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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The day after I bonded with the beautiful sea elf, Kea, we rested. During this brief respite, we mulled over potential ways that we could bust into Cliffshall Skerry, before diving back into the myriad tasks that still awaited our attention within Varglade. 
 
    There was no question as to whether we would give up on Kea’s people—not on my watch—but there was also much to be done at home. Time and tide may have waited for no man, but I also figured martial and magical defenses would also wait for no ogre invasion force. 
 
    While the rest of our inner circle of elves focused on other tasks, Kea was puzzling out the mystery of the blood elven wall. For her part, the sea elf busied herself by walking the length of the river that we had deepened, widened, and extended, all the way up to its headwater in the forests that encircled Varglade. 
 
    Rosa and her sister, Simone, jumped straight into the organizing of the wild elves, a task which I did not envy. They set about totally revamping and restoring the section of the town that had been given over to them. Almost in the space of a day, that quarter of Varglade took on a very wild elven flair and atmosphere. 
 
    The buildings, depending on their state of repair, soon became melded confections of cottage and tent. They were stained extraordinary colors with paints made from certain muds, bloods, powdered barks, and crushed minerals that could be found throughout the forestland of Viridis. All were festooned with the marks and hide banners of the particular elves living within them. 
 
    The streets throughout this new wild elf quarter also took on a more garish and unique personality. Flags of stitched leaves and cleverly worked hides fluttered around, the smells of cooking often drifted through the quarter, and there was much trading of things gathered from the forest. It seemed too as if animals were more drawn to that particular area of Varglade. Small creatures like squirrels and rabbits and the occasional fat badger could be seen wandering through the narrow lanes in the very early morning and around dusk. It was a risky proposition for the forest creatures, for the wild elves might just as readily feed a scrap of bread to a hungry critter as they might grab it for the pot. 
 
    Lilah kept her eye on how the wild elves were faring. For the most part though, the nature elf Matriarch was busy conferring with Firnous, who’d become an unofficial supervisor of Varglade’s defenses. She also spent the day visiting her people, who were delighted to have her amongst them once more.  
 
    After watching the wild elves get to work and greeting villagers alongside Lilah, I went to find Zuthry, the Matriarch of the refugee dark elves. 
 
    I found the older female elf standing with Firnous by the river and enjoying a pie fresh out of a baker’s oven. The pair of elves were standing close together and smiling while they chatted in hushed voices. Even as I stepped around a wandering guinea fowl, I noticed Zuthry pop a morsel into Firnous’ mouth and brush a crumb from his chin. 
 
    Not being able to think of anything more awkward than Firnous running game, I made sure that my approach was plenty loud enough, so that they could finish with any cute talk.  
 
    “Morning,” I greeted the pair of them as I came to stand by the bank of the river. 
 
    “Good morning, Jake Walker,” Zuthry said politely. “I was just introducing Firnous here to the joys of a dark elf-baked roc and snawfuss pie. Have you had the chance to try one yourself yet?” 
 
    “I haven’t.” 
 
    Zuthry made a tutting sound and gave me a small smile. “You don’t know what you’re missing out on.” She licked a last spot of gravy from her thumb. 
 
    “I can imagine,” I said, returning the smile. “What did the critic Firnous have to say about it?” I asked the austere, but golden-hearted, nature elf standing next to Zuthry. 
 
    Firnous’ eyes were twinkling, but his stern and noble face could have been carved out of granite. 
 
    “It was… delectable,” he said after a thoughtful silence. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and looked back at Zuthry, who dropped me a wink of such impossible speed that it might never have happened at all. 
 
    “Gee, delectable. That’s basically the Firnous version of singing a pie’s praises from the nearest rooftop, I think.” 
 
    Zuthry chuckled softly and laid her hand briefly on the male nature elf’s shoulder, while Firnous regarded me with a patient and resigned eye. His perceptive gaze flicked down to my sword belt, and a pleased smile tugged at the corners of his lips. 
 
    “You managed to retain your sword on your journeys, amalgamage,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t throw it once, Firnous. You would have been so proud.” 
 
    Firnous nodded. “You’re learning fast, amalgamage. It gratifies an old tutor to see his people taking his words on board.” 
 
    “What can we help you with, Jake Walker?” Zuthry asked me. 
 
    “I was thinking you could send a select hunter-gathering force to the small dungeons that the ogres destroyed. Not your former home, but the smaller one that Nelri, Lilah, and I stumbled across.” 
 
    “The one that had been sacked by the fae?” Zuthry asked me, her expression darkening at the memory. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “It’s been a while now, so I’m not sure whether any food supplies will be any good, but from what Nelri has told me, there might still be weapons and other supplies there.” 
 
    Zuthry nodded. “It is apt that you should bring this subject up now,” the Matriarch of the dark elves said, “for it has recently resurfaced in my mind.” 
 
    Firnous nodded. “We have more folk now than Varglade has seen in many long years. We have the skill and the hands to keep them all fed, watered, and comfortable, but there’s no telling how many more could join us in the coming days. Additional supplies would not go amiss.” 
 
    I clapped Firnous on the shoulder. “I’m glad you think so. A few nature elves should accompany Zuthry’s chosen dark elves. They know the patches of forest immediately surrounding Varglade best. Firnous, why don’t you accompany them and make sure everything goes smoothly? I’d feel better knowing that there was a proper adult going along for the ride.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Firnous said. 
 
    “What I wish has nothing to do with it, Firnous. I’m asking whether you would want to go.” 
 
    The older elf smiled at me then, a real one that further deepened the lines in his face. 
 
    “I would love to get out into the woodland with my bow and knife, amalgamage. It has been too long since I have walked abroad.” 
 
    “A fine plan, Jake Walker,” Zuthry said. “I will organize a team of two dozen or so elves and send them to the dungeons. In fact, I shall accompany them too.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “If I could counsel one more thing too, Zuthry?” 
 
    “Of course,” the dark elf said obligingly. 
 
    “If anything is too heavy or cumbersome to be brought back here, it should be set on fire or buried,” I said. “If we can’t use it, we don’t want the Ogre King or any of his minions to be able to either.” 
 
    Zuthry bowed her head. “Shrewd advice, Jake Walker, and something that I would have recommended myself had you not said it. I will see it done.” 
 
    Firnous cleared his throat, turned so that he was looking out over the river again, and then said, “We will see it done.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The next few days were filled with activity and improvement for Varglade. The wild and nature elves formed scouting parties and set out on exhaustive all-day incursions in the surrounding Torrwood. The wild elves had helped the nature elves to find a small lode of stone that apparently yielded a metal that could be melted down and used to make tools, rods, bars, and instruments that would not shatter. It was a shame the material refused to hold an edge, as it would have been useful for crafting swords. Not that we were low on weapons, as every elf had their own and cared for it meticulously. However, when it came to our ogre enemies, you could never have too many knives as far as those motherfuckers went. 
 
    Another small herd of the deer-like snawfusses were also found in the hillier, stonier lands to the south of Varglade. This herd was brought back and kept penned up on one of the banks of the dell. The barrier wall on that particular side had extended outward, thanks to some magical maneuvering on my part. 
 
    With the simple irrigation system that I designed and helped build with my new sea elf powers, Varglade soon had irrigated fruit and vegetable crops to complement the protein that the snawfusses provided.  
 
    In the space of no time at all, we had become far more self-sufficient than we had been only a few short weeks before. Suddenly, we possessed a simple form of agriculture.  
 
    The hearts of the different elven clans were definitely still given to the wild woods and the life of hunting and gathering—and I loved that. However, in this next epoch, we would need the security and the convenience that simple farming provided. It was unlikely we could spare elves to go hunting for our meat. Obviously, this method of living in harmony with the land was the cornerstone of elvish living, but it would have to be dialed back if we wanted to achieve our goals.  
 
    We were planning to take the fight to the Ogre King. That meant gathering more elves, finding more allies, strengthening and upgrading Varglade, and then marching on the Ogre King and showing him just how huge a mistake he had made in trying to wipe elves from the face of Tavalon.  
 
    While I was working on the irrigation system and doing a dozen other little jobs, I ruminated on the problem of the blood elf barricade at Cliffshall Skerry. Kea alone had gone under the water and seen that the blood elf magic barrier extended all the way down, effectively cutting off every entrance to Cliffshall Skerry. From what she had said, any magical or physical attacks would have minimal effect. 
 
    So, how were we meant to get beyond the barrier? 
 
    No matter how many hours I devoted to this problem, I just couldn’t figure out a way.  
 
    It was actually Nelri who finally gave me the mental nudge I needed. 
 
    I was heading back up the road toward the cottage that Nelri, Lilah, and I called home one afternoon when a shout from a side street pulled me up short. I had elected to ride Sundance, who had been trailing me like a puppy all day, back to the house to save time. The raptor—I had started referring to him as this—looked to the right and let out a gurgle of recognition. 
 
    “Hey, Nelri, you’re back from your mission to the dungeon I see,” I said, seeing the dark elf standing with a couple of her kin around a few barrels. “What’ve you got there?” 
 
    “A few casks of dark elf fortified wine,” Nelri said to me as I slid down from Sundance’s back and came over to give her a welcoming hug. “I told you that the dark elves were skilled in the art of distillation and brewing, did I not?” 
 
    “You did indeed. It’s too bad that the ogres drank most of your supply at the dungeon we escaped from.” 
 
    Nelri nodded her head sadly. “Yes, well, there’s no point crying over spilled hooch as we say. We managed to salvage a half dozen or barrels, along with some salted meat, and a collection of things that the ogres deemed unimportant but will aid us tremendously in the coming winter months—blankets, skins, and warmer clothes.” 
 
    “What are you doing with it?” I nodded toward where the other two dark elves had heaved a barrel onto its side and then placed it up on a makeshift rack. Underneath it was another barrel with its top levered off, empty and waiting. 
 
    “Well, this particular vintage of berry fortified wine is usually swapped every month or so while it is fermenting and macerating because the fruit and skins all float to the top. You want to keep the juice—the wine—moving as much as you can. It improves the flavor of the end product. The thing is though, that these barrels were left out in the opening of the cave and the wooden bungs have swollen so we can’t get the damn wine out.” 
 
    “What are you going to do then? Do you need a hand?” 
 
    “We’re fine.” Nelri gave me a smile. “It’s nothing that this elf and her trusty boring drill can’t solve.” She held up an old-fashioned—for Earth—hand drill. “I’m going to bore a hole and free the wine that way. You can try some if you like—hey, where are you going?” 
 
    “Sorry!” I said, running back to Sundance and leaping back onto his back. “Sorry, I just… I think you might have just given me the inspiration we all needed, Nelri! Nice one!” 
 
    “Jake,” Nelri said, the hand drill still clutched in front of her as she looked at me in confusion, “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    I grinned and clicked my tongue at Sundance. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later!” I called as the raptor set off in a brisk jog. “If I don’t see you before, bring the others up to the cottage this evening and I’ll hopefully be able to explain it all.” 
 
    Sundance had barely pulled up to the cottage when I was off his back and sprinting for the door. While the raptor went around back to see if there were bones he had overlooked, I barged into the house and threw myself down at the small kitchen table that doubled as a desk. Before the twinkling inspiration in my head could disperse, I snatched up some charcoal and a quill and began to sketch. 
 
    By the time Nelri, Lilah, Rosa, and Kea came up to the house, I was ready to show them what I had created. Basically, I had designed an underwater drill and waterjet, which I hoped would be just the unexpected thing to get us into Cliffshall Skerry. Laying out the quickly sketched parts of my invention, I explained how it would allow us to break into the sea elf’s captured island home. 
 
    “Now, the inspiration came to me when I saw you standing there with that hand drill, Nelri.” I was so excited about the potential that my lips couldn’t move fast enough for me to articulate my words. “When I saw that, I realized that solution might be quite simple, if I just went back to what I learned back on Earth.” 
 
    Lilah patted at the air to try and slow me down. “Jake,” she said, tapping at one of the diagrams, “to me, this looks just like a big drill.” 
 
    “It is a big drill,” I said. 
 
    “And how are we supposed to make use of a big drill, while simultaneously trying to hold our breath under thirty feet of water?” Rosa asked me. 
 
    “That is a good question,” Kea said. 
 
    I waved my hands around in the air like a man who is trying to dispel a noxious smell. “Sorry, that was probably a bit of an oversimplification. It’s like a drill, but it’s not entirely the same as one. You see, I have modeled it off something called a waterjet, which is an invention on my home world that is used for cutting a wide variety of materials using an extremely high-pressure jet of water, or a mixture of water and an abrasive substance. With enough pressure, such a thing can cut through steel.” 
 
    The elves looked at one another, clearly amazed at the very notion of water cutting through something as strong as steel. 
 
    “And it doesn't use any magic?” Nelri asked me. 
 
    I grinned. “No. Not where I’m from. Just electricity and a shitload of clever technology,” I replied. 
 
    “Eleck-triss-city?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “It’s not important,” I said, “because I’m hoping to use a combination of sea elf magic and wild magic to blast water, with maybe just a bit of sand, at high speed into the foundations of the blood magic wall. My plan is to weaken the foundations and try to bring it down.” 
 
    The elven women were suddenly looking very excited, especially Kea. Her eyes were wide, and she was sitting up very straight in one of the kitchen chairs. 
 
    “But, Jake, if you’re talking about bringing down a whole section of this wall, won’t we need a far bigger drill?” Lilah asked me. 
 
    I shook my head and hastily started sliding all the pieces of parchment into one sheaf. 
 
    “No, and there are two reasons for that,” I said. “The first is that we need to get back to Cliffshall Skerry as soon as we can, right?” 
 
    Kea nodded. “Yes, there is very little time left for us if we wish to beat the king tide. We have already missed our chance at using the landbridge for another month, but seeing as this plan seems to hinge on going under the water, this should not be a problem. However, the king tide is due, and the water gets very rough around Cliffshall Skerry at such times. It would be better if we were there as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Right, so we don’t have the time to make something bigger,” I said, “nor do we want something that is so big that the five of us can’t lift it. We need to be fast and light, and this design”—and I held up the sheaf of papers—“enables us to break the device into parts we can all carry. As for needing something big to bring the actual walls down, we will simply drill in designated spots to weaken the structure. This should hopefully make for a controlled collapse.” 
 
    “You’re sure this will work?” Kea asked me, after a few moments of ponderous silence. 
 
    “I’m not sure it will work,” I said. “But I’ve run all the boring numbers and gone through a heap of potential simulations on paper, and it’s about as good a plan as we are likely to come up with.” 
 
    “Sea elf magic, along with the magic of the wild elves…” Nelri mused. 
 
    “I’m thinking I can use the sea elf magic to actually control what I wanted the waterjet to do,” I said. “The wild elf magic will be injected into the primary incantation, along with the sand that I want to siphon up from the seabed, and used to bring some serious instability to the walls where we bore them out.” 
 
    “Well, if there’s one thing that you can rely on a wild elf for, it’s a healthy dose of instability,” Rosa said amiably. 
 
    I grinned and nodded. “It’s going to be a potent combination, but it is my engineering and architectural knowledge that I’m trusting to bring home the bacon.” 
 
    I put my boots back on, wrenched open the door, and whistled for Sundance. 
 
    “Where are you going, Jake?” Lilah asked. 
 
    In answer, I waved the sheaf of drawings. “I’m going to find Firnous and tell him that he’s going to have to extract himself from Zuthry’s grip for the evening. He’ll be overseeing the elves pulling an all-nighter to knock this up.” 
 
    “An all-nighter?” Lilah repeated. “Then you want to leave—” 
 
    “In the morning, yeah,” I said. 
 
    Before I could swing myself up onto Sundance’s back, Kea launched herself from her chair and embraced me. 
 
    “What was that for?” I asked, though I was far from annoyed by the sudden hug. 
 
    “For helping, and for caring enough to go to all this trouble,” the sea elf said simply. “For keeping your word. It is a simple thing that all too many folk disregard the importance of.” 
 
    I kissed the sea elf on the cheek and jumped onto the waiting raptor’s back. 
 
    “One of the most important things we can do in this life is to let people know they are not alone,” I said. “And I gave you my word that I would help you and your people. No further explanation is necessary.” 
 
    As Sundance turned adroitly, taking the time to be careful of his tail on the skinny path that led up to the front door, I heard Rosa’s voice float through the open kitchen window. 
 
    “Hold on, hold on, hold on, ladies, what did Jake just say about Firnous untangling himself from Nelri?” 
 
    There was a chorus of girlish giggles, the kind that only a few men and flies on the wall get to hear. 
 
    “Oh, please,” came Nelri’s reply, “she has that nature elf caught up like a toenail snagged in a rug.” 
 
    The giggling accompanied me down the lane as I rode off in search of Firnous.  
 
    I smiled as Sundance carried me into the gathering evening. The smell of lavender was thick in the air thanks to the newly planted bushes that were now thriving everywhere. The birds were clearing their throats and calling out their evensongs.  
 
    I laughed then, thinking that it sure sounded like Firnous’ love life was about to blow up like a man with a broken metal detector walking through a minefield, and wondering how he would cope with it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The construction of the drill-cum-waterjet, overseen by Firnous, went ahead with minimal fuss. It was ready for us by the time that we came to collect it the following morning. I had designed it specifically so that it could be parted out and carried between five. Seeing as we were once again taking Sundance with us, this meant that we could use him to carry some of the parts too, and further lighten our loads. 
 
    Thus equipped, and with a disheartening supply of ERMs stuffed into flasks, we set off. We made far better time than we had done previously, and not only because we didn’t have to stop off for a little unexpected undead cleaning up. 
 
    Before the fourth day was out, we stood on the edge of the forest bordering the black sand beach that ran down to the churning surf.  
 
    The island haven of Cliffshall Skerry stood before us, but it was strangely quiet and still. There was an eeriness to the scene; a surreal vibe that threw me off my stride a little, like when you’re in a city in another timezone and Jeopardy comes on at seven rather than seven-thirty. 
 
    “It’s too late for us to start now.” Kea peered out toward the island and the huge looming wall of blood magic. The magical barrier looked like a scab in the westering light of the falling sun as it slipped into the watery western horizon. “We should wait until dawn. The sea will be calmer, before the wind has a chance to stir it up.” 
 
    There seemed to be little point in arguing. We might only be given one chance at breaking into Cliffshall Skerry and we needed to make the most of it.  
 
    With that in mind, we bedded down on the edge of the woodlands and prepared to sleep through a fireless night. 
 
    The following morning, Kea was awake before the sun and roused us all where we lay in a cozy huddle. It was a mark of how serious things were that Rosa refrained from grumbling at all. We dug a shallow hole in the sand in which we hid the few possessions we had brought with us, along with our boots which we were not going to need while swimming. 
 
    Sundance, of course, would not be accompanying us on this marine excursion, so he would be left guarding our gear. However, so as not to draw attention to the spot, he would be stationed nearby, invisible in the forest. After a brief farewell and a pat, we left him to play lookout with a hunk of snawfuss meat. 
 
    Kea led the way onto the dim gray beach. The rest of us followed, carrying the parts of the waterjet. I was stripped to the waist. The women had elected to leave on their skin-tight leather pants and shirts, figuring that they wouldn’t really weigh them down or make swimming that difficult. Kea had agreed with this. 
 
    In the shadow of the island that rose up from the depths and the wall of blood magic that now surrounded it, we hastily assembled the cutting rig. It was a crude device, made mostly of metal, but with the odd piece of hardwood thrown in and a leather strap that the wearer—me—would have slung over a shoulder. The drill bit looked raw and primitive, but the point of it was sharp and the spiral keen. That was all that mattered. 
 
    That, and that the thing actually fucking worked, of course. 
 
    While I had been assembling the waterjet, with the help of Lilah, Kea had been searching the rock pools nearby. Occasionally, she would swoop down and grab something before moving on. By the time the waterjet was ready, Kea was back and cradling something in her arms. 
 
    “What are those?” Rosa whispered with interest. 
 
    Kea held out one of the small items that she had collected. Rosa took it and held it up to the growing light of the coming day. 
 
    “Looks like a tiny bladder,” she said. 
 
    “It is sendasseweed,” the sea elf told us all. “And as Rosa has pointed out, they are little bladders.” 
 
    “And why do we have them?” I asked. 
 
    “All of you will pierce one before we go under the water and inhale its contents,” Kea said. “The air inside will expand your lungs and make them more efficient for twenty or so minutes and enable you to stay under the water for such a time.” 
 
    “And after that?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “Take three. Bite into and inhale the first one just before slipping under. Put each of the other two into your cheeks. When you feel you need to, simply bite into one of them and inhale once more.” 
 
    She passed around the little black bladders. They were a little squidgy, but obviously quite tightly packed with some sort of gas. I shrugged and popped one into the inside of each of my cheeks and then hefted the waterjet over one shoulder. It was about the size of an oversized weed whacker and was quite heavy despite its minimalist design. However, the weight would count for less in the water, and I was hoping that I would not have to carry it for long. 
 
    “Ready?” Kea asked us all. 
 
    We gave her four thumbs-up, our cheeks stuffed with sendasseweed pods. Without thinking too hard about the myriad things that could go wrong, we waded out into the water and ducked under the surface. 
 
    To my relief, the water itself was not too cold, and I was astonished to realize that my vision was almost as good under the water as it had been above it. I figured this was some sort of brilliant side-effect of having slept with Kea. 
 
    We dove down, being careful to equalize our ears we did so, and followed Kea as she swam toward the ocean bottom some twenty-five or thirty feet below us. We were soon joined by a company of various aquatic creatures who called this stretch of coastline home. Fish, crabs, eels or snakes, shrimp, and a host of other sea fauna were everywhere. It was difficult to spot all of these flashing, sparkling, bullet-fast little fellows since they hid at the slightest movement, but they all seemed content enough to share this underwater landscape with us. 
 
    I suddenly realized that I had failed to ask Kea if there were sharks, or any other toothy denizen of the deep. It was too late for that now, but I assumed Kea would have mentioned them. 
 
    The weight of the waterjet helped me in my descent. I had to hold it tightly with both hands to stop it waving around as we floated down. After less than a minute of careful descent, we touched down on the sandy seafloor. To our right, the wall that had been erected around Cliffshall Skerry towered upward like a cliff before it disappeared through the surface. 
 
    A tap on my shoulder from Kea told me that she would lead us to where we should start drilling. With little effort, I started to half swim and half walk behind the sea elf, who moved through the water with the ease and grace of an otter. Unsurprisingly, I also moved in the water in ways that would have been impossible before I had acquired sea elf magic.  
 
    Around us, the stunning underwater world shimmered and shifted, swaying in the constant surge and pull of the ocean, the aquatic version of a breeze. Ribbons of bright blue kelp as wide as I was and three times as tall, waved lazily. Off to one side, a spiral shell the size of bathtub, encrusted with sapphire-like gems, darted out a long tongue and snatched up an unwary yellow crab. 
 
    Behind me, the others were swimming along, their mouths puffed out almost comically, but their eyes were as set and stern as any special force soldiers there had ever been. Despite not being sea elves, and not being nearly as accustomed to underwater as Kea clearly was, they still moved with a poise and efficiency and capableness that was quintessentially elvish.  
 
    Before long, Kea held up a hand and motioned me forward. She took the tip of the drill and maneuvered it until it was in a position she was happy with, about a foot from the base of the scabby wall. She gave me a thumbs-up and signed for me to get started. 
 
    This was, in my secret heart of hearts, the part that I had been looking forward to the least.  
 
    The next few seconds would make or break my invention.  
 
    I tried not to think negative thoughts as I floated semi-weightlessly like an astronaut in negative gravity. There might have been, on paper at least, quite a few aspects to this spell that made it tricky, but I was going to gamely ignore them. 
 
    From the moment I had entered this world of elves and ogres, fae, and rocs, I had been carried by my overwhelming optimism married to my colossal ignorance as to how magic should work. It had all been working swimmingly up to now—and by that I meant that I had survived. Thirty feet underwater, carrying a magical drill that I hoped would bore our way through a supernatural barrier, would be a poor time to start questioning my beliefs. 
 
    The sea magic flowed up through me with ease. Perhaps it was because we were underwater, in the very element that the sea elves called their own. Perhaps it was my desperation for it to work that lent me extra strength. I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that the magic came to me as easily as if it had been waiting for me. 
 
    I felt that overwhelming freshness, an enervating energy that swept through me like menthol-flavored MDMA. It was as close as I figured you could get to feeling one shallow breath of the sea.  
 
    The power both ran out of me and into me, and I was able to intuitively channel it. I swirled it around in a vortex around my person, creating a localized and powerful current, while the rest of the company floated in the sea around me. I channeled this moving and tangible current around me a few times, just to make sure that I had as much of a grip on it and felt as comfortable with its nuances as possible.  
 
    Once this was done, I used my will, my mind, and that indefinable little sliver of soul—for lack of a better term—to send it rushing into the shallow conduit that was at the back of the waterjet, just behind me. As it went, I instructed and shaped the sea magic spell to suck up a little sand as it funneled into the waterjet. As it passed through on its way to the drill, I injected it with some of that nice savage, warm wild elf magic too. 
 
    The resultant spell, which manifested itself in the form of a jet of bubbling phosphorescent purple water, pushed me backward in the water and away from the wall I was looking to drill into. Luckily, Kea was on hand to swim forward and lend her weight to my back so that I wasn’t just blasted inexorably out to sea. 
 
    Lilah too, seeing the force exerted by the spell, stepped in to help me.  
 
    Together, we inched our way back into position. 
 
    The waterjet had been designed so that the flow of the spell would actually drive the drill and, happily, this seemed to be working. The drillbit spun and, coupled with the blasting spell water, began to eat into the scabby blood magic wall. Rock was spat out in chunks around subaqueous sparks of blinding purple magic.  
 
    Before long, there was a dull kerchunk, and the drillbit punched through the wall. 
 
    I was stoked. I had feared that the wall might be a couple of yards thick or something, and that would have taken us forever. As it was, it only looked to be a foot and a half thick, if that. It was obviously more magic than brawn that was keeping us out. Thanks to my joint spell and drill combo, it looked like whatever protections the blood elves had laid down were going to be fairly easy for us to get through. 
 
    I moved on to the next spot that Kea indicated. After that, we swam on to the next. Around us, the visibility was getting better, which told me the sun was rising in the world of air breathers. 
 
    Midway through the fourth hole, I felt my lungs starting to protest. I waited as long as possible before biting into the next sendasseweed pod. When I did so, the effect was immediate. My lungs expanded, and the red mist that had been creeping in around the corners of my vision vanished. 
 
    It was as we were drilling hole number six that it happened. There was that same kerchunk, but this time, I felt an inrush of water as a suction was formed briefly around my shins. I stopped what I was doing and looked questioningly at Kea. 
 
    The sea elf drifted serenely down to where the drill had gone through. Then, cautiously, she stuck her head into the hole. For a second or two, she was still, then she pulled her head back out and motioned for me to drill around the spot that I had already bored out.  
 
    The implication was obvious. 
 
    Kea wanted me to widen the hole. 
 
    There was only one reason she might want me to do that, and that was because she wanted to get something out or get something in. 
 
    My money was on getting something in, and I would have said that that thing was us. 
 
    I did as directed, the muscles in my hands and forearms beginning to cramp up as I used the supernatural drill to cut away and widen the hole. It was the work of a few moments before the hole was big enough to fit my shoulders through. 
 
    Kea pointed at the drill and drew a finger across her throat. I ceased directing magic through it. The water around us became calm once more, the sand that had been in mid suction settling like snow once again on the sea bottom.  
 
    With a brief wave that we all interpreted to mean ‘follow me’, Kea swam through the freshly bored hole in the scab wall. Rosa swam in after the sea elf. Nelri and Lilah followed, while I, leaving the waterjet by a nearby coral-covered boulder, brought up the rear. 
 
    Swimming through the hole, I instantly found myself in a patch of calmer water. The open ocean had not been noticeably rough, but there had certainly been a sway and flow. Now, once we were through the barrier, I found the water warmer and more serene.  
 
    We swam through a tunnel, following Kea as she kicked her way slowly and carefully along ahead of us. The smooth tunnel walls were decorated in a multitude of carvings and glyphs. Within only a minute or so, I spotted a patch of wavering light ahead of us.  
 
    We were coming to the end of the tunnel. 
 
    As Kea approached, she slowed right down until Nelri, Lilah, Rose, and I were hanging in a suspended huddle around her. The sea elf raised one finger, bidding us to wait. Then, she swam on and ever so slowly, by painful increments, raised her head above the surface of the water. 
 
    For a long, terrible moment, she just hung there. Her eyes and forehead were out of sight while the rest of her body floated still as a log under the water. As motionless as any iceberg. Then, just when I was fighting the urge to tug on her ankle, she motioned for us to rise and follow her as pulled herself out onto whatever landing was waiting ahead. 
 
    We all emerged, dripping and alert. We had bored through the bottom of the spell wall and into a tunnel that led out into the open ocean.  
 
    So far, so good.  
 
    “What now?” I asked in a quiet voice, breathing the words into Kea’s pointed ear. 
 
    “This is one of the emergency egresses that ring the island,” Kea said, her milky white eyes fixed on the passageway that led out from a lagoon, which was situated in a small, light-filled cavern. “There is only one way up to the island proper, so I suppose we shall be taking that way.” 
 
    “Will the way be guarded?” I asked. 
 
    Kea shrugged. “If it were me, I would guard every entry and exit to the island. That is, if I had the elf power. Who knows how many managed to storm Cliffshall Skerry. If the majority of the soldiery is made up of the undead, then it will be hard for them to set up a defensible perimeter. The undead are almost useless at understanding tactics or following instructions.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that whoever managed to stealth their way in brought lots of undead to the party, then,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Kea said somberly. “I would much rather fell an undead than kill an elf of any kind.” 
 
    We took a little time to dry off as much as we could. Nelri wanted to use a touch of magic to expedite the process, but Kea cautioned against it. 
 
    “We do not know what precautions our foes have taken to guard against incursion,” she said in a low voice, her eyes glued to the entrance of what amounted to an elven emergency exit.  
 
    “There are spells that can be set off if magic is used in the vicinity?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, Jake,” Lilah said to me, smiling impishly at me. “There are spells for almost everything.” 
 
    “Better to err on the side of caution,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Did you just say that?” Nelri asked in a hushed voice as she ruffled her fingers through her wet hair. “Did you just counsel caution?” 
 
    Rosa gave her head a little shake, almost as if she was dislodging water from her ear. “Did I just say counsel what now?”  
 
    I put my finger to my lips and pointed at the path that led from the lagoon and out into what I assumed must be the actual island village of Cliffshall Skerry. 
 
    “Let’s go and see what may be seen,” Kea said. 
 
    We set off, treading silently as we headed out. We left wet boot prints behind us, but there was little we could do about that with no magic. Kea led the way. The rest of us followed into the newly minted sunlight of the burgeoning day. We followed a crooked passage between high rock walls that were open to the sky above. I noted that the sky was a pale blue washed with a light pink. It was, no matter what else befell us in the future, going to be a beautiful day. 
 
    A shuffling, scraping sound brought us up short.  
 
    Kea held up her hand, and we shrank against the slim cover afforded us by the rock walls of the natural corridor. 
 
    Kea edged up toward a bend in the passage and ducked smoothly around it. She paused for the briefest of moments and then ducked back. When she turned, her face was set and grim.  
 
    “Sentries,” she said in a voice that was barely more than a whisper. “Of the undead variety.” 
 
    “How many?” I asked. 
 
    Kea held up two fingers. 
 
    “I’ll take them,” I said, drawing my sword carefully and slowly to make sure that it didn’t make a sound when it cleared the scabbard.  
 
    I moved up to the corner, poked my head around to determine the position of the sentries, and then made my move. 
 
    Surety was the key in situations such as that one. No hesitation. Move with purpose. These were all things that Firnous had drilled into me, over and over again, while we had been sparring with practice staves and our fists. Once you had made up your mind to do something, to put a certain maneuver or move into action, then you should commit yourself completely and entirely. When it came to fighting and killing enemies, there was no room for half measures. 
 
    If the way they were standing and trembling slightly, the sentries looked to be zombies. That was a relief at any rate. After the trials of Ferusbourne, I backed myself to take care of multiple wights and lich, but I didn’t think I could do it silently. Zombies though… 
 
    I padded forward, moving silently thanks to the way Lilah had taught me to step on the outside of my feet and roll them inward. Without a second’s hesitation, I raised the sword up and brought it down in a smooth backhand stroke that would have made Firnous proud. 
 
    The razor-edged weapon went through the neck of the undead on the right with almost no resistance. As the zombie fell, the other one started shambling around with all the elegance and dexterity of a drunken bumblebee. A textbook groan started to issue from its lips. The sword swept back around. With a soft schnick, it cleaved through the center of the zombie’s face, splitting the rotten nose and crunching into its eye sockets. With a deft twist, I freed the stuck blade. The zombie keeled over with a depressingly final thump. 
 
    I stood still for a few seconds as I got my breathing back under control. Then, I moved up the crooked open corridor and checked the next corner. It was clear, so I jogged back and motioned for the others to come on down. 
 
    Kea took the lead once more and led us to a fork in the corridor. The path on the left looked to lead out to a more open space, but the sea elf guided us right, saying softly, “Let’s get a look at the lay of the land.” 
 
     We headed up the path to the right and soon found ourselves winding this way and that across the inside of one of the cliffs that encircled the small island. We continued to move with caution. Zombies might have not been the most alert of guards, but they also didn’t stand around chatting and making the surreptitious noises that could alert you to their presence ahead of time. 
 
    We moved on up the path. On two separate occasions we were confronted with more sentries. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason as to how they were distributed. It appeared that they were placed more for inconvenience than for actually keeping an eye out.  
 
    Lilah knifed one zombie sentry with her long, lethal dagger, slipping the blade neatly into its earhole with a crunching sound that set my teeth on edge. Nelri and Rosa dealt with a pair of others a little further along the path with a beautiful display of coordinated blade work. I was fairly certain that those two zombies were still asking one another what had hit them even as the two elven beauties hamstrung them and then rammed their daggers into the crowns of their heads. 
 
    When we made it to the top of the pathway, Kea dropped into a crouch, twirled her spear out from where she had it slung on her back, and launched it at a zombie that was shuffling toward us in the standard outstretched arms, slack-jawed pose that any zombie worth their salt adopts. 
 
    The spear closed the gap just as the zombie looked to have had the bright idea to sound the alarm. Its call for help was stopped as three feet of spear punched through its mouth and out of the back of its head. With a gurgle, the zombie slumped forward, but the butt of the spear stopped it from falling over when it touched the ground. With a sad slowness, which we all watched, the now dead again undead slid slowly down the spear shaft until it thumped onto the sandy floor of the ledge we had emerged out onto. 
 
    Kea strode forward and retrieved her spear. When she had it stowed over her shoulder once more, she dropped into a crouch and motioned for us to do the same.  
 
    As a group, we crabbed over to the lip of the ledge. Only Rosa stayed where she was, to watch out that no one snuck up behind us. When we were close to the edge of the ledge, we dropped to our stomachs and army-crawled until we could look out from the elevated position. 
 
    Below us was the sea elven village of Cliffshall Skerry. 
 
    “What a place,” I whispered to Kea. The sea elf’s eyes smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her mouth, which was set in a tight, stressed line. 
 
    The first thing I thought was that the sea elven town was deserted. The second thing I thought was that, sitting as it did inside the high natural walls of the island compound, it was as defensible a place as I had ever seen. It must have been quite the find for whichever sea elf stumbled across it first; ringed in by the stone cliffs and protected almost all the time by the ocean. 
 
    Cliffshall Skerry didn’t look like it was built so much as what was already there had been made to be habitable. It was rough and organic, the buildings totally different to those in Varglade and made entirely from stone. The smaller and more numerous edifices, which I guessed were houses, resembled boulders more than they did cottages. In an unexpected flash from my former Earthly life, I was reminded of Patrick the starfish’s house in SpongeBob SquarePants. 
 
    There was only one building that was two stories in the whole place, and I guessed the lack of multiple stories was to protect the structures during the wildest storms. The largest building in Kea’s hometown was one that looked like a Viking longhall made from piled stones of every shade of gray imaginable. 
 
    I had been struck by its defensibility at first, but this was a foolish thing to think. All the evidence indicated that Cliffshall Skerry hadn’t been impregnable. Someone had broken in, breached the perimeter, and made themselves right at home. 
 
    And as I looked down at the strange, empty streets with their deep, sloped gutters, noticing how the thoroughfares were covered in sand, I saw who it was that had taken over. 
 
    The entrance of the two-story longhouse faced toward us. As my eyes were running over it, the double doors were thrust open. A tall woman with long, bright red hair—red like a strawberry, not orange—stalked out and stood on the threshold. She had an imperious air to her stance and wore a long white cloak. Although we were quite far away from her, the sun, which was just peeking out over the twin walls of blood magic and rock, set her face to glinting strangely. It took me a couple of seconds to understand that her face must have been liberally filled with piercings. 
 
    A soft sigh of discontent came from Lilah. 
 
    “It’s true then…” she said. 
 
    “What?” I whispered. 
 
    “I didn’t want to believe it, but the usurpers truly are blood elves,” the nature elf replied.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nelri made a soft noise of affirmation in her throat. “Even when we saw the magic outside, I was loath to believe that actual blood elves were responsible. I thought it might be some trick pulled by the ogres. I find it doubly difficult to believe that elves would move against other elves, even if they are from different clans.” 
 
    “Blood elves, more than any other kind of elves, have not been seen since the last amalgamage,” Lilah said. “Wild elves might be rare and hard to find, but it was thought that the blood elves were extinct, driven away to die in the wastes by the ogres.” 
 
    Below us, the red-headed female blood elf had been joined by a beefy male blood elf with close cropped hair the same shade of red as his compatriot. The big guy said something to the woman, and she laughed. It was a deep, throaty laugh that didn’t strike me as particularly pleasant. In fact, it reminded me of the noise a dog made before it threw up. There was, I figured, an undercurrent of cruelty laced in there. 
 
    “They must have my people inside the town hall,” Kea said, her eyes locked on the proud-looking female and the brawny male as they conversed with one another. “Cliffshall Skerry is not densely populated, but the town hall is the only building in town that could accommodate all of them—if they are still in captivity.” 
 
    The implications of what Kea had not said hung heavy in the air. 
 
    If they’re still in captivity… I thought. The alternative, of course, is that her fellow sea elves have been slaughtered and thrown into the sea.  
 
    Before we could lose ourselves in unspoken thoughts of the many fates that could have befallen the other sea elves, there was a shocked exclamation from behind us. As we were lying on our bellies we couldn’t really whip around, but we certainly flipped onto our back as quickly as we could. 
 
    A blood elf was standing frozen, watching us. He had clearly just walked up the natural corridor that we had taken from below, no doubt following the trail of fallen undead. The path that Rosa was supposed to have been guarding. He had a bow in his hand and his red eyebrows were raised so high that they had disappeared into the fringe of a bowl cut. 
 
    The blood elf’s surprise lasted for only a few seconds. His hand flew to the quiver on his back.  
 
