair. 
 
    The dark elves had settled into the outskirts of the hamlet in what had been the more dilapidated hovels. Almost immediately, they had begun repairing and renovating the crumbling shacks and cabins. With the help of a few of their enchantments, and with a sprinkle of architectural advice from myself, the dark elves had made the derelict hovels livable once more. More than that, they had made them very much their own in a variety of awesome ways. 
 
    “The dark elves might not be used to living in houses, but they sure seem to have made themselves at home, huh?” I said to Lilah as we walked slowly down one of the lanes which had been transformed most heavily. 
 
    The change was startling, in the best possible way. I recognized the lane from when I had been first brought to Varglade by Lilah. I had noted to myself at the time that it was nothing like my Earthly diet of fantasy films, games, and books had led me to expect. Now, however… 
 
    “They have certainly put their stamp on it,” Lilah agreed happily. 
 
    She stopped in the middle of the street and turned in a circle so that she could take in the vast changes. The sound of carpenters’ hammers, rasping saws, and wood planes, and the dull murmur of incantations permeated the air. 
 
    “As sad as I am that the traditional nature elf huts that stood here so long have been changed,” Lilah said. “I am glad that their bones have been given a new lease of life.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear that, my friend,” came a voice from behind us. 
 
    Lilah and I turned as Nelri stepped out from the cool shadows between the narrow gap of two houses. With her deep purple eyes, pale purple skin, pointed elven ears, and raven hair, every part of her screamed ‘elf’. Whereas Lilah could have passed for an extremely hot human female, Nelri even carried herself in a way that was not of the Earthly world. 
 
    As she came toward us, I noticed her penetrative purple eyes were ringed with shadow, and she looked a little more tired than she usually did, though she wore her fatigue like a badge of honor. This was, I had no doubt, due to the magic that she and the rest of the gathered dark elves had just exerted on the barrier wall to crown it with thorns.  
 
    “We were just admiring what your folk have done with the place,” I said to her. “Not to mention how you just turned the barrier wall into the epitome of an ogre’s worst nightmare.” 
 
    Nelri smiled her crooked grin at me, her clever and mischievous eyes flashing with a light that would have unsettled even the toughest ogre. She and her people had suffered the loss of not just one, but two, of their ancestral homes at the hands of the marauding ogres that had been led by Bogrot at the behest of the Ogre King. 
 
    “The dark elves have always believed that the only true defense against the world is a thorough deep and profound knowledge of it,” she said. “However, giant spikes capped with lethal dark magic isn’t a bad backup.” 
 
    I laughed softly.  
 
    “Well put, elven sister,” Lilah said, “and thank you for doing it.” 
 
    Nelri waved the thanks away with a small smile and looked around at the renovated houses. “Yes,” she said, running her fingers through her black hair and sighing contentedly, “although they are not the dungeon caves that my people are used to, my people are learning to be happy here.” 
 
    I ran my gaze over the freshly repaired cottages. Whereas the nature elves’ dwellings were very much in harmony with their forest home, using mostly wood and mud and thatch to build their cabins and hovels, there was something a little hardier to the way the dark elves built their homes. They used far more stone, carefully digging it up and carting it back from out in the forest, as well as using slate tiles for the roofs. They also utilized scrap metal to fashion their chimneys, whereas those were one of the only parts of a nature elf’s home to be constructed from stone. 
 
    The design of the homes too, were slightly different to the nature elves. The forest dwellers were mostly all smooth curved lines that mirrored the sweeping boughs of the Torrwood from where the lumber was taken from select trees. The dark elves, on the other hand, while making use of the hardwood skeletons of the tumbledown cottages, favored more angular designs that invoked the craggy hills where their dungeons had been located. They built their walls of stone, never shaping or breaking the rock, but using it as they found it, placing it with consummate skill and motoring it with mud and magic. 
 
    “What are the pair of you up to now?” Nelri asked me and Lilah. 
 
    “Just seeing how things are progressing around the town,” I explained. “I’ve spent most my time either sitting at my desk and working on designs and concepts, or pumping more magic into the barrier wall and trying to move it outward.” 
 
    “You’ve made good progress on that side of things,” Nelri said as the three of us set off once more. 
 
    I nodded. “Although we shouldn’t stop there. We should expand the wall out to the edge of the dell and then dig a moat at the base of it. A ten-foot-deep moat below the wall will mean that any attacking force will have close to forty-feet of height to scale. Once we’ve cleared the waterway and dug the silt and mud out of the river to quicken its flow once more, we could even look at diverting it into the moat.” 
 
    “With that extra amount of waterway, we should also increase our fish stocks,” Lilah said, reading my very thoughts. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “And with more fish and life returning to the river, I’m hoping that the shadow cray population will also increase. More food is something that we need to focus on.” 
 
    “I agree,” Lilah said as we made our way past a cottage in the process of being gutted and restored. “But you must know that the nature elves have their ways to accomplish such things. As our numbers have dwindled, so too has the necessity to implement the ways that we cared for our fisheries, but that does not mean that such ways have been lost to us.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” I said. “One less thing to think about.” 
 
    Lilah inclined her head. “Our priorities have shifted as our population was picked off by ogres.” She laid a hand on Nelri’s shoulder and patted it affectionately. “Now that our numbers have been bolstered, we can soon start implementing the old ways and put hands to work in agriculture and resource gathering.” 
 
    After ambling along for another five minutes or so, we came to the edge of the watercourse running through the center of Varglade. It was still little more than a shallow stream, about thigh high, running along the bottom of a muddy channel that marked where a much deeper and more powerful river had once flowed. When I had first arrived, tagging along at Lilah’s boot heels, there had been no way to cross it without wading. Now though, we could use one of the two simple wooden bridges that had been constructed. 
 
    The silence that we walked in was that special companionable kind that good friends could share without having to worry about awkwardness.  
 
    Nelri, Lilah, and I had grown much closer in the four or so weeks that had passed since we fought the ogre army. We had, for all intents and purposes, fallen into a living arrangement that was almost like being part of a married trio. We slept together, lived together, ate together, and did almost everything else together too. It was a satisfyingly romantic bond, but it hadn’t quite crossed the threshold into sexual intimacy between all three of us yet. 
 
    Occasionally, when I found myself alone with either of the girls, we might engage in some slap and tickle and replay the Battle of Balls Deep in some private spot in the woods, but all three of us were so engrossed with our work in the town that our libidos played second fiddle. We had, on occasion, as we lay in the spacious bed that took up most of the mezzanine floor of Lilah’s cottage, flirted and joked about taking things to the next level, but we hadn’t quite got there yet. I figured we’d each recognize when such a moment was ripe, and we weren’t in any rush to advance things. 
 
    All in all, I was living a life of the utmost content. My brain was engaged daily on the problems faced by the expansion of Varglade, my muscles ached satisfyingly after my frequent lessons in the sword and unarmed combat, and my magical ability was progressing nicely. 
 
    While Lilah and Nelri took turns to verse me in combat, teaching me with the help of an older male nature elf going by the name of Firnous, the magical side of things was left solely for me to investigate. This was not because either of my elven lovers were lacking in their own knowledge of magic, but because none of us had any idea as to the extent of my amalgamage capabilities. 
 
    During the battle against the ogres, I had demonstrated that my lack of knowledge was advantageous. I had no notion as to what an amalgamage should be able to do and so I put no limitations on what I might attempt. The only piece of advice that I had ever been given, which I kept in the back of my mind, were the short explanations Lilah had given me. She had explained how to utilize the correct amount of magic for the item that you were wanted to enchant, and she’d also detailed the dangers and disappointments of getting it wrong. 
 
    In a nutshell, if you were to try and enchant something too big or beyond your capabilities, then your magic would simply dissipate through the object like a cup of ink in the ocean. Conversely, if you got carried away and pumped too much magic into an object of limited size or strength, said object might explode like a party balloon fixed to the exhaust pipe of a Formula 1 car. 
 
    I stopped halfway across the small bridge and watched a couple of women wading midstream. They had baskets under their arms and appeared to be looking for something.  
 
    “They’re checking the existing shadow crays to make sure they’re healthy,” Lilah explained when she noticed me. “We must nurture the current population if we want them to reproduce. Any that are not faring well are collected and taken back to these elves’ homes. They are kept in ponds until they are healthy again and fed on weed that is steeped in a potion created for the sole purpose of keeping the shadow crays in top physical condition.” 
 
    Even as the three of us watched, one of the woman’s hands darted down into the water, as quick as a striking heron. After a brief struggle, she pulled a shadow cray free of the slow-moving stream and inspected the ghostly gray crustacean she had found. Seemingly satisfied with its condition, she gently placed it back where she had found it and continued slowly down the river. 
 
    “Has anyone heard from Rosa?” I asked as we crossed the bridge and moved into the de-facto center of the township. It was the area in which most the nature elf tradesmen and artificers were based, and where most of the population lived. 
 
    Both Lilah and Nelri shook their heads. 
 
    “She’s still on her ‘wild walk’?” I asked. 
 
    “I assume so,” Lilah said. “And, knowing that wild elf, if she had returned, we would soon hear of it. She was only here for three days before she heard the call of the wild places, but even in that time, every inhabitant of Varglade came to know her name.” 
 
    Nelri chuckled to herself. “Wild elves… They have said, even amongst elves, that the wild elves are truly and absolutely in touch with all their darkest fantasies. They, more than any of the other clans, created a life for themselves where they were free to experience them.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” I asked Nelri. “Who are ‘they’?” 
 
    “I got it from the horse’s mouth, from Rosa herself,” Nelri said. 
 
    “And what did you say back to that?” Lilah asked, grinning. I knew that she was picturing the wild elf right now.  
 
    “I asked her whether that was really true. I asked her whether she felt she lived her life like that,” Nelri said. 
 
    “And what did she say?” I asked as we walked past a small house outside of which an elven woman was laying out mushrooms to dry in the sun. 
 
    “She said, if I recall correctly, ‘It is, and I do—I am fucking crazy! But I am free.’” 
 
    The three of us laughed as we imagined Rosa’s wild and somewhat predatory face all lit up with glee. 
 
    “Yes, she might give the impression that her mind is all at sea some of the time,” Lilah said, “but there can be no denying that she is extremely likable.” 
 
    “Not to mention one of the most impressive and ruthless fighters you could wish to have on your side,” I pointed out. 
 
    Nelri grinned wickedly. “I’m sure Bogrot would nod his head in agreement at that one.” 
 
    “If Rosa hadn’t blasted it apart like a melon hit with a crossbow bolt?” I asked. 
 
    Nelri closed her eyes, an expression of deepest bliss stealing over her angular and exotic features. 
 
    “Ah, what a pleasant recollection,” she said. “It still warms me as the nights have been getting colder.” 
 
    I was just about to mention that there might be other ways that Lilah and I might keep Nelri warm, Lilah said, “I wonder what they get up to on these ‘wild walks’ of theirs?” 
 
    “Rosa gave me a little lowdown just before she left,” I said as we walked to the end of the tidy, swept street and turned right toward the barrier wall. “She said that the information was usually held pretty close to the chests of the wild elves, but she didn’t see the harm in sharing it with me, seeing as we’re all on the same side in this fight.” 
 
    “And?” Nelri asked interestedly. 
 
    I shrugged. “From what I gathered, it’s something the wild elves need to do every now and again. The wild calls to them, and if they don’t heed it, it can drive them to distraction, like an itch that they can’t scratch. Sounds like they set off into the wilderness and go hunting by themselves. They drink from the rivers and walk under the light of the moon, take the wild psychedelic mushrooms and fungi that are apparently prevalent in these parts, and just bliss out with nature. She told me that she felt the urge rising in her before she was captured and couldn’t resist it any longer. She said the timing wasn’t ideal and that she was really unhappy about having to leave.” 
 
    “Why was she so annoyed that she had to leave?” Nelri asked. 
 
    I shrugged again, but Lilah gave me a shrewd look from out of her bright blue eyes and said, “I believe that she wanted to test our amalgamage’s power for herself and have sex with Jake Walker here.” 
 
    I blinked but didn’t respond straight away. Nelri and Lilah were unequivocally unfazed at the thought of sharing me with more elves. Both were aware that the more the elves that I slept with from different clans, the more powerful I would become, and the more varied the magic I would be able to harness. Without blowing my own horn too much, it was in all the elves’ best interests for me to bond with as many members of their different clans as I could—although I was too much of a gentleman to speak this thought aloud. 
 
    We were walking along the bottom of the wall now. At my instigation, the girls and I opened a doorway in the side of the barrier wall and stepped through. 
 
    “Man alive, but I just love magic,” I said. 
 
    Nelri chuckled to herself and shook her head at my words. “Every time you touch the barrier wall and create a door you say the same thing,” she said, giving me a friendly punch on the shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s just, you know, we touch the barrier wall—which is a wall—and it somehow knows that we are friendlies and that we need it to create a door. And we can do that anywhere on the whole length of the thing! I mean, come on, you don’t think that’s awesome?” 
 
    “It might be a barrier wall to our eyes,” Lilah said patiently, “but underneath the enchantments you have upgraded it with, it is still a sentient being.” 
 
    “That we can communicate through our minds,” I pointed out.  
 
    Nelri and Lilah exchanged looks. They were the looks women had been swapping ever since the beginning of time. It was the look crazy women had been giving stupid men, ever since those stupid men had been the reason that women had turned crazy. 
 
    “Emotions and feelings have long been known amongst our people to be nonverbal and universal,” Nelri said to me, speaking as one might to an overexcitable kid. “We have believed for as long as we have believed anything that elves could telepathically send basic feelings to anyone and anything.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “That’s just an accepted thing? That you can talk with trees and animals and stuff?” 
 
    “We can’t speak to them in the way that we speak to one another,” Lilah elucidated. “Rational thinking is so closely tied to language that it is very unlikely that we could send complex thoughts with our minds to others, but basic commands and simple requests—” 
 
    “Like being able to pass through a solid wall?” I asked. 
 
    Lilah smiled. “Those are simple enough to communicate with our hearts, not just our minds.” 
 
    I frowned. This was yet another aspect of this world that my Earthly brain couldn’t hope to understand, at least not yet. 
 
    The barrier wall was at least four yards thick now. Plenty wide enough for a few guards to patrol across the crenelated top of it. The three of us walked through the tunnel formed by the wall itself. Rather than being made of stone, the inside was more like walking through a hedge maze, with branches and leaves glowing with a phosphorescent green light. 
 
    Once we were outside, and the magical doorway had sealed shut behind us, the three of us turned so that we could more easily view the dark elves’ handiwork. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, gazing up at the towering vertical forest of thorns that completely covered the barrier wall. “I read somewhere once that we can complain because rose bushes have thorns, or rejoice because thorns have roses, but that is some next-level shit!” 
 
    “That was a compliment, I think?” Nelri asked. “Sometimes, with your otherworldly parlance, it’s hard to tell.” 
 
    “You bet that perfectly formed backside of yours that it’s a compliment,” I said. 
 
    The thorns had looked nasty and dangerous from the top of the watchtower. Standing underneath them as we were now, they looked positively lethal. The tips of each and every one of them glowed with the trapped dark magic spells. 
 
    “It’s a two-step defense system,” Nelri said. “If anything tries to use the thorns to climb the wall, the dark magic caps will burst and hit them with a faceful of a curse that will rupture their internal organs, blind them, and blister them. The cursed caps, once activated, then expose the razor point of the actual thorn, which I’m sure you can tell isn’t something you want stabbing into you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope. I can definitely think of a lot of other things I’d rather do than try to scale this thing, that’s for sure.” 
 
    The three of us stared up at the imposing natural structure in silence for a few seconds. The inside of my chest glowed with pride at the thought of the ogres coming out of the trees and being faced with the impenetrable edifice. 
 
    “Has there been any sighting of anything out of the ordinary in the Torrwood?” I asked, the thought of ogres bringing the question to the forefront of my mind. 
 
    Lilah shook her head. “We’ve had scouts sent out every day, but there’s been nothing.” 
 
    I nodded my head absently. “I’m looking forward to seeing Rosa. I’d be glad to hear if her wanderings have brought her close to any enemy movement.” 
 
    “My, my, but aren’t my cheeks burning,” called a familiar, fluting sing-song voice from out of the trees on the edge of the dell. 
 
    As we turned, Rosa slipped out from between the hoary boles of two great elm trees. With a nonchalance that was as characteristic of the wild elf as her autumnal motley, she leaned against the trunk of the tree and waved cheerily down at where we stood by the base of the wall. 
 
    I found myself grinning at the sight of the quirky elf, my eyes flicking over her lithe frame. No matter how often I saw her, I could never stop my eyeballs giving her the once over, nor stop my imagination tripping down a lascivious train of thought. 
 
    “Wild elf!” Nelri called, a wry smile on her lips. “I didn’t know that your kind was possessed of the djinn’s skill to appear at the calling of their name.” 
 
    Rosa examined her fingernails. “Alas, for all my petrifyingly intimidating powers, instantaneously appearing at the drop of a hat is not one of them. If I believed in coincidence, I would have to say that it was that. Although I have always believe that while we don’t create our destiny, we get the best seats in the house when it comes to participating in its unfolding. Synchronicity works as a catalyst toward the working out of all of our fortunes, don’t you know.” 
 
    “No,” I said, completely honestly, “I did not know that. You don’t believe in chaos or coincidence? Really? I thought that would be right up your alley.” 
 
    “Oh, I believe in chaos, Jake Walker, of course! Wild elves could not be agents of something that we didn’t believe in now, could we? But coincidence…? I was once told a story about coincidence by an old gnoll of my acquaintance who was as kind and wise a person as I ever met and smelled like a particularly pungent midden. She told me a story about a certain elf who once lost a sapphire ring in the wide blue sea to the west, and twenty years later, on the exact day that he lost it, a full moon apparently, he was spearfishing for jengu when he happened to catch a large codfish.” 
 
    “And there was his diamond ring inside of it?” I guessed. 
 
    Rosa grinned, her almond-shaped eyes crinkling in the corners. “You know what? You’re absolutely wrong. There was no diamond inside. That’s what I think about coincidence.” 
 
    I snorted, knowing that I should have seen that one coming. Nelri slapped her thigh as we walked up the sloping lawn of the dell to meet the wild elf. 
 
    “How was your wild walk?” Lilah asked Rosa. 
 
    “Ah, well, I’m glad you asked that, fair and sweet Matriarch,” Rosa said. “For I stumbled across a couple of things that might interest you.” 
 
    Lilah’s smile faded a little. I could tell what she was thinking: ogres. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked the wild elf. 
 
    “Well, the first thing is actually a surprise for Jake Walker here. Something I found while I was out on my wild walk, and up to my eyeballs in mushrooms coincidentally. Something I think he will appreciate and be able to make use of. Now, don’t be alarmed…” 
 
    Naturally, I tensed up at those words. ‘Don’t be alarmed’ is probably second only to ‘It’ll only hurt a little bit’ in terms of sentences that herald an oncoming disaster. 
 
    “Rosa—” I started to say. 
 
    Rosa whistled over her shoulder. 
 
    There was a rustling in the bushes, and something stepped out from the thick foliage of the Torrwood. 
 
    I took a step back—because that’s what happens in real life when you find yourself unexpectedly face-to-face with a fucking dinosaur. There’s none of that standing up in your open-topped Jeep Wrangler and muttering, “He did it. The crazy son of a bitch did it.” 
 
    No, in my case, I took a step back and did my best impression of a catfish that has been dragged roughly from its burrow in the banks of the Mekong River. There was a deal of mouth gaping at my end, which might have been embarrassing had the other two women not had their gazes fastened on the dinosaur creature too. 
 
    Once I had gotten over the fact that I hadn’t been attacked by the fearsome-looking beast, and that my internal organs were, crucially, still on the inside, I noticed specific details about the creature. 
 
    Thanks to Jurassic Park, my immediate thought was that this was some kind of raptor. It was roughly the size and shape of one of the vicious killing machines made famous in Spielberg’s masterpiece, but it was covered in sleek blue-black feathers, with only its pointed head and long legs bereft of plumes. Its claws were all equally sharp and long, and clearly made for eviscerating things in as efficient a way as possible. 
 
    “Uh, what is this thing?” I asked Rosa, careful to keep my eyes on the avian raptor. 
 
    Rosa looked at the giant feathered lizard, as if she had only just thought about this. She frowned. 
 
    “You know, I wasn’t entirely sure that I hadn’t dreamt him up until just now,” she said. “If I had to guess though, I would say that it’s some offshoot of the basilisk family.” 
 
    “A basilisk with legs?” Nelri asked dubiously. 
 
    Rosa shrugged. “After a lengthy discussion, and a bit of a scrap, the beast and I came to an agreement of sorts.” 
 
    “A discussion?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, admittedly, I had somewhat of a hand in the taming of this fine-looking beastie,” Rosa continued. “Which brings me to my other surprise.” 
 
    She whistled again. 
 
    Out of the thick brush of the forest stepped another figure. To my surprise, and comparative relief, this one was humanoid in shape. It had blue skin, which shimmered with an almost silvery, glittery cast to it, and was dressed in skintight clothing fashioned out of wraps of weed or leaves. 
 
    And it was female. Most definitely and assuredly female. The assets on display under the skimpy outfit proclaimed gender more efficiently than a huge neon sign saying GIRLS GIRLS GIRLS ever could have. 
 
    “A sea elf,” Nelri breathed next to me. 
 
    To say the sea elf was attractive would have been doing her a disservice. She was as taut and muscled as any Olympian swimmer, with long white-blonde hair that hung in braids to her waist. She had a knife on her hip and a spear in her hand, and she was watching us out of a pair of pearly all-white eyes. 
 
    She must have been gorgeous, because she distracted me from the goddamn dinosaur standing in front of me and breathing rancid meat breath into my face for at least ten seconds. 
 
    “Oh, by the way, this is Kea,” Rosa said, as if we were all standing around at a cocktail party and making chit-chat. “When I met our little beast friend here and was arguing as to who was the toughest tomcat in the forest, it was Kea here who stepped in and helped me tame him. We got to talking, while she helped me tend a shallow cut on my posterior, and she told me that her people are having some trouble.”   
 
    “Ogres?” I asked, directing my question at the sea elf, while endeavoring to keep my eyes north of her substantial, very perky breasts.   
 
    “Not ogres, no,” said Kea, the sea elf, turning her lambent eyes on me. She had a voice that reminded me of hissing sea spray and mellow evenings spent on the beach. “Ogres would be simple. No, my people are being harassed by none other than the undead.”  
 
    “The undead?” I asked, my voice strained with incredulity. “Like the undead undead? Like zombies and ghouls and… lichs? Those kinds of undead things?” 
 
    The sea elf cocked her head to one side and gave me a puzzled look. “That’s right, strange one. And more besides. Vampires too.” 
 
    Suddenly, Lilah spoke up, and took control of the conversation. I was pretty sure that she had seen the confused and vaguely cynical look on my face. 
 
    “Could it be that our blood kin are in the world once more?” she asked the sea elf, her bright cobalt eyes showing her concern almost more than her tense words. 
 
    “Blood kin? There are vampire elves?” I asked.  
 
    “There were,” Nelri said, raising a hand to forestall the inevitable questions that were burgeoning up in my brain like pockets of marsh gas in a swamp. 
 
    “I can’t confirm whether the blood elves are responsible,” Kea said diplomatically. “All I know is that my people are in trouble. Our hunters disappear, never to be seen again, all along the coast. There is no sign of krakens taking them, and they are the only creatures that can best an entire hunting party.” 
 
    Fucking krakens, I thought. So much for a vacation at the beach. 
 
    The sea elf stepped toward me, placing her hand on the feathered flank of the raptor. 
 
    “Rosa has told me much about your prowess, Jake Walker, latest of the amalgamages,” she said. “If you could find some way to help us, as I have heard you have helped the dark elves, it would benefit you greatly.” 
 
    I shook my head, not in refusal but just to try and clear some of the thoughts that were crowding it. It didn’t work. 
 
    “I understand, from what the wild elf has told me, that you are an amalgamage and ruler and builder of this new, burgeoning empire.” 
 
    In answer to this astonishing reputation that was apparently getting around, I did yet another impression, this time of a stuffed bullfrog. 
 
    “If you were to help us in our plight,” continued the stunning Kea, “we would be happy, we would be honored, to become one of your vassals. I, as Matriarch of the Sea Elves, can vouchsafe this.” 
 
    I gave my head another little shake. 
 
    Ruler? Burgeoning empire? I mused dazedly. I thought I was just helping to build a haven for the elves. Is this really how they see me? Is this what I am?   
 
    I looked from Lilah to Rosa to Nelri. Each of the women was staring at me intently. There was a faint smile playing around the corners of Rosa’s inviting mouth. 
 
    “Sometimes, Jake Walker,” the wild elf said, “the only way to make sense out of the whirling chaos of change is to plunge into it like a river, move with it, let it sweep you along, and trust that it’ll take you where you need to go.” 
 
    It seemed crazy, this happening all of a sudden like this. Then, when I considered everything that had happened to me since arriving in this world, this request looked a little more like par for the course.  
 
    Puffing out my cheeks, I looked the sea elf right in her slightly disconcerting pearlescent white eyes. “I decided, not long ago, that I would help the elves while I was in this world of theirs. I made a promise. And I’d rather break my neck than break my word.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I offered the hospitality of the township to the Kea, the sea elf, thinking that she might want to rest after journeying all the way from the western shore. I had idea as to how far that might be, having only been told that it was beyond the western edge of the old kingdom of Viridis, of which Varglade was only one secret city amongst many others. 
 
    As we walked back down the slope of the dell and toward the new and improved barrier wall, I fell into step beside Rosa. The wild elf was loping along at the back of the group, humming to herself as she led the feathered raptor along by a halter made from woven vines. 
 
    “Rosa,” I said. 
 
    “Jake Walker,” Rosa replied. “How goes it?” 
 
    “Fine, thanks.” I couldn’t figure out how to distill everything running around my head into a few minutes’ worth of words, so I responded as I usually did to that kind of question. 
 
    “Good to hear,” Rosa said. “You have a question teetering on the edge of your tongue, no?” 
 
    I glanced at the two-legged basilisk dinosaur thing that was prowling docilely behind the wild elf. 
 
    “Well, I suppose I’ll address the elephant in the room,” I said, nodding my head at the raptor, whose lambent orange eyes were fixed on me. 
 
    “Oh, so you do know what it is, you smartypants,” Rosa said to me. “An elephant.”  
 
    “No, no, that’s just—” I tried to explain. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be. I’ve never heard of it, Jake Walker,” the wild elf continued airily, ruffling up her short hair so that a couple of twigs dropped out of it. 
 
    “No, that’s just an expression,” I managed to crowbar in. “I have no fucking clue what this beastie is. We used to have things called velociraptors back on Earth that apparently looked a little like this guy.” 
 
    Rosa made a face. “Velociraptor? Bit of a mouthful, Jake Walker.” 
 
    “It was a name given to it in an old language,” I said. “I think it meant something like ‘fast plunderer’.” 
 
    Rosa laughed—a high, wild sound that made my heart beat a little quicker. “Fast plunderer, eh? Well, I can attest to this devil having a bit of that in him, that’s for sure. Try to rob the blood right out of my veins, didn’t you, boy?” To my amazement, the wild elf turned and rubbed the raptor-like creature vigorously on the snout. What was more amazing still, was that when she was done, she still had all her fingers. 
 
    “It’s a boy… a male?” I asked. 
 
    “Judging by the sizable set of nuts swinging about down there, I’d say so, wouldn’t you?” Rosa said, with a knowing smirk. Then, she put the back of her tattooed hand to her head and added, “Although, I am but a humble and simple wild elf, uneducated in the intricacies of such things.” 
 
    I snorted at this. “Right,” I said ironically. “You’re so simple, aren’t you, Rosa?” 
 
    “A mere empty vessel waiting to be filled,” the wild elf replied, looking at me out of the corner of one burgundy eye. “But, then again, that’s what makes the cup useful, isn’t it? It’s emptiness to begin with?” 
 
    I shook my head and looked back at the raptor. “What are we supposed to do with this guy now that you’ve tamed it, then?”  
 
    “Well, for one, he needs a name,” Rosa replied. Ahead of us, Nelri opened a doorway in the barrier wall, and she and Lilah led Kea through. “Your words about him looking like one of these fast plunderers makes me think that, maybe, he should be named after one.” 
 
    “After one what?” I asked, stepping into the vegetative tunnel. 
 
    “A fast plunderer. Do you know any?” 
 
    I racked my brain. “Well,” I said slowly as we made our way through the passage of the wall, “I only know the really famous outlaws. We had Jesse James, Frank Abagnale Junior, John Dillinger, Butch Cassidy, and the Sundance Kid, um—” 
 
    “Sundance?” Rosa repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, the Sundance Kid. He was an outlaw during—” 
 
    “Forget the kid,” Rosa said to me, looking over her shoulder at the raptor padding along behind us, the huge gut-ripping claws of its feet sinking into the dirt. “There’s nothing kid-like about our friend here. But I do like Sundance.” 
 
    We stepped out of the tunnel and back into the sunshine. As the basilisk bird followed us, the sunlight caught the glossy blue-black feathers and set a rainbow wave of light rippling across them like motor oil in a puddle. 
 
    “Sundance,” I said. 
 
    The raptor cocked its head and let out a low chittering call. 
 
    “I think he likes it,” Rosa said, batting the creature playfully on the snout so that it snapped lazily back at her. 
 
    I shrugged. “Sundance it is.” I reached out and gingerly patted the raptor’s feathery neck. To my relief, Sundance refrained from tearing my arm out of my socket. 
 
    “He respects you,” Rosa said to me. “I think he can sense the power in you. Wild things such as he, they have an acute awareness for the latent power that resides inside a fellow creature. It is how they decide who is food and who is a friend.” 
 
    “How come old Sundance tried to make mincemeat of you, then?” 
 
    “Ah, that was probably because I was nude at the time,” Rosa slowly and thoughtfully. “I was also lying very still in the grass—probably in the midst of one of his hunting grounds—with my belly up.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at the wild elf as we followed the others through the narrow lanes and streets of Varglade.  
 
    “You’ve never eaten of the sacred fluxcap mushroom, have you, Jake Walker?” Rosa said in reply to my look. 
 
    “Can’t say that I have,” I admitted. 
 
    “Trust me, if you ever do, you’ll find that there was little strange in what I was doing when Sundance here found me.” 
 
    I nodded my head. If there was anyone I could rely on to know about every hallucinogenic mushroom in the Torrwood, it was probably Rosa. 
 
    “And now that we have him on our side,” I said, “what are you thinking of doing with him?” 
 
    Rosa’s eyes gleamed with excitement as she turned them on me. Her mouth was stretched in a wide, white smile, sharp teeth catching the sunlight beaming down from the azure sky. 
 
    “I told you, he’s a surprise for you, Jake Walker,” she said. “What I’m going to do is watch you ride him.” 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what to say to that. I mean, a part of me had been hesitantly imagining what it might be like to boost along on the creature, but only as a hypothetical. Now, having the option laid out and actually voiced by Rosa, though… 
 
    “Uuuuh…” I said. 
 
    Rosa nodded her head vigorously, looking from me to Sundance and back again. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said enthusiastically, “you’re going to have a blast all right.”  
 
    We continued through the township. Lilah and Nelri walked at the head of the group with Kea stepping along just behind them. I came next with Rosa, who was leading Sundance on his homemade halter. I was almost certain that the feathered raptor would have followed us of his own accord, but I guessed it was a reassurance for those elves we walked past. 
 
    Coming from a world in which street theater or anything out of the ‘ordinary’—whatever the hell that might be—was instantly recorded on a thousand phones, it always impressed me how elves minded their own business. Walking behind Kea, I did notice that the sea elf attracted many interested glances. However, that’s all they were. There was no audible muttering from the elven pedestrians that we passed. No rubbernecking. They saw who Kea was accompanied by and therefore treated her with the same courtesy and respect as any other elf would receive. 
 
    Sundance garnered a similar respect, although I got the impression that deference was based more out of a fear of being on the receiving end of an impromptu appendectomy than politeness. 
 
    Lilah led us to one of the few little taverns that had opened up when the influx of dark elves had arrived. It was, as almost everything else was in Varglade, a simple affair, little more than a couple’s home on which an outdoor deck overlooking the sluggish stream had been added. There were a smattering of tables and chairs outside, and, as the sun was beaming down benevolently, it was as good a place as any for us to sit and delve more deeply into this sea elf business. 
 
    With a few soft words to the innkeeper and his wife, Rosa managed to convince them that Sundance would be fine tethered to a post off to one side of the deck, but that he could use a hunk of raw meat if one could be found. 
 
    Agriculturally, Varglade wasn’t exactly what you might call a gastronomic cornucopia currently, but the innkeeper and his wife still managed to provide a loaf of fresh-baked sourdough bread, a small pot of honey, a pat of butter, some berries, fried mushrooms, and a side of meat seasoned with a selection of herbs that smelled delicious. There were also good-sized jugs of mead provided. 
 
    Once the innkeeper’s wife had bustled off with much thanks, we poured drinks and prepared to get down to business.  
 
    “Before we start,” I asked quickly, gesturing at the meat in front of us, “can I ask what this is?” 
 
    “Venison,” Lilah said promptly. “Deer are plentiful all through the realm. Now that there are more of us in Varglade, we should be able to spare more hunters to go out and search for game.” 
 
    Taking out my sheath knife, I pared off a slice of venison, ripped off some bread, and took a bite. The habit of eating with only a knife and my hands had taken a little getting used to, but now I couldn’t imagine eating any other way. It was just another custom that elves had that, in some way I couldn’t describe, connected you more closely to the land. 
 
    “We should touch on the supply of food,” I said thickly, swallowing a mouthful of succulent meat and licking my fingers.  
 
    Lilah smiled at me. “I love that you care so much and that you are expending so much thought on all the details, Jake. It shows us all that you are not like the haughty amalgamages of old, that you really care about this community.” 
 
    “Of course I care about it,” I said. “This is my home now. It feels more like my home than Earth ever did, if I’m being honest.” 
 
    Nelri and Lilah beamed at me. 
 
    “I see the truth in your face,” Lilah said to me. “But you needn’t fret about food just yet. Nature elves are experts in hunting and gathering, and the forest provides us with everything we need. Now that we have more hands available to us, more food will be coming in.” 
 
    I nodded. There seemed little more to be said in that issue. I reached out, took a couple of berries that were similar to raspberries but a bright green, popped them into my mouth, and chewed. They were as sharp as extreme sour Warheads, and my eyes instantly began streaming. 
 
    Nelri patted me on the back as I coughed and then swallowed. 
 
    “Wow,” I said in a strained voice. “I was not expecting that.”      
 
    Rosa smiled, and Lilah chuckled, trying to hide her giggles behind a diplomatically raised hand. 
 
    “They’re clume berries,” Nelri explained. “We usually save those until the end of the meal. They cleanse the palate and strip your breath of anything offensive that you might have eaten.” 
 
    I reached for my cup of ale and took a swallow. “Offensive is the word!” I managed after a second gulp. 
 
    Kea, who had been busying herself with smearing honey over bread, regarded me through those disquietingly ethereal eyes of hers. “It is true what Rosa told me. You really know so very little of the elvish ways, amalgamage.” 
 
    Her tone wasn’t accusing or offended, not derogatory or sneering. She just sounded surprised that an amalgamage could really appear to know nothing about the world he was inhabiting. 
 
    I cleared my throat a few of times and then smiled at the sea elf. “I admit that I literally learn something new every day here. I’ve told these ladies a million times, but coming from my world really gives me an appreciation for all of this.” 
 
    Kea watched me as I gestured around at the little, humble township. “All of this?” the sea elf asked me, in a tone that was obviously trying to be polite even while it wanted to be incredulous. 
 
    I grinned at that, tipping back my head so that it was bathed in sunlight. “I’m not sure what the homes of the sea elves look like, but I’m guessing that they are a little less rundown than what we have here.” 
 
    “I meant no offense,” Kea said quickly, her voice as smooth and flowing as the incoming tide. “But I cannot deny that I was, admittedly, thinking there would be a little more to the place in which one of the amalgamages had risen once more.” 
 
    Lilah gave me a small smile from across the table. 
 
    “I guess it is pretty quaint,” I said. “And most of the buildings could do with more than just a few new nails and a whitewash, but what I see when I look at it is potential. What I see when I look at Varglade is the bared skeleton of a township that I can help, alongside with all these other hard-working elves, to flesh out and make strong again. It might not be much now, but with all these keen minds and strong backs at work, it won’t be long before this village is thriving once more.” 
 
    “You really do care about helping these people?” Kea said to me, her honeyed bread sitting forgotten on the platter in front of her. 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” I said simply. “I want to build something to be proud of here. Something that is self-sustaining and in harmony with its surroundings.” 
 
    “I see you have already united the clan of nature elves with the dark elves,” Kea pointed out, picking up her piece of bread and pointing it at Lilah and Nelri. “Not to mention having won over the allegiance of this wild elf here.” 
 
    Rosa popped a chunk of venison into her mouth and washed it down with mead. “That’s the good thing about the wild elves—our loyalties have never been bound by the borders laid out on some piece of parchment, some map. They have never been confined by any one history of any one elvish clan, nor limited in the spiritual dimension by one dialect. My people have always pledged our allegiance to the damned elven race as a whole, and our everlasting attachment to the green hills of Viridis, and the mountains and seas beyond it. Our feeble intimations of worship have always been aimed at the prickling stars, and to the very end of space and of time—however long that might last.” 
 
    Rosa slumped back into her seat, drained her cup of mead, and reached for the jug. 
 
    “And,” she added, looking around at us all, as if only just realizing that we were there, “I fucking despise ogres, goblins, and all their ilk. I’ll cut their hearts out with my magic if they threaten this land of ours.” 
 
    Kea’s eyes were shining with admiration at Rosa’s unexpected eloquence. 
 
    “That’s the most important part of what we’re trying to do here,” I said. “The most important aspect about the rebuilding and rejuvenation of Varglade. This will be a place for all elves to come together. A place where everyone works together to survive and flourish and grow strong again so that we can stand against the Ogre King and any others who might threaten us.” 
 
    Kea chewed thoughtfully on her piece of bread and swallowed. “And this is why you will agree to help me and my elven folk?” 
 
    I nodded. “You elves might have grown estranged over the years, as the ogres started spreading like a plague through Viridis and whatever other realms are out there, you may have different customs and habits, but you’re still all elves, at the end of the day. I’ve seen the nature elves fight alongside the dark elves and our wild elf here, and it was a thing of beauty.” 
 
    Rosa nodded her head once in agreement. 
 
    “Which brings us neatly around to how we might be of assistance to you and your sea elf clan, Kea,” Lilah said smoothly. “As one Matriarch to another, let me assure you that Jake Walker can be trusted totally in his commitment. Not only that, but I pledge the help and shelter of the nature elves of Varglade should it be necessary.” 
 
    Nelri leaned forward, purple eyes fixed on the face of Kea. “And though I am not the Matriarch of my clan of dark elves, I think I can speak for Zuthry when I say that we will stand by you too. Jake helped me, helped all my kind, during our time of extremity when we were captured by the ogres. Zuthry is a noble and fair elf, and she knows that we owe much to the amalgamage.” 
 
    I waved my hands and said lightly, “Not that anyone owes me anything. All that stuff, all that crazy action that went down, I didn’t do that to be owed or to prove anything.” 
 
    “Why then did you—” the sea elf began to ask. 
 
    “I did it because the ogres are big, giant, malicious, obnoxious assholes,” I said. 
 
    That brought a smile to Kea’s face, which widened when I elaborated. 
 
    “Honestly, they’re such a hideous bunch of excrescences I struggle to understand how it is that they’ve managed to multiply so quickly and efficiently,” I said. 
 
    “That is a most interesting, highly nauseating point,” the sea elf said. 
 
    “And the only explanation I can come up with is that most of them must be blind or just suffer from being too lazy to get themselves off. They’re all blessed with faces that are about as pretty as a stuntman’s knee.” 
 
    Kea choked on the cup of mead she was drinking from, spilling some inadvertently onto her bulging, leaf-wrapped breasts, even as Rosa asked, “What is a stuntman’s knee?” 
 
    “Oh, right, sorry, um, how about substituting that for ‘a face like a smacked ass’ then?” I said. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the wild elf said. “I see it now.” 
 
    Once the chuckling had simmered down a little and fresh mead had been poured for all, I said, “Now, how do you think that we can actually help you, Kea?” 
 
    The smile faded from the sea elf’s beautiful face, the shimmer that imbued her pearly blue skin losing some of its luster. 
 
    “We assume the undead are the ones stalking our hunting parties,” she told me without preamble. “The lack of evidence is troubling, but it is that very lack of evidence that points toward what is doing it. The undead are notorious for spiriting away every speck of proof that they have made an attack.” 
 
    I spun my knife through my fingers in a distracted sort of way. “I honestly don’t know how much use I’ll be. Like you pointed out before, I don’t know much about this world. Not really. I’m naiver in a lot of ways than many of your youngest elves—not that I’ve actually seen any kids around Varglade. I’m not sure how much help I’ll be, Kea.” 
 
    Kea raised her chin and looked at me beseechingly. “You are an amalgamage,” she said solemnly. “The latent magic in such individuals is the stuff of legend. I look into your eyes, Jake Walker, and I see the potency burning inside of you like a white-hot flame. Please, come with me. I think you will be more helpful than you can imagine. You might very well be the catalyst for the help and change that we need.” 
 
    I let out my breath, ballooning my cheeks. Then, very carefully, I sliced off another piece of perfectly medium rare venison from the haunch in front of us and held it up on the point of my knife. A drop of blood fell from it onto the board. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I’ll come, and I hope that my close friends here will come too.” 
 
    “Stars know you need our guidance, Jake Walker,” Rosa said. 
 
    “No shit,” I said, grinning. 
 
    Kea’s head hung for a moment as she took a deep, relieved breath. “You have filled my heart with gladness, amalgamage,” she told me, rubbing wearily at her eyes with a thumb and forefinger.  
 
    “Thank me when I’ve helped you achieve something,” I said. “Now, when are you looking for us to get to… wherever it is we have to get to?” 
 
    Kea looked up, her face looking tired but happy. “We can’t leave right away, since to get to my island home you must cross a swirling strait pockmarked with eddying maelstroms. I will not risk your lives trying to cross that water. We will have to wait until the water is crossable, and that will not be for at least another month.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair. I didn’t want to say it, but I was secretly pleased that we wouldn’t have to leave straight away. There was a lot around the township that I wanted to see built or implemented, not to mention my lessons in magic, swordsmanship, and unarmed combat that I was enjoying. 
 
    “If I might be so presumptuous, would one of you be able to tell me where I might be able to bathe?” Kea said, breaking the thoughtful silence that had enveloped the table. “As a sea elf, I am not accustomed to going even a day without the cooling touch of water, and I am very aware of the dirt of the road lying heavy on me.” 
 
    With a screeching of her chair, Rosa stood and crooked her arm out in the parody of a gentleman escorting a lady somewhere. 
 
    “I’ll show you, Kea,” the wild elf said, unabashedly. “I could do with a wash myself.” 
 
    As Kea got to her feet, she looked down at me and smiled. “My thanks to you, Jake Walker. Thank you very much, indeed. The gratitude of my sea elven clan goes with you.” 
 
    “No worries,” I said to her, smiling warmly. “If there is anything else you need, just let any of us know. After your bath, I’m sure Rosa can find you somewhere to bunk down for the evening. There are still restored cottages that are sitting empty.” 
 
    Rosa dropped me a wink and looped her arm through the arm of the sea elf and steered her away. “Don’t you worry that pretty little head of yours, Jake Walker,” she said. “The least I can do after Kea here saved my ass—or helped me patch it up at least—is let her bunk in with me. You just make sure that you don’t forget to take Sundance home with you!” 
 
    I looked over at the raptor, which had folded himself up neatly and appeared to have gone to sleep in the light of the setting sun. 
 
    “He’s a giant-ass lizard bird, how am I going to forget to take him home?” I called after the wild elf. “He’s not exactly a fucking satchel or a favorite pen, is he?” 
 
    On the ground, the newly appointed Sundance opened an orange eye and bared his teeth at me.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The meeting with Kea left Nelri, Lilah, and me in an exceptionally good mood. It was this sunny disposition, not to mention the copious amount of mead, that ended with us walking happily back home arm-in-arm. 
 
    Lilah was waxing eloquent the whole way about how she believed that this was a real turning point not just for nature elves, or elves in the kingdom of Viridis, but for elves throughout the length and breadth of Tavalon. 
 
    Nelri and I listened, nodding and exchanging polite hellos with the inhabitants of Varglade as the lowering sun cast long shadows through the lanes and alleys of the township. Behind us, being led by the halter that I kept loosely in my hand, stalked the calm and dangerous apparition of Sundance. 
 
    When we got back to the cottage, the girls went inside while I led Sundance around the side of the cozy little building and into the kitchen garden. Various leafy greens, shoots, fruits, sprouts, and vegetables were enjoying the perfect growing conditions of the sheltered, sunlit space. There was a lean-to in one corner of the garden, in which a large pile of logs was awaiting splitting. The wood-tiled roof provided more than enough shelter from the elements for Sundance, though I was sure he could endure more than his fair share of elements. 
 
    The alcohol we had consumed had mellowed me. I was occupying that pleasant mindset which overtakes you after a good meal, the perfect amount of drink, and seriously enjoyable company. I was at peace with the world—even more so than usual. 
 
    “All right, pal,” I said, removing the simple halter of vines from around the raptor’s head, “these are your quarters. I’ll get you some hay bedding or something tomorrow if that’s what you need, but you should be all right to rough it this evening.” 
 
    Sundance gave me a look as if to say that I wouldn’t know what roughing it was if the term was tattooed across my forehead. Then, he rucked up the soft soil with his claws, settled himself upon it, and tucked his head under a wing. 
 
    “Goodnight,” I said, hanging the halter on a nail on the wall of the lean-to. 
 
    As I turned away, I was answered with a soft, contented growl. 
 
    On getting back to the cottage, I saw through the uneven whorled glass windows that the fire was ablaze and a few beeswax tapers had been lit. I opened the back door and basked in the snug, homely warmth that seeped out to greet me. It was that indefinable feeling of being home, that sensation of a building’s essence reaching out to pull you in. 
 
    With a dopey, tranquil smile, I stepped into the warmth and light, shutting the door on the falling night. 
 
    Nelri and Lilah were both lounging on the horsehair-stuffed couch. The soft orange glow of the self-fueling magical fire bathed their already beautiful faces and gave them an almost artistic cast, like they’d been painted by one of the Italian greats. 
 
    Man, listen to you, my brain said. You must be drunk, you sappy bastard. 
 
    As I pulled my boots off and left them by the backdoor, I was once more awash with a feeling of being home. It was so strong that, for a moment, I almost felt heated by it. Like I was taking a bath from the inside out. 
 
    “What’s that look on your face, amalgamage?” Nelri asked me softly. 
 
    I walked over and sat in the small armchair that we had commandeered from a nearby abandoned cottage and reupholstered. I sighed with a general feeling of satisfaction. 
 
    “I guess I’m just ridiculously happy,” I said simply. 
 
    Lilah leaned her head back and looked at me from half-closed lids. “That’s a good thing. To be happy,” she murmured, smiling back at me. 
 
    “That’s all I can put it down to. I know I probably sound like a broken record—like a repeating songbird,” I said, amending the idiom as best as I could to suit my audience. “I know I say it all the time, but it’s only coming here that I realized just how hard it is to attain true happiness back in my world.” 
 
    “How so?” Nelri asked, stretching out her long legs to the fire. I noticed that she had unbuttoned her pants for comfort. A wide strip of the pale purple skin of her navel was on show. I looked at it, unabashed. 
 
    “Well, it seems like everything back there, everything you do in pursuit of being happy, is double-edged.” I began to unfasten the straps of my greaves, rerebraces, and vambraces. “If you do good, people will accuse you of selfish ulterior motives. Honesty and frankness, which are just ways of life amongst the elves, make you vulnerable there. The biggest and boldest people with the biggest and boldest ideas can be shot down by the smallest people with the tiniest, most shortsighted minds. A lot of the time, if you are successful, all you will win are fake friends and honest-to-goodness enemies.” 
 
    Nelri and Lilah watched me. I guessed that they thought I was becoming overly sentimental, but I was quick to disabuse them of that notion. 
 
    “I’m not missing home, of course,” I said suddenly, sticking my tongue between my teeth. “It’s just that being here in the world of Tavalon, being a part of this elven community that I’ve been accepted into, and helping to make it better and stronger, has been an epiphany. It’s made me realize how fucking lucky I am.” 
 
    “We’re the lucky ones, Jake,” Nelri said. 
 
    Lilah nodded. “Who would have thought how much life would change when I came running into that shop you were in with an ogre on my very heels, hm? Not I, nor any of our people who you have so far helped.” 
 
    I nodded and chuckled. “That’s another nice thing about this world. People back home often really need help, but their pride may make them attack you if you do try to help them. People like to think they favor underdogs, but they follow only the top dogs. More often than not, you can give the world the best you have and all you’ll get back is a kick in the nuts for your trouble.” 
 
    “Well, it sounds to me like just the sort of place where any right-thinking elf would want to seek succor for her clan,” Nelri said, turning to smile cheekily at Lilah. “It’s too bad your world-hopper is broken. We could have all gone on a holiday.” 
 
    Lilah made a dramatically affronted face, grabbed a pillow, and batted Nelri with it. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that some of the elders are working on the world-hopper, thank you very much,” the nature elf said. “And if you don’t give me the proper respect, I might just send you back to Jake’s world if you’re not careful.” 
 
    Nelri laughed, reached for a pillow near her, and batted at Lilah in return. 
 
    Then, in the space of a few heartbeats, the two women began what I could only describe as any red-blooded male’s dream pillow fight. I watched in disbelieving delight, as the two elven babes went at it. My fingers worked of their own accord to remove the rest of my armor so that I was attired in shirts and pants like the other two. 
 
    I was just about to remark about how stereotypical the whole situation was, when it took a turn to a happy little place my brain labeled as Cliché Town. Kneeling up as they were, Nelri took a playful swing at Lilah with her pillow and overbalanced. The dark elf let out a little shriek, grabbed at the nature elf, and together the pair of them fell off the sofa and onto the fluffy rug. 
 
    The remark I was about to make died on my lips, as the wet sounds of kissing reached my ears. Bereft of needing to speak, my lips parted in a slight gape, as my eyeballs took in my two elven lovers, wrapped around one another and sucking face in no uncertain manner. 
 
    As I continued to watch, Lilah made a little noise in her throat, something between a gasp of delight and a soft moan of lustful contentment as Nelri ran her hands over her. The dark elf cupped the nature elf’s face to pull her closer, then her hands slid clumsily down her front to fondle her tits. Whether she meant to or not, her tripping fingers managed to pop open a few of the little bone buttons on the front of Lilah’s shirt, revealing the swelling skin beneath. 
 
    Not surprisingly, I felt a stirring in my loins. Blood rushed to my head—both heads—at the same time as all the saliva seemed to leave my mouth and throat. I cleared my throat to restore the moisture levels, and this caused the two women to disengage momentarily from their bout of wrestling on the floor. 
 
    Lilah kissed Nelri once on the cheek and then said to me, in the matter-of-fact voice of the Matriarch of Varglade, “We’ve joked about it enough, don’t you think?” 
 
    It took my mead-sodden brain just a couple of moments to understand, in which time the two women began unfastening one another’s shirts. 
 
    “We’re…” I said. 
 
    “We are,” Nelri affirmed. 
 
    “On the floor?” I asked. 
 
    “Here. Now,” Lilah said, her mouth quirking up in an excited smile. 
 
    “Join us, amalgamage,” the dark elf said. “But leave your clothes on the chair. You won’t be needing them.” 
 
    I’d never indulged in a threesome before. Never seen one outside of certain web pages. So it was with a certain dazed lack of belief that I shrugged out of my pants and shirt and knelt down to join the two now very naked women on the furry rug. 
 
    As I got down beside them, it was the touch of that damned furry rug against my knees that brought the chuckle out from where it had been lurking in my chest. A roaring fire, a furry rug, lithe naked bodies writhing on the floor… Shit, all we needed right then was an open bottle of merlot, three half-drunk glasses, and some Barry Manilow playing over the stereo. 
 
    “What?” Lilah asked, reaching out to me with her hand, while her blue eyes burned into my face. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “This is just… like a dream.” 
 
    “A good dream?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “The fucking best dream,” I assured her. 
 
    Nelri and Lilah both giggled happily and resumed their bout of tongue wrestling. I leaned across and ran both my hands down their backs. My fingers traced the nobbles of their spines, feeling the muscles under the skin, and gave their asses a simultaneous squeeze. This elicited twin breathy laughs from the two elves. 
 
    “Let me look at the pair of you,” I said. 
 
    Both Lilah and Nelri both did as they were told, lying back on the fluffy blanket and propping themselves against the foot of the handmade couch. The eyes of the two elven beauties, blue and purple, sparkled as they gleefully exposed their beautiful bodies to me, without the slightest hint of inhibition. 
 
    I let out a long sigh that was colored with the hint of an incredulous life, as I sat on my haunches and feasted my eyes on the two naked women. 
 
    “Isn’t that a sight?” I breathed. 
 
    I reached out and ran a hand up each of their long legs, reveling in the smoothness of the purple skin of Nelri and the milk-pale skin of Lilah. I puffed out my cheeks, feeling the tingle of excitement beginning to grow in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    I could see the wanton desire building and welling up from the depths of both Lilah’s and Nelri’s eager, unblinking eyes. I knew that what was about to happen was going to be, personally speaking, one of the most erotic moments of my entire life. In all honesty, there wasn’t a lot of competition so far as threesomes went, but still. It was going to be one for the memory banks, that was for damned sure. 
 
    I had never, in all my many daydreams and nocturnal speculations, imagined that I’d end up in such a position as this. The life I had been living up until a month ago had been so run-of-the-mill that it would never have presented me with such a momentous chance. 
 
    “Are you going to just watch us all evening, or are you going to get your ass over here and fuck us?” Nelri asked me, in her typical no-nonsense dark elf way. 
 
    “She makes an excellent point, Jake Walker,” Lilah said as she toyed absentmindedly with one of her nipples. “Are you going to stand there goggling at us like a hunting dog that has lost the scent, or are you going to demonstrate the forthrightness and confidence that you show in everything else?” 
 
    “Ah, I see the light of battle kindling in our amalgamage’s eye,” the dark elf said, her eyes flashing with impure thoughts unspoken. “Come, Lilah, let’s show him the red flag, hm?” 
 
    Nelri dug her hand under Lilah’s flank and gently pushed the nature elf over onto her front so that her rounded ass was pointing up at me. Set against the pale fur of the rug and lit by the fire, Lilah’s ass looked breathtaking. 
 
    I swallowed. I’d thought I had been hard before, but my cock seemed to have climbed to greater heights, somehow managing to take on the tensile properties of a diamond drill bit. 
 
    With knowing hands, Nelri positioned the naked nature elf so that she was on all-fours with her peachy ass pointing right at me and her head resting on the couch cushions. When she was arranged to her satisfaction, Nelri swatted the other elf hard on her curvy cheeks, a playful smirk on her face. 
 
    Lilah grunted and giggled, looking over her shoulder at Nelri with bright cobalt eyes that shone with mischief and unsuppressed longing. 
 
    “Viridis is beautiful,” I said, “but that is one hell of a view.” 
 
    Nelri laughed delightedly and slapped Lilah’s ass a few more times, leaving red marks on the pale skin. 
 
    I leaned forward, grasped Lilah by the ass, and lowered my face so that I could plant a couple of kisses on the smooth skin. 
 
    “Do you mind?” I asked, in an overly gentlemanly way that made Lilah let out a little gasping giggle. 
 
    “Not at all, dear sir,” she muttered. 
 
    “If you don’t get to it soon, then I will,” Nelri growled throatily. 
 
    “Do what?” I asked innocently. “Do this?” 
 
    I bent my head and, without further ado, began tonguing Lilah’s exposed pussy, thrusting my face forward so that it wasn’t long before my forehead, face, and chin were covered in the juices of the horny nature elf. 
 
    Lilah hissed through her teeth and arched her lovely back. 
 
    “By the stars, that looks enjoyable,” Nelri said, leaning forward so that she could croon the words into my ear while nibbling my lobe. 
 
    Lilah groaned and made such tight fists with her hands that I heard her finger bones crunch and click. I didn’t answer Nelri. Males were often labeled as not being able to do two things at once. I was too busy trying to prove this perception wrong by massaging Lilah’s tits while I simultaneously tried my hardest to become the embodiment of a cunning linguist. 
 
    While Nelri stroked Lilah’s mousy brown hair and whispered into her pointed elven ears, I ran my tongue methodically from the nature elf’s clit all the way up to her glistening pink womanhood. Occasionally, I peered over the side of her asscheek and saw the mess of blonde-tipped hair covering her face, fluttering in and out in time with her concentrated breathing. During this, Nelri would reach up to part Lilah’s asscheeks for me so that I could work my tongue deeper into her. The dark elf’s mouth opened in a panting smile, as one hand played with her own pert breasts and fiddled with her increasingly hard nipples. 
 
    I occasionally ran my tongue a little further south. The nature elf never seemed to mind. If anything, her groans only became more exacerbated every time my dancing tongue would skate around her asshole. 
 
    Just as I was considering getting down to the real business of fucking, Nelri reached through my legs and started massaging my balls with hard rhythmic squeezes. 
 
    “Fuck, that’s good!” I said, speaking the words into Lilah’s asscrack, even as I flinched slightly under the unexpected attention. 
 
    The movement of my stubble-covered lips must have tickled Lilah’s box and asshole, because she let out a little cry of pleasure. 
 
    “Cease what you’re doing, and I’ll show you what good really feels like, amalgamage,” Nelri said to me, her voice all smoky promise. 
 
    I did as suggested. I rose from where I had been actively engaged and stood up. 
 
    With an eagerness that was an incredible turn-on to witness, Nelri sat up and got on her knees, took my cock in her hand, and spat on it. She rubbed her saliva up and down the base a few times, her eyes fixed on mine as she jacked me off slowly. I was breathing hard through my nose as I watched her, one hand still resting on Lilah’s rump. My breath caught, and I gasped as the dark elf slid my whole length slowly into her warm, wet, velvety mouth. 
 
    I let out a groan and grabbed a handful of her soft black hair. As Lilah turned her flushed face to watch, I began to thrust my cock deeper into Nelri’s mouth, while the dark elf reached up and squeezed my balls. 
 
    I reached out with my left arm, even while I continued to watch Nelri giving me head, and fumbled at Lilah’s exposed ass. My hand swatted her buttcheeks a couple of times, making smacking sounds and eliciting moans of lust from the nature elf. Then, my hand slid from the Matriarch’s glorious peach, around, and then up the inside of her thigh. 
 
    Nelri gagged and choked on my cock as my pioneering hand moved slowly north, up Lilah’s toned and smooth inner thigh. Then, when I could go no further north, I began rubbing and massaging at her slippery pussy with my fingers. Every so often, I would probe as deeply as I could and stick two or three fingers into the nature elf’s womanhood. Lilah moaned afresh and pressed her pelvis into my hand and her face into the couch cushions. 
 
    Nelri was making little moaning sounds and gagging softly whenever the top of my member touched the back of her throat. That was happening more and more, as I became the dominant player, using my grip on her hair to set the tempo. She coughed and spluttered, her eyes watering as she looked up at me. 
 
    After some time, I pulled my cock out of Nelri’s mouth and helped Lilah to her feet. 
 
    “Where do you want me, amalgamage?” Nelri asked dutifully, strands of drool hanging from her lips and down her chin. 
 
    Without making a verbal answer, I turned her around, grabbed her by the hips to position her, and then pushed her forward with a rough deliberateness that drew a delighted gasp from her lips. 
 
    Nelri was forced forward and had to put her arms out to stop her falling. Suddenly, she became the top layer in a sandwich; a sandwich in which Lilah was the filling and the couch was the bottom slice of bread. Nelri’s pert breasts were squashed right into Lilah’s back. 
 
    “This would be a hard one to explain away to the neighbors,” the nature elf said. “It’s a good thing that we don’t have any.” 
 
    I laughed and looked up, and just so happened to see a shape outside of the window. 
 
    I paused. Was it a shape? Or had Lilah’s words only kickstarted my imagination? It was hard to tell, with the night outside and the firelight inside turning the small windows into black mirrors. 
 
    I looked down, my gaze drawn back to the magnificent sight of Nelri’s ass sitting atop Lilah. I took my cock in my hand and rubbed it first against the moist slit of Nelri’s pussy, then against Lilah’s. I did this a few times, teasing each elven woman until they were both quivering with anticipation. 
 
    “Please… please…” Lilah said, her tone pleading. 
 
    “Me first,” Nelri said. “Me first, amalgamage.” 
 
    I pressed the tip of my member against the slightly purple opening of the dark elf’s womanhood, spreading her lips. 
 
    “Yes… Yes…” Nelri said. Her face hung down next to Lilah’s head as she said the words, her breath soft in the other woman’s ear.  
 
    Something tickled my Spidey senses again. Looking up, I peered outside the window. 
 
    There could be no denying it this time—there was someone or something out there. For a second, I thought it might be goddamn Sundance, but then I realized that it was most certainly humanoid. 
 
    I squinted and then, as if answer to my questioning thoughts, the figure stepped closer. 
 
    There was no mistaking that autumnal motley or short silver-purple hair. It was the wild elf, Rosa, who was looking back at me with wide, lust-filled eyes. 
 
    I paused when we locked eyes, but if the wild elf’s smile hadn’t been signal enough, then the hand that gestured for me to continue certainly was. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I muttered to myself, grinning like an idiot and feeling the red-hot lust surge through my veins once more. 
 
    “What was that, Jake?” Lilah panted, her voice a little muffled. 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” I said.  
 
    Then, not wanting to waste another second, I spread Nelri’s tight ass, pressed my dick harder into the tight confines of her sex, and began pumping into her from behind. 
 
    Nelri let out a long animal moan of pleasure, while I made sure to lock eyes with Rosa, even as I started to fuck the other elf right in front of her. 
 
    Outside, through the wavy, imperfect glass, I could have sworn that Rosa’s impish grin widened and her hand slipped down into her pants as she began to play with herself. 
 
    I smiled to myself, though only Rosa could see it, while my prick delved ever deeper into the depths of Nelri’s pussy. 
 
    Even though I was fucking Nelri, Lilah was making happy little grunting noises as my thrusts into the other elf rocked her as well. The nature elf was busy fingering herself with the hand that was under her body. She obviously hadn’t completely surrendered herself though, because with her free hand she managed to reach around and grab one of the dark elf’s buttcheeks and pull it wide for me.  
 
    Nelri moaned and stroked Lilah’s hair while I pounded away at her, but her purple eyes were screwed shut with ecstasy. 
 
    After a while, I pulled out of the dark elf and, using her juices as lube, slipped my cock straight into Lilah’s opening. Lilah let out a soft scream and buried her face into the couch pillows, while I spanked Nelri and pulled her hair. 
 
    This back and forth went on for an indeterminate amount of time. I would fuck one woman doggystyle for a while, then the other, and then switch back again. All the while though, my eyes were glued on the wild elf outside the window. It was when I had made Nelri turn around so that she and Lilah were lying back-to-back, ass to ass, and I had the dark elf by the ankles while I fucked her, that I realized Rosa was pleasuring herself in rhythm to us. One hand ventured into her pants while the other clutched at her tits.  
 
    To test my theory, I slowed my thrusting. I plunged my prick into Nelri’s pussy, pulled it slowly out, and then pressed it into Lilah’s. Back and forth, in and out I went. Outside the window, Rosa’s clutching hand squeezed slowly at her jugs. 
 
    It wasn’t long after that I felt a tingle in my loins. 
 
    “Girls,” I rasped, “who wants this load?” 
 
    Avid, fervent grunts and moans followed this question. Although I couldn’t understand them, it didn’t matter. They both wanted it. I held my cock by the base to gain a little more control and began plunging harder and faster into alternating holes. 
 
    All three of us were on the verge of the ultimate release. I had one of my ladies literally balancing on the back of the other, her hands out to stop her toppling off onto that furry rug.  
 
    In retrospect, I knew for a fact that I slid my cock into both the women’s asshole in that last frenzied burst of fucking. They didn’t care in the least. In actual fact, it only hastened the uncoordinated orgasms they let loose. 
 
    Female ejaculates started gushing and spurting in random jets as I worked myself into a lather. 
 
    “Oh yes!” Lilah cried. “Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes!” 
 
    I closed my eyes up tight, aiming my member at where both girls’ pussies had been last time I looked, and then let my climax roar through me. Ropes of cum shot out indiscriminately, coating the women in front of me. The world took on a warm, hazy pinkness, as my body relaxed, and I went wonderfully weak. 
 
    As I stepped back and dropped onto my knees, I glanced into the dark outside the window. I saw Rosa pointedly licking her fingers, a flash of purple-silver hair, and then nothing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The following morning, I awoke in the bed we shared to find Nelri and Lilah missing. All that was left of the dark elf and the nature elf was a patch of cooling bed sheets. Frowning slightly to myself, I hauled my ass up, got dressed and, foregoing breakfast, walked out into the early morning sunshine. 
 
    As I walked down from where our cottage, my mind played back the sight of Rosa the night before. Standing outside of the window to the cottage, half obscured by the play of shadow and moonlight, as she played the clit fiddle with wild abandon. 
 
    Of course, I couldn’t help but ask myself whether she might have joined in with me and the other two women. It didn’t take much of an imagination to answer to that one. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Yes, she would have. 
 
    If I had learned one thing about elves, it was that they encapsulated the very essence of their clans. 
 
    Lilah, for instance, was as quiet and reserved and thoughtful as a grove of ancient trees. And like an ancient tree, if she decided to descend on you with a vengeance, then you had about as much chance at stopping her as you might at catching a toppling redwood.  
 
    Nelri, as dark elf, could be more taciturn and brooding, more mysterious and impenetrable, although I had only had glimpses into that side of her when she had been face-to-face with our enemies. 
 
    And Rosa… Well, so far as I could tell, she could no more destroy or tame the savage and joyful impulses in her than a storm could. She was the very personification of the old adage that the only way to get rid of a temptation was to yield to it, and I found that aspect of her character singularly intoxicating. 
 
    Now, we also had Kea, the sea elf, in the mix. She was, obviously, more of a mystery. My initial impression was that she went with the flow just as the ocean did. It sounded like her people had a deep, mellow culture.  
 
    I was broken from my reveries by someone hailing me from the doorway of a small hut. The elf was an older individual, leaning in the doorway and watching the world go by. Smoke was curling out of the small stone chimney. To me, both the elf and his house was the perfect picture of calm, contented village life. 
 
    “Firnous,” I said, smiling at the elf as I walked over to him. “Good to see you.” 
 
    “You too, amalgamage,” the older male elf replied to me. He took a sip from the steaming cup he was holding. “It is not often that we see you so early abroad.” 
 
    “Ouch, was that a dig at me enjoying a sleep-in?” I asked good-naturedly. 
 
    Firnous chuckled and took another sip of his tea. “Not at all. I know that your drawing and your planning takes up much of your time, but it is crucial that I have some more time with you soon.” 
 
    “So you can use my face to clean the floor of the practice circle a little more?” I pointed to a graze on my chin, which had been caused by Firnous’ practice stave. 
 
    The old elf grinned happily and wagged his finger at me. “You should not be so fast to trust what another warrior’s hands are saying, when it is his eyes and feet you must watch for clues. I have told you that often enough.” 
 
    “You told me that once,” I said with a laugh. “After you clocked me in the chin.” 
 
    “Once is enough when it comes to fighting, Jake Walker. But, I must admit, you are getting better with the sword.” 
 
    I made an appreciative face. Firnous wasn’t exactly free with his compliments. 
 
    “Well, I think I’m smart enough to know that your advice is worth taking, Firnous. What was it that you needed me for?” 
 
    “It is time that someone taught you how to craft and mix ERMs, amalgamage.” The elf took another sip of his tea and sighed with contentment. 
 
    I made a little noise of discontent in my throat. I knew this day had been coming, but it was a bummer to know that it had arrived. 
 
    ERMs were Elvish Ready Meals. They were to the world of Tavalon, and specifically the elves that lived within the kingdom of Viridis, what lembas were to the elves of Middle-Earth or dwarf-bread was in the Discworld. Only, unlike those fictional foods, there was nothing to love about ERMs. It was perhaps the only let down I had found in this incredible new world I now inhabited. Rather than tasting like cream and honey, ERMs looked like earwax and didn’t taste that much better.  
 
    “Are you sure—” I began to say. 
 
    “Yes, amalgamage, I am,” Firnous said. “ERMs are not meant for pleasure, Jake Walker. They are meant to see you through the hardest journeys and trials an elf might have to face, and to keep your magic reserves high during combat situations.” 
 
    I nodded and held my hands up in surrender. “Fine, fine, you got me. I’ve got a few things to do today, but we can get started on a cooking class tomorrow. After sword practice?” 
 
    Firnous inclined his head, apparently satisfied. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “Now, have you seen Nelri or Lilah while you’ve been standing out here and drinking tea and accosting people passing by?” 
 
    Firnous grinned and tilted his head again. “That I have, amalgamage.” With his mug, the older elf pointed up toward the wall nearest to us. “They are awaiting our new arrivals.” 
 
    “New arrivals?”  
 
    Firnous gave me a cryptic look and nodded toward the wall again. “You shall see.” 
 
    After wandering on the top of the barrier wall, I finally caught up with Nelri and Lilah. The pair of them were standing gazing down, their faces lit with silent excitement. 
 
    When I drew abreast of them, I saw that they were watching as a long file of nature elves snaked out of the edge of the forest on the upper lip of the dell and trooped toward the barrier wall. 
 
    I looked across at Lilah. “More? Of your people?” 
 
    She turned to me, the glow of delight in her crystalline blue eyes. “Yes,” she said, “though they are not my people. This is another clan that has decided to abandon their dying village and join us! They will have their own Matriarch, but if they have heeded the call of the messengers that we sent out to try and find clans in trouble, then I think they will be a definite boon to us.” 
 
    “And they will certainly not be the last,” Nelri said to me. The dark elf usually kept a tight lid on her emotions, but I could see a thrilled flicker in the depths of her purple eyes. 
 
    “More dark elves?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said to me, grasping my forearm and giving it a squeeze. “Yes, Zuthry sent for me this morning. In rising, I accidentally woke Lilah, but seeing as the pair of us needed to be away early, we thought it best to let you sleep. Anyway, Zuthry summoned me and told me that we can expect more dark elves trickling in from dungeons scattered all through the Torrwood!” 
 
    “More hands…” I murmured to myself. 
 
    “More work will be accomplished, more buildings erected and fixed up, more resources secured!” Nelri said, nodding her head, as if she knew precisely where my train of thought was taking me. 
 
    I looked at my two elven lovers and nodded slowly. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, “Varglade is really expanding. We’re going to start seeing some serious improvements and upgrades now.” 
 
    Lilah leaned forward and kissed me full on the lips. A second later, Nelri planted some sugar on me. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah said while Nelri beamed. “Yes, we are!” 
 
    And we did. 
 
    Over the next week or so, while I slogged my way through my ERM crafting lessons with Firnous, more nature and dark elf clans arrived in Varglade from various groves and dungeons throughout Viridis. Suddenly, Varglade was, comparatively, bursting at its thorny seams. 
 
    Which was why I was taken aback when, six days after I had stood upon the walls with Nelri and Lilah, a bloodied and beaten elven scout came sprinting into the township and proclaimed that a considerable force of ogres was on its way to Varglade.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They don’t even look pissed,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “They don’t even look, you know, angry or filled with the fury of battle,” I said. “They just look like they’re out for an afternoon stroll in the park. They remind me of dogs. Like, they’re just wandering around, minding their own business, and suddenly they see a bird and their instincts kick in and they just have to chase it. They just have to try and kill it.” 
 
    The sea elf, Kea, let out a mirthless laugh. “A fine analogy. Though, if that is the case, then every other living thing in the world, except those twisted or black-hearted enough to side with them, are the birds.” 
 
    The five of us—Lilah, Rosa, Nelri, Kea, and myself—were standing on top of the barrier wall and looking out at the ogre host. The monsters gathered along the treeline that edged the slope that led down to Varglade. 
 
    It wasn’t a huge group, not an army, but it was plenty big enough to cause us some problems if they breached the ancient eldritch barrier. Happily, with the upgrades we had made to the defenses of the township, the likelihood of that happening appeared slim. However, with the tenuous string on which the future prosperity of the elves dangled from, we could ill afford to lose a single elf in battle. Every pair of hands was needed, and every elf we lost helped the ogres as a whole. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll retreat?” I asked no one in particular. 
 
    “Ogres don’t retreat.” Rosa spit the shell of a nut she had just cracked with the back of her dagger. “It’s not in them.” 
 
    “They don’t retreat, even when they’re obviously going up against a force with an advantage like, well, like this?” I asked, gesturing at the high, thorn-covered wall. 
 
    “You have fought these foul things,” Lilah said. “How do they strike you?” 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks as I watched the gathered throngs of our enemies massing on the hillside. “Limited intelligence. Almost no idea what mercy is. A compunction to killing that is so small it would make a gnat’s pecker look like an oak tree. But when it comes to brutality or bloodshed, they make elves look like talented amateurs. When I saw them fight, they were completely in their element. Does that appraisal sound about right?” 
 
    “Very succinctly put,” Kea said, her face set in a grim smile as she gazed at our enemies. 
 
    “There is one thing that is good about them being unlikely to retreat,” Nelri said. 
 
    “We won’t have to go after them and ensure none of them remain,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Nelri said. 
 
    “The Ogre King needs to remain ignorant of Varglade’s growth?” I hedged. 
 
    “Precisely,” Lilah said, nodding her head. “The longer the Ogre King knows nothing, the better for us. If he were to find out, he’d be down on us like—” 
 
    “—a bag of hammers, yeah,” I finished. “You’re right. We should keep the cat in the bag for as long as possible.” 
 
    Rosa looked around. “You have a cat?” she asked nonplussed. “What kind of cat? And why is it in a bag?” 
 
    I shook my head hurriedly. “It’s an expression, it means…” 
 
    I tailed off when I saw the roguish glint in Rosa’s dark red eyes. 
 
    “The cat stays in the bag,” I said, shaking my head at her droll sense of humor. “If there is one person here who knows how hard it is to get them back into the damned things, it’d be you, wild elf.” 
 
    Rosa waggled her eyebrows in a zany fashion. “That was one time,” she said ironically, “and I was young and inquisitive.”   
 
    Behind us, around us, elves were preparing for a fight. Nature elves and dark elves busied themselves with sharpening blades, stringing bows, and making sure wooden crates of ammo and small barrels of ERMs were scattered strategically along the wall and in the streets behind it. Many of the elves were actually chowing down on bowls of mushy gruel, which I recognized as ERMs, to ensure they had as much mana reserved inside themselves as possible. 
 
    I was just thinking that I should maybe eat myself, when someone behind me cleared their throat and put a hand on my shoulder. I turned and saw that Firnous, my gold-hearted yet grouchy tutor of the sword and my ERM cookery guru, was standing respectfully to attention behind us. 
 
    “Jeez, Firnous, relax and shake it out a little, will you?” I said. “We’re all pals here.” 
 
    To his credit, the older elf’s stance did loosen up somewhat. Giving me a small, tense smile, he held up his hand. He was holding a sheathed sword in it. 
 
    “For you,” Firnous said. 
 
    I took the sword from the elf, knowing that any burbled ‘I can’t possibly…’ or ‘I cannot accept this’ would only result in the older elf thrusting it into my hands anyway. 
 
    It was, to my amateur eye, a very nice sword. It looked relatively short, so far as swords went, with a graceful, sweeping single-edged blade and a long cherry wood handle. 
 
    “Did you - did you make this, Firnous?” I asked. 
 
    The old elf actually grinned toothily at that one. “Old Firnous has no time for the making of swords, what with having to teach you everything you need to know, amalgamage.” 
 
    The others chuckled behind me, and I fought to suppress a grin of my own. 
 
    “Yeah, fair point, Firnous,” I said. “You’ve certainly got your work cut out for you on that score, huh?” 
 
    “Oh yes, amalgamage,” Firnous agreed, his face completely deadpan. 
 
    Rosa snorted. 
 
    “I suppose you just found this lying around and thought to yourself, ‘Oh, this’ll be a good one for Jake! It’s only got one edge so there’ll be half as much chance he’ll cut his own leg off’. Is that right?” I asked casually, turning the sword in my hands. 
 
    The old nature elf barked a laugh and clapped me warmly on the shoulder. “When first we sparred, those might very well have been old Firnous’ thoughts. Now though, I think that you are ready for this gift. It is a shortsword. Made just for you, to be used in sweeping attacks, and slashing. For up close fighting, you understand?” 
 
    I nodded and pulled the blade partly out of its scabbard. The steel gleamed in the sun—a flat white gleam like a naked razor. 
 
    “For when things come at me that might be too close for magic?” I said. 
 
    “Just so,” Firnous agreed. “It is devastatingly dangerous. The curved, one-edged blade has lots of energy. The longer handle means you can still use two hands even when the fighting is hot and tight. Yes?” 
 
    I slapped the blade back into its scabbard. I put my hand on the old elf’s shoulder and looked him squarely in the face. “This is a fine sword, Firnous. Thank you. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    The old elf nodded and made to turn away toward the steps he had just ascended. He paused, looked thoughtfully up at the sky, and then said, “And try not to lose it.” 
 
    “Try not to lose… Hey, why would you say that as your final words to me?” I called after the descending figure. “Try not to lose it? That’s even less help than someone saying ‘stick ‘em with the pointy end’.” 
 
    The girls had been laughing behind me, but as I turned back toward them, Rosa suddenly said, “Here they come!” 
 
    A roar went up a second later, and the horde of ogres that had been massing on the lip of the dell suddenly began to charge. 
 
    “Anyone got any good last bits of advice?” I asked as I buckled on my sword. “Anything better than Firnous telling me not lose my fucking sword, the cheeky bastard.” 
 
    Kea turned her misty white eyes on me. Her pale blue skin had flushed darker, perhaps with the excitement of the approaching battle. 
 
    “Like the ocean, it’s best to just go with the flow in battle,” she said. “Fight within the battle, but do not fight the battle itself.” 
 
    If she had added ‘you dig’ I would hardly have been surprised. 
 
    “And kill every fucker you can get your hands on!” Rosa screeched happily. 
 
    The contrast between the well-spoken but laid-back sea elf and the frantic and all over the place wild elf only highlighted the qualities of each woman. 
 
    Without instruction, we started to spread out along the wall. All around us, elves were hurrying along the wall to set up lines of archers and spell slingers. 
 
    Lilah was looking down at the approaching ogres, with confusion on her face. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked her. 
 
    “They are malicious and they are ruthless, but they are not completely without strategic thought. They go for the weakest and vulnerable parts of an enemy force, and in our barrier hedge there are none.” 
 
    The ogres were halfway down the hillside now, and I was able to pick out the different colors and attributes that marked the ones that had been deformed and changed by magic; the purple, twisted dark ogres, the ravening ogres tainted the orange of beast magic, and the ogres suffused with a green glow and the strange mutations of nature magic. 
 
    A high, clear call echoed from further down the line. It was Zuthry calling her dark elves to prepare to fire their bows. Taking her cue from the other Matriarch, Lilah raised her hand. In answer to this simple signal, the nature elf archers nearest to her pulled their bow strings to their pointed ears. Further along the wall, in both directions, the signal spread like falling dominos so that all the elven archers readied themselves. 
 
    “I can’t see what they’re going to do,” I shouted at Lilah, raising my voice to be heard over the roar of the ogre host’s warcries. 
 
    “I know,” Lilah said, “it makes no—” 
 
    With a cracking of branches, trunks, and limbs, which sounded like a volley of musket shots, a collection of huge, monstrous black birds suddenly rose out of the trees. There were six - seven - nine of them. They were vast shapes of midnight; crow-like in shape and appearance, easily large enough to carry away a full-grown African elephant in each clawed foot. On the backs of each bird, I could see the much smaller figures of half a dozen or so ogres clinging to the oily black plumage. 
 
    Unlike the ogres who rode them, there was something about the giant sable birds that was undeniably beautiful. Maybe it was their sleekness, maybe it was their obvious predatory prowess. Hell, it might have just been that the all-black color coordination made them look particularly vicious and slim, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    What wasn’t in doubt though, was that they were on the side of the ogres and they were coming toward us.  
 