    Before I could cast a spell, a knife blade materialized at the blood elf’s throat and stopped his hand just as his fingers brushed the fletching of an arrow in his quiver. 
 
    “Hi,” Rosa said from behind him. “Might be a swell idea if you just went and dropped that bow of yours right about now. Before my fingers get all twitchy and give you a shave so close that it’ll take the head right off your shoulders.” 
 
    The blood elf slowly lowered his hand and dropped his bow. 
 
    “I’ve got a question for you. And before you lie to me, just remember that I’m a wild elf and we are notoriously adept at picking out a falsity. Comes from never bothering to lie ourselves, you see. Now, are there any spells laid over this place that detect non-blood elven magic?” 
 
    The blood elf tried to answer, but Rosa had the knife pressed so close to his throat that his Adam’s apple grated against the blade and all that came out was a high-pitched gurgle. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Rosa said lightly, moving the blade back a fraction of an inch. “Please, go on.” 
 
    The blood elf swallowed. “No. We didn’t bother. Didn’t think anyone would know we were here. Thought we’d rounded up every sea elf when we took the place. That’s what the prisoners told us.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice to know,” Rosa said. “Put your hands behind your head, then.” 
 
    The blood-elf did as he was told. He wasn’t an idiot, then.  
 
    Keeping her knife pressed to the captured guard’s neck, Rosa put her other hand over his hands and muttered something. There was a brief, dull glow of dark pink light, and the blood elf found his hands glued to his bowl cut. 
 
    “I should probably tell you that I have no idea how to counter the incantation I just placed on you so, if you play your cards right with us, the only way you’ll be getting your hands free is by tearing out your own hair,” Rosa said in the blood elf’s ear. 
 
    With a sharp kick to the back of the captive’s leg, Rosa dropped the blood elf to his knees. 
 
    We had all moved away from the edge of the precipice now, and regained our feet. Kea strode over to the motionless blood-elf and came to stand right in front of him. Her milky all-white eyes glowed with an inner fire as they fixed on our captured enemies face. 
 
    “Talk,” the sea elf said. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” the guard asked. He looked ill at ease to say the least.  
 
    I didn’t blame the blood elf for his uneasiness. Rosa made for an unnerving interrogator—she could be unnerving while picking flowers or making soup—and Kea was blatantly only one poorly chosen word away from killing him where he knelt. 
 
    I didn’t envy his position, but that didn’t mean I felt sorry for him. 
 
    “I want to know the basics,” Kea said, her voice the very definition of icy self-control. “I want to know where your people have been, why they have suddenly appeared and forced themselves into a sea elven clan lair, who leads you, and what their plan is.” 
 
    “And she wants to know in a nice quiet, calm, clinical way, with absolutely no unnecessary calls for help,” I added helpfully. 
 
    The blood elf swallowed again, his eyes flicking nervously around the stony faces surrounding him. 
 
    “I would nod if you understand, if I were you,” Nelri said, her words dripping menace. 
 
    The blood elf nodded. 
 
    “I-I-I don’t know, really… I mean…” the blood elf began. 
 
    Lilah knelt down beside him and patted the air with her hands. 
 
    “Calm and succinct,” she said levelly. “We don’t much want to kill a fellow elf.” 
 
    “But that’s not to say that we won’t,” Kea said sternly. 
 
    The blood elf puffed out his cheeks and took a shuddering breath. 
 
    “I don’t really know precisely what happened to us,” he said slowly. “Personally, I felt… I felt like I had come out of a very deep sleep. We found ourselves high in the northern mountains, and I for one had no idea how I had gotten there. Sylmare, she told us—” 
 
    “Who is this Sylmare?” Kea cut in roughly. “Is she the one that leads you?” 
 
    The blood elf nodded quickly. 
 
    “She’s tall and wears a long white cloak?” I asked, taking a stab in the dark. 
 
    The captive’s eyebrows bunched together. 
 
    “Yes, that’s her,” he said. “How did you—?” 
 
    “Ah, that’s not how this interrogation goes, elf,” Rosa said, leaning down to speak into the blood elf’s ear so that he jumped as much as he was able to with his hands glued magically to his head. 
 
    “Speak on,” Kea demanded, poking a finger into the sentry’s chest. “This leader of yours, Sylmare, what did she say?” 
 
    “She told us that we had only recently been ‘awakened,’” the captive blurted, his words coming out in a rush as if he thought getting all the information out in a timely fashion might help him preserve his life. “She told us that we had spent years and years, decades, in an enchanted state of existence. She said that we had been put into a magical stasis by some entity that none of us could recall.” 
 
    I looked across at Lilah, who gave the impression that she would have liked to find out more about this unknown entity, but she held her tongue for the time being. 
 
    “After so long in this stasis, we had no homes to call our own any longer,” the guard continued. “Sylmare told us that we had been deserted by our elven kindred. Clearly, none of the other clans had thought to look for us, though how she knew this I couldn’t say.” 
 
    As much as I disagreed with what they had done, I couldn’t help but understand, a little, why they had done it. Obviously, this leader of theirs had swayed the blood elves that had awoken from this magically induced coma into hating a world that had seemingly screwed them over. They were mad at all their elvish kin who, for whatever reason, had not been subjected to the same fate as them. With this kind of poisonous mentality flowing through most of the collective blood elf consciousness, it was of little surprise that they wished to take the sea elf island home for themselves. 
 
    “Why Cliffshall Skerry, though?” Kea asked. “Why attack and take this place?” 
 
    The guard managed to shrug. In fairness to him, he looked somewhat apologetic under all the thin veil of bravado he was attempting to keep in place. 
 
    “It was the closest settlement to where we woke up that Sylmare knew of,” he said. “It is easily defensible and comes with some of the best fishing grounds in Tavalon. What’s not to like about it?” 
 
    Lilah shook her head and ran her hand through her mousy brown hair. 
 
    “It just makes no sense,” she said. “I can’t believe that all of the blood elves are beyond redemption. There have been no entirely evil elves, not ever. It is not in our makeup.” 
 
    The captive guard blinked a bead of sweat that had rolled down his forehead out of his eyes. He licked his lips as Rosa moved behind him, patting him in a thoroughly non-reassuring manner on the shoulder. 
 
    He looked very much like a dude whose world is constantly changing. Just when he thought he might have talked his way out of his predicament, the threat of death loomed up before him again. He was going through the unenviable experience of thinking that the worst moment of his life was upon him, only to realize a second later that he had been wrong and that this was the worst moment of his life.  
 
    “Um,” he said in a small voice. 
 
    “Yes?” Rosa crooned in his ear, while Kea stood in front of him, arms folded across her chest, like the personification of judgment. 
 
    “There’s something you want to say?” I prompted the bound elf. 
 
    “It’s just that… Sylmare has a powerful and driven temperament.” He spoke slowly, as if he was choosing his words with care, almost as if he thought the female leader of the blood elves might be able to hear him. “The need for vengeance on those whom she deems to have abandoned her—us, I mean—burns in her with a fiery intensity.” 
 
    “Sounds like she might have a urinary tract infection,” I said. 
 
    Kea smiled bitterly and then grabbed the captive by the chin and tilted his face up so that he was looking into her pearlescent eyes. “It still sounds so… unbelievable, that all of the blood elves would cast aside everything that made them truly elvish in this mad quest for vengeance on the other clans.” 
 
    The captured guard looked uncomfortable and then said, “There is, however, a faction of separatists within the blood elves clan. A small band who believe what Sylmare is doing is a bad idea.” 
 
    “There is division in your ranks?” Nelri said. 
 
    The captive snorted. “Rebels would be a better description of them, perhaps. They’re of the opinion that we should be seeking out an amalgamage as we did back in the old days, to help the elves all unite together as it was in the First Age.” 
 
    None of us said anything, but I made a note of this and thought that this rebel faction might be helpful to us, if things escalated. 
 
    “Who leads this faction of more pure-spirited separatists?” Lilah asked. 
 
    The guard bridled a little at the obvious dig at him and those he followed, but answered all the same through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Her name is Ilya. You would recognize her if you saw her. She is the rare kind of blood elf, who is born with fair blonde hair. She habitually wears all-white.” 
 
    Well, well, well, I thought. That sounds a lot like the white armored warrior with the shimmering sword of light that I faced after I had finished kicking the shit out of the undead at the forgotten temple of Ferusbourne.  
 
    “And my people,” Kea said, choosing to ignore this intriguing development for the moment, “they are still alive?” 
 
    Slowly, the guard nodded. 
 
    “You might want to elaborate on that nod,” Rosa suggested, rapping him smartly on the side of the head with the handle of her dagger.  
 
    “Ouch!” the guard said, flinching as Rosa struck him another soft little blow on the other side of the head. 
 
    “Get that lip flapping, then,” the wild elf said calmly. 
 
    “Yes, they’re alive and waiting to hear what their fate is from Sylmare, who has seated herself on the sea elf matriarch’s coral throne,” he babbled. 
 
    Kea stood up. The flush of blue returning to her face was the only indication of the relief that was obviously coursing through her body. 
 
    “Well done,” Rosa said, patting the blood elf on the shoulder head like a puppy that had performed a neat trick. “Is there anything else that anyone needs to know?” 
 
    Kea shook her head. She looked thoughtful. 
 
    “Well, in that case, then…” Rosa said, twirling her knife around in her fingers, a hair’s breadth from the end of the blood elf’s nose, “I suppose we don’t need our chum here anymore.” 
 
    She swept the knife back, keeping it at throat level. 
 
    “Wait, I—” the blood elf said. 
 
    Rosa drove the knife forward. At the same time, she raised her other hand, and a burst of bright pink magic ensconced the blood elf’s head in a nimbus ring. His eyes rolled up, just as Rosa stopped the blade an inch from his throat, and then he keeled over sideways. 
 
    Rosa looked up as Lilah let out a long, loud breath, and saw that we were all watching her. 
 
    “What?” she said innocently. “You didn’t really think I was going to hurt the little fellow, did you?” 
 
    “The thought did cross my mind,” Nelri admitted. 
 
    “No, I couldn’t do that. He was helpful after all,” Rosa said grudgingly. “Besides, he’s going to think he was dead, right up until he wakes up. And when he does wake up, he’ll hopefully be swamped in such a dizzying wave of relief that he’ll realize what an ass he’s been in falling in with this Sylmare and her band of fools.” 
 
    “And when will he wake up?” Lilah asked the wild elf. 
 
    Rosa nudged the unconscious blood elf with a toe, eliciting a soft snoring grunt from him. 
 
    “I might have overdone it a little on the knockout incantation,” she admitted. “Could be two days. Four at the most.” 
 
    “At least we won’t have to worry about him sounding the alarm before we have time to act on the information he’s given us,” Kea said. 
 
    “And what are we going to do with the information he has given to us?” I asked. “I think we should sneak back to the mainland and come up with a plan that will minimize potential sea elf casualties.” 
 
    Kea sighed through her nose and rubbed at her eyes with the heels of her hands. When she looked up, she looked both resigned and stoic. 
 
    “All I wanted to do was concoct a plan that would allow us to take down these usurpers and free my imprisoned sea elven brethren,” she said. “However, I think you are right to be cautious, Jake. After hearing what this Sylmare is like, and having that brief glimpse of her, she sounds like she would have very little compunction when it comes to hurting my kinsfolk. We must be careful.” 
 
    While Rosa hid the knocked-out blood elf sentry as well as she was able to, the rest of us had a brief chat and agreed that we needed to come up with a more solid plan to take down this vengeful contingent of blood elves. Ideally, we would free Kea’s folk without resorting to lethal means, but all of us knew that there was an element of wishful thinking to that. 
 
    We managed to retrace our steps all the way down the passage that had led up from the escape route through which we had infiltrated the now hostile village of Cliffshall Skerry. Each of us still had one of the helpful little sendasseweed pods, and we popped these into our mouths and bit down on them a moment before we slipped back into the balmy waters of the underground lagoon. 
 
    The journey back through the tunnel that led through the twin walls of stone and blood elven magic was uneventful and, after swimming as far away from the sea elf island as possible, we emerged out into the open air and headed for shore. 
 
    Once we had made our way back, we went straight for the trees and the cover of the forest. Then, still being sure to move warily, we made our way back to where we had left Sundance guarding our hidden gear. 
 
    We found the raptor hunkered down over our loosely buried stuff, guarding it as assiduously as any broody hen had ever guarded an egg. 
 
    “What the hell has got you spooked, man?” I asked as we crept into the patch of woodland that we had left him in. 
 
    My question was answered a second later when Nelri clutched at my arm. “We’re not alone…” 
 
    There was no talk. We moved like a cohesive unit and formed a ring with our backs to the center of it. No one moved. It felt like no one even breathed for a good while. Then, Nelri stepped out of the circle with her head cocked to one side. 
 
    “Dark elves?” she called softly into the gloom of the forest around us. 
 
    In a twinkling, the shadows were filled with a dozen or so humanoid shapes. They became clearer as they stepped out into view, and I saw that they were indeed dark elves. The dark eyes, dark hair, and dark clothing told me as much. 
 
    Nelri smiled and stepped forward to meet them, signing for us to relax as she did so. 
 
    “Greetings,” said a willowy male elf as he stepped out from the throng of newcomers. He had a pair of black raven feathers stuck through the back of his bound-up hair. 
 
    “Greetings back,” Nelri said. “I’m Nelri. Excuse my abruptness, but we’re in haste and are in the middle of a highly vexing situation. Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Takoda,” the dark elf said, bowing slightly, “and these fine folk behind me are from our small clan.” He motioned to Sundance, who let out a low hiss. “We have been watching your beast here from a distance for some time now. He did not seem especially keen for us to approach.” 
 
    I smiled at that and stepped forward to pat the raptor on his feathery flank, soothing him. 
 
    “And what brings you here, Takoda?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “We have heard garbled whispers and rumors throughout the land that an amalgamage is back in the world,” Takoda said, cutting right to the chase. “It was something that none of us could believe at first, but the rumors kept coming, more and more insistently. Eventually, I felt compelled to head out into the world and see where they led and to see whether they were true.” 
 
    Nelri glanced over her shoulder at me and then said to Takoda, “I assure you, Takoda, the rumors you have heard are very real.” 
 
    Takoda’s face was a study of wonder. The dark elves behind him muttered and whispered to one another. Although I could not make out their words, their tones were unmistakable; awestruck and amazed. 
 
    Takoda looked around at our group, studying each of us in turn. When he turned back to Nelri, his eyes were bright with interest. 
 
    “Please,” he said, “allow me to offer refuge to you and your group in one of our dungeons. I would be greatly pleased to hear the tale that is woven about you.” 
 
    Nelri pursed her lips. “I’m not sure…” she began to say. 
 
    “How close is this place?” I cut in. 
 
    Takoda looked at me, his eyes flicking up to my very rounded ears. A crease of puzzlement appeared between his eyebrows. 
 
    “It is not far from this black sand beach,” he said slowly. “Perhaps an hour’s walk as the sun reckons it.” 
 
    “What do you think, Kea?” I asked the sea elf. “We need somewhere to lie low and plan.” 
 
    Kea regarded the dark elves and then looked at Nelri, who gave her an almost indiscernible nod. 
 
    “Very well,” she said, “let’s get clear of this beach. We have plans to make and, going by what that sentry said, little time in which to make them.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We skirted encroaching black sand dunes and then worked our way into low-lying hills within the forest. It would be the first time I experienced a dark elf dungeon that was unscathed and set up just as it was meant to be. I had fought outside of a dungeon that had recently been ransacked by fae and ogres, but hadn’t seen the inside of the place. I had also busted out of a prison in Nelri’s old home dungeon, which had already been gutted by fire. 
 
    As Takoda had said, it took us little less than an hour to reach the nondescript entrance to the dungeon. Nondescript was certainly the word for it too. It was little less than a crack in a low cliff face, the opening not broad enough for two people to get through at once.  
 
    Once inside though, things were quite different. 
 
    For a long moment as my eyes became accustomed to the dimness, I just stood dumbly and looked around.  
 
    “It’s… It’s… Wow,” I said as Lilah, Nelri, Kea, and I waited for Rosa as she cajoled Sundance through the gap in the rock wall. It appeared that as fearsome and deadly as the feathered raptor was, he was not overly keen on going underground. 
 
    “Welcome,” Takoda said, “to our humble home.” 
 
    It might have looked humble from the outside, but there was little about the inside of the dungeon that spoke of humble to me. Rather, it shouted the words ‘master craftsmen’ and ‘patient’ and ‘intricate’. Glittering walls of beautifully sculpted stone winked and sparkled around us, caught by the light of the lanterns that were hung about the place. 
 
    We were standing in something like an atrium; a long, low underground chamber that must have gone right back into the hillside. In the center of this atrium was an ornate, circular depression, which reminded me of a giant drain hole. On closer inspection though, it was revealed that this was actually the start of a staircase that wound down into the earth. 
 
    “Please, follow me,” Takoda said. “I will take you somewhere safe below. There is something that tells me that danger dogs your footsteps.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said drily, “you could say that.” 
 
    “I don’t know about dogs,” Rosa said offhandedly as she looked around at the stunning gemstones and glinting streaks of obsidian that ran through the walls in precious veins. “It might be more accurate to speak of wolves. Or bears.” 
 
    Takoda gave the wild elf a strange look and then led the way down the stone staircase that spiraled into the earth.  
 
    Well, if I had been dazzled by the dark elves’ entrance hall to their dungeon, it was as nothing compared to the amazement I felt as we were guided by Takoda through the myriad rooms and passages.  
 
    There were halls of stalactites and stalagmites, a couple of large rooms in which a few dark elves were actually growing crops of delicious smelling moss on the dank walls, underground rivers and lakes being navigated by small boats, and geothermal pools. By the time that Takoda ushered us into a comfortable inner sanctum filled with simple wooden couches covered with furs and skins, I was totally dumbstruck. 
 
    “Are they all like this?” I asked Nelri as we sat ourselves down and Takoda began serving us drinks of cool water in earthenware mugs. 
 
    “Are all what like this?”  
 
    “Are all dark elf dungeons so incredible?” 
 
    Nelri grinned from ear to ear. It was the smile she reserved for me when I was asking a particularly un-Tavalonian question. 
 
    “This is small in scale and simple in layout compared to many, bigger dungeons,” she said to me softly. “This dungeon is a fine example of traditional dark elven living. It reminds me of the way things used to be, when times were simpler. When the threat of the ogres loomed over us less.” 
 
    Once our little gang had settled into the couches of the inner sanctum lounge-type room, Sundance had curled himself up in a corner to watch Takoda with unblinking eyes, and Takoda had poured us all drinks, the dark elf launched into his first question. Unsurprisingly, it was to do with me, the amalgamage, although he was still yet to know that was who I was. 
 
    “You told me, back by the beach, that the rumors were true,” he said, his eyes fixed on Nelri. “Words and whispers have been rife about the coming of an amalgamage, but little credence was given them. We here, in our little clan, thought they must have been lies concocted by the ogres or some of their minions to try and draw elves out to be slaughtered. It was only after lengthy deliberation, and the surprising news that some of our spies had seen a group of mixed elves disappearing under the sea off the beach we met you by, that we decided to sally forth. Now that you are safe here, will you tell me what is going on? Who is this creature you travel with?” 
 
    For a moment, I thought Takoda was referring to Sundance. Then I saw that the dark elf was looking at me with renewed interest. 
 
    Nelri laughed at the look on my face as I digested being referred to as a creature. 
 
    “This is Jake Walker,” Nelri told her fellow dark elf, “and he is as you may have guessed, not of this world. He is, however, none other than the—”  
 
    But just as she was about to bust out the revelation, a runner burst into the room, through the hide flap that covered the doorway. He looked flustered. Hell, the dark elf looked like he'd seen a damn ghost. 
 
    “What is it, Helki?” Takoda demanded. 
 
    “Apologies, Takoda,” the breathless Helki said, “but is there one among our new guests that goes by the legendary title of amalgamage?” 
 
    The air was suddenly thick with tension. The elf runner’s eyes were feverishly bright, and he looked like he couldn’t quite believe what he was asking. 
 
    I stuck my hand up. “Hi there. That would be me. You can call me Jake Walker. Amalgamage is a bit impersonal, isn’t it?” 
 
    Helki looked like he couldn’t believe it. So too did Takoda. 
 
    “Really?” Helki blurted, seemingly before he could stop himself. 
 
    Rosa and Lilah smiled at the disbelief in the younger dark elf’s tone.  
 
    “Helki, do you have a message to report or not?” Takoda asked, his voice stern, but modulated with an undercurrent of wonderment. “There will be time enough for questions and explanations once you have spoken your piece.” 
 
    Helki seemed to gather himself. “There’s a visitor who has come looking for you, Jake Walker—asking not after you, but for the amalgamage.” 
 
    “They asked for the amalgamage specifically?” I queried. 
 
    Helki nodded. 
 
    I looked at the others. I could tell by the expressions on their faces that they had as little idea as to who the hell could know that I was there as I did, seeing as we’d made no plans to meet the dark elves. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said to myself. “I guess there’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    “Do you want us to come too, Jake?” Lilah asked. Her sharp eyebrows were angled in a steep V of concern. 
 
    I shook my head and delivered what I hoped was a reassuring smile. If I was being totally frank with myself, I was somewhat concerned. Some unidentified stranger had just waltzed up to a place in which we had only been in for a little over half an hour and asked for me. It filled me with something that a more dramatic man would have called ‘foreboding’. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I said. “You all stay here and fill in our friend Takoda on everything that’s happened. It’s the least we can do for him after he graciously invited us into his clan’s dungeon.” 
 
    Leaving the women in the safety of the chamber, I went out to meet this stranger who had come calling for me. 
 
    When I stepped back out into the open air, I was well aware that I was not alone. I got the impression that there were dark elves hidden all around to protect me out of respect for the position that I may or may not have held in their eyes. As I had walked swiftly back through the dungeons, past the underground rivers and lakes, past the moss farms, I had sensed the whispers and the eyes following me. 
 
    Whether the dark elves believed that I was the amalgamage or not, it was clear that their elvish code of responsibility meant that as a possibly exalted guest, they were bound to protect me, even though I hadn’t asked them to. It made me feel a little uncomfortable, having hidden bodyguards around me. Even though I might have been in this distinguished, almost legendary, position, I would hate for someone to die just to see that I didn’t. 
 
    The small clearing was empty. The trees that ringed it were steeped in mottled shadows. I could make out no one at first, even though I patiently scanned the tree boles.  
 
    The figure who stepped out to meet me, emerging from some trees I was sure I’d seen no hint of a person in, was hooded and cloaked. For a second or two, I had no notion as to who the hell she was. All I could say for certain was that it was a woman. No dude I had ever met could move with that kind of powerful, feline grace. 
 
    For a long, drawn-out moment, which thrummed in the air, neither of us moved or said a word. 
 
    “I am risking everything by being here,” the figure finally said, in a voice that I could not place. 
 
    This piqued my interest, of course. Anyone who starts off a conversation telling you how they’re risking everything just to be sharing space with you is either running in a fairly shady racket, or is being super melodramatic. 
 
    Just as I was wondering how best to reply to this, I caught a glimmer of white under the dirty robes that the woman was wearing, and a rush of adrenaline surged through my system. I had an inkling as to who this mysterious female was now. 
 
    “Show yourself,” I said. “So long as you don’t try to murder me, I swear that I’ll let you be. You can consider this neutral territory.” 
 
    “And what of the four dark elven bowmen that are covering you even as we speak?” the female figure asked. 
 
    “There are four of them?”  
 
    The hooded figure tilted its head to one side and there was the suggestion of a sniff. 
 
    “Yes, and one of them is very nervous,” she replied. 
 
    I snorted. “Well, I’m sure that if those bowmen are there and they’re listening to me,” I said in a loud voice, “they won’t shoot at you unprovoked.” 
 
    The silence stretched. 
 
    “Fine,” the figure said eventually. “There is something that I trust about you. Something more than the fact that I have seen with my own eyes that you are, undoubtedly, an amalgamage.” 
 
    I saw then who that woman was for sure as she opened up the robes and let the cloak and hood fall. With the discarding of this mantle, she was revealed to be clad in gleaming white plate armor underneath. 
 
    “I thought so,” I said. 
 
    It was none other than the blonde-haired blood elf warrior, whom the captured guard had described as being from the faction of the blood elves who were not keen on following Sylmare. 
 
    I took a few careful steps out from the shadow of the cliff wall, moving toward the blonde elf with the care I might take when approaching a skittish bull. For her part, the blood elf warrior regarded me with a cool indifference. Her strange eyes, with their glassy irises, watched me unblinking. 
 
    “You’re the one we fought—the one I fought,” I said. “You’re the one with that crazy sword. You’re the one they call Ilya.” 
 
    The clear eyes widened at the mention of the name, and I knew then that I was right. 
 
    “You know my name… How?” she said. “Truly, you have an amalgamage’s powers.” 
 
    I laughed and spread my hands. “Actually, I have one of your own people to thank for that little snippet of info.” 
 
    The woman frowned. 
 
    “We busted our way into Cliffshall Skerry,” I explained. “One of the guards we captured spilled the beans on what had been going on with your blood elven internal dynamics.” 
 
    “The guard spilled some beans?” Ilya asked, looking a bit at sea. 
 
    Looked like I had found another Earthly idiom that hadn’t reached Tavalon. 
 
    “I mean, he told us everything that had been going on since your people had been ‘awakened’ as he called it. Now, I assume that there is a reason that you risked your neck coming to find me here? Give it to me straight, please, my friends and I are on a bit of a strict timeline.” 
 
    Ilya nodded and cleared her throat. Even looking slightly nervous and apprehensive as she did, she was still extremely pretty. 
 
    “I had heard that there was an amalgamage as my kindred and I made our way down from the northern mountains toward Cliffshall Skerry, to see whether the sea elves still resided there,” she told me bluntly. “When I heard this rumor, the continual whispers and gossip, I knew that the plan that Sylmare had proposed was flawed. In truth, I knew that it was wrong long before that, but there had been no reason I could give to dissuade any of the others from following her.” 
 
    “And then you heard of my existence?” I prompted. 
 
    “Yes, and I knew that a more prudent move would be to find you and ask you to help us.” 
 
    “And that is what you’re doing now?”  
 
    Ilya smiled. It was a devastatingly good smile. The type that could stop a runaway dragon in its tracks and make it reassess its life choices. She immediately went from a ten to a twelve on the Jake Walker Stunning Broad Index. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Although you are probably wondering how I have the gall to follow you and your friends out here from the beach and ask you for help, what with us having battled it out sword to sword?” 
 
    “Actually, having fought with you makes you striding up here and asking me for help all the less surprising. Although, before we get into how I might help you—if my friends and I are so inclined—I’ll tell you that I’m already on a mission.” 
 
    “And that mission, what does it see you doing next?” Ilya asked. 
 
    If she was a spy angling information on what our little group's next move was, then I had to hand it to her, she was a damned good actress. In fighting her, I had felt like I had gotten her measure, and she seemed like a good egg, not a rotten one. 
 
    “I made a promise to free the sea elves from the hold of the undead. I told my friend, Kea, that I would help deliver Cliffshall Skerry and any of her folk from whatever usurpers have taken it over, and if that means that I have to take down some corrupt and misguided blood elves, then that is what I will do.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I expected Ilya to act. I supposed that if she really was some double-agent character, right there and then, now that she had heard what I planned to do and the level of my resolve, would be a prime time for her to come at me. After a taut heartbeat or two, though, all she did was smile sadly and nod her head. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, when we fought, you struck me as someone who would stick to a pledge or a word given. Honor, friendship, and faithfulness without question—these are all virtues to be held in high esteem but seem to be growing rarer and rarer with every passing year. Without them, we are no more than animals roaming the waste.” 
 
    I thought of Sundance. “Actually, I know at least one wild creature whose loyalty is not something I question.” Then I thought of Rosa. “Two actually.” 
 
    “Sadly, I agree with what you say you must do,” Ilya said. Her voice was tinged with genuine sorrow. 
 
    “And you think that you’d be willing to help us?” I asked tentatively. 
 
    Ilya nodded. “There are more than a few others that think as I do. More than a few other blood elves who wish to go back to the ways things were. They do not think this elf versus elf bloodshed and enmity is right. Not like Sylmare and those that follow her.” 
 
    “I got the impression from the sentry we interrogated that there’d be a bunch of elves following her more because they didn’t really know what was going on, or were plain scared of her visiting some retribution on them if they didn’t toe the line.” 
 
    Ilya nodded again, her face stern. “That sounds about right.” 
 
    “I’ll not deny, Ilya, that some insider information and knowledge of the sort of resistance we might find ourselves up against would come in mighty handy,” I admitted. “Time is of the essence and the sea elf I promised to help is champing at the bit to get back to Cliffshall Skerry and kick the ass of that Sylmare woman.” 
 
    “Well then,” Ilya said, flashing about an eighth of that killer smile of hers. “You will be glad to hear that I came not just to beg the boon of your help from you, but also to offer a plan to take back the sea elf island and overthrow that corrupt hellcat, Sylmare, who is trying to set up her base there, along with her sycophant advisors.” 
 
    I crossed the rest of the space that divided myself and Ilya, stopped just in front of the blood elf in her white plate armor, and held out my hand. Ilya took it and shook. Her grip was warm and strong. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “I guess that means we’re two parts of the same team now.” 
 
    “Agreed. Now, let me tell you of this plan of mine…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took Ilya a while for her to go through her plan, what she intended to do personally, and who else we should bring along. By the time she had finished explaining it, and telling me precisely the kind of warriors we might need and how many of them would get the job done, evening had well and truly come. 
 
    There had been no discussion as to whether we would stay the night in the dark elves’ dungeon, but I doubted there would be much chance of us heading back through the subaquatic tunnel in the middle of the night. Finding and navigating the tunnel in the day had been enough work. I wasn’t keen on doing it under the light of a pale moon. Not that it looked like we would even have that much illumination on our side; the clouds had gathered up while Ilya and I had been discussing her plan and they now lay rumpled across the sky like dirty woolen blankets. 
 
    The thunder began grumbling away somewhere far, far in the distance when Ilya bid me good evening and slipped away into the woods. I had been going to ask her to join us, but I was not sure if that would have been a bit presumptuous of me, seeing as I was only recently a guest there myself. By the time I’d had the internal argument with myself about what we were going to do, Ilya had taken the decision out of my fumbling hands by wrapping herself back up in her dirty gray cloak and dissolving into the gloaming. There was something mystical about that woman, even compared to other elven clans. Her final smile seemed to linger in the air like the fading grin of the Cheshire cat from Alice in Wonderland.  
 
    After I had made my way back into the elaborate and impressive cave system, I was greeted by the young runner, Helki. The messenger, who had the air about him of a guy who had been waiting to deliver a message to me for a while, bobbed his head respectfully when I noticed him. 
 
    “Helki,” I said, “how’re things? Are the others where I left them?” 
 
    “No… Uh, I mean, yes, they are, amalgamage. That is sort of the message that I was bid to give to you once you had finished up with your business.” 
 
    “Um, okay.” 
 
    “There was just something that I wished to say first, amalgamage.” The young dark elf was twisting his hands awkwardly together and looking everywhere but at me. 
 
    “Yeah all right,” I said, “only try calling me Jake, will you? All the amalgamage business is all very well and good to start off with, but we’re friends now. So, fire away. I’m all ears.” 
 
    The dark elf puffed out his cheeks and then looked at me through brown eyes that were so dark they may as well have been black. 
 
    “I just wanted to say that I never thought an amalgamage could be anything other than an elf, sir—Jake. I apologize for my blatant disrespect when I voiced my disbelief earlier. I was allowed to stay for part of the explanation that the others in your group gave to Takoda. They told stories that could only point to one thing: the truth of the matter. I was wrong to have doubted your credentials and claim, just because your ears are strangely rounded.” 
 
    I frowned slightly, grinned, and then let out a snort of mirth. I clapped the guy on the shoulder in a friendly fashion. He rocked on one foot and looked at me in surprise. 
 
    “Shit, is that all you wanted to say, bud?” I said. “Hell, don’t worry about that. I wake up most mornings and don’t believe half the shit that I remembered doing the day before. If you want to know a secret, I’ve been going through most of my time in this wonderful world of yours in a state of gentle confusion.” 
 
    Helki gave me a shy smile, and it was only then that I realized just how young he was. Elves, of any clan, were difficult to guess the age of, but I thought that Helki might have been the closest I had come to an elfling—or at least an adolescent elf. 
 
    “An amalgamage? Confused?” he asked. 
 
    “As a homeless guy on house arrest,” I said. “Now, what was that message you had for me?”  
 
    Helki straightened, stuck out his chest, and proclaimed in his most deferential and solicitous tone, “Most of your company has been taking wyrm hunting by Takoda and a couple of his other huntsmen. We have been having problems with a wyrm infestation in the lower dungeons, and our dark elf kinswoman whose clan now resides in Varglade with you and the nature elves volunteered the services of most of your companions.” 
 
    “Most, but not all?” I asked. 
 
    “No, amalga—I mean, no, Jake,” Helki said. “There are two of your companions—the wild elf with purple hair and the tattoos and the…” 
 
    Helki gestured to all of himself, and I had to repress a smile so that he didn’t guess that I could see that the young dark elf had himself a bit of a crush on Rosa. 
 
    “Yes, I know the one you mean, dude,” I said. “She’s waiting to see me somewhere, is she?” 
 
    Helki nodded. “Yes, her and the sea elf. Kea, I believe her name was, amalgamage. They are waiting for you in the thermal steam rooms.” 
 
    “Thermal steam rooms?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Helki said. “They are a therapeutic space that we keep aside for those wishing to relax and rejuvenate after perilous run-ins or long days of hard toil. They told me that you might very well be in need of a little relaxation.” 
 
    I smiled to myself, hoping that the squirming feeling in my stomach was a sign of my gut reading the future. 
 
    “Lead the way, then, my friend,” I said to Helki. 
 
    With a curt nod, the dark elf took off. I followed after him. 
 
    It only took five or so minutes before my young guide left me at a doorway that had been marked with two long tapers, one on either side, each burning with a warm yellow light. The tall candles even had those long running globules of dried wax down the side, which add tone and mystique to any occasion. 
 
    “Thanks, Helki,” I said. 
 
    The dark elf nodded and turned away, but before he could shoot off, I grabbed him by the sleeve and arrested his escape. 
 
    “Amalgamage?” he asked. 
 
    “This phosphorescent chillout chamber of yours. Does it get busy?” 
 
    “Takoda bade me make sure that all is private for you, amal—Jake,” Helki said. “He told me that the least we could do for one who is steeped in legend, such as yourself, was to make sure that he had a night of rest and mental repose before embarking on whatever the morrow has in store for you.” 
 
    “Takoda is a good elf. You make sure you thank him for me. And thank you, Helki. You’re a good guy. It’s a pleasure to have met you.” 
 
    Helki bowed his head and left me.  
 
    With no help from my brain, a grin hitched itself onto my face as I stepped through the doorway and into the surreal dimness beyond. 
 
    I walked down a short flight of stairs which switched back once so that the light permeating from the corridor I had left behind was basically cut off. When I emerged into the low, rough-ceilinged chamber beyond, it was to step into an underground grotto of the most psychedelic sort. 
 
    I stood blinking for a few minutes as my eyes grew accustomed to the darkness and the strange lights. I was in a circular cave, that much was immediately apparent. I could hear the soft, relaxing sound of water trickling through some cunningly worked culvert and circling the room in a channel. Occasionally, there would be a musical plink as a drop fell from the ceiling and into an invisible pool. 
 
    The lighting, which was a trippy mix of phosphorescent blue, poisonous green, neon orange and laser pink, was provided by algae that grew in profusion all up the walls, across parts of the floor, and all over the ceiling. All in all, it was enough to spin my head a little and give me a fair idea of what it might be like to step into an LSD trip. 
 
    There was a soft slurping noise and rustle of cloth. This was unexpected and directed my gaze down from the ceiling. It alighted upon a series of soft, flat, circular mounds, which looked to be made of an organic material that was somewhere between moss and algae. 
 
    On one of these circular mounds, Rosa and Kea were lying. They were displayed in all their naked glory, eyes closed as they relaxed on their backs.  
 
    My smile widened. I stepped down into the room, unbuckling my sword belt as I went. 
 
    “Jake Walker,” Kea said. “You must come in here. We have been waiting for you.” 
 
    I smiled as I leaned down and swatted playfully at the asses of the two women.  
 
    It was one of—if not the—most sensational nights of my life. 
 
    Kea squirmed against Rosa’s hard torso and mischievous hands as I crawled forward and knelt on the super comfortable mound of giving vegetation. The sea elf’s hands glided over Rosa’s sweat-beaded skin in answer, leaving trails of goosebumps in their wake. She toyed with the wild elf’s pointy, eager nipples for a while, until I could see they were hard enough to cut glass. Then, with deliberate slowness, she moved her hands down the other woman’s chest, across her ribs, down her stomach, to her… 
 
    Rosa let loose a cry of ecstasy that wouldn’t have sounded out of place on the very dirtiest of skin flicks. It was the sound of lust. Of wanton desire. Of an unbridled sexual passion that needed to be filled or taken care of. 
 
    The world dissolved. Whirled. Colors and sensations traded places. Most of the time I had no idea whose body I was playing with, just as I hadn’t the foggiest notion who was grabbing me. Sucking me. Squeezing me. Pulling my hair. Biting at my lip like they wanted to gnaw it off my face. 
 
    Rosa grabbed the sea elf by the hair and shoved her head toward the fork in her legs. Kea descended, running her hot, wet tongue down the other elf’s sweaty body as she moved toward her waiting pussy. Letting loose a little mewl of longing and hunger, she covered Rosa’s mound with her mouth and began tonguing at it with a messy gusto that I heard but could barely see.  
 
    Meanwhile, now entirely naked, I shoved my own pelvis forward toward Rosa’s face. I took my cock in my hand and, in one rough motion, thrust into the black hole of the wild elf’s gaping mouth from the side. I grabbed her by the hair, and she cried out in rapture—and with difficulty, seeing as she had a mouthful of my manhood—as I began pumping away at her, face-fucking her with abandon. With every stroke, Rosa’s cheek bulged out as she was forced to accommodate most of my throbbing dick in her mouth. Soon all three of us were grunting and gasping like a bunch of horny teens in a college orgy. 
 
    Kea sounded like she was thoroughly enjoying herself, tonguing and slurping away as she was at Rosa’s juicy cleft, while the other elf ground her pelvis into the white-blonde beauty’s face. I was watching as much as I was able to, while enjoying the sensation of sinking my cock to the balls in the wild elf’s throat. 
 
    The lights pulsed again—a shifting light-show of such extraordinary depth and intricacy that it was almost enough to put me off my stroke. 
 
    Almost, but not quite.  
 
    Fragments of erotic moments flew apart and put themselves back together again in my memory. It felt like we were drunk, but on what? Life? The danger that was looming before us? The mission we had to complete the following day? I wasn’t sure. 
 
    The noise of the running water surrounding us was joined by grunting and groaning, rasping, hissing, and moaning. 
 