    “Mountain rocs!” Rosa screeched, in a voice that carried like a clarion trumpet across the wall and down into the village behind. “Eyes to the sky, elves!” 
 
    There must have only been a few elves who needed the warning, for the nine huge birds let out screeching caws that set my eardrums to shivering and protesting. They were as harsh and cruel-sounding as ravens, and big black eyes glimmered in the sun as they beat their wings in a hover. Then, at some unspoken signal, they flapped their wings and started coasting toward us through the upper airs. 
 
    “Watchtowers, fire when ready!” Lilah bellowed out, and the command was passed down the lines. 
 
    Up on the guard towers, the elves with their longbows tracked their mammoth avian targets. I had been told, by the ever-knowledgeable Firnous no less, that the longbows the nature elves used in war were all customized to the individual but had draw weights between one hundred and one hundred and fifty pounds. This enabled archers to ping a heavy arrow at a target three hundred or more yards away. Of course, these bows, arrows, and tactics had not been used by the nature elves in generations, as they had long ago adopted a strike and hide form of guerrilla warfare when dealing with any ogres who strayed into their woods. 
 
    Looking at those men and women on the guard towers though, I wouldn’t have guessed that they had only been back at practice for a month or so. The arrows fled from the strings in perfect unison, flickering up toward the rocs as they dived toward the walls. The splinter-like projectiles shot away so fast that it was only due to my improved eyesight, a trait that I could only attribute to my magical abilities, that I could keep track of them at all. 
 
    The rocs rolled and banked like nine feathered fighter jets. They showed far greater aerial dexterity than I would have thought possible for such big brutes. I half-hoped that their maneuvering would at least cause their ogre passengers to be flicked off into the air, but it seemed the ogres were anchored by some means because they didn’t so much as budge. The nine giant beasts wheeled away out of arrow range. 
 
    “Fire at will!” I yelled, letting loose a call that the cinephile inside of me had always wanted to utter. 
 
    All along the line of the wall bowstrings thumped forward, sending their deadly metal-tipped payloads down into the lines of ogres running heedlessly at our lovely thorn-covered walls. 
 
    As I had previously noted, the ogres weren’t exactly intelligent, but they were tough sons of bitches when it came to a brawl. The arrows shot down at them like a deadly rain, but the big balls of blue-skinned muscle paid them little heed. Some of them had crude bucklers and shields, and they lifted these over their heads to protect themselves. Most, though, did not, and they took the arrows that flickered down at them as staunchly as humans might have born a rain of paintballs. Sure, it looked to me as if the projectiles hurt them, but unless an arrow punched through one of their slobbering mouths or piss-yellow eyes, they simply carried on running. 
 
    It was, if nothing else, an impressive display of stoic and pigheaded hatred toward us. 
 
    “What the hell do you think is going on in their minds? If you’ll forgive the overstatement,” I called to Nelri. 
 
    The dark elf gave me a sardonic twisted smile. “They want us dead at all costs. That is what is going through the peas rattling around inside their thick skulls.” 
 
    They certainly had thick skulls. Nelri cast a spiraling bat-shaped spell that sent smoke and confusion through a cluster of approaching ogres, slowing them.  
 
    I dipped down into the reservoirs of mana inside of myself, the reservoirs that had been so greatly expanded when I had taken on and absorbed the power within the shard of the amalgamage’s signet that Bogrot had been carrying. I touched at the cool and calming reserves that I recognized instinctively as nature magic, focused my mind on a trio of elven archers nearest to me, and enchanted their arrows. 
 
    I couldn’t explain how I manipulated the wood of the arrows they had just drawn to their pointed ears. All I knew was that I had a vision, and I had the innate ability of the amalgamage to bring that vision to fruition. 
 
    The three arrows sped from the strings, zipping toward their chosen targets. When they hit home, the wooden shafts exploded in puffs of green vapor. The arrows turned from three projectiles into three clouds of buzzing eldritch-green splinters. They hit their respective ogres, not just penetrating their thick hides, but stripping the flesh from their bones where they hit. 
 
    One ogre, a hideous wart-covered brute laced with dark magic, took a few shambling steps before his tiny brain realized that his entire face had been peeled away and he tumbled over. The second howled and collapsed as all the muscle from one leg was eaten away, revealing the stark bloody bone beneath. The third, who was aglow with the orange of beast magic and was running almost on all fours, had a hole the size of a cantaloupe blasted out of his chest. He dropped like a stone. 
 
    Magic and arrows were flying through the air in earnest now. Not just from our side either. The ogres were well within range of the walls, and many of them had unslung rugged crossbows from their backs and were shooting up at us. 
 
    I walked hurriedly along the wall, checking how things were going. A group of dark elven archers were tracking one of the giant rocs that had swept in low. As the dark elves loosed their arrows at the roc, driving it away once more, a flurry of crossbow bolts flitted up from the bottom of the wall.  
 
    My dark magic spell bloomed in the air in front of the elven archers like an eggplant-colored shadow. The quarrels of the ogres hit this shadow and slowed, like pistol rounds that had been shot into a swimming pool of molasses. The darts did hit the elves, but they were traveling too slow to do anything more than bounce off the backs of their leather cuirasses.  
 
    I turned my attention back to the air as the dark elves I had just saved whipped fresh arrows from their quivers and turned to face the ogre crossbowmen. 
 
    It appeared, for the moment at least, that the threat on the ground was far less than the giant birds and their ogre riders up in the sky. With us engaged on both ground and aerial fronts now, the rocs were finding it easier to get down to the walls. 
 
    There was an earsplitting shriek from behind me. I turned as one of our mammoth feathered friends dive-bombed a stretch of wall some one-hundred yards away. It was heedless of the arrows that flitted up to intercept it, closing its thick eyelids to protect its vulnerable eyes. The arrows of our archers seemed to have little effect. They were absorbed by the creature’s thick plumage, the feathers deadening the force of the projectiles before they could reach the skin beneath.   
 
    I started running. 
 
    The roc swooped down like a kamikaze plane, pulling up at the last moment so that it swept just over the organic parapet of the wall. Its two massive, clawed feet opened and knocked a few elven bowmen flying. 
 
    One of them was punched clean off the wall as the roc rushed overhead. He fell screaming, tumbling and somersaulting through the air before he smashed through the thatched straw roof of a cottage immediately below and disappeared. 
 
    Sprinting as hard as I could, I arrived just after half a dozen ogres had jumped from the roc’s back and landed on the wall amongst the mix of nature and dark elves. They fell to swinging with their rudimentary but oh-so effective weaponry, taking no time to get a feel for who or what was around them.  
 
    True heroism was to be courageous enough to die for something, and the elves certainly had that. They did not hang back, did not falter. They leapt into the fray like hellcats, with no thought for risking their own lives. 
 
    Magic sparkled in the air. Blood flew. Blades flashed. Ogres roared, and elves spat curses.  
 
    Another roc whizzed overhead, barely challenged by the archers, due to the ogres that now engaged them. 
 
    Although the wall appeared to be solid, I was still totally aware that it was a living, almost sentient thing. I could feel its awareness of the enemy that was pressing against its outer face radiating up through my boots like heat. 
 
    As the shadow of that second roc passed over me, I dropped to my knees, closed my eyes, and sent tendrils of magic out into the barrier wall. I formed an idea, put it to the magical entity, the spirit of the nature magic that lived within the barrier wall. 
 
    Two man-thick vines burst from the inner face of the barrier wall and lashed upward, just as the roc was passing over. A second after the roc’s payload of six or seven ogres had deployed, the sentient creepers wrapped around the wings of the giant bird and anchored it fast in midair.  
 
    With a squawk, the roc’s momentum caused it to flip down and around headfirst. With a rending boom, the vines of the living barrier wall guided it into one of the recently renovated houses at the base of the wall. The cottage collapsed on top of the massive bird in a cascade of straw and shattered timbers. The stone chimney fell apart, pummeling our formerly airborne foe, the vines still clutching at it. 
 
    With screams of rage, the older elves who had been stationed at the bottom of the wall fell upon the roc with wood axes and spears. 
 
    One down, eight to go.  
 
    I threw myself into the pitched battle on top of the wall. 
 
    A couple of ogres, who had just cut down a few nature elves with their stone-bladed axes, charged at me. Their yellow eyes blazed with the special hatred they reserved for any not like them. One of them appeared to have been untouched by magic, while his buddy’s skin looked to have been replaced with a dark blue bark, through which veins of green nature magic glowed. 
 
    I summoned a ball of pure and undiluted nature magic to my hand, wrapped it with a little dark magic for some added punch, and then fired the shimmering ball at a wooden barrel that had held a few leftover arrows in it. 
 
    It was far too potent a glob of magic for the limitations of the barrel to contain, so it simply exploded. It burst, as if it had been filled with sticks of dynamite, just as the two ogres passed it. The wooden carnage caught the ogres and blasted them off their feet in a wonderful halo of destruction nicely lit by some emerald, green undertones. One of them lost an arm and was smashed fatally into the parapet, while the other was lifted clear over it and fell into the crowd of his fellows at the base of the wall. 
 
    I glanced over the edge of the wall but had to quickly materialize a dark magic screen to dissolve the quarrels that twittered up to try and nail me. As the crossbow bolts flicked up and burst into greasy smears of ash against the dark magic screen. I gazed down, careful not to give the bastards too much to shoot at even with a magical shield erected. One eager ogre was boosted up by his pals so that he could grab onto one of the magical barrier’s thorns in an effort to pull himself up. 
 
    Evidently, he was being careful not to prick himself on the spell-capped tip of the thorn, but he hadn’t banked on the sensor for the enchantment being quite so sensitive. Even as he grabbed hold of the base of the thorn with his brawny arms and began to heave himself up, the cursed tip burst in his face in a cloud of purple smog. 
 
    “That looks like a disagreeable state to find oneself in, doesn’t it?” Rosa said from over my shoulder as the ogre began to bubble and fizz like a slug that had just had a carton of salt poured onto it. 
 
    I ducked back over the parapet as the sloppy, bubbling remains of the cursed ogre showered and plopped onto his jabbering fellows below. 
 
    “Not what I would call an ideal outcome, if that was me,” I admitted, “but seeing as it’s him…” 
 
    “Yeah, a nice result,” Rosa said. “Now, I hate to love you and leave you, but if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    “Where are you—?”  
 
    A massive, leathery, taloned foot lunged down, and knocked me sprawling sideways. I was able to keep enough of my wits to see Rosa scooped up by the passing roc and born up into the air. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “What the… Rosa!” I yelled after the retreating form of the abducted wild elf. 
 
    The wild elf had somehow not been pierced by the scimitar-like claws of the flying beast, but managed to lithely slip around and grab the roc’s leg. She was now latched onto it, with her feet braced on the knuckles of one of the giant toes, like Arnie when he’s holding onto the landing gear of that passenger plane in Commando. 
 
    “That woman is totally insane,” I muttered to myself in complete admiration.  
 
    I would have liked to pull up a chair and a bag of popcorn and see what happened next, but the fight on the wall was getting hot now. A couple more of the rocs had managed to dump their ogre payloads along the ramparts. 
 
    The fighting, although it looked like one giant shitshow, had divided up into a series of little private battles. The outcome of one would have a knock-on effect with the one being played out nearest to it, as the victors of the first would try and mix in with their fellows engaged in the second, and so on. 
 
    The key was making sure that the dominos fell in your favor. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and watched detachedly as a female dark elven warrior lashed out with a sword and took an ogre’s hand off at the wrist, before she was bailed up against the side of the wall by a couple of ogres with spears, clubbed down with the butts, and then stabbed to death while she writhed on the floor. Even from a distance, I heard the terrified disbelief in her screams and felt my blood boil. 
 
    As one of the ogres ran to engage with a contingent of fighting nature elves, I knelt once more and made the wall open at the feet of the other ogre and swallow him. It closed instantly over his bald blue potato of a head, but I could feel the pulsing anger of the barrier wall’s magic as it tore the trespasser apart. 
 
    The rider-less rocs were gliding down to land amidst the currently thwarted horde on the banks of the dell so that they could reload. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered to myself. “We have to take those motherfuckers down.” 
 
    Even in dribs and drabs, having ogres deposited on the walls was doing us no good. 
 
    “Lilah!” I cried, catching sight of the Matriarch of the nature elves a little further down the wall. “Lilah!” 
 
    She didn’t hear me at first. She was too engrossed in dealing with a particularly savage-looking ogre. The monster glowed with beast magic, a crooked two-foot-long unicorn horn protruding from its head. Lilah was parrying frantic swipes of the horn with her bow, trying to find an opening to ice the scumbag.  
 
    As I made my way toward her, I was accosted by a pair of ogres that quite literally dropped out of the sky above me. The sweeping shadow of a passing roc told me how they had accomplished that remarkable feat. One, a dark magic-imbued fiend judging by the purple sheen of his hide, was carrying a crossbow, the other a giant curved sword. 
 
    I braced myself for the attack, an eager grin lighting my face. 
 
    Arrows rustled softly past my ears, passing so close by my head that I felt the feathers of one shaft tickle the back of my damn ear. One shaft whispered through the air, drifting slightly sideways just before it hit the ogre with the crossbow in the side. He snarled and shied sideways and must have accidentally pressed the lever on his crossbow because the ogre next to him howled and dropped his big sword, clawing at a quarrel in his ass cheek. 
 
    There was no time to thank the elves who had evidently had my back. I made use of the distraction they had afforded me. I leapt forward, my hand outstretched, and hit the ogre with the crossbow bolt in his butt with a branching arc of purple magic lightning right in the chest. He froze like a cartoon in the midst of his pain, contorted a few times, and then was flung backward, trailing smoke. 
 
    The ogre with the now empty crossbow flung it at me with a roar. I narrowly avoided it by jumping to the right, then hit him with another blast of the dark magic lightning. 
 
    I should have known better, of course, but I was all caught up in the thrill of the fight and momentarily forgot the lessons I had learned in using magic 101. 
 
    Impregnated as he was with some bastardized version of dark magic, the lightning merely flowed across his smooth purple skin and dissipated into nothing. 
 
    With a snarling roar of glee, the ogre put his head down and rolled on toward me, bellowing a warcry that sounded like a hippo trying to play a trombone with its asshole. 
 
    I drew my shiny new sword, flourished it, almost dropped it, and then lobbed it at the onrushing figure with a cry of, “Catch!” 
 
    Some reflexes are just so instinctive that they bypass the brain altogether. 
 
    The ogre’s hand shot out and caught the spinning sword, fumbling it a little as it slowed in its charge, its eyes drawn to the blade. It skidded to a halt, a look of dumbfounded delight smeared across its hideous visage. Then it looked up at me. 
 
    Only to find I wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    While the ogre had been juggling the sword that Firnous had given me, I had risen over it on a gust of green-tinged nature magic. I dropped neatly down behind my enemy, just as he was brandishing the sword at where I had been. My hand was sheathed in a translucent green glove, the edge of which was honed to a supernaturally fine edge. 
 
    “Surprise, motherfucker,” I said, and swept my arm across in a scything backhanded judo chop. 
 
    I had modeled the nature magic that coated my hand on the pampas grass, a variety of grass with razor sharp edges that originally came from South America. I had taken the idea and dialed it up to eleven. The magic coating on the back of my hand was so sharp and thin that it went through the back of the ogre’s neck like a carving knife through jello. The ogre’s head flopped over forward like a reversed Pez dispenser. With its spine completely severed, it dropped bonelessly to the deck, blood pumping out to be absorbed by the barrier wall. 
 
    “Jeez,” I said, looking down at the cooling corpse and retrieving my sword from its hand. “I mean, I set pretty low expectations for you guys at the best of times, and yet you just keep failing to achieve them.” 
 
    I made my way to Lilah, who had just dispatched her ogre with a neat thrust her dagger, dumping its body over the side of the wall so that it landed heavily another ogre, squashing it flat. 
 
    “We need to get rid of the rocs,” I said, without preamble. “If they keep dropping ogres, this is going to get harder than it needs to be.” 
 
    There was a roaring screech below us as yet another ogre was turned to slurry by the cursed thorns on the wall. 
 
    “Agreed.” Lilah nodded over my shoulder and smiled grimly. “It would seem Rosa has got the message already.” 
 
    I turned and squinted up at the sky. 
 
    “Holy crap,” I said, “what is she doing?” 
 
    Rosa had somehow managed to clamber onto the back of the roc. The wild elf was standing in the middle of the great bird’s neck and seemed to be steering it with the aid of a sizzling cord of bright pink wild magic. She had somehow looped it into the bird’s mouth like a basic two-in-one bit and rein. Even over the din of the fighting, I could make out Rosa’s screams of joy. 
 
    The cord must have been zapping or stinging the roc, because it was rolling its beady black eyes in rage and dismay as Rosa drove it this way and that. So great was the roc’s anguish, and so eager was it to obey Rosa’s commands, that it flew heedlessly right toward one of its fellows, which was flying toward the wall. 
 
    This second roc had a backload of ogres awaiting deployment onto the wall. It was sweeping diagonally, heading toward a smattering of elven bowmen that were yet to engage with the enemy. Behind these elven archers was one of the staircases that led down into the township. 
 
    I took all of this in at a single glance. 
 
    “She’s not going to…?” Lilah said at my side. 
 
    “I think she is, you know,” I replied, my mouth hanging slightly open. 
 
    “But how is she going to…?” Lilah said.    
 
    “I know we should be fighting,” I said, “but how often are you going to get to see something like that?” 
 
    With a final scream of unbridled joy, Rosa yanked on the makeshift magical reins and sent the roc hurtling down to intercept the other flying beast. 
 
    Rosa’s roc screeched, but it didn’t possess the required brainpower not to obey the pain signals guiding its course. 
 
    The ogres on the back of the other roc all looked up and started yammering their confusion, but it was far too late. 
 
    The two massive flying creatures plowed into one another like a couple of aerial juggernauts brought together in the mother of all T-bones. As a qualified, if not very tested, architect, I was well aware of stress tolerances, load bearing, and all that other good stuff. To see two massive and heavy creatures hit each other in midair and then stop dead made me wince. 
 
    The rocs crumpled together, wings wrapping around one another as their considerable bulks were halted. There was no explosion, obviously—although a rain of fried chicken would not have gone amiss in Varglade—but I felt the deep thud reverberate in my chest. 
 
    Almost at the moment of impact, Rosa released the magic reins she had conjured and sprinted down the length of the roc’s back. She used the robust tail feathers of her mount to springboard herself into the air, uttering a victorious ululation as she went. 
 
    “You think she’s given any thought to what she is going to do next?” Lilah asked me, her voice dripping with amazement and disbelief. 
 
    “My guess would be no,” I said. 
 
    As the great birds plummeted to the ground and crushed a substantial number of ogres, Rosa dived gracefully through the air. She looked like she had resigned herself to going in great style, as her course would land her somewhere on the inside of the wall. Wherever she ended up inside the township, there was no way it was going to be somewhere that would cushion her fall enough to save her. 
 
    As Rosa fell past the edge of the wall’s parapet, a geyser of dirty water rushed up to meet her. 
 
    “What the fuck!” I cried. 
 
    The stream that ran through Varglade had suddenly leapt on high, so abruptly that it had left the few fish and shadow crays high and dry.  
 
    I looked around in a wild surmise, and then caught sight of Kea. 
 
    The sea elf was standing on the edge of the parapet, her arms raised. A halo of blue light surrounded her hands. Her eyes blazed white in her majestic head. Her hands were shaking with the apparent effort of controlling and redirecting a whole stream of water, but she had done enough to save Rosa’s life by arresting her fall. 
 
    With a sudden jerk, the sea elf’s hands dropped to her side, and the body of water that she had manipulated splashed back down into its bed, much to the relief of the fish and shadow crays. Rosa went with it, plunging beneath the surface before bobbing up again. She jetted a stream of water out of her mouth like some bizarre ornamental sculpture. 
 
    A hand fell on my shoulder. 
 
    “Come,” Lilah said, “let’s take the others down while the ogres are reeling.” 
 
    I nodded, and the pair of us moved down the wall, searching for an opening to bring down the next airborne menace. 
 
    There were still six rocs swooping and circling. Occasionally, they dived on the walls, snatching up an elf in their claws or bowling a group of them over with a timely flap of their monstrously powerful wings. 
 
    A few minutes later, capitalizing on the knots of fighting elves and ogres, one of the rocs actually landed its big, feathery ass on top of the parapet. It deposited half a dozen ogres, which slid off its back and dashed down the stairs that led down to the township. The roc did not take to the air straight away. Instead, it eyed the body of a fallen elven warrior nearby, looking for all the world like a creature that had just stumbled across an unexpected meal. 
 
    “Oh the hell you will!” I bellowed, loud enough for the giant bird to stop lowering its beak toward the nature elf’s corpse and look at me. 
 
    I scooped up a spear a dead ogre had let fall as I ran. I felt the rough wood under my fingers, felt the grain, felt the flicker of life that still resided inside the organic material. 
 
    I set my jaw and hurled it as hard as I could at the roc. 
 
    I had done a little javelin in high school, but would hardly have been the first to put my hand up if Gerard Butler and his brave three hundred Spartans had needed an extra man to face the Persians. 
 
    But, happily, that didn’t matter. All I needed, ideally, was for the spear to reach the roc. My magic would do the rest. 
 
    Just before the spear hit the roc, it glowed a blinding greenish purple. The nature magic I had suffused it with contorted and changed the wood, acting on the will I had injected into the spell. At the same time, the dark magic, which I had alloyed the nature magic with, gave the spear a burning acidic quality. 
 
    The spear itself contorted, lengthened, and looped around the roc’s neck like a snare. With a burst of dark magic, I tightened the snare and charged it with as much dark magic as I thought it could hold, tightening it and tightening and— 
 
    The roc’s eyes bulged in its head, its mouth opened silently, and it let out a gurgle. 
 
    Then, in an explosion of blood, the roc’s head was squeezed off, drenching me in blood from head to toe.  
 
    In the tradition of the headless chicken, the roc’s corpse twitched and danced on its feet, flapped once or twice, and then toppled from the wall to land next to a butcher’s shop in the town below. 
 
    “And then there were five!” I roared, spitting the tangy roc’s blood from my mouth, and allowing myself a fist pump. 
 
    The fighting continued, and it was a frantic and frenetic affair. I made sure to keep an eye on my friends, as much as I was able to, but my heart knew that they were more than capable themselves.  
 
    As I battled an ogre sword to sword, Nelri let fly a dark magic-touched arrow down into Varglade, where a few ogres were doing their best to destroy things we had so painstakingly just fixed. The arrow, trailing a misty purple vapor, hissed between a pair of dangling woolen socks hanging on a washing line between two cottages. The arrow missed Nelri’s mark by a fraction of an inch, instead smacking into the spoke of a cartwheel that her target had been standing next to. The marauding ogre started, looked up toward where Nelri was crouched behind the square parapet of the wall, and pointed a claw at her. 
 
    “Shit,” I heard Nelri say. 
 
    There was a crackle of spellfire and smoke bloomed into the air around the ogre as two of his beast magic-saturated companions stepped out from a shop doorway and launched an unexpected magical attack. 
 
    Nelri dropped down behind the rampart as spiked balls of orange light tore into the organic barrier, blowing chunks out of it and sending it whining overhead. One of her fellow archers, in the midst of loosing a shaft, took a magic slug through the face. The side of his head exploded in a spray of teeth and blood that was almost berry red in the bright light of the sun.  
 
    I looked at the twitching corpse of the dead rebel lying not four feet from Nelri, even as I parried a blow from the ogre I was fighting. 
 
    Easy as that, going from a thing of the present to a thing of the past. Well worth remembering. 
 
    I blocked another blow from the ogre, and it sent me reeling back a couple of steps. In retaliation, I encased his feet in blocks of wood so that he couldn’t advance. My adversary roared his anger at me, swiping this way and that with his blade as he sought to free himself. Trying not to think of what I was doing as cheating in some way, I shot him right through the mouth with an expanding dart of dark magic that ripped the back of his skull out in a shower of goopy brains. 
 
    “There’s no cheating against you sons of bitches,” I said to the corpse as I stepped over it. “There’s only winning.” 
 
    I ran over to where Nelri and her last surviving archer were pinned down behind the rampart of the wall. Below, in the street, the three ogres were peppering the two elves from cover, while taking it in turns to smash the buildings around them. With the fighting everywhere else, none of the other elves had yet engaged the trio of troublesome ogres. 
 
    I skidded to a halt behind the rampart and next to the elves just as Nelri looked over the wall. She was rewarded with a stinging faceful of wooden fragments as another beast magic projectile smacked into it. 
 
    “I see you’re pinned,” I said helpfully. 
 
    “You think?” Nelri shot back at me in an exasperated voice.    
 
    She said something else, but it was drowned out as one of the other rocs was brought down in a rain of feathers. Peering down the wall, I saw that the dark elf Matriarch, Zuthry, had rounded up her spell slingers to bring it down with magic. 
 
    “Sorry, I missed that,” I said to Nelri. 
 
    “We need to get down to the street,” she said. 
 
    The other elven archer nodded his head emphatically as a twittering spray of dark magic screamed over our heads. 
 
    “You know, there’s a large compost heap down there,” I said. “I saw it when I was running toward you.” 
 
    “So?” Nelri said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her and shot the other elf a conspiratorial look. 
 
    “Oh no,” Nelri said, “you don’t mean you want to…?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. 
 
    The elf archer gave me a quizzical look. 
 
    “All of us?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. 
 
    “But it’s so high,” Nelri said. 
 
    “I’ve got us,” I said. 
 
    “Shit,” Nelri said. 
 
    I grabbed both Nelri and the archer by the arm and hauled them to their feet. Then, without giving any of us any time to second guess my plan, we stepped off the wall. 
 
    Spells from the ogres zipped over our heads as we plummeted the leg-breaking distance down toward the compost heaps which… 
 
    …were slightly to the right of where I had thought they were. 
 
    “Balls!” I yelled and used my nature magic to clumsily bring the huge pile of rotting fruit, vegetable, and plant matter up to meet us and cushion us in a similar manner to the way that Kea had saved Rosa. 
 
    The three of us landed in a fragrant and slimy heap on the ground and then were forced to roll instantly into cover as the three ogres turned their attention back to us.  
 
    “Not very glamorous,” I yelled over the blasting of spellfire as we hid around the corner of a stone cottage, “but slightly more than adequate.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a great sales pitch!” Nelri snorted, pulling carrot peel out of her raven hair and flicking it away. 
 
    I took a quick peek around the edge of the cottage and eyeballed something that could be useful before being forced back into cover by the three magic slinging ogres. 
 
    “Those trio of douchebags are standing bold as brass in the middle of the roadway,” I informed the other two, “so here’s what we’re going to do. And after we’ve done it, you,” and I put my hand on the shoulder of the elven archer, “are going to get your ass back on the wall and help to mop up the last of the fuckers on the outside of the wall.” 
 
    “As you say, amalgamage,” said the archer. 
 
    I told them the plan. A moment later, we put it into practice. 
 
    The elven archer stepped briskly around the corner of the cottage and let fly the shaft that I had touched with nature magic. The arrow sped straight and true and thunked into a piece of freshly milled timber lying amid a stack of cut planks. As soon as the archer was back behind cover and dashing toward the wall, I used the nature magic I had imbued the arrow with to take control of the whole stack of milled planks. With considerable mental strain, I flung them across the lane and into the unsuspecting ogres.  
 
    It doesn’t matter how tough you are, if a couple of tons of solid wood get thrown at you, you’re going to feel it. 
 
    One of the beast magic-wielding ogres was killed instantly, his brains dashed out. The other, judging by the way his legs were bent in the wrong direction, was also in dire straits. The ogre with dark magic, however, managed to avoid the planks. With a snarl of thwarted fury, he picked himself up from out of the dust and sprinted toward us. 
 
    “Ballsy,” I said, raising my hand. Next to me, with a grin on her face, Nelri did the same. 
 
    A jet of high-powered water shot out from a side street and intercepted the running ogre. It hit him so hard and fast that he couldn’t have been more blindsided if he’d been taken out by a bullet train. He shot, and I mean shot, across the road. Moving at such a clip that he was punched clean through the stone wall of a still abandoned cottage in an explosion of dust. With a dull rumble, the hovel fell on top of the very dead ogre, neatly sealing him in a tomb. 
 
    Nelri and I lowered our hands. 
 
    “I’m going to go with Kea,” I said. 
 
    The sea elf walked languidly around the corner. Her hand was still raised and pointed at the tumbledown shack under which the ogre lay, still misted with a light blue halo. When she caught the movement of Nelri and I out of the corner of her eye, she wheeled to face us, adopting a wide-footed fighting stance. 
 
    I put my hands up and froze. 
 
    “We’re friendlies,” I said. 
 
    Kea relaxed. 
 
    With my hands still raised, I sniffed gingerly at my compost covered arm. 
 
    “Although, Nelri and I could probably use a hose down if you can dial down the power a little.” 
 
    Kea grinned and jogged over to us. “You fight well, both of you. I see that the wild elf was not waxing poetic when she described your prowess as a warrior, Jake Walker.” 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone this,” I said in a stage whisper, “but I have no idea what I’m doing half the time.” 
 
    “Who does?” Kea said to me, with a wide grin. 
 
    “Come!” Nelri said, leading the way back to the stairs. “Let’s finish this.”   
 
    By the time that Nelri, Kea, and I reached the top of the wall again, the battle was all but done.  
 
    There had only been a few ogres who had gained access to the township itself, and Kea and I had killed the last of those a moment before. 
 
    When we stepped onto the top of the wall, it was to find the last of the ogres fighting to the death there. 
 
    I caught an axe blow from one of the bastards on my shortsword, turning the strike aside and managing to hamstring the ogre with a sweet backhand cut that surprised even myself. He grunted as he went down to one knee, and Nelri split his head open with a dark magic hatchet. His skull made a strange creaking sound as the dark elf jimmied her small supernaturally made axe free, the grayish blue of the ogre’s still-living brain visible through the awful gash. 
 
    The final enemy ogre had pinned one of the elvish archers up against a wall, one huge and meaty hand wrapped around the man’s wrist while the other slowly pushed a jagged stone dagger into the center of the elf’s chest. 
 
    The archer’s blue eyes popped as the ogre warrior’s blade crunched through his sternum, before Lilah stepped up behind the ogre and buried her own knife in his liver. The ogre jerked and arched backward, blood pouring from the wound. Lilah twisted her knife, ripped it free, and then punched it into the ogre’s spine so that he collapsed dead. 
 
    To my surprise and delight, there was only one roc left in the air, but it didn’t look like it had much fight left in it. If it hadn’t been for the single ogre still riding it, I was sure it would have called it a day and left for greener pastures. 
 
    Unfortunately, the ogre wasn’t interested in retreating. It was forcing the giant bird to wheel around, swooping on the elves that peppered the ginormous creature with arrows and spells. 
 
    “Rosa!” I called. 
 
    The wild elf came skipping over to me. 
 
    “You called, handsome?” she asked. 
 
    “Your wild magic You can kindle a flame with it, yes?” 
 
    Rosa smiled. “What have you in mind?” 
 
    “Send up a ball of fire, two spears wide if you can manage it, on the roc’s next pass. I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    And so, when the ogre brought his unwilling aerial steed down for another pass on our stretch of wall, Rosa sent up a sphere of crackling pink fire. It rose slowly into the roc’s path and, when it was at its zenith, I blasted it with every last ounce of nature magic I had in reserve. 
 
    The torrent of fire incinerated both roc and ogre with a jet-engine roar, turning the pair of them into charred fragments that rained down and filled the air with the delicious smell of roasting poultry. Maybe fried chicken wasn’t too much to ask. 
 
    As the last of the meaty burned fragments dropped to the ground with a final splat, I turned to Rosa, who was standing nearby. “I always heard battlefields stank of shit and blood.” 
 
    “Yeah, that has been my experience,” she replied. “I must say though, it’s nice to know that they can sometimes smell like a feast day too.” 
 
    I snorted. “They call battles a feast for the crows, but it looks to me like we have a feast of crows tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night the whole village feasted. When you roasted a few birds for eight hours and were left with wings that could be used as boat sails and drumsticks that you could run across, there could be no other word for it. 
 
    “Your cooks give a whole new meaning to the word dedication,” I said to the old nature elf, Firnous, who was standing beside me and licking grease from his fingers. 
 
    “How so, Jake Walker?” he asked me. 
 
    I looked sideways at him and then glanced back at one of the massive carcasses that had already been half picked clean. “You have to be a real enthusiast of the culinary arts to actually step inside a creature’s… Well, you’ve got to have a clear vision for the deliciousness of the end product to be one of the elves who walks into a cavity so large that they need a flaming torch to navigate and a few bales of herbs to stuff it.” 
 
    Firnous gave me one of those carefully polite blank stares of his.  
 
    “I saw you wielding your blade today, up on the wall, amalgamage,” he said, scanning my face with his dark, wise eyes as he brushed a strand of his long graying hair from his face. 
 
    I brightened and gave him a sheepish smile. “Well, all right then, what did you think, Firnous?” I asked, mentally forming my humble reply for when my tutor in swordsmanship inevitably congratulated me on my derring-do. 
 
    Or derring-don’t, as it turned out.  
 
    “You threw your sword,” Firnous stated in a deadpan voice, his dark eyes reflecting the flames of one of the many bonfires lit throughout Varglade. “You threw the blade that I gave you at the enemy.” 
 
    “Yes, but I think the operative words there are at the enemy, Firnous,” I said, trying to appease the old boy, in case he thought I’d biffed my sword away because I didn’t like it or something. 
 
    “Yes, but the enemy caught it, amalgamage,” Firnous insisted. There was something in his tone that hinted at a man—at an elf—desperately trying to understand something that made no sense to him. 
 
    “With a bit of practice, I might be able to actually kill something by lobbing my sword at it,” I said defensively. “I suppose we didn’t get time to cover the throwing of swords in training.” 
 
    “We can cover it now, amalgamage.”  
 
    “We can?” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t. Don’t throw your sword away. Don’t practice throwing it away. Certainly, Jake Walker, do not practice throwing it away in the middle of a battle,” Firnous said, a slight pleading look sparkling in his eyes. 
 
    I thought about explaining how the throwing of the sword, while it would have been dope to actually land a lethal blow in a Gladiator kind of way, had never been part of a killing scheme. It had been all about the distraction. Looking at Firnous though, I figured that explanation would fall upon deaf ears. 
 
    “I promise I won’t ever throw my sword away, Firnous,” I said solemnly, patting the elf on the shoulder. “That was my bad.” 
 
    The preparation and roasting of the birds had begun as soon as it was confirmed that there was not a single ogre or roc left alive in the vicinity of Varglade. I had not been taking exaggerating when I mentioned to Firnous the elven cooks who had quite literally plucked, gutted, and then strolled into the roc’s buttholes to stuff the cavities. It was, I could say without a shadow of a doubt, the least appealing job I had ever seen. 
 
    Now that the exploration and stuffing of the assholes had been long completed, the scent of roasting roc filled the streets of the elven township. Although we had all just been involved in a bloodthirsty battle to the death only a few hours before, there was a carnival atmosphere in the air. It was apparent that the elves, both dark and nature, were a culture that celebrated their dead rather than mourned them. 
 
    When the fighting had been done and the last ogre had breathed its last, it had been feared that too many of the elves might have been killed. However, when a headcount was performed, it turned out that there had been far fewer taken out by the ogres and the rocs than had initially been thought. Admittedly, there had been quite a few wounded, but they were, almost to an elf, going to be fine after the healers had ministered to them. 
 
    Some of the nature elves had already been sent out into the Torrwood to make sure none of the enemy hiding out there, having escaped to lie low and try their luck again. So far as these scouts had been able to ascertain, there were no such foes lurking in the forest. 
 
    This was good news as, importantly, other scouts and wood crafty elves had been sent out to gather herbs and ingredients for the apothecaries. The apothecaries were an especially important group of elves; the branch of artisans that produced potions, healing elixirs, balms for all sorts of ailments, and also set bones and sewed shut gashes and cuts. 
 
    Up until very recently, until I had arrived really, they had been limited in what they could do and the remedies they had been able to create. This had not been due to a lack of skill or a waning in their abilities and skills, but quite simply because with the ogres and other bad guys roaming the forests and craggy highlands, they have been unable to venture out and collect the rarer, harder to find, and more efficacious ingredients. Now that there were more elves who could be spared to go with the apothecaries on their foraging missions, or be sent in their stead, the apothecaries had been able to start crafting more potent potions, herbal remedies, salves, and powders. 
 
    Leaving Firnous to his thoughts, I wandered through the revelries. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I slipped through the throngs of celebrating elves, many of whom were drinking toasts to their dead friends and injured companions. Overall, spirits were high. Although the burgeoning township of Varglade had suffered a few knocks, had a handful of buildings destroyed or badly damaged, and had been deprived of some of its much needed, and now much missed, elves, I felt like morale was almost better than it had been. 
 
    We had been tested. We had passed through the fire and come out the other side of it only lightly singed. Realistically, things could have been a whole lot worse for us.      
 
    I walked past one of the many bonfires. This one was dancing with blue and green flames. Heat and the smell of the sizzling roc meat being roasted over the huge spits washed over me in a comforting wave. I felt my smile grow even wider. 
 
    “This sure beats walking home in the sleet and snow and knowing that the only thing waiting for me back in my tiny-ass apartment is a few cold slices of pizza and a lonely date with Mrs. Palmer and her five daughters,” I muttered, nodding at a party of nature elves who all saluted me with solemn respect. 
 
    “Jake! What are you doing walking alone?” 
 
    Lilah stepped into the light of the bonfire. She looked peaceful and calm. She looked content. Her face was free of the blood that had coated and crusted it earlier, as she and I had washed in the stream earlier. 
 
    “I’m just… taking it all in,” I said. “Enjoying the moment. I’ve never really basked in a victory before. You hear that expression a lot where I’m from—’basking in victory’. It’s only now though, after fighting for my new home with my friends, that I can truly say I know what it’s like to bask in a triumph. It feels good.” 
 
    Lilah smiled at me and came over to plant a kiss on my cheek. Then she took my arm, and the pair of us walked through the celebrations. 
 
    “I’m glad that I found you,” she said. “It is time for the nature elves to farewell their dead. The graves have been dug, the ground sung over, and the soil is ready to take her children back.” 
 
    I had already witnessed the dark elves farewelling their dead at sunset. I had seen their ritual before, of course, after the battle with Bogrot and his band. Still, the ceremonial burning of the fallen dark elves had been just as affecting the second time around as it had the first, more so almost. After that big battle outside of the wrecked dungeon home of Zuthry and her people, I had been exhausted, barely cognizant of what I was watching. This second time though, I had been able to follow the ceremony. 
 
    I had watched as the fallen dark elves were lined up on one long funeral pyre, which had been constructed from the broken branches and felled trees that the ogres had left in their wake as they traveled through the forest. 
 
    The dark elves’ creed as all about finding, taming, and unlocking the ‘inner monster’ that resided in all of us. This inner monster, this dark side of our personality that we all had within us, as surely as there was a dark side to the moon, had to be kept in check, and only unleashed during battle. It turned out that, after death, the dark elves believed that this inner monster had to be released so that the elf could find peace in the world beyond this one. 
 
    The giant funeral fire had been lit as soon as the sun touched the distant western horizon. The smoke of the burning wood and the burning bodies had floated up, black and gray and white, into the sky, carrying away the inner monsters. As the dark elves burned their dead reverentially, they danced around the magically fueled fires with their different colored flames and chanted. 
 
    “We believed that burning our dead doesn’t just free their inner monsters,” Nelri told me, “but allows our warriors to float on to wherever the wind wills it in the form of smoke and ash.” 
 
    I had never seen how the nature elves said goodbye to their dead, but I was intrigued and felt that it was only fitting I should go and pay my respects to those who had welcomed me with open arms. So I followed Lilah willingly as she led me through the lanes, heading to where the elves had marked the potential placement for fruit trees to transplant from the forest. 
 
    As we walked, I mulled over how everything had gone, replaying the kills I had made in the theater of my own head. There was something helpful in the way ogres looked so entirely alien to the elves and me, and the way that there was not so much as a drop of mercy or compassion, or anything that made their behavior redeemable, in any of the bastards. There was none of guilt that might have followed killing another human or elf. I had no qualms in killing them, as I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that they would not hesitate in killing me as painfully as opportunity allowed.   
 
    “You’re not worrying about anything, are you?” Lilah asked me as we walked along, leaving the main body of the party behind us. 
 
    “No, not worrying, no,” I assured her. “Just thinking about the fight.” 
 
    Lilah had her arm looped through mine, and she gave it a brief squeeze. “Although it was a hard-fought battle, and we lost some of our folk, the benefits of winning it are not just in surviving the confrontation itself.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the morale boost it has given everyone?” 
 
    “Yes, that. But also the unlooked for bounty of the rocs. The meat of the roc is highly prized, delicious and sustaining, and a real benefit, as far as food supplies for the village go.” 
 
    I laughed softly. “That’s a good thing because there’s a lot of it. Which reminds me, how are we going to make use of it? Surely, all that meat will spoil before we can actually consume it?” 
 
    It was Lilah’s turn to smile at me now. “Do not fear, the elves have traditional ways of preserving meat—smoking, salting, drying—as well as magical means. None of that bounty will go to waste, I assure you that.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. The roc meat bonanza means we can utilize more workers and craftsmen for repairing and improving the township, rather than sending them out to hunt to feed this influx of dark elves.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “Those were exactly my thoughts too.” 
 
    After a few more minutes of walking, we stepped out from the shadows that lay between a pair of rickety hovels and into a wide green space. It was the location designated for the growing of fruit and vegetables. 
 
    “Ah,” I said, “when I saw the assembly of nature elves gathered around the graves, I imagined that this was how your people would say their goodbyes.” 
 
    Lilah gave my arm another squeeze. “Our people,” she corrected me. “You might not have the ears, Jake, but after everything you have done for us, and everything else you’re trying to do, there can be no doubt that you’re one of us.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised that the nature elves buried their dead. Nor was I surprised that they would bury them in this plot of land. Those elves who had gone beyond the need of their earthly flesh, would now return to the soil that had given them so much. 
 
    “The dead will help fuel moon marang trees and demonflux berry bushes,” Lilah whispered to me as the nature elves gathered to pay their respects. 
 
    “Demonflux berries don’t sound like something you want sprinkled on top of your cake,” I whispered back to Lilah. 
 
    “On the contrary, demonflux is one of the natural world’s most effective and successful treatments for brain fever. It might sound like a deadly plant, but it is only to be feared by fever.”  
 
    For a few long minutes, the elves murmured their prayers. All at once, the chanting and the praying ceased. Each of the bodies that lay wrapped in a shroud next to an open grave were lifted by another pair of nature elves—perhaps close acquaintances or family members—and lowered into their final resting places. As the earth from the holes began to be replaced, I stepped forward and cleared my throat. 
 
    As I saw the soil returning to the graves, I realized I could show my appreciation for this ultimate sacrifice that these two dozen or so elves had made for the good of Varglade. 
 
    “Let me help you plant the trees and bushes,” I said simply. 
 
    The elves looked from one to another and then over at Lilah who was standing at my shoulder. Slowly, as one, they nodded. 
 
    So, without saying another word, I moved from one grave to another. Using my dark magic to pool and shape the shadows of the night into basic three-fingered hands, I used my incantations to lift the heavy trees and bushes, soil covered root balls and all. I lowered them gently into the graves on top of the bodies with their shallow layer of soil. As I moved on to the next tree, elves would follow behind me and fill in the graves until they were smooth and uniform. 
 
    When the job was done, and I could feel the slight lightheadedness that using an excess of mana produced, we stood silently for a second. 
 
    “May we get what we want, but never what we deserve,” I said, and the elves smiled. 
 
    Quietly, we left the newly planted orchard. As we walked back through the lanes of the township, heading back toward the noise and celebration, I couldn’t help but think that everyone should be planted under a tree. There was something good and right in that. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After burying the fallen warriors, the nature elves applied themselves more liberally to the merrymaking. After all, if there was ever anything worth celebrating, surely it was the fact that you were alive when many others were not. 
 
    Above us, the stars shone, bordered by the sable silhouettes of the forest that pressed in on Varglade from all sides. The multihued bonfires rose into the vault of the night sky, fiery fingers reaching up as if they were trying to pluck the stars from the heavens. Male and female elves danced and whirled in the different colored lights of the many fires, their sweating faces lit in a parody of the faces of humans in nightclubs the world over. 
 
    For a while, I gave myself up to the haze of ale. I enjoyed the chatter and the hubbub, feeling like I had earned at least one night of letting my hair down. I danced and spoke with lots of different nature and dark elves, and watched happily as the two clans blended and mixed with one another.  
 
    As I gobbled down a few morsels of the succulent and tasty roc, I saw Firnous and Zuthry chatting animatedly in the corner. Leaning nonchalantly on an empty ale barrel, I saw Nelri pointing out the watchtowers to Kea, no doubt explaining how only a few weeks before there had been nothing there at all. Lilah was sitting on top of a stack of crates. She had a chunk of roc meat impaled on the end of one of her daggers and was waving it around in time to the beat of the drumming circle that had started up around a green-flamed fire. As for Rosa, I had not seen hide nor silver-purple hair of the wild elf since— 
 
    A hand grabbed me by the forearm and yanked me backward. Having imbibed more ale than might have been prudent—as if there was such a thing as too much ale—and seeing as the arm that had been yanked was also the arm that I happened to be leaning on, it was no surprise that I went head over biscuit. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, looking up with a vaguely goofy grin into the angular face of Rosa, the wild elf. 
 
    “Hi back at you, human,” said the wild-eyed female elf, her smile Cheshire cat-sized. 
 
    “You see, that’s what we call a greeting,” I said to Rosa, looking up at her from where I was lying contentedly on the grass. “Where I come from, we usually call out a greeting before we grab the other person unexpectedly from behind. That way, it gives them a sporting chance of not ending up on their ass.” 
 
    “Urgh, sounds like a tedious place, that world of yours,” Rosa said, rolling her eyes. “Don’t the people on it realize that if they’re not willing to get knocked down once in a while, then they’re never going to be rewarded with those unexpected gifts that sometimes follow such trips south. Speaking of which, Jake Walker, are you enjoying the view down from down there?” 
 
    I refocused on Rosa’s deep red eyes. My own gaze had wandered to her shapely ass in its tight-fitting stitched leather pants, and the swell of her tits which lay a little further up. 
 
    I smiled in a slightly abashed fashion. “I am actually, yes.” 
 
    Rosa laughed delightedly and reached down a hand. “I’m glad to hear you say that, for that means you’re going to love what I show you next.” 
 
    Taking her hand, I let the wild elf haul me back up to my feet. I brushed myself down a little, getting the worst of the grass off the seat of my pants. My mind took a little more time than usual to catch up with what Rosa had just said. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said, “you wanted to show me something?” 
 
    The wild elf nodded and held out her hand to me. “You look like you need some of the tonic.”   
 
    “What tonic is that? A tonic for what?” 
 
    “Duh, you know what I mean, you know what tonic I’m talking about,” Rosa said to me. “The restorative that every single one of us needs from time to time; the tonic of the wilderness!” 
 
    “The tonic of the—” I said slowly.  
 
    “Oh come on, amalgamage. You know how all of us have that feeling inside of us—wild elves more than others, I think. The feeling that bids us to venture forth in earnest and explore and learn all the things we can about the world, while simultaneously wishing and hoping that all things will remain mysterious and unexplorable, and that the land and sea will be indefinitely wild? Well, that feeling needs to be fed at times, and there is no better time than after a battle when each of us has come an arrow’s shaft away from death. That is the time when we could most do with some wilderness in our lives.” 
 
    I took the wild elf’s hand. “Lead the way,” I said simply.  
 
    Rosa’s smile was wide and white. Then she was off, pulling me hard through the crowds of dancing, feasting, and drinking elves.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was an uncomfortable journey. Rosa wouldn’t relinquish her grip on my hand, as if she was worried I might come to my senses and make a break for it. She couldn’t have been further from the truth, if that really was her concern. 
 
    There was something about the wild elf’s unapologetically crazy and nonconformist behavior that I found both charming and intoxicating. She was a woman with no filter, with no identity but the one she showcased proudly to the world around her. She was the antithesis of almost everyone else I had ever met—especially back on Earth. There, most of the other people were, in actual fact, other people. 
 
    I could not think of a single person who was as comfortable in their own skin as Rosa was. Shit, even with only a little introspection, I could see that even the face I had presented to the world was very rarely what I might have called the ‘real’ me. In a world and society in which folk were so obsessed with how they were perceived by others, most people were made up of very little original, interesting content. A lot of the time, when I stopped and thought about such things, their thoughts were someone else’s opinions, their lives a dim echo or mimicry of all the other lives they wished for, their passions made up or shaped by what was cool and fashionable at the time. 
 
    Not Rosa, though. Whereas others constructed a narrative inside their heads to account for their actions and keep themselves sane, Rosa just lived that narrative, unedited and unaltered. She did what she liked, when she liked, and answered to no one. 
 
    It was a heady thought, the idea of living with that level of true freedom. 
 
    Rosa led us on and upward, traversing the gentle slope that followed the course of the stream flowing down through Varglade. She did not walk beside the watercourse itself, but I could hear it burbling sluggishly away in its too-large bed. 
 
    We passed Lilah’s house—my house, as I was starting to see it—on our way to wherever it was that she was taking me. As we passed the cozy-looking hovel, I saw Sundance stick his half lizard half bird head over the simple wooden fence and hiss inquiringly at us. 
 
    “Nothing to see here, buddy,” I said. 
 
    Rosa paused, reached into one of her numerous pockets, and pulled forth a greasy portion of meat. 
 
    “I thought I might be coming this way, so I brought you a little something, you good boy,” the wild elf cooed, as if the fearsome walking basilisk raptor was a docile basset hound and not a nightmarish-looking dinosaur.  
 
    With a backhand flick, she tossed Sundance the hunk of meat. The raptor snapped it out of the air and disappeared behind the fence. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what kind of creature Sundance actually is yet?” I asked as Rosa jerked me onward. 
 
    “Nope, not a clue,” Rosa said happily, “but I do know one thing.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “I like him.” 
 
    “I do too,” I said as we moved on from the sound of the monster wolfing down his snack. 
 
    “That’s all that matters then, isn’t it?” Rosa said. “Come on, we’re almost there.” 
 
    It was Rosa’s insistence that I should close my eyes to fully enjoy the surprise, coupled with the ale in my system, that resulted in me being submerged in the geothermal mud pool fully clothed. 
 
    I came up, spitting muck and wiping the green-gray mud from my face, while Rosa almost died from laughter. 
 
    “Oh my—oh my—oh my goodness, I did not think that you’d do it!” she gasped as she clutched at her ribs. “I was sure that you were going to smell the minerals and open your eyes before you actually stepped into thin air!” 
 
    “All I could smell was wood smoke and roasted roc!” I chuckled along with her as I pushed my mud-caked hair from my eyes and began to struggle out of my clinging shirt. 
 
    “How about now?” Rosa said. 
 
    I gave her a stony look, made stonier by the fact that I now looked like a rock with eyes. I tried to raise an eyebrow, but they were both so clogged with mud that they barely budged. 
 
    Rosa’s laughter died away slowly, and she wiped the tears of mirth from her face. 
 
    “So, this is what you wanted to show me, huh?” I asked, letting out a contented sigh and lying back in the gently bubbling, gloriously warm mud. “The mud pools?” 
 
    “That, and those,” Rosa said, pointing upward and looking toward the star strewn heavens. 
 
    It might have been quite a romantic moment, had I not taken the opportunity to launch my mud-covered shirt at the wild elf. It hit her square in the face with a satisfying slapping sound. While she sat there, her expression quite unreadable thanks to my shirt, I dissolved into a fit of laughter myself. 
 
    With some difficulty, Rosa peeled the shirt from her face. When she had managed to extricate herself from its clutches, her smile looked even whiter and sharper than usual, peering out of the mask of greenish mud. 
 
    “What’re you going to do now, eh?” I taunted her good-naturedly. “I’m already filthy, while you are relatively clean.” 
 
    Rosa considered this for a second. 
 
    “What’s more,” I said, fumbling around under the deliciously warm mud for a moment or two, “I also have more ammo.” 
 
    I tossed my boots on to the side of the rock pool and then held my bunched-up pants aloft. 
 
    “You are already filthy…” the wood elf mused as I prepared to launch another salvo at her. “I guess, then, that it’s only fair that I lower myself to your level!” 
 
    With a speed and agility that my drunken eyeballs found impossible to follow, Rosa kicked off her boots and, in one fluid motion, dived into the geothermal mud pool on top of me. 
 
    The weight of her body drove me under once more. 
 
    When I came up for air, spouting mud like a whale spraying water, it was to receive a shirt to the face in return. It was lucky that I had managed to snatch a breath when I had surfaced, because the muddy shirt made a perfect seal around my head, and it would have been impossible to get a breath in through it. Slowly, I unwound the clinging garment, my mind filling with the realization of what me wearing Rosa’s shirt around my face meant. 
 
    “Does that make us—” I began to say but was cut off when Rosa’s pants smacked me in the face with a dull splat and the legs wound around my neck like a bolas. 
 
    “—even?” I finished when I had extricated myself from her trousers. 
 
    “You tell me, Jake Walker,” the wild elf said. 
 
    I wiped mud from my eyes with a thumb and looked across at where Rosa was sitting cross-legged on the edge of the mud pool. She looked like a statue, like one of those naked statues that so many of the Italian and French artists loved to carve back in the day. Suddenly, I understood why the whole naked chick thing had been such a drawcard for those guys. What wasn’t there to love about having some smoking hot broad sit on the edge of a pool, or a giant clam shell, while you ogled her and called it art? 
 
    “I would say that, right now, I’m fairly deep in your debt,” I admitted. 
 
    My eyes ran along the lithe curves of the woman. Across the smooth curve of her narrow shoulders, down her shapely but strong arms, before pausing on her impressively perky rack. 
 
    “Very, um, very much in your debt,” I said. 
 
    “Now, we are both filthy,” Rosa commented, not failing to emphasize the last word. 
 
    “It would certainly appear so.” Filthy was an understatement. In the surprisingly bright light of the stars and moon shining down from the clear and cloudless sky, the two of us looked like a pair of primordial beings from the Black Lagoon. 
 
    “Just the way I like it,” Rosa purred, her big, crimson-colored eyes glimmering. 
 
    With no warning, Rosa flung herself at me and kissed me smack-dab on the lips.  
 
    Twinkling merrily above us, I could see the stars glittering in the rich, deep sky. Interwoven along the edges of my vision, the branches of the Torrwood trees bordered that great glimmering celestial scene. The swaying branches looked like black cracks against the starry mantle. The sound of the slowly moving breeze swished and sighed through the heavy, leaf-laden boughs and reminded me of the sound of the river I had often walked along in my previous life. 
 
    A life that had been woefully short of mud pools and crazy naked ladies trying to jump my bones. 
 
    “Uh, just a quick question, if I may?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Jake Walker?” the wild elf growled, detaching herself from my face just long enough to make herself heard. 
 
    “Do you think it’s, um, respectful, us getting it on in the communal mud pools at a time like this?”  
 
    “A time like this?”  
 
    “You know, straight after a battle, just after the dead have been laid to rest sort of thing?” 
 
    Rosa’s eyes crinkled up in amusement in her mud mask of a face. “What better time is there? We are celebrating life tonight. What is more virile and vital than what we are about to do?” 
 
    I grinned. “That’s excellent news. Because I’m about two minutes past the point of being able to stop myself from fucking your brains out right here and now, whether anyone was to come along or not.” I paused. “Actually, I have another question. Fucking in this mud, it’s not going to give us any diseases or infections, is it?”  
 
    “The mud pools of the nature elves are self-cleaning through their magic,” Rosa said, as if I didn’t know this. “In fact, it was Lilah who may have mentioned just how special of a location this might be should I want to take you here one evening.”  
 
    Though it was hard to see with the mud and darkness, I finally saw just how extensive the wild elf’s tattoos were. Rosa was covered from ankles to wrists in intricate red tattoos of all sorts of arbitrary swirls, dots, runes, and other pictograms of wild things. If I had not known she was an elf, I would have labeled her as a real biker chick or goth or, most likely, a punk rocker. 
 
    “What do they mean?” I found myself asking. 
 
    Rosa gave me a long look. “Wild elves keep most of their markings and inkings covered at all times, because our tattoos are sacred, and not for the eyes of regular folk—not even other elves.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing I’m not a regular person or another elf then, huh?” I said innocently. 
 
    “Mmm,” the wild elf agreed, “that might be so, but I would urge you not to tell anyone what you have seen here. Otherwise, I might have to pluck your eyes from your head.” 
 
    I grinned, not really knowing if she was serious or not. “Your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    Rosa leaned forward and bit my earlobe, hard enough to draw blood if the delightful pain was anything to go by. She pulled slowly back from my ear, stretching my lobe, while her incredibly gifted tongue busied itself with licking and lapping the side of my neck. Just when I thought she was going to tear my ear right off, she let go and gave me a funny look. 
 
    “As to us being caught,” she said. “If you think there is anyone roaming around the Torrwood that has the balls to get in the way of my sexual gratification, then I would be interested in meeting them.” 
 
    “I imagine they’d regret it?” I asked. 
 
    Rosa grinned and leaned forward, let out a little mewl of lust into my ear, and then bit me playfully on the side of my neck. 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe,” she whispered. 
 
    I had fantasized a considerable amount about this specific moment. The thought of what Rosa might look like naked, and what she might be capable of once she was in the bedroom—or mud pool as the case might be—had been one that had been tantalizing my sleeping thoughts. It had been tantalizing many of my waking ones too, if I was honest. 
 
    If she’s half as crazy and impulsive in the sack as she was outside of it, I thought, I’m going to be lucky to come out of this little bit of gland-to-gland combat completely unscathed. 
 
    The thought was most certainly not without its merits. 
 
    Judging by her mischievous smile as she relented in her erotic mauling of me and leaned back, she was reading these musings across my face as easily as if I had carved them into the mud across my forehead. 
 
    Tossing my usual gentlemanly and chivalrous habits aside, I reached out and took hold of one of Rosa’s perfectly sized breasts in my hand. I squeezed it, the firm flesh slick and wonderful under my slimy fingers. My other hand, not wanting to miss the party, reached out too, and I took her other breast and rubbed my thumb over her mud-slicked nipple. Rosa came to me once more and moaned into my mouth as we kissed. Under the surface of the gloopy, warm mud, she thrust her groin hard into my own crotch and lifted her leg a careful inch or so, so that the tip of my cock slid up and down against the opening of her vagina. 
 
    Before I could do more than make a soft little sound of appreciation in my throat, Rosa’s hand slipped down my chest, under the surface of the ooze and moved down to my crotch. With a seductive gentleness that made my breath catch in my throat, she began to rub my stiff and ready prick. 
 
    My cock, responding to her expert touch, pulsed with a building lust and intensity that almost had me forcibly reaching under the mud so that I could push open the woman’s legs and plunge myself into her. By some miracle, I managed to get my drunken libido in hand. 
 
    Patience, I told myself. Here you are, with a ten-out-of-ten nymphomaniac elf sitting in your lap and jacking you off. There’s no call to rush things. 
 
    What a way to enjoy my first ever ‘day at the spa’. 
 
    Lost momentarily in a blaze of wanton desire, I was taken a little by surprise as she shoved and pushed me until I was forced to leave the lovely warm confines of the mud bath and sit up on the side. 
 
    “Hey, what’s the deal?” I asked, my prick standing up like a chocolate-dipped wiener. 
 
    Pausing only to wave her hands at me to make me cease my noise, and to make sure her short, once silvery-purple hair was slicked back from her face by a nice crust of mud, the wild elf came and placed herself between my open thighs. 
 
    “Don’t mind me, amalgamage,” she said coyly. 
 
    “Don’t mind you oh-whoa oh-holy shit,” I gasped as Rosa bent forward and engulfed my shaft in the wet warmth of her mouth. The woman didn’t stop until the tip of my cock hit her in the back of the throat and caused her to heave a little. Somehow, that struck me as being one of the sexiest things I had ever seen, but before I could voice this opinion, Rosa had backed off a little and was running her tongue around the tip of my manhood and driving the words clean out of my head.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how she was managing to blow me while my dick was covered in mud, but I let the wild elf do her thing. The mineral mud, for all I knew, might have actually been edible in this world.  
 
    I reached down, slid my finger inside Rosa and felt that she was already wet and ready, hot and moist. 
 
    Rosa sucked me off like a porn pro. Every now and again, she would gag as the tip of my prick made contact with the back of her throat. Every time I heard her gag reflex being set off, I found myself reaching forward and holding her head in that position for just a moment or two so that when the mud-caked elf pulled away from me, she was panting for breath. 
 
    She moved slowly up and down the length of my cock, swallowing the whole stretch down her gullet. She slurped and sucked on my member like an elf who had something to prove, or who was insatiably hungry for cum. Every so often, she would lean her head back to spit on the head of my shaft and stroke me while she looked up at me with an expression that was partly a challenge and partly beseeching. 
 
    When her chin had been coated with so much saliva that she had actually washed the mud free, I held her by the chin, kissed her, and slid myself back into the mud pool. We kissed a little more, and I could feel the spit that coated her chin smearing my stubbly face. Under the surface of the mud, my slippery prick twitched expectantly as it slid along the inside of her smooth thighs. 
 
    “Now what, amalgamage?” the wild elf asked me. 
 
    “I think you know what comes next.” 
 
    “Ah, but it’s who comes next that I’m more interested in,” came the lightning-fast reply. 
 
    With gentle but commanding hands, I took the elf by the shoulders and turned her around so that she was facing out toward the black forest that ringed us around on three sides. Then, making sure to give her just the amount of rough that she expected, I pushed Rosa forward so that she was up against the banks of the mud pool. Another shove and I had her ass out of the mud, coated in a perfect sheen of silty sludge. Rosa obligingly spread her legs and opened her asscheeks wide for me, and I was rewarded with the stupefyingly hot sight of the wet slit of her pussy, visibly pink against the greenish gray of the mud, even in the dark. 
 
    “You like what you see back there, Jake Walker,” she purred at me over her shoulder. 
 
    All I could do was give her a caveman-like grunt in reply. 
 
    With her legs opened wide in front of me, I could clearly see how ready she was to receive me. I moved forward, my feet sliding across the smooth bottom of the mud pool, my hands sliding across the smooth ass in front of me. 
 
    I bowed my head to worship briefly at the shrine of Rosa. Indulging myself just for a few seconds, as I found out what she tasted like, I ran my tongue along her glistening slit. She tasted amazing; musky and wild, just as I might have expected. I ran my tongue up and down the slit of the wild elf’s sex for just a minute or so. Rosa moaned and opened her asscheeks as wide as she could, all the better for me to stick my tongue as far up her as I could. Her feminine juices were sweet as honey on my tongue, and they complimented the taste of the mud pool well. I lapped them up with an unapologetic delectation that Rosa’s groans and gasps told me she heartily approved of. 
 
    The wild elf growled and laughed and hissed like some sort of untamed beast—which I guessed she was in a way. One hand reached back, and her fingers twined through my black hair. 
 
    “Enough messing around, amalgamage,” she burst out suddenly. Loud enough that I wouldn’t have been surprised to hear the music below us falter. 
 
    I grunted again, this time in agreement. I prided myself on being articulate most of the time, but it seemed that words had failed me. 
 
    I could see how badly the wild elf wanted me to stick my cock into her, I could see it in the rigidity of her body and the set of her jaw. As difficult as it was not to grant her wish, I teased her for a few seconds by rubbing the tip of my dick up and down her slippery, quivering pussy until both she and I could bear it no longer. 
 
    There was only one thing that needed doing, so I did it. 
 
    Rosa cried out in ecstasy as I slammed my mud-slicked manhood into her and began pumping away at her doggystyle. The sound of my balls slapping wetly into her clit, and against her box, was nothing short of obscene. 
 
    In an impressive display of upper body strength and gymnastic skills, Rosa propped herself up on the bank with her hands and wrapped her legs backward around me and pulled me into her. Her deep crimson eyes looked black under the starlight now as she looked back at me, but there was no missing the intense hunger in them. Her sardonic lips were parted, and her teeth shone.  
 
    There was no talking, no dirty urging on. There was no need. There were just guttural, animal sounds. The sorts of sounds that men and women have been making long before we made our lives harder by learning how to talk to one another. 
 
    Rosa cried out as I thrust mercilessly into her, and I gasped at how unbelievably tight and pleasurable she was. It might have been might erotically charged imagination, but I could have sworn her pussy was squeezing my cock every time I stabbed it into her. Rosa was experienced and eager—a combination that I found singularly hot and exciting. She knew what she was doing, and so did I, and our coming together was like a perfect sexual storm.  
 
    The world turned into a simple place where things happened as they needed to happen. It turned into a dance, a dance that neither of us had learned but knew the steps to instinctively. I grabbed onto Rosa’s hips with my hands. In response, she braced herself against the pool bank for support. I rammed my manhood into her again and again and again, and she moved with me, slapping that mud-covered ass of hers back into my crotch for deeper and deeper penetration. The slap of wet, muddy flesh, of my stones against her clit, and our labored breathing became a soundtrack to that dance of ours. 
 
    Rosa’s perky tits bounced about as I fucked her vigorously from behind. Occasionally, I reached forward and grabbed them roughly, tweaking her hard, sludge encrusted nipples to elicit cries of high-pitched rapture. 
 
    I pressed Rosa up against the smooth, giving bank of the mud pool, pounding into her with a savagery that she clearly delighted in. The springy bank only served to force the wild elf back into me, doubling the force of my thrusts. Her dirty silver-purple hair was stuck to her head in a punk rocker style. It smelled like wet earth and minerals when I leaned forward to kiss her neck and nuzzle the side of her face. Her nails dug into my thighs as she reached around to claw at me. 
 
    I could feel a savage fierceness coming from Rosa, emanating out from her crotch like heat. Her ass cheeks and my thighs were the only clean parts of us, thanks to the friction we were generating. It was far from an unpleasant feeling. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and I was visited by that fight or flight reflex. I wasn’t sure why that might have been, because there was no chance of me leaving that mud pool. 
 
    Eventually, I zoned out entirely and began pounding into Rosa with a single-minded intensity that could only lead to one outcome. I wanted the wild elf to come, and come like she never had before. Her eyes were screwed shut in rapture as I nailed her, her fingers digging into the wet clay of the bank, threatening to burrow into Tavalon’s core. 
 
    It was not long before my pumping pace had reached an unsustainable velocity. Rosa, surely feeling the end was nigh, arched her back, clawed desperately at the sides of my asscheeks and thighs and flanks, and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Give it to me, amalgamage!” she bellowed as I tried to sink myself all the way into her, as far as I could go. “Fucking give it to me now! I am ready!”  
 
    My dick pressed deeper and harder into Rosa’s tight pussy. With every thrust, the wild elf let out a moan of authentic satisfaction. Dirty. Primal. 
 
    And then, with a flash of heat that scalded my groin yet left no mark, we came together. 
 
    “Fuck—” I said. 
 
    “—me!” finished Rosa.  
 
    At the climax of our coupling, there was an unprecedented surge of wild magic. That was all that it could have been. I doubted any other brand of elf magic would have manifested itself by turning the mud pools an iridescent silvery purple color, charging the glutinous bubbles up to eleven so that we were suddenly sitting in a jacuzzi, and then throwing both Rosa and I out of the mud pools and into the bushes off to one side. 
 
    It was a miracle that we landed perfectly and I didn’t snap my dick off inside of the wild elf, all things considered. 
 
    For a moment, we just lay, sprawled in the leaves, getting our breath back. Then, Rosa slapped me lightly on the chest with the back of one of her hands. Her chest was rising and falling as she slid languidly off me and curled up against me. 
 
    “Ha,” she said softly, “from the moment I met you, I had a feeling that you were the kind of individual whose mind was so naughty it’d have to take a bath just to get dirty.” 
 
    “You know what they say about birds of a feather,” I said, smiling at the gorgeous, mud-encrusted wild elf and kissing her on the tip of her nose. 
 
    “Sure, I do,” Rosa said, resting her head against a rock so that she could stare up at the stars. “Birds of a feather fuck together.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One month. 
 
    Thirty-one days. 
 
    It looked like a lot of time when you had all those days lined up in front of you. When they were arranged all nice and neat and orderly on a smooth bit of parchment on a desk, with little notes under each one that detailed daily objectives. The architect student in me had always enjoyed lists and schedules. They gave everything shape and you could look back at what you’d done while looking ahead at what was still to come. 
 
    Although in practice, one month was very little time, especially when it came to doing such things as rebuilding, reorganizing, and rejuvenating an entire town. My friends and I were kept busy, helping with the running of Varglade while also preparing for our own journey to the sea elves’ island home off the coast. 
 
    I became far more acquainted with the township than I had been previously. Even while I had been helping design buildings, coming up with plans for improving guard towers, and reorganizing the physical layout of the village, I had been doing it from the small table in Lilah’s cottage.  
 
    Kea, the sea elf, accompanied me on most of my excursions around town. We explored the little alleyways together, meandering along the lanes as we peered in at all the little shops and stores were springing out of the woodwork, as both nature and dark elves combined the resources they needed to ply their trades and skills. 
 
    “How far is it to your island home?” I asked Kea, a few days after the battle with the rocs and ogres, as we strolled through the sunlit streets. The weather, ever since the battle, had been consistently clement, and it was a real joy to be strolling around with the blue-skinned sea elf. 
 
    “Cliffshall Skerry is not too far, not if you know the way,” Kea said to me in her calm voice. 
 
    “Cliffshall Skerry? That’s the name of your island?”  
 
    Kea nodded. “That’s right. It is the ancient first seat of the sea elves. The place from which all the other septs left to set up their own seats long ago.” 
 
    “So keeping it safe is of the utmost importance?” 
 
    “Yes. There is no other island that we hold as dear as Cliffshall Skerry,” the sea elf said solemnly. “It cannot be allowed to fall into enemy hands. I will not let it happen.” 
 
    “All the more reason that we’re prepared when we set off then, eh?” I said, putting a hand on her shoulder and smiling at her. “We don’t want to be wasting time in the forest, hunting and gathering when we could be making good time toward your home. Best we take supplies with us.” 
 
    Kea gazed at me with those eerily beautiful pearlescent white eyes of hers. Then she smiled and flicked her long braid of white-blonde hair from one shoulder, around her neck, so that it landed on the other one. 
 
    “Okay then,” she said, before uttering the three words most dreaded by males throughout the multiverse, “let us shop.” 
 
    We spent the rest of that day, and a few subsequent ones, walking around the township, chatting to vendors, perusing stores and items, and generally getting to know Varglade better. Despite my skepticism, and general lack of enthusiasm when it came to doing any shopping that wasn’t online, I enjoyed looking at all the different items, products, tools, and weapons that the artificers of Varglade were making. It might have been shopping, but it was shopping for things that I had only ever seen inside of games like The Elder Scrolls, and I could deal with that. 
 
    Plus, as I was shopping with someone who looked like Kea, strutting confidently around in her seaweed wrap bikini outfit, there was plenty to look at if my eyes got tired of perusing shop shelves.  
 
    We visited what must have been every artificer and craftsmen in Varglade, and there were plenty of them springing up around town. As I had noted to myself before, now that there were more elves to share the workload and to play the role of guards and watchers in the Torrwood, more of those elves who specialized in trades and other pastimes had the time to go out and collect what they needed to do their work. 
 
    Varglade was on the cusp of beginning to really thrive. On the course of our travels, Kea and I visited blacksmiths, armorers, apothecaries, hunters, bakers, tailors, and spellweavers. I was surprised to find a workshop that specialized in crafting spells when elves, on the whole, were a magical community. When I mentioned this to Kea, though, the sea elf looked at me with something that might have been bemusement. 
 
    “Spellweaving and magical ability is not like baking or butchery or candle-making,” she said. “It differs from most skills in the way that not every elf has the natural ability to use magic, whereas anyone can become a proficient baker or cook if they are willing to put in the time, effort, and practice. There are some elves—more than you might think—who do not have the capacity for enchantments. Then, there are other elves who might be more confident in casting incantations of a certain kind than they are others. Some spellweavers specialize in niche spells, which the majority of other magic users might not know.” 
 
    It sounded like there were more facets to the whole spell-casting gig than I had previously thought. This magical epiphany was reinforced when we stepped inside the dimly lit hovel, with its bunches of dried herbs hanging from the ceiling, and talked to the young elf inside. This particular nature elf had perfected spells which imbue clothing and other material items with all sorts of different properties. By the time we had left his workroom, the kindly young elf had enchanted the clothes and armor that was now my day-to-day garb with a supernatural longevity. As an afterthought, and due to the amazement I showed, he also impregnated the cloth and leather of my gear so that it contained an element of self-cleaning and dirt resistance. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I said to Kea as we left the spellweaver’s premises. 
 
    “That is the fourth time you have said as much, Jake Walker,” the sea elf said with a fluting laugh. 
 
    “I know, but you don’t get it. If you could do that to clothes in my world, you’d have parents lining up around town and paying you whatever you asked just so they could have a day off washing their kids’ clothes. You’d be rich beyond your wildest dreams!” 
 
    “If you like that,” Kea said, pointing toward a sign with a bear trap carved into it, which was hanging outside of another cottage, “then I think you are going to be very impressed with the sorts of things we might find in here.” 
 
    She was right. The shop belonged to a trapper who knew an ancient and hard to learn method that enabled her to sing enchantments into animal snares as she wove them. This soft chanting diffused a supernatural ability to magically lure prey to them through the traps and snares that she crafted, which meant that there was more chance of a kill being made. 
 
    The weathered nature elf insisted on pressing half a dozen of the snares on us, and I took them gladly. While I had not reached mastery as far as the Elven Ready Meals went, I could whip up sufficient ERMs that I wouldn’t ever have to worry about sustenance while traveling. However, the ERMs were about as exciting and appetizing as snail porridge, so if we could set a few snares that would guarantee us some fresh meat, I was all for it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now, there had been one thing that had been bothering me, ever since I had arrived in the kingdom of Viridis and been welcomed by the locals into Varglade: paying for things. 
 
    So far, I had been outfitted with shirts, pants, woolen socks, boots, and a cloak, not to mention the rather epic leather armor I now never left the house without. I had also been gifted a sword by the unremittingly unimpressed Firnous. 
 
    Even though I felt like I was doing my part in helping to reconstruct the township, all that generosity had been making me feel a little uncomfortable. I was cursed with my Earthly pride, and I did not want to be a burden or a charity case to anyone. 
 
    However, these fears had been laid to rest not long before by Lilah and Nelri. A few evenings previously, the three of us had been enjoying a particularly balmy night; lounging in the sitting room with the back door open. Sundance had been snoozing on the deck outside, his scaly snout stuck through the open door and occasionally snapping up the fragments of roc jerky I flicked over to him. 
 
    I had been running my eyes unseeingly over the intricate, almost invisible, detail that had been worked into my leather cuirass, when I was suddenly struck by the question of how I was going to pay for it all. So far as I had seen, there was no currency that the elves used. Even though I had seen evidence of the ogres plundering the dark elves’ dungeons of jewels, gold, and valuables, I had never seen any overt displays of wealth or money. Everyone dressed in a manner that was in keeping with their environment, favoring practicality over flash. 
 
    I mentioned this to my two elven lovers, who were leaning against the foot of the sofa that I was lying on and playing some sort of game with little tiled pieces. 
 
    “Oh, you needn’t worry about that, Jake,” Nelri told me dismissively. 
 
    When she did not elaborate, I found myself compelled to say, “Can you tell me what you mean by that? It might not be a big deal in Viridis, or maybe Tavalon as a whole even, but where I’m from, there’s no such thing as a free lunch.” 
 
    Nelri frowned up at me as Lilah clacked a tile into place. “You mean you have to pay for something as essential as a luncheon?” 
 
    I could see that we were about to enter that zone where two worlds collided and no sense would be made, so I said, “What I mean is that I’m not used to getting something for nothing. Doesn’t it annoy the craftsmen who made my armor or my sword that they went to all that trouble and didn’t get anything in return? No gold or… or anything?” 
 
    As Nelri studied the pile of tiles in front of her, Lilah turned to me. “I saw briefly how commerce worked on your world, Jake. The ways of Earth, the way that everything seems to hinge on the accumulation of wealth, do not apply here. When it comes to paying for things here in Viridis, we elves take on a more—how do you say?—magnanimous and charitable approach. We make gifts of items and services much of the time. All of us are aware, all of us know and appreciate that we are all working toward a greater, common goal. We are moving forward as a people toward a life and a freedom that we have not experienced for generations.” 
 
    I nodded at my leather cuirass and the sheathed sword that stood propped against the battered and comfortable armchair. “But the workmanship… That sword must have taken hours and hours and hours to forge… Surely I should be giving something back for it.” 
 
    Lilah scooched around so that she could look me straight in the eye, while Nelri studied the layout of the tiles in front of her and bit her lip as she weighed up her next move. 
 
    “As Matriarch of this clan of nature elves, I talk with any and every elf who wishes to bend my ear,” Lilah said. “In so doing, I learn the mood of Varglade. I learn of the fears and the hopes, of the expectations and the worries, what folk are pleased with and what they are not so enamored of.” 
 
    She lay a hand on my knee as Nelri made her move, snapped down a tile and took one of Lilah’s from the board. 
 
    “Trust me when I say, Jake,” Lilah said, “that the elves of Varglade are well aware that you are doing everything in your power to help our township become safer and stronger, more solid and self-sustainable. They see attiring and arming one such as you, who fights so fervently to defend and strengthen them, as the very least that they can do.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked before I could stop myself. Lilah wouldn’t blow smoke up my ass about something like this, but I had just never heard of such incredibly selfless displays of teamwork before.  
 
    “All of us do what we can when we can,” Nelri said simply, indicating that the Lilah should take her turn at their game. “We all work together.” 
 
    I nodded, satisfied. “Do what we can, when we can,” I repeated, tossing another strip of roc jerky over to Sundance. 
 
    Nelri patted my shin and smiled. “That’s right. Now stop your fretting and let us play.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    My time had become a precious commodity, as I still had to attend lessons with Firnous. Despite his continual outward hopelessness, I could tell that the old elf was pleased with my progress with the sword. 
 
    In truth, although I took a small pleasure from winding him up—just as he derived satisfaction from never appearing pleased with how I was going—I was hellbent on becoming proficient with the sword. The last thing I wanted was to find myself in the middle of a fight only to find out that my mana had run out or some enemy had blocked it somehow. If such a scenario presented itself, I didn’t want to be left standing there like an ineffectual idiot with a bit of sharpened steel in my hand.       
 
    I also made sure that I had plenty of time to practice and familiarize myself with my own magic. This was of the utmost importance because I wanted to not only be formidable a magic wielder for my own sake, but also for my friends and allies. 
 
    I had also started putting an hour aside to spend time with Sundance. I wanted to build up a rapport with the two-legged running basilisk, so that he and I could trust one another. In the two weeks that followed the battle at Varglade, through sharing meat together as well as some rather unnerving under the jaw scratching, the raptor-like creature seemed to be taking a shine to me. It wouldn’t be long before I’d attempt what Rosa had suggested: riding him. 
 
    That thought was one that never ceased to bring an excited grin to my face. I could just see the pair of us—running through the dense forest with the speed of a Kawasaki KLR, jumping over fallen logs with the agility of a hunting panther, moving as swift and silent as cloud shadows over a grassy plain. 
 
    A real turning point in the affairs of Varglade came one day, when we were only a week or so out from taking off westward to the sea. Rosa, Lilah, and I had just been taking one of our habitual strolls through the town and were now standing on top of the wall and looking out toward the Torrwood. 
 
    We had been glad to see the completed repairs and those that were still ongoing. Down below us, few signs remained of the ogre horde. The barrier hedge had dealt with the bodies of the ogres in much the same way as the Forest of Fanghorn cleaned up the orcs after the Battle of Helm’s Deep—though I did not bother making this comparison to my friends. There were no bodies left and only a few scorch marks, a scattering of broken arrow shafts, and patches of churned earth that spoke of the spells, projectiles, and magic that had traded sides. 
 
    “I believe the barrier hedge is able to absorb the bodies of the elves’ enemies and take on their strength,” Lilah replied to me, when I made mention of the lack of enemy remains. 
 
    “Can it do that?” Rosa asked, her voice colored with awe. “It is that sentient, you think?” 
 