    Positions and roles were mixed up, seemingly at the drop of a hat and without any of us being aware that we had moved, or communicated our intentions in any way. Kea, going from one end of the mossy mattress to the other in the space of a few seconds, quickly straddled Rosa’s head and started gently, but irresistibly, grinding her slit into her face. 
 
    For my part, I found myself at Rosa’s other end, blinking and trying to think how I had got there. I grabbed the wild elf by the ankles and forced her long legs as wide apart as they would go. While Rosa lapped and nibbled at the sea elf’s moist pussy, I rubbed the tip of my aching hard member against the wild elf’s hungry vagina—up and down, up and down—to get it good and lubed up. Then, my sack tingling with anticipation, I speared Rosa with my shaft. 
 
    The wild elf cried out in delight modulated with surprise and just a smidgen of rapturous pain as I began pumping away at her with all the delicacy and savage urgency of a rutting rhino, my balls slapping into her engorged clitoris with a porno-worthy wet slap-slap-slap sound. With every hard stroke, Kea, who was still straddling Rosa’s head, forced her crotch down to cover her mouth and nose. Soon, all three of us were grunting and gasping like we were running some sort of epic marathon. 
 
    It was hot, sweaty work. Perspiration and bodily fluids mingled and merged on our skins. Spit was used as lubricant as things escalated further and further.  
 
    Time passed in flashes, in streaks.  
 
    I found my breathing becoming disjointed, savage, and harsh as I drew to the brink of an orgasm inside Kea’s clenching folds. My punishing thrusts got wilder and wilder, more and more eager. I looked down at the sea elf’s heaving stomach, her tight abs, etched in the soft green-blue glow of the organic lights spread across the ceiling. I grabbed at her cobalt-blue nipples just as her back arched and her body locked up into the throes of rapture. 
 
    Then, I was fucking Rosa, the feel of her wetness flicking up across my thighs and stomach as she gushed over me in the throes of an orgasm that came upon her as unexpected as a thief in the night. 
 
    It was crazy. It was wonderful. It was like nothing that I had ever experienced.  
 
    I was staring up at the ceiling—or it might have been across at the far wall. Colors melded together, flowing like varicolored honey around me. Swept me up. Rippled across the floor. 
 
    Almost as if it was happening to someone else, the hot rush of my orgasm hit me, seemingly out of nowhere. From the end of a long tunnel, I heard Rosa yelling, crying out like an animal. Panting, moaning. 
 
    Then Kea cried out, “I want to taste it! Let me taste it! Quick!” 
 
    I felt my cock slide free of Rosa’s pussy, grabbed by Kea’s hand. Through a haze, I saw the sea elf aim my prick at her face as streamers of jizz splashed over her protruding blue tongue and her lips. 
 
    I heard someone moaning. It might have been me. I couldn’t be one-hundred percent sure. 
 
    As if we had been given the signal by someone off stage, the three of us collapsed onto the giving, comfortable block of moss, or whatever it was, in a tangle of sweaty, sticky limbs. Our chests rose and fell in unison. My heart felt like it was sweating bullets from the circles it had run inside my rib cage. I stared up at the slowly changing colors on the ceiling and grinned like the happiest and most content of men. 
 
    Colors faded. Our breathing deepened as one. I fell into the blissful, healing blackness of post-coital sleep. The two beautiful women lay curled next to me. I felt like a king, like a true amalgamage.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nothing settles the nerves like the kind of peaceful slumber brought on by an energetic threesome. As I strode through the winding corridors of the dark elven dungeon, I smiled contentedly to myself.  
 
    It was morning, and the girls and I had united with a small, newly assembled band of dark elven warriors, supplied and headed by Takoda. We met in the main entrance atrium of the cave, while the mists of night still hung around the crack that led to the outside world.  
 
    To my surprise, I noted the smaller figure of Helki among the bigger, more muscular dark elves. I gave him a nod and a smile, and I received a tight grin in return. 
 
    Once we were all prepared, and the last strap had been tightened, we walked out into the predawn air. I led the way, drawing Sundance through the gap in the cliff wall with far less difficulty than Rosa had had bringing him in. It seemed like the raptor was eager to get back out under the open sky, no matter the danger that lay before us. 
 
    The mysterious white armored blood elf was waiting for us in the gloom. She was standing as still as a statue, wrapped in her tatty old cloak so as to hide her beautiful, form-fitting armor. As our small party made its way down the shallow hillside, I made sure to get a little ahead of them and greet our blood elf insider warmly. 
 
    “Guys,” I said, turning to face Takoda, his band of select warriors, and my friends. “Guys, this is Ilya. Ilya, this is everyone.” 
 
    There were a few polite nods and muttered welcomes, but the hour was too early and the business that lay ahead of us too dark for back-slapping and high-fives. 
 
    “As my friends are well aware, Ilya can fight like a demon. She is also the one who has come up with the plan. I’ll tell you all about it as we journey to the sea.” 
 
    I looked around, from each member of the group to the elf standing next to them. What happened next was going to be important. We had to all trust one another. You couldn’t go into a life and death situation only half believing that the elf next to you, or the elf who had made the plan you were all following, had ulterior motives. Doing that meant that you didn’t have your whole mind and being focused on your enemy and the job at hand. 
 
    “This next adventure, this next mission, is going to require us to have faith,” I said. “It’s going to require us to trust Ilya as we trust ourselves to the water. When we swim, we don’t grab hold of the water, do we? No, of course we don’t, because if we do, we’ll sink and drown. Instead, we relax, and we float. We need to relax. We need to trust. I don’t want anyone drowning today.” 
 
    A few of the others glanced slightly warily at Ilya, but then nodded. They squared their shoulders and set their jaws. 
 
    “It’s time,” Kea said. “We have to go now, else we miss the calm before the tide rises as we did yesterday. We must use our time wisely.” 
 
    She was right. Time was of the essence. 
 
     And only time would tell if we were about to walk straight into a trap.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the kind of serious hustle that only elves can show through wooded terrain, our company moved quickly through the tangled trees and made it back to the black sand beach. There were an even dozen of us, not including Sundance, whom I had stationed as a rearguard with Rosa. A small enough raiding party to move quickly and relatively unnoticed, yet big enough to pose a serious threat to any enemies we came across. 
 
    Kea led the way, moving with the ceaseless and single-minded energy of a bloodhound on the trail of an escaped prisoner. Her face was forward, her pearlescent white eyes scanning this way and that. I followed closely behind her, with Lilah and Ilya at my heels. Behind her came Helki and four other dark elven warriors, then Nelri and Takoda. 
 
    No one talked. There was nothing to say as of yet. All our combined senses were strained for any sight or sound of a guard or scout. The closer we got to the shores of the sea, the further up Ilya pushed in our little group, until she and Kea were basically abreast of one another. Kea was obviously choosing our path, but she was well aware that the blood elf at her side would be far more likely to recognize a blood elven boobie trap or scouting post before we stumbled across it. 
 
    As it was, there turned out to be nothing in the way of traps or guards posted. Whether this was a sign of sloppiness, arrogance, or lack of manpower—or elfpower—I couldn’t say. All that we knew was that we were grateful for the lack of delays it afforded us in getting to the beach. 
 
    We left Sundance hidden in the treeline, just as we had done before. I gave the raptor the explicit instructions that if anything that smelled like Ilya, but was not Ilya, approached, he was to incapacitate it. In truth, I wasn’t sure if our animal companion understood what I was saying, but it was a comfort just to know that he was behind us, watching the beach with those orange, predatory eyes of his. 
 
    The sun was a mere suggestion of color on the horizon when we dashed across the beach toward the gently undulating surf. We hunkered down in the lee of the boulders as Kea darted around the sand, using her sea elf eyes to find seed pods. Throughout the beach were special seed pods we’d need to breathe underwater while traversing the tunnel. Thankfully, we had already bored out the tunnel with the drill I had helped to create.  
 
    Once we had all stuffed one of the pods into the side of our mouth—and another into a pocket for the return trip, if it was needed—we followed Kea into the slowly building surf and struck out for the blood magic wall. Once we were safely tucked into the deeper shadows at its base, on the signal from Kea, we ducked under the waves. 
 
    We moved stealthily and calmly through the depths and made our way through the tunnel that led into Cliffshall Skerry. There was no rush. Everyone moved with measured composure, keeping bubbles and thrashing to a minimum. Once again, Kea slipped out of the water first. This time, she took herself all the way out of the pool inside of the small cavern and then stuck her hand back under the surface of the sea to signal us to follow.  
 
    Like Navy SEALS, we slipped from the water, without so much as splashing, and hauled ourselves back into the open air. Instantly, everyone was at the ready. Some had blades drawn, others looked like they had spells waiting in the forefronts of their minds. Fingers twitched occasionally, and eyes were narrowed. The group was collectively as taut as a fresh bowstring. They were eager for a fight. Eager to dispense some good old-fashioned justice. 
 
    And that was what this mission was quickly boiling down to: justice. Vermin and bugs lived by competition, functioning under the simple black and white laws of supply and demand. It was the privilege of us ‘higher’ beings to live under the universally known laws of justice and mercy. 
 
    A couple of the dark elven warriors used subtle spells to dry us all in a gentle vortex of hot air. 
 
    Ilya’s blonde hair flicked around her face in the gusts of the warm supernatural breeze. The saltwater evaporated and streamed off her gleaming, perfectly fitting white armor. 
 
    “My plan is simple,” Ilya said, her clear eyes as hard and cold as the ice that the irises resembled. 
 
    “That’s good,” Rosa said softly. “We’re all for simple plans in this group. Less to remember. Less to go wrong.” 
 
    “We must use our surprise as our advantage,” Ilya continued. “We move as quickly as we can through the sea elves’ village and make our way to the town hall. We use stealth, guile, and non-lethal attacks as far as we are able to, without raising the alarm.” 
 
    “Will everyone be sleeping?” I asked. 
 
    Ilya waggled her hand from side to side in the universal signal of a person who was unsure. 
 
    “There will be sentries,” she said. “Sylmare will not have been so lax as to forget those.” 
 
    “We took care of some of the sentries yesterday,” Nelri pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, Jake Walker told me as much,” the blood elf said with a nod. “All being well, they will not have been discovered, though the missing blood elf may have raised suspicions. It depends on how confident Sylmare and her psychotic sycophants are about that impressive wall they erected.” 
 
    “Apart from psychotic sycophants being a lovely piece of alliteration,” I said, “there’s something else I’d like to bring up.” 
 
    “Yes, Jake Walker?” Ilya asked me.  
 
    “These followers of hers. As I told you last night, the guard we managed to subdue and interrogate did not seem entirely taken with this Sylmare’s way of doing things.” 
 
    “And therein lies the chief obstacle for this raid. I beg of you to be sparing when it comes to my fellow blood elves.” 
 
    “There has been almost no elf-on-elf blood spilled in all our long history,” Lilah pointed out. “It has only been in the most grievous of circumstances that fighting and killing amongst our people, whether it be within or between clans, has taken place. I think I speak for all of us when I say that taking another elf’s life is the last resort.” 
 
    There was a silent nodding of heads in agreement. 
 
    “I feel as if many were bamboozled into following Sylmare and her inner counsel,” Ilya explained hurriedly. “When first we were awoken from the slumber we found ourselves under, none of us questioned where Sylmare was planning to lead us, or the methods she was willing to implement to gain a new land of our own. As our heads cleared though, many began to object to her rule, but by then it was mostly too late.” 
 
    “And so, are you hopeful that many will lay down arms if confronted?” Takoda asked. Next to him, Helki’s eyes shone hopefully at the notion that we might be able to avoid having to fight altogether. 
 
    Personally, I hoped the younger dark elf was right, although I wouldn’t have been prepared to bet cold, hard cash on it. 
 
    “I believe, if we can get to the town hall relatively undetected and unmolested and confront Sylmare and her cronies, we should be able to sway many of those who are unsure,” Ilya said. 
 
    “Which is why, if we come across any blood elves patrolling, we should try to disarm and disable rather than outright kill,” I said. 
 
    Ilya nodded and looked around at the elven warriors around her. “Please,” she said. “Yes, please. There are only a few rotten fruits in this bushel, I think. Others are just… misguided.” 
 
    I nodded. “They’re scared as well, I imagine.” 
 
    Ilya nodded. 
 
    “We’ll demonstrate that there is nothing to fear in this Sylmare bitch,” Rosa hissed, her deep red eyes flashing with malevolent glee. 
 
    “Fearlessness in those who seemingly don’t have any power is a surefire way to piss off those who have it,” I said. “If we can turn enough of the blood elves who are currently on her side, we might be able to make this Sylmare chick commit a fatal error.” 
 
    “Well, then, let’s stop speaking about it and get to it, yes?” Kea asked, unslinging her spear from her shoulder. 
 
    A soft rustle of now dry clothes being adjusted, sleeves rolled up and weapons checked was the only answer to that.  
 
    “And remember, if you see any undead, you shut them up quick before the dumb bastards can raise the alarm.” I spoke the words for all to hear, but my eyes were locked on Helki, the one elf there who might not have had experience in dealing with them before. 
 
    With a final round of nods, we moved out and into the growing dawn that was making the squat, stone buildings of Cliffshall Skerry begin to blush. 
 
    As soon as we entered the edge of the strange little village, it immediately became apparent that it would be tactically advantageous to break up into smaller groups rather than stick together as one. The streets were far too narrow, once you got in between the huddled stone structures, and a dozen warriors all creeping along together were a far easier target to blast with spells than a smaller group of four would be.  
 
    I gestured for three of the dark elven soldiers to move off with Takoda and skirt the left side of the island. The right side was to be covered by Lilah, Nelri, Rosa, and the remaining dark elf warrior. Kea, Ilya, the young Helki, and myself took the middle way. 
 
    “Remember, Helki,” I said as the three groups separated and went off in their separate directions, “so far as the undead go, do not hesitate to fuck them up royally, okay? Don’t mess around. If you’re in doubt as to whether a spell might not have enough juice to take one of the shambling pricks down, then hit him with something harder. There are going to be no points awarded for economy in this scrap. Understood?” 
 
    Helki set his face and nodded to me mutely. I clapped him on the shoulder and smiled. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “You’re with a blood elf set on liberating her people, a very pissed off sea elf, and an amalgamage. You’ll be okay. Just keep your head on a swivel and remember; losing your cool in a crisis is a good way to become the crisis.” 
 
    The young dark elf forced a smile to his nervous face. “Very good, amalgama—I mean, Jake.” 
 
    “Thata boy,” I said. “Now, let’s boogey!” 
 
    The other two groups had been tasked with sticking to the outskirts of the village and taking out any sentries and guards that might be patrolling around it. Utilizing this method, it would theoretically mean that, when all of us moved into the center of Cliffshall Skerry, the chances of us being attacked from the rear would be somewhat mitigated. 
 
    Theoretically… Talk about a word that just invited a swift kick in the beanbag. 
 
    Still, all we could do was press on. Kea led us without hesitation into the maze of one-story buildings, moving left and right down alleyways and sidestreets, keeping to the denser shadows of the thinner lanes that wended into the heart of the village.  
 
    Once more, the undead shambling through the streets were more of a help than a hindrance. Not only were their uneven scuffing footsteps a dead—and I had to excuse that pun even in the privacy of my own head—giveaway to them being up ahead, but their erratic movements covered any noise that we might have made. Any blood elf who might have been listening would hopefully attribute any scrape of our footfalls to the ceaseless and aimless wanderings of the undead. 
 
    The first encounter we had with undead sentries were swiftly dealt with by Kea. The sea elf was plainly in no mood to mess around. Her spear darted in and out, in and out, of the heads of the first pair of zombies that we came across. I watched the muscles in her back and shoulders flex and contract as the spear darted out, twice as fast as a snake's flicking tongue.  
 
    The zombies hadn’t even hit the ground before Kea was past them with Ilya. I caught the first collapsing zombie and lowered it gently to the ground on instinct, and I was gratified to see that Helki followed my lead. We moved on, quiet as the rising sun. 
 
    The first blood elf we encountered looked about as shocked and surprised to see us as it might have been possible for an elf to look. The four of us came around a corner in the street in almost SWAT-like two by two cover formation, emerging out of the shadows like a quartet of vengeful and silent ghosts. 
 
    I couldn’t see Kea’s eyes, as I was following along at the rear with Helki, but judging by the way that the blood elf sentry’s eyes went wide as dinner plates and her mouth dropped open, the sea elf must have looked pissed. 
 
    For an instant, I thought that once the sentry had gotten over the initial shock she might be tempted to try her luck with us. Then, her eyes flicked over and landed on Ilya, who was stalking along next to Kea with her lightsword held low. The last vestige of fight drained out of the patrolling guardwoman’s face. 
 
    “Ilya, how can it be…?” she muttered, her arms hanging stiff at her sides. “Sylmare has been saying that you and a bunch of the others deserted.” 
 
    Before she could say anything else, before Ilya could reply in a hushed whisper, Kea had the blood elf by the throat and had pulled her into the shadow of the alleyway we had just emerged from. 
 
    “Quiet,” Kea hissed menacingly. Her voice was still as composed and calm as it usually was, but there was an undercurrent of red hot fury running through it, like an invisible stream of super-heated water being jettisoned from an underwater fissure. 
 
    Ilya took custody of our new prisoner. 
 
    “Nueleth, tell me you’re not in with Sylmare’s faction,” Ilya said, her voice so quiet that I could barely make it out as close as I was. 
 
    Nueleth shook her head, the fringe of her strawberry red hair flopping this way and that. 
 
    “Never,” she said. “You know me, sister. You ought to know that.” 
 
    Ilya put her fingers to her lips. She looked relieved. 
 
    “Continue looking like you’re going about your duty, Nueleth,” she said. “However, make your way to all those you know—not who you guess, but who you know—are opposed to the taking of this place and Sylmare’s rule. Tell them that Ilya and a small mixed company of dark, nature, wild, and sea elves are setting out to liberate this place from Sylmare and return it to the proper inhabitants. Anyone who wants nothing more to do with her ‘rule’ should stay indoors with their hands off their weapons. Do you understand me?” 
 
    It looked to me like Nueleth didn’t just understand, but had a shit-ton of questions she fancied firing at Ilya. To her credit though, she managed to refrain from asking a single one. All she did was look around at the four of us and swallow, her gaze lingering on me a little longer than any of the others. 
 
    “Very well,” she whispered. 
 
    Kea motioned for us to keep moving. With a final meaningful look at the stunned blood elf guard, Ilya followed Kea, with Helki and myself coming up behind.  
 
    We wove our way past a fishmonger’s shop and across a wider street. The buildings were becoming bigger and slightly more elaborate, which told me that we were probably nearing the center of Cliffshall Skerry. 
 
    We came across another patrolling blood elf guard, but this time she was accompanied by a friend. What was more, this pair was also in possession of a zombie on a leash made from plaited seaweed. 
 
    The trio of potential enemies rounded a corner, just as the four of us were skulking our way past a shop, in front of which was a selection of drying seaweed and sponges hanging from racks. 
 
    At first, the seven of us all froze in our tracks—well, the six of us living individuals did, while the zombie continued to gurgle and twitch on the end of the leash. 
 
    Then, one of the blood elves’ faces lit up in furious recognition when he sighted Ilya. His eyes narrowed, and he bared his teeth. 
 
    I didn’t need more of a clue as to how things were going to go from there. Using my nature magic, I sent an unformed spell at the seaweed leash just as the guard holding it dropped it to release the lurching zombie. 
 
    With a twist of my hand, I had the leash snaking up and around the neck of the oncoming zombie, even as it took its first step toward us. Obviously asphyxiating a being who didn’t breathe wasn’t going to help us at all, but by sending a strong surge of nature magic into the rough garrot I had made of the leash, I managed to constrict it with such violence that it actually cut through the zombie’s moldy neck like piano wire. 
 
    As the zombie’s head fell into the sandy road with a dull thud, Kea was already dashing toward the two guards with her spear lowered and her head down. 
 
    “Game time,” I muttered, and reached for my magic once again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While the guard that had been holding the zombie had looked mightily pissed off to see Ilya, the other blood elf looked more shocked than angry. I figure that he had not been entirely sold on the idea of taking over the base of another elven clan, but had decided to play along with Sylmare's ideas of how the new blood elven way should be. 
 
    The angry guard, who was taller than the other, growled and pulled a war hammer from his belt as Kea went sprinting to meet him. The head of the hammer throbbed a deep crimson as he flicked the heavy weapon out in front of him in the direction of the onrushing sea elf. A beam of scarlet light shot out of the end of the war hammer, skipping across the surface of the sandy street like a stone being skimmed across a pond. 
 
    Without so much as pausing, Kea was suddenly enveloped in a rippling bubble of water, which looked to be emanating from the tip of her spear, so that her entire running body became a blurred outline.  
 
    Blood magic met sea magic. The skimming garnet-red spell thumped into the bubble shield and was absorbed, tinging the sphere that encircled Kea red. For a few moments, it looked like the sea elf was a huge insect trapped inside a ruby. Then, the bubble burst apart in flying droplets of red water, and Kea leapt on high, boosted by a jet of water that emanated out of the sand at her feet. At the zenith of her jump, she launched her spear downward, toward the blood elf who looked to have his panties in the mother of all bunches. 
 
    The second blood elf looked around him as if hoping that someone was going to step out of one of the deserted doorways and offer him some advice on how to deal with this unexpected situation. The street was filled with the washy light of the dawning day, and it lent a ghostly feel to everything. 
 
    It was the hesitation that this second blood elven sentry exhibited that convinced me that this pair were not of the same mentality. Clearly, Ilya was of the same mind as me because she was moving in the direction of the second guard with her lightsword raised, but in a way that seemed a little too over the top for a real attack. 
 
    Still, we were in enemy territory, and I didn’t see the harm in covering all our bases. It would have been quite the shame for the gorgeous blonde blood elf to go charging in, with the express hope to cow this second sentry, only to be killed due to her showing too much mercy. 
 
    Happily, there were still many shadows coalescing in the street, what with it still being so early and all. I used my affinity with dark magic to mentally pile and push some of those shadows into a rough block, then positioned this rough block behind the legs of the sentry as he backed up at the approach of the furious figure of Ilya. 
 
    It was a simple schoolyard trick, but as simple tricks often do, it worked like a dream. He went over backward with a squeaking squawk of surprise. Before he knew it, Ilya was standing over him with her lightsword tickling him under the chin. 
 
    As for his buddy with the warhammer, whatever anger he had felt was quickly extinguished when Kea’s spear unexpectedly fired a spray of water from its tip when it was about three feet from his face. 
 
    Once again, it was a simple trick, but one that achieved its desired effect. The spray of water came completely unexpectedly and put the blood elf sentry off his stroke. His hammer, which had blurred into a spinning circular shield of red light, dropped just a fraction of an inch and allowed the spear itself to strike home, taking him through the throat in a gout of bright blood that was soaked up greedily by the sand at his feet.  
 
    The second sentry was left flat on his back with Ilya straddling him in her bright white armor. He looked very much like someone who wished they’d called in sick for guard patrol that morning.  
 
    “So,” Ilya said, in a very quiet and controlled voice, “what will it be, my friend?” 
 
    Behind her, Kea landed as lightly as a cat in the sand and ripped her spear from the neck of the dead blood elf. 
 
    “Well,” the stricken sentry said, trying to talk without moving his Adam’s apple, out of fear that it would be snicked off by the eldritch sword at his throat. “Well, I would very much like to live, I think, if that’s an option.” 
 
    I laughed softly to myself. Despite the seemingly precarious position he was in, I couldn’t fault the guy’s manners. 
 
    Ilya’s awesome and enviable lightsword moved a fraction of an inch away from the elf’s throat.  
 
    “Who’s side are you on?” she asked him bluntly, while myself, Kea, and Helki continued to keep an eye on the village around us. 
 
    The blood elf licked his lips and then said, “I'm on the side of all elves.” 
 
    “And Sylmare?” Ilya asked, her clear eyes boring into her fellow blood elf’s face. 
 
    The sentry let out a little sigh and looked guiltily away from Ilya. 
 
    “I took her service,” he said haltingly. “ I knew that it was… I took her service, despite knowing that it was wrong, in my heart, to encroach and take another clan’s homestead by force.” 
 
    The sentry raised his chin and looked back at Ilya. 
 
    “I have no excuse. If it is your mind to punish my pig-headed and naive treachery with death, then I accept the price. Immediately or in the long run. If the price of this piece of cowardly foolishness is to be the rest of the life I have left, then the trade is a fair one, I think.” 
 
    It was one hell of an answer, and just the one that Ilya had been looking for. She lowered her blade and held up her hand. 
 
    “You’re no enemy of ours,” she said, helping the relieved-looking sentry to his feet. “We’re all fools at one time or another in our lives, but a true and dangerous idiot is one who lacks the ability to take even his own good advice.” 
 
    She dusted the elf down, slapped him on the shoulder, and gave him the same instructions she had given to the first sentry we had come across. 
 
    “Only before you walk off and warn those who are against Sylmare’s doings of what is going on,” Ilya said, “I would appreciate it if you would hide the body of this fallen fellow of ours. I do not know what lies led him astray from the true path, or if he was particularly evil at heart, but he has paid his debt now.” 
 
    We left the spared sentry behind us and hurried onward.  
 
    Once, Kea pulled us up short, and we stood listening for a while outside of a carpenter store that specialized in driftwood furniture. Distantly, I thought I could hear the soft ringing and clashing of steel. 
 
    “What is that?” Helki asked, but I could tell by his tone that he could guess what it was. 
 
    “Come, we must hurry,” Kea said, her voice low and serious. 
 
    I cut down two more zombies that stepped unexpectedly out of a doorway. Their appearance was so abrupt that I barely had time to register what magic I was reaching for before I unleashed the wild magic spell. My eyes were fixed on the ground at the time, my vision full of the sand that covered it, looking for traps or magical tripwires. 
 
    When I heard the unmistakable groaning of the zombies as they stepped out into our path, I instantly thought of sandpaper for some reason, my brain making the jump from one thing to another. The sand that made up the path we were jogging down rose up, coalesced around the zombies and then whirled around them in a tight vortex of blistering, abrasive particles. Within five seconds, the animated carcasses had been stripped of almost every piece. They collapsed into twin heaps of yellowed bones. 
 
    “That was incredible,” Helki said to me as we ran on. “How did you know you could work such a spell?” 
 
    “Helki, I never know what I’m capable of until I’ve done it, man,” I replied honestly.  
 
    Moving fast now, and not bothering to keep to the shadows now that the light of day had broadened to such an extent, we burst out onto a wide thoroughfare that I recognized from our reconnaissance of the previous day. The street underfoot was brighter than the sand covered alleys we had been running through, and I saw now that that was because it was paved with hand-sized shells; the sea elf equivalent of cobblestones. 
 
    Up ahead of us was the town hall, easily identifiable as the only two-story structure on Cliffshall Skerry. In front of the long building, which reminded me more of a Viking longhall due to its upturned boat hull-like roof, was a gathering of waiting warriors. 
 
    Standing front and center of this dour-faced bunch was none other than Sylmare, the red-haired and white-cloaked female blood who had styled herself as the new ruler of Cliffshall Skerry. 
 
    “Guess we won’t be needing to ring the front doorbell then,” I said. 
 
    Our jog slowed to a walk as we saw what was awaiting us. It didn’t seem like there was near as much cause for rushing as we had first thought. 
 
    “Curse them,” Kea whispered to Ilya from just in front of me. “They’re already waiting. If this means that they’ve done something to my fellow sea elves…” 
 
    “Patience,” Ilya warned Kea. “Sylmare may be misguided beyond recall, but she is not stupid. She will not have slain anyone without, what she at least deems as, good reason.” 
 
    I hoped she was right. There was a whiff of something in the air. The part of me that was becoming more and more accustomed to battle and death by the day thought it knew what that almost intangible scent might be. 
 
    A heady perfume made of equal parts desperation, fear and bubbling anticipation at violence to come. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well now, look what the tide washed in,” Sylmare said, taking a ballsy step forward.  
 
    We had to come to a halt some twenty yards from where she and her ten or so followers—that we could see—were standing in front of the broad steps leading up to the town hall’s front doors. 
 
    Kea looked at the woman. Despite the anger that must have been surging through her, her face was a mask of frigid composure. The only aspect of her visage that hinted at the vitriolic anger was a slight tightness in the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “This is not your home, Sylmare of the blood elves,” she said simply. 
 
    She did not shout the words, but they etched themselves in the air and hung there like sea spray; cold, crisp, and undeniable. 
 
    In retort, Sylmare laughed. Up closer now, that loud laugh grated on my nerves more than it had done when I had first heard it from the precipice above town. It was the kind of noise that an elephant seal might make if it were trying to birth some rusty farm equipment.  
 
    “You hear that?” she said to her obsequious followers that were gathering closer behind her as they felt the tension building. “This is not our home, my friends.” 
 
    The large male elf with the shaved head, whom we had spotted from the rise the day before, leaned forward and spit into the road. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly, Nasir,” Sylmare said, the smirk sliding from her face like cold porridge. “Perhaps, if the blood elves had not been casually abandoned by the rest of the clans as we obviously were, we might not have been forced to go to such lengths to carve a niche from Tavalon as we have done, and…” 
 
    Sylmare’s monologue trailed away. The reason for her tirade losing its power was obvious. 
 
    My hand was waving in the air. 
 
    “I have a question,” I said in a reasonable tone. “Has anyone bothered to mention how fucking crazy you sound?” 
 
    If there had been an army of crickets nearby, they would have been chirping right then. The friction in the air was so thick that you could have cut it with a knife. Hell, you could have cut it with a spoon—the flat of it. 
 
    “No?” I asked. “No one has had the testicular fortitude to point out that you’re clearly a few cans short of a case? No? Only, it’s come to our attention, even in the short time that we’ve been here this morning, that not all is well in Takeover Town, not even amongst your own clan.” 
 
    “It is true, Sylmare,” Ilya said in her clear voice. “Your support is not unanimous because most of the blood elves you have cowed or manipulated into standing with you know deep in their hearts that this is plain wrong.” 
 
    “How can it be wrong when we were left to suffer by the other clans?” spit the red-headed blood elf. 
 
    “That is not true,” Kea said. “And, even if it was true, it would not make amends for what you are doing now—not just to my clan, but to your own people that have foolishly followed you down this dark path. The worst kind of despot is the one who was once a victim themselves.” 
 
    “But, the fact is, that none of the other clans knew of the blood elves’ disappearance,” Helki piped up. “All assumed that you had done the prudent thing and gone to ground, after the First Age ended, the amalgamages disappeared, and the ogres began to multiply.” 
 
    Sylmare’s eyes narrowed. Her fingers twitched, as if they longed to grip the handle of the sword hanging from her belt. 
 
    The distant sound of fighting wafted toward us on a gentle sea breeze, and Sylmare smiled coldly, madly. 
 
    “Sounds like I still have a few followers left, eh?” she said. 
 
    “It’s probably just our friends getting caught up with the cursed undead that you have patrolling around your perimeter,” Ilya said. “Not only to keep enemies out, but to keep friends within. You know that there are many among us who do not wish to be here, so you keep us trapped, hemmed in by undead so that we cannot leave to find better pastures.” 
 
    The big bastard with the shaved head growled and took a step forward, but Sylmare stopped him with a gesture.  
 
    “That’s the truth of it, Sylmare,” I said simply. “The truth of it is that everyone assumed you were lost. No one is out to get you. You’ve just painted you and this bunch of overzealous or easily impressionable dumbasses that follow you into a corner.” 
 
    I took a step forward and put a hand on Kea’s shoulder. 
 
    “Throughout life people will make you mad, disrespect you and treat you badly, Sylmare, we all know this to be true,” I said. “We do some stupid things when we feel like we have been treated poorly. But, it’s not too late to ask for some forgiveness and throw down your arms. It’s never too late for that. Mistakes between elves can be rectified.” 
 
    For a fleeting moment, I thought the red-haired elf might capitulate. Certainly, her followers looked to waver a little. In the blink of an eye, the sneer was back on her face, and I knew that she was lost. 
 
    “Says the only non-elf that I see here,” she said, raising her voice and drawing her sword with a ring that seemed to echo off the stone buildings surrounding the square. She pointed the blade at me. It was the same kind of lightblade as Ilya carried. 
 
    Ilya tried to slip one last word of reason into the conversation edgewise, but to no avail. Sylmare shut her down with a glare.  
 
    “Whoever you are, non-elf,” she said, shooting one disparaging look at Ilya as she spoke, “you will die alongside this traitorous piece of—” 
 
    I’d never been one to allow a raving lunatic to finish their parting shot. Robbing some freeze-dried wackaloon of the final zinger they had been working themselves up to was, in my opinion, one of the surest ways to ensure that they made a mistake in the fight that was only moments from breaking out. Mistakes in battle, after all, were precisely what you wanted your enemy to make. 
 
    With this in mind, I had been quietly channeling nature magic into a line of the shell cobblestones that ran right across the feet of Sylmare and her group of goons. It had been a subtle little bit of magic, but it paid dividends. 
 
    The shells exploded upward in a staccato burst of stinging shrapnel and bright green light.  
 
    Like the sparks of a campfire that had just been kicked, Sylmare and the rest of her acolytes scattered every which way. 
 
    Spellfire erupted from all sides, and more than a few crossbow quarrels flickered out of the throng of running blood elves as they all darted for cover. A couple of the blood elves who had been nearest to the exploding firecracker shells threw their hands up, their faces perforated with dagger-sharp shards of broken shell. Unfortunately, Sylmare and her big bodyguard were not amongst them 
 
    “Remember, try to keep the kills to a minimum!” Ilya cried, though it sounded to me like she didn’t hold much hope in the enemy blood elves to throw in the towel easily. 
 
    To their credit, and to our disappointment, the blood elves that had not been injured sprinted left and right with elven speed and agility. Most of them adroitly avoided or deflected the blasts of nature, dark, and sea magic that my fellow liberators flung their way, snarling and cursing as they dove behind various forms of cover. 
 
    “Non-lethal force if you can, but stay alive at all costs!” I said, not knowing if that order made any sense, and not really caring. My friends knew what I was talking about. 
 
    A blood elf leaned out from the cover of a doorway she had taken cover in, and shot a sizzling bolt of crimson light from her open palm. The bolt of blood magic slammed into the wall of a hut just behind Kea and crusted the surface of it with a steaming, cracked blood-red substance that was somewhere between a scab and lava. 
 
    From the doorway just down the way, another blood elf ducked out, crossbow tucked tightly and expertly into his shoulder, and aimed the weapon at Helki. The young elf looked to have been taken just as much by surprise by the abrupt kicking off of the confrontation as our foes had been. He was standing right where we had left him. Hadn’t so much as drawn a blade or brought a spell to hand. 
 
    I had been about to send an orb of coalesced wild magic toward Sylmare or the male blood elf with the shaved head, but altered the spell in mid-cast. Instead, the wild magic that I had gathered to my chest shot outward like a chameleon’s tongue, smacked up into Helki’s hip, and ripped him unceremoniously off his feet. 
 
    The crossbow quarrel flitted past like a lethal, swooping swallow. Right through the air that had previously been occupied by Helki’s chest. 
 
    Before the crossbow wielder could make any more mischief by shooting a quarrel or two through the ass of one of my other companions, Kea sent a bullet-fast blast of water in his direction. The sea magic spell tore across the low roof line just above where the man was standing and sent a deluge of roof tiles—more shells, of a different variety—cascading down on top of him. When the dust settled, all I could see of the guy was his mangled crossbow lying some way away. 
 
    I shoved Helki behind the cover of a handy trough made from one half of a hollowed out giant clam shell. 
 
    “Don’t hesitate,” I shouted at him, over the snap and boom of magic flying this way and that. “The minute you hesitate you are done for!”  
 
    I left him there, hoping the dark elf would be able to rally his nerve, and rejoined the magical street brawl. I looked up, caught sight of a blood elf making a dash across the street, and fired some dark magic quickly from what might’ve been considered the hip if we’d been on the set of a spaghetti western. 
 
    The beam of cloudy purple light caught the running blood elf in the chest, but didn’t strike cleanly enough or pack enough punch to kill him. It did, however, have enough juice to blow him off his feet and into the air. My target screamed and was propelled backward through a driftwood door and into the building it fronted in a bright lilac shower of sparks.  
 
    The world dissolved into a series of bright, white-hot moments that were seared into my memory to be (hopefully) picked apart later. 
 
     The soundtrack of battle—shouted curses and cries from the injured; the zip, boom, and snap of spell countering spell; shrieks and whoops of adrenaline-fueled anger—filled the air. The blood elves might have had the numbers to start with, but that didn’t last for long. We had superior skill on our side, not to mention the righteous anger of Kea, the sea elf. 
 
    With a swift thought, and a rough backward wave of my hand, I sent wild magic spells and sea magic spells shooting out in different directions.  
 
    I imagined the fury and chill of a storm-tossed sea, trying to distill the unbeatable wearing force of the tide into a single moment. A solid set of bars of gray water appeared in midair. Almost, they looked like the cross section on a mesh flyswat, if you were looking at it from very close up. They swept sideways into a blood elf with enough force to lay open his face in a nasty gash. His blood magic weapon shattered under the blow. The water burst on impact and washed the senseless blood elf off to one side, to lie in a crumpled heap by the steps leading up to the town hall. 
 
    The wild magic took the form of a swirling double helix of hard pink magic that missed its intended target, an elf whom I had intended to force into a state of super slow-motion, but unintentionally blocked a blood magic spell fired at Ilya by somehow turning a simple two-wheeled hand cart into a block of pink granite twice the size of the original cart. 
 
    Time ebbed and flowed as the battle to gain entry to the town hall continued. There were moments of frantic action, moments where I barely had time to breathe or blink, let alone think about what I was going to do next. In such moments, I entered this strange Zen-like zone where I surrendered myself to the instincts that had guided me thus far in this strange world. 
 
    I extemporized. I kept things relative. I adjusted. All in the tiny particles of time that magical combat allowed me to. 
 
    A dark magic spell conjured a flat shield of boiling purple smoke in front of me, which absorbed the blood magic shards slung at me by an irate Sylmare, dissolving them on impact. 
 
    Before I could send her some much-deserved retaliation, my attention was directed toward a pair of her blood elf cronies, who had scaled one of the stone cottages and were attempting to flank Kea from above. The sea elf was busy trading blows with the male blood elf with the shaved head, and had no way of knowing that she had a couple of sneaky bastards trying to score a cheap-shot on her. 
 
    I pressed my hands to the ground and turned the shell roof tiles into a small stretch of white-water rapids, though instead of water these rapids were comprised of, well, shells. The two sneaky fuckers howled and thrashed as they were flung back out into the street. They landed right in front of Helki, who began administering them a solid kicking. 
 
    Another blood elf darted suddenly out into the street, right in front of me. I hit him square on the nose with an unrefined, but nonetheless quite effective, left hook.  
 
    Before the blood elf could regain his composure, and before I could even step forward and let him have it with the nature spell I was calling to mind, Rosa came flying down off a roof and floored the unsuspecting blood elf with a thunderous knee to the middle of his brawny back. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” I exclaimed. 
 