    Lilah shrugged and laid her hand affectionately on the rampart of the living hedge wall. “The wall itself has most certainly expanded, even in the few weeks after the battle. To my mind, it is as if the barrier wall knows how many elves it can accommodate given its current strength, and the resources within its bounds, and it grows in accordance with that.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “I guess it shouldn’t come as such a surprise that something that shows that level of connection with its environment should need feeding.” 
 
    Rosa crooked an eyebrow at me. “So long as it doesn’t catch me having a rest against it after a cup of ale too many and decide that it would like to try its vegetative tooth on a wild elf.”  
 
    Standing atop the barrier wall after doing a round of the town was something that our legs seemed to do automatically, as if they knew it was one of the chief spots in Varglade where we could think and talk even more freely than anywhere else. The sun shone once more, but a chilly wind hissed over the canopy of the trees, which made me think that a storm might be on its way. 
 
    The three of us gazed around at the township that spread out behind us. I scanned the stretches of wall that ran off to either side. I smiled when I looked upon the guard towers, connected to the barrier hedge by short runways. 
 
    “Stars above, but things really are coming along, are they not?” Lilah said, looking as pleased as punch. 
 
    She was right, there was much going on in Varglade. The rhythmic thumping of hammers and the calls of worker elves had become as much a background song to life as the perpetual sighing of the wind in the trees. 
 
    Why, within a decent stone’s throw, the existing structures of the guard towers were being upgraded with scorpion ballista and spell throwing catapults, the designs of which I had created. Part of me hoped that we never needed to use them for real, but the other part of me was looking forward to testing them. 
 
    Turning around, I could also see the brightly colored canvas roof of the newly opened market near the center of town. The market vendors traded and bartered food, crafts, and any other bits and pieces that they thought other elves might want or need. While the elves didn’t have money per se, they satisfied their itch for commerce by trading one thing for another. Some of the local tradesmen, such as the blacksmith and the tailor, sent out representatives to show off their wares, while they stayed at their shops and focused on producing more. It was also a place in which the more transient specialists who did not have shops as such—the hunters and foragers, for instance—could show off the skins and fungi they had collected. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I heard the sound of the sellers calling out their wares. It had a real old world feel to it, the market. It had all worked out well too, as the piece of ground that the covered stalls took up had been left empty after we had been forced to demolish a few of the more rundown hovels. 
 
    Commerce and agriculture weren’t the only things starting to improve in Varglade now that more elves were within its borders. The general magic of the place was growing. This was embodied most obviously in the lanterns that had sprung into being one evening, just after the sun had set. They were the magical equivalent of streetlights, but far less invasive and casting a much softer and almost bioluminescent glow. They were hung from trees and buildings, and when I asked Lilah how they were powered, she had told me simply, “They feed off the intrinsic magic of the place, of the barrier hedge. It is a good sign that they have been brought forth again and are alight. It is a sign of prosperity.”  
 
      Yes, all in all, things were coming along well. Still, I was eager to progress further and faster. I expressed this desire to Lilah and Rosa. 
 
    “We are making fine headway, Jake,” Lilah said. 
 
    “We are,” I said, “but I wonder if we could be making it faster. Rosa, you had a spell yesterday that made yourself move almost with the speed of thought—could you instill a worker with that spell?”  
 
    “The one that gave me the means to land you on your back, you mean?” Rosa asked innocently. “While simultaneously making you stand to attention?” 
 
    I colored and glanced at Lilah, who only laughed at my awkwardness. 
 
    I recalled the incident well. Rosa had cast her wild magic spell and then moved jerkily toward me, almost as one in the middle of a dance floor who was caught in a strobe light, eating up the space between us with at incredible speed. She had covered the thirty yards separating us in no time, far too quickly for me to respond, and had drilled me with a spear tackle. The press of her hard body against me had resulted in Jake junior standing to attention like he’d been given a shot of adrenaline. 
 
    “Um, yeah,” I said. “Yeah, that’d be the one. The speedy thing. Could we somehow cast that over some of the more skilled builders, carpenters, and thatchers? With their consent obviously. We could really move along like a greased whippet then.” 
 
    Rosa sniffed and picked absently at a cuticle. “There’s no reason why it couldn’t be used on the craftsmen,” she said casually. 
 
    I looked from Rosa to Lilah and back to Rosa again. 
 
    “You’re telling me that we could use some wild elf magic to help with the building?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure,” she said in her trademark lackadaisical way. “It’s magic, sweetcheeks. Most things are hypothetically possible.” 
 
    I looked over at Lilah. 
 
    “I wonder if they would allow a wild elf spell to be laid upon them,” Lilah said thoughtfully. “That would be my only concern. Although the dark and nature clans seem to have come together in relative harmony, building a town as a team and allowing a different clan to entwine their special brand of magic around them… That might be asking too much. Still, I’m curious, Rosa, why didn’t you mention this spell earlier?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, turning to the wild elf. “You never thought that a spell like that might be a help to our efforts?”  
 
    Rosa shrugged again and hit me with a smile. “You know I’m not one for the details, Jake Walker. I never thought of it because I never had a reason to think about the details. Just having a roof over my head of late has chafed the wildness in my soul.” She gave a little shudder. “I suppose, if I had spared a thought for it, such magic as that being used in a domestic setting would have slipped my mind anyway. Wild elves have never had cause to use their magic for anything outside of combat, really. Those are the kind of lives that we live. Hunting and killing and concealment.”   
 
    “Right,” I said, feeling the beginnings of excitement in my blood, “but just because wild magic has traditionally been used in combat and hunting, doesn’t mean it always needs to be used like that, does it?” 
 
    Rosa looked at me quizzically. “You mean, don’t use magic just to subdue or kill things in the hunt or in battle?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. 
 
    Rosa blinked and tapped her cheek thoughtfully with one finger. “Interesting. Use it constructively, you mean?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. 
 
    “Hm, yeah, why not. I mean, that’s the craziest proposal I’ve heard this side of the full moon, but it’s very interesting all the same.” 
 
    “Is wild magic really only ever used during times of bloodshed?” I asked. 
 
    “No, don’t be silly, handsome,” Rosa snorted. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said. 
 
    “Sometimes it’s used during the courtship rituals of our people. Personally, I’m a woman who believes that there are only two ways to a male’s heart. The first is via the laces of his breeches, and the second is—” 
 
    “Through his ribcage?” I guessed. 
 
    Rosa blinked. “I was going to say with a nice home cooked meal, a good bottle of firewine, and some vigorous fornication, but I like your style, amalgamage.” 
 
    I shook my head and grinned to myself. I did that a lot when I was around Rosa. The wild elf was about as predictable in thought, deed, and word as a bag full of drunken parrots. 
 
    “It is usually used in battle to turn warriors into aggressive berserkers,” Rosa continued, “since it enhances their endurance, strength, speed, and so on and so forth.” 
 
    “Strength, speed, endurance…” I listed, giving Lilah a knowing look. 
 
    The nature elf shrugged, struggling to retrain a smile at my obvious enthusiasm. “I’ll repeat what I said before,” she said to me. “I think that the idea of being put under the influence of wild magic, of a magic that is alien to them, might put some of our builders and artisans off. If you ask them, though, and explain why, they might listen. If there is anyone that can command the trust and respect of our townspeople, it is—” 
 
    “Me?” Rosa asked breezily. 
 
    Lilah laughed. “I was going to say that it would be the amalgamage, but I’m sure your charms would have their effect on them as well, Rosa.” 
 
    “Obviously,” the wild elf said, shooting Lilah a cheeky smile. 
 
    “I guess there’s only one way to find out,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah said, “I suppose there is.” 
 
    As it turned out, there were more than a few elven craftsmen willing to be enchanted by Rosa’s magic. Those that declined did so without any animosity. The willing craftsmen were spurred on by the optimism that was enfolding Varglade in a tighter and tighter grip. They were, almost entirely, younger elves. Elves who had never known the old ways, and to whom the alienation of all the clans was little more than a historical tale. 
 
    Rosa twined ribbons of ethereal pink wild magic around the elven builders and carpenters and craftsmen. I stood with her as she worked and watched, as a sort of apprentice at first. Then, when I believed I had got the measure of what she was doing, I started to help her in her enchanting. By the end of the afternoon, I was bewitching them myself, using the wild magic that mine and Rosa’s coupling had given me access to. 
 
    Wild magic was completely and utterly different in its texture and feeling than either nature or dark. When I reached within myself to touch it, I felt its presence seconds before I actually held it. Its raw potentiality touched my consciousness like the heat coming off a furnace. It burned in my mind, not with a warmth as I traditionally knew it, but with a savage incandescence. The pull of it, the promise of it, reminded me of a dog straining to get off the leash. With everything I knew, or thought I knew, about Rosa, the feeling of this wild magic did not surprise me in the least.  
 
    Wrapping each of the elven craftsmen in the wild magic was like winding a ribbon around a mummy.  
 
    When the last worker was done, and I could finally wipe the perspiration from my brow, we were left with two dozen wild magic-imbued builders and carpenters. There was no outward sign that they were different and, indeed, they reported only a slight feeling of restlessness—which was evidenced by the way they occasionally clicked their fingers or shuffled from foot to foot. 
 
    While the change seemed outwardly invisible, the results of the spellwork made themselves obvious when it came to productivity. After a night’s sleep, which was monitored by a pair of apothecaries to make sure there were no adverse effects, the two dozen craftsmen were set to work the following morning. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, when I came down to check on the guard tower’s scorpion ballista installations, “they couldn’t be busier if they were a bunch of blue-assed flies zooming around a fresh—” 
 
    Lilah held up a hand. “A disturbingly colorful comparison, and not without its merits.” 
 
    It was truly astounding. In a nutshell, the effect of the wild magic on the consummately skilled craftsmen was to basically fast-forward Varglade’s growth. 
 
    Jobs that should have taken a day turned into tasks that could be done in a morning. The upgrading of the guard towers was completed in a matter of days. The last of the buildings that had been damaged in the ogres’ attack were repaired and made stronger than before. 
 
    Alongside these supernaturally enchanted workmen, Kea used her sea elf magic to help them widen and shore up the inlet where the stream exited the hillside and started to fall down through the town. It was a good start in our quest to restore the stream to its proper size and scope, but unfortunately, we didn’t have quite enough time to fully complete this particular task.  
 
    By the time the wild magic spell had worn off from workmen, they had completed much of what we had earmarked to be done while we were away. Now that we were almost ready to embark on our quest to Cliffshall Skerry, we could leave Varglade knowing that there were no enemies nearby and, even if there were, the township would be capable of looking after itself.   
 
    Just before the month had come to an end, there was yet more good news; a new and unlooked for development that caught even Lilah by surprise. Early in the morning, some of the hunters that had been sent out into the Torrwood to hunt for leftover ogres returned. 
 
    They did not come back bearing tidings of marauding enemies, but they did not come back alone either. They returned herding some kind of deer-like creature, only far larger. They were snow white, with antlers that were bedecked with blooming flowers. 
 
    “By the stars, those are snawfusses!” Nelri said from nearby. 
 
    “Snawfusses?” I said. 
 
    “All you need to know about these beasts is that they are creatures that we elves can start raising for meat,” Lilah told me, her eyes shining at the prospect. 
 
    I looked up at the guard towers with their ballistae and spell catapults, then down at the milling herd of lowing deer-like snawfusses. 
 
    “The town has ranged weapons and we have venison burgers,” I said. “I’d say that that is our cue to leave.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The day before we would set off was spent running through our gear and provisions and ensuring we had everything we might need for our journey. Nelri, Lilah, Kea, Rosa, and I made an unofficial headquarters at my cottage. We didn’t rush, as by doing that we would no doubt have forgotten something. Every now and again, one of us would snap their fingers or let out a little exclamation and duck off into the township to grab whatever it was that we might have overlooked. 
 
    “I’m telling you,” I said, when I came back from one such short excursion, “I just can’t get over that guy’s little spellweaving shop in that crooked lane with the plum tree off Broadway.” 
 
    I had started calling the widest thoroughfare in the township Broadway without conscious thought—simply because it was the broadest road in Varglade and I already had the name cemented in my vernacular. It had caught on amongst the elves, who had never named their roads previously, and now there was even a blacksmith’s shop with a sign proclaiming it as the Broadway Smithy. 
 
         “You can’t get over the spellweaver’s shop?” Rosa asked me as she examined one of her leather greaves and wiped a speck of dirt or—more likely—blood from it with a cloth. “I didn’t realize that you had been trying to jump over it. That sounds like a fun game.” 
 
    There had been surprisingly few occasions in which my Earthly parlance had run up against the elves’ more literal language, but this seemed to have been one of them. 
 
    “I meant that I can’t believe the great stuff he has in there, and the awesome little incantations he’s thought up and perfected,” I reiterated. “Honestly, he’s like my new Barnes and Noble or GameStop. I could spend all day just perusing the shelves of that little store and chatting to him and not necessarily ask anything of him. It’s fascinating.” 
 
    “Has he made anything for you recently?” Nelri asked me, looking up from where she had been crouching on the floor and rubbing a dozing Sundance’s snout. 
 
    “A little enchantment on the scabbard Firnous gave me with my sword.” I unfastened the scabbarded sword from my sword belt and held it up. It looked the same as it always had, although if one looked closely, they might be able to divine a very low-key metallic luster to the plain leather and steel rivets. 
 
    “What did he do?” Lilah asked. She didn’t look up, but I could see her little smile as she recognized me nerding out. I didn’t care. I had an inkling that she found it endearing. 
 
    “He sang a few words down a reed tube,” I said, “and then he breathed through the straw into the scabbard. Apparently, the spell should ensure that any blade drawn from this scabbard will never dull, so long as it is kept inside of it for at least one hour every day.” 
 
    “That is a fine enchantment,” Kea said approvingly. She was busy honing the leaf-bladed tip of her spear with a whetstone. 
 
    After that I concentrated on going through my gear and armor, making sure that the buckles and fastenings were all in good condition; the beautiful back and breastplates, with their wonderfully delicate and faint workings, waxed and supple; not the slightest sign of wear on my greaves or vambraces. Of course, everything was in perfect working condition, such was my get-up’s newness coupled with the spells that had been laid over them to stop them tarnishing at the usual rate. 
 
    Still, I wanted to make sure that I looked the part when we set out. If things went smoothly, we would be meeting and mingling with a clan of elves that had been sundered from the rest of their kin for as long as the dark, wild, and nature elves had been alienated. It would be important to look capable of giving them aid, should they need it. 
 
    With this in mind, I laid out my gear ready for the following morning. I used one of the rickety wooden kitchen chairs as a dummy and sat back to admire it when it was all laid out. 
 
    Man, I thought to myself as I ran my eyes lovingly over my garments and armor, folk must just have looked so much more fucking badass back in the day.      
 
    My rounded, layered rerebraces, made from thin slivers of leather and perfectly beaten steel, lay on the scrubbed kitchen table. Next to them, sat the vambraces that protected my forearms, constructed from steel sheets covered in more leather. The small deer antlers that decorated each of them glinted dully in the light coming in through the windows. My cuirass, made up of a leather back and breastplate, which were joined at the sides by the strange and flexible organic feeling material, which was almost like woven flax, but as strong as steel, and was known amongst the elves as foewoemis, was sitting the back of the chair. My hooded cloak of forest green was draped over it. My leather thigh plates and greaves were piled on the seat of the chair, while my boots sat neatly under it. 
 
    “Very organized,” Rosa said. “I am quite literally in awe.” 
 
    It might have sounded like a sarcastic comment, but the woman was so flighty that I thought she was being dead serious. 
 
    “How long will it take us to reach the shores of the sea and to lay eyes on Cliffshall Skerry?” Lilah asked Kea. 
 
    “I have allocated five days for the journey,” Kea said in her soothing voice, which was unruffled as a millpond at dawn. The steady scraaaape, scraaaape, scraaaape of her whetstone against the steel of her spear point was almost relaxing in its rhythm. “We will make it to the shore in time to beat the tides which help protect the island.” 
 
    I pointlessly checked the edge of my sword and sucked my thumb when I cut myself on the lethally sharp blade. 
 
    “All right,” I said, my voice muffled because of the digit stuck in the side of my mouth. “In that case, I think I’m ready.” 
 
    I slipped the half dozen magical snares into my small suede backpack and fastened the flap. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah said, her voice betraying the excitement she obviously felt at setting out on an adventure. “I think we’re about as prepared as we can be. Our chief concern will be haste. We want to move as quickly as we can. Not just for the sake of our sea elven brothers and sisters, but also to make sure that our trail is not picked up by any creatures in the employ of the Ogre King. It is imperative that we keep him in the dark as much as we are able. In all our business involving the Ogre King, darkness is our friend.” 
 
    I nodded at this sage advice. I had been brought up with the commonly held belief that the monsters only came out at night, but in actual fact, the worst monsters of all were the ones that operated under the full light of the sun. 
 
    I knelt beside Sundance and scratched the snoozing basilisk raptor behind the jaw. He opened his orange eyes a slit and rumbled his approval. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “at least I’ll be able to keep up with you sure-footed forest ladies this time around, eh?” 
 
    I redoubled my scratching, and Sundance crooned louder, flashing me that toothy smile of his. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As good as our intentions had been, and as organized and efficient as the elves were as a people, we didn’t get off the mark the following morning until the sun was half risen. This delay was down to the usual suspects: walking out of the door only to remember that Lilah had left behind a pouch of healing dust, Nelri not being able to make up her mind whether she wanted to take a thick cloak or a thin one now that the time to actually choose had come, and myself struggling to undo a knot in the basic halter and rein set-up one of the artisans in town made for Sundance. 
 
    All in all, it was just the kind of start that any group of people, anywhere in the multiverse, who were trying to get away early—whether it be on a secret mission to help a community of sea elves, or a family ski vacation to Breckinridge, Colorado—had to endure.  
 
    As it turned out, our lateness ended up being a good thing. As we were walking down through the township, we heard a dim rushing noise. We all paused. The noise might not have been particularly noticeable in the hustle and bustle of the day, but seeing as it was only a little after dawn, the rushing noise was clearly audible, sounding from above and behind us. 
 
    “It’s coming from where the stream enters the township through the culvert in the barrier hedge,” I said. 
 
    Kea grinned around at us. “Come, I did not bother telling you about this as I assumed we would have departed already and I wanted to keep it as a surprise for your return, but I think you are going to want to see it!” 
 
    We hurried through the winding lanes and onto Broadway. I was bringing up the rear and leading Sundance by one of the two reins that hung from his halter. Most of the inhabitants of Varglade were now used to the sight of the feathered lizard, but I still made a habit of leading him by his reins.  
 
    As we moved quickly along the wide street, which had been recently leveled, rolled, and then paved with beautiful sand-colored cobblestones, the rushing sound grew gradually louder behind us. Doors began to open from the houses and shops that lined Broadway. Elves stuck their pointy-eared heads out, cocking them to listen to the strange sound. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” Kea urged us. She turned right down a side street that led toward the stream and the barrier wall beyond. 
 
    We emerged out by the high banks of the burbling brook and walked hurriedly onto the bridge. Our arrival garnered a few curious looks from the elves already gathered along the banks and on the little bridge that spanned the stream, but mostly everyone’s attention was turned to the onrushing noise. 
 
    We were just in time. 
 
    From around the furthest bend of the stream that we could see, there was a sudden sludgy deluge of mud, twigs, small boulders, and other flotsam. This mess was quickly followed by a rushing of foaming water. My heart leapt in my chest at the sight of the suddenly strengthened stream—no, it couldn’t be classified as a stream any longer. It was a river for sure now. I glanced to my right and saw Lilah’s eyes lit with a fierce gladness. 
 
    “The workers that you and Rosa enchanted with that wild magic were able to hack a path out into the forest where the source of the river is,” Kea explained, coming to stand close beside me. Her proximity sent a little thrill through me, and I could smell her scent: wet sand, drying salt, and the heady, almost minerally smell of seaweed left to bake in the sun. 
 
    “They were able to dig down, clear and open up the clogged hole where the little stream bubbled forth,” the sea elf continued. “Once they had cleared the physical path for the water, I wove a spell around the opening to reinforce it and stop it collapsing again. After that, I infused the water itself with a time-delayed spell that would purify and cleanse it. Only when it was as clean as my sea elven magic could make it was my spell meant to dissolve and let the river run free.” 
 
    “So, this water running downstream is clean?” Nelri asked. 
 
    Kea nodded. “Clean enough to drink, once it has run a while and cleared out the last of the detritus that litters its bed and higher up the banks.” 
 
    “Fish will return,” Rosa pointed out. “I love fish.” 
 
    “And the ghost crays will come with them,” Lilah said. “With cleaner, deeper water, they should thrive.”  
 
    “This is a big deal.” I grasped Lilah excitedly by the elbow. “It means that we can start using the mill, once it has been completed, to grind some of that wild growing grain you were telling me about. What was it called again?” 
 
    “Mageflower, you mean?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “That’s the one,” I said. “Once the mill downstream is complete, we can send folk out and they can harvest and gather mageflower from the forest to make those flatbreads that Firnous is always talking about.” 
 
    Lilah grinned and slapped me on the back in her elation. Laughing, she said to me, “I’m glad you’re excited at the prospect, Jake, but you know that old Firnous will have you rolling up your sleeves so that he can teach you how to make them, don’t you?” 
 
    I laughed in turn. “Shit, if that’s the price to pay for Varglade getting a supply of fresh bread, then I’ll be all too glad to put up with his carping. “Speak of the devil…” My gaze was snared away from the fresh torrent of water suddenly flashing and foaming under our feet. “Do you see what I’m seeing over there? Don’t stare now.” 
 
    The four women looked over to where I was surreptitiously pointing with my chin. Zuthry and Firnous were standing near the back of the crowd on one of the banks. Firnous stood politely and respectfully erect, while the Matriarch of the dark elves leaned in toward him. As we all watched, Zuthry poked Firnous gently in the side with one finger and Firnous, to my utter disbelief, let out a musical chuckle I heard even over the rushing of the newly freed river. 
 
    “Rosa, did you slip some mushrooms in my tea this morning without me noticing?” I asked. 
 
    Rosa frowned. “No, Jake Walker. I’m sure I only added my special powdered mushroom wake-up mix to my own tea. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because I could have sworn I just saw Firnous giggling like a schoolgirl. But I know that can only have been a hallucination, right?” 
 
    Lilah laughed and swatted at me with the back of her hand. “Would you cut Firnous some slack? I have known that elf since I was knee-high to a gnome. He might come across as stern, but he has a heart of gold and would do anything for the good of Varglade.” 
 
    I laughed and held up my hands in mock surrender. “I know, I know. He’s a rough diamond. I know he gives me shit because, deep down, he really cares that I make him proud. And I will make the grouchy son of a gun proud. Trust me, he’s one of the driving forces behind my continual practice at armed and unarmed combat. Still, the question must be raised: is he flirting with Zuthry?” 
 
    Nelri smiled and turned away, leaning back on the railing of the bridge so that she could watch the newly swollen and cleaned river flow away behind us. 
 
    “Can you blame him?” the dark elf said. “To use a colloquialism that I have picked up from you, Jake Walker; the Matriarch of my clan is an absolute fox.” 
 
    I snorted with mirth but nodded. “Yes, she is,” I admitted. 
 
    “And, as I said before, Firnous is an upstanding and brave elf, and one of the finest warriors our clan has to offer,” Lilah said. “If an attraction were to bloom between the pair of them, it would be nothing short of excellent for them, both of our peoples, and Varglade as a whole.” 
 
    After that bit of food for thought, we left Varglade soon after and headed out through the western side of the barrier hedge-wall and into the Torrwood. 
 
    For a few hours we made our way through the tangled undergrowth of the westward woods. Now that I had been living amongst the elves for a fair while, I found my eyes and ears had attuned to the subtle differences in our woodland environment. No longer, as it had done on the first day I had landed here, did it look simply like one giant green space. 
 
    In this western segment of the Torrwood, for instance, the forest was colossal, misty, and verdant to the point that it looked like a set for a Tomb Raider movie. I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if the sound of distant gunshots had rent the still, muggy air and then the Drake brothers had driven through a clearing in a beat-up, bullet-riddled jeep. The high emerald canopy was competed over by juniper, hazel, and cypress trees, along with a whole bunch of others that I couldn’t identify. Somehow, enough dancing beams of sunshine managed to make their way through the foliage and strike the forest floor so that cascades of flowers and carpets of mushrooms were revealed. 
 
    Curling, twisting multi-hued vines dangled from most of the trees. A variety of blooms, which snatched and spread in every available patch of light, added colorful, scented elements to the otherwise green and brown interior decor. 
 
    There were also green spaces, free from trees, out these ways. Lilah dropped back and nudged me as we stepped out into a clearing and found the afternoon well on its way. 
 
    “Does this place look familiar?” she asked me as we all paused for a moment to drink from our water skins. 
 
    It only took me a few moments to understand what she was getting at. I pointed up at the top of a long slope that ended in a low hill crowned with heather.  
 
    “That’s where we appeared, right?” I asked. “That’s the spot where I thought I’d suffered some monumental lapse in brain function?” 
 
    Lilah grinned at me. “I remember it like it was yesterday. The look on your face was one that I wish I’d had carved into wood, now that I think about it.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that I only managed to wipe that look of shock and awe off of my face just the other day.” 
 
    Lilah smiled. 
 
    Putting my waterskin away in my pack, I reached up and patted Sundance’s scaly neck. I ran my hand down the beast’s side, my fingers sinking into the surprisingly soft plumage that covered his flanks. 
 
    “How about it, bud? Want to make the most of these wide-open spaces while we have the chance? A chance for you to show us the meaning of pace, and less chance of me getting my ass handed to me by a low-hanging tree branch.” 
 
    Sundance cocked his head toward me and bumped my face with his snout. 
 
    “That’d be a ‘yes’?” I said. 
 
    Another bump. This time it was slightly harder. 
 
    “All right then,” I said, patting his jaw, “but just promise not to make me look too uncoordinated, okay?” 
 
    As he always did, Sundance crouched on his haunches so that it was a little easier for me to swing my leg over his back. This wasn’t out of any real deference to me. It was just something that the two of us had learned on day one—a chapter in my life I would refer back to as Raptor Riding 101. If Sundance did this for me, there was less chance of me messing up the mounting, falling off the other side of him, and accidentally tearing out a handful of his fine blue-black feathers. 
 
    I had not been popular on that day. 
 
    Once I was securely in position, with my knees tucked into the joints of the tiny, useless wings, I took a rein in each hand. The reins were for my benefit, not Sundance’s. They weren’t even really any good for steering, as the two-legged basilisk and I had developed a sort of unspoken and telepathic bond. I wasn’t sure whether the creature possessed the ability to quite literally read my thoughts, or whether I was subconsciously steering him with the tilt of my body or the pressure I exerted on his legs. All I knew was that he could understand where I wanted to go.   
 
    Sometimes, you just had to trust. 
 
    “Go on, then,” I said, giving the raptor a slight nudge with my heels. 
 
    The acceleration was instantaneous. It was the same sort of shocking kick that you felt the first time you got into an electric car, making you feel as if your stomach had been left behind in a small pile. 
 
    I tucked my head low to Sundance’s back so as to minimize drag. I felt the creature’s elastic muscles bunching and unwinding, bunching and unwinding, below me, propelling us across the swathe of grass like a bottle rocket. I couldn’t have contained the grin that spread across my face for all the gold in Fort Knox. The speed was just that addictive, just that spellbinding in its own special way. 
 
    I had been meaning to pull the raptor up as soon as we had reached the top of the hill, but we reached the crown and had blasted over the other side before I could summon the breath or the will to tell Sundance to stop. Instead, I let the raptor rip across the meadow, the large claws on his feet gripping the turf, tearing it up and flinging it behind him as he boosted toward the treeline on the other side of the open space. With a lean and some mental prodding, the raptor pulled left just before he was set to bound into the trees. He barely slowed, so finely tuned was his body to running at speed, even with me on his back. Before I knew it, we were racing at what must have been eighty or ninety miles per hour. The grass whipped by on either side of us. We were moving so fast, and yet so smoothly, that I could have almost believed that Sundance was running on some world-sized treadmill, the scenery rolling away underneath us and to either side. 
 
    We passed by the quartet of jogging elven women so suddenly, and so quietly, that Rosa, who was busy plaiting a strand of grass into some sort of shape, let out a little shriek and dropped it. 
 
    After a few more laps, I eventually brought the raptor back around and pulled him up next to the group of four elven women. 
 
    “That thing can certainly move,” Nelri said, with award-winning understatement. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, he’s got a pretty good turn of speed to him, I guess.” 
 
    Sundance let out a growl that was the vocal equivalent of a rolling of the eyes and, with commendable dexterity, smacked me around the back of the head with his tail. 
 
    “Is he comfortable to ride?” Kea asked me. 
 
    “Why, am I speaking a little higher?” I asked, rubbing the back of my head. 
 
    Kea laughed. 
 
    “Nah, it’s surprisingly smooth,” I told her. “That was my initial worry when he first allowed me to ride him, that my tonsils and testicles were going to be trading places, but he somehow manages to keep his body dead level even while his legs are trying to get ahead of his nose.” 
 
    The following days unwound without incident, though not without considerable toil. Kea guided us we passed through all sorts of rugged and beautiful terrain. It was the kind of landscape that took me by surprise, that I had not imagined lay amongst the tangled branches and towering boles of the Torrwood. It was clear that the kingdom of Viridis was much more than just forest. 
 
    The landscapes were dark and forbidding, but beautiful in a way that only the wildest wild places can be. There were overgrown forests, of course, but also dried up lakes, chaotic and overgrown fields, and boulder-strewn marshes—and these were just a sliver of the uninhabited and uncultivated scenery that we passed through. 
 
    With those stunning and uncompromising backdrops, set against wide and moody skies, it was no surprise that I felt myself relegated almost to bug-sized stature. It was a stunning world, the land of Tavalon, and that journey was a humbling experience. 
 
    Once more, I started seeing an increase of wildlife on our trek toward the sea. My elven companions pointed out herds of bonnacon, which were bovine creatures with horns that swept back from their heads and horse-like manes that ran the length of their body. 
 
    “They are docile if left to their own devices,” Lilah told me as we watched a herd of about thirty of the cow-sized creatures wander out onto the boggy moor. 
 
    “Good eating?” I asked. 
 
    Nelri made a face. “They’re edible, but only certain cuts of meat from the shoulder. Never eat any meat that has come off the rump.” 
 
    “And you don’t ever want to approach one from behind,” Rosa said to me. 
 
    I eyed the things horns. “I would have thought the front was where the trouble would lie, if there was going to be any.” 
 
    “No, it’s the rear where the trouble is,” Kea said to me, her voice solemn, but her blue-skinned, shimmering face alight with mischief. “When startled or threatened, the bonnacon spray their caustic excrement at their attackers.” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks and looked around at the four women. “You’re having me on, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Having you on what?” Rosa asked.  
 
    “I mean, you’re yanking my chain, pulling my leg,” I said. 
 
    Blank looks were all I got in return. 
 
    “You’re taking the pi—You’re kidding me, aren’t you?” I reiterated. “Those dopey-looking things will spray you with burning poop if you annoy them or get too close to their butts? Come on.” 
 
    The girls were all laughing, but at my expression, not the absurdity of what they had just told me. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, watching the grazing bonnacons move off across the boggy moor we had just traversed. “Just… wow.” 
 
    There were other biological wonders that I had never seen before, although none of them came close to matching the bonnacons in terms of exotic, asshole-powered weaponry. 
 
    There were afancs—large, waddling creatures that reminded me of a beaver with crocodile skin—and massively muscular sarangays, which looked mostly like bulls that had been injecting steroids their whole lives, but were extremely shy. When we stumbled across one of these great, jacked brutes, as it sucked down gallons of water on the edge of a pool in the forest, my initial reaction was to go at it with every spell in my arsenal. Before I could commit this error though, Sundance had let loose a low hiss. This startled the flighty sarangay so much that it took off with a bellow, smashing clean through the three-foot wide trunk of an oak tree as easily as if it had been a beanpole. 
 
    There were also abaths, giant keresh, a beautiful and barely glimpsed qilin, and a couple of allocamelus that looked like they wanted to pick a fight until Rosa let loose with a wild magic spell that burst around them like flak ammunition. 
 
    With no one and nothing trying its best to kill us, our journey west was rather enjoyable. It reminded me of the treks that buddies of mine would take during our college breaks. Being students, and too poor to go on excursions that were beyond car range, we would often just hit the trails and stay in the cabins provided and looked after by the good folk of the National Park Service. 
 
    With a sudden flash of epiphany, I realized just what this trek of ours felt like: a fucking vacation! Tramping through country that might make New Zealand’s Lord of the Rings landscapes feel a little envious, with four banging chicks who could have quite happily filled the centerfolds of any men’s magazine that you cared to name, making camp in the late afternoon and setting snares to trap our supper, before we unrolled our bedrolls and bedded down together by the fire… 
 
    If that didn’t sound like a vacation, then I didn’t know what did. 
 
    We were traveling as fast as we were able, and that was our goal. We had left the project of Varglade behind, and there was nothing we could do to help it along while we were away. There was a sense of freedom in that. 
 
    Before we could get to the bay and the skinny land bridge that apparently led to the Cliffshall Skerry, we had to follow a small river through a final belt of dense woodland. We came to the start of this belt after traversing some surprisingly craggy ground and decided to halt at the fringe of trees before going on the next day. 
 
    It was on the evening of the fourth day since we had set out from Varglade that we came to the edge of that final belt, and it was there that we finally ran into something wholly unexpected. 
 
    Sundance was guarding Nelri, Kea, and Lilah as they set up our campsite for the evening. Together, they were lighting the fire, checking the ground for anything that might poke, prod, sting, or bite us and, much to my disappointment, whipping up a batch of ERMs.   
 
    Rosa and I went out in search of mushrooms, wild garlic, and herbs to cook with the skinned hares we had caught the previous day. 
 
    Well, it was a fine and balmy evening and Rosa looked like… Well, she looked like a punk rocker chick who was on her way to a cosplay orgy. With that in mind, it was, perhaps, no surprise that I found myself more interested in rummaging around in her undergrowth than I did looking for herbs in the undergrowth of the forest. 
 
    My advances and lurid suggestions were just what the apothecary ordered after a hard day’s journey.  
 
    We had just found a lovely mossy spot on which to lie, and were just getting down to peeling off our clothes and engaging in what my mother’s generation might have called some ‘heavy petting’, when Rosa froze in my arms. 
 
    “Why are you stiffening up like that?” I asked. 
 
    Rosa cocked a sharp eyebrow at me, grinned, and said, “I could ask you the same question, Jake Walker.” 
 
    I looked down at the bulge in my pants. “That’s a little different.” 
 
    Rosa’s other eyebrow went up to join the first one. Without taking her eyes from my face, she raised her voice and called out, “Kinswoman, if you’re going to just lurk in the trees and watch us, then I would appreciate you paying for the pleasure. I take mushrooms, but also accept all major kinds of snortable tree bark shards as well.” 
 
    Was this a weird bit of roleplay that Rosa was instigating? 
 
    While my brain was trying to figure out the correct response, a figure dressed in the same kind of autumnal motley as Rosa dropped out of the branches of a tree behind her. 
 
    “Holy demonic shit!” I blurted loudly, once more failing to show how cool I was under surprising circumstances. “Who the fuck is this now?” 
 
    The woman was an elf. If the pointy ears hadn’t told me that, then the fact that she had gone totally undetected for this long would have been clue enough. She was also obviously a wild elf, as she looked very similar to Rosa in appearance, as well as dress. She had the same silvery purple hair, the same angular jaw, and exactly the same shade of dark red eyes, although they were not quite as feline in shape as Rosa’s. 
 
    For a moment, the newcomer and I just stared at one another, while Rosa continued to look into my face. 
 
    Then, swinging her leg around so that she was sitting in my lap and no longer straddling me, Rosa twisted to face the stranger. 
 
    Except, it was no stranger. Not to her.  
 
    “Sister,” Rosa said, her expression unreadable. “My my my, fancy seeing you here. It must have been a sunrise or two since last we met.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I don’t know why I was so surprised that Rosa had a sister. Lots of people had sisters, so why should elves have been any different? Except Rosa had always, from the very first moment that she had stepped out of the throng of dark elves in that dungeon, struck me as being absolutely one of a kind. Yeah, she was absolutely unique. Just like everyone else. However, she had always seemed like a rare breed. Now, learning that there was a person out there who shared the same genetic material as her, felt kind of strange. 
 
    “Who is this?” Rosa’s sister asked me, looking at me with an unabashed gaze, even as Rosa stood from my lap and stepped out to meet her. 
 
    “This is Jake Walker,” Rosa said. “Jake Walker, this is my sister, Simone.” 
 
    “Uh, hi,” I said, with my usual suavity and eloquence. 
 
    Simone cocked her head to the side—in the exact same way that Rosa habitually did—and regarded me. I noticed then that her silver-purple hair was twined and rolled up into the side buns that had been made so famous by Carrie Fisher’s Princess Leia, albeit messier. 
 
    “This Jake Walker does not look like an elf,” Simone said bluntly. 
 
    “Well spotted, sister,” Rosa said. “Still as astute and hawk-eyed as ever, even after… How long has it been?” 
 
    “A good little while,” Simone said with characteristic wild elf vagueness. “So, this non-elf, this Jake Walker, why does he look so perplexed?” 
 
    Rosa looked at me, at the same time as I managed to smooth away my bemused frown.  
 
    “I imagine it has something to do with your sudden and poorly timed entrance, Simone,” Rosa said. 
 
    Simone’s face split in a knowing little smirk, and her dark red eyes flicked away from my face to gaze at her sister. 
 
    “I will admit that I was somewhat taken aback, though not surprised as such, to see you twining yourself around this—what did you say he was?” 
 
    “Human,” Rosa said as I followed the conversation backward and forward like a spectator at a tennis match. 
 
    “Right, human,” Simone said, giving no hint as to whether she knew or cared what a human was. “Well, he’s a handsome one and no mistake, sister, so I can well understand you trying to constrict him in the manner of a sea serpent, but—” 
 
    “Hey, sorry to cut in at this juncture,” I said, finally managing to gain control of my tongue and teeth, “but I was taken aback because Rosa always made me think of a lone wolf. Seeing that she has a blood relation is kind of unexpected.” 
 
    “We’re wild elves,” Simone said, glancing at Rosa as if to ascertain whether I was being serious. 
 
    Rosa turned and patted me on the back. “All of us are lone wolves, Jake, even when we’re standing next to one another.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “Simone, was there any particular reason you were hanging around in a tree like an apple?”  
 
    “Jake Walker makes a good point, sister,” Rosa said, snapping her fingers like she was only just realizing how abrupt and weird this whole situation was. “To what do we owe the pleasure of you dropping in on us like this?” 
 
    I looked sideways at Rosa. “Was that a joke?”  
 
    Rosa raised her eyebrows, somehow managing to look both stunningly attractive and goofy all at the same time. “It was,” she said, sounding pleased. “I’ve been studying some of your human mannerisms. I thought you’d appreciate that one.” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    Simone looked from me to Rosa. “Well, I didn’t intentionally seek you out, sister, but word reached me that there were travelers in this part of the forest. I thought it best to approach cautiously, of course, what with their being so many ogres plaguing the lands of Viridis and beyond. Finding that you are not ogres is a pleasant surprise, but finding that my own sister was the one making all the commotion is an even bigger and more appreciated one.” 
 
    “So, you two get on, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Rosa said. “We are kin. We are blood. Family.” 
 
    “And, as all know, there is nothing more important, nothing greater nor more potentially exasperating, than family,” Simone said, grinning at her sister. 
 
    Man, but my Earthly upbringing and life made it so hard for me to decipher the relationship between the two wild elf sisters. Their blunt and unapologetic honesty would have come across as rude, and would have offended most people back in my ‘civilized’ world. Here though, I got the funny feeling that wild elves didn’t take offense or hold grudges. 
 
    “It’s true,” Rosa said. “Amongst elves, wild elves are thought to have some of the closest familial bonds. Some of the happiest relationships.” 
 
    “Yes,” Simone said, fixing me with an enigmatic look, her deep claret eyes sparkling in a way that was so similar to her sister. “And that happiness just happens to coincide with having a tight knit, loving, benevolent, understanding family separated from each other by miles of untracked woodland wilderness for months at a time.” 
 
    I laughed, giving up on trying to decipher this sisterly dynamic for the time being. 
 
    “Okay, well, putting that profound insight to the side for just a second, and getting back to Rosa’s awful joke, to what do we owe the pleasure of having you drop in on us, Simone?” I asked. 
 
    Simone’s expression grew a little graver. “If you follow me, you will soon find out.” 
 
    Rosa looked like this explanation was only to be expected, so I didn’t bother asking Simone to elaborate. Instead, I followed her and Rosa back into the forest, albeit in a different direction to the one that Rosa and I had taken when we had left Nelri, Kea, Lilah, and Sundance setting up camp. 
 
    “Um, we have friends waiting for us,” I pointed out when Rosa did not. 
 
    “I know,” Simone said. 
 
    We continued in silence for a little while. I was about to ask whether we should head back and grab the others, but I was swatted neatly in the face by a branch that Rosa had got bored of holding for me. 
 
    “Ow,” I said, rubbing my stinging eyeball. 
 
    “Sorry, Jake,” Rosa said in her usual unconcerned way. 
 
    “It’s alright. Maybe just hold onto the branches for long enough for me to get by, yeah?” 
 
    “We should try and keep up with Simone, though,” Rosa said, pointing to her sister, who was forging ahead through the dense undergrowth. “She would not be hurrying if she didn’t think it was important. Wild elves don’t enjoy going at any other pace than their own most of the time.” 
 
    “But what about Lilah and Nelri and the others?” I asked, this time managing to dodge a thick purple creeper that Rosa had swung from her path before it could swing back into my way. 
 
    “They are already waiting for us, Jake Walker,” Simone called from over her shoulder. “Do not fear. I would have grabbed the pair of you directly, but I wanted to see if my dear sister here had the bedroom techniques as I myself have.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything to this. There seemed little I could say that wouldn’t have made it weirder than it already was. 
 
    “Where are we going, Simone?” Rosa asked, filling the gap in the conversation as we trotted to catch up with the other wild elf. 
 
    “I told you, to see the others who are already waiting for us,” her sister said to her. 
 
    “The others are in that direction though,” Rosa pointed out, jerking her thumb over her shoulder. 
 
    “Not your others. Our others,” Simone replied. 
 
    “Your others? Do you mean our others?” Rosa said, gesturing at herself and Jake. “Or do you mean our others?” and she pointed to herself and her sister. 
 
    Simone paused, looked back at Rosa, and blinked a couple of times. “Are you quite all right, sister?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Not been at the mushrooms today?” 
 
    “No more than usual,” Rosa replied evenly. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I don’t remember you being as sharp as a sack of wet mice,” Simone said, “and you’re babbling like an elf who doesn’t so much as march to the beat of their own drummer but has her own orchestra to dance to.” 
 
    “I’ve missed the pretty way you can turn a phrase, sister,” Rosa said, “but I assure you I’m as sober as a mildly sober thing. I was just trying to ascertain whether you were taking us to meet the friends that we left behind us, or some other ‘others’ that Jake and I are yet to meet.” 
 
    “Oh,” Simone said, stretching the word to about four syllables and wagging her head in comprehension. “I see. Right. Yes. Well, my answer would be yes to both counts. Yes, we are going to see your others; yes, we are going to meet some other ‘others’ that you are yet to meet.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Well, thank heavens that’s all cleared up,” I said drily. 
 
    “I think it would be best if we just trusted in Simone and followed her,” Rosa said. “If it turns out that she is the one that has been overindulging on the fleshy, spore-bearing fruiting body of a fungus, then we can always turn around and find the others. I know our way back.” 
 
    To my self-gratification, I realized that I knew the way back too. It must have been another little part of me, my inner compass, being changed and tweaked and fettled. Not long ago, I would have been easily lost in a forest like this. 
 
    Now though, I could see the almost invisible trail that we had left behind us; the occasional bent branch or broken twig, a leaf that was pointed in a different direction to those around it, a bit of missing bark on a tree that one of us had brushed past. They were clues as to where we had come from, and my ability to pick them out was evidence that I was becoming, perhaps, more elvish by the week. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s follow her and see what happens.” 
 
    And so we did. 
 
    One thing I had noticed about the forests of Viridis was that they were prone to change in remarkably short spans of time or distance. Before long, we left the verdant clutches of the close, confined woodland and entered a swathe of greenwood filled with colossal trees, radiant and diverse. 
 
    The forest vault above us was commanded and ruled by hazel, cypress, and asp trees of a size I had never laid eyes on before. Their bushy, verdurous crowns allowed for short beams of late afternoon light to descend to touch the vibrant sprouts and coiling fronds that poked up from the fertile soil. 
 
    Swooping creepers waved—actually moved with a will of their own—from many of the gargantuan trees, swaying like fat and happy pythons. A multitude of flowers carpeted the lower trunks of many of the trees but whisked out of sight at our approach. 
 
    This was all very beautiful, of course, but it only commanded our attention until we reached a hanging curtain of vines. They were suspended from the curving branches of two huge trees that stood like gate posts. To either side of these mammoth asps, the forest was so thick with intertwining saplings that it may just as well have been a wall. 
 
    It might well be a wall, my brain told me as I stared along the tangled mass of young trees. Think of the barrier hedge back at Varglade. Just because you cannot see where something’s consciousness might be kept, does not mean it does not exist. Not here. Not in Tavalon. 
 
    Without pausing to offer me and Rosa any explanation as to what the hulking trees and their curtain of vines might be hiding, Simone slipped her hand between two of the trailing creepers and vanished through the organic gateway. 
 
    Rosa was just about to follow her when I reached out and grabbed her by the arm. 
 
    “Rosa, your sister, she isn’t about to lead us into some mess by accident, is she? She’s your sister and you know her well, obviously. She’s fairly, as far as wild elves are, predictable, yes?” 
 
    Rosa patted my hand and then put an arm companionably around my waist. “I understand,” she said. “That is to say, I don’t understand, but I vaguely comprehend what you’re saying. A lot of folk, most folk really, like things to be predictable, don’t they?” 
 
    I made a face, looking up at the curtain of hanging vines. My analytical and risk analysis focused mind was telling me that the smart, prudent money was going back and finding the others before we delved into anything unexpected. 
 
    However, I would not have come very far if it hadn’t been for trusting my friends, or for the trust they had shown in me. Sometimes, you just had to put your common-sense and rationality in the back seat. 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” I said. “If not predictable, then people like things to be comfortable at least.”  
 
    Rosa gave me a look that told me she didn’t really understand that logic but was aware that the opinion existed. “People expect things to be safe and to keep on happening just the way they always have. Folk expect the sun to rise, serenaded with the dawn chorus. Most of us expect to get out of our bed rolls, live through the day, do our work, see our friends, eat our meals, tucked back up in bed at the end of it, ready to start all over again with the next sunrise.” 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks. “That description sounds a lot more like my old world than this one, but I see what you’re driving at.” 
 
    “Mm.” Rosa ran her fingers along the smooth, overlapped vines, so that they moved backward and forward like the individual threads of a beaded curtain. “But, you see, maybe all of that is just a cunning stratagem that we employ on ourselves. A way that folk have of making life seem ordinary. Because the truth is, Jake Walker, that life is so bloody extraordinary that for most of the time people—elves, humans, whatever—can’t bring themselves to look at it. It’s too bright and it hurts our eyes, like staring straight at the sun.” 
 
    I tilted my head down so that I could look directly into Rosa’s eyes. Reflected sunlight sparkled in the depths of them, making me think of fireflies dancing and floating in twin caverns. Her mouth was cocked in a half grin. 
 
    “Nothing is ever set in stone,” she said. “But most beings never find that out until the ground suddenly disappears from beneath their feet. That place, the freefall after the rug is pulled from under us, is where wild elves live.” 
 
    Rosa held out her hand. “Come and live there with me for a while, Jake Walker,” she said, her voice vibrating with a contagious excitement. 
 
    I took her hand. “Fuck it. Let’s go!” 
 
    Together, the wild elf and I pushed through the heavy curtain of hanging creepers. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, standing rooted to the spot on the other side of the natural screen. “Is it just me, or did the circus come to town?” 
 
    For once, Rosa seemed bereft of an instant and witty reply. 
 
    “No, this is no circus,” she said after a few heartbeats. “This is better than any circus, and far rarer. This is a wild elf conventicle!” 
 
    I was happy to take Rosa’s word for it, but it certainly looked like a circus to me. As I gazed around, I amended my initial impression a little. It was more like a tent or caravan city than a traditional circus, though there were certainly elements of a Tim Burton-esque circus. 
 
    We seemed to be standing on one edge of a wide, roughly circular glade. More towering trees dotted this glade, though they were far more sporadic than the forest that ringed it in. Taking up much of the glade was what looked like a gypsy tent village. It was not nearly big enough to be a city, but with the brightly colored canvases all decked out in the colors of fall—colors that I was beginning to associate with wild elves over all others—the collection of portable shelters was made to look bigger than it was. 
 
    “These are wild elves?” I asked as Rosa and I hurried after Simone, who was waving her arm at us to follow. 
 
    “Sure are,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Rosa?” I asked as we neared the tents. 
 
    “Yes, Jake Walker?” 
 
    “Why is it that the wild elves are so drawn to the colors of fall?” 
 
    “I thought you would have guessed that, Jake,” Rosa replied, glancing at me over one shoulder. 
 
    “I never really thought about it until now. I just assumed that you liked those bright colors and didn’t give a damn about blending in with all the green of Viridis.” 
 
    “I do love the colors of fall,” Rosa said to me, grabbing my sleeve so that she could tow my dallying legs along faster. “And Viridis isn’t always green. You have only seen it dressed in its sexy spring and summer attire.” 
 
    “You mean it changes?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Rosa said, nodding. “It alters.” 
 
    “Huh. And that is why you love the colors and wear a fall motley, isn’t it? Because they signify change.” 
 
    Rosa beamed at me and winked. “There’s that big buzzing brain. Yes, the hearts of the wild elves are vessels of change. To stagnate and stay in a place goes against our natures.” 
 
    We caught up with Simone and, for a little stretch, walked in silence. The tents were like nothing I had ever seen before, as far removed from your run-of-the mill tent as it was possible to be. For starters, they weren’t constructed of canvas—or any material that I could recognize or would have called conventional. Some looked to have been constructed out of sewn leaves, while others had been constructed with magic used to bend the limbs of trees to the ground while fusing their leaves together. 
 
    “Is this how wild elves normally travel and live?” I asked Rosa, who was gazing around with as much wonder as I was. 
 
    It was Simone who answered, after letting loose a trilling laugh that sounded almost like a bird song. 
 
    “No, this is most certainly not how wild elves usually live. We are a wandering people by habit, and we don’t normally get together like this unless… Well, we don’t really ever get together like this at all. None of the wild elves you see here now can actually remember the last time that such a collection of us were all brought together, in fact.” 
 
    “Have there been no other recorded times when this wild elf—what was it called again?” I asked. 
 
    “Conventicle,” Rosa muttered, waving dreamily back at a pair of wild elves who had raised their hands in our direction. 
 
    “Right, have there been no other recorded times when this wild elf conventicle has taken place?” I asked Simone. 
 
    “Wild elves do not really practice recorded history or anything as organized as that, Jake Walker,” Simone told me as we skirted around the bole of great larch. I glanced up and saw hanging sleeping platforms constructed of woven branches. They looked like the teardrop-shaped nests of the weaver bird.  
 
    “We follow a philosophy of taking each day as it comes,” Simone continued, “and then, if we are lucky and blessed, we die under the open sky when our long, long, lives come to an end.”   
 
    Until that moment, I hadn’t appreciated the extent to which the wild elves really did roam the wilderness alone, even after all the tales that Rosa had told me. Now though, judging by how obvious it was that Rosa couldn’t believe her eyes, I started to see just how alien the concept of settling down was to her and her people. 
 
    It made the fact that she had elected to stay in Varglade, with me, all the more meaningful. 
 
    Before I could make a clumsy attempt at putting this epiphany into words, Rosa stirred from her staring around. “Yes, this is bizarre beyond anything I might have imagined you would show me, sister.” 
 
    “I know, right!” Simone said, sounding pleased. 
 
    “I can’t help but wonder who is leading this group?” Rosa said. “Who, by the name of all the constellations, has managed to bring all of these wild elves together?” 
 
    Simone stopped outside of a tent that looked like most of the other tents: a confection of plaited branches turned into tent poles, woven grass and leaves that were as beautifully flush to one another as a fish’s scales. She turned to face me and Rosa, her head once more tilted to one side. 
 
    “You’re asking me who has managed to wrangle so many of our people together? When anyone who knows anything is aware that mustering wild elves makes herding cats look like child’s play?” 
 
    “You put it wordily, but yes, that’s about the long and short of it, Simone,” Rosa agreed. 
 
    “I shall go and bring forth the one responsible, sister, do not fret,” Simone said, holding up a single finger. “Wait right here. She will explain it all to you.” With that, she spun on her heel and disappeared inside of the tent, the flap of which moved aside at her approach like it was controlled by some sensor. 
 
    “Any guess as to what the fuck is going on?” I asked Rosa out of the side of my mouth. 
 
    Rosa, who had started whistling softly to herself while she continued to look around, tapped her finger thoughtfully on the handle of her hunting knife. “We’ll soon see, I have no doubt. Simone was always the one out of us who loved to put on a show.” 
 
    I weighed this up, comparing it to all the insane things that I had witnessed Rosa do. 
 
    “Should be interesting, then,” I said. 
 
    A moment later and Simone was back, only this time she was dressed in a cloak of autumn leaves and had a circlet of twigs set on her crown, nestling amongst her silver-purple hair. 
 
    For a moment, neither sister spoke. Then Rosa, who had been eyeing up her sibling’s new fashion accessories, said, “You look rather pleased with yourself, sister. Am I to understand that it is you who has somehow done the impossible and got all these wild elves together?” 
 
    Simone shrugged with feigned nonchalance. “Things needed doing, sister,” she said, as cool as a cucumber in an ice bath. 
 
    Rosa nodded slowly. “One other thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” Simone asked. 
 
    “Simone, why are you wearing that rather snazzy bedroll of yours as a cloak?” 
 
    “What are you—” Simone started to say. 
 
    “Don’t think that I don’t recognize it from when we were elflings,” Rosa pressed her relentlessly. “We were meant to divide it when we reached elfhood, so don’t go fooling yourself into thinking that I forgot about that.” 
 
    Ignoring most of the sentence, Simone said, “I think it gives me a bit of gravitas, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Certainly does strike a sort of official note,” Rosa replied. 
 
    Simone made a face. “Does it? If it’s giving me airs, I’ll get rid of it.” 
 
    “Leave it for now,” Rosa said, tipping her head to the side and narrowing her eyes thoughtfully. “I’d be lying if I said it didn’t bring out the color of your eyes.” 
 
    “Thanks, sis,” Simone said graciously. “I knew you’d appreciate it, if you could get past the whole ‘should have divided it in half when we reached elfhood’ thing.” 
 
    Despite the uniqueness of this scenario, I found my mind drifting. I couldn’t help it. I believed it to be a male defense mechanism that is activated whenever a dude’s ears encounter a slightly prolonged girl chat that revolves around fashion, make-up, or, universe forbid, small yappy dogs that are just so freaking cute, OMG, I could just, like, die.   
 
    “That twig hat, though…” Rosa said, a bite of criticism entering her tone. “It looks less like something that was made and more like a bird’s nest that fell out of a tree just as you were walking past.” 
 
    Simone brightened a little. “In a good way?” 
 
    “Of course in a good way, sister,” Rosa said. 
 
    Needless to say, I was totally at sea here. One minute it sounded like the two elves were going to fling themselves enthusiastically into a cat fight, the next moment they were chummy as anything. I couldn’t figure it out, but I was certain that, if friends with siblings back on earth had been anything to go by, the good times might not go on indefinitely.  
 
    “Simone, if we can just put a pause on the whole outfit critique thing—nice as it looks and everything—could you tell us whether we’re going to be here long? If we are, Rosa and I should go back and let the rest of our group know what’s going on.” 
 
    Simone allowed me to talk myself out and then turned back to Rosa. 
 
    “So, this is where you’ve been Rosa? Frolicking through the land with this strange, but undeniably scrummy-looking, human?” Simone said as she glanced appraisingly at me. “You know, he’s very close to looking like an elf, isn’t he? There’s just a little something missing about the ears…” 
 
    Rosa draped a hand on my shoulder and looked up at me fondly. “You know, sister, I have grown to think rather highly of him, strange ears be damned.” 
 
    “Uh,” I said, unconsciously reaching up to touch my—apparently—strange ears. 
 
    “Be a dear, sister, and tell us where the others are, if they are here like I think they are,” Rosa said placidly. 
 
    “He frets, this one, does he?” Simone asked Rosa, nodding at me. 
 
    “I would not say fret. But he is not as sanguine and unconcerned about future events as the wild elves are.” 
 
    “There are few that are.”     
 
    “Indeed. Jake Walker cares deeply for his friends, though,” Rosa said, the hand on my shoulder squeezing affectionately. “It is one of his greatest strengths.” 
 
    I cleared my throat gruffly. “That’s right. It’s a strength. Not a fret.” 
 
    “I know it’s been a year or two since we last bandied words,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Twenty-seven,” noted her sister, squinting up at the dimming evening sky. 
 
    “Whatever,” Rosa said lightly, waving her hand. “Just do this for your sister, won’t you?” 
 
    Simone rolled her eyes and huffed good-naturedly to herself. “Fine. I wanted it to be a surprise. I know you’ve also thought of me as being a bit of a scatterbrain. Follow me and be at ease.” 
 
    Simone held the fall-hued tent flap open and motioned for us to step inside.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In true and ridiculous wild elf style, the ‘inside’ of the tent was little different to the outside—in fact there wasn’t even a ceiling. There were just three walls made of interwoven branches and folded leaves. It was more like stepping through a curtain than actually entering a structure. The only difference from being outside in the hurly-burly of the gathered wild elf conventicle was that there were no other wild elves immediately visible, although they could be heard loud and clear, shouting and laughing with one another all around the glade.    
 
    And there, standing around a crackling, merry fire, were Nelri, Lilah, and Kea. Sitting on his haunches some way off and cracking and gnawing at a large bone, was Sundance. 
 
    At the sound of the tent flap swishing back, my companions turned and their faces lit up with relieved smiles. 
 
    “Ta-da!” Simone said, bowing low, like a conjurer that has just pulled four extremely nubile and dangerous rabbits from her hat. “All together once more. What a sight for sore eyes, hm?” 
 
    “Thank you, sister,” Rosa said, giving Simone a one-armed hug and kissing her on the cheek. “But perhaps next time you can lead with this information, hm?” 
 
    Simone flapped her hand at her sister and adjusted the little circle of twigs on her head, which had been knocked asked when Rosa had hugged her. 
 
    “Gather round, gather round, my new friends,” she said to all of us, after we had exchanged words of greeting and brief notes on what had happened after Rosa and I had gone in search of fresh herbs. “Gather around my fire, take one of these lovely cushions I have here, and be at your ease for a time.” 
 
    I looked over and could see that Kea, more than anyone else in the company, looked like she was chafing at this delay. 
 
    “Hey,” I said to her quietly, putting down two cushions, one for me and one for her, side by side, “don’t worry about it. Remember, we’d just be setting up camp right now anyway. If anything, we’re slightly closer to our goal than we would have been had we camped where we were going to.” 
 
    Kea nodded, closed her pearlescent white eyes for a few moments, opened them, and then smiled. “As you say, Jake. I’m just impatient to get back to Cliffshall Skerry. I need to know that my people are okay.” 
 
    I nodded and put a companionable hand on her forearm and squeezed. “I get you. Let’s just listen to what Rosa’s sister has to say and take it from there.” I winked at her. “Fingers crossed we might be forced to play the polite guests and share some food that’s a little more enticing than the ERMs.” 
 
    Simone poured us all glasses of chilled red wine and then the talk around the fire died down. Rosa was the first to speak. 
 
    “I’m just going to come out and say it, Simone, why in the world is it that you have gathered all of these wild elves together?” she asked amiably, her words colored with more than a little incredulity. “Disregarding the fact that I would have thought such a feat impossible, what possessed you? It looks awfully like what I might consider to be hard work.” 
 
    Simone winced. “Don’t use the W-word, sister,” she said over the rim of her cup of turned wood. 
 
    “While it’s all very impressive and visually stimulating,” Rosa continued, “I can’t help but think that it’s almost the very antithesis of the wild elves’ nature. Are you getting,” and here Rosa barely suppressed a shudder, “organized?” 
 
    Simone looked about as affronted as a human who just got asked by their sibling whether they had developed a proclivity for fondling farm animals. For a long, stretched out second, I feared that there was going to be a humdinger of a sisterly row. Looking quickly across the fire at Nelri’s and Lilah’s face, I could tell that they were worried about this too. 
 
    Then, thankfully, the two slightly bonkers wild elven sisters cracked up. 
 
    “Oh, can you imagine?” Simone gasped, reaching over to slap Rosa on the arm. 
 
    “I know, I know, I’m sorry.” Rosa laughed, clutching at her stomach. “But it’s been long enough that I just wanted to see your face!” 
 
    Simone wiped a tear from her eye and hiccupped. 
 
    As the two reunited sisters shared a laugh for a minute or two, the rest of us swapped looks with one another and sipped our drinks. Nelri looked intrigued with the interaction more than the rest of us. I guessed this was because dark elves, more than nature elves, were a taciturn and quiet folk, so this kind of joshing was more foreign to her than it was to Lilah. For her part, Kea looked as serene as she always did. 
 
    “Urgh, can you envisage waking up day after day and knowing what was likely to happen to you?” Simone said, gulping a little as she fought for control over her mirth. 
 
    Rosa pointed her finger at me, stabbing at the air until she regained enough control to say, “You think that’s crazy, sister? Jake here has told me many interesting tales of his homeworld.” 
 
    “They are like us in the way they live, these humans?” Simone asked, taking a slurp of wine and spilling some down her front. She dabbed at it with the hem of her leafy cloak. 
 
    “On the contrary, it sounds like his fellow humans, innovative and interesting as they undoubtedly are, actually work their lives away just so that they can have enough money to afford themselves five years of leisure time to play golf or go fishing at the end of their lives.” 
 
    Simone’s face contorted in utter bafflement. “What’s golf?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    “I’ve no idea, but it sounds truly boring,” Rosa said happily. 
 
    “They work away so that they have time to go fishing?” Simone said, looking at me like I was the loon. “Why do they just not work and go fishing when they like?” 
 
    Rosa shrugged. “I have stayed up nights pondering that very question, sister.” 
 
    “It sounds like a crazy place.” 
 
    “Well, I think it might very well be,” I admitted, smiling to myself at this outside interpretation of where I came from. “Only, people don’t look too hard at it most of the time. Most of them are too busy to look closely. They don’t make a point to enjoy every second of life, and to make sure they know they’re enjoying it while they’re enjoying it, if you know what I mean?” 
 
    “I literally have no idea what you’re talking about, Jake Walker,” Simone said chummily, wiping her eyes with her cloak. “It sounds like a very odd place.” 
 
    Rosa giggled and patted her sister on the knee. “I was the same, Sim. I still haven’t got my head around it yet.” 
 
    Simone shook her in disbelief, a faint smile of lack of credence on her lips. “Amazing.” 
 
    Rosa clapped her hands. “Ah, but enough about Jake Walker. What about you, sister? Why don’t you tell us what is going on here, hm?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, of course, how silly of me!” Simone said, clapping her hand to her forehead and knocking her twig tiara askew once more. 
 
    Then, taking this lead from her sister and pausing only to light a pipe of fragrant herbage, Simone dove into why she had, not without reservation, put all this effort—and she shuddered and looked apologetically at her sister when she said that word—into getting the wild elves together. 
 
    “It took a little malleable working of the truth,” Simone said, “but wild elves never let the truth get in the way of a good yarn. They are happy to follow a whisper on a journey, so long as the whisper is an interesting and compelling one.” 
 
    “And what honey-dipped whisper did you use to make so many of them travel from all over to congregate here, Sim?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Simone looked slyly around the circle as she puffed on her pipe. “Well, I might’ve made it sound like I had stumbled across a mammoth grove of inflexio toadstools somewhere in the area.” 
 
    Rosa snorted and shook her head in apparent wonder. “You naughty little bitch,” she said, wagging her finger in a mock scolding. “I imagine that after that rumor got around the wilderness, our people took very little time in showing up?” 
 
    “They were surprisingly speedy, yes,” Simone said through a mouthful of smoke. 
 
    “If I may interject,” Kea said in her calm and polite voice, “that is all very well and good, and I congratulate you on your cunning, but what was the real reason to bring all your people together, Simone? I hate to rush you, but we’re on a quest, and time and, crucially, the tide waits for no elf.” 
 
    Simone did not look remotely offended with the question. In fact, she clapped her hand to her forehead again. “Silly me, silly me, I do apologize. Just ask my sister how I’m susceptible to waffle on in pleasant company. Why, only the other day I was hanging upside down from a lovely beech tree not three miles from here and—” 
 
    Lilah cleared her throat with diplomatic tact. 
 
    Simone put up her hands and grinned. “There I go again. Right, yes, well, in a nutshell; I have seen in the shrooms—” 
 
    “A ceremony in which a bunch of mushrooms are stewed in a pot inside of a sealed tent and the fumes and vapors are inhaled by the wild elves inside so that they have visions,” Rosa hurriedly explained to the rest of us. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Simone agreed. “Well, during this ceremony, whilst communing with those sacred steeping toadstools, I saw…” and she licked her lips slowly, “…the coming of the amalgamage! What is more, his coming heralded the secret city being relinquished back to us from the blight of the undead!” 
 
    It was because I was focused on Simone that I saw Rosa, who was sitting next to her, balk a little and then laugh. 
 
    Simone looked, for the first time, a little annoyed with her sister. 
 
    “You always thought my visions were nonsense,” she muttered, chewing on the stem of her pipe. “You were always so skeptical, even when I had that premonition that you were about to go through a great change that would cause you intense internal and external hardship. The next day you accidentally wiped your ass with poison ivy!”  
 
    Rosa waved her arms around, seemingly not abashed at all with this story coming out in front of the rest of us, but simply trying to calm her sister down and keep her on track. 
 
    I was beginning to think that keeping a wild elf on track was a skill in itself. 
 
    “I assure you that, while I might have had little patience with your visions, I am not skeptical about this one, sis. I can wholeheartedly promise you on that score.” 
 
    Simone cocked an eyebrow in much the same way her sister was prone to. “Why the sudden change of heart? You’ve always thought I was full of nonsense—and that’s fine.” 
 
    Rosa nodded at me. “You see this rather fetching specimen with the round ears?” she said her sister. 
 
    Simone snorted. “I think we’ve been introduced. Although we still haven’t gotten to the bottom of what the deal is with the blunted head wings. I was hoping you might get around to explaining a little more about this fellow, though. You do know how I like anything a little… out of the ordinary.” 
 
    Personally, I thought this was a little bit too much like the pot calling the kettle black, but I ignored it. 
 
    “Well, our friend Jake Walker here,” Rosa said, “is nothing more nor less than a real life amalgamage.” 
 
    Simone’s eyes went wide and round. For a long, taut moment, all traces of amusement left her visage. She looked, as far as wild elves ever did, grave and thoughtful. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” she said softly, squinting at me and turning her head from side to side, like she was trying to make me out through some haze, “now that I lay eyes upon this fine specimen of—what did you say he was again, Rosa?” 
 
    “A human, sis,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Right, well, anyway, his face comes back to me now like a half-remembered nursery rhyme from when we were elflings,” Simone said dreamily. “He is the one I saw in the shroom haze.” 
 
    “Ah, by which I’m guessing that it was me that somehow freed this ancient, lost city of yours from the undead?” I said. 
 
    Simone’s vaguely ethereal look faded a little from her eyes. 
 
    “Why would you think the wild elves’ ancient city is lost?” she asked me in return. 
 
    I gave a one-shouldered shrug. “That’s how it normally goes isn’t it? Ancient city, lost to time etcetera etcetera?” 
 
    Simone shot her sister a quizzical look before returning her gaze to me. “It’s a city, Jake Walker. Not a set of keys. Ferusbourne is a fair bit larger than that. You’d have to be pretty damn careless to lose a city, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “My sister’s got a good point, Jake,” Rosa chimed in. “I mean, a dagger or a necklace or…  a pair of undergarments I can understand losing—I lose those all the time. A city, though. You’d have to be rather brainless to mislay one of those.” 
 
    “I think Jake is meaning that it is lost to your people, metaphorically speaking,” Nelri said. “As in, your access to it has been taken by the undead.” 
 
    I pointed at the dark elf. “What she said.” 
 
    “Oh. Right,” Simone said.  
 
    She gathered herself a little and tried to reassemble the faintly grandiloquent vibe she seemed to have been enjoying.  
 
    “How do we know that you’re the amalgamage though, Jake Walker?” she asked me. 
 
    That was a story that took a little bit of telling, and I wasn’t sure if we had the time for it. 
 
    Instead, I opted for a practical demonstration. Using a selection of spells from my three different facets of elvish magic—wild, nature, and dark—I showcased my multi-elemental powers. I brought forth creeping roots from the earth and formed them into the shape of a chair, which I then cushioned with a touch of dark magic weaved into a vaporous pillow. Then, I used wild magic to ignite the fire and send it shooting up into the air in a shower of pink sparks and embers that, when they hit the ground around us, burst into flowers of dark magic with smoky mauve petals. 
 
    The fire died down again, returning to its normal size and hue, and the dusk seemed to press in closer and tighter than before.  
 
    Simone looked at me from across the fire. The snap, crackle, and pop of the settling embers were loud, even with the background sound of all the wild elves around us. 
 
    “I want to believe that what you say, and what I see is true, Rosa, I really do,” Simon said, her eyes still fixed on me, “but this is too important for me to be unsure about him. I will believe this Jake Walker is the amalgamage if he can fulfill what I saw him do in the shroom haze.” 
 
    “And what was that?” I asked. 
 
    “I will believe you are the one if you can recover the lost artifact of the wild elves, deep within the ruins of our ancient city, Ferusbourne, and return it to us once more,” Simone intoned solemnly. 
 
    As if waiting for that portentous cue, night fell around us. 
 
    I glanced at Rosa for a clue as to what the fuck that meant. 
 
    She winked at me and grinned, white teeth flashing in the dying daylight. “So, no pressure then.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We left for the hidden city of the wild elves, Ferusbourne, at the crack of dawn the following morning. 
 
    Though we were still in tents of a sort, I had enjoyed spending the evening cozied up around the more substantial fire. I listened to the distant music of what sounded like an elvish folk band playing. The occasional hoot of joy rose into the night. The fat venison leg slowly turning on a spit hissed into the fire. Roast venison accompanied by purple sweet potatoes baked in the embers and served with stewed herbs and greens was infinitely more appreciated than Elven Ready Meals.  
 
    As we left the slumbering wild elves and set out into the forest, Kea pointed out that if this delay took more than a few days, then we would have to wait another full month before we could reach the island of Cliffshall Skerry. 
 
    “And by then,” she said in a voice as slow and subdued as an evening tide, “it may be far too late to do anything more than commend the bodies of my fellow sea elves to the deep.” 
 
    “Our friend raises a pertinent issue, Simone,” Lilah said as she followed swiftly along behind Rosa’s sister. “Is it far to go to Ferusbourne? To this abandoned city of your people?” 
 
    Simone, who was walking at the front of the group with Rosa, looked over her shoulder and smiled encouragingly at the nature elf. “You just relax that pretty head of yours Miss Lilah. I would not have rebelled against every instinct in my wild elven body and gone to the considerable trouble of wrangling all those kin to the middle of nowhere, would I?” 
 
    “Then it’s close?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “Yes, it is close,” Simone said. “Little over an hour’s walk to where once stood one of the most important and bustling hubs in all of Viridis—in all of Tavalon I should not wonder.” 
 
    “You mean it doesn’t stand there anymore?” Nelri asked. 
 
    Simone paused and considered this. “Well, yes, it does still technically stand there, I suppose. I just meant, you know, that it was no longer there in spirit, darling.” 
 
    The rest of us chuckled at this. 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a little lyrical embellishment,” I said. “So long as you haven’t used some storytelling license to describe the distance.” 
 
    “She hasn’t,” Rosa said. “I didn’t pay much attention when we arrived here, but now that we’re in this patch of woodland, I recognize where we are. All wild elves would, even if they haven’t seen it for themselves. The chronicle of the rise and fall of Ferusbourne is legendary among our people.” 
 
    “Yes, the distance is not far,” Simone added, “but the going is tough. The forest will grow more and more entangled as we draw closer. The wild elves used to maintain it, as far as we maintain anything, but since the undead started multiplying and drove us out, the trees and plants have become more and more unruly and tangled.” 
 
    “A hard path does not worry me, so long as we get back to our main mission in good time,” Kea said magnanimously. 
 
    It soon became evident that Simone was not lying or embellishing the state of the forest. Not long after we left the collection of wild elven tents and lean-tos, the trees became more and more tightly packed. Creepers actively went out of their way to snatch at our ankles as we moved through the pathless mess. The occasional bough drooped casually down to put itself in our way, and roots rose a few inches to trip anyone dragging their feet. At one point, the branch of a willow tree, sitting on the edge of a forest pool, snuck around Rosa’s back and tapped her on the opposite shoulder so that she turned around only to find nothing there. I could have sworn the willow shook and shuddered in silent, treeish laughter. 
 
    As all of us trekked through the thick forest, I took the opportunity to quiz Rosa and Simone on a few things that had been puzzling me. 
 
    “Ladies?” I said, catching up with the wild elves, who were forging as much as a path as they could through the thick and cloying vegetation. 
 
    “Jake?” Rosa said. 
 
    “I have a question.” 
 
    “Fire away by all means,” Simone said to me. 
 
    “If the wild elves are so nomadic and notoriously free-spirited, why would they have an ancient city in the first place?” I asked. “It doesn’t really seem like your style.” 
 
    Simone and Rosa looked at one another for a few moments, muttering amongst themselves in the manner of two people discussing who should get to tell a story. 
 
    Finally, Simone said, “Fine, you tell them, sister, while I keep us on the straight and narrow path.” 
 
    Rosa raised her voice so that not just me, but all the rest of our company could hear. “Well I suppose the explanation for that lies well back in the days of the very first amalgamages. While we wild elves are proudly undomesticated and free now and spend most of our days roaming as we please, back in those days that are now hazy with the passing of countless years, all of the elvish clans were united.” 
 
    “As one? I asked. 
 
    “No, not as one,” Lilah interjected from behind me. “I know the times that Rosa is referring to. There was, from what I as a nature elf can gather, never a time when the different clans were not just that—separate clans, as unique in magic and appearance as they are now.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Rosa admitted. “The clans, as far as any elf knows, have always set themselves apart from one another, but were, from most accounts that the wild elves have bothered to keep or remember, more unified than they are today.” 
 
    “True, true,” Nelri agreed. 
 
    “Now, Ferusbourne is an old and mostly forgotten collection of buildings that dates back to the First Empire. That’s right, isn’t it, Sim?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Simone replied. “It was a place that was built, not just for wild elves, but for all of the elven kindred that roamed this part of the world. It was, if I recall correctly, built not too long after Viridis was formally declared a kingdom of the land of Tavalon.” 
 
    Rosa flapped her hand at her sister. “Yes, that’s all well and good and fairly interesting if you’re into history and all that. What it all boils down to, however, is that this place, Ferusbourne, was built mostly, but not entirely, by the wild elves as a safe haven for elves of all clans. This particular site was almost like a… giant hostelry or nomadic village of sorts, where elves of all clans would rotate in and out as they needed. It was meant to be a venue that would welcome all brands of magic and belief, where elves could bring new ideas and recently developed spells or discoveries and present them to members of other clans without fear of judgment.” 
 
    “That sounds extremely and awesomely open minded,” I said. 
 
    Simone let out one of her trilling laughs. “I don’t think it was a case of wild elves being open minded or not open minded.” 
 
    “No, it was probably more a case of the wild elves not wanting to have to bother with policing anything or, stars forbid, having to come up with and reinforce rules,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Urgh, Rosa, why did you have to go and mention the R-word first thing in the morning?” Simone protested from just ahead of her sister as she beat back some overly recalcitrant thorn bushes. 
 
    “Sorry, sister,” Rosa said, “I just needed to get my point across.” 
 
    “You know,” Nelri said from where she strode along at the back of our little group, “I remember hearing from the elders in my dungeon, when I was just an elfling, that such buildings and compounds were scattered across the entirety of Tavalon, not just Viridis.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, then the wild elves have long since lost the knowledge,” Rosa said. 
 
    “What was this First Empire that you mentioned just before, Simone?” I asked, after the wild elf had managed to beat back the obstinate brambles she had been battling with the aid of a quick flash of pink fire. 
 
    “It’s basically another way of saying something happened a damn long time ago,” Rosa told me. 
 
    “Well yes, but there is more to it than that,” Lilah said. 
 
    “It is a term that is synonymous with anything from the age of the last amalgamage, Jake Walker,” Simone said. 
 
    “The last amalgamage being your predecessor,” Kea added. 
 
    We continued in relative silence then, each of us lost in our thoughts as we grappled with a forest that became more and more unyielding. At the very rear of the procession, padding along on his clawed feet behind Nelri, Sundance snapped every now and again at the bugs that whizzed past his snout. He reminded me a little of a Labrador trying to gobble up an annoying fly. 
 
    A cacophony of insectile sounds became the backing track to our struggles, as even my born and raised elven companions battled to extricate themselves from the merciless vegetation. Chirps and buzzes, creaking and snapping, chirruping and trilling, echoed in the soupy and humid air. All these individual creepy-crawlies were loud enough in themselves, but together, they formed a chaotic orchestra. 
 
    The trees that encircled Ferusbourne were bent, dark, and ancient. There was no particular breed that had dominance, as was usual in a forest. Crooked elms, stunted beeches, and ancient cottonwood with strange dark blue bark fought their slow fight for light and space. The very occasional openings in their crowns allowed a few paltry fingers of dawn light through. 
 
    Eventually, after much slogging and a few minor spells to beat back the relentless tripping creepers, space-invading tree limbs, and heel-tapping roots, we emerged from the trees and found ourselves up to our armpits in thick bush. 
 
    “Ferusbourne is just up ahead,” Simone told us, ushering us into a tight circle. “Now, I would encourage everyone to keep their magic use to a minimum—and by minimum I mean that we shouldn’t use any at all.” 
 
    “What about me?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, yes, you can,” Simone admitted. “It’ll be you that’ll be going in there, Jake Walker after all.” 
 
    “You ladies aren’t coming?” I asked. 
 
    “We will accompany you to the edge of the main courtyard,” Simone said, “but having us come with you in a combat capacity… Well, I am afraid that isn’t how the vision played out.” 
 
    “And we have to stick to the vision?” I asked, endeavoring to keep my tone even and respectful. “Even though there might be some among us who would call your vision nothing less than the resulting phantasmagoria produced by an excessive amount of inhaled hallucinogenic mushroom steam?” 
 
    “Yes,” Simone said bluntly. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “We may as well get on with it then. Sooner we do, the sooner we can get back to our original mission.” 
 
    “Unless you’re killed, of course,” Simone pointed out helpfully. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said stonily. “Unless that happens.” 
 
    “Although, I’m sure the others would keep their word to our fine sea elf friend here,” Simone continued. “Not that leaving your body to be torn apart and rendered down into its base components by the undead wouldn’t be slightly disappointing.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Rosa assured me. “I for one would hate to see some drooling undead vegetable gnawing on your brains. But I would know deep in my soul that you would want us to carry on with our promised task, even as the ghouls, or whatever undead fiends might lie ahead of you, cracked your bones to extract the sweet marrow from inside.” 
 
    “Wow. Great,” I said. “Hey, ladies?” 
 
    “Yes?” said Simone and Rosa at the same time. 
 
    “If you could stop with the pep talk, I think that would do wonders for my, um, pep.” 
 
    “Right. Don’t want to focus on the possible negatives,” Simone said. “Very wise.” 
 
    “Or the possible gruesome outcomes of what is about to take place,” Rosa added, beaming at me widely. “That is a very wild elf mentality to put into action, you handsome human you. I am impressed.” 
 
    In a single tight knit clump, we crabbed our way through the bushes until Simone halted us with an upraised hand. She was no longer wearing her bedroll-cum-cloak, but she was still sporting the twig tiara that she had made for herself. It was perched jauntily on the side of her head, looped over one of her messy Princess Leia-esque buns. 
 
    “Jake Walker, come here,” she said in a low voice. “Come here and feast your eyes on those who wouldn’t mind feasting on your brains.” 
 