    Rosa was smiling like a maniac, evidently loving it now that the shit had hit the windmill. 
 
    The blood elf had been catapulted forward by the impact, but had managed to roll neatly upright. Privately, I was stunned that he hadn’t been immobilized by the blow. Not only was he not paralyzed from the shoulders down, but he even had the presence of mind to try and hightail it to some form of cover. 
 
    Rosa had other plans. As the blood elf limped off, and I ducked a flying discus of blood magic that whizzed over my head, the wild elf twiddled her fingers. A lasso of incandescent bubblegum pink wild magic appeared spinning above her head. 
 
    With a small nod of her head, Rosa sent the lasso spinning away and dropped it over her fleeing foe’s head as neatly as any cowboy ever roped a steer. With a click of her fingers, the magical lasso tightened, became a noose, and the end of it dropped into Rosa’s hands. 
 
    “Little help,” she called to me. 
 
    Seeing as I was standing only a few paces away from her, I grabbed the end of the occult rope too and, together, we pulled back on it savagely. The blood elf’s head was yanked back so violently that he couldn’t have been stopped quicker had he run headfirst into an iron girder. 
 
    He screamed once as he turned a neat right angle in the air, but this gargled scream became a grunt as his head made contact with the ground. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and shot a blazing shock of dark magic through the wild magic rope. The dazed blood elf jerked and then lay still. He let out a low, wheezy moan and didn’t move again, though he did smoke slightly whenever he twitched. 
 
    “I see what people mean when they talk about teamwork being satisfying,” Rosa said casually as she swiped her purple-silver hair from her eyes. “Everything all right with you, Jake?” 
 
    “Ticking along nicely, thanks, Rosa,” I said, peering around at the general carnage that had overtaken the area. “Yourself?” 
 
    “Not bad,” Rosa said, wiping blood from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No, I think this is someone else’s.” She licked at her lip and spat. “Yeah, definitely doesn’t taste familiar.” 
 
    We were forced to end our little chat because Sylmare, the big shaven-headed bastard, and a few of her other more insane followers were backing toward the town hall now, and they had started flinging spells completely indiscriminately at anything that moved. 
 
    I even saw one of the blood elves on the edge of the gathered pack of desperadoes shoot one of the blood elves, who had been on their side, in the back because she faltered when Ilya called to her to lay down her arms and sue for mercy. Apparently, even thinking about giving into reason was enough to get blasted between the shoulder blades by your own team. 
 
    The blood elf fanatics were obviously playing for keeps too, because the spell he fired at his former comrade manifested itself in the form of a lance of scabby blood magic that skewered her like a giant claw. The woman’s eyes bulged, she coughed and vomited blood down her front, her knees collapsed, and she fell forward with the blood spear snapped off clean through her torso. 
 
    Ilya, who was moving toward the group with Kea by her side, screamed in rage at this move. We may have been fighting for our lives, but it was clear that every blood elf from her clan that was irrevocably lost in this power struggle felt like a blow to her heart.  
 
    Kea waved both her hands around her head and pointed them at the blood elf who had just murdered his own. A localized sea mist gathered around his head, momentarily blinding him. Surprisingly though, the bastard managed to maintain enough awareness to keep one hand on the blood elf next to him so that, although he couldn’t see through the mist that wrapped his head like a scarf, he didn’t become detached from Sylmare’s group of renegades as they backed toward the town hall. 
 
    “We have to stop them before they make the hall!” Kea called to us. “I won’t risk them killing my people out of spite!” 
 
    “Have you not heard?” Ilya said through gritted teeth. “Blood is thicker than water.” 
 
    She pointed her lightsword at the elf with the mist-shrouded head. A rough, burgundy particle wave shot from the tip and encased the man. He slowed, like a fly trying to move through honey, head still swathed in Kea’s supernatural fog. His hand was jerked from the arm of the blood elf next to him, whom he had been using as a guide, and suddenly he was separated from the pack. 
 
    Ilya moved without mercy. 
 
    She launched herself into the air, twin sprays of spitting and sparking candy-red light emanating from her heels like the tails of fireworks. At the zenith of her flight, the lightsword flashed like a ruby as it was hit by a beam of early morning light. 
 
    She fell like a rose-colored lightning bolt. 
 
    The sword came down and cleaved the blinded, almost paralyzed blood elf in two, from the crown of the head right through to the fork in his legs. Blood exploded out of the elf as the two halves of his body were flung away by the shockwave that rolled off the blood elf as she hit the ground, her lightsword buried halfway to the hilt in the shell cobblestones.  
 
    Such was the pressure that emanated out from Ilya on her landing, that the grievously reduced number of fanatical blood elves were knocked staggering. Some of the blood elves on the periphery of the group were actually thrown from their feet and were sent skittering across the square like dry leaves caught in a gale. 
 
    Time slowed. 
 
    Each heartbeat thudded in my ears at a twelfth of its usual speed.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nelri wrap one of the fallen blood elves in a wobbly, lilac dark magic wave, effectively binding him. Behind her, Takoda and his warriors came sprinting around the corner. They looked like they had been held up by more than a few undead; their armor and clothing was scratched and damaged and, now that I counted, they were actually missing one of their numbers. 
 
    Out of the corner of my other eye, Helki launched himself on top of another of our fallen foes. He caught the dagger she slashed toward his face in a fist that was protected in a mitt of flickering dark magic, wrenched it from her hand, and then knocked her out with a halo of purple light that crowned her head for a second before winking out. 
 
    Most of my attention though, was focused on Sylmare. 
 
    Alone of her dwindling group of followers, Sylmare looked to have kept her wits. Or, maybe, she had already lost them a while back and was now functioning on a different plane of existence. 
 
    I spied the agile physique and mousy brown hair of Lilah as she ducked to evade the dazed, desperate spell shot at her by a blood elf with blood running from his temple who had managed to get shakily to his knees. The crackling spikes of scarlet magic zipped over her head and punched into the wall of the town hall, leaving lipstick-red asterisks on the variegated gray stonework. 
 
    Lilah enchanted a nearby fallen piece of driftwood so that it raised itself into an S shape, like a serpent poising itself to strike. She released her incantation, and the driftwood beam uncoiled with the rapidity of a spring, driving itself forward, right into her adversary’s guts with such force that he let loose a stream of acrid vomit and collapsed into the road. 
 
    Past this one-on-one battle, Kea was sprinting up the steps of the town hall. All thought of the fight seemed to have left her, now that she knew all of our company were involved in the fight. She darted past Takoda, who had a knife to the throat of one of the downed blood elf renegades and looked to be giving him the old ‘we can do this the easy way or the really easy way’ speech. I left the securing of the hostages to the sea elf.  
 
    I made directly for Sylmare, but I was not the only one. 
 
    Ilya was sprinting toward her enemy too. Dressed in her all-white armor and illuminated by the morning sun that was now beaming down into the square, the blonde blood elf looked like nothing less than an avenging angel—or, perhaps, one of the Valkyrie. 
 
    Redhead faced blonde. Each woman’s attention glued solely on the woman in front of her. Teeth were bared, eyes blazed, hands balled into fists. It was the most animalistic thing I had ever seen, the very epitome of raw female power coming face to face. It reminded me of a pair of thunderheads rolling in to meet across opposite sides of a wide open plain. 
 
    So, of course that shaven-headed asshole, Sylmare’s right hand man, chose that moment to make a move. 
 
    He loomed off to the left. He had an ax with a large, crooked blade of solid blood magic in his hand. His eyes were fixed on Ilya as she pelted toward Sylmare. Blood dripped from his mouth, down his chin, and onto the front of his shirt. His eyes were wide and wild. 
 
    He looked like a fucking zealot and a half. One of those crazy bastards who have been holding onto an idea that was not their own so tightly that the only way to pry it from them is to wait until their fingers are cold and dead. 
 
    But, I had made a promise to Ilya. No killing of her folk, if it could be helped. Even if they were a master of the art of dickheadism. 
 
    As Ilya and Sylmare met in a furious clash of flashing lightswords, the elf with the shaved head started moving more quickly toward Ilya’s rear. His intention was clear: cut her down like a tree from behind with that bigass ax of his, save his mistress’ life, and get a few brownie points in the process. 
 
    Not on my watch. 
 
    “Negative, ghostrider,” I said, and unleashed my magic. 
 
    Combined nature and sea magic rippled out from below my feet and raced across the shell cobblestones. I had to maneuver it slightly with my mind, bending the spell so that it intersected the big henchman’s path. When it did though, the shells beneath his big booted feet split into jagged halves and then snapped close like a couple of bear traps. 
 
    Blood spurted from between the snaggy teeth of the shell traps, clean out of the leather of the blood elf’s boots. With a high-pitched shriek of dismay, my target flopped over sideways, clawing at his ruined legs.  
 
    I moved forward cautiously. The blood elf may have been down, but he was not out. He was still more than capable of lashing out with a spell or two in the throes of his pain. 
 
    A blur of movement. Helki, who had obviously been watching me work from somewhere, darted in like a hawk falling on a rabbit. Before the stricken henchman had done anything more than pull his busted legs from the jaws of the shell traps, the young dark elf was on him and had put him to sleep with another one of his dark magic halo spells. 
 
    I was about to give Helki the thumbs-up when a cry of dismay echoed across the stillness of the square. For a heart-stopping moment, I thought that Sylmare had gotten the best of Ilya. Thankfully, a moment later, my doubts were put to rest. Glancing over, I was just in time to witness a highly gratifying sight.  
 
    Ilya and Sylmare were nose to nose. Their lightswords were locked together. The two female elven warriors were straining this way and that, bending backward and forward like a couple of neighboring trees caught in the grips of a capricious hurricane. 
 
    Then, there was a flash of light, a sudden smell of copper, and Sylmare went tumbling away across the square to land in a groaning heap at the base of the steps. The woman’s lightsword skittered across the shell cobblestones and came to rest against the toe of my boot. The blade flickered and went out, leaving only the beautifully worked hilt with its small guard. Without thinking, I picked it up and tucked it into my sword belt. 
 
    Ilya stalked toward her fallen foe. Her face was set and grim. Her sword was still in her hand. 
 
    Sylmare tried to fling a few bolts of blood magic. The jagged spines shot toward Ilya like clots of sharpened blood. Moving like Bruce Lee after eight shots of espresso, she batted and sliced the bolts from the air with her lightsword, all the while moving forward. She looked as unstoppable and cold as a glacier.  
 
    Sylmare snarled and pointed her clawed fingers at Ilya. A burst of vibrant, burgundy sparks shot toward my friend and ally, but once more she used her sword to deflect the blood magic so that it landed all around her, sizzling into the shell cobblestones like molten magma embers. 
 
    “Wait—” Sylmare yelled, opening her mouth wide to beg for undeserved clemency. 
 
    Ilya put her boot in the other woman’s mouth. Hard. 
 
    Sylmare flopped backward, one-hundred and ten percent out for the count.  
 
    And then, just like that, or so it seemed, Sylmare, the usurper and disturber of the peace and her closest advisors, many of whom were still unconscious, had been rounded up and subdued. 
 
    A murmur of voices made me turn. Kea was leading a small host of elves, all of them dressed in a similarly skimpy manner as she was, out of the town hall. A few of them were rubbing at their wrists, which I guessed had been bound by the blood elves. Most of them were looking around in undisguised wonder at our motley collection of warriors. 
 
    I glanced around. More blood elves were appearing from out of the surrounding buildings. Many of them looked sheepish. Some of them had their hands raised to show that they were no threat. The majority of them looked downright relieved to see Sylmare and her cronies lying on the deck, clearly pacified. 
 
    Takoda, the dark elf, walked up to me and clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “We did it,” he said simply. 
 
    I nodded. “Is everyone accounted for?” 
 
    Takoda’s face fell a touch. “I lost two of my warriors. One to the undead on the edge of the town. And the other…” He motioned to where one of the dark elves sat slumped in a pool of blood by the steps of the town hall. 
 
    I cursed and shook my head. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said to the dark elf. 
 
    “It is not your fault, amalgamage,” he told me. “They fell in battle. There is no shame in that. At least, there is no shame for us in that.” 
 
    His eyes were flinty as he turned them on Sylmare and her defeated zealots. There were only about a dozen of the diehards left. Of those that were conscious, I saw that a few of them were looking around as if suddenly comprehending just what a pig’s ear they had made of things. Doubt gnawed the features of one or two of them. 
 
    “What will we do with the survivors?” Helki asked me, coming to stand beside Takoda. 
 
    It was a good question. Now that the fighting was done, I wasn’t sure what to do with those jackasses. Luckily, the problem of what was to happen next was soon taken out of my hands. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the sea elves were thirsty for some justice. In typical no nonsense elf fashion, they wanted a swift execution of the blood elves—all of those who did not give themselves up, at least.  
 
    Sylmare and her close advisors had been brought back to consciousness by the sea elven apothecaries by this point. This act was not one done out of kindness, but because the sea elves wanted to see the look on the blood elves’ faces when their judgment was passed. 
 
    Predictably, Sylmare and her cronies insisted they would rather die than renounce their ways and sue for clemency. 
 
    “There’s a time when you have to set pride aside, Sylmare,” I said. 
 
    The blood elf looked at me square in the eyes then. Through the tangled red fringe of her hair, matted with congealed blood, I saw a person staring back at me who had utterly embraced their madness, and was now living in another dimension, without anything that so much as resembled a soul. 
 
    “Go and fornicate yourself, non-elf,” she spat venomously. 
 
    “Ouch,” I said. 
 
    Usually, in movies, these endings were dragged out and made a spectacle of. This was not so in the elven world. Though the sea elves who had been corralled into the town hall of Cliffshall Skerry might have unanimously agreed that the blood elven nutbags were getting what they deserved, it did not mean that they were particularly glad about having to administer the capital punishment. 
 
    The blood elves were dispatched quickly and cleanly in short order. There was none of the ‘do you have any last words’ rigamarole. Words would have served no good by that point. 
 
    Kea did the deed on Sylmare herself, but clearly took no pleasure in it as, at the end of the day, the blood elf was a fellow elf. She stood behind Sylmare, who had been forced to her knees and held in place by shackles of rippling blue sea magic, while under her the blood of her now dead followers filled the gaps between the shell cobblestones. She raised her spear on high and, with the swift, sure stabbing thrust of the born hunter, she rammed it through the nape of the blood elf’s neck, killing her instantly.  
 
    The talk amongst the sea elves quickly turned to what was to be done with the rest of the blood elves. 
 
    “They should pay the ultimate price as their clansfolk did!” said one female elf at the back of the group. 
 
    “They did lay down their weapons, though,” said another female elf, looking over at where the blood elves were standing on the other side of the square and being guarded by Ilya, Takoda, Helki, and the two remaining dark elf warriors. 
 
    “Only because they could see which way the current was running,” said a male sea elf with seaweed woven through his long, white-blonde hair. 
 
    The talk turned this way and that. Firstly siding with the remaining blood elves, then against them. 
 
    Now, being adverse to senseless killing on the whole, I wasn’t too keen on playing witness to a small genocide, nor did I want to feel like that blood was on my hands. I didn’t want the rest of the blood elves put to death just because they followed the crowd. I was resolved to take them as prisoners. 
 
    Eventually, just when I thought we were either going to have ourselves a stalemate or the blood elves were all going to be put to death, Ilya, looking almost regal in her white armor, strode back over and called for quiet in a loud and commanding voice. 
 
    The hubbub that had engulfed the sea elves faded away. Soon, all that could be heard was the occasional lonely cry of a sea bird and the roar and rush of breaking waves beyond the island walls. 
 
    Ilya marched forward until she stood right in front of the gathered sea elves. She looked every inch a Matriarch herself now. 
 
    With a firm but fair voice she addressed both the sea elves and myself. “Jake, Kea, and the sea elven clan of Cliffshall Skerry, allow me to help you weed out the last of Sylmare’s loyalists from those who were simply following because they believed they had no other option.” 
 
    I looked at Kea. The sea elven beauty shrugged minutely at me. 
 
    “To my mind, it’s either listen to Ilya’s way of doing things or let your people exact their harsh, all-encompassing revenge on every single blood elf still standing,” I said. “And I can’t help but think that seems like a hell of a waste, considering they were thought to be a dead clan only a little while ago.” 
 
    Suddenly, looking both weary and relieved that this whole chapter in her life was almost at an end, Kea padded over to me and put one arm around my waist. She leaned her head briefly on my shoulder. Then, with a seemingly concerted effort, she stood up straight and addressed her people. 
 
    “Fellow sea elves, if you would attend to my counsel, I suggest that we listen to my friend, and a friend to us all, Jake Walker! For he is none other than… the amalgamage!” 
 
    And, to my amazement, that seemed to appease the sea elves. Whether it was because they trusted Kea’s judgment, or because they felt like they were indebted to us for saving them, they were happy to defer the punishment of the remaining blood elves to the one blood elf whose allegiance to elvenkind in general could not be questioned. 
 
    I turned to Ilya and gave her a nod. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, my voice heavy but steady, “do what you have to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After weeding out a few more venomous snakes in the grass and cutting their heads off, Ilya declared herself happy that the remainder of the blood elves could be trusted. 
 
    “At least, they can be trusted to not openly try and kill us,” she said. 
 
    When I shot a raised eyebrow in her direction, the white armored elf smiled sadly. 
 
    “Relax, I am just joking,” she said. “I’m more than happy that the rest of the blood elves can be trusted. They were just… lost. Scared. They are, considering the manipulation that Sylmare put them through, decent.” 
 
    “Decent? You’re sure?” I asked, running my eyes across the bowed heads of the blood elves who had been spared. The sea elves were already moving the bodies away so that they could be wrapped in kelp shrouds and given over to the deep as was their custom. 
 
    Ilya shrugged her armored shoulders sadly. “Decency is a mercurial concept in Tavalon. I’m not sure that it really has a meaning. I know there is only one way to measure it.” 
 
    “And how’s that?” I asked. 
 
    The armored elf tapped her chest with a finger. “With this,” she said. “Each of us is a measuring stick, and we must do the best we can. Make the decisions that we deem to be right. We must stand by those decisions.” 
 
    I nodded. “You have to do more than stand by those decisions too. You have to live by them. And, if you can’t live by them, then maybe they weren’t the right decisions to make in the first place.” 
 
    The blood elven woman looked at me in wonder, taken aback, maybe, by my perception. 
 
    “That’s right, Jake. That’s right. I couldn’t have said it better myself. While there is no such thing as a written tenet to being an elf, standing by and living with, and even dying by, a decision might very well be it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The wall of clotted blood magic that had surrounded Cliffshall Skerry was quickly cast down. It transpired that Sylmare had linked the longevity and strength of the wall to a ruby that she had placed within the town hall. According to the blood elves that had been spared by Ilya, Sylmare had taken inspiration from the undead. Specifically, she had used the large ruby as a soul jar, utilizing it as a vessel in which to store the power of the wall. Once the ruby had been obliterated by Ilya, the wall simply crumbled into the sea and disappeared. 
 
    We stayed in the home of the sea elves for a few days, though I made sure to visit Sundance at least twice a day. I always took him gifts of fresh seafood or salted fish, which he accepted gratefully. Although I worried that the raptor would get bored just hanging out on the beach, I thought he actually enjoyed himself. He would lie in the warm black sand all day, or else busy himself hunting in the woods. 
 
    After a few days of downtime, in which Kea and her people cleansed their island village of the last remnants of the occupation of the blood elves and the undead, with the help of the penitent blood elves, I felt like it was time for us to head home. 
 
    Takoda, Helki, and the two surviving warriors they had brought with them had already returned to their dungeon home, though I had made them promise to come visit us in Varglade so that we could repay them for their hospitality. 
 
    “We will come, Jake Walker,” Takoda had said to me as we had clasped forearms at one of Cliffshall Skerry’s many hidden exits. “And we will not come alone. The time is fast approaching when all good clans must come together to beat back the foe that has oppressed us and harried us for so long.” 
 
    I nodded and then turned to Helki. The young dark elf regarded me bashfully, and I clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my life, amalgamage,” Helki said as the two of us clasped forearms. 
 
    “No worries, pal,” I said nonchalantly. “Just do me one thing and we’ll call it even, okay?” 
 
    “Anything, amalga—Jake,” Helki said. 
 
    “Never fucking—” I began to say. 
 
    “—hesitate,” Helki finished with a grin. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, returning the smile. “Hesitation is only good for feeding the monster that is doubt, man. Remember that.” 
 
    I had been happy with Takoda’s promise. I figured that we couldn’t have too many friends dotted around Tavalon. Not with what I planned as our next step. 
 
    “The prisoners,” Kea said to me, gesturing at the blood elves when I had mentioned that I was thinking of leaving the following day. “Will you be taking them with you?” 
 
    I had been giving some thought to this. 
 
    In all honesty, the blood elves did not strike me as particularly likely to suddenly up and start another little rebellion. In fact, now that Sylmare and her ilk had been consigned to the depths of the sea, they appeared as dedicated and polite as any other elf from any other clan that I had ever met. Admittedly, they still walked around Cliffshall Skerry with the sheepish and hangdog air of those that have been caught doing wrong and know it, but I imagined that once they had finished helping to restore the sea elf island to its former glory, they would be more than willing to join those elves already in Varglade. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I think I will invite them to come back with us. And if they don’t want to come, they can go wherever it is they want to. Hopefully they’ll be able to find a place to call their own.” 
 
    Kea nodded. “Do you have a plan for them if they do want to come back with you?” 
 
    “A plan? Not really. Ilya has already said that she’ll come back with us. She wants to see Varglade. I’m thinking that, seeing as the blood elves don’t have a home, they’ll be more than willing to give her their loyalty in exchange for sanctuary in Varglade.” 
 
    Kea raised her eyebrows and smiled. “Very cunning, Jake Walker.” 
 
    “It’s not really cunning. We have plenty more room and could use the elf-power to carry on expanding and improving the town. The irrigation system needs to be made better, we need people to tend the stock and prune the fruit bushes and trees, and we need to seriously think about training up a cohesive armed force. We would be lucky to have them.” 
 
    “So you will just let them roam free in your fine village and hope that Ilya will be able to keep them in check?” Kea asked. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll need keeping in check,” I said again. “However, I was thinking that instead of them still considering themselves as prisoners, I would set up some sort of… buddy system.” 
 
    “Buddy system?” Kea asked me. 
 
    “Like, I was thinking that I would use the dark, nature, and wild elves to help integrate the newcomers. I would assign a blood elf to an elf from one of the other clans who would help them get to grips with village life. And, in doing that, the blood elves would also have someone we trust watching them—while not feeling like they were being watched.” 
 
    Kea looked impressed. “That is a fine idea,” she admitted.  
 
    “And what about you? Will you be staying here now that your people are safe once more?” 
 
    Kea shot me an interested look. “I think not. I owe you, Jake Walker. You and the others.” 
 
    I waved that away. “I told you that I would help you. Turned out that we were able to. There’s no repaying necessary. I’m sure I speak for the others when I say that it was a pleasure that we wouldn’t hesitate to do again.” 
 
    “Let us hope that there are no more elf on elf disputes to be settled in the foreseeable future,” Kea said.  
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    “As for me,” Kea continued, glancing at me out of the corner of her eye, “I was hoping to come back to Varglade with you.” 
 
    I turned, took Kea by the shoulders, and kissed her full on the mouth. The kiss lasted a few seconds before we broke apart. 
 
    “That,” I said to the breathless and pleased-looking sea elf, “is a fucking excellent idea.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    As I knew they would be, the blood elves were welcomed to Varglade with every politeness I imagined they would be shown. The nature, wild, and dark elves that already called the growing elven township home rolled out the welcome mat and did not bother to try and hide their astonished delight at finding out that the blood elves were still of this world. 
 
    Even in the short time that we had been away, Varglade looked to have come on in leaps and bounds. The buildings, stores, and workshops had a kind of gleam to them. They looked polished. Complete. In short, they looked like they were cared for, being used, and lived in. It was extremely gratifying to see. 
 
    What was more, because of the influx of wild elves, there were even more new buildings being constructed and the streets were busier. They were not overly busy though, which was something I had worried about a little. I hadn’t wanted that elven haven to turn into some sort of knock-off human city. That would have been a bit of a kick in the teeth to me. I loved the rustic and fantasy world look of the place. It never ceased to make me smile.  
 
    Even with the blood elves, I was glad to see that the place still had plenty of room. The streets felt alive, but not choked. You could still stroll along at your own pace, stop to chat to people you knew, or sample some wares at a shop without having to worry about someone behind running up the backs of your legs. 
 
    Ilya, along with Lilah, helped to get the blood elves settled into the part of the township that had been given over to the wild elves. Ilya had, almost without any sort of formal discussion, become the Matriarch of the blood elves. By finding and engaging us for our help, freeing them, and cutting out the rot that had infected their clan, she had shown just what she was willing to do for the good of her people. She showed she was not to be trifled with. She had shown that she cared more about them than she did herself. 
 
    The day after we had returned from our latest adventure I called a meeting of my closest friends, the leaders of the clans, and anyone else that had played a pivotal role in the expansion of Varglade thus far. We met in the middle of one of the orchards, in which the fruit trees already looked to be flourishing. The smell of grass and honey pervaded the air. The sky was blue. Sundance snapped at passing butterflies. The air was fresh, with just a bite in it that warned of the turning of the seasons. Winter was on its way. 
 
    Lilah, Nelri, Rosa, Kea, and Ilya were all there, of course, along with Firnous, Zuthry, and Simone. We did not stand on ceremony. In fact, we sat in the grass. 
 
    Before I did anything else, before I broached the piece of business that I had gathered this counsel together to hear, I introduced Ilya to everyone else. Once the name swapping and pleasantries had been gotten through, I turned the talk to what was on my mind. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to keep this short and sweet,” I said. “Before I put this forward though, I want to say that I don’t expect any answers from any of you just yet. In fact, I don’t want to actually discuss it at all right now. I just wanted to put it out there, so that you can think about it in your own time, sleep on it, and revisit it while you have your breakfasts tomorrow.” 
 
    “We are all ears, Jake Walker,” Zuthry said dutifully. 
 
    “Right. Well. Here it is, then,” I said. “As beautifully as the hamlet is coming along, evolving and growing in size, I wanted to put forward the idea that we should launch an assault on the Ogre King.” 
 
    Silence greeted these words. It was not the stunned, incredulous silence that I might have expected though. Not the astounded kind of silence that might greet a declaration like ‘hey, who feels like going on a kamikaze mission with me?’ 
 
    No, this one crackled with an expectant electricity.  
 
    “Take the fight to him, you mean?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Take the fight to him and kick him the metaphorical nuts while he is not expecting it, was my exact thinking,” I said to the Matriarch of the nature elves. 
 
    A brief babble of talk broke out, each member of the counsel swapping ideas with others. Members of different clans compared the strengths and weaknesses of their own people, trying to figure out in a rush how best to utilize their folk to give the Ogre King the most sound and satisfying whupping. 
 
     In the midst of all the hubbub, someone tugged on my sleeve. Turning to my right, I found myself staring into the deep scarlet eyes of Simone. 
 
    “What—” I started to say. 
 
    Simone pressed something into my palm. Pressed it hard, without saying a word, and closed my fingers around it. When she released me, I looked down, opened my hand, and saw that she had given me the fragment of the amalgamage’s signet that I had retrieved from Ferusbourne. 
 
    “You really should take it, Jake,” Rosa’s sister said. “It’ll be for the best in the long run. Besides, us wild elves would only lose it, probably. In fact, I actually only remembered it when I felt something digging into my cleavage earlier.” 
 
    She winked at me lasciviously. Now that she mentioned it, the oily little fragment of metal or stone or whatever it was did feel slightly warmer than usual. 
 
    Before I could do more than slip the fragment into a safe pocket and button it close, my attention was snared by Lilah poking at me from my other side. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Matriarch?” I asked, in my best subservient voice. 
 
    Lilah’s eyes sparkled, and she swatted at me playfully with the back of her hand.  
 
    “I just wanted to know, Jake, whether you are as powerful as you think you could be?” she said. 
 
    “Um…” I said. “I haven’t really thought…” 
 
    My words tailed off as I perceived that Lilah was managing to point with her eyebrows to her left, where Ilya was sitting and conversing with Firnous. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    “It is worth thinking about, if you are resolved to move on the Ogre King,” Lilah said in a reasonable and low voice. 
 
    Lilah was hinting that I’d probably need blood magic in the coming fray, and that it would be foolish not to try and make myself stronger, seeing as the chance to do so was within my grasp. 
 
    I looked upon the newly minted blood elf Matriarch thoughtfully, and as I did so, she looked at me. We caught eyes, and a frisson of energy jumped between us. In that moment, I realized, through some prolonged and very interested eye contact, that my ponderings were probably telegraphed right across my face. What was more, it looked to me like Ilya might very well be one hundred percent down like James Brown for it. 
 
    She’s hot, there’s no denying that, my ever-helpful brain said to me as the blonde elf and I studied one another. The kind of hot that any right-thinking man would bury his dick so far in that whoever pulled it out again would have to be crowned King fucking Arthur.  
 
    When the meeting was done, Firnous and Zuthry made some completely transparent excuse to go off together and walked back through the meadow. They weren’t quite out of sight before I saw the milfy dark elf slip her hand into the hand of the stern but staunch nature elf. 
 
    Next to me, I heard Nelri give a girly sigh, something which I would not have believed her capable of being able to utter not too long before. 
 
    “So cute,” Lilah said as the Firnous and Zuthry vanished into the haze at the end of the orchard. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, but managed to stop myself saying anything sarcastic.  
 
    Simone muttered something about needing to check on how her latest batch of dropbear stools were drying. 
 
    “Very important for this batch to be dried correctly,” she said. “Very important for one who studies the smokes and circles in the closed tent.” 
 
    “See you later, sister,” Rosa said. 
 
    “What the hell are dropbear toadstools?” I asked when Simone had disappeared. 
 
    “Not dropbear toadstools,” Rosa said to me as we walked out of the orchard and meandered toward the river, drawn by its ceaseless and soothing chatter. 
 
    “But Simone said—” I began. 
 
    “No, not dropbear toadstools, Jake,” Lilah said, chuckling a little. “Dropbear stools.” 
 
    “What’s the diff—Oh…” I said. 
 
    Rosa burst into laughter as she saw comprehension dawn on my face. 
 
    “Oh, that’s nasty,” I said. 
 
    Lilah laughed. 
 
    “Do I even want to know what she’s going to use them for?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably not,” Nelri said, laughing along with the others now. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “but I hope she’s not going to be offended if she offers me some home baking and I turn it down.” 
 
    Rosa made a theatrical gagging noise. 
 
    We walked out and stood on the bank of the river and watched the sun-dappled water race on by. 
 
    “A wonderful spot,” Ilya said softly. 
 
    She was right. It was. I liked rivers. They were perhaps the best metaphor for life. I could sit at the edge of one and imagine I was watching a lot of life flow by. Or I could jump in the water and flow along with a lot of life.  
 
    “How do elves make siege weapons?” I asked abruptly. 
 
    My thoughts had been allowed to be tugged this way and that by the relaxing soundtrack of the water, while the girls gossiped and giggled around me. There was so much still for my architect’s brain to do in Varglade, but my mind had kicked this thought forward for consideration. 
 
    “Siege weapons? What are siege weapons, amalgamage?” Kea asked me back. 
 
    A smile lit my face as I realized what it was she was telling me. 
 
    “Oh baby,” I said, looking around at the group of beautiful women watching me intently, “you ladies are going to fucking love what I’ve go to tell you next.” 
 
    I sat on the bank of the river, which was fast turning into one of my favorite spots in Varglade, and motioned for them to join me. 
 
    “Yeah…” I stared into the water and smiled wider as I imagined the kind of advantage that siege weapons might give us in a world where there were none. “Yeah, you’re going to love them, all right. But I don’t think the Ogre King will.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, like everything in the universe that was worth expending blood, tears, sweat, and heartache over, it was far easier to sit there and say ‘Hey, let’s go and take the fight to the Ogre King’ than it was to actually do it. 
 
    The first obstacle was that we had no idea, whatsoever, as to what we would face once we got within striking distance of that feral blue army. 
 
    One thing we did know, however, was the general direction that the ogre’s capital was situated in. Even though no elf had been there for years uncounted, many of the hunters and scouts still knew the rough positioning of the ogres’ main stronghold, if only so that they knew which way not to go when they went out on their excursions. 
 
    The general consensus was that if one traveled south for three or four days, there was a narrow pass that could be traversed, preferably at night, which would lead an intrepid wanderer to the outer margins of a great plain. Across this plain, which was once teeming with migratory herds of all kinds of beasts, a vast rocky escarpment thrust out from a range of mountains. 
 
    “This stony arm is an out-flung branch of a row of marching peaks that was known by the elves, in happier days, as the Gold Tops,” one wizened female tracker, Wrassey, told me, as I sat with her over a steaming mug of mint tea. “They were thus named because of the way the setting sun used to turn their heads to gilded gold on clear evenings, and you’d find no evenings clearer than the ones out those ways.” 
 
    “And the ogres have made their stony arm of the Gold Tops theirs?” I asked her, blowing wisps of steam from the surface of my brew. 
 
    “I imagine they control most, if not all, of the land there now,” Wrassey replied sadly. “From what I recall though, and my memory is still as sharp as it ever was, there was an old elvish fortification there—old even when I was young.” 
 
    “An elvish fortification? What branch of elves lived there? Can you remember anything about it? If the ogres are calling that place home now, then it’d be great if we had some idea as to the layout or…” 
 
    My voice tailed away in the face of old Wrassey’s head shaking. 
 
    “I never went there myself,” she told me, sipping her tea carefully. “We were forbidden to set foot inside the fortified place, perched as it was right on the spur of that arm of the mountains. All I will say is that the elves that dwelt there were proud, and the bastion itself would have commanded peerless views over the surrounding plain.” 
 
    She smiled, her deep old eyes gazing inward for a second. 
 
    “I remember that there was a fine tavern at the base of the spur,” she murmured, her hands curling around her crockery mug as a sharp wind whistled under her porch and fluttered the flames in the brazier set beside us. “The sight of the windows of that place, glowing amber in the gloaming, was a welcome sight for a weary hunter. They served a wonderful honey ale there, and a very passable stout brewed with oyster shells would you believe. It was called Shining Peak.” 
 
    The old nature elf’s smile faded. 
 
    “Still,” she said, “I don’t suppose a brick of the old place still stands now. Not with the ogres calling it home.” 
 
    Although I sat down with a handful of the other old foragers that had once roamed in that part of the world, details on the Ogre King’s stronghold were lacking. All that I managed to glean was that the Ogre King was most likely holed up at the end of this spur of the Gold Tops. Most of the old-timers agreed that, if the ogres had any sense at all, they would have made use of this ancient fortress that sat atop the lead mountain that overlooked the prairies. A fortress that had been built by a race of elves eons before, though not a single one of my interviewees would elaborate on who these elves were, or had been. 
 
    One night, a few days after the Varglade Council had decided on our course of action, a few of us convened in Lilah’s cottage for a meal. We sat out in the back garden, huddled in blankets, around a fire set within a ring of stones, eating roast pheasant and tossing the bones to Sundance, who crunched on them happily. 
 
    “It goes without saying that the prudent thing to do,” Lilah said, “before we can make a concrete plan of action on how we’re going to go about—” 
 
    “—kicking the Ogre King’s backside out of this world,” Rosa chipped in. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Rosa,” Lilah said with a small smile. “As I was saying, the shrewd thing to do is to have a look at the lay of the land. That much is obvious. We cannot afford to charge in blindly to this.” 
 
    “Lilah is right,” Nelri said, picking at her teeth with a sliver of firewood. “We’re only going to get one shot at this. If we fail…” 
 
    “There will be no coming back from it,” Kea said, nodding her head and staring into the fire with her pearlescent eyes. 
 
    “No,” Nelri agreed. 
 
    “This will mean a small scouting mission,” Lilah said.  
 
    “I’ll go,” I said immediately. 
 
    I enjoyed being back in Varglade and going over the suggested improvements for the town, but there was a significant part of me, a part that was growing as I embarked on more adventures and became more familiar with my powers, that yearned to be out in the field.  
 
    Lilah gave me another one of those smiles of hers, the kind that could cut the feet from under a man if he wasn’t expecting it, or sitting down already like I was. Her bright blue eyes glittered like sapphires as she gazed at me from the other side of the fire. 
 
    “I thought you might want to, Jake,” she said. 
 
    I shrugged, trying, and failing, to be nonchalant. “I thought Sundance might appreciate a run, you know.” 
 
    “And who do you think might go with you?” the Matriarch of the nature elves asked me. “You are only going to want to take a few of our most trusted with you, as this is going to be a mission that will not, in any way, rely on martial power to see it done. You must be quick and you must be silent and you must be unseen.” 
 
    “The last thing we want is for the ogres to be put on the alert and tighten up whatever defenses they have in place,” Firnous said, in his slow and solemn voice. 
 
    “Which is why,” Lilah said loudly, her voice quashing the words that had started to come out of Rosa’s mouth, “it would be a good idea if you were to stay here, Rosa.” 
 
    The wild elf looked as if she might have been offended, but it seemed that an excellent meal had robbed her of her usual fight. 
 
    “Fair call,” she said, slumping back in her chair and absentmindedly tickling Sundance under his scaly chin. 
 
    “We will need your help here anyway, Rosa,” Nelri said. “The help of both you and Simone.” 
 
    Rosa glanced across at her sister, who looked to be paying not a blind bit of attention to the conversation, but was staring up at the moon with a thoughtful expression while she smoked a short-stemmed pipe. 
 
    “You want me to work with her?” Rosa asked dubiously. 
 
    “If at all possible,” Lilah replied. 
 
    “Doing what?” Rosa queried. “You know what they call two wild elves trying to work together, don’t you?” 
 
    Nelri shook her head. 
 
    “An argument,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Well, it’s in that vein that we need the pair of you here,” Lilah said. “The two of you, along with Nelri, myself, Zuthry, and Firnous, will be working on the organization of the Festival of Lights.” 
 
    At the mention of this festival, Simone’s eyes slid down from the heavens and fastened on the Lilah. 
 
    “The Festival of Lights?” she asked, the words rushing out in one long breath, along with a deal of lilac smoke. “Well goodness gracious me, but that might be the finest slice of news to caress my shell-like ears since… Well, since I can’t remember when!” 
 
    “I’m glad you approve, Simone,” Lilah said, beaming at the elf, who had her silvery purple hair wound up into her usual Princess Leia-style braids. “It will be an excellent way to solidify the bonds between all our elven kindred before we head out on what is undoubtedly the most perilous mission that we have undergone in too many years to count.” 
 
    “Not only that,” Ilya the blood elf said, leaning forward so that her blonde locks shone like gold and copper in the ruddy glow of the fire, “but the festival will also show my blood elves, the ones that were taken captive at Cliffshall Skerry, what kind of community they have been brought into I hope.” 
 