    I scooched up the line and crouched next to Simone 
 
    “I might not have believed in your visions too much, sister,” Rosa said, “but I’ve always thought you had a way with words. ‘Feast your eyes on those who wouldn’t mind feasting on your brains…’ That’s like poetry.” 
 
    “Yeah, you should set it to music,” I said drily. “Now, what am I looking… Ah.” 
 
    Simone had carefully parted the waxy fronds of the bushes in front of us as I spoke, and now I found myself looking down into skeletal jungle ruins. It was almost laughably stereotypical in its appearance, and I was glad that my media-heavy upbringing had taken the sting out of what might have otherwise been a knee-trembling view. 
 
    Directly below us, a shallow hill ran down toward Ferusbourne. The main structure was made up of five low, broad, round towers that were about as tall as the tallest trees surrounding us. I imagined that, even though the towers dwarfed everything below them, they would have been all but invisible unless you were a bird. Even if someone was to scale one of the massive trees in the surrounding forest, the carefully constructed height of the brown stone towers would have made them all but impossible to spot. 
 
    In various states of disrepair, each of the towers were connected by thick walls made of the same brown stone. These walls, after the long passing of the years, were little more than long sections of rubble now. 
 
    Set against the back stretch of tumbled stone wall, and now almost flush with the encroaching forest that leaned over its shoulder like a nosy neighbor, squatted a huge stone building. It resembled a temple that you might expect to find in the Southeast Asian jungle wilderness. It was just as dilapidated as the rest of the complex, with trees and shrubs growing out of its facade, but it didn’t take much imagination to see that it would have once been luxurious. The Tavalon equivalent of the Hilton, but with a bit more emphasis on blending in with its environment.  
 
    Tall windows were scattered generously around the walls of this hulking stone edifice, along with asymmetric crenelations for archers or artillery. Although it had clearly been built to be defended if the need arose, there was something welcoming about the place. It was almost that feeling I got when I came back to Varglade after a walk in the surrounding woods. There was a sense of homeliness here, which was odd seeing as I had never laid eyes on this ruined place before. 
 
    To either side of this principal structure two long wings ran toward the stretch of wall closest to where we crouched hidden. At the very front of the main building was a wide and grand set of steps that came down from the large gaping hole that must have held a gargantuan front door.  
 
    My eyes moved back toward where my friends and I were hiding. A large courtyard was filled with yet more rubble, fallen over statues, and fractured columns carved in the likenesses of spreading trees. 
 
    “I didn’t realize that elves were such good stone masons,” I heard myself saying, almost to myself. “It was always my understanding that you guys went in for wood more than you did stone.” 
 
    “Your understanding?” Kea asked me. “You have elves in the land of your home, Jake Walker?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “Caught myself out jumping to conclusions based on stories again. I swear I’m working on that.” 
 
    Lilah and Nelri laughed softly. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the layout of the complex below us. A vast broken gate, which had been crafted of enormous wooden doors banded with iron, looked to have guarded the inhabitants of Ferusbourne and appeared to have been the only easy way in. That gate now lay broken into pieces. It was scattered around where it had once hung, covered by tussock. The few glimpses of metal were the dull, dusty reddish brown of iron that could be crumbled with a touch.  
 
     The courtyard was paved with slabs of stone, all buckled and wonky, the ground they were set on torn to pieces by the elements. Grass filled the labyrinth of cracks. Dead leaves and dry dirt were scattered every which way. Broken branches and more dead leaves covered the tracks and paths that were still just visible inside the compound, while the tall grasses of the now unkempt gardens swayed in a gentle breeze. 
 
    Most of the doors of the buildings had long ago succumbed to the ravages of time, but not all of them. A few stone doors were set in the wings that came down from the temple-like structure. These showed signs of having been painted and carved with symbols. 
 
    “Any idea what those symbols and carvings are?” I asked the others. 
 
    “I think that they’re an elvish dialect,” Kea said quietly, her pearlescent white eyes narrowed as she peered down on the compound. “They certainly can’t have been made by the undead. Those foul and pitiful beings do not write words or make art of any kind. They only destroy.” 
 
    “I’m not sure either,” Nelri said, “but I’d be inclined to agree with Kea. They do look elvish.” 
 
    “Whoever put them there, do you think they’re long gone too?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” Lilah said. 
 
    “There are signs of fires too,” Rosa pointed out, nodding toward a couple of places within the compound of Ferusbourne. 
 
    She was right. What I had taken at first to be merely smears of dirt and grime resolved themselves to be, in some cases, trails of soot and smoke above a gaping window. In other places, there were little heaps and piles of ash where cooking fires had once been. 
 
    “Well, all of this is very interesting,” Rosa said, rubbing her hands together. “But, the fact remains, my dear sister here isn’t going to be convinced that Jake is the amalgamage until he fulfills this little vision of hers. Isn’t that right, Simone?” 
 
    “Well, I wish you wouldn’t sound quite so dismissive about the manifestations that I am attuned to, but yes, it amounts to that,” Simone said grudgingly.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you ladies have any clues regarding where this lost artifact is, do you?” I asked the wild elf sisters, without much hope. 
 
    “Not the foggiest,” Simone said, clapping me carefully on the back. 
 
    “No, the artifact was actually lost, Jake,” Rosa said. “As in misplaced, forgotten, mislaid, nowhere to be—” 
 
    “Yep, I think I get the picture, Rosa,” I said, grinning at the obviously excited wild elf. 
 
    “Right,” Rosa said. “And remember, don’t let any of those buggers down there get you down.” 
 
    I didn’t need to ask her who she was talking about. While my initial concern had been to see the lay of the land and make sure there were no traps or pitfalls lying in wait for me, I had not failed to notice the organic component to the layout. 
 
    Ferusbourne was teeming with undead. 
 
    I wasn’t what you might have called proficient in identifying the corporeal forms of formerly alive beings, but it looked like there was a tasty mix of zombies, lich, and… 
 
    “What are those pale figures shambling around down there? The ones dragging their rusty weapons through the mud and leaves?” I asked. 
 
    “Those beings that look a little the last revelers thrown out into the street after the final bell has been rung in one of the looser kinds of taverns?” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yeah, those ones,” I replied. “What kind of assholes are they?” 
 
    “Wights,” Kea said with disgust. 
 
    “And they are?” I asked. “Apart from being bad news, of course.” 
 
    “A wight is an undead creature given a semblance of life through sheer violence and hatred,” Nelri intoned. “The dark elves had to deal with many of their kind, once upon a time. As they inhabit the dark, secret, lonely places of the world that we sometimes stumble across when expanding our dungeon homes.” 
 
    I squinted down at the slow-moving creatures. They were dressed in ancient armor and dirty rags, and their faces were contorted in dour grimaces.  
 
    “What’s their deal?” I asked. “What might they do to me if I let them get a grip on me?” 
 
    “You’ve never heard of them before?” Nelri asked me. 
 
    I almost said something about the White Walkers in Game of Thrones but managed to stop myself. 
 
    “Nope, never,” I said.  
 
    “They could drain the life energy out of you by touch, if they’re the really nasty, black-hearted kind,” Nelri said conversationally. “Which would turn you into a nice, new wight upon your death.” 
 
    “Okay. And how will I know whether they’re the black-hearted variety?” I asked.  
 
    Nelri raised an eyebrow. “You’ll know when they grab you and drain the life out of you just by touching you.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “So, all in all, it’s a good idea not to let the motherfuckers hold my hand.” 
 
    “Yes, I’d say that’s an excellent strategy,” Simone said vaguely. 
 
    I nodded. “They look so human. I mean, they don’t move like they were once elves, you know.” 
 
    Nelri shrugged. “Just one look in a wight’s eyes, and you’ll appreciate the thing is not an elf, but something else entirely. They are born of hate and blood and darkness, and they detest and rail at the living more than anything else. They hate us and everything we have. Hate the warmth of the blood that runs through our veins. All those things want are our lives and our blood, and to return us to the dark from whence we came.”      
 
    “Just the sort that you want to be getting up close and personal with, then?” I quipped. 
 
    All of us watched the milling undead for a little while longer. I was trying to gauge whether there were any patrol patterns they kept to, but it didn’t look like it to me. Zombies, wights, and lich all shuffled and lurched with the same seemingly aimless randomness of amoeba under a microscope.   
 
    A nudging at my elbow made me look around. Sundance was prodding at me with his snout and making croaking whining noises deep in his throat. 
 
    “Sorry buddy,” I said. “Apparently, this one is all me. I’d love to ride in there on your back like a knight of old so you can help me tear that lot to shreds, but it’s going to have to wait for another day.” 
 
    The raptor basilisk let out a low rumble of discontent, as if he had been looking forward to tearing the face from a zombie or two. 
 
    “Ah, I know, it would’ve been a nice time for everyone involved, I’m sure,” I said, “but I’m going to need your senses deployed here. Make sure that nothing and no one sneaks up on these ladies, okay?” 
 
    “Because we can’t look after ourselves?” Nelri said, shooting me a half smile that sent a little thrill down my backbone. 
 
    “It’s not that,” I said. “It’s just I know what women are like when they get together. All that chatting and gossiping, you know.” 
 
    Lilah narrowed her eyes in my direction and tossed a dried seed pod at me so that it bounced off my shoulder. “I see, and with all of us sitting around while we wait for you to do whatever it is you need to do to prevail down there, we’ll form some washerwomen’s circle and forget to post a watch, is that what’s liable to happen, Jake Walker?” 
 
    “Now you’re getting it,” I whispered lightly. “I knew there was a reason that you were the Matriarch.” 
 
    The next seed pod hit me on the bridge of the nose. I clutched at my ribs as I laughed silently. Kea was looking back and forth from Lilah to me with a grin on her face.  
 
    He fluffed his feathers, stalked a couple of paces away, and sat down, his bright eyes scanning the woodland behind us. 
 
    I looked around at the girls, smiled, and nodded. “All right, ladies, this is it,” I said, trying to hitch one of those devastatingly charismatic hero’s smiles onto my face: a touch of self-sacrifice, a good glug of devil-may-care, and a decent slosh of Clint Eastwood.     
 
    Simone reached around and hit me hard between the shoulder blades. “Don’t mind me, it just looked like you were suffering from a bit of trapped gas.” 
 
    I dropped the super suave hero look. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    “Luck is a spirit that is not to be pressured or unceremoniously wooed by those who seek her favors, Jake Walker,” Simone told me. “From such masterful spirits, such as the likes of us, luck often turns her face away.” 
 
    “Even when zombies are present?” I asked. 
 
    “Especially when zombies are present,” Simone said. “Be that as it may, sometimes, if we slip our hand gently into hers with the humble trust of an elfling, she will be sympathetic to our cause, and decide to step up in our hour of need.” 
 
    “So, don’t go expecting the universe to do me any favors and it might just help me out, is what you’re saying?” I said. 
 
    “Now you’re getting it,” Rosa said.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I entered the space outside the main courtyard about ten minutes later. I walked wearily, careful to lift and roll my feet to avoid loose stones and rocks in much the same way that Lilah had taught me so that I didn’t go snapping twigs or tripping on roots in the forest. Moving with a quick surety that would serve me far better than any uncommitted hesitation, I moved from one cover to the next, until I was a stone’s throw from the nearest undead. 
 
    The lich was a tall and half starved-looking creature. It had glowing aquamarine eyes, and skeletal hands with fingers three times too long.  
 
    I was aware, after a deep love affair with roleplaying games in my formative years, that a lich was an undead sorcerer, often one who had sought everlasting life or unending power above anything else. Usually, this greed had cost the sorcerer everything and he had become an undead as the price he had to pay for his power. On occasion, and depending on the potency of the lich, not to mention how big a douchebag the dungeon master was, the lich’s soul could be stored elsewhere in a Soul Jar, sometimes called a phylactery. This Soul Jar often had to be destroyed before the lich could be fully defeated. 
 
    That was everything that I thought I knew about lich. However, as I had been so recently reminded of by my elven companions, what I thought I knew about anything was not worth much in this real world of theirs. 
 
    As I rolled into the cover provided by the shadows around the crumbling archway and pressed myself into them, I hoped fervently that the whole Soul Jar thing was just a load of bullshit.   
 
    Now that I was up close, the undead looked more like harmless bumbling idiots than savage and bloodthirsty killing machines, but I had seen enough zombie flicks to know that this could change at the drop of a hat. 
 
    I peeked around the edge of the gateway, my gaze flicking around the courtyard on the other side. It was going to be wise to err on the side of caution.  
 
    I made a final mental checklist of my enemies. 
 
    Zombies: try and take the head off or completely destroy the body. 
 
    Lich: possibly have magical attacks of their own but should be able to be destroyed physically. 
 
    Wights: best not to let them touch me, which meant death by magic only. 
 
    All right. 
 
    I took a deep breath in through my nose and then let it out. 
 
    I stepped through the busted and fallen gateway and into the courtyard proper. 
 
    The change was as abrupt as if I had flipped a switch or rung the fucking doorbell. As one, the attention of the undead sharpened. In sinister unison, their heads rose in my direction. Glowing green eyes, pale gazes, and empty eye sockets all turned to me. 
 
    Ah, I thought. 
 
    There was a pause and then, because some silences are made to be filled, I cried, “Honey, I’m home!” 
 
    The undead charged toward me. Well, in fact, they moved toward me at a variety of paces. The zombies shuffled and lurched like college kids making the most of happy hour. The lich stalked ahead of them, their long, thin limbs reminding me of Jack Skellington. Leading the way though, the wights drifted quickly toward me, their feet inches above the ground. 
 
    The first spell I unleashed was a blast of concentrated dark magic that hit a zombie in the sternum and divided him messily into seven or eight ragged lumps of smoldering flesh. The next spell was an inventive bit of nature magic which summoned a pulsing green seed pod to my hand. I chucked this blindly into the group of oncoming wights that were almost upon me, heading in from the collection of broken statues. The seed pod detonated with a noise that conjured mental images of seedlings cracking out from their kernels and shooting upward and spreading out in fast forward, which echoed around the crumbling stone walls of Ferusbourne and sent loose stones rattling down from the main building. 
 
    Roots and vines came whipping out, slicing and scything through the collection of wights. One of them lashed through the air and took a zombie’s head off as neat as neat. The wights, however, only stumbled and moaned as the vegetative tentacles attempted to pull them apart. The physical nature of the nature magic appeared to have little effect on the more ghostly entities, and I made a mental note of this and stored the information away.  
 
    The wights came on, and I circled them, flinging spells. I changed it up, unleashing a torrential stream of bubblegum pink wild magic that flamed out from hands and engulfed the lead wights. They blew apart under the storm of concentrated, heatless fire, strips and shreds flying away like paper in a firestorm. 
 
    A dark movement out of the corner of my eye made me half turn. One of the lich had its skeletal arms splayed above its head, and a ball of onyx-black magic was forming between its awful, cupped hands. 
 
    “Shit!” I said, cutting off the wild magic that had just decimated the wights. 
 
    There was no time to think of a counter spell, so I just went with a tried-and-true method and decided to let good, solid stone play the part of savior. I launched myself in a fairly uncoordinated running dive over some of the tumbled remains of a column, whacking the knee of my trailing leg so that my leg went numb. 
 
    The lich threw its spell. The ball of glistening black magic arched into the air, stopped in midair roughly where I had been standing a moment before, and burst like a greasy soap bubble. 
 
    The detonating orb of onyx-colored magic released shimmering shrapnel that doused the surrounding stone columns and half broken and fallen statues. A bunch of hapless zombies, who happened to be a little too close to the source of the explosion, went up like crackling, spitting torches, while a wight was simply melted down into a viscous, bubbling surrey. 
 
    Thanks to the cover I had chosen, I went unscathed except for a hole burned in the hem of my cloak. 
 
    The impression was not lost on me, though. Anything that had the capabilities to launch a spell that melted stone and flesh had to go. 
 
    I unleashed a visual tumult of spells that set the very atmosphere to singing and tingling in their wake. Dark, nature, and wild, I let the magic pore from me toward the few lich that I could see. I didn’t wait to see whether my spells had taken their toll. The undead would be coming on if they could, that much I knew. My best chase to avoid getting hemmed in was to keep moving. 
 
    I sprinted right, hugging one of the low walls, and pulled the sword Firnous had given me from its scabbard. I ran a finger along the single edged blade, visualizing an effect in my mind. Dark magic stuck to the cutting edge where my finger passed, looking like purple jelly. 
 
    Just as I had finished this custom sword job, a lich popped up into my path. Its eyes shone with cold malice, its hands alight with whatever evil magic was native to it. 
 
    My sword arm was moving before I had made a conscious decision to swing. The dark magic-edged blade sheared through the lich’s haggard, bony face. Dust billowed out of the yawning wound, and the foul being collapsed. I hurdled its crumbling body and raced on. 
 
    Zombies lurched into my way, moving as a pack but not as a cohesive unit. I cut one down with my magically imbued sword, carving it from groin to gullet so that its putrid guts fell out. I kicked the broken creature over, then fixed the remaining three with my eye and pointed my sword at the one closest to me. 
 
    I unleashed a single energy bolt of bright green and gold nature magic from the tip of my sword. The bolt, which channeled sunlight and the undeniable power of growing things, blew a tangerine-sized hole through the chest and back of the lead zombie. The zombie froze in place, the feeble light of animation fading from its staring eyes, but the nature magic zapped onward in its unstoppable, destructive way. It harpooned into the neck of the zombie behind and tore out its spine, and then lanced into the head of the slowcoach that was bringing up the rear, blowing the top of its skull off and out in a shower of brains, like the cap coming off a volcano. 
 
    I let out a whooping laugh at that, because sometimes it’s okay to be proud of your work. It was funny, but being proud of your accomplishments and having a purpose to drive you onward suddenly felt like all the motivation I needed. At that moment, as the zombie’s skull cap bounced into the dirt in front of me and the undead being collapsed in a twitching heap on the ground, I had both. It felt pretty damn good to be me. 
 
    I was busy after that, sticking to the same routine: moving constantly, firing magic when I had the space, hacking and stabbing with my sword when things got a little cozier. 
 
    There was a sharp, thunderous crack of a stone as I used yet another nature spell to shear out a wedge of masonry from one of the few standing. As it fell, I stood my ground and deflected a lich’s attacks with a gleaming forcefield of wild magic. The falling pillar crushed the undead fucker to dust beneath it. 
 
    There came a point when things got a little hot, so I used my dark magic to conjure a basic humanoid decoy, spinning it out of the dark that lay inside the gaping doorways of the wings that stretched from the main temple-looking building. The decoy bumbled off, drawing the attention of a few wights who had been heading in my direction. They went after it, grasping vainly at it as it trotted away, and allowed me enough time to slice the heads off two zombies. 
 
    I captured a third zombie in a nexus of yellow-green nature magic and threw it in front of me just as a lich was unloading with one of its caustic spells. The black shards of whispering death pummeled into the hapless zombie instead of me, tearing it to pieces in the air and shattering the nexus I had materialized around it. 
 
    I ducked under a slanted statue and rammed my sword into the chest of another lich that had come to join the party. It swiped at me with a claw-tipped hand, but I caught the blow on my vambrace and then delivered an uppercut that ripped its desiccated jaw from its face. Its head quite literally spun with a ghastly noise of old cartilage tearing.  
 
    While it struggled with its busted head and the sword I had left lodged in its sternum, I ducked around it and loosed a beam of concentrated wild magic that crumpled in the face of a wight floating in my direction. 
 
    As the wight dissipated, I swung the same beam across and cut the lich who had killed the zombie for me neatly in half. Then, turning back to the lich who was holding Firnous’ blade for me, I grabbed hold of the sword’s handle, twisted, and then pumped a burst of nature magic down through the blade and into the lich. 
 
    I ripped the sword free and then sprinted away to the left. A second later, the nature magic spell burst to life and tore the lich apart in a spray of dust and green light. 
 
    As the fight progressed and the tide of undead began to slacken, I had more time to perfect my spell casting. I thought more about what I was doing, endeavoring to use my magic reserves in more efficient ways. I started to use my environment more, luring zombies toward me as I dealt magically with the lich and wights from afar. When the lurching zombies got close enough, I would use dark magic to crush them with loose boulders or nature magic to turn the ground beneath them into quicksand and entrap feeble legs in sludge and muck so that I could decapitate them at my leisure. 
 
    Before too long, I had bested the final wight with a scintillating flash of flamingo-pink light that coalesced around it and vaporized it from almost point-blank range. As it was consigned to whatever nothingness waited for it, I swung my sword up and around in a whistling arc and cleaved a zombie’s head down the middle. Bone crunched and glutinous brains burst from its nose and ears.   
 
    And then there was only one foe remaining. 
 
    It was a tall, beanpole motherfucker of a lich. It looked pretty cocky, unafraid, and confident for someone standing in the wreck of about three dozen of its fellows. I guessed there wasn’t enough elf left in it to feel fear. 
 
    It wasted no time, flinging a curse at me with a croaking cry. 
 
    Following my gut, I infused the sword in my hand with a cocktail of the three magics I had at my disposal. As the blob of sparking black and silver magic came sailing toward me, I raised the weapon and cried, “Batter up!” 
 
    The sword swept forward and made a clean connection with the curse. There was a flash of multihued fire, and the lich’s spell shot back toward it, rising on high before dipping back down toward it. With an instinctive reaction that went deeper than bone, the lich raised its hands and caught my return incantation. 
 
    There was a deep whumpf, which kicked up leaves and sent them billowing out in an expanding circle.    
 
    The final lich let loose a weak scream as it was reduced to dust and fragments of insubstantial shadow by that final spell that hit it like a falling star. 
 
    My cheeks ballooned as I let out a long breath of mixed relief and triumph. That had not been half as bad or taxing as I had feared it would— 
 
    “Jake!” Lilah cried out from the bushes where she and the others had been hiding and watching. “Jake, behind you! Blood elf!” 
 
    I whirled on the spot. My sword, which had drooped toward the ground with the destruction of the final undead enemy, was raised once more. 
 
    I saw a strangely graceful female figure, accompanied by a pair of tall wights, who flanked her like guards and looked like a couple of spirit world Nazgûl moonlighting for extra cash. They were moving slowly down the wide staircase that led down from the main temple-looking structure. 
 
    “Wowzas,” I muttered, even as I reached into myself and felt the roaring heat of the wild magic within me. I had used up a lot of magic, so far as I could tell and feel. I didn’t have anything so neat and convenient as a heads-up display, and was going purely off what my body was telling me.  
 
    The female was hot as hell and beautiful in an elvish way that I had not yet come across in Tavalon. Ironically, after my very recent episode of second-guessing everything I thought I knew about races that might be considered ‘fantastical’, this newcomer was about as typically elvish a specimen as I had ever laid eyes on. 
 
    The blood elf’s hair was long and flowing, falling down one shoulder in a manner that would have taken a team of stylists back on Earth a whole day to match. Her eyes were the color of glass, which is to say that the irises were almost transparent, but not quite. She was dressed in white plate armor with a white cloak around her shoulders. She carried a sword that was more like a length of light made solid than any metal I had ever seen. Certainly, it made the burnished steel blade of my sword seem lackluster and dull in comparison. 
 
    Flanked by her two wight flunkies, she somehow managed to strike a balance between badass bitch and catwalk model. 
 
    There was no talk between us. There was only a flicker of understanding that passed from me to her and back again. It was the battlefield understanding that was traded between two adversaries who did not know enough about one another to hate each other, but did know that what needed to happen next would result in only one of them walking away. 
 
    And there were no hard feelings in that. 
 
    Well, I sure as shit hoped that I had read that right and there really were no hard feelings, because within the space of time it took my heart to beat twice more, I struck. I unleashed a complex and powerful spell from each hand, aimed at the pair of wight bodyguards standing on either side of the stunningly regal and dangerous-looking blood elf. 
 
    It was a tactical move. She was obviously the more dangerous of the three—the chief threat, as I saw her. My reasoning not for flinging magic straight at her though, was that she’d no doubt be ready and waiting to maneuver herself out of the way, and my attack would be wasted. I might as well deal with the two flunkies so that it was just her and me left to fight. 
 
    The spell was so bright that it left black smudges in my vision, like the marks left behind by a waving sparkler, as it shot from my upraised hands. The wild magic sounded like a backfiring exhaust, banging and popping as it shot toward my targets. 
 
    The spectral bodyguards conjured long kite shields from the ether and raised them. My spells should have plowed into those phantasmic shields; the wild magic gave the distinct impression, somehow, that it was there as a blunt instrument. However, the dark magic, insidious and crafty, simply looped the pulsing balls of crackling energy around the edges of the shields, completely ignoring their defensive capabilities. 
 
    The spells hit the wights in the chest, stuck to them, and then sunk slowly into the white, ghostly beings. Purple light crackled silently under the unpigmented mantels, like lightning being released under the surface of a frozen pond. 
 
    The wights looked at one another and then at their mistress, who didn’t return the look but instead gazed thoughtfully at me. Then, with strange, muted explosions, the wights fragmented apart and vanished like twin columns of woodsmoke hit by hurricane winds. 
 
    The blood elf continued to look at me. The bright sword in her hand whipped around in a circle as she twirled it casually in her hand. It looked as light in her fist as a stick in the hand of a child. 
 
    “I threw the first punch, so I guess you get dibs on the second,” I said. “Know this though, you better make it a knock-out, because I’ll be looking to floor your ass with the third.”        
 
     To her credit, the blood elf didn’t waste her time or breath trading snappy one-liners. She moved with the fluid efficiency of poetry in motion. She seemed to flow down the wide, shallow steps, moving with an almost boneless grace that was distracting in its perfection. It was made all the more incredible when you considered that she was wearing plate armor, which must have weighed a decent amount.  
 
    My opening dark magic spell sent shadows coiling out to snatch at her, but the blood elf hopscotched to avoid them, slicing this way and that to dispel the magic I had woven. With this done, she leapt high into the air from the last step and then flung her sword at me. 
 
    The blade hissed toward me like a thunderbolt hurled by a particularly vengeful god. I managed to erect a hasty wooden shield of nature magic which deflected the lightsword over my head, but burst into a hail of splinters at the impact.  
 
    The elf cursed but smiled as she did so. She held up her hand, and the sword flew back to it like a bladed boomerang. 
 
    She was in striking range of me now, so I lashed out at her with my sword. Metal and light met with a shattering clang. Sparks flew. The elven woman was not stronger than me. If anything, after my time in Varglade, training and growing more and more elven by the day, I had the edge physically. This knowledge helped me drive my enemy backward with a flurry of cuts. 
 
    Our swords met once more as the blood elf parried a lunge of mine. As our blades came together, I sent a surge of nature magic up through my sword, using the blade as a conduit. It ran as quick as water and fused our swords together. The elf looked at me in astonishment and then, to my matching amazement, booted me as hard as she could in the stomach. 
 
    My leather armor took the brunt of the force, but the kick still sent me flying backward. I landed hard but rolled to my feet and conjured another shield of smoky dark magic. This turned out to be a good move. The spell that the elf materialized hit the smoky shield like a hail of blood red diamond rain. The convex shield deflected this blood magic, sending shards flying in all directions to rattle and ricochet off the tumbled stonework that surrounded us. 
 
    We dueled back and forth like this in silence for minutes that felt like hours, they were so taut with concentration. Spells whizzed and spat through the air; magic blowing chunks out of the scenery around us, melting stone like butter, and causing the earth to crack and blister around us. The air in our immediate vicinity was filled with smoke, steam, and the stink of parried incantations. 
 
    Every so often, when a break in our conjurations permitted, we would slash or stab with our swords. The blood elf managed to score a line across my rerebrace at one point, while the antler on the back of my vambrace nicked her thigh plate when I hit her with a backhand. Neither blow slowed us down in the least. 
 
    It was odd, but I found joy in that fight. Perhaps it was because my opponent struck me as being in possession of a certain moral code of sorts, or maybe it was because she looked like a cross between a Playboy model and Boudicca-type warrior queen and I liked to look at her. I had a sneaking suspicion it was because we were evenly matched. 
 
    Sometimes, fighting and battle is compared to dancing. I had never found this to be true when fighting ogres or zombies—unless it was the kind of dancing found in the heart of a Slayer mosh pit. But this… There was a backward and forward rhythm to the fight with the blood elf. Even though we were trying to end one another, a grim smile pulled at my lips. When I looked into the strange ice-clear eyes of the female elf, I could tell that she was feeling the same.       
 
    As I let loose a wild magic spell, followed by nature, followed by dark, I noticed something like awe and delight was starting to diffuse across the blood elf’s stern and beautiful features. 
 
    Suddenly, she scythed a glutinous tendril of bright green nature magic I had just fired at her in half, then cartwheeled away from me so that she landed on the top of a snapped off stone column. Crouching like some ninja knight, she slid her blade fluidly into her scabbard and considered me with open captivation. 
 
    “Getting tired?” I asked. 
 
    “This will do for now, stranger,” she replied, in a honey-dipped voice. 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean? Where do you think you’re—” 
 
    “I hope that we meet again very soon.” 
 
    Then, with infinite skill and grace, the blood elf backflipped off her perch, landed like a panther, and then made a dash for a gap in the tumbledown wall. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be sure to bring my fucking lightsaber next time,” I hissed after, and coiled my muscles to start in pursuit.    
 
    As the elven warrior ran for it and made good her escape, she tossed something toward me, something that spun through the air and landed squarely at my feet. I reacted on instincts honed by years of playing first-person shooters. Years of seeing that little grenade icon with its arrow enter your screen, accompanied by the direful and unpropitious tink-tink-tink sound. 
 
    I dived over a low stone wall, thinking that the object must surely be a grenade, or at least some Tavalonian handheld spell bomb equivalent. I braced myself, waiting for the flash and the heat and whatever magical effect the thing contained, but after four seconds, there had been nothing. Cautiously, I raised my head again and saw that the object was not a grenade—it was far too small for that. 
 
    I squinted down at where the thing had landed in the leaf mold. “Would you look at that,” I said quietly to myself, wiping the sweat from my face with the back of my arm. 
 
    It was nothing less than a piece of the amalgamage’s signet. 
 
    I got to my feet and looked around. The sound of hurrying feet reached me, but there was no sign of the female blood elf. She had taken the chance to slip away. The footsteps came closer as my friends, along with Sundance, came pelting down the hill toward me. 
 
    As they sprinted in my direction, with their various weapons drawn and magic glowing in their hands, I reached down and picked up the fragment. The moment it touched the skin of my fingertips, I could almost hear it whispering to me of the power that it contained, urging me to absorb it and take that latent magical potential for my own. 
 
    For a moment, my will to resist and the lure of this power was perfectly balanced within me, and I got the impression that I was caught between them. For a few seconds, I writhed in internal conflict. 
 
    “Jake, are you okay?” 
 
    The sound of Lilah’s reassuringly familiar voice snapped me out of it. The feeling was like a cloud passing across the sun. One minute, I was enveloped in the dreary gray of temptation, the next I was walking in sunshine again. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I’m good. How about you all?”  
 
    “Well, seeing as we were deprived of sharing in the fun that you got to enjoy with those hapless undead,” Rosa said, “not too bad, all things considered.” 
 
    “I did get a splinter when we sprung up to give chase to the blood elf,” Simone said, looking critically at her thumb. “But what’s life without a little pain?” 
 
    “You didn’t see where the elf went, did you?” I asked the group. 
 
    As one, they shook their heads. 
 
    I looked over at where Sundance was snuffling around and wondered whether the basilisk might be able to pick up a scent. Something told me that it would be foolish to hope so. Another part of my brain quickly raised the question as to whether we would start after the blood elf if he did. 
 
    “What did she throw at you at the end there?” 
 
    The question came from Rosa and distracted me from the snuffling and snorting of Sundance. I looked down at my hand, uncurling my fingers to reveal the glistening shard of the amalgamage’s signet, with its weird iridescent, oily sheen. 
 
    “An amalgamage signet fragment,” I said simply.  
 
    The others gathered around me. I don’t think they even realized they were doing it, closing in around this little magic-radiating piece of a far greater and more potent magical artifact, but they did. 
 
    Simone and Kea were the only ones among us who had never seen a fragment of this legendary and whispered-about object before, and their eyes were as big as pie plates. 
 
    “This is the artifact,” Simone whispered. “This is the artifact. The artifact from my vision.” 
 
    She looked up at me. “You are the one, the figure I saw. The one from my vision.”  
 
    Once more, I heard the soft, alluring murmur of the power that lay inside the fragment, calling to me in hushed tones. I hesitated for a fraction of a second, but surrounded by those people who were dearest to me, resisting this seductive call was far easier a second time. 
 
    Without so much as a second thought, now wanting only to get to the coast so that we could help Kea and her sea elves, I handed the fragment of the amalgamage’s signet to Simone, who pocketed it and looked up at me with wonder. 
 
    “You’re the amalgamage,” she said in awe. “You’re the one, Jake Walker.” 
 
    If we had been inside of a movie, the music would have swelled and the camera would have panned slowly inward in an artistic arc that encapsulated each member of the little company before coming to halt, focused on my humble face. 
 
    As it turned out, reality was a little different to that. 
 
    “Honestly, Sim,” Rosa said, “can you please just start taking my word for this sort of thing from now on? And I think this counts as us being even for me not trusting your visions, especially after that whole wiping my ass with poison ivy retelling, hm?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Simone’s plan was to take the fragment of the amalgamage’s signet back to the gathered wild elves as proof that Ferusbourne was now free of the undead. And, more importantly perhaps, the blood elf who had been controlling them had relinquished. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, my friends,” Simone said to us, “I’d love to come with you all and dip my toes in the salty brine and all that, but there’s no guarantee that my fellow wild elves will stick around for any length of time. I’ve got to dash to spread the good news.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled, working my knee backward and forward to alleviate some of the stiffness that was setting in. Now that the adrenaline was seeping out of my system, the knocks and bruises I had taken were making themselves known. 
 
    “That’s all good, Simone,” I said. “Hopefully we’ll see you on our way back.” 
 
    “If you aren’t all horribly slaughtered by whatever foul undead-blood elf alliance lies in wait for you,” Simone pointed out. 
 
    “Right,” I said, “unless that happens, of course. Thanks once again for the comforting and confidence-boosting words.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, amalgamage,” said the wild elf in her blasé way, completely failing to spot the irony. 
 
    Rosa put a hand on her sister’s shoulder and then pulled her into a quick hug. 
 
    “See you soon, sister,” she said. “Remember to tell the others of Varglade. Tell them about what you and I discussed. I know it’s not our way and they might not listen, but maybe the fragment of the amalgamage’s signet will be just the thing to spur them into action.” 
 
    “We shall see,” Simone said, her eyes fixed on Rosa’s face. “We shall see how it all pans out. In all honesty, our people will have to make that decision for themselves. You know what they say, you can only guide a wild elf to wine, you can’t make sure they don’t drink it.” 
 
    “I know it well, Sim,” Rosa said. “Hopefully, we shall see you soon.” 
 
    “Unless—” Simone began to point out. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes, unless unforeseen and untimely death strikes like lightning, I know, I know,” Rosa said. 
 
    Simone smiled and her deep red eyes, which were so like her sister’s, sparkled. 
 
    “Until we meet again then, whenever and wherever that might be,” she said. 
 
    In a twinkling, she was gone. Vanishing into the forest like a sliding shadow.  
 
    As the rest of us turned away to resume our journey in a slightly different direction, Simone’s voice floated from out of the woods. 
 
    “And remember, be careful what you wipe with!” 
 
    Rosa looked around at us and rolled her eyes. “Sisters. Who’d have ‘em, hm? Still, the ditzy wench makes a fair point. You can never be too careful when it comes to colonsequences.” 
 
    After we had parted from Rosa’s sister, we headed back into the thick brush that encircled Ferusbourne and pushed onward, trying to make up the time we had lost in helping Simone retrieve the amalgamage’s signet. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, Kea took point. She had wanted us to pass over the land bridge, which was supposed to be revealed at a specific time during the receding tides, to the sea elves’ island home of Cliffshall Skerry. 
 
    We stopped only briefly so that we could mix up some ERMs, using the special powdered ingredients we had brought in leather pouches and combining it with a little water and a specific nature magic spell. While Nelri busied herself doing this, I sat on a fallen log and stretched my knee again. 
 
    “Damn, I must really have whacked it when I dived out of the way of that lich’s spell,” I said to Kea, who was watching me with her pearly white eyes. She looked a little concerned. Kneeling down, she made me take off my boot and greave, roll up my pant leg, and show me the knee. 
 
    “Bruised, but not broken,” she said after she had inspected it for a moment. She prodded it, and I winced. “Annoying though, should it stiffen further. You do not want to be limping around if we are required to fight again.” 
 
    “I’ve got some supplies in here,” I said, rummaging through my pack. “I asked one of the apothecaries to compile a kit of items that might come in handy for common injuries and ailments. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to have her run me through what did what.”   
 
    I pulled a package out from my leather backpack and held it out to Kea. The sea elf flipped open the flap and flicked through the vials, packets of powder, and bandages inside. After only a few seconds, she extricated a carefully rolled compress and sniffed it. 
 
    “This looks promising.” She sniffed it again. “Yes. Vadedamom and bittercress certainly and, I think… Yes, and essence of lastruli flowers. Whoever made this knew what they were doing.” 
 
    “I should hope so, touting themself as a health professional,” I said jokingly. 
 
    Kea smiled and carefully unfurled the compress. “Rest your leg on my shoulder.” 
 
    Like any good boy with half a working brain, I did as the pretty lady told me. Carefully, tenderly, Kea wrapped the poultice around my swollen knee, winding it as tight as she could. Then, when she was done, she spoke a soft word, and the end of the bandage sealed itself seamlessly closed. 
 
    “Your knee should be adequately recovered by the time we reach the seashore,” Kea told me, after I had thanked her profusely. “In the meantime, it might make traveling a bit harder. Why not make use of your diligent and noble mount here for the last leg?” 
 
    She jerked her head to the side and, looking over, I saw that Sundance was standing attentively nearby. I couldn’t help but wonder just how intelligent the vicious and handsome animal was. The way he was looking at me, I came to the verdict that he recognized a lot more that was being said than I gave him credit for. 
 
    “What do you reckon, bud?” I asked. “Think you can carry my fat ass until we get to the beach?” 
 
    Sundance gave me the unblinking and sardonic look that reptiles are kings of and ruffled his feathers. It was the basilisk raptor equivalent of flicking an imaginary piece of lint off his tuxedo lapel. 
 
    I grinned. “Let’s do it, then.” 
 
    Once we were through the tangled belt of woodland that had surrounded the ancient ruin of Ferusbourne, we made good time. Riding on Sundance’s back afforded me the opportunity to rest, but it also meant that I could play the role of watchman and keep my full focus on the forest around us. The others could charge on at elf-pace, safe in the knowledge that I was keeping an eye out for danger, while Sundance trotted along at the back. This helped alleviate the guilt I had been feeling about not running to our objective under my own steam. 
 
    We saw no hint of spies or danger though as we moved steadily toward our goal. We ate as we journeyed, sucking down the joyless paste of the ERMs that Nelri had decanted into travel flasks for all of us. 
 
    Before long, far sooner than we expected, we emerged from the fringe of trees and found ourselves standing on the edge of a long, black sand beach. The smell of the sea was like a shot of some fresh elixir, and I felt my senses lighting up like the bulbs on a Christmas tree. I sucked in deep lungfuls of the stuff and smiled up at the sky. 
 
    “Good job, Sundance,” I said, patting the basilisk raptor on the neck and scratching the top of his head. 
 
    Sundance let out a growling chirrup, obviously happy at a job well done. 
 
    The beach was like most beaches; windswept and desolate and beautiful. It was made all the more rugged and fantastic by the fact that there was not a single sign that anything other than crabs, barnacles, and seabirds called this part of Tavalon home. Elves lived in harmony with their environments, far more so than humans did, but even their presence could be detected. As far as I could see, there was not even a clue that this was the neighborhood of sea elves. 
 
    The waves thundered on the shore, sweeping in and breaking on the scattered boulders that lay in the shallows. 
 
    “Follow me.” Kea unslung her spear from her shoulder, and her knuckles cracked as she gripped it. “Stay silent. We do not know what kind of watchers might have been posted.” 
 
    We walked down the black sand beach, our eyes scanning from side to side as the seagulls wheeled and darted overhead. It was not long before we rounded a small headland and Kea signaled for us to stop. Ahead of us, I could see a causeway that lay just above the surface of the currently calm ocean. 
 