    “Those were mine and Lilah’s thoughts when we started discussing the idea,” Nelri said. “Our hopes, so far as the blood elf prisoners were concerned, was that such a gathering will convince them to join Varglade’s fight with their whole hearts.” 
 
    “That sound admirable,” Zuthry said. The Matriarch of the dark elves shot Firnous a quick look. “Anything we can do to reinforce the bonds that link all of us is a good thing.” 
 
    Before I could ask for some kind of clarification as to what the Festival of Lights was, Helki, the closest person to an elfling that I had met, put up his hand. 
 
    “If I may,” the young dark elf said, “I’d like to volunteer to go with the amalga— with Jake when he goes scouting for Ogre King’s citadel.” 
 
    Lilah gave me an inquisitive look. 
 
    “Doesn’t bother me,” I said, shooting Helki an encouraging grin. “Like you said, this is strictly a reconnaissance mission.” 
 
    “Very well,” Lilah said. “So with Helki and Jake, I would suggest two more. Kea and Ilya, how would you two feel about making sure the boys behave themselves.” 
 
    “Hey!” Helki and I said in unison. 
 
    Ilya inclined her head, while Kea broke into laughter at the indignant looks on mine and Helki’s faces. 
 
    “I’m in,” the sea elf said. 
 
    “As am I,” Ilya added, stretching her hands out to the flames. 
 
    “Good,” Lilah said. “The four of you ought to get some sleep then. You’ll be leaving at first light.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    We traveled hard after leaving Varglade, stopping only to make and eat some of the tasteless elvish ready meals, which I was coming to despise with a real passion, or rest our mounts. As for those, I was riding the tireless and speedy Sundance, while my three elvish companions rode on the back of a karkadann apiece. 
 
    These creatures were very similar to unicorns—in fact, if I’d had to pick one out of an equine line-up, I wouldn’t have been able to do it. They were different though, in the way that they were almost impossible to break, and were nowhere near as benign as their unicorn cousins. 
 
    All three of them had been found and caught in the forests of Varglade by wild elven hunters, one of whom had sustained some broken ribs and a shattered forearm during the capture. They had been brought back to the settlement, and broken over a number of days, in a high-fenced paddock. When the word had gone out that three mounts capable of keeping pace with Sundance were needed, the wild elf trackers had volunteered the karkadann. They could never hope to match the sheer pace of Sundance, but they could run for a day without rest if it was required of them. 
 
    The landscape was nothing but broadleaf forest for the first day. Just after we had stopped when the sun was at its zenith on the second day though, the forest began to get more straggly, the trees spaced further and further apart. Before long we found our mounts jogging through swathes of wild grass and flowers, which were so high they came up to well above our knees, mounted as we were. 
 
    As we sat around the fire that night, I broached something that had been niggling at my mind during that afternoon’s ride. We had beaten out a rough circle in the sea of tall grass. The only sound was the snap and crackle of the young fire and the contented champing of the fiery karkadann as they browsed the grass for young shoots nearby. Sundance was off hunting, but I had no fear that he would be back and ready by the time I needed him in the morning. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” I said. 
 
    “About?” Ilya asked. 
 
    The blood elf was polishing a dagger and did not look up from her work. 
 
    “About how we’re going to scout this fortification, or whatever might be waiting for us by this spur of the Gold Tops,” I said. 
 
    Kea frowned. 
 
    “Without getting spotted, I mean,” I explained. “We’re going to want to get a good look at this place, right? We’re not going all this way just to have a quick peek. We want to be able to gain as much intelligence on this place as possible. Something which will be hard unless we have a pretty good view of it.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Ilya said, running the whetstone across the edge of her dagger. 
 
    “But, from everything that I’ve heard, there’s nothing around this place but acres of open grassland,” I pointed out patiently. “So, how are we going to get close enough to get a good look at it, without being spotted ourselves.” 
 
    I had been expecting an awkward silence to greet these words. Indeed, both Kea and Ilya looked up at me, with sudden and concerned comprehension dawning in their eyes. Surprisingly, only Helki seemed unperturbed. 
 
    After the two female elves had sat and swapped glances with one another and myself, the young dark elf cleared his throat. There was something a little guilty about the way he did this, but I ignored it for now. 
 
    “What is it, Helki?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I wanted to save this information as a surprise for tomorrow,” the dark elf said, fiddling with a piece of grass he had been twisting into the shape of a dragon, “but I see that now is as a good a time as any.” 
 
    He tossed the little grass dragon into the fire and leaned forward. His eyes were suddenly shining with excitement. 
 
    “I think I have found a way to gain us an unencumbered view of the area that we wish to scout,” he said, “as well as shave four days in total off our trip—two days to the scene of our objective and two days back.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at this pronouncement. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “you better go on, bud.” 
 
    Helki looked relieved, as if he had half thought that one of us would shut him down and tell him to stop his boasting. I had seen the young elf fight though, and I had seen the measure of his resolve. He was no fool. If I had thought he was, I would have voiced an objection to him coming with us on this trip. 
 
    “I got talking to the fletcher who made me these arrows,” he said, touching the feathered shaft of one of the arrows that nestled in the quiver he had resting at his side. “He used to be a keen hunter. He told me that he would often go out alone and for days at a time, walking far and wide in his search for game. Mostly though, it sounded to me like he just enjoyed seeing new country.” 
 
    “And you told him about what we were setting out to do?” I asked. 
 
    Helki nodded. “This fletcher, he told me about a lake to the south west of where this spur of the Gold Tops. There is, or was, a fishing people who inhabited this one particular corner of it. He told me that these fisher folk would often lend him a boat to cross the lake and cut off a great loop of track that he would otherwise have to walk to get to the mountain passes he frequently hunted goats in. They made the best row boats that he had ever seen, crafted from some hardwood that aged to the hardness of stone and never rotted.” 
 
    I leaned forward and looked at the dark elf across the fire. 
 
    “And these goat hunting pastures,” I said, “they would happen to be…?” 
 
    “They were on the side of a peak that looked directly across the plains, at an angle from where this old elvish fortification used to be,” Helki continued, his speech getting faster as the words tumbled out of him. “The mountains there, the fletcher told me, were practically unclimbable from the grasslands side. Yet they offer an unparalleled view of the bastion that it sounds like the ogres have made their own.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us this before?” Kea asked. 
 
    Helki shrugged, and the little bone and teeth ornaments that adorned his long, dark hair clicked softly. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said evasively. “It sounded like skirting the edge of this lake is inevitable. I was just going to wait and see if any of these boats were left there. If so, I would have told you what I have told you now.” 
 
    I knew the real reason why he had kept the information quiet. The young elf had wanted to bust it out at the opportune time and reap as much glory as possible from the revelation. Shit, I didn’t blame him. I’d pulled a few of those kinds of moves myself when I was younger.  
 
    “Fuck it,” I said. “If we’re going to pass by the spot, then we may as well keep an eye out for these boats. If they’re still there and they’re still whole, then we lose nothing in trying out Helki’s route. As far as I can see, we were going to be pretty stumped once we got to the prairies at any rate. If the boats are there and we get to shave a few days off our journey, I think we should go for it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that luck is with us,” Ilya said. 
 
    “There’s got to be a first time for everything with these ogres,” I said. 
 
    As it happened, luck was with us. In fact, it seemed that the goodwill of the universe decided to shine down on us in great heaping dollops the following day. 
 
    We found the edge of the lake just after first light. After skirting it at a trot on our mounts for a few miles, we dismounted at a spot that looked slightly less overgrown than the surrounding countryside. The air was still and chilly, and the serenity was disturbed every now and again only by the odd fish coming up to snatch an insect from the glassy waters of the lake. 
 
    It was Kea who uncovered the boats. To our amazement, and in a testament to the long-gone people who crafted them, the sea elf declared that they were still shipshape. Before long, we had left our mounts hidden in the mists that were creeping out of the ground by the water’s edge and determined which was the sturdiest of the small vessels. 
 
    Kea spent a few minutes running her hands over the hulls of the little craft before we pushed it into the water, muttering to herself with her eyes closed. It turned out that she had imbued our ride with a spell that allowed her to power it by repelling water from its stern. The boat shot forward, heading out across the section of the lake that we were cutting off, powered by what I saw as an invisible magical motor. 
 
    We didn’t come across so much as a single ogre track once we reached the far bank and took to the marshlands at the foot of the towering hills. That’s what the elves told me at any rate, seeing as I would have struggled to pick out anything less than an elephant’s tracks in that boggy, reed-filled world. 
 
    After some pretty heavy going, we reached the top of the bluff that Ilya said looked promising. When we crested the top, we crawled cautiously along on our bellies until we reached the lip of the cliff and then looked down, across the prairies, to the beautiful bastion of stone that stood on the other side. 
 
    “Nice work, Helki,” I said, clapping the dark elf, who was lying prone next to me, on the back. 
 
    The bastion opposite us certainly was beautiful; as obviously not of ogre design as it was possible for one structure to be. 
 
    The fortress was clearly of elvish construction. It sat on the very pinnacle of the spur that jutted from an arm of relatively low-lying mountains that ran from a biblically massive range, which I assumed were the Gold Tops.  
 
    Away in front of it, separating the burg from us, was a wide stretch of land that must have once been quite the luscious and all-providing grassland. Now though, the ogres had turned the prairie into little more than a huge plain of churned mud. This wasteland was dotted with a few dead trees, leaning drunkenly, and a load of rugged tents that had ‘ogre’ written all over them. 
 
    “It seems that, regardless of the fact that they have taken the fastness on the spur of the mountains, many of those foul folk still like to camp out in the mud,” Kea said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “It makes you wonder, doesn’t it? Makes you wonder about why the hell they’re so intent on expanding their numbers and their hold on the lands, if this is all they’re going to do with it.” 
 
    Ilya sighed. “It is important to try and get into the minds of your enemies if you wish to understand them, but I don’t think elves will ever be able to understand ogres. They could sit here and grow their civilization from a secure place, but instead they try to consume the lands and kill the inhabitants of them like a swarm of ravening locusts.” 
 
    “It makes no sense to me,” Helki said simply. 
 
    As I felt so ignorant of this world myself, it was easy for me to overlook the fact that Helki was probably less experienced than myself. As his dark eyes ran over the plain, at the tattered tents and the blue-skinned ogres stumping aimlessly around them, he looked vaguely sick. 
 
    “Okay,” I said in a firm voice, “let’s stop slack-jawing at how shit the ogres are at organizing themselves, and how brilliant they are at ruining pristine natural environments, and do what we came here to do.” 
 
    With that, all of us turned our attention to the object of our journey: the elven-made, ogre-occupied burg on the other side of the plain. 
 
    The elven bastion commanded the best view of the plains on the smaller arm of craggy peaks that flowed off from the main range of the Gold Tops. It was an incredibly elegant structure, or had been at one time, before the ogres had rolled in and put their architectural stamp on it. 
 
    The main body of the fortress sat on the very brink of the spur, built with incredible guile and skill into the mountain itself. So well-constructed did it look, that the part that I would have called the main castle looked almost to have been carved from the stone of the craggy heights, rather than built up from it. Shit, for all I knew about elven masonry practices, it might very well have been. 
 
    Five graceful towers, shaped by cunning and careful hands so that they would repel wind and rain and storm, guarded specific points of this castle. As I examined the fortification with my professional architect’s eye, I realized that if you had been able to get a drone’s eye view of the place, those towers would have made up the points of a near perfect star. 
 
    There was a tall tower on the front of the bastion. It was topped, as far as I could make out, with some kind of courtyard or lookout, maybe. There were two other towers on the sides of the narrow spur and two behind. All of them were connected by massive curtain walls made of silver-gray stone that twinkled like ice or marble shot with precious stones. 
 
    I could make out the roofs of buildings within the walled compound, but little more than the roofs. Whatever their purposes were was anyone’s guess from this distance. I allowed my eyes to rove toward the back of the compound, noting how few guards were patrolling the ramparts. It looked like the ogres had allowed themselves to get more than a little lax. There was no rhyme nor reason to the patrols, and the little blue-skinned figures might even have just been wandering about aimlessly for all I could tell. 
 
    “Clearly, they don’t fear attack here,” Helki muttered, shading his angular elvish face with a long hand. The wind was very fresh up here and stirred his long black tresses, making the bone and tooth ornamentations rattle. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly, young Helki,” Ilya said, giving the dark elf an approving smile. “And that could work in our favor when it comes time to strike.” 
 
    Tall windows were scattered evenly, but sparsely across the walls and the towers, along with similar-sized apertures for archers and artillery. I wondered if any of the original elvish defenses remained. There was no real way to tell. 
 
    At the very rear of the formidable compound, I thought I could see a glimpse of a vast gate with giant wooden doors. I guessed that was the one and only entrance and exit to the place. As my eyes moved slowly down from that gate, I saw that the folds of the lands, the valley beyond the gate, probably lent itself to a road. 
 
    I dropped my gaze, scanning the low mountains slowly and carefully, trying to pick out the most likely and easiest way for a road to go. In my mind, I was imagining the flow of water, for roads were a lot like water; they liked to follow the path of least resistance.  
 
    As my gaze dropped down the wrinkled, craggy cliff faces, I noticed that there were a handful of waterfalls flowing down the faces of the many ridges and escarpments and into several glittering little rivers. The spray from the waterfalls looked as fine as mist, and it was hard to properly judge their size from where we were. 
 
    “It’s a nice spot for a settlement,” Kea said. “Or would be if the foul folk were not here. Beautiful fresh water coming down from the Gold Tops. Probably glacial melt—the purest water in the world. No wonder this land was said to be so fertile. The water flowing out of the mountains would provide the precious grasslands outside of the castle with all the nutrient rich hydration they could wish.” 
 
    My gaze panned across the muddy wasteland below and in front of us. 
 
    “If only the damn ogres weren’t here poisoning the place, huh?” I said. 
 
    My gaze flicked back up to where the main castle sat on its spur. In truth, the whole edifice was smaller than I had thought it would be, but it was also way, way more impenetrable-looking. It reminded me a little of a scaled down version of Minas Tirith, though without the series of ringed bulwarks, and just the one curtain wall. Realistically, it only needed one wall to join the towers. The main defenses were provided by its perfectly selected position and the mountains and open plain that surrounded it. 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks and let loose a long exhalation that was liberally sprinkled with curses. 
 
    “What rankles you, Jake Walker?” Ilya asked me, turning those glassy gray eyes of hers on me. She had one hand clasping her long blonde hair, a precaution to stop it flying about and catching the sun that peeked out from the clouds every now and again.  
 
    “I mean, there is just no way that we can approach this place from the direction that Vargalde lies without being spotted,” I said slowly. “Not with the size of the force we’re probably going to have.” 
 
    “And we can’t circle around and come down from the Gold Tops,” Kea said. “Winter is on its way and such a journey would be suicide. Even in the summer it would take us weeks, if not months, to make such a journey.” 
 
    I shook my head to myself. “This castle has clearly been around for a long, long time, but it doesn’t seem like it’s going to collapse any time soon. On the plus side, the spur that it’s on is lower than I expected it to be. I’d have to make some calculations when we get back home, but I’m pretty sure that our siege weapons will be able to reach the fortifications if we can get them in range.” 
 
    “This is going to take some planning, isn’t it?” Helki said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think it is,” I said. 
 
    We lay and watched things for a while longer, while the building wind whipped at the sparse brown grass and howled with eerily beautiful voices through the crags around us. We watched the hundreds of visible ogres below stomping around on the plain, burning fuel taken from the edges of the forests nearby. I could see the dull brown scar of felled trees, which was probably growing deeper and deeper by the day on the edge of the green swathe of woodland. 
 
    “They really are like a bunch of locusts,” I muttered. “Just consuming and destroying every resource in their path, with no thought as to how to sustain it.” 
 
    Kea nodded. 
 
    After a few more minutes, Ilya stirred and looked up at the sky. 
 
    “Come,” she said, “I can smell snow in the air and the light is failing. We’ll want to be back across the lake by the time night has fallen. Then we can start the ride back to Varglade first thing in the morning.” 
 
    And so we melted away into the mountains and started our treacherous journey back down the slope. As we went, the clouds gathered over us and blotted out the sun so that it shone like a weak silver disc through the firmament. As we reached the bottom of the rocky escarpments and started to trudge toward where we had the boat pulled up, the first flake of snow came spiraling down and landed on my vambrace before melting away. 
 
    There was a lot to think about, and much to plan for.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The journey home was mostly uneventful, though we pushed Sundance and the karkadann to their limits to get back as fast as we could. There was an extra pressure now: the weather. It was clear that, even only a few days further south, the mountains on which the Ogre King had set his base of operations were on the very cusp of winter. 
 
    All four of us remained silent while we rode, each of us lost in our own thoughts. I, for one, had no idea how ogres fared in more wintery conditions. They were as tough as coffin nails by all accounts, and I doubted a bit of cold or a dusting of snow would take much of the fire out of them. Yes, they didn’t wear much in the way of clothing, but that meant very little. 
 
    As for elves, I assumed that they were, more or less, like humans. Fighting in snow would be more sapping and exhausting. I doubted an elvish army would thrive camping out in a snowstorm, if it came to that. The sooner we got things moving, the better. 
 
    However, when I thought about how difficult it used to be just to herd twenty of my friends out of a house party and off to a bar on a Saturday night, I did not imagine that organizing hundreds and hundreds of elves would be as easy as telling them that we were running late and we better hurry up. 
 
    It was going to take some time. 
 
    The journey home might not have been very eventful, but our arrival back at Varglade certainly was. 
 
    Kea had caught sight of a number of our scouts as we had approached through the forest, but none of them had stayed around to chat. Rather, they had waved when they had seen us notice them and then disappeared into the brush. 
 
    The reason for their hasty exits soon became apparent. Dusk was coming on nicely when we exited the trees that ringed the bowl-shaped dell in which the settlement of Varglade sat, and the sky above was bruised with a gorgeous mixture of purples, yellows, and deep oranges. We drew in our mounts at the lip of the dell and looked down at Varglade, and saw that the whole township had been lit up like a Christmas tree. 
 
    “Wow,” I said softly to myself, “would you look at that. Talk about a welcome home.” 
 
    The barrier hedge was slightly taller and more formidable than it had been even when we left. There were also a few thick trunks running through it thanks to the wild elves, some of whom had been channeling their magic into the sentient barrier. I had been told by Rosa that these tree limbs acted as yet another kind of defense mechanism, shooting out to smash any airborne attackers from the air. I guessed this was an addition that had been cooked up and implemented after the joint aerial of the rocs and ogres. 
 
    The more helpful and less resentful of the blood elves had also added to the hedge’s plethora of defensive facets. Now, there were a number of jewel-bright crimson beetles that looked to be calling the barrier hedge home and would, or so the blood elves assured us, actually help heal the hedge from any magical or physical wounds it might sustain. Essentially, it sounded like the beetles would act as white blood cells, converging on any damage and healing it in numbers, almost like a scab. 
 
    It seemed like the thing was constantly growing and improving, fueled somehow by the increase of elven life that sometimes poured, sometimes trickled into the township that it protected. 
 
    The watch towers too looked to have been upgraded. Carpenters had been busy, smoothing out the kinks in the originally quite hasty construction, sanding them down and building them out toward the top so that they were slightly overhanging. 
 
    As good as all that was to see, it was what was happening inside the walls that was of primary interest. It looked, to put it simply, like shit was going off. 
 
    When we had made our way through one of the barrier hedge’s automatically forming tunnels, we found that the whole township was alive with partying elves. The streets were thronged with carousers and merrymakers; music was floating like silver through the air, putting smiles on the faces of every elf there and causing many of them to break into spontaneous dance in the street; the smell of baking bread, roasting meat, and grilled fish hung like an almost visible miasma in the narrow alleyways and crooked roads. 
 
    I looked at Helki, Ilya, and Kea. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “what are you waiting for? It’s been a long, tiring journey. The report to the others can wait until morning at least.” 
 
    Helki grinned wildly at me, dismounted from his karkadann, and began to lead it away toward the stables. Even as he disappeared into the crowd, I saw a random wild elf thrust a tankard into his hand and slap him heartily on the back. 
 
    “I’m going to go and take care of Sundance,” I said to the other two elves, raising my voice to be heard over a sudden swelling of singing. “I want to get him bedded down and fed. I’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    Kea and Ilya both bowed their heads in assent. My eyes stayed locked with Ilya’s for a little longer than was perhaps usual. Something in the glassy gray eyes of the beautiful blood elf told me that I would be seeing her without a doubt later, whether I went actively looking for her or not. 
 
    The thought was far from unpleasant, and Lilah’s words came trickling seductively back into my head as I watched the sea elf and blood elf dismount and lead their karkadanns into the packed road. 
 
    ‘Are you as powerful as you could be, Jake?’ The Matriarch of the nature elves had asked me. 
 
    I guessed I wasn’t, but I hoped I would soon be. 
 
    First though, I had to see to Sundance, not to mention wash the road from my body and get a fresh change of threads. After that, I planned on letting my hair down, like every other inhabitant of Varglade seemed to be doing all around me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    My ignorance as to what the Festival of Lights was was cleared up within about twenty paces from the front gate of Lilah’s cottage. I was freshly bathed and dressed, and Sundance was slumbering happily in a bed of fresh hay, when I walked out into the gloaming and was immediately taken under the wing of every elf in my vicinity. I was plied with more food and drink than I had hands to hold, but after the relative privations of the road—in the form of the horribly bland ERMs—the succulent grouse legs, mugs of honey mead, and freshly baked fog fennel buns were most welcomed. 
 
    As was the laughter. As was the general good humor of every single person that I came across and exchanged words with. It had taken me a long time to get used to the fact that everyone in the village knew who I was, often before I had been introduced to them. It was as close to celebrity as I had ever been, or was likely to feel, and it had taken a little bit of time for me to acclimatize to it. 
 
    Elves were generally polite, no matter what. That evening though, I saw a side of them that I had only seen a couple of times previously, and even then it was only a mood I had seen sweep individual elves up. 
 
    The Festival of Lights looked to have brought even the most introverted elves out of their shells.  
 
    The celebration was, essentially, one great, big glorious, riotous confusion of colors and sounds and smells, which had once been held every five years during the sunnier days of the First Age. Since the disappearing of the amalgamages and the waxing power of the ogres, the festival had petered out. With the fracturing of the elves it had not been taken up again, and its time had seemingly passed. 
 
    That was, of course, until Lilah had decided to resurrect the ancient celebration. What I soon learned, and was the reason for the constant bombardment of well-wishes, food and drink, was that it had not just been a way for the elven folk to all get together and have a party, but also a designated time for them to pay homage to the amalgamages. 
 
    It was called the Festival of Lights for a reason too, for every tree and wall, every eave of every roof, every spare surface it felt, was hung with multicolored lanterns. Such a jollification had not been celebrated since the different elven races went their separate directions after the ending of the First Age. It was a famous party that had not been thrown since the fall of the amalgamages, and the ascent of the ogres. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Walking through the now familiar streets, looking idly around for any of my close friends, I was hit by the diversity of the different elves that now called Varglade home. I was struck, in the best way possible, by how the town itself had improved since I had been brought there. How almost every aspect of it, from the barrier hedge to the river, had been upgraded and been made better in all sorts of ways. It had been tidied up as well, and no longer looked derelict, abandoned, and forgotten. 
 
    I grinned happily to myself as I let my gaze rove over the chattering, babbling, laughing pockets of people. Lilah had been right, the Festival of Lights was important. It was a great way for all the inhabitants of Varglade—blood, wild, sea, dark, and nature elves—to show how positive they themselves were feeling about the whole change in their fortunes. 
 
    As I walked, I overheard and listened to a range of chatter and gossip. 
 
    “I never thought I’d live to see the day another Festival of Lights was organized,” one dark elf was saying to a group of wild elves sitting on the top of a fence and gazing up at the myriad colored lanterns that hung in the bows of a cherry tree above them. “Isn’t it a wonder!” 
 
    “It’s about time that we had something to celebrate,” a nature elf carrying a dressed deer carcass over his shoulder said to a blood elf rolling a barrel along behind him. “We’ve had precious little to sing or laugh about for long enough.” 
 
    The blood elf did not answer, but wagged his head up and down in agreement. 
 
    As I waited patiently for one of the street vendors to furnish me with shadow cake—a dark elven delicacy of mashed sweet potato molded around some minced spiced shadow cray meat—a hand fell on my shoulder. 
 
    “I just wanted to say thank you kindly, amalgamage,” the stranger said. He was a wild elf, but not one that I recognized. He was swaying gently, and his half closed lids told me that he had been drinking far longer than I had. 
 
    “Thank me for what?” I asked, grinning at the jovial drunk. 
 
    “For all of this,” the elf said, gesturing so expansively around at Varglade that I had to duck to avoid getting swatted with his hand. “For all that you have done to this place.” He hiccuped and put an arm around me. “I heard it was naught but hovels here when you arrived, but you turned it around with your outlandish notions on building and the like.” 
 
    “It’s been the work of many people, not just me.” 
 
    A cough at my shoulder told me that my shadow cake was ready. I turned around, thanked the vendor, then paused. 
 
    “You better make it one more, if that’s not too much trouble,” I told the man behind the little cart with the charcoal burner, cocking an eye at the stranger who had pulled me into his confidence. 
 
    The vendor grinned good-naturedly at me and set about making a fresh shadow cake. 
 
    I turned and handed the fried delicacy to the swaying wild elf, whose need I deemed greater than my own. 
 
    “I can’t take the amalgamage’s food off of him,” said the wild elf, even as his body took over the job of self-preservation from his brain and guided the hand holding the shadow cake to his mouth. 
 
    “Call me, Jake,” I said to him. 
 
    “My thanks to you, Jake. Razo is my name.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” I said, and the two of us clicked our horn mugs together.  
 
    “Is it true then, Jake?” Razo asked me, after we had each taken a swallow of our drinks. 
 
    “Is what true?” 
 
    “The rumors.” When I looked nonplussed, the wild elf said, “You must’ve heard how word is going around that we’ll be marching on the Ogre King. The rumor circulating is that it’s been decided amongst the Matriarchs that the elves are going to take the fight to him for once.” 
 
    “That’s the rumor, is it?” I said, grinning. 
 
    “Aye, that’s the rumor,” Razo said, taking another fortifying bite from the shadow cake. 
 
    I nodded. “I’m glad the rumor is true, then.” 
 
    “It is? You are?”  
 
    “It is, and I am,” I said, thanking the vendor as he passed me my own piping-hot shadow cake. “This will mean that everyone is on the same page,” 
 
    “The same page. Aye. That’s right,” said the befuddled Razo. 
 
    “It means that we can save time having to explain the situation to everyone,” I explained to the inebriated wild elf. “So, if you want to do me a favor, Razo, spread the word amongst whomever you get into conversation with tonight: the elves are going to war.” 
 
    An ecstatic smile spread over Razo’s face. Although his green eyes were befuddled and hazy with drink, I could see an ember of resolute fire kindle in their depths. 
 
    “War,” he breathed in a hushed voice, filled with almost as much enthusiasm as it was beer fumes. “Once the festival is over, we’re going to have ourselves a fight!” 
 
    “How long does the Festival of Lights go on for?” I asked. 
 
    “Traditionally a week,” Rozo said through a mouthful of shadow cake. 
 
    “A week!” I exclaimed, swallowing a scalding hot mouthful of my own fried treat. “Shit, let’s hope that we still have some elves standing after a week of this.” 
 
    Razo slapped me on the shoulder. “Ah, don’t you worry, amalgamage,” the drunken fellow said, giving me a wide and not entirely comforting wild elf grin, “it’ll simmer down over the last couple of days. When the word really gets around that we’re taking the fight to the Ogre King, you can bet that you won’t find a single person within these walls not keen for blood.” 
 
    I left Razo and carried on my exploration of the Festival of Lights. With the multitude of magical lanterns hanging everywhere, coupled with the kaleidoscope of shadows that the moving, swaying lights through all over the place, the settlement looked new to my eyes. It was quite amazing, walking through streets I had thought I knew so well in the daytime, only to see them in a whole new light. 
 
    I paused as I strolled by a tightly packed circle of cheering, yahooing, drinking elves who were watching a dark elf jump and dodge around a marked out area on the ground. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I asked a nearby female nature elf, as I couldn’t get close enough to the action to see what was going on. It looked like the elf was sparring with the air. 
 
    The female elf gave me a surprised look, as if she couldn’t tell if I was being sarcastic or not. Then her eyes flicked up to my rounded ears and a look of sudden comprehension dawned on her face. 
 
    “Shadow boxing, amalgamage,” she said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at that. Shadow boxing had never struck me as a spectator sport. 
 
    “We have that on my world,” I told her, “only it’s not something people gather to see.” 
 
    “No?” the elf asked me. She had curly brown hair, brown eyes, and dirt under fingernails; the hallmarks of a nature elf. 
 
    “No, it’s more a combat sport exercise,” I explained, as an eruption of cheers went up from the gathered crowd. I craned my neck to see what was rousing everyone so much, but couldn’t really make anything out. When I turned back, I saw that the curly-haired nature elf was watching me with interest, as if waiting for me to elaborate. 
 
    “You know, like a warm up,” I said. “Where a person throws punches at the air as though there is an opponent. It’s a kind of practice before a real boxing match, used mainly to prepare the muscles before the person training engages in stronger physical activity or the real fight.” 
 
    The nature elf’s face broke into a warm grin. “Ah, that is not the same as ours. It is not commonly practiced by the nature elves, but all through Tavalon, the dark elves are said to enjoy it. It is a sport which sees a particularly infamous dark elven warrior take on first one, then two, then three, and so on, opponents of conjured shadow.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, “so that guy in the big circle over there, he’s actually boxing shadows?” 
 
    The female elf laughed at the look on my face. 
 
    “Yes, amalgamage,” she said patiently. “The aim is to see which elf can take down the most shadow opponents before they are overwhelmed, or one of the shadow opponents manages to land a ‘killing blow’ on them.” 
 
    “They don’t actually get hurt do they?” I asked, thinking about how we were going to need every elf in the coming days. 
 
    The nature elf shook her head. “No, amalgamage. It is a point of honor that the dark elf fighting will acknowledge when they have been struck in a killing spot.” 
 
    I thanked the girl for her time, tried and failed to get a glimpse of the dark elf battling with the shadowy bots, as I thought of them, and then moved on. 
 
    As I dawdled along, passing many braziers that had been loaded up and lit to fight off the coming chill, I saw nature elves involved in some kind of crafting competition down one of the side streets. In a little square, they were using their magic to weave and sculpt stacks of reeds by their sides, while other elves came over and admired their work, taking a moment to step out from the bedlam of the main festival. 
 
    The blood elven captives had turned out to be expert butchers, who were using their skills to produce excellent meat dishes. Lines of them stood by pits filled with smoldering embers and roasted a variety of game animals for the enjoyment of the milling crowds. 
 
    I was standing on one of the newly raised and strengthened bridges that crossed the now deep and strong waterway, engrossed in watching some of the sea elves racing one another down it on boards crafted from the hollowed out bark of a certain tree, when a touch on my back made me turn. 
 
    “Jake Walker,” the new Matriarch of the blood elves said to me, holding out one of two horns of ale that she was holding. 
 
    “Ilya,” I said, smiling. “By some fluke you’ve actually managed to catch me without either food or drink in my hand. It’s probably the first time that has happened in about three hours.” 
 
    Ilya laughed as I took the horn from her. “It is that kind of carouse, isn’t it?” 
 
    I nodded and then pointed down at the river below, as one of the sea elven racers hissed by, urged on by the delighted howls of the spectators. 
 
    “Have you seen this?” I asked. “It’s wild. I wonder if they’d teach me how to do it.” 
 
    Ilya chuckled. “You really do want to immerse yourself in every part of this place, don’t you?” 
 
    I shrugged, took a swig of ale, and then blurted, “I love it here.” 
 
    Even as I said the words I heard the ring of truth to them. 
 
    Ilya looked at me. “That is a strong sentiment coming from an outsider.” 
 
    Something about the way that she spoke the word ‘outsider’ made me think there might be something on her mind. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    Ilya took a swig of her ale and swallowed. She stared down into the ever flowing river, at the light of the moon that reflected there like a splash of silver ink. 
 
    “I suppose,” she said slowly, “that I just feel a little like an outlander currently. It is a strange sensation for an elf, Jake. I expect you understand to some degree, but coming from a whole new world, it is to be expected that you feel like you are different.” 
 
    I recalled how I had arrived in Viridis, clutching at Lilah’s metaphorical coat tails, and wearing over a thousand buck’s worth of designer clothing that didn’t belong to me. 
 
    “You can say that again,” I said with a laugh. “At least you had the right ears and clothes when you first arrived here, whereas when I came, I must have looked like something that had fallen off the back of a circus wagon to the nature elves who took me in.” 
 
    That brought a smile to the face of the blonde beauty standing next to me. She even shuffled a step closer to me so that our arms were pressed against one another. 
 
    “You know, you’re really very lucky to be able to count yourself one of these people,” I said, gesturing around at the crowd of elves that surrounded us. 
 
    “Elves and humans are not so alike?” Ilya asked. 
 
    I made a face. “I genuinely love how I’ve found the people here. The nature elves—and the elves in general—are welcoming and open minded, something which humans are most assuredly not. Here, community is everything. Back home… Well, to put it simply, gold and silver are the drugs of choice. It never really felt right to me. I don’t think it felt right to a lot of people, but we were all caught up in a mess of our own making. Here, things might be more dangerous, but they’re simpler. And I’ve found that there’s nothing at all bad about a simple life.” 
 
    Ilya looked up at me then, over the rim of her horn as she drained it. When she was done, the blood elf seized me by the hand. 
 
    “I like your words, but I think there is more about you that I would like,” she said cryptically. 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. 
 
    “Come,” Ilya said, and pulled me away into the madness and the color and sensory overload that was the elvish Festival of Lights. 
 
    Laughing softly together, Ilya and I moved swiftly through the crowds of elves filling the Broadway of Varglade and the streets that ran out from it. All around us was a riot of noise, laughter and music. The colored lanterns that festooned the trees and eaves of the houses bounced and swayed in the occasional blast of cold wind that was more and more often sweeping down from the mountains, causing shimmering spots of light to whirl like living fairies around the bustling streets.  
 
    Elves jostled one another due to how many were crammed into the streets and little alleyways and roads, but there was nothing approaching antagonism anywhere. I imagined such a gathering back on earth. No matter how good the intentions, there would always be a few people who had a bit too much to drink, who got a little bit too boisterous, and who would mar the occasion with slurs or fighting. 
 
    Not here, though. Not in Varglade. The cup that held the communal spirit and goodwill of the wild, sea, nature, and dark elves was brimming over. Everyone was having a great time. 
 
    Ilya and I made our way through the throngs, past a long line of the—technically—captive blood elves who were manning a pit filled with smoldering coals over which they were cooking a variety of forest game in a variety of different ways. Through the clouds of deliciously scented smokes and steams we went, past a wild elf doing acrobatics atop an ale barrel, and out into the relative quiet of the outer streets. 
 
    Here, elves who wished to escape the madness of the main festival for a while were relaxing and conversing. Many of the deeper shadows were playing host to male and female elves of the different races who were finding that, perhaps, with enough wine or mead, the gulfs between wild and blood, nature and sea, were not quite as wide as they might’ve seemed under the light of day. 
 
    We paused, and I looked up at the unfamiliar stars that were strewn across the deep sable void above. I was gratified to realize that they were not quite so alien as they had once been. I was able to pick out more than a few constellations now. Not only that, but I was able to use certain stars within those constellations to make a fairly accurate guess as to which way was north, which was east, which way was— 
 
    My stargazing was interrupted by a hand grabbing me by the sleeve and yanking me across a street. The air was punched out of me as I stumbled into something hard at rib height. 
 
    “Ow,” I said, rubbing the sore spot and looking behind me at what had assaulted me. 
 
    It was a low wooden stage. It came up to just below my shoulder and had obviously been freshly erected to host some play or show during the Festival of the Lights. In fact, now that I came to think about it, there were actually quite a few people trickling into the small square I was standing in already. More than a few were eating and laughing, many were drinking, and a handful of them were carrying various instruments. 
 
    “Ilya?” I said, trying my best to blink the drink out of my eyes. 
 
    “Shhh, in here,” came Ilya’s voice from below me. 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked, peering down into the deep dark under the stage. 
 
    In answer, a hand whipped out, grabbed me by the collar of my shirt, and yanked me into the cramped darkness under the stage. 
 
    There was a dull thud as my head whacked into a low bracing strut. 
 
    “Ow, again,” I said, rubbing my head as I waited for my eyes to get accustomed to the dark. 
 
    “Shhh,” came Ilya’s reply again. 
 
    After a few seconds passed, I was able to make out the form of the blood elf, ribbed as it was by the dim light of the lanterns shining through the gaps in the planking above and to the side of us. She looked like she was lying on a pile of old sacks or canvas or something like that. She also appeared, though it might have been my over-keen imagination and the drink, to be— 
 
    “Uh—” I began to say, but before I could get the next word past my lips, Ilya was upon me, moving like a panther into my space, crushing her mouth against mine, her smooth chin pressing into my stubbly, unshaven one as she kissed me passionately. 
 
    The blood elf was making a light purring sound in her chest—a chest, I realized with a thrill of hot desire, that was bereft of any kind of clothing. It was the sort of soft rumbling sound that a dormant volcano might make just before it turned an unsuspected Mediterranean hamlet into an interesting art installation, or the last thing some native villager heard as he walked past a patch of long grass. 
 
    Only, instead of lava and ash, this volcano promised to erupt in fire and heat and unrefined ardor.  
 
    Ilya tasted like roast meat and wine, and she smelled like woodsmoke; passionate, primal smells and flavors. She pressed her lithe frame roughly against me, pushing me back against a stack of spare timber planks piled against the low wooden wall of the stage. I gave a little gasp at that, somehow managing to get the noise past the insistent press of Ilya’s lips, as I sent up a silent prayer of thanks that I too wasn’t naked—yet—as I would’ve been the recipient of a sizable splinter I didn’t doubt. 
 
    We were both hunched over and crabbed awkwardly into the low space as the naked blood elf pawed at the front of my shirt while we continued to kiss. Despite this coarse handling though, or maybe because of it, I felt the involuntarily, barely banked embers of sexual desire beginning to flame up inside of me. I felt the yearning in my heart and head and groin suddenly licking into bright tongues of sexual fire. 
 
    I wanted this elf, craved her more, seemingly, than I could remember craving anything in my life. A wild abandon was overtaking me, a carnival mentality that welled up inside. Ilya opened her mouth invitingly, and allowed me to push my tongue between her teeth. 
 
    With fumbling fingers, I pulled off my jacket, breaking the kiss so that I could toss it over Ilya’s shoulder and onto the pile of sacks, or whatever they were. I was not wearing the beautifully worked armor that I donned whenever I went abroad in Varglade. It had seemed like an unnecessary precaution when I had been getting changed after the journey back from scoping out the Ogre King’s fortress. I was glad about that now. 
 
    Once I was free of my light jacket and my linen shirt, it was my turn to come at the elf. We were both on our knees now, in the fragrant dirt and the crushed grass under the stage, and I waddled in a ridiculously unsexy manner over to her on my knees. 
 
    Ilya laughed as I picked her up as well as I might, my hands clamped under her naked buttocks. I leaned back against one of the main support posts of the stage, twisted around, and sat the elf on the top of the low pile of sacks and clothing. As we continued to kiss and tongue each other hungrily, I pulled her legs apart roughly. Without so much as a by-your-leave, my pioneering hand went straight up her silky thigh and started to knead roughly at the gossamer-light patch of blonde hair that covered her womanhood. 
 
    I was, admittedly, as callous and unrefined in my groping as a pussy-struck teenager. I must have come across as being in a mad rush to have Ilya’s naked flesh under my hand, under my body. 
 
    The reason for that was a very simple one, and that was because I was in a mad rush to have the blood elf’s body under my own. 
 
    Happily, judging from the noises emanating from the beautiful woman’s throat and mouth, I figured she found my urgency more than a little likable. 
 
    I had heard from a girl I dated very briefly in college that it was one thing to lie with your words, but another entirely to lie with your body. In all honesty, I had never paid what she had said much heed, as she’d been a philosophy major and was always spouting this sort of stuff. However, as Ilya pushed herself up on her hands so that I could more easily rub and caress and probe at her crotch with my fingers, I couldn’t help feeling that she might’ve been onto something. 
 
    This sort of making out, this sort of foreplay, was about as honest an interaction as it was possible for two people to share. It transcended all those barriers that individuals usually separated themselves with. There was no need for anything; not even language—or maybe the language used to communicate in this instance was the one that had come before words. Before life had gotten complicated enough to need them. 
 
    My fingers probed and squelched at Ilya’s slit. Occasionally in my slightly inebriated haste and salacity, I would run my fingers across the blood elf’s asshole, but this only elicited higher pitched moans from the blonde woman. Once or twice one of my questing digits probed into her butt, and I would finger her for a few moments before I came to my senses and perceived that I had taken somewhat of a wrong turn. 
 
    Ilya did not care a jot, though. She did not flinch, but embraced everything my wandering hands did to her with a seemingly insatiable sexual appetite. 
 
    The blood elf grunted and gasped as I rubbed at her. While I played with her pussy, which was getting wetter and wetter, and we continued to kiss ever more fervently, she undid the buttons of my breeches and attempted to pull them down my thighs. 
 
    Wanting nothing more than to be rid of the last of my hindering clothing, I fell over backward and wriggled, with much suppressed laughter from Ilya, out of my pants and tossed them aside. 
 
    Now, the two of us were both naked. Now, there were no more secrets, and everything was on show. 
 
    As we ran our hungry eyes over one another, the sounds of more and more revelers filtering into the little square filled our ears. Without any warning, feet—many feet—tramped up onto the stage. There was laughter, and the sound of instrumentalists tuning strings and tapping experimentally on drums. There were calls to start up a tune, for something that would get the feet moving and the hearts racing, but I didn’t pay those calls much mind. 
 
    I was engrossed in the dance before me. 
 
    I leaned toward Ilya, and she wrapped her arms around me to receive me, twining her fingers through my unruly hair. I pushed her head back and started to maul at her chest; biting and licking and nibbling at her tits and nipples, with all the grace and refinement that a wolf might show, until they stood out a full inch from the delicious globes of her breasts. 
 
    “By the stars, human, that’s it! Yes!” Ilya exclaimed. “Yes! That’s it! Let me release. Help me release!” 
 
    To my utter amazement, and the not inconsiderable inflating of my libido’s ego, I was sure that I could feel an uncontrollable orgasm building in the blood elf. 
 
    I had not ever struggled in helping my sexual partners in cumming since being transported to Varglade, but the speed with which Ilya was showing the signs had to be some kind of record. I pressed two fingers deep into the woman’s eager sex and hooked them round as I slid them in and out of her, rubbing at that special spot just inside of her opening, seeking for the G-spot. 
 
    “Yes, fuck me with your fingers! Yes, that’s it! Please finger fuck me! I’m close, oh by the spirits of the dead, I’m so close!” Ilya whispered, trying to keep her voice down as the music started up above us. 
 
    I obeyed as any right thinking man would have. My fingers pummeled into Ilya’s pussy—two fingers, then three, and then four, stretching her lips wide open—even while I continued to slurp and suck on her erect nipples. 
 
    Ilya started to whine low in her throat—a truly animal noise that I doubted she knew she was making. 
 
    “Cover… cover my mouth!” she said to me suddenly. “Cover my mouth, Jake Walker, or they’ll need more than drums and flutes to drown me out.” 
 
    With a roughness that the blood elf reveled in, I clamped a hand over her mouth, while I continued to finger her sex with pornographic gusto. 
 
    Then, in a great show of shivering thighs and quivering pussy lips, Ilya came. My hand, pressed firm and tight to her mouth, went suddenly warm as she exhaled hard against it. The fingers of my other hand still blurred in and out of the blonde elf as she orgasmed, and this sent flecks of her female juices spraying down her legs and over my stomach. 
 
    Carefully, when the blood elf’s leg muscles had relaxed somewhat, I drew my hand away from Ilya’s lips. They were drawn back in an animal snarl of satisfaction, her abdominal muscles clearly visible on her toned stomach as it heaved jerkily in and out. 
 
    Thinking that it was, regrettably, over, I leaned back with a look of satisfaction on my face. Hell, if Ilya had had a whale of a time, then that was the main thing. I would have loved to get my own rocks off, but I did not doubt that more chances for such deeds would present themselves throughout the Festival of Lights, which promised to be a hedonistic affair. 
 
    I made a move as if to reach for my shirt, thinking that I’d lend it to Ilya so that she didn’t get cold, but the blood elf seized me by the elbow. 
 
    “Where d’you think you’re going, Jake Walker?” she whispered in a labored voice. 
 
    With feverish hands, she started pulling at me, clawing at my shoulders as she sought to bring me closer to her. 
 
    “It is not in the nature of elves to receive without giving something in return. How about letting me play with that tool between your legs, hm?” she said. 
 
    I was kneeling in the grass and the earth in front of the elf, my prick standing out from me like a flagpole. 
 
    Ready. Waiting. 
 
    “I want to taste it, Jake Walker,” Ilya said, and she said it with such absolute honesty that I knew she really meant it. She wasn’t just going through the usual rigmarole of dirty talk, she really meant it. “I want you my mouth, Jake Walker. I want to taste you.” 
 
    The blood elf shuffled toward me, sliding through the grass so that I was straddling her chest, her tits pressed against the insides of my thighs. She slid her hands up my quad muscles and reached for my pole. 
 
    Playfully, I slapped her hands away from cock. Then, I took it by the base and waved it tantalizingly in front of her face 
 
    “Please,” Ilya said, her voice barely audible over the noise of music and dancing coming from inches above our heads. 
 
    A wildness was coursing through my blood; a domineering urge to control the situation, to bend the woman in front of me to my wishes. 
 
    “You want this?” I asked softly. 
 
    Ilya’s trippy glass-colored eyes gleamed up at me, as dust fell every now and again from the bottom of the stage and light stabbed down occasionally as someone whirled over one of the many gaps in the boards. 
 
    “Yes,” she said demurely, her chest rising and falling in her horniness. 
 
    “Then you shall have it,” I said. “Only, I’ll decide how. Now, you roll over as well as you can, make yourself comfortable on that pile of soft things there, and you turn that ass around and you stick it out for me.” 
 
    With much shuffling, and in a sort of sexual daze, Ilya did as she was told. Her pussy already looked tender from the hard fingering I had given her, but the thought of what I might do to her next only egged her on. 
 
    She shimmied around and forward, and clutched at one of the main support poles that were sunk into the ground around us. When she was comfy, she stuck her backside out and spread her cheeks with her hands. Whether it was a conscious decision or not, she rocked her ass invitingly from side to side, almost as if she was beckoning me to do to her what I would. 
 
    Looking over her shoulder, she watched me like a hawk as I stroked myself for a second or two, the thudding of my pulse mirrored by the deep bass banging of the drum. Then, I raised my hand and began to spank the blood elf lazily. It wasn’t aggressive, it wasn’t bondage or BDSM, or what have you. It was just a way for me to eke out the moment. Every now and again, I would give the elf a tap on the ass, then I would run my fingers down her asscrack and along her gaping, wet hole. 
 
    Ilya inhaled sharply when I did, as if she could feel the bolts of lust crackling through my own groin whenever I touched her. 
 
    She was muttering and talking and murmuring quietly to herself, but I could not make out the words over the rhythm of the music above us. 
 
    After a while, I let out a little involuntary growl and smacked her a little harder on the rump. The blood, and the wanton longing, sang in my ears. I spanked her harder again, leaving another soft red mark that was invisible in the dark. 
 
    Ilya moaned and closed her eyes as I continued to spank her with the flat of my hand. She gasped whenever a stroke fell, smiling, the look on her face telling me that she was experiencing real pleasure from the soft debasement. 
 
    When I could take the sight, and the smell of her hot musk, no more, I shuffled up behind on my knees. I smacked her ass a couple of times with the flat of my hand, making her buck forward as far as she could and let out a long groan. Then, without a word, I pressed the tip of my iron-hard prick against the opening of her sex and started to mercilessly push it inside. 
 
    Ilya, panting like a beast, pulled her asscheeks apart as I pushed every single eager inch of my cock into her. The sensation was incredible; never before, or so it seemed there and then, had I been so utterly taken in. My knees actually went a little weak as my balls pressed up against Ilya’s clit, and I sagged forward and had to reach up and steady myself on one of the stage support beams. 
 
    I pulled out again, and it felt like I left something of me inside the elf, I felt so suddenly exposed. With a grunt, I shoved myself forward and was inside her again, and the blood elf screamed with delight, pressing her face into the fabric of my discarded clothing. Acting on impulse, I reached forward and hooked one index finger into the corner of her mouth like a fish-hook, forcing her head sideways so that she had to look at me while I fucked her. I stared back at her as I started to pick up the pace, ruthlessly fucking her as deeply as I could manage. 
 
    Despite the confines of the space, I could feel my balls squashing and slapping into Ilya’s clit with every powerful thrust, while the underside of my sack was simultaneously tickled by the grass. Her pussy was so tight and felt so damn good around my prick that I thought I might burst prematurely with the joy of it. 
 
    I was having the time of my life—the Festival of Lights was turning out to be the best party I had ever attended. What made it all the more enjoyable though, was that Ilya was clearly enjoying herself just as much as I was, and for a second time no less. She began to pant and grunt as my throbbing rod plowed into her. 
 
    With some difficulty, I felt her reach through her own legs and begin to squeeze my balls every time I pushed into her, my unrefined thrusts pushing uncontrolled gasps of pleasure from her throat. I had toyed with the idea of pulling out of the blood elf and having her suck her own juices from my shaft, but now we were in the thick of things, I found the notion of messing around under the cramped confines of the stage laughable. 
 
    I didn’t want to stop doing what we were doing. Not until our bodies gave up and we were forced to. 
 
    After a while, I could feel my balls tightening, heralding an impending orgasm. As I felt the unmistakable tingle begin to run through my groin and into the pit of my stomach, as I heard my own breathing turning ragged, I licked my thumb and slipped it neatly into Ilya’s butthole. 
 
    What with my cock feeling like it was taking up every inch of her tight pussy, my thumb felt like it barely fit into the blonde woman’s ass. However, it did. 
 
    As far as I could tell, and I was no sexual Sherlock Holmes mind you, the sensation of being doubly penetrated blindsided Ilya completely and hit her with another orgasm that she didn’t even see coming. 
 
    She screamed hoarsely at the same time that I pulled my cock from her, like a dagger from a sheath. Ilya’s girl cum sprayed over the grass and dirt, as she stuffed her fist into her mouth and let out a long wail that was lost in the surge of some stringed instrument over our heads. 
 
    I pushed my hair out of my eyes, reached down, and managed to roll the still quivering blood elf over. 
 
    Ilya looked like she was exhausted, from what little I could see of her face, but she also looked like she would like nothing better than to please me in that moment. She was smiling as she opened her legs. She gazed obediently up at me as I plunged into her one last time and pumped vigorously into her, intent on only one thing. 
 
    “Give it to me,” she grunted into my ear as I rammed into her with my eyes closed. “Give… me… your… seed!” 
 
    With a sudden rush, I threw my head back and exhaled violently, my hips juddering, as I ejaculated. Ilya closed her eyes too as spurts of jizz flooded her insides. As I climaxed, a rushing roar filled my ears as my blood surged to new heights. 
 
    My whole body went warm, like I had been plunged into a jacuzzi, and for a moment, the whole world went red, and the metallic taste of blood and iron and life filled my mouth so strongly that I wondered whether I might have bitten my tongue off. 
 
    Then, the pair of us collapsed and lay in a shuddering, gasping heap. Our limbs were tangled together, dirt was everywhere, and a few inches above our heads someone yelled, “Let’s have another one, just like the other one!” 
 
    There was a rousing chorus of cheers and foot stomping as the music finished with a lively twanging of strings, and applause rang out. 
 
    Next to me, the blood elf stuffed her fist into her mouth and began to giggle uncontrollably. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Afterward, as we lay in the sweaty dark under the stage, Ilya ran her clever fingers up and down the contours of my chest. With all the martial exercise I was taking, as well as all the physical labor that life in Varglade required me to throw myself into, I was rapidly starting to look more and more like the kind of person I would’ve described as a gym junkie in my previous life. 
 
    I had never wanted to be one of those people, had never counted washboard abdominals or a thick chest amongst my life goals. However, a muscular frame seemed to just be one of the end results of an existence in Varglade—along with learning a plethora of new skills that included knowing how to fletch an arrow in the woods, which of the local fungi were safe to eat, and how to kill an enemy with your scabbard if you found yourself disarmed. 
 
    All around us, the sounds of the revels, which were ramping up and up without showing any sign of stopping, carried on. The steady thump of clomping feet sounded from right over our heads now, as the stage became a dance floor. Occasionally, dust and dirt would spiral down and sprinkle us, resulting in me trying to act the gentleman by raising my hand and shielding the blood elf’s face from it. This made her laugh. 
 
    “I have been covered in more than my share of dirt and grime over the long years since all elvenkind was driven into hiding, Jake Walker,” she said to me. 
 
    I nodded my head ruefully at this and lowered my hand. “I guess manners are a hard thing to let go.” 
 
    Ilya continued to trace her fingers over my chest as we snuggled closer together. Now that our frantic, urgent, silent fucking had wound down and we were basking in that comfortable post-coital exhaustion, I found myself becoming aware of the chill air. 
 
    “The nights are getting colder,” I said. 
 
    Ilya nodded her blonde head and looked up at me. In the dimness under the stage, her glassy irises were almost completely invisible. One of them sat in a band of firelight peeking through the rough boards above us, and it looked almost like sclera and iris were one, with just the black dot of her pupil for contrast. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “the seasons are turning. Soon the frigid winds will come blowing down from the Suntail Ranges, and the other nearby peaks. They will bring snow and ice before long.” 
 
    “I’m no master tactician,” I said, “but I would guess that that would mean, if we’re going to make a move on that bastard, the Ogre King, then we want to be doing it sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Ilya nodded again and made a little grunt of ascent in her throat. 
 
    “You might be an amalgamage,” she said. “You might be strong and steadfast in the course you have chosen to take. You might have the backing of all these brave elves that you have helped build a new home for. But, you are nothing compared to the woods and the mountains and the rivers. None of us are.” 
 
    Now, it was my turn to nod. 
 
    For a while, the pair of us enjoyed the sounds of the hundreds of elves all around us cutting loose and forgetting, for a while at least, that soon we would all embark on a journey that many of us—if not all of us—would not return from. There were ribald songs floating through the air: laughter, good-natured jesting, shouts of encouragement as elves partook in all sorts of games, and music from many different quarters. 
 
    It was, simply put, the sound of life. 
 
    I desperately hoped that this was not the last autumn that the woods around Varglade would hear such a sound. We’d all been on a hell of a journey already. All of us had helped to shape Varglade into the thriving bastion of elvish strength that it was quickly becoming. It would be a cruel universe indeed that allowed us to make such great gains, only to have it all taken away from us. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said, putting my arm around the blood elf’s shoulders and drawing her more tightly to me so that I could stave off the time when the chill night air would make me have to start looking for my clothes. “Tell me, Ilya, what magical powers do blood elves have? The pair of us getting together like this, that’s going to have magical consequences for me, you know.” 
 
    “So I hear,” Ilya replied. 
 
    “Well, what can I expect? With the other elves, I might have been able to guess the kinds of magic that us coming together might imbue me with. Sea elves have control over the water, nature elves have an affinity with the land, dark elves move in the shadow, but blood elves… I have to say, I’m at a bit of a loss.” 
 
    “And here I was thinking that you—the human from the parallel universe—were the mysterious one,” Ilya said in her lovely measured voice. 
 
    “Hey, in spite of what everyone thinks, I’m still amazed at what is going on around here every time I open my eyes in the morning,” I said. “It’s a nice way to start a day, waking up and finding that the dream you had the day before was, in fact, reality. So, come on, help me fill in the vast chasm of my ignorance, pretty please.” 
 
    Ilya took a deep breath, as I twirled a strand of her hair around my finger and breathed in the gorgeous natural smell of her. 
 
    “The sun would be up before I had time to tell you of all the things my people and I are capable of with our magic,” she said, “and this is not a night for talking, but for doing and for living.” 
 
    “I agree with you one-hundred and ten percent there,” I murmured, running my hand down the blood elf’s silky side and kneading her exquisite asscheek. 
 
    Playfully, Ilya slapped my hand away. “I can see why the old one that they call Firnous has so little patience with you, Jake Walker. You’re a terrible student,” she scolded me. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry, I admit that I am easily distracted,” I said, feigning mortified chastisement. “Pray, go on.” 
 
    Ilya gave me a dig in the ribs. “Well, I think that the one power that sets my people apart from the other races of elves that inhabit this fine country is one that many find a little distasteful.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at this—pointlessly, of course, because it was quite dark under the stage. 
 
    “The blood elves have the ability to resurrect the bodies of those who fall in battle,” Ilya said to me. She stopped then, as if expecting me to get up and storm away in disgust once I had digested this information. 
 
    Instead, my good old upbringing, rife with popular culture that was wholly useless on this world, stuck its hand up. 
 
    “You can make zombies?” I asked. 
 
    “The spells we use do not make zombies, not in the way that the evil necromancers of the forgotten heaths did long ago,” Ilya told me, a defensive note in her voice. “We simply reanimate the dead, infuse them with as much energy as we require of them, and then set them to some simple purpose.” 
 
    “This is common amongst the blood elves?” I asked. “Using the magic on blood elves?” 
 
    “What? No! Blood elves would not do that! Not on their own fallen, or any fallen elf of any race!” Ilya replied in a shocked whisper. 
 
    “Then who—?” I started to say. 
 
    “We would never use our power on our fellow elves,” Ilya said again, her vehemence telling me that this was almost an unspoken tenet in the blood elven way of life. “We would never do it, as such an animation is more a mockery of a life than anything else. It is just about as immoral and disrespectful a thing that can be done on one that you love or respect.” 
 
    I frowned into the dark, while above us the sounds of merrymaking carried on unabated. Then realization dawned on me.  
 
    “Aaaah,” I said, “but used on your enemies…” 
 
    “Yes, to work such magic on the corpses of our enemies is another act entirely,” Ilya said. “We use such magic to raise up the dead of those who try and waylay or assail us with evil purpose in the forefronts of their minds. In the old days, when the ogres were in the ascendency and skirmishes with them were more frequent, we used their bodies as arrow shields in battle, or to help us in labor intensive tasks like digging trenches. Often, when such laborious fortification-making was complete, we would have them pile themselves as walls in front of us.” 
 
    I considered this. 
 
    “It sounds pretty macabre,” I said, with my architect’s hat on, “but, as far as fortifications go, quite environmentally friendly. Very green.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ilya said thoughtfully, “I suppose they were quite green. Especially in the summertime when the weather was hot. They would get green very quickly in the heat.” 
 
    I didn’t bother to try and correct this misunderstanding. Glossing over it seemed to be best for both of us. 
 
    “And, you’re telling me that, now that you and I essentially share magic, I have the ability to, not to put too fine a point on it, raise the dead?” I asked. 
 
    Slowly, and not without my profound regret, Ilya raised herself and sat up. She had to hunch to stop banging her head on the underside of the stage.  
 
    “Well,” she said, “I saw a number of the carcasses of the giant rocs that were brought down in the ogre’s latest attempt to overrun Varglade lying by the western wall. Why don’t we find ourselves some of that dark elven fortified wine and go and see if you can’t make one at least twitch, hm?” 
 
    That was how, not twenty minutes later, Ilya and I found ourselves next to a couple of the vast corpses of the rocs that had been brought down in the battle with the ogres.  
 
    Most of the others that had fallen had been butchered and were now hanging in underground cool rooms, or else smoked or dried on racks. 
 
    What with the lack of elf-power that had been available due to the allocation of labor, the last two rocs had not been able to be cut up in time before they were past their sell-by-date. Now, the mammoth bodies, lying well out of the main habited area of Varglade, were awaiting the attention of teams who would cut them up, cart them away, and bury them. The plan was to bury them in stretches of land that had been designated for crop and vegetable planting; the flesh would break down and feed the soil. 
 
    Now though, the massive avian bodies looked like they were going to be repurposed for something else entirely. 
 
    “You really think that I can do this?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not think. I know,” Ilya said. “I have seen you fight. I have seen you command. There is steel and fire running through you. You are a person who personifies the best of two worlds, of two peoples. When I look at you, I see someone who takes what was once imagined and turns it into what becomes the everyday. You’re the kind of person who, if you see an elf who can’t run to their goals, you will encourage them to crawl. If they can’t crawl, then you will step forward and offer to carry them.” 
 
    I never knew what to say to this sort of thing. What can you say without coming across as an ass of some description? 
 
    “Knowing all that, as I know it,” Ilya continued, after she had taken a hefty pull from the bottle of fortified wine that we had procured, “I do not think you will have any problems getting this big chicken to dance to your tune.” 
 
    She gave the wing of the dead roc a nudge with her boot and passed me the bottle. 
 
    I took a swig. The fortified dark elf wine tasted like berries and battery acid—but in a good way. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “when you give me an intro like that, I better make sure that I pull something out of the bag.” 
 
    The two of us stood behind the enormous avian body. It was lucky that we were well into the fall at this point—if it had been summer, the corpse would have been beyond nose-cloyingly pungent after lying out as long as it had. Thanks to the increasingly crisp days, and the downright chilly nights, the miasma of death was only just settling over it. 
 
    Ilya must have been able to read my thoughts across my face because she said, “A side-effect of the magic that we—that you—are about to use is that the smell of corruption that lingers around the dead is often greatly decreased. The reason for this, we think, is that the corporeal remains of the magic’s recipient is encased in an invisible shell, almost.” 
 
    “And that traps the worst of the stink if a body has been lying a while?” I asked. 
 
    Ilya nodded. 
 
    As I always did, and as I had learned to do with the other branches of elvish magic, I reached out with my mind and felt for something new inside of me. 
 
    Just as the presence of dark magic within myself felt like a curled black cat, slumbering but waiting to pounce at the earliest opportunity, and the presence of nature magic held the vibrant potentiality of a meadow as it shrugs off the last of winter and welcomes in the spring, so blood magic had its own unique flavor and signature. 
 
    When I found the new strain of magic inside of myself, I was surprised to find that there was an ancient heat to blood magic. It was a hard one to describe, but the impression I received when I found it lying deep within my chest, just under my heart, was that it reminded me of a dormant volcano; hot, ancient, and potentially extremely powerful. What was more, this sensation was accompanied by the very real metallic taste of blood on the tip of my tongue. 
 
    Reaching out with my will to harness that magic was like reaching out to grip a fat, dusty leather-bound tome from a forgotten shelf of a library—only to find that the book had been connected to the mains and had ten-thousand volts coursing through it. 
 
    “W-wow,” I breathed as I closed my eyes and allowed my body and mind to become accustomed to this new surge of magic as it swirled through me and mingled with the other magics inside of me. 
 
    I could hear the small smile in Ilya’s voice as she said, “And now you know what to do. I know you do. I have heard from the others.” There was the sound of fortified wine sloshing in the bottle. “Reach out and make the roc stand again. Make it useful for as little or as long as you need. It is a puppet, your puppet. All you need to do is attach the strings and lift it.” 
 
    And that was how I pictured it; the attaching of invisible strings to the massive body—although in my mind I made sure not to be intimidated by the roc’s size and let it count for nothing. In truth, it was less like attaching strings to the outside of the body and more like threading magical wire through the rough outline of the creature with my mind. I say that, but the process was both like that and totally unlike it too. 
 
    In the end though, I felt as if I had guided enough of the blood magic into the roc. With my mind wide open, and my eyes too now, I simply imagined what I wanted from the roc and channeled that desire into the body. 
 
    The roc twitched. A huge clawed foot trembled. 
 
    “That’s it, Jake Walker!” Ilya said, waving the bottle around in encouragement. “That’s it!” 
 
    The music from the surrounding festival faded away and the world narrowed. Overhead, the stars shone, competing with the light of the lanterns that hung from the bough of every tree and the interior facades of the walls. 
 
    With a dry rustling of feathers, with a sound like a breeze blowing through a grove of autumnal oaks, the roc rose jerkily to its feet. It rose like no bird would ever rise. It actually pushed its chest up off the ground with its wings, because that’s how I myself would have regained my feet. Its long, sharp beak, as black as sin, clicked a couple of times as it flapped loosely with its movements. Huge claws ripped furrows in the earth as it raised itself clumsily to its feet. Blank black eyes, smooth and dull as orbs carved from coal stared sightlessly out from the great head. 
 
    With an effort, I managed to make the great bird take a couple of steps. With a further surge of will, I got it to spread its massive wings. The bones in one crackled nastily as the wing extended, which told me the bird had shattered its wing when it had been shot from the sky. 
 
    Holy shit, I thought, this is going to be really fucking useful, I think. 
 
    Ilya whistled softly. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her take another pull from the bottle. Then, unexpectedly, she stepped in close, shoved the vessel into my chest and whispered, “Drink?” softly into my ear. 
 
    The roc’s legs quivered like the cards at the bottom of a doomed card castle. A second later, they folded up and the bird crashed to the ground, as limp as a washed shirt. 
 
    Ilya chuckled and put her arm around my shoulder. 
 
    “Magic is like sex, Jake Walker,” she said. “It is like sex in the way that it is a mixture of spontaneity and concentration. And, just like good sex, the state one enters when they perform great magic can reveal unexpected parts of themselves. I think there is far more to your powers than meets the surface, Jake Walker.” 
 
    “It’s probably just the wine talking,” I quipped, taking the bottle from the blood elf and indulging in a long swig. 
 
    “The fortified wine of the dark elves speaks nothing but truth, they say.” 
 
    “In that case,” I replied, grinning mischievously as I took the blood elf by the hand and towed her away into the shadows cast by the swirling light of the constantly moving lanterns, “this wine and I definitely on the same page so far as what I want to do with you next.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Festival of Lights did indeed continue for a full week. Although I tried to basically keep to my old schedule, I found that my nights were later and my mornings slower for the three days or so after we came back from our sojourn. 
 
    We made our report to the Varglade Council the day after we arrived back. The news that Ilya, Helki, Kea, and I had gathered about the fortifications was met with a thoughtful silence. It was, I was fairly certain, a silence that was made a little more thoughtful by the collection of hangovers being dealt with around the circle. 
 
    Though most were hiding them, or had at least summoned the mental fortitude to deal with them for the time being, some were not coping so well. Simone, for one, was slumped in her chair, and wincing at any word that was spoken above a whisper. 
 
    At this meeting, where the herbal tea flowed like the fortified wine was flowing down in the village, we filled everyone in on the lay of the land, the things we had noticed about the structure, the possible aspects of the geography that might trip us up, ways we might get in and out, and laid out a few ideas as to how we might draw the Ogre King into an open battle. 
 
    “For that is the best course of action open to us,” Ilya said. “Having seen the potential field of battle with my own eyes, I do not think there is much to be gained by marching to within bowshot of the walls of the burg.” 
 
    “What do you propose?” Lilah asked, a slight frown on her usually smooth face. 
 
    “We must try and bait the Ogre King, chip away at his colossal ego until he comes out onto the plain to fight with us sword to sword. Once we have drawn him out, it might be that these new siege engines that Jake Walker has devised and sketched might give us the edge we need.” 
 
    “Speaking of these siege weapons,” Nelri said, “do you have any clearer idea as to what we will need, Jake?” 
 
    I nodded. I had been giving that a lot of thought. 
 
    “Catapults, ballistae, battering rams, towers, and trebuchets are all going to be of use to us, I think,” I said. “Most of you have seen the sketches I have drawn up and are familiar with the idea of the weapons, right?” 
 
    There was a chorus of agreement around the table. 
 
    “They’re dangerous and helpful as they are,” I said, “but I was hoping that we could imbue them with different kinds of magic to make them even more devastating.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Rosa said, clapping her hands delightedly, “that sounds like fun. I know the wild elves would love to help with anything concerning devastation wrought on ogres. Can you give us an example, Jake, so that me and my sister,” and she gave Simone a dig in the shin with her foot to wake her up from the gentle doze she slid into, “can get our minds spinning in a way that might help you.” 
 
    I chewed on the inside of my cheek as my brain did some quick thinking. 
 
    “This is just off the top of my head, and I don’t know if it’d work,” I said, “but—” 
 
    “When has that ever stopped you, handsome,” Rosa said, dropping me a wink. 
 
    I grinned at that. The wild elf, with her deep red eyes and the tattoos that swirled over her body, had a point. I had never let my own ignorance get in my way, not as far as using magic was concerned. 
 
    “Good call,” I said, “but I don’t know the possible limitations of our craftsmen. Anyway, the sort of thing I was thinking was, with the battering ram, for example, we enchanted it somehow with nature magic. If we could bewitch the battering ram so that it’s almost functioning on automatic, we could let it smash the gates down like a giant woodpecker once it has been moved into position. That means the only risk to our people would be in the positioning of it—they wouldn’t have to wait around getting shot at, while they tried to smash the front door in.” 
 
    Heads nodded slowly around the table. Zuthry was regarding a copy of the siege weapon drawings that I had given each of my friends thoughtfully. 
 
    “These ones here, the trebuchet and the catapult,” she said, looking from me to the drawings and then over to Nelri. “I might have some spellweavers who are capable of producing some dark elven projectiles that can be fired from these devices. They would land, explode, and spread a poison curse amongst any of our enemies within range.” 
 
    “Sounds promising,” I said, “although with something like that, we would need to test them. Make sure we know how long the curse lingers in the air, the effective range once the projectile breaks and releases, and stuff like that. We don’t want them to hang around for ages and then waft over our fighters if the wind shifts.” 
 
    “And the wind is capricious by the mountains,” Firnous pointed out. 
 
    Kea nodded. “I also have an idea, Jake.” 
 
    “Fire away,” I said, hoping that no one was going to call me out on using such a lame, if inadvertent, pun. 
 
    “Rather than the giant arrows that you have illustrated these ballistae with,” the sea elf said, “could not we sea elves craft spears of frozen ice?” 
 
    “I would love you to do that, Kea,” I said, grinning. “And I think the Ogre King would love that too.” 
 
    “We used similar techniques before we found the sanctuary of Cliffshall Skerry and the need for such weapons became obsolete,” the sea elf continued in her soothing voice. “If such elemental projectiles were fired from the ballistae you have designed here, they might shatter on impact and send slivers of ice-like shrapnel scything out in all directions.” 
 
    Rosa clapped her hands again. “Oh, that sounds like it’d be a joy to see. And I have just thought something else up, with no help from my sister I would like to add,” the wild elf said, nodding her head at the slumbering form of Simone in the chair next to her. “If Zuthry and Nelri and all their clever dark elf spellweavers are going to be whipping up cursed projectiles, perhaps the wild elven apothecaries might do the same.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Well, it would not be a spell as such,” Rosa said, “but it still might be helpful. If we could mold and fire some large pottery jars in the kilns here, we could then fill them with a delectable little brew known only to the wild elves. We could fling these projectiles over the wall, or into a crowd of the hideous blue-skinned bastards, and when the jars landed, they would explode and spray out a potion that would make the enemy go completely fucking berserk and bonkers. They’d be attacking themselves and hallucinating and doing all sorts of other fun things.” 
 
    “This all sounds extremely promising,” Firnous said in his usual solemn tones, “and I won’t deny that such engineering is not in the ken of this simple old swordmaster’s knowledge. However, won’t all these fine, clever weapons of siege be extremely heavy?” 
 
    I leaned back in my seat. “Yeah,” I said, “they will, Firnous. And I think I see the point you’re driving at.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Simeone said, cracking an eye to show that, although she might have been feeling a little green around the gills, she had been listening all along. 
 
    “Transport,” Lilah said, looking from Firnous to me. 
 
    “Precisely,” Firnous said, the very barest shadow of a smile adorning his face. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah… Transporting them might very well present some problems, especially if there’s snow or slush on the ground.” 
 
    The room went silent then, as each member of the gathered Varglade Council chewed over the knotty problem. 
 
    As I sighed and leaned back in my chair, I caught eyes with Ilya who was sitting opposite me. When she saw that I was looking at her, the blood elf said, “We need to find some beasts big enough to carry or fly these devices of yours, amalgamage. But such beasts don’t have to be living.” 
 
    It took me a moment, thanks to my sleep deprived brain, to latch onto what the blonde elf was getting at. Then, I clicked. 
 
    The rocs. 
 
    But there are only two of them, I thought. We’ll need more than that to carry the number of siege weapons that we need built. 
 
    “I find myself,” I said, addressing the group who were now all looking at me, “in the position of being able to raise the bodies of our dead enemies.” 
 
    I caught Lilah’s eye, and the nature elf gave me a knowing smirk. Studiously, I ignored her. 
 
    “Ilya and I have practiced a little on the fallen rocs on the edge of town,” I continued. “With more practice, I think we could have them carrying at least two of the heavier devices, but we’ll need more. I don’t know how those of you who aren’t blood elves feel about the whole reanimating dead things that aren’t elves thing, but I’d like to point out that some big undead beast getting shot full of arrows or having its legs hacked at with ogre axes is going to be preferable to anything living going through the same ordeal.” 
 
    This little speech was followed by more silence.  
 
    Then, Firnous cleared his throat. I thought, just for a moment, that the old elf was about to harangue me for playing the necromancer, even with the bodies of our hated adversaries. However, when he spoke, it was to voice one of his usual helpful insights. 
 
    “There is a great graveyard of ancient, long dead monsters not far from here, Jake Walker. They had been long dead, even when I was an elfling, but their bones are still there. I see them sometimes when I walk the woods, sticking up through the leaf mold. Can you work with something that is only bones?” 
 
    I looked questioningly at Ilya. The blood elf gave me one curt nod. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “What manner of beasts are they, Firnous?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “As far as I know, and was told as a youngster, they were once called bunyips,” Firnous said. “They were huge carnivorous beasts that my elders told me lived almost entirely aquatic lives, inhabiting lakes, rivers, swamps, lagoons, creeks, and waterholes. The tale went that they prayed and devoured all the other substantial creatures in Tavalon, and thus starved. They were said to be seven elf-lengths at the shoulder, eighteen elf-lengths in length and be covered in shaggy black or brown fur. Around the fire, my elders would always tell us elflings that the bunyips had round heads filled with teeth, prominent ears, no tail, and whiskers like a seal or otter.” 
 
    Firnous stroked his chin, the very personification of a grand master. 
 
    “But, no doubt, you shall see them for yourself when you find them, amalgamage,” he said, his eyes twinkling in his wrinkled face. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, clapping my hands, “well I suppose that takes care of what I’m going to be doing over the next few days while the siege weapons are made. Firnous, I’ll try not to let you down.” 
 
    Firnous nodded his head. “Trying is all that any of us can do, Jake Walker.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ‘graveyard’ that Firnous had alluded to turned out to be nothing so much as an extensive, ancient swamp. It had grown smaller and smaller over the long years as the forest around it reclaimed it, but it still took up a couple of acres, a few hours’ ride east of Varglade. 
 
    Firnous had told me there had been a settlement out there during the First Age. It had not been as large as Varglade, not when Varglade had been in its heyday, but it had still been an important outpost for Viridis. According to my instructor in all things martial, it had been a key place for the elves to cut peat, and also, at the turn of each waning moon, to hunt for the giant catfish that had called the swampland home. 
 
    Being only a few hours ride on the back of the tireless Sundance, I elected to go and examine the giant bones of the fallen bunyips on my own. I reckoned that being dead and all, if I managed to locate them, then I could attempt to raise them myself. So close to Varglade there was not too much of a threat of ogres, at least not in numbers that I wouldn’t hear coming. Sundance was a pretty reliable lookout. As the epitome of an apex predator, he had uncannily good hearing and he could smell someone coming long before I could hear or see them. 
 
    When we arrived at the edge of the swampland after following Firnous’ detailed directions, we stood and looked around. 
 
    I made a noise in my throat and patted Sundance on his partly feathered, partly scaled neck. 
 
    “There was a little more to this place than I was expecting, Sundance,” I murmured. 
 
    Sundance and I were standing at the end of what looked to have once been a busy roadway through the forest. Where that road of overgrown beaten dirt might have led from, and whether it had run on through the swamp, I could not say. All I could tell was that it was little more now than a network of vines, grasses, and roots, which had taken hold of every bit of the open real estate they could get their vegetative hands on. Dry grass, dying bushes, and withering flowers sat around the fringes of the swampland, rustling sadly. 
 
    There were a few hovels still standing, their ancient timbers turned to something that more closely resembled metal than wood, thanks to the slow compressing of time and whatever minerals lay heavy in the misty air. There were even a few doorways still boarded up tightly, as if the owners had left with every intention of returning. Some even showed signs of carved symbols with meanings known only to those who put them there. Whoever had built the huts though, whoever had carved the mysterious symbols into the simple doors were long gone. There were a few broken carts and rusty pieces of metal littering the edge of the road, where it dropped off into the hungry swamp, but what those pieces of metal might once have been… Well, Sundance’s guess was as good as mine. 
 
    Out beyond the edge of the road, about five-hundred yards into the swamp directly ahead of me, I could see the curve of something that was most assuredly not elf-made—the curve of a number of things, actually. 
 
    The bones loomed out of the thin mist that blanketed the surface of the swamp like giant props on a movie set. They almost didn’t look real, they were so big. I had seen the skeleton of a mammoth in a museum back on Earth, and the ribs that were poking out of the swamp hinted at an animal that must have been at least twice as large as those prehistoric creatures had been.  
 
    That was a not-so-educated guess, of course. It all depended on how deep the swamp was. 
 
    “And there’s only one way I’m going to find that out, huh, Sundance?” I said, looking over at the basilisk-raptor. 
 