    “Um, is that wall supposed to be erected straight across our path, Kea?” Lilah asked gently. 
 
    “No. No it is not,” Kea said, her face losing some of the misty silver sheen it was usually permeated with. “There is not supposed to be a barricade here.” 
 
    “You know what it looks like, don’t you?” I said to no one in particular from the back of Sundance. “It looks like a giant smooth scab.” 
 
    Nelri nodded her agreement. “It looks like definitive proof that the blood elves are involved with the undead incursion upon this island of yours Kea. I would suspect that they have barricaded Cliffshall Skerry and made it completely inaccessible.” 
 
    I cursed and slid down from the back of Sundance. I flexed my leg and found that even in the short time we had been traveling through the woods it was already feeling a lot better. 
 
    Lilah cursed too as she sat down behind the cover of a dune and urged Sundance to do the same. The others followed suit. Kea’s face had gone a dull blue color, and her eyes were flat and hard as marble. She looked supremely pissed off, and it was no mystery to anyone why that was. 
 
    “I can’t believe that Cliffshall Skerry has been sealed off to me.” She did not raise her voice, but her tone was filled with the slow, rolling fury of a storm-tossed sea. Suddenly, she popped up from where she sat on the sand and shifted into a crouch.  
 
    “I need all of you to wait for me here,” she said. “I will be back soon.” 
 
    “Where are you—” Lilah started, but the sea elf was already gone. 
 
    Kea sprinted across the sand, hopped nimbly from one boulder to the next, and then dived into the waves that lapped and slapped at the edge of the causeway and disappeared. 
 
    “That was abrupt,” Rosa noted as she sat and ran a shell across the back of her knuckles. 
 
    When Kea returned about fifteen minutes later, the only warning we got was Sundance lifting his head from Lilah’s lap and baring his teeth. Before any of us could react or puzzle over what that might mean, the sea elf had slipped over the edge of the dune we were hiding behind and sat down amongst us. 
 
    I would have expected her to be as wet as anyone who had just recently climbed out of the sea to be, but the only part of the elf that was overly saturated was her long white-blonde hair. The rest of her skin looked to be dry already. Moisture beaded on it in places, little globules of seawater that looked like specks of mercury. I wondered whether sea elf skin was water resistant in the same way that a duck’s feathers were. 
 
    Judging by the look on Kea’s face though, this was not going to be the moment to ask her about that. 
 
    “What is it, Kea? What did you find?” Nelri asked, tentatively placing her hand on the sea elf’s knee.  
 
    Kea took a deep breath. Then another. Although it was hard to tell with her all-white misty eyes, I had a feeling that she was in some serious emotional turmoil. I leaned forward, reached for her hand, and held it tight. 
 
    “What happened, Kea?” I asked softly. “Come on, you can tell us. We’re here to help.” 
 
    Kea flipped her hand over in mind and squeezed it back. Taking another fortifying breath, she said, “I have circumnavigated the island to see whether there is any way in.” 
 
    “Any luck?” Lilah asked. 
 
    Kea shook her head. “No. Even the secret underwater tunnels that are known only to my people have been blocked off and sealed with that same blood magic.” 
 
    I swore again.  
 
    “So, what does this mean?” Rosa asked. “What do we do? I’ve never been one to shy away from a suicide mission where the odds are stacked higher than the clouds, but I’m partial to being able to at least have a chance at killing someone who isn’t me in the process.” 
 
    Kea shook her head. “I do not know what to do,” she said in a whisper. “I tried to break through the blood barricades with the spells available to me, but they did nothing. A few flaking shards came free, but…” She shook her head morosely once more. “I fear that my people are, seemingly, doomed.” 
 
    The rest of us looked at one another, while Lilah scooched around so that she could put her arm around the sea elf. 
 
    “We can’t know that for certain, Kea,” I said in a low and insistent voice. 
 
    Kea looked up and smiled bitterly. “No, we cannot,” she admitted. “I must assume though that, if the blood elves have somehow managed to trap all my folk on the island with however many undead, it will not be long before my fellow sea elves, doughty fighters though they are, are beaten down and completely annihilated. We all saw how single-minded and persistent the undead are back at Ferusbourne, did we not?” 
 
    “Yeah, the undead are slobbering, blood-thirsty drones,” I said, not willing to sugarcoat things for the proud sea elf. “But I still say that doesn’t guarantee the utter destruction of your people. We just don’t know for certain.” 
 
    Kea ran her hand through her thick white-blonde hair and nodded, but she did not look convinced. 
 
    “There is still hope, Kea,” I said. “If I have learned anything about elves it is that they are tough as woodpecker lips and should not be discounted for any reason. I come from a world where there is no magic, but hope would be the thing that strikes closest to the mark. Hope can be fucking powerful. There might be no actual magic in it, not the tangible kind that we have in Tavalon, but when you can use your hope and hold it like a talisman before you, you can make things happen in a way that might make you believe that magic is real, even on Earth.” 
 
    Kea looked at me, and a glimmer of cold fire flickered deep in those pearly white eyes of hers. The muscles of her well-shaped jaw worked as she fought down the dread and concern that must have been threatening to crawl up her throat like acid bile. She let out a short little breath through her nose, reminiscent of a bull preparing for a charge—though finding a creature that looked anything less like a bull would have been hard to do. 
 
    “Yes,” Kea said, squeezing my hand again. “Yes, there is still hope. The possibility that they might yet live is enough to spur me on.” 
 
    “And the rest of us,” I assured her. 
 
    Kea nodded, this time with more gusto and resolve. “Well then,” she said, the sparkle and shimmer coming back to her skin little by little, “what would you suggest we do next, then?” 
 
    I considered this for a while. Judging by the expressions of the others, I was not alone. Rosa was the only one who was hard to read. She continued to flip the shell across her knuckles, outwardly looking like she was not thinking at all. Every now and again, she would trace a swirl of the tattoos that poked out from the wrists of her garment with the shell and then go back to flipping it across her knuckles. 
 
    “I think there is only one thing for us to do,” I said finally. 
 
    The others looked at me expectantly. Rosa’s shell ceased its flipping dance across the back of her hand. 
 
    “We have to be pragmatic,” I said. “I think that you, Kea, should come back to Varglade with us. Once there, we can work out some way to break the enchantments and pass onto Cliffshall Skerry.”  
 
    Kea looked loath to leave, but I could tell she saw the wisdom in what I was suggesting. There was no point sitting out here in the open, waiting for inspiration to strike. Better to get somewhere safe and think it out properly. 
 
    “And once we figure it out?” Rosa asked me. 
 
    I looked around the circle of elves. “We come back, of course, and we kill every last thing that stands in the way of our sea elven allies’ freedom.” 
 
    Rosa flipped the shell into the air and made it vanish. Whether it was sleight of hand or magic, I could not tell, it was such a smooth bit of work. “Lovely. I was hoping you’d say that.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the way back to Varglade, our little company swung by the gypsy-like encampment of the wild elves. I wanted to see if Simone’s news about me retrieving the artifact from Ferusbourne had managed to sway them all into not scattering to the winds. 
 
    Before we arrived, Rosa warned me that the wild elves could have moved on. 
 
    “It is never a conscious decision with my people,” she told me as she and I walked along at the head of the line of travelers. “It is not as if we dwell on the fact that other elf kindred and clans might need our help in some way and then up and leave just to annoy them.” 
 
    I had laughed at this and then replied, “That’s good to know, Rosa.” 
 
    “It is hard to explain to one who is not one of us,” Rosa had continued as we pushed through some hip-high bushes. “It is something that we don’t choose. It is a feeling that just… takes hold of us. It is almost like we are forced to wander—having no one close to us, really. Forced by our natures to keep on wandering because wandering is the only thing that we believe in, and the only thing that believes in us.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know a little of what you mean. I was born without an inkling of direction. I felt like a wanderer, an ambler, one that was just blown around by the breeze—although that was mentally more than physically. Until I came here, to this world, I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life.” 
 
    “Ah,” Rosa had said to me, nudging me in the ribs with a sharp elbow, “that is where we differ, see? For wild elves always know what they are—dreamers that are mostly prone to bad ideas or flights of the utmost fancy, and wanderers most likely to get happily lost—we just don’t know how to control it. Or care to try.” 
 
    As it happened, the wild elves had not moved on. When we arrived back at their circus-style camp, it was deep dark, the fires were lit, and there was the rhythmic thumping of drums and feet echoing among the tree boles. Music and laughter were in the air. 
 
    “Still here then, sister,” Rosa said in greeting, when Simone stepped out from her tent to meet us. 
 
    “Indeed,” Simone said.  “The word that an amalgamage is back among us after all these years, not to mention the rather strange artifact that he purloined from Ferusbourne, seems to have been more than adequate to keep all our folk here for now. As for you, you didn’t take very long, did you?” 
 
    The mood of the company, which had risen on entering the high-spirited encampment of the wild elves, deflated a little once more. 
 
    “No, we didn’t,” Rosa agreed. 
 
    “Why?” Simone asked bluntly.  
 
    Kea stepped forward and explained what had awaited us and what she had seen under the waves. Simone listened attentively, or with what passed amongst wild elves as attentively. 
 
    When Kea had finished her brief summation of events, Simone nodded once and then put her hands on the sea elf’s shoulders. 
 
    “So, you’re going with the rest of this motley crew to Varglade?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Kea said. “We go to make plans. Rescue plans to be precise.” 
 
    “I hate to be a negative naga, but by the sounds of it, you had better make some vengeance plans too while you’re at it, honey,” Simone said. 
 
    Kea gave her a look that, had it come from a less chilled out and in control woman, I might have been tempted to call angry. 
 
    Simone held up her hands and patted the sea elf’s shoulders in a placating manner. “I didn’t mean anything by it, Kea. It’s just it never hurts being prepared—and plans of vengeance are just so much more fun to make than most other plans, aren’t they?” 
 
    Kea looked like she didn’t really know how to respond to that, but the anger that had flushed her face a dark blue slowly receded. She patted Simone’s hands in a sign that there were no hard feelings. 
 
    “Excellent,” Simone said chummily. “And don’t you fret now if you’re not sure how to go about making those sorts of plans. Wild elves are good at vengeance, even if the sea elves find that it doesn’t come as naturally to their sanguine natures.” 
 
    Kea’s face creased up in a frown. “Then, you are coming with us, Simone?” 
 
    Simone gave a little start, and a small laugh escaped her lips. “Oh, didn’t I mention that?”  
 
    “We’ve literally been talking for three minutes, sister,” Rosa pointed out. 
 
    “Hm, well yes, I am coming with you,” Simone said matter-of-factly, “and the rest of the wild elves are coming too, if that is agreeable with the Matriarch of the nature elves, of course?” 
 
    That took all of us, bar Rosa, by surprise. 
 
    “You want to come to Varglade?” I asked Simone, making sure that she knew what she was saying. “You all want to come to Varglade?” 
 
    “Well, yes, amalgamage,” Simone said. “Did my dear sibling not tell you of what we discussed yestereve when the rest of you were slumbering away?” 
 
    I looked over at Rosa. She winked at me. 
 
    “I didn’t want to say anything, just in case of the very high probability of none of our kin being here when we got back,” Rosa said, half to me and half to her sister. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Simone said. “Well, anyway, we discussed what we would do if you managed to find the lost artifact in Ferusbourne. Rosa made the highly compelling argument that we should try and get our wild elf kin to consider a vacation to the fine township that you are apparently developing. She told me tales of the good work that the dark and nature elves are doing together. She thought that it might be a commendable thing for the wild elves to come and lend a hand.” 
 
    I shook my head to clear it of all the questions that had bubbled up inside of it. Selecting the one I deemed to be the most pertinent, I said, “But literally everything you have told me about wild elves suggests them coming together like this is about as likely as a herd of goats forming a government.” 
 
    Simone blinked at me. 
 
    “No offense,” I added, just because you could never be sure how a wild elf was going to react. 
 
    “A herd of goats… forming governments…” Simone said slowly. 
 
    “Stay focused!” Rosa said loudly. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” Simone said. “Yes, yes, anyway, we are coming. With the return of the amalgamage’s signet fragment to our clan, many wild elves have found themselves intrigued as to what will happen next.” 
 
    “What will happen next?” I repeated. “I didn’t think they held much store in future events, preferring to let the wind and their whimsies take them where they will?” 
 
    “That’s so,” Simone admitted. “And I must say that most of the time, and certainly for the last however many uncounted years, it has been a glorious way to exist with this world of ours.” 
 
    Rosa nodded in agreement. “Indeed, it has,” she said, turning from her sister to me. “However, the world of Tavalon is changing, and not for the better. Even our clan has sensed it and become aware of it. It is a well-known truth that the serpent which cannot shed its skin usually has to die.” 
 
    “Just as it also believed that those minds which are prevented from altering their views very often cease to be mindful,” Lilah pointed out. 
 
    Rosa snapped her fingers and pointed at the nature elf. “Just so, Lilah, just so.” 
 
    “And you really think this slowly growing awareness has convinced the rest of your clan,” I said, gesturing around at the tents, “to come and try their hand at domestic living for a while?” 
 
    At the words ‘domestic living’, Simone gave a little shudder. “Let’s just call it a vacation, shall we, Jake Walker? I have a strong stomach but talk of domesticity will only scare off some of the other flightier wild elves.” 
 
    I snorted and held up my hand in apology. “Fair call.” 
 
    Simone smiled back at me. “And it is not the threat of ogres that has convinced them to go to Varglade.” 
 
    “No?” Nelri said. 
 
    “No,” Simon replied. “It is Jake Walker, the amalgamage, the man non-elf who fell from the sky, and went into long-abandoned Ferusbourne and retrieved a lost artifact, that convinced them.” 
 
    I leaned back on the stump that I was sitting on and regarded Simone. 
 
    “Huh,” I said after a while. “Well… isn’t that a turn up for the books.” 
 
    I switched my gaze to Lilah and Nelri. The two of them were watching me carefully, the suggestion of smiles touching the corners of their lips, as if they could tell precisely what I was going to say next. 
 
    “This is exciting news, Simone,” I said, a smile of my own stealing across my face. “I can’t wait to see how your folk are going to help us expand and improve the place.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We marched back into Varglade six days later, at the head of a straggling and disjointed column of wild elves. When we had been one day out of the township, I sent Nelri, riding on the back of Sundance, ahead of us to let the townsfolk know we were coming and could prepare lodgings for our new wild elven guests. 
 
    When we arrived, the streets were abustle with excited and curious elves. It felt like, even during the relatively short time we had spent away, that Varglade had become even more established. 
 
    It was not so much the township itself, but how the elves who inhabited it acted. They looked like they truly belonged there now, both the original nature elf inhabitants and the new additions. There were many thronging the road, offering food and drink to the newcomers in a magnificent display of welcome that made me proud just to see it. 
 
    Hell, it might even have had something to do with me, with how I felt, that made the place look a little different, a little shinier. As I led the column of wild elves through the especially wide tunnel that had formed in the barrier hedge wall, I felt the unmistakable feeling of coming home.  
 
    Once we were inside the township walls, I told Rosa and Simone to lead the wild elves to a part of town that was still relatively uninhabited. It was a residential section of Varglade that had been at the end of the repair list, as it had not currently been required for our needs. I wasn’t sure how much work had taken place on it, but Rosa assured me that the wild elves would relish putting their touch on the empty cottages and hovels. 
 
    “They’re going to find it a novel experience,” she assured me. “Either that or they’ll burn the things down and just set up their tents. We’ll have to see how heavily they’ve been imbibing on the march here.” 
 
    I left Rosa and Simone to settle their people in. Nelri had taken off to catch up with Zuthry, the Matriarch of her dark elven clan, while Lilah had headed back to our cottage to take care of Sundance. 
 
    That left me suddenly standing alone amid all the hustle and bustle of the late afternoon. We had contemplated camping another night, a few hours from Varglade, but I was glad we had elected to press on. It was good to be back. 
 
    I waved at a couple of elves that I recognized and blew a kiss to a wizened old nature elf who made the best honey cakes in the village, which made her blush and smile. 
 
    “Jake?”  
 
    I turned and saw that Kea was standing behind me. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “are you okay? I thought you might have gone with the others somewhere.” 
 
    Kea shook her head, and her thick white-blonde braid swung around her neck and landed on her right shoulder. Absent-mindedly, she reached up and fingered it. 
 
    “No,” she said, “I was just standing and thinking.” 
 
    “About anything in particular?”  
 
    “Just at how incredible it is, really, that all this has happened in such a short space of time.” The sea elf gestured around at the crowded street with its energetic and purposeful vibe. “If someone had told me that dark, nature, and wild elves were living in a single community, and a community that was thriving, I am not sure I would have believed them.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s funny, isn’t it?” I said, looking around and soaking in the sights of happy elves trading and bartering and giving. “Everyone thinks that change comes in this big flashing thunderbolt moment, you know. Like, one minute something is a certain way and the next minute it’s another. But it’s really more a case of gradual changes, until one day you wake up and everything is different.” 
 
    “Yes, change is like war in some respect,” Kea said, her pretty expression clouding a little. “Folk think that wars are started in the same way—one big battle that sets off a feud that can tear the people and the land apart. But, as you say, it is really just a case of little by little.” 
 
    It was clear that Kea’s thoughts were filled with the tormenting possibilities of her fellows and the undead in the sealed walls of Cliffshall Skerry. 
 
    With an effort, the usually sanguine and relaxed sea elf said, “Still, it’s incredible what you’ve done here, Jake.” 
 
    “It’s incredible what I’ve helped to do,” I amended her.      
 
    Kea smiled at me. “Indeed. A team effort. Still, you are at the center of it.” 
 
    I gave a casual shrug, trying to make sure that I didn’t come across as overly humble. The fact was, I knew I had done a good job, and I took pride in that fact, but there was no way I could say that I had done everything. 
 
    “I always try to bring my full potential to every job, and be on top of my work. In my old world, if you didn’t do that, you'd normally be replaced as quickly as that.” And I snapped my fingers.  
 
    Kea gave me a little frown, but it soon morphed into another one of her warm smiles. 
 
    “You needn’t worry about anyone replacing you, amalgamage, even if they could,” she said. “Now, how about we walk together, you and I, and make sure that everything is as it should be in this burgeoning elvish paradise you’re helping to build.” 
 
    Arm in arm, we set off through the streets. The new lanterns winked on as we walked, and the sun sank lower. The little dirt lanes and the wider thoroughfares that had been newly cobbled with sandy stones were lit up by the twinkling lights hanging from roof eaves and tree branches. The air was full of that special kind of sunlight that permeates the air at the end of a summer’s day.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Kea said as we strolled along. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    We continued, just enjoying being part of the giant, living, and breathing entity of the village, content in the knowledge that we were just two small parts of a wonderful whole. It had often been said to me back on Earth, usually by my colleague Joe when he was feeling particularly mutinous toward our boss, Perry Steele, that we were all just cogs in a big machine. Joe had always made that sound like it was a bad thing, but in Varglade, there was an honesty and a simpleness to it that resonated with me. 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether I appreciated the elven way of life more because I had come from a place and background that was so unlike it. Maybe it was because I had, during my time in Tavalon, found out what really mattered to me. Whatever it was, a life in which I could find the wonders in the world around me more than enough, left me feeling content basically all the time. To find such simple things as the freshness of the air and bathing in natural water exhilarating, to take some exercise in the form of a morning walk in the Torrwood or an evening stroll through the town, to be dazzled by the swirls and veils of the stars at night, to be amazed at some new bird or insect, or a wildflower the likes of which I had never seen…  
 
    All those things were some of the rewards of the simple life that I now shared with the elves. 
 
    It beat getting worried about keeping up with the latest cellphone or sneaker drop, or freaking out over whether I was getting the best internet speed I could afford. 
 
    There was still work going on around us, still elves improving their properties and the properties that we all shared and made use of. When we had left, the river had been in the first throes of cleansing itself of the debris and dirt that had filled its sadly shrunken bed. Now, as Kea and I crossed one of the foot bridges, we looked down and saw that what had been a sad and sluggish little stream, was now a full-blown river. 
 
    “There’s still room for it to be swifter and more full of life, I’m sure,” I said as we paused and leaned on the railing. I pointed down at the bank, where the old river had cut it out. While the height, clarity, and speed of the river was greatly improved, there could be no doubt that it had once been higher and more powerful still. 
 
    “The deeper it is, the more oxygen and nutrients will flow down,” Kea said, echoing my thoughts. “More nutrients and food mean more and bigger fish and ghost crays.” 
 
    “And more food for our growing population,” I said. “You’re quite right.” 
 
    We resumed our walk, stopping to chat with a few of the elves we met along the way. Everyone seemed so relaxed, so happy about the idea that the wild elves would be joining. Their mood appeared to transfer to Kea. Even though she had a lot weighing on her mind, the sea elf’s expression looked as peaceful as mine felt after ten minutes of wandering around. She clutched my arm tighter and pressed her body against mine. I said nothing, but at least half of my brain was aware that she was dressed in next to nothing and I could feel every curve and muscle. 
 
    The sun dropped further. The noises in the street became louder, but at the same time, sleepier. It reminded me of being younger, no more than ten or so, and running around on summer break, sticking to the classic curfew of being allowed to stay out until the streetlights came on. 
 
    Kea and I meandered out of the comparatively busy part of the township. We made for where many of the tradesmen had set up shop near where the river looped nearest to the walls. 
 
    “Look, they finished the mill!” I said excitedly as we emerged from the mouth of a narrow lane and were confronted by a large wooden wheel. 
 
    Kea grinned at my obvious satisfaction at another idea that had come to fruition. The wheel turned rhythmically in the water with a relaxing sound, almost like the chuffing noise a steam locomotive made. For a while, the pair of us just looked at it in motion, thinking whatever thoughts we were thinking. 
 
    Personally, I was thinking that, as far as moments went, this would be the perfect time to share a kiss with someone as attractive and interesting and exotic as Kea. There was no one else around, the late afternoon air was brimming with the dying sun, and the air was full of the wholesome sounds of insects, running water, and the distant murmurings of a thriving village. 
 
    Still, the sea elf was probably not in the mood for any kind of advance. Her head was likely all scrambled up with thoughts of Cliffshall Skerry. 
 
    I turned to Kea. “What did you want to do—”  
 
    With an abruptness that quite literally took my breath away, as I was yanked back into the gloomy shadows of the skinny lane and pressed hard against the wall, the sea elf was on me like white on rice. 
 
    Kea pressed her lips hard against me. Pressed her lithe, barely clad form hard against me too. The corner of something hard jabbed me in the hip as we moved back further into the dimness of the little alleyway. I shifted position slightly and ignored it for the time being. Over us, the ramshackle cottages leaned toward one another like they were melting, creating a little puddle of cloaking shadow. 
 
    We kissed in the dark, with the light of the magical lamps and the dying sun pooling a few yards away from where our feet were. Those sounds that I had found so relaxing and honest only a moment before—the chirping bugs, rushing river, and the faraway hubbub of Varglade’s main drag—faded away to a low background murmur as our arms entwined and we pulled each other’s bodies closer. 
 
    I had fantasized about having sex with Kea, but I wanted to make sure that this wasn’t all happening because of some emotional turmoil. I wanted it to be happening because she wanted it. Wanted me as bad as I wanted her. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, embodying the cliche of every nauseatingly considerate lover ever to grace the screen or page. “Wait. Kea, are you sure you want to do this? Now?” 
 
    The sea elf extricated her face from mine and stared up at me with her big all-white eyes. She was tall as elves went, so she did not have to crane up far to watch my eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” she said in her down-to-earth and serene voice. “Why would I be doing something I was not sure about?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something, but Kea put her fingers to my lips and stopped me. 
 
    “If I was grieving for my people, I would see your point,” she said. “But after what you said to us back at the beach, I am not grieving. I am worried, yes, but that is not what is fueling this fire I feel burning inside of me.” 
 
     “Right… Well… Okay, then,” I said, smooth as a stucco bathtub. 
 
    There was a hint of tongue, a soft clacking of teeth when next we came together and kissed. Then Kea was all up in my grill and had fixed me with her incredibly pale and ghostly gorgeous eyes. She put her hands on my chest, her fingers exploring the muscles that had become more defined there, after all the training I had been putting myself through. 
 
    “No beating around the bush, Jake Walker,” she said to me, her voice carrying a note of quiet urgency. 
 
    “Funny, beating around the bush was precisely what I had in mind,” I said. 
 
    I ran my tongue across my lips and tasted Kea’s unique flavor; there was a definite salt tang to her. 
 
    My hands slipped around her waist, migrated their way down, and skimmed over the alien fabric that covered her tight elvish ass. I worked my fingers up when I felt an almost unnoticeable gap at her waist and lifted the edge of her bikini style garment, so that I could run my hands up the smooth satin softness of her blue-skinned back. This was harder than it should have been due to the tightness of her top. I got there in the end though, and my fingers moved over the tightly bunched muscles of her lower back, her spine, her shoulders, sending shivers through her. 
 
    Kea’s hand snaked around my shoulders and grasped me by the back of the neck. She pressed her face against mine, even as she pulled me to her, crushing her salty blue lips against my own. She moaned and bit down on my bottom lip with barely controlled savagery, using her strong legs to push me back against the wall of the cottage that shadowed us. 
 
    “Ow, goddammit,” I said, with a soft chuckle. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I turned as well as I was able, to see what was stabbing into my thigh and hip. It was the corner of a large crate. There were a few of them lining the skinny lane. They might have been parts of the new mill, but they were sealed so it was impossible to know. 
 
    This elicited a small, impatient smile from Kea. She forced me back so that I was compelled to find a comfier position as soon as possible. My ass bumped into the wooden crate, and I adjusted myself so that I was half leaning and half sitting on it. 
 
    “That’ll do for now,” I grunted and got back to my eager fondling of the lithesome elf in front of me. 
 
    Showing an unabashed enthusiasm, Kea started rubbing away at the front of my pants, while I breathed heavily into her hair, massaged her back, and ran a flurry of soft kisses down her neck. 
 
    Kea’s tongue was as slippery and cunning as an eel, working its way around my mouth and occasionally slipping out to lick daintily at my lips. The sea elf was usually so chilled and self-possessed, so happy to go with the flow, that I found this different, more confident elf, who appeared to be totally in her element and in absolute control of the situation, all the more arousing. 
 
    Our stumbling fingers seemed to have ideas of their own. Our hands moved of their own accord, investigating each other, pressing and pushing and pulling, and following the contours of each other’s bodies over our clothes. 
 
    I ran my hands over Kea’s ass. There was no suggestion that she was wearing any underwear under her pants. I found myself aching to see whether this was or was not the case. 
 
    “Do you think we should get undressed?” I asked the sea elf, my words coming out squashed and muffled as we continued kissing. 
 
    “Only as much as we need to,” came the fervent response. 
 
    Kea slipped her small hand neatly down the front of my pants, the buttons of which she had opened with all the finesse of a frontier-era pickpocket. 
 
    I twisted suddenly, catching the sea elf around her slim waist and lifting her up off her feet, so that our positions were reversed. I pressed Kea up against the crate, reached down, grabbed her under the thighs, and bodily lifted her onto the damned thing. Kea let out a gasp and, for a moment, I thought I had inadvertently given her the mother of all splinters to the ass. 
 
    “Ah, there is another side to the amalgamage, is there?” she asked coyly. “Not just the consummate and polite gentleman after all?” 
 
    “I’m not sure about all that. I just do me, you know.” 
 
    My fingers were fumbling, excitable and clumsy, and made more so by the fact that Kea’s hand was hard at work inside of my breeches. Up and down it went, up and down, stroking my cock so that it swelled with every passing second. 
 
    “How in the world,” I hissed, after a few seconds of fruitless messing around, “do you get these pants of yours off?” 
 
    Kea giggled. With her spare hand, she hooked her thumb deftly into an invisible crease, and pulled her pants away from her waist. 
 
    “Would you look at that,” I said. “And here was me thinking those things were painted on.” 
 
    I quickly got my fingers into the waistband before it could disappear again and then slid them around the back, while Kea shifted and chuckled at my clumsiness. When I had managed to get hold of them, I hooked all my fingers into the back waistband and pulled Kea’s pants down her toned thighs until they were all gathered at her knees. 
 
    “What a mission,” I said. 
 
    “But worth it, I hope,” the sea elf murmured seductively. 
 
    I looked down. “Oh, fuck me, yes.” 
 
    Kea’s skin was the same lightly shimmering blue hue all over, and this included her vagina. It might have struck me as odd, maybe, had I not been in Tavalon, but as it was, Kea’s pussy was just as hot and inviting as any other one I had seen. As if the sight of her bald womanhood had been the final signal it had been waiting for, I felt my dick spring to full attention in my pants. 
 
    Kea squeezed it gently in her hands. “You seem to have suffered a rush of blood to the head,” she said, sticking her tongue between her teeth and smiling. 
 
    Somewhat awkwardly, what with her knees being locked together by her tangled pants, I roughly pushed Kea’s legs as far apart as I was able, bent my head, and started kissing and licking the inside of her athletic swimmer’s thighs. Kea moaned as she put her head back to lean against the rough plank wall of the cottage. They were small, excited, quivering moans that drove me on, wanting to show this elven beauty just how good a lover I could be. 
 
    While I teased her with these butterfly kisses, I simultaneously reached up and began rubbing at her the moist lips of her opening and the swollen nub of her clit. Kea’s moans intensified, and she shoved her fist into her mouth to stop them getting any louder and alerting any pedestrians that might have happened to be walking by. 
 
    Just as I was getting into my groove, and had started to lap at her slit, mixing my saliva with her girl juices, Kea grabbed me by the hair and hauled me up. 
 
    “Trust me when I say, Jake Walker, that I would love to be the recipient of every sexual trick you have up your sleeve. But now, in the middle of this alleyway, is not the time.” 
 
    My cock was throbbing in the confines of my pants, peeking out from the opening of my breeches like a bald soldier sticking his head out of a foxhole to check that the coast was clear. My face must have shown my disappointment because Kea laughed softly and patted my cheek. 
 
    “Do not worry though,” she said, leaning forward to kiss me, “that only means that I want you to fuck me now.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Going straight to the main course?” 
 
    Kea shook her head. “I don’t know what—” 
 
    I grabbed the sea elf by her ankles and yanked them toward the sky so that her legs were pointing upward. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her all-white eyes shining with lust. “Yes. Straight down to the feast. Yes. Please.” 
 
    Impatiently, I pulled my pants down so that they were bunched around my shins, and freed my colossal boner, which Kea eyed greedily. With us still basically entirely dressed except for the necessary areas, it was a little awkward, but I soon found a way to make things work. 
 
    Maneuvering both of Kea’s legs to the side, but keeping them pointed upward, I managed to find a position that allowed me to achieve, as a NASA aerospace engineer might have put it, maximum thrust. I stepped forward, pressed the tip of my cock up against Kea’s soaking slot, and rubbed it up and down so that it got all lubed up with her juices. Then, with more speed and fierceness than I might have used had we more time, I pushed into Kea and sunk myself all the way into her. 
 
    Kea groaned, long and low and muffled with her fist in her mouth, and I echoed the sound. It wasn’t even a conscious sound, more like a vocal release of tensions I had not realized had been building up. My manhood twitched with anticipation inside of the sea elf and grew even stiffer. I swallowed and enjoyed the fantastic sensation.  
 
    I pulled out with a savage speed, suddenly champing at the bit to fuck the shit out of this beautiful woman, just in the way she was apparently gagging for. Kea gave a wordless cry of rapture as I slid free of her, her pussy suddenly devoid of the meat that had been filling it. 
 
    “More,” she said simply. 
 
    My nuts slapped against her thigh as I drove into her. The soft wet squelching sound of the two of us coming together, and the way that the sea elf’s thigh muscles tensed as I plunged into her, was enough to get my blood singing in my ears.  
 
    “Again,” Kea said in a hushed voice, a voice that was hoarse with longing and wanton need. “Again and again. Hurry. I don’t want anyone interrupting us before we finish.” 
 
    That mortifying thought—not that we might get walked in on, but that we might have to stop this halfway through—had not occurred to me. I made an inarticulate noise in my throat and then started fucking away with single-minded enthusiasm. 
 
    We continued fucking in the most brutal and caveman like fashion, both of us gazing at one another from out of half-closed eyelids. The insects, the river, the waterwheel, the faraway babble of pedestrians, they had all faded away and been replaced with the slap of my testicles against Kea’s wet pussy and thighs, the hiss of skin on skin as my hands moved along the tops of her bared legs. 
 
    As I pounded mercilessly into her, trying to hit a perfect medium ground between speed and gratification, I reached up and managed to pull the top edge of the sea elf’s tight top down and expose her pert and perky tits. They were tipped with large nipples of cobalt blue, which were erect with arousal. I looked down at this wondrous sight, while I continued to pump away at her, then reached around her legs, which were directly in front of me, and took them in my hands. 
 
    As I grasped at her fantastic breasts and pinched her nipples, Kea grunted, saliva running over her fist where she still had it shoved in her open mouth. My ears were filled with wet sucking noises as my dick slid in and out of her, faster and faster. I was panting. Grunting. The breath hissing between my clenched teeth as I neared the point of no return. 
 
    With a sudden desperate, whining exhalation, Kea’s body tensed. Her pearlescent white eyes went wide, staring up into the falling dusk as if the sky was a veil that she could suddenly see through. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her words coming out faint and indistinct. “Yes… yes…” 
 
    She shuddered, and her eyes rolled up into her head as she twitched spasmodically. 
 
    Doing my best to keep my voice down, yet unable to stay completely quiet, I came with the thunder. I grabbed Kea’s legs, like a shipwrecked mariner holding onto a mast for all he was worth, and bucked into her. I felt my seed flood into her, jolt after jolt of it. And, at the pinnacle of my release, I got the inescapable sensation that I had been plunged into the brine. 
 
    The tingling, fresh feeling was so visceral that I gasped as if I had dived into a clear, deep pool and was coming up for air. My senses tingled, and when I opened my eyes, the light of the lamps and the fading sun stung them for a moment, much as the salt of the ocean might have.  
 
    With a stuttering wheeze of utter contentment, I half collapsed on top of the sea elf. My legs were shaking, and I felt totally spent. It was the perfect ending to our journey. 
 
    Our heartbeats drummed matching tattoos in our chests as I leaned my forehead against Kea’s and we sought to get our breath back.           
 
    “I wonder if… if you have taken on some of my sea elven powers or abilities, just as… just as you did the others?” Kea panted, her chest rising and falling as she pulled her top up again to cover those gorgeous tits of hers. 
 
    With an effort, I pulled up my pants from around my ankles and buttoned them. Then I reached down and grabbed my sword belt and began going through the motions of fastening it. 
 
    “Well,” I said, pushing my hair out of my sweaty face so that I could lean in and kiss the sea elf, “I guess there is only one way to find out, and now is as good a time as any.” 
 
    Kea and I closed out the evening down by the riverside. The pair of us were sitting together on one of the banks, watching the river flow past as the light faded from the sky and the heavens traded sapphire blue for heather purple. 
 
    “Do you think this is wise to try?” Kea asked me. “This will be your very first attempt with sea elf magic. Are you not worried that you might overextend yourself?” 
 
    I raised the sea elf’s hand to my lips and kissed it. “There was this super big egghead from back in my old world who said that the only true wisdom is in knowing you know nothing.” 
 
    Kea considered this. “That sounds like one of those profound things that can be interpreted any way you like, but basically doesn’t mean anything,” she said calmly. 
 
    I made a face. “Maybe. The point is, I’ve always been one to just have a go and see what happens.” 
 
    Kea smiled and squeezed my hand. “I see that in you quite clearly. Go then and see what happens, Jake.” 
 
    I got to my feet and, stepping cautiously, I moved down the bank until I was right next to the flowing water. My rough goal was to raise the river all the way. In my head, it sounded like a simple enough objective, although it might be a bit harder than I was hoping. 
 
    Having no better notion as to the way I should start, I dipped both my hands into the swiftly flowing, chill water. After the heat of our lovemaking, the cold of the underground fed river felt good against my skin. I closed my eyes and, mentally, dove into the watercourse. 
 
    The feeling of that first touch of sea elf magic, as I found it inside of myself, was like a sharp splash of water when you aren’t expecting it. There was nothing subtle about it. It was raw and powerful, like breakers on the shore, and yet I got the impression that it could be used with great finesse after a little patience and practice. 
 
    Mentally, I sent out my thoughts and my will, along with as much sea magic as I felt necessary. I ran that magical will upstream, feeling every rock, weed, and bend in the river as clearly as if I was scanning it with some kind of machine. After what might have been seconds or an hour, I found the source and I plunged fearlessly into it. I battered at the source of the river, cajoling it with magic and will. For an indeterminable amount of time, I strove like this until, with a rushing roar, a cavalcade of water came charging down the river. 
 
    I opened my eyes, realizing too late that I was about to get very wet. 
 
    “Jake!” 
 
    I looked up and saw that Kea had her hand extended. I grabbed onto it, and she helped me scramble clear just as the strengthened torrent of water came whisking by under my feet. 
 
    “You did it!” Kea cried. 
 
    I nodded. I had expected to be mentally drained and light-headed as only one who has been burning the midnight magic could be. Instead, I felt invigorated, buzzing with potential. I felt like I could do more with this almost menthol flush of sea elf magic coursing through my veins. 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    “Come with me,” I said to Kea, “and follow my lead.” 
 
    Powered by our magic and by the growing faith and friendship that was burgeoning between us, Kea and I spent the rest of the evening doing what I thought would take a dozen elven laborers to achieve. 
 
    We altered the course of the river. We carved a new loop out of it so that, while the original river still ran through the middle of Varglade, this new loop went through a new culvert in the barrier wall, so that it formed a moat on the outside of one side of the barrier wall. 
 
    “Another line of defense for the town,” Kea said, wiping sweat from my brow and looking up at the stars that were now shining down from the night sky. 
 
    “And with the river now also being wider and quicker and deeper, we should have more oxygen and nutrients flowing through it so that it becomes healthier and even more fish come back to it.” 
 
    Kea stepped close to me, nestling her head into my chest as I put my arm around her. “I think we have earned our rest tonight, amalgamage,” she said as we watched the new moat flow silently by, gleaming silver with the reflected light of the moon. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, drawing her close and feeling her taut body against me, “but you know what? Basking in the completion of this task, I suddenly feel like rest might not be what I’m after right now…” 
 
      
 
    End of Book 2 
 
    Want more Mayor of Elf Town? Leave a review here and let me know you want more! 
 
      
 
    Order Book 3 
 
    [image: A person sitting on a couch  Description automatically generated with low confidence] 
 
      
 
    Sign up to my newsletter  
 
    Join my Facebook group 
 
    Hang out with me on Discord 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Support Dante on Patreon!  
 
    Read books before they’re on Amazon, see exclusive NSFW artwork, and check out sneak peeks into my writing process on Dante King’s Patreon. 
 
      
 
    Become a Patron today at: https://geni.us/DanteKingPatreon     
 
        
 
      
 
    Want More Stories?  
 
    Join my email newsletter to receive free ebooks of the epic fantasy novels, Dragon Atlas and Rune Mage. 
 
     [image: DA1]   
 
    Like audiobooks? Sign up to my newsletter for a free audiobook of Immortal Swordslinger #1. 
 
     [image: IS1]   
 
      
 
   



 

 Facebook Fan Group 
 
    You can also join my Facebook Reader Group and follow my Facebook Page. 
 
   

 

 Follow me on Amazon 
 
    Amazon is often slow to update readers on new releases, so the best way to get notified is by clicking this link and then clicking the Follow button. 
 
   

 

 Immortal Swordslinger 
 
    Have you read my martial arts fantasy story, Immortal Swordslinger? Check it out on Amazon. 
 
   

 

 Bone Lord 
 
    Do you like characters with a darker shade of magic? Bone Lord is my necromancer adult fantasy. Check it out on Amazon. 
 
      
 
    Fan Groups       
 
    Do you like Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Check out the Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations and fun! 
 
      
 
    Do you like stories where the main character has more than one love interest? Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    About the Author  
 
    Dante King is an author of Men’s Adventure fiction in various flavors. His books involve strong male protagonists who know what they want and do what’s required to get it. 
 
      
 
    You can connect with him at DanteKingAuthor.com 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
E%%%«Y&Pv‘





images/00002.jpeg
RR ATE msv

AVIPRO

§:W

v
[

IMMORT%;E





images/00001.jpeg
\/ \‘1 AR






images/00003.jpeg
Mo