    Sundance let out a low chirruping croak in this throat and cocked an orange eye at me. It was as plain as day that he was saying, in his own way, “Rather you than me, compadre.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said resignedly, as a bubble rose and popped with a sluggish bloip noise from the gaseous depths. “I guess there’s nothing to be gained by waiting around. Might as well get to it.” 
 
    I removed my cloak, armor, and sword belt and laid them carefully on a dry log. Then, as I looked into the goopy, algae-covered water, I pulled off my linen shirt too. I didn’t much relish the idea of the scummy water on my skin, but the thought of wearing a soaked shirt all the way home held even less appeal. Luckily for me, the air under the canopy of ancient trees that branched over the swamp was comparatively warm, hinting at some geothermal activity of some description. 
 
    Without allowing myself to dwell further on how unpleasant the next small segment of my life was going to be, I kicked off my boots, pulled off my socks, grabbed a long stick, and waded out into the swamp. 
 
    I tried to be as stoic as I had seen a number of my cinematic heroes be on the silver screen, when their adventures had required them to set foot into some quagmire or marsh. It was hard to be stoic though, when there was no camera on you and no witnesses around. 
 
    “Yuck,” I said, with a real and heartfelt conviction, as my toes squished into the thick layer of organic ooze that covered the bed of the swamp. “That is fucking… yuck.” 
 
    Using my stick, I made my way slowly toward the sight of the massive ribcage. I didn’t hurry. The bunyip had been dead for who knows how many hundreds of years. It wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    Not yet at any rate. 
 
    I probed the sludge ahead of me with my big stick before I took every step. I was in no rush, and the last thing I needed was to fall over in this grim place. The water wasn’t cold, but it wasn’t exactly warm either. It clung to the fabric of my pants in a quite disagreeable manner. Insects hummed annoyingly in my ears, zipping in occasionally to land on a part of me that they deemed to be most comfortable: my lips, under my nose, the back of my neck. 
 
    I knew nothing about this area of Tavalon, of course, but I quickly became sure of one thing after spending some ten minutes slowly wading through that mire. Every bug and flying insect had been told about my visit by their pals and had decided to make the journey from all over the nearby landscape to introduce themselves to me. 
 
    There were individual bugs, groups of bugs, crawling bugs, flying bugs, spotted bugs, striped bugs, bugs that danced over the water, bugs that shot past my ear humming tunelessly, other bugs that whirred by my head like bullets fired out of the undergrowth. There were platoons of bugs, regiments of bugs, fucking armies of bugs. 
 
    And they only seemed to get thicker the closer I got to the huge fallen skeleton of the bunyip. I was bitten on numerous occasions and always responded by slapping the assaulted area. Most times I came away with nothing, but sometimes a whole community of the nibbling bastards would be laminated to my palm. There was one truly gross moment when I felt like my back had become a promenade for some multi-legged creepy-crawly; some vile fucking thing with forty-eight legs to a side that had feet spiny enough to poke a hole through my skin with laughable ease. 
 
    I had a good thrash around then. I twisted and flailed and swatted at myself until I was breathless, as you do when the body takes over. It was like the feeling you get when you’re camping and you feel something land on your face. There was no thinking about how ridiculous I looked. All I cared about was freeing myself from whatever insectile creature had decided to use my spine as fucking highway. 
 
    “Fuck this place!” I growled, swatting at the air with my long stick. 
 
    As far as distractions went, the insects were helpful. Before I knew it, I had crossed the swamp and was standing in front of the pile of massive bones. I had been glad to find that the quagmire had only crept up to my waist as I walked. I wasn’t sure what I would have done had it started getting up around my chest. Yeah, I had magical powers on tap, but that still didn’t make wading out through a silent marsh, the water of which was about as opaque as gravy, any more comfortable. 
 
    I wasted no time, once I had come to a stop and had made sure my bare feet were firmly planted in the ooze. 
 
    “Right,” I said to myself. “Just focus, haul this bag of bones up, and then you can get the hell out of this nightmare spot.” 
 
    My probing stick was still in my hand, so it was no surprise that I used it as the conduit for my magic. I wasn’t sure if that sort of thing made any difference, but it felt like the natural thing to do. Besides, I had been raised on the kind of fantasy novels and films in which those blessed with magical abilities needed a staff or wand or sword to channel their powers through. Seeing as I had one to hand, and there were no elves around to chuckle behind their hands at me, it seemed like a wasted opportunity not to use it. 
 
    I focused on the half dozen ribs that I could see. They became larger in size as they moved away from me, which told me that the bunyip’s head was likely to be at the far end of the skeleton. I was, so far as I could tell from the limited evidence available to me, at the ass end. Considering the grim and ghastly environment that I found myself in, that sounded about right. 
 
    I pointed my staff at the ribcage. Inside of myself, I reached for that hot, ancient part of me that lay dormant under my heart, and that I recognized as the link I had with the magic of the blood elves. The taste of metal once again coated my tongue. Suddenly, and thankfully, the insects buzzing around me seemed to lose interest.  
 
    “Alright,” I muttered to myself, after I had taken a deep breath. “Here we go.” 
 
    The flow of blood magic spread out from me. It didn’t go down my makeshift staff. Not really. But it did flow out in the direction I was pointing, because that was the direction in which my will was channeled. 
 
    Once again, as I had done with the roc, and had also done subsequently on a number of other dead forest animals that had been butchered for the communal Festival of Lights pot, I envisioned threading red-hot magical wire through the rough outline of the bones with my mind. Once more, as Ilya had instructed me, I made sure to try and not to be intimidated by the sheer size of the dead thing I was trying to raise. 
 
    They’re just bones, I told myself as I started to frown with concentration and effort. They’re just bones. 
 
    I had to use a little more imagination than I had with the roc, as I could only see a portion of the bunyip, but by picturing the attaching of invisible ropes to the massive bones, I started to make a little progress. 
 
    With a weirdly satisfying sucking sound, and a rippling of swamp water that sent a few fist-sized frogs splashing away, the gigantic bones began to haul themselves clear of the stagnant water. 
 
    As the ribcage came free from the sludgy clutches of the marsh, I was able to see more and more of the fallen bunyip. As more of the impressively-sized skeleton came clear, I was then able to more accurately channel the blood magic into it. 
 
    I could feel the sweat starting to trickle out of my hair and down my face. As I pumped more and more of the blood elven magic into the giant skeleton of the bunyip, I became aware that there was no way that I was going to be able to raise more of the things on my own. Dimly, beyond the surging marsh, I could see the outlines of more random bones sticking up through the clinging mist. I could not tell how many more of the creatures there might be out there, but there was far more than I could resurrect, if the one I was working on was anything to go by. 
 
    I forced my mind away from such pointless speculations. Better to concentrate on the task at hand. 
 
    The bunyip emerged fully out of the swamp with a rush of stinking mud and cascading brackish water. Frogs bounded away from it as the huge skeleton of what must have once been a formidable beast hauled itself to its feet under my direction. As I watched the greenish-brown bog water flow from it, I noticed a couple of fat eels slither out of the cavernous eye-sockets and slap into the water. I tried not to think about how many of those slippery sons of bitches had been working their way around me while I traversed their gross home. 
 
    The bunyip, to my eyes at least, had the rough shape of a gargantuan dog. From the layout of the magically knitted bones, it looked like the animal had possessed a massively deep chest, with thick legs that had probably been made more for short bursts of speed and agile turning through the forests of Tavalon than long lopes through grasslands. Its head was, more or less, like Firnous had described: round, with a very short snout, and holes in the top that would have housed a hell of a pair of ears. 
 
    All in all, it was an impressive, if quite eerie, sight. 
 
    As I stood observing the skeletal monster, something very strange happened. 
 
    The bunyip turned its head toward me. 
 
    This was weird, because I had made no move, sign, or sent any thought its way that had suggested it do this. 
 
    The blood magic was still pouring out of me, as I stood there with my arms raised. I had a feeling that I needed to mentally cut the flow off and dam it within the skeleton, almost like I would have knotted the end of a balloon I had just blown up. 
 
    Then, just as I figured out how to do this, and stemmed the outflow of magic into the old bones, I saw the little pinpricks of red light in the creature’s eyes. 
 
    “What the…?” I said. 
 
    The bunyip lumbered around to face me. 
 
    “I… am not doing this,” I said to the swamp.  
 
    The bunyip took a faltering step toward me. The bones of its massive front foot, the toes of which were tipped with four blunt but quite dangerous-looking claws, splashed down into the muck, sending up a spray of water and mud. 
 
    “Yep. Not me either,” I said, taking a measured step backward. 
 
    The bunyip’s squat, square jaw opened wide. No sound came out, but I doubted that was due to a lack of trying on the monster’s part. More a lack of vocal cords than anything, I reckoned. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I said aloud to myself. 
 
    Something had gone a little wrong here, I thought, as I tried to break the spell I had laid over the bunyip. Something had gone very— 
 
    The bunyip surged toward me. It moved with all the localized power of a bulldog going after a ball. There was nothing graceful about its movements. It just put its massive bony head down and charged toward me with its mouth open. 
 
    I lifted the sturdy stick in my hand and conjured a sphere of shadowy dark magic around myself, making myself the center of a little shadow globe. 
 
    Water washed over me and turned to steam as it touched the globe of dark magic, then the bunyip hit me with the force of a runaway garbage truck. 
 
    The dark magic bubble that I had conjured around myself absorbed the blow like an exterior airbag. However, I still found myself flying through the air at a considerable rate of knots, before splashing down into the lukewarm water of the marsh. The dark magic spell was obliterated by the sheer force of the bunyip’s attack, but it also knocked loose one of the creature’s ribs so that it fell into the bog and stuck there like some macabre version of Excalibur. 
 
    I was on my feet as quickly as the water and the gripping ooze would allow. Slime coated my arms where I had pushed myself up out of the quagmire and I was completely soaked. The bunyip was sitting on its haunches now, like a prizefighter that had been struck by an unexpected blow and was taking a moment to gather its wits and its anger together before going at it again. 
 
    How I was meant to break the spell I had worked through the bones of this fearsome creature, I had no idea. The only theory I could come up with was that I had pumped too much blood magic into the thing, tricked by the clinging hold of the marsh into hitting it with more of my combined magical power and will than was required.  
 
    That theory might have been accurate for all I knew. It was also about as helpful as a chocolate hot tub at that moment, because I had no notion as to how I was going to reverse the effects of the spell. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as the skeletal bunyip got to all four of its feet once more. It looked like I was going to have to deal with this thing the old-fashioned way. And the problem with the old-fashioned way was that it came with a shit-ton of personal risk. 
 
    The bunyip circled me this time. If I hadn’t known that the thing couldn’t possibly have had a brain, I would have said that it was being cautious. Still, brain or no, it looked to be taking things a little more carefully this time. Maybe that’s what having one of your ribs drop off did to you, I couldn’t really say. 
 
    I took advantage of whatever kind of hesitation this might be and unleashed another dark magic spell. This time, I sucked the shadows that lay under the bowed boughs of the trees and turned them into bats. As these smoke bats took shape, I also diffused a little wild magic through them, before unleashing them on the unsuspecting skeletal bunyip. 
 
    The supernatural bats punched into the spine of the undead monster and exploded into clouds of purple and magenta smoke. The bunyip bucked like a skittish mustang that had just had the mother of all horse flies take a chunk out of its ass. It started spinning in circles, lashing out at the air with its paws and snapping its jaws, as the wild magic addled whatever senses it was working with. 
 
    I moved in, intending to try and smash the monster to bits with a well-placed nature magic spell. As I slogged through the mud of the marsh, the bunyip reared on its stumpy hind legs and then sunk its teeth into the trunk of a fair-sized sapling that was leaning out over the water. The jaw bones contracted, and the sapling, which was about as thick around as my thigh, exploded into shards, the top half splashing down into the mire. 
 
    Note to self, do not get bitten by this thing, my brain advised wisely. 
 
    The bunyip suddenly quit its dancing and shook its massive skull from side to side. Rotting weeds and mud flicked out from its ear and eye holes. Splinters of green wood spun from its maw. Then it struck out with a huge paw in my direction. 
 
    The sea elf spell that I used was as instinctive as it was rough. The marsh water in front of me rose instantly into a thick wall. So quickly did this happen that a couple of ugly wide-mouthed fish with deep brown scales were left high and dry on the exposed mud of the bottom of the swamp before more water rushed in to fill the void. 
 
    Behind this wall, I ducked, as the bony paw slashed through the aquatic shield. The weight of the water took the sting out of the bunyip’s blow and threw off its aim, but I was still sent tumbling backward as the broken sea elf spell sent a few hundred gallons of dirty water washing me off my feet. 
 
    I straightened up, aimed my hand at a nearby sunken log, and injected it with a combination of my will and nature magic. The snapped off branches that stuck out from the half submerged log unfurled leaves as the magic of the nature elves rushed through it, much like the sap had once flowed through its xylem layer.  
 
    The log elongated, striking down and out as I pictured what I wanted it to do. It caught the bunyip around one of its feet and tripped it almost at the exact moment it made a lunge at where I was kneeling in the water. 
 
    The bunyip’s bony jaws clacked shut about a foot in front of my face, as my nature magic spell caught hold of it. Scrabbling backward through the swamp water a pace or two, I summoned a set of dark magic claws to the ends of my fingers. Springing forward to try and take advantage of the downed beast, I slashed it twice in quick succession across its skeletal muzzle. I was rewarded with a shower of mauve and magenta sparks, as the dark magic contacted the blood magic impregnating the bones of the monster. 
 
    “Son of a—” I cursed, and then I found myself flying once more with all the air knocked out of me. 
 
    The bunyip had flicked out its head, like a dog ridding its nose of a fly, and caught me clean in the stomach with its rock-hard snout. I turned a full back flip in the air and splashed down into the marsh, submerging completely under the murky water. 
 
    When I came up, gasping like a drowning rat and spouting water like fucking Moby Dick, it was to see the bunyip struggling up to its feet. As I swiped my bedraggled hair from my eyes, I saw the monster turn around and rip itself free of the clinging hold of my enchanted tree limb with its ferocious teeth. 
 
    I snorted water from my nostrils. One good thing about being so utterly covered in ooze and soaked with stagnant water was that I could no longer even catch a whiff of the mephitic organic stink of the swamp. I was part of it now, just as it was part of me.  
 
    I’m going to need about three baths just to get dirty after this, I thought. 
 
    I almost laughed to myself then. Here I was making plans for later when I still had a monstrous animated skeleton out to get me, and no clear idea as to how I was going to defeat it. 
 
    The bunyip started striding out toward me at the same time as I gained my feet. 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks, water spraying from my lips. 
 
    “Come on, then,” I said, “let’s be done with you.” 
 
    The bunyip opened its jaws wide once more. My imagination helpfully added the sounds-effects that were missing: the deep, booming roar of a lion blended with just a touch of a dragon’s crackling snarl. 
 
    Glancing up, I saw an overhanging branch—a big overhanging branch—sweeping out directly over the top of the monster that I had created. Plunging my hand into the water around my knees, I sent a wave of sea elf magic thrusting out toward the tree the branch was connected to. As soon as the wave hit the tree trunk, I mingled a shot of nature magic into the mix and sent a crack lancing up the trunk. I put enough force into the spell that I became light-headed, but I needed to make sure that it worked. 
 
    The crack moved like lightning up the trunk, splitting the wood with a sound like a gunshot. It traveled along the heavy bough a little ways and then the nature spell expanded outward in a circle. With an explosion of rupturing wood, the bough was sheared away from the main trunk. It let out one final protesting creak, as a handful of fibers were ripped away, then it fell down toward the bunyip and… 
 
    Missed. 
 
    The bunyip leapt backward as the gigantic limb crashed down, sending water spraying and leaves fluttering everywhere. 
 
    My heart sank faster than the tree branch had fallen. 
 
    With a scrambling of giant claws on wood, the skeletal monster clawed its way up onto the side of the fallen branch and stood there looking at me. There were the tracks of my magical claws across the thing’s snout, looking like six blackened burn marks on the yellowish bone. The red sparks within its eye-sockets might have been a little dimmer, but they were still there. 
 
    I had a hunch that my blood magic was draining inexorably out of the bunyip, but it didn’t look like the big bastard was going to run out of juice in the next ten seconds or so. 
 
    “Crap,” I said. 
 
    The bunyip launched itself off the giant fallen bough. 
 
    A flurry of bolts of crimson energy flew out of the trees behind me, even as I reached into myself for the wild magic I hoped might buy me a little more time. The storm of magical quarrels struck the monster in mid-leap, right in its four-inch thick breastbone. With no fuss and no noise, the bunyip stopped in the middle of its jump, and crashed heavily down into the swamp some ten yards from me. There was a slight clatter as a few of the beast’s lighter vertebrae landed on top of the now inanimate pile of bones. 
 
    I let out a breath, keeping an eye on the downed monster and noticing that a delicate red haze was hanging over the bones. I assumed that this was my dissipating blood magic. 
 
    “It struck me,” said Ilya’s voice from behind me, “that perhaps I had glossed over some of the finer points of the art the blood elves have over the dead.” 
 
    Slowly, still balls deep in the swamp, I turned to face the blonde elf. 
 
    Ilya was standing on the edge of the road where I had left my gear. I had not realized it, but during the fight I had been herded and thrown almost all the way back to the edge of the swamp. 
 
    “You think?” I said, unable to keep the disbelief from my tone. 
 
    Ilya gave me an apologetic grin. “You handled yourself very well. We were all very impressed at the lengths you are clearly willing to go to help the elven cause.” 
 
    “We…?” I asked. 
 
    I looked over Ilya’s shoulder and saw a dozen or so blood elves standing at her rear. There were a few of them that I recognized on sight, both from Cliffshall Skerry and the Festival of the Lights. Every one of the elves had been taken, technically, as prisoner after the battle that had reclaimed the home of the sea elves. Every one of them was looking at me, covered in gunk as I was, with frank amazement and open curiosity. 
 
    “It also occurred to me that, even if you managed to bring one of the bunyip skeletons back with you, you would probably not be able to bring them all back,” Ilya said. “I feared that in the… rush of getting to know one another, I might have been too vague with my instruction.” 
 
    Too rushed in getting to know one another, I thought wryly to myself. There’s a way to say that we spent too much time fucking, and not enough time talking shop, that I haven’t heard before. 
 
    “I feared,” Ilya continued, her strange glass-colored eyes glinting as she squinted guiltily at me, “that I had thrown you into the deep end.” 
 
    I scraped some mud off of my torso and flicked it away. It landed with a soft splat on a rotting tree stump. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, relief swamping any annoyance I might have felt. I grinned. “Just a little bit.” 
 
    Ilya smiled back and gestured at her fellow blood elves. 
 
    “Still, we are here now,” she said. “Let us see if we can raise these beasts as a team. These folk with me are skilled in this sort of magic. Together, we should be able to raise the bones of these ancient creatures, order them home, and leave them in the woods at the edge of Varglade where they can lie until our need calls for them.” 
 
    And so, that is precisely what we did. 
 
    After a couple more hours of intense magical labor, we had a group of seven skeletal bunyips assembled, free of the swamp, and ready to march back through the woods toward Varglade. 
 
    That evening, I decided to forgo the celebrations of the Festival of Lights. Instead, Ilya and I grabbed some food from some of the vendors. Then we made our way up to the geothermal pools at the deserted northern tip of the settlement, and I did my best to get clean, while Ilya tried her hardest to do the opposite. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I had been informed by the very helpful, very friendly, very drunk Razo, while we had enjoyed our shadow cakes, the Festival of Lights continued for an entire week. If such a thing had taken place in a town or village back on Earth, I couldn’t help but think that the result would have been that the town or village in question would have ended up as little more than a vomit-splashed smoking crater. 
 
    It was with profound amazement and pride then, that every morning, when I arose a little later than was usual and went in search of breakfast, I found Varglade looking none the worse for wear. It was a testament to the community values of the elven people that they took such pride in the maintenance of their home. Any mess that there might have been was cleared away. Any accidental damage that had been done was either repaired or in the midst of being repaired. 
 
    Whenever I walked down from the cozy little cottage that I now shared with Lilah and Nelri, I never failed to spot the blood elven beekeepers in the small paddock across the way from us tending the swarms of bright blue bees that they had recently coaxed from the forest. Not once, in that whole crazy week of celebrations, did I see a baker’s shop not open with the cockerels. Not once did I see those who had taken it upon themselves to tend to the shadow crays in the river shirking their early morning duties. 
 
    It was pretty humbling, really. And it was made all the more humbling when I considered the jumbled mess of conflicting and warring wants and desires, goals and ambitions that had made up the community I had called myself a part of back on Earth. 
 
    In Varglade, in this wonderfully healthy community, the imbibing of strong drink and the smoking of certain dried herbs and fungi was all done occasionally or in celebration, and in a convivial mood. Back home—back on Earth, I corrected myself—solace in drugs and booze was way more common and, almost, furtive. 
 
    Being able to view it from the outside now, it struck me that it was often lonely, shameful, and addictive. It was like more and more of the society that so many of us were a part of needed to get constantly fucked up on both illegal and legal narcotics and stimulants, because our lives had become intolerably dull, painful, or unfulfilling. So many of my friends had hated their jobs—shit, I had hated my job—and could find no rest in their leisure time. I had become pretty much estranged from my family, and I hadn’t even known my neighbors. It was like we had lost one another. 
 
    That was not the case here, and it still struck me as a novel and wonderful thing. 
 
    When the festivities finally simmered down, culminating in an entire township that was completely exhausted but absolutely happy, the good vibe that was flowing through the settlement was an almost tangible thing. 
 
    One of the best outcomes about the whole week, and one that Ilya told me had been exacerbated by the way that myself and the dozen or so blood elven magic-users had worked as a team to bring the bones of the bunyips back home, was the full commitment to Varglade by the blood elven ‘prisoners’. They had been won over and convinced of our intentions, and of the honor that could be gained in combining the strengths of all elven clans so that they could fight against the Ogre King. 
 
    All in all, everyone in the settlement was feeling extremely optimistic as to the outcome of the coming battle with the Ogre King. Regardless of the fact that winter would be nipping at our heels in a big way, the general consensus was that it needed to happen. The elves needed to do this, to finally break the stranglehold that was closing in more and more tightly around their necks, and take back their land. This was the strongest that the elves, as an entire collected race, had been since the First Age. 
 
    Now that we had figured out a way to transport our siege weapons, the construction of them could get under way in earnest. Teams of carpenters, blacksmiths, and spellweavers worked in shifts around the clock to ensure that we had as good a chance as possible at getting our magically enhanced siege gear up and ready before winter closed its jaws on us. 
 
    So, what with the overall mood of the township being so positive, the festivities of the Festival of Lights winding down, and the promise of the siege weapons being ready in good time, it caught everyone unawares when the Ogre King tried to sneak assassins into our midst. 
 
    As far as timing went, they couldn’t have struck at a better moment. It was the hour before dawn. The Festival of Lights had officially concluded some hours before with a huge ceremonial bonfire onto which spellweavers from the different elven clans had thrown powders and bundled herbs. These assorted bits and pieces had caused the fire to burn in different colors and let off a fragrant smoke. 
 
    The first I knew about it was a cry cut short. Now, over the week I had become accustomed to falling asleep to, and sleeping through, all sorts of raucous bellows, ribald songs, and enthusiastic chantings—some of which could go on for hours. This noise always ended naturally though. It always faded away under its own steam. 
 
    The cry that woke me was cut off so abruptly the sound might have been sliced from the air by a blade of unsurpassable sharpness. It was more the sudden lack of sound that woke me than the actual cry itself. 
 
    Anyway, my eyes opened, and I stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    Distantly, I could hear the last of the festival goers winding down. Judging by the faint splashes I could just make out, it sounded like a very few of the more iron-livered elves were trying to sober up by swimming in the calmest bend of the river. There was one, which looped around the blacksmith district before heading out through a culvert in the barrier hedge to become a moat, where many elves elected to bathe on warmer days. 
 
    For a moment, I lay awake listening to the sounds of the pre-dawn. Besides me, Nelri and Lilah slept soundly, their breathing deep and even. 
 
    Still, something about that half-cry had left me feeling uneasy… 
 
    A soft scrapping of boots on gravel pricked at my senses yet again. On the very edge of hearing I thought I heard a faint metallic ringing. I was accustomed to the nightly noises at that end of Varglade, and there was just something strange about what I was hearing. Something strange about what I was feeling. 
 
    I got up noiselessly and slipped into my pants and shirt. My boots were by the back door so I padded down the stairs that separated the mezzanine from the living area below, my ears still straining. 
 
    Of course, I could have moved as surreptitiously as I liked, but it would never have been quiet enough not to rouse the two elves I had been sleeping with. 
 
    “Jake?” Lilah said, her voice thick with sleep. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m just going to check on something,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Is something amiss?” Nelri asked. 
 
    There was no point sugar-coating it for them. If something was up, they would not appreciate my lack of candor. Elves were all about trusting their instincts. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said in a hushed voice. 
 
    As I continued down the stairs and headed for the back door of the cottage, I could hear the soft rustling sounds as the two elves started pulling on their clothes. 
 
    I pulled on my boots, opened the back door, and stepped out onto the little porch. 
 
    They say that the night is always darkest before the dawn, and that was certainly true that evening. It was pitch black out, with a scattering of stars frosting the cold sky. The moon was waning and sat like a giant’s nail paring in the sky, giving out very little light. 
 
    For a moment, I just stood and listened. Far away, I could hear the splashing of the few elves still in the river. I shivered at the thought. They must have been truly hammered to brave the water at this time of night. 
 
    There was no wind. No breeze ruffled the few flowers that had not died off at the approach of winter, or the leafy edible greens that were growing in profusion in some of the beds. The hackneyed words that everyone’s favorite heroes in a half-shell, in particular, had always been fond of using drifted through my mind. 
 
    It was quiet… A little too quiet. 
 
    The wry smile was just curving my lips up when two things happened in quick succession. 
 
    The first was that I heard the very softest rustle of cloth from my right. 
 
    The second was a lot more dramatic, and it involved Sundance leaping out from where he slept in his little straw-filled hut, crashing through a rosemary bush with a screech that would have woken the dead, and hissing over toward the right of the garden. 
 
    I turned my head sharply, dropping automatically into a fighting crouch, just as Firnous had taught me. 
 
    It just went to show why constant drilling was such an invaluable tool so far as martial training went—wherever you happened to be in the universe. Sure, I had wanted to murder the old nature elf at times, as he made me go through the same motions over and over again during our exhausting training sessions, but that night I finally experienced why it was he had been so insistent on the numerous repetitive drills. 
 
    It was so that your reactions became honed, so that your body took over from your brain in certain situations. Those drills, the way you responded to certain external stimuli, became second nature. 
 
    They saved my life that night. 
 
    As I ducked and turned, I felt something whip past my head. It passed by so close that I actually felt it catch at my hair and rip a few strands free. There was a dull thunk, and even as I threw myself into the bushes, I saw a throwing star buried in one of the wooden pillars that supported the roof.  
 
    “Attack!” I yelled, after I had hit the deck and rolled into the cover of the underbrush of the garden. “Attack!” 
 
    As I heard the elven girls hurrying down the stairs from the mezzanine inside, I peered through the dense rosemary bush. The gorgeous scent of the herb was incongruous when partnered with my pounding heart and the idea of killers stalking the shadows. 
 
    Next to me, Sundance was hunkered down, his blackish-blue coloration making him almost invisible in the darkness. He was growling softly in his throat, as he crouched protectively next to me, and I could see that his snout was still pointing in the direction the throwing star had come from.  
 
    As I watched, his head moved slowly sideways, then cocked upward so that he was looking in the direction of the slanted roof of the cottage. 
 
    He can smell them, I realized. He’s sensing whoever the hell is out there with his nose!  
 
    As I reached this conclusion, one of the blood elven guards that Ilya had supplied for general sentry duty, as a sign of communal goodwill, leapt over the little wooden fence that encircled the garden like an Olympic hurdler. She had a sword drawn and was casting around to see who had yelled out, to see— 
 
    Another throwing star whirred out of the dark. My eyes had adjusted to the dim light cast by the stars now, so I saw the projectile whizz down from the roof and hit the elf right in the throat. Blood sprayed black in the starlight. The blood elf toppled over sideways, her sword falling from her nerveless fingers, her other hand scrabbling at her neck. 
 
    Even as I felt the rage boil up in me, my mind went blank and cold. This was not going to be one of those glorious battles that everyone was always going on about. This was one of those battles that would be fought in the pre-dawn dark, shadow versus shadow, stumbling through bushes and other tripping hazards, with mud, stones, and sleeping flowers beneath our feet. There would be a time for being angry, but it was not yet. 
 
    I had seen where the throwing star had come from, but where the lethal weapon had been thrown from there was no figure. At least…  
 
    I squinted. Now that I came to look, there was something—or someone—up there. As my eyes focused more intensely on it, the figure appeared to come into sharper focus; man-sized, with long arms that looked to help the thing with its climbing. 
 
    The back door of the cottage banged open as Lilah and Nelri came charging out. Above them the scuttling figure froze. 
 
    That gave me all the opportunity I needed to make my move. Using my dark elven magic, I gathered the shadows that were thick around the gables of the cottage, compressed them, and turned them into a club. Silently, the shadow club raised up behind the assassin and swept forward. 
 
    The creature—whatever the hell it was—was caught completely unawares. With a croaking cry, it was propelled off the roof and somersaulted down into the yard. It landed on its back right on the picket fence line. There was a teeth-tingling sound of cloth and flesh tearing as one of the fence posts went straight through it and out of its chest. 
 
    The thing howled. Nelri launched herself off the porch, her black hair mussed from sleep, with one of her dark magic daggers raised in her hand. Before she could administer the coup de grâce though, I called out, “Leave it alive! We need to know who sent it.” 
 
    I could hear whatever it was spitting and cursing and groaning. It was clearly still alive. 
 
    Nelri let out a snarl of frustration and booted the figure in the head. 
 
    “Troll!” she bellowed. “We have trolls!” 
 
    Lilah raised her hands and uttered a word in a voice like a rushing gale. When she brought her hands together in a clap, certain succulents opened their rubber-petaled flowers and bloomed into light, illuminating the back garden and the surrounding area with a white bioluminescence.  
 
    It was the elven equivalent of sensor lights and drove back the dark in the space of a wink. 
 
    As soon as the light went up, Sundance shot away from me. I looked where he was bolting to, and saw another troll. 
 
    Caught in the unexpected glare, I got a good look at the second troll. It was so bow-legged that a pig could have passed through its legs without touching the sides. Its arms were of such a length that they would have dragged across the ground if it hadn’t been holding them up and clutching a wicked-looking crossbow. Its skin was the color of granite, and it was dressed in ragged clothes that looked like skins dyed inexpertly gray and black. Its all black eyes were scrunched against the sudden dazzling light.  
 
    Sundance launched himself onto the troll before the blinking attacker could do so much as put one of its long fingers on the release lever. Claws slashing, teeth rending, the basilisk-raptor snarled out his fury as his full weight knocked the troll over backward and it started to shriek. 
 
    “There are more of them!” I bellowed at the top of my lungs. “There are more trolls!”  
 
    The two female elves didn’t need this warning. Now that the trolls had lost the element of surprise another six—no, seven—had appeared out of the woodwork. As they moved into the light, brandishing weapons crafted from stone and wood mostly, I noticed that whatever supernatural camouflage had been cloaking them was melting away like frost under the sun. 
 
    The fight was a short and bloody one. The trolls had not come in numbers and had clearly been relying on stealth and darkness. What was more, all the yelling and the sudden glaring brightness of the magical succulents that were dotted through Lilah’s garden, had brought more of our companions running. 
 
    Rosa was fighting hand to hand with one of the trolls on the porch, wielding a shovel while her adversary struck out at her with a stone ax. The wild elf was giggling maniacally as she dodged a blow that took a chunk out of the simple railing that encircled the little porch. She rammed her shovel down with a savage cry and took the troll’s foot off at the ankle joint. 
 
    I didn’t see what happened after that as I was busy myself. A troll slipped out from behind Sundance’s shed and came at me. In its hand was a curved dagger. At first, I thought that the weapon had been cut and honed from some kind of marble-like stone, but then the troll turned it sideways, and I could actually see the garden behind it through the blade.  
 
    I didn’t have time to think about this strange phenomena. Instead, I focused on the water barrel from which Sundance slaked his thirst and used my sea elf magic to expand the water instantaneously into a cloud of boiling steam. 
 
    The barrel exploded right next to the troll, blasting the right side of him with scalding steam. He threw up his arms, snarling. I raised my hands too, though not in defense. Bringing together and binding wild magic with nature magic, I made the gravel on the path rise into the air toward the distracted troll. I might have overcooked it somewhat, because the blast of stone fragments ripped into the already burned troll with enough force to tear the flesh from his face and hands and fling him twenty feet across the garden. He tumbled bonelessly over and over a few times and then lay still. 
 
    I saw another troll, a black shape against the stars, slide around the chimney on top of the cottage. These trolls were skilled climbers, their long arms and lengthy fingers allowing them to find purchase on tricky surfaces, and their bandy legs giving them a low center of gravity. 
 
    My grasp on my recently acquired blood magic was still not what I would have called expert. The work of raising the bunyips from the swamps had helped me refine it, but I was still a little heavy-handed. Happily, I was still able to enchant the corpse of the troll I had just cooked and skinned to some degree, so that it leapt clumsily up onto the roof to meet its comrade. 
 
    The sneaking troll was taken aback by the sudden appearance of the fucked up-looking one that I had control of, but nowhere near as taken aback as when I made the dead troll grab his fellow around the middle and hurl the pair of them off the roof and into the garden. 
 
    They landed heavily. I released my magical hold on the corpse of the dead troll and started forward, reaching for the pulsing green energy of my nature magic to finish the bastard off. 
 
    The troll that had been power-slammed from the roof got to his feet more quickly than I would have expected. His head came up, and his obsidian eyes locked on me, where I stood in the middle of a bed of lavender. 
 
    He started toward me, moving with the speedy jilted gate of a spider with a sprained ankle. His hand went to a bandolier slung across his body and then flicked out. 
 
    Two more of the throwing stars, made from flint it looked to me, rather than metal, hissed across the gap that divided the two of us. They were flung with expert precision and given a fair dose of speed thanks to the long arm of the troll. 
 
    Before they could strike home, they were punched out of the air by twin blasts of water from my left; a miraculous shot by any standard. 
 
    The troll’s head whipped around. 
 
    Kea, the sea elf, launched herself toward the troll with her spear thrust out. The troll parried with another one of those strange see-through blades, the likes of which the other one had been wielding. Kea swept the haft of the spear around at ankle height, but the troll jumped over it. He lashed out at the sea elf’s neck with the ethereal-looking weapon in his hand, and Kea bent right backward so that the blade hissed over her face. 
 
    That was when I made my move. As the troll stepped toward the off-balance elf, I used my nature magic to employ one of my favorite, simplest, and most effective tricks. 
 
    A tendril of ivy shot out and tapped the troll’s ankle. He stumbled. 
 
    Right onto the tip of Kea’s spear that snaked out and punched through his midriff. The troll’s all-black eyes bugged out. Then, with Kea’s own pearlescent eyes emitting a sudden glow, the troll was propelled off the end of the spear in a misting of sea spray. He landed on his back, skidding through a flower bed, and fetched up at the feet of Zuthry, the Matriarch of the dark elves, who had appeared out of the night. 
 
    “You were wrong to come here,” she said coldly, and crushed the troll’s throat with her boot heel. 
 
    I looked around as the troll at Zuthry’s feet died noisily, trying to drag air that his crushed trachea would not allow him to reach into his lungs. 
 
    My friends, blood spattered and grim of face, were looking around them too. Some of them with weapons drawn. 
 
    “Rosa with me,” Nelri said shortly, gesturing with her head to beyond the ring of light. “You and I will look for stragglers. 
 
    Nodding, Rosa followed the dark elf and disappeared into the failing night. 
 
    Once the short and bloody fight had concluded, and we had ascertained as to who was injured, who was okay, and who had fallen, we turned our attention to the single surviving troll assassin. 
 
    It was the one that I had batted off the roof and impaled on the quaint fence. He was not in good shape. The fence post had broken off, but the end of it was sticking through his chest. 
 
    “I’m not medical man or apothecary,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure that you’re fucked.” 
 
    The troll grunted and coughed up blood. 
 
    As glad as I would have been about this normally, it was imperative to find out as much as we could about who had sent the team of killers, why, where they were based, and whether or not there were more of them waiting in the wings. 
 
    Unsurprisingly but disappointingly, none of the assassins had been carrying a handily rolled scroll with their contact details, nor a small but detailed map showing where their base was. It seemed that, while you could usually rely on ogres to be as thick as a brick sandwich, trolls were not in the habit of carrying around pieces of paper with all that kind of information. 
 
    “Let me look at this one,” said a stern, commanding voice from behind me. 
 
    Kea, myself, and Lilah had been standing around the mortally wounded troll, while he slavered and cursed at us in his own tongue. As one, the three of us turned to see Zuthry walking toward us. 
 
    Her sable and silver hair, which was usually pulled back from her proud face and twisted into a knot at the back of her head, was hanging loose, attesting to the fact that she had been roused from slumber and made her way up to Lilah’s cottage as quickly as she could. 
 
    I stepped aside, and the Matriarch of the dark elves moved swiftly passed me and knelt in front of the dying assassin. For a long moment, all she did was observe the wheezing, slobbering figure through her dark, unreadable eyes. 
 
    “You are dying,” she said to the troll. 
 
    The troll made a gurgling, choking sound in his throat. It might have started out as a laugh, but it soon morphed into a liquid-sounding retch. 
 
    “No… shit, elf,” he managed to gasp out through his blunt black teeth.  
 
    Zuthry cocked her head to the side. “I don’t know why I’m doing this, troll, but I will give you one last chance. Save yourself one final blast of cerebral agony and tell me all that we need to know.” 
 
    Another hacking, snarling laugh that turned into a cough that sprayed dark blood down the troll’s already blood-soaked front was the only answer the dark elf received. Reaching down, I hauled the detestable figure up so that he was propped against the shattered fence, making it a little easier for him to breathe. 
 
    “So be it,” Zuthry said coldly. 
 
    She grabbed the troll by his blocky head. Her fingers clamped into the mess of greasy black hair that straggled in patches out of the evil-looking prick’s scalp. Her thumbs pressed into his temples, so hard that I thought she might push them all the way through the troll’s skull. In fact, as I watched the dying troll squirm and stutter incoherently, and the dark elf Matriarch closed her eyes, two trickles of dark blood did start to run from where her thumbs were pressed. 
 
    “Now, tell us,” Zuthry said, in a voice that was deep and dark, “how did you come to be here?” 
 
    The troll’s chest heaved a couple of times. His all black eyes widened and twitched sporadically, reminding me of an animatronic puppet that was going haywire. 
 
    Then, though teeth gritted so tight that I could hear them grinding with the expulsion of every word, the troll began to talk. He spoke in a flat monotone that did not deviate in pitch, but there was a tension to each and every syllable. 
 
    “Flew in. Dropped in on roc back,” the troll said, spitting blood up as he spat the words. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘dropped in on roc back’?” Zuthry asked. “Dropped in how?” 
 
    A flurry of twitches passed over the troll’s hideous face. 
 
    “Used canopies… made from the magic we stole,” he snarled. 
 
    His head thrashed backward and forward as if he was trying desperately to keep the words from pouring out. Blood welled more heavily out from under Zuthry’s thumbs. 
 
    Zuthry’s eyes narrowed, but she spoke no words. 
 
    “Canopies of m-m-m-moon magic,” the troll hissed, giving a little yelp, as if Zuthry had stuck him with a mental cattle prod, but continuing to talk in the same strained monotone. “Big canopies. We found out… how to make ‘em from those we have captive. They let us float down from the air. Soft as shadows.” 
 
    I looked around at the other two female elves. They both looked as surprised as I was at this—more so. 
 
    At that moment Nelri reappeared with Rosa. The two women had been scouting the perimeter to make sure there were no more trolls inside the sleeping township. There would be no way that they could get back out and escape into the forest, the upgraded and weaponized barrier hedge would not have allowed it. It had been a kamikaze mission as soon as they had parachuted—if that’s what they had done—from the back of the roc. 
 
    Rosa went to open her mouth to say something, but Kea put a finger to her lips and pointed at the slumped troll. His breathing was becoming more labored. 
 
    “These elves you speak of, these moon elves,” Zuthry said, digging her thumbs harder into the troll’s cranium so that the unfortunate assassin’s heels drummed on the ground. “Where are they?” 
 
    “A day’s journey on foot. Northeast of here. There’s a brook that you follow uphill. Leads you to a camp under the tree giants. To a cave,” the troll said. 
 
    “And there are many elves there?” Zuthry asked. 
 
    The troll shook his head and held up his two fingers, which was all he had, and his thumb. He let out a quivering breath and blood spurted from his nostrils. His black eyes rolled up but then rolled back down again. 
 
    “And who sent you?” Zuthry asked. As Nelri bent down with the lantern, I noticed that Zuhtry’s lips had turned blue with the effort of whatever she was doing. Her hands shook as they clasped the troll’s head. 
 
    “Ogres,” the troll said. 
 
    With a jerk, blood started pouring from the troll’s nose. The flow emanating from the point that Zuthry’s thumbs were touching became more pronounced. 
 
    “The Ogre King or—” Zuthry started to ask. 
 
    But, with a final, terminal hissing gurgle, the troll slumped heavily against the fence and moved no more.  
 
    Zuthry wiped the troll blood on her thumbs off on the troll’s ragged shirt, then got to her feet. She was shaking and had to clasp her hands together. Nelri looked at her questioningly. 
 
    “This piece of scum, this would-be throat-slitter, may have told us where the moon elf encampment is, but I delved so easily into his weakened mind that I was actually able to project an image of the place into my own mind’s eye,” Zuthry said, mastering herself after only a few seconds. “This means that I will most certainly be amongst those who go out a-hunting.” 
 
    I smiled, looking down at the corpse of the troll assassin. The killer who had been sent in the dead of night, dropped out of the air like a silent nightmare, to try and slaughter as many elves as they could. It was a worrying thought, made more so by one intriguing and thought-provoking fact. 
 
    It might have been fluke. It might have been a coincidence. Whatever it was, the outcome was the same: these murderers had landed precisely in the part of the settlement where I—the amalgamage—had been sleeping. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was willing to trust a coincidence stretching that far. 
 
    “Every new elf is a gain,” I said, “and every dead enemy is one piece of the Ogre King’s army off the board. Zuthry, I’ll go with you. Who else wants to come to repay the favor?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dell, the wide circular space surrounded by leaning standing stones, was about a hundred yards across and wide open. There was not a jot of cover within it. Not a scrap of cover. Tall trees, of such a size that they must have been a thousand years old encircled the ring of leaning stones. Their boughs branched overhead, intertwining and embracing one another so tightly that not a chink of sunlight could reach the ground below. 
 
    The troll whose brain Zuthry had delved into and then muddled up like a bowl of scrambled eggs had not been lying when he called the towering hardwoods ‘tree giants’. You could have driven a cart through the base of some of the things and still had room to spare. 
 
    From our hiding places in the forest brush, Zuthry’s eyes were fixed on the dense arboreal roof high above us. Mutely, she shook her head. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I was hoping that we would have the light of day to help us,” the dark elf said quietly. 
 
    I gave her a questioning look. 
 
    “Ah, I am forgetting, Jake Walker,” she whispered, “you do not know trolls.” 
 
    I shook my head. “The tales that are told about them on my home-world don’t come close to striking the mark,” I admitted. “On Earth they’re described as big, chunky, dumbasses that have an inexplicable appetite for goats and live under bridges.” 
 
    On my other side, Lilah let out a little snort of incredulity, which she covered with her hand. 
 
    “Bridges?” she said. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. 
 
    “But, what if it rains up in the hills and the plains flood and the river the bridge spans rises?” the nature elf asked. 
 
    “You know, it’s never come up,” I said. 
 
    While Lilah nudged Rosa, who was lying prone beside her, I turned back to Zuthry. On her other side, Nelri was scanning the dell with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “So, why would it have been advantageous to have a bit of sun to work with?” I asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Trolls are very much a product of their environment,” Zuthry told me. “Their skins are the color of granite, mostly, because they traditionally come from the lonelier, rockier, more hard to reach parts of the Feldspar Steps. In theory though, their hides take on the color, and sometimes the texture, of the rock that they were raised around.” 
 
    “Natural camouflage,” I murmured. 
 
    “Yes, but the kind of skin cloaking they were showing before I hit the lights,” Lilah said, “is something that comes naturally to no troll that I have ever heard of.” 
 
    Zuthry inclined her head at the truth of these words. 
 
    “As you now know, Jake,” the dark elf Matriarch continued, “they are creatures made for stealth. It is in their blood, in deep. They are born and raised for hunting in the dark places of the world.” 
 
    “The black eyes…?” I asked. 
 
    “They are nocturnal and there are none better at seeing in the dark than them,” Nelri said. 
 
    “But, for all the attributes that make them a formidable foe at night, they turn to dust if the light of the sun touches them directly,” Zuthry said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “This means, of course, that they have to hole up in the day, right?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Zuthry said. 
 
    To me, it almost sounded like the trolls that inhabited Tavalon were a cross between the trolls I had grown up hearing about in Earthling folktales and vampires. I looked up at the glowing green leaves of the canopy roof above us. Beyond them, the day was clear and bright. 
 
    “So why don’t we…” I began to say before tailing off, as I realized what I was saying. 
 
    Zuthry nodded and gave me a small smile. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “Direct sunlight.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zuthry said. “The cover of the trees, as much as I love to see the giants flourishing, are going to hinder our work today.” 
 
    In the center of the dell was a huge pile of perfectly heaped stones that I would have believed was a cairn if it wasn’t for the opening on one side of it. 
 
    “Presumably, that’s where the moon elves are being held,” I said. 
 
    “That is what the troll’s memories told me,” Zuthry said. “And memories do not lie. They beat inside of a thing like a second heart, and only the very sly can hide them from those skilled enough to peer at them.” 
 
    “And the trolls will be inside too?” I asked. 
 
    “Most likely, yes,” Nelri said. 
 
    I let out a long, slow breath, as I weighed my options. 
 
    The siege engines were still being built back in Varglade, overseen by the ever reliable Firnous. The other close members of the Council were also there, as I liked to make a point of leaving as many of those who could be trusted in the township whenever possible to make sure things kept running smoothly. After the attack by the troll assassins, and the slaying of the two blood elves, the resolve of the entire settlement had hardened like a spear point in a smith’s fire. 
 
    The siege weapons required just a little more time until they were completed, so there was no harm in myself and a few of the others heading off to try and rescue the moon elves. All was set otherwise. The elves, as a people and a community, were ready to move out at a moment’s notice. All we were waiting on were the huge weapons that I had designed and commissioned. 
 
    I needed them to work. The elves needed them to work. They would give us an edge, and with ogres you used every edge you could lay your hands on. 
 
    “The more elves we can win to our cause the better,” Lilah said, rather accurately as far as I could reckon it. From what we had seen of the Ogre King’s base from our vantage point, the numbers were going to be tight. Very tight. 
 
    “We will need every warrior and more if we want to defeat the Ogre King,” Nelri added softly. 
 
    I nodded. “The worst thing that can happen, is that we rock up to the fight with not enough warriors or firepower and are forced to retreat. That will mean that any survivors will not only be the last of their kinds, but will undoubtedly be actively hunted down by the Ogre King.” 
 
    Lilah’s face was stern and grave as she looked at me. 
 
    “More than that though,” I continued, looking out at the dell with its strange cave and standing stones, “I don’t think we could leave elves out here, even if we had a million warriors to march on the Ogre King with.” 
 
    Zuthry reached out and clasped my armored shoulder. 
 
    “Those are the kinds of words that one wants to hear from an amalgamage,” she said proudly. 
 
    I patted the dark elf’s hand and loosened my sword in its sheath. 
 
    “This place reeks of magic,” Rosa said, snuffing the air like the wild forest creature that, I supposed in many ways, she was. “Can you smell it?” 
 
    “I can,” Lilah said, while Nelri nodded her head. 
 
    I had no idea what they were talking about, but I wasn’t about to say that. 
 
    “If this truly is the last refuge of the moon elves,” Lilah said, “and I have heard of no others, then the ones that call this place home must be strong in the ways of their magic.” 
 
    At that moment, just as I was thinking we may as well get this over and done with, the sound of marching feet getting closer and closer reached our ears. 
 
    “What have we here?” I said, quietly, as all five of us hunkered a little tighter into the foliage that was concealing us. 
 
    A small troop of ogres smashed their way out of the shrubs and trees on the other side of the dell. Their big bright blue bodies crashed through the low hanging branches of some of the saplings like they weren’t even there. Their muscular shoulders barged one another in the manner of drunken louts walking down the street to the pizza shop after a big night out. They were grunting and shoving and laughing, their yellow eyes glimmering in the dim light under the trees. 
 
    “Just when it was looking like things might pan out easier than we thought for once,” I muttered ruefully. 
 
    The ogres stomped toward the large mound of stones in which the moon elves and, most likely, more troll assassins were lying up. They started bellowing and grunting in their own foul tongue, evidently calling for their smaller more agile accomplices or helpers. One of them wandered over to a felled tree trunk, sat down, and began picking his toe nails. 
 
    “Charming,” Lilah muttered. 
 
    Although we didn’t know for sure how many trolls were in the cave, I was willing to bet that there were more than enough bad guys to make us all uneasy about attacking on our own like this. My friends and I had a good amount of magical power behind us, and a smorgasbord of spells at our disposal, but there was a lot of open ground dividing us from them. We wanted to be prudent and make sure the deck was stacked in our favor whenever possible.  
 
    As the ogres continued to make noise enough to scare the birds from the nearby trees, ruck up the ground, and generally make a mess as only ogres could, I scanned the area for inspiration.  
 
    Truthfully, there was not too much to take martial inspiration from. There was no cover, as I had already observed. Except for the strange leaning stones that stood just inside of the treeline. A slight frown creased my forehead. The stone pillars looked to be placed very deliberately. It didn’t take a great mind to think that they probably held some kind of significance. 
 
    “Zuthry, what are those?” I asked, pointing at the pillar that was nearest us. 
 
    “I could not say for sure, but if I had to guess, I would say that they are grave markers,” the dark elf whispered, her eyes still glued to the ogres. One of the trolls had come out of the cave now, rubbing his eyes like one who’s been disturbed from a pleasant nap. “We all tend to those who pass in different ways. This is most likely the way that the moon elves mark their graves.” 
 
    The plan slid into my head with the smoothness of a buttered eel going down a water slide. Almost immediately, I thought it would work, but I was pretty loath to put it into play, what with everything that Ilya told me about resurrecting the dead of the elves and the stigma that went with it. However, it seemed like the best way to help us save any moon elves that were left inside the cave. 
 
    Tentatively, I explained my plan to the others, asking my friends how they felt about it and telling them that I didn’t want to do anything to offend their ways, since they had been so gracious and accepting of me ever since I had arrived. 
 
    With the good grace I had come to expect from them, my friends listened attentively to my proposition. When I was done, each of them turned their gazes thoughtfully on the forest floor in front of them while they mulled it over. 
 
    Eventually, Lilah said, “In essence, I found this plan abhorrent, Jake.” 
 
    Not a great start, I thought. 
 
    “But,” Lilah continued, “I think that this situation calls for all the help we can muster—there are more troll assassins out there, not to mention the ogres. Seven of those trolls attacked our home. More of them partnered with ogres will be… forbidding.” 
 
    “I agree with Lilah,” Rosa said with her usual airy tone. “Get the task done and then tidy up. Being polite and adhering to fucking morals won’t help us if we’re all killed out there.”  
 
    I looked at the other two elves. Zuthry looked skeptical, but nodded. As did Nelri. 
 
    “All right then,” I said. “No point beating around the bush is there?” 
 
    I pressed my fingers to the earth. It would have been great if Ilya had been there, but she wasn’t, and that was that. I closed my eyes, reached out with mind and magic, and attempted to give the ogres the shock of their lives. 
 
    Using my blood elf powers, coupled with a bit of nature magic, I touched on the buried bodies of the elves that lay around the circle. It wasn’t as hard to do as I had thought it might be. The stone pillars almost guided the threads of magic to them like magnets might pull a collection of metal rods. 
 
    With surprising ease, perhaps because of the severity of our current situation or because the elves themselves were far smaller than the bunyips, I managed to resurrect four moon elf corpses. They clawed their way up out of the rich forest loam with gratifyingly zombie-like jerkiness. Admittedly, they came up in silence, without a single mournful groan, but you couldn’t have everything in life. 
 
    As the undead rose from their beds of soil and started shambling toward the ogres, I leapt to my feet and led the charge out of the undergrowth.  
 
    The ogres didn’t know which way to look. They had been alone one second, and in the next moment, they were being assaulted by four elven warriors and an amalgamage from one side and four shambling zombies from the other. 
 
    Two of the undead moon elves reached the ogres ahead of us and clinched with one of them. The result of this was a little underwhelming. The ogre simply picked one of the clumsy corpse puppets and threw it so hard into a tree that it broke into moldering pieces. As the other sank its teeth into his forearm, the ogre reached down and squashed its head like a grape. 
 
    That was a bummer, but it was as nothing when compared to the sudden appearance of seven troll assassins from out of the cave mouth. They came hooting and hollering out, weapons waving, cruel faces etched with hate and bloodlust. They knew that the forest canopy above them was going to shield them. There was no hesitation in the way they moved, looked around, and then headed in our direction. 
 
    It looked bad. 
 
    It was bad. 
 
    Things had changed from being a walk in the park to a walk in Jurassic Park. 
 
    And then, I was struck with an idea. It was such a simple idea that I couldn’t believe that it hadn’t occurred to me, or to Lilah, before this moment. It seemed absurdly obvious, as such things often do when the metaphorical light switch is thrown. 
 
    As the trolls boiled out of the cave to join the fun, and then ran screeching toward us, I pointed up at the canopy above us. 
 
    A rushing spiral of pink and green wild and nature magic erupted silently from my hand and hit the arboreal roof. The magic did not cause so much as a leaf to tremble out of place, but rippled across the whole canopy like a stone being thrown into an upside-down pond. 
 
    Then, in a shower of natural confetti, the leaves from across the section of the canopy directly above the pile of stones were blasted in every direction as my delayed spell went off. 
 
    Every single one of the gray-skinned troll assassins were caught in the sudden magnificent downpour of pure, glorious, golden sunlight. They just had enough time to let out screeching cries, as they comprehended that their dooms were upon them, then they were simply gone; blown away like statues made from delicate paper ash. 
 
    It was one of the more dramatic pieces of magic I had ever worked, regardless of it also being one of the most decidedly straightforward displays. 
 
    The ogres, in most cases, did not have the requisite brain power to be taken aback, but even they were staggered when seven of their allies simply burst apart into wisps of ashy nothingness. The six of them faltered, their raised arms going momentarily slack as each of them looked to one of the others for guidance. 
 
    My sword, shooting across the dell on a tendril of water that I had used my nature magic to suck from the leaves I had just blown away, thunked with a wet, meaty schlock through the eye of the lead ogre. His mouth fell open, his tongue lolled, and he let out a long dooooooheeeeorrrr sound before folding over onto his face, and driving the sword clean through the back of his head. 
 
    The ogre troops didn’t know much, but they only had one setting when it came to being attacked, and that was to attack right back. 
 
    One down, five to go. 
 
    All of a sudden the odds were dead even. 
 
    The ogres that had set their weapons down snatched them up again and started locking onto their intended targets. Smiles of psychotic glee were on their faces. This, after all, was what they had been born and bred and ordered to do. 
 
    The five of us fanned out as we charged into the clearing. Lilah, running on my right, cartwheeled and snatched up a dagger that one of the obliterated trolls had dropped. As she regained her feet, she flung the knife at one of the nearest blue-skinned ogres, who was heading in Zuthry’s direction. The dagger hit the charging ogre in the side of the thigh and caused him to stumble with a snort of pain. 
 
    Before the ogre warrior knew which way to turn, Lilah had dashed past him, ripped the dagger out of his thigh with an elasticated band of bright green nature magic, and then sent it flicking into the balls of the ogre that I had had my eye on. 
 
    Not without good reason, the ogre roared and clutched his loincloth-covered groin, his yellow eyes scrunched up in agony. Always one to believe in the notion that if opportunity didn’t knock then I should get off my ass and make a door, I changed my running trajectory and doubled up with Rosa. 
 
    As Rosa let out a battlecry that made my blood tingle in my veins, the ogre hurled a heavy throwing club at her. Rosa dropped to her knees, her momentum allowing her to slide through the mud and grass in her leather motley. 
 
    As she dodged the ogre’s attack, I let loose with one of my smoking shadow bats, which burst in a puff of acrid smoke in the unsuspecting ogre’s face. The big, blue bastard staggered back blindly as the noxious dark magic spell went off in his face, and both Rosa and I closed in for the kill. 
 
    As I was thinking about what spell might seal the ogre’s fate, I was knocked off my feet by a heavy object that crashed into me from the side. As I landed hard on the earth, all I knew was that I was not burning, nor was I perforated in any way. 
 
    I looked sideways as I came to rest and blinked. 
 
    I was face to rotten face with one of the dead moon elves. One of the trolls had tossed it away like a rag doll. Whether intentionally or not, it had zoomed out of my field of vision and slammed into me, taking me off my feet. 
 
    As I rolled upward and conjured a shield of glistening leaf-green nature magic out of the air to cover me, I looked over to see how Rosa was doing. 
 
    Well, was the answer to that question. 
 
    She had catapulted herself up onto the shoulders of the ogre I had blinded and was balanced on him now, even as he rubbed frantically at his piggy little eyes. With minimal fuss and feathers, a flickering spike of pink wild magic appeared on the back of her forearm. 
 
    The ogre snarled in frustration. 
 
    Rosa laughed happily and pressed her fist to the bald dome of the ogre’s head. Then the magical prong plunged into the ogre’s head like a pneumatic cow-killer; up and down, up and down, in and out, right out through the underside of his jaw in a blur of psychotic stabs that had dark blue blood spraying all across the trampled grass at his feet. 
 
    Across the dell, Zuthry was in the middle of finishing off an ogre with Nelri. The pair of them had conjured matching halberds of purple translucent dark magic. Nelri whipped her halberd up and blocked the downward cut of the ogre’s ax in a shower of lilac sparks. The weapons locked together. 
 
    The ogre’s face lit up in a grin as his superior strength allowed him to inexorably push Nelri’s supernatural weapon back toward her. 
 
    He was smiling right up to the point that Zuthry stuck him with the point of her halberd in the neck. It was, in itself, not a killing blow, but a second later the ogre’s entire neck had gone from blue to black. 
 
    “Urghare?” he croaked. 
 
    Zuthry struck out and hit her adversary so hard in his poisoned neck with the butt of her magical weapon that it shattered like glass. The ogre’s eyes were goggling in surprise even as his head hit the ground with a dull thump. 
 
    I was always surprised with how abruptly these moments of intense, nerve-shredding, life-changing, life-ending combat ended. A few seconds were all that separated the grunting and cursing of a fight to the death from the peaceful silence of a woodland glade. In the space of a blinking eye, the clash of weapons on shields and the boom and shudder of magic changed into birdsong and the wind in the trees. 
 
    Turning around in a full circle, seeking for another foe, saw only large blue corpses stretched out on the ground.  
 
    Chest heaving, I turned toward the mouth of the cave. Now that the fighting was done, my brain had started picturing what the likely state of the moon elves was going to be. Ogres were not exactly great hosts, but I knew nothing of the way of trolls. What if— 
 
    I stopped in my tracks. 
 
    Three women were standing in the cave mouth. They wore robes of silver white, had heads of pure white hair that had been shaved down to stubble, and all looked basically the same in face and body. All three had eyes with black sclera, white irises, and silver pupils, and all of those eyes were fastened, unblinkingly, on me. 
 
    “Uh, hi,” I said, once more nailing the opportunity to bust out a deep, meaningful, and confidence-inspiring one-liner. 
 
    The three moon elves regarded me with those unsettling monochromatic eyes of theirs. 
 
    “Well met, amalgamage,” they said, every word and change in cadence in absolute unison. “We are glad to see you. Our names are—” and here, moving from left to right, each of the women said their name alone. 
 
    “Xie—” said the first. 
 
    “—Jie—” said the second. 
 
    “—and Liu,” the third finished. 
 
    “Uhhh,” I said again. The woman in the middle of the trio looked to be engrossed in pulling apart a cricket or a beetle, and it was putting me off my stroke a little. “How do you… How do you know who I am?” 
 
    The elf on the right took a step toward me, tipped her head to one side, and smiled. 
 
    “We were informed by the goddess,” she told me. 
 
    “The goddess,” I parroted. 
 
    The woman—I think she might have been Xie—waved her hand above her shaved head. “The moon,” she explained. 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    Someone came up behind me and draped a hand over my shoulders. It was Rosa. 
 
    “Oh, I like them,” she said. “Can we keep them, please?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When we returned to Varglade with the three moon elves in tow, I was expecting that all that would be waiting for me would be a bunch of elven engineers and spellweavers wanting to know whether the siege weapons needed any final tweaks before they were finished. However, when we had walked through one of the barrier hedge’s openings and into the township proper, I hadn’t even had time to fully inhale the smell of bread from the bakeries before Firnous was at my side. 
 
    “Amalgamage,” he said, sparing only a cursory polite glance and nod toward the moon elves, Xie, Jie, and Liu. 
 
    “How’s it going, Firnous?” I asked, smiling at my tutor. 
 
    Firnous did not reply to my inane question. This wasn’t unusual in itself. What was unusual though, was how Firnous looked unnerved. More than that, he looked more rattled than Banksy’s spray can.  
 
    “Firnous?” I asked, a frown puckering my brow. 
 
    “There is someone waiting for you, Jake,” the old elf said. “I took the liberty of escorting them up to the cottage. I’ve sent a runner looking for Nelri too.” 
 
    “Who is it?” I asked as Lilah joined me at my shoulder. She had obviously seen the agitation on Firnous’ face and came over to see what was going on. 
 
    “Better I show you,” Firnous said, glancing at Lilah. “Better I show the pair of you.” 
 
    Behind me, Rosa and Zuthry had taken the moon elves and were ushering them toward the bakery. Elves were big into hospitality, and I knew that the dark elven Matriarch’s first concern would be to make sure that the three newcomers were properly fed. 
 
    “Rosa,” Lilah called, beating me to the punch, “why don’t you make our new guests comfortable somewhere within the wild elven district. I think that the two clans should get on well.” 
 
    “Those were just my thoughts exactly, Lilah,” Rosa said. She flapped her hands at me, Lilah and Firnous in a shooing gesture. “You three go and do whatever it is that’s got you wearing those matching frowns. I’ll settle these three in, don’t you worry.” 
 
    The three moon elves were gazing around Varglade with dreamy interest on their matching faces as Rosa led them away.  
 
    Lilah and I followed Firnous up the hill, along the gushing river, toward the cottage that we shared with Nelri. 
 
    Lilah reached the front door first, pushed it open ahead of Firnous and myself, and stepped inside the cozy and familiar kitchen. 
 
    And stopped dead in her tracks, so suddenly that Firnous had to step swiftly around her to stop himself barging into the back of her. 
 
    There was an elf waiting for us in the kitchen. She was standing by the washtub that was set into one of the counters, staring out of the windows that looked out onto part of the back garden where the herb beds had flourished in the spring and summer, but were now home only to the mint, thyme, oregano, sage, chives, and other perennial herbs. 
 
    The stranger was tall, taller than any of the other elves that I had so far encountered. She was long limbed, and when she turned away from the garden at the sound of us entering, she moved with the grace and patience of a crane. 
 
    Her clothes were made from tan-colored leather, and she wore her trousers tucked into her boots. This was an affectation that had less to do with fashion and more to do with practicality. It told me that she hailed from somewhere where baggy pants would be an encumbrance. The furs that swathed her neck and trimmed her cloak, taken from a golden-wheat colored animal the likes of which I did not recognize, made me think that her people, whoever they were, probably lived in the cold. 
 
    All elves had their own distinct look, and were strange and beautiful in their own, individual ways, but this woman’s people might have been more distinct than any of the others.Though she wore the attire of a race of people who spent much of their time in the cold and snow, there was something almost tropically exotic about her actual physical appearance. 
 
    Her eyes, as they appraised the four of us, were the color of amber and almond-shaped. She had caramel-colored skin, large lips, and a button nose. Her hair was tangerine orange and braided down her back. 
 
    All in all, she was what you might have gotten if you crossed a Viking shield-maiden with a Caribbean local. 
 
    The effect was striking to say the least. 
 
    “Greetings,” the tall elf said, “my name is Penelo. It has been many a sunrise since my people, the sun elves, had anything much to do with the elvish clans outside of our own. It is an eye-opening experience to see so many of you gathered together in one place.” 
 
    She had a sumptuous, rolling voice, as rich as plum pudding. Each word was perfectly enunciated and articulated. My honest initial impression was that she sounded like one of those British aristocrats from a period drama. 
 
    For a moment, it seemed like Lilah had been stunned into silence by the mere appearance of this austere and proud-looking elf. Then, with an almost imperceptible straightening of her spine and lifting of her chin, the Matriarch of the nature elves addressed the visitor. 
 
    “Greetings, Penelo,” she replied politely. “I am Lilah, Matriarch of the nature elves of Varglade. This is Firnous, one of my most trusted advisors.” 
 
    Firnous bowed his head, though I noticed he did not take his eyes from the sun elf. 
 
    “And this here,” continued Lilah, motioning to me, “is Jake Walker. He is an outsider, like yourself, and our revered guest. He hails from faraway lands—further and more remote even than your own.” 
 
    I looked sideways at Lilah. I wouldn’t have wanted to bet a double sawbuck on it, but I detected a reproachful little barb in that sentence somewhere. A barb aimed at the sun elf. 
 
    Penelo smiled thinly and bowed her head at Lilah. 
 
    I regarded the sun elf with outward impassivity and said nothing, but on the inside my brain was jumping to a few conclusions or judgements, as brains are apt to do. 
 
    In contrast to the moon elves, who were this odd, almost cultish bunch, this sun elf was giving me some extremely high and mighty, proud and austere, almost holier-than-thou vibes. 
 
    I got the feeling that this fur-trimmed woman harbored some variety of grudge—though what kind of grudge and to whom it might be directed at specifically I could only guess. 
 
    Judging by the apprehensive, almost restless way that Firnous was eyeing this opening exchange, it seemed he felt the same way as I did. 
 
    “As you say, Penelo,” Lilah carried on, “it has been many long years since we nature elves—or any of the dark, wild, and sea elves, for that matter—heard from your clan.” 
 
    At the mention of the sun elves being a clan, a flicker of irritation marred Penelo’s otherwise pretty face. 
 
    “Without sounding brusque,” Lilah said, “can you tell me what has resulted in such an unlooked for visit? We are happy, of course, to accommodate one of our long-lost sisters from the Suntail Ranges, but it so happens that you come to us at a moment when time is a commodity that we don’t have in abundance.” 
 
    Before Penelo could reply, the front door opened once more, and Nelri stepped into the rapidly filling up kitchen. 
 
    “Firnous sent word,” she said, her breath pluming in the cold air that had come with her through the door. “I came as quickly as I…”  
 
    He words tailed away into silence as she noted the tall form of the sun elf standing on the other side of the table. 
 
    “A sun elf!” she said in a half choked, disbelieving voice. 
 
    “Well met,” the sun elf replied. “My name is Penelo.” 
 
    “Nelri,” Nelri said in response. “Nelri of the dark elves.” 
 
    A silence fell, as everyone did a bit of gaze swapping. More than a few times, Penelo’s amber eyes flickered questioningly over to me, but each time they did, I made sure to look away. There was clearly something at work here that I was not up to speed with. Something that smelled almost political, if such a thing could be believed of the elves. 
 
    “Uh, look,” I said, after I’d had my fill of the awkward silence, “it’s getting a little close in here. Why don’t we go out back and talk about whatever it is that Penelo is here to talk about. You ladies head out and light the brazier and make yourselves comfortable. Firnous and I will grab a jug of mulled wine and some food. I don’t know how long Penelo has been here, but Lilah and I could do with something to eat that isn’t one of those ERMs.” 
 
    Nelri and Lilah both looked at me with those faint smiles they wore when they thought I was being particularly Earthling. 
 
    “Go on,” I said encouragingly, while I felt the eyes of the sun elf burning into the side of my face. “Go ahead. Firnous, you get your apron on and help me with the food.” 
 
    Firnous shot me one of those textbook looks of his that he saved just for me—so old-fashioned that it could have been found sandwiched between two layers of sedimentary rock and used in the latest ill-advised dinosaur franchise movie. 
 
    “As you say, Jake Walker,” he grumbled, in a voice that told me I’d be paying for that crack the next time we faced one another in the training circle. 
 
    I had been hoping that by the time Firnous and I prepared some food and drink we would have missed all the awkward, stilted small talk, and the girls would have got down to brass tacks. I was relieved then, when we pushed our way out through the back door and found the three elves in deep discussion around the brazier. 
 
    As I poured everyone a generous measure of mulled spiced wine, and Firnous set down the platter of berries, cheese, cold meats, and bread, I listened to the conversation we had walked out on. 
 
    “…as you may know,” Penelo was saying, “mine are a dignified people whose power and influence is now grievously reduced and—” 
 
    “Excuse me for being so blunt, Penelo,” Nelri said, interrupting the sun elf, “but as you know, we don’t have the time for all of this flowery language, nor this back and forth. The tide of the elves’ future fate is on the move.” 
 
    “So I hear,” Penelo said, a little stiffly. 
 
    “Now then, more than any other time, is time for honesty between all elves,” Nelri said. “And if that honesty comes across as blunt and undignified, then I think the times that we live in can excuse that. Agreed?” 
 
    Penelo nodded and took a sip of the warm spiced wine. 
 
    With the uncanny ability of the male who senses that he is in danger of being caught in the midst of a catfight, Firnous quickly said formally, “Matriarch Lilah, I will excuse myself now and check on the progress of the siege engines, if I may.” 
 
    I looked up at Firnous as I took a seat among the three women and narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re going to do me like that Firnous,” I said, shaking my head. “What happened to the idea of brothers in arms, huh?” 
 
    Lilah let out a little snort of laughter and hit my shoulder with the back of her hand. 
 
    Firnous gave me another one of his looks, this one telling me that the further study and taste-testing of more ERM recipes was probably going to play a key part in our next few lessons, and then left. 
 
    “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing right now, Firnous,” I called after the old nature elf as he made his exit through the hole in the garden fence that had been left there by the falling troll. 
 
    The damage and mess that had been left in the wake of the troll attack had been cleared up, but the repairs to the fence, the roof tiles on the cottage, and Sundance’s little hut had not yet been completed. Such fixes could wait until the siege weapons were complete, and we had found out whether the Ogre King could be overthrown once and for all.  
 
    “As I was saying,” Nelri continued, rolling her eyes at me and turning back to the sun elf, “the time for flowery language is past. We should—no, we must—be frank with one another now, Penelo. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed,” Penelo said. 
 
    Nelri nodded. “In that case, please don’t be offended by what I say next.” 
 
    Always a precursor to something that is bound to rub someone the wrong way, I thought, but held my tongue and busied myself with the bread and cheese instead. 
 
    “We have all been sundered from one another,” Nelri said, “but the sun elves more so, and earlier, than any of the other elven clans. In truth, there is a common opinion among my people, the dark elves, that the sun elves were, or became, an overly dignified and stuck-up clan who were once far mightier than they acted toward the end of the First Age. When the amalgamages fell or disappeared, they retreated even more than they already had done and began living higher up in the last bastions of their strength in the Suntail Ranges.” 
 
    Penelo’s face could have been carved from rock. 
 
    “The common consensus, so far as my people are concerned,” Nelri said, in a tone that was not accusatory but simply matter-of-fact, “is that the sun elves abandoned the rest of us to our fates, caring little for what occurred so long as they themselves were safe and secure.” 
 
    I had always hated uncomfortable situations, and the atmosphere around the brazier had turned thick. To relieve some of the anxiety I felt, I stuffed most of a quail into my mouth. 
 
    “What Nelri means to say, I think, is that for long centuries the different elvish clans knew little as to what was going on outside of their own races,” Lilah said soothingly. “From what little I know of what happened toward the end of the First Age, the sun elves came to believe that all the other elves had, in some way, devolved into being more… primitive than they were. This is only my opinion mind you, but it seems to me like the sun elves disappeared and retreated from the rest of us because they felt like we should have taken more pride in who we were and placed less reliance on—” 
 
    “—the amalgamages, yes,” Penelo finished. 
 
    The sun elf took another sip of wine, using the time to compose herself. 
 
    “As I said before,” Nelri said, “I did not wish to offend you, Penelo, but to make you aware of how the dark elves think of the sun elves. It may be that we are wrong, but that doesn’t change the accumulative view.” 
 
    “And, seeing as we have not seen hide nor hair of a sun elf since the end of the First Age,” Lilah said. “There has been no one to amend this viewpoint, you see?” 
 
    “I see,” Penelo said. 
 
    For a few seconds, the sun elf toyed with the fur cuff of her coat. Then, having marshaled her thoughts, she said grudgingly, “There may be more than a grain of truth in what you say. However, there may also be more to the story than that.” 
 
    “Then please, fill in the gaps,” Lilah said graciously, “but do so as quickly as you may.” 
 
    I settled back in my seat, wrapped my fingers around my horn cup of mulled wine, and extended my feet toward the brazier. I felt like I was about to learn some elf lore, and I always found such revelations fascinating. 
 
    “You may or may not remember that the sun elves were thought of—not just by ourselves, but by the other elven races—as the last bastion of elven culture. Almost like the purest form of elvenkind, if that is not stating it too strongly.” 
 
    I thought it was stating it pretty strongly, but refrained from voicing that opinion. 
 
    “As such,” Penelo continued, “toward the end of the First Age, my people started coming to the opinion that elves had started to use and rely on the amalgamages as a crutch of sorts. The amalgamages had become a force that we, as a people, had become far too reliant on.” 
 
    I could feel a blush starting to creep up my neck and pulled the collar of the cloak I had put on a little tighter around myself. 
 
    “The elves were powerful,” the sun elf continued, “and we shouldn’t have needed a crutch of any kind. Then the Ogre King rose to prominence, and we all know what happened next.” 
 
    Nelri and Lilah nodded. 
 
    “After the last amalgamage died or vanished or ran away, my people retreated far into the untouchable places in the Suntail Ranges,” Penelo said. “In doing so we were forced to allow the ogres to overrun and take control of one of our most revered fortresses; a place that we called the Solburg.” 
 
    Penelo let out a little sigh, reached out and picked up a berry. She rolled it in her fingers before popping it into her mouth. After she had swallowed, her eyes flicked up and pinned me in their amber glare. 
 
    “Because of this,” she said, in her prim and proper voice, “I will admit that the sun elves hold a fairly deep-seated grudge against the amalgamages. We believe that if it was not for them, the elves would have been stronger within themselves. We believe that we would have retained that pride and strength which was inherent to all of us. Perhaps then, we might have been able to fight off the machinations of the Ogre King and his hateful hordes.” 
 
    I returned the woman’s gaze without any heat. I didn’t know if she knew who or what I was, but I wasn’t about to get my panties in a bunch over what she was saying. It sounded like she had reason enough to detest the amalgamages, but there could be no denying that it sounded very much like the sun elves had abandoned the rest of the elves to their fates without so much as a second glance. 
 
    “Now that all of that is out on the table,” Lilah said with her usual diplomatic gentleness, “why not tell us why you have chosen now, of all times, to reappear? Doubtless you knew before you set out that elves of all the old races were coming together here?” 
 
    With her eyes still on me, Penelo said, “Indeed, I knew, Lilah. The sun elves heard the rumors, carried by the winds and the birds and the myriad other innocent creatures that call this part of Tavalon home. We heard that the dark, wild, nature, and sea elves were once more coming together. We also heard rumors that there were blood elves among you.” 
 
    “And you didn’t want to be left out?” I asked, before I could stop myself. 
 
    Penelo smiled at that. I thought I caught a glimpse of the elf beneath the slightly haughty facade. 
 
    “In the most basic of terms, that might be how it could be viewed, non-elf,” she said. “In the thousands of years that have passed, since we suffered our one and only loss to the hated Ogre King, we have had plenty of time to stew on how we might one day repay him for taking our fortress, the Solburg.” 
 
    “So, this is more about you reclaiming something that was lost to you, rather than helping elvenkind as a whole?” Nelri asked. 
 
    Penelo did not rise to the bait. 
 
    “In truth, Nelri,” she said, “we have been thinking about venturing beyond our shrunken borders to search for the rest of the elves for many years now. Recently, however, we heard the very interesting, and quite unbelievable rumor that an amalgamage had risen unexpectedly again.” 
 
    Nelri and Lilah did not so much as glance in my direction, but I had a feeling such steadfastness was pointless. Penelo was clearly perceptive. She looked more than capable of being able to add two and two and come up with amalgamage. 
 
    “Is that what you heard?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Penelo said. “What is more, we heard that this amalgamage was among you.” 
 
    “And?” Nelri asked carefully. 
 
    “And, as such, our plans to venture out and reconnect with our sundered brothers and sisters, were put on hold. The majority of our people did not wish to have anything to do with any such being—if, indeed, any credence could be given to the rumor.” 
 
    The sun elf’s eyes fastened on me once more. Unfortunately, it was at the exact same moment that I stuffed a rather crumbly piece of cheese into my mouth, the fragments of which went down the wrong hole. 
 
    I started coughing hard and had to take a generous mouthful of wine to clear the obstruction. 
 
    “I can’t help but notice that there is only you here,” Lilah said. “It would seem to me then, that the decision was made to, once again, leave the rest of the clans to their fate. Is that not so, Penelo?”  
 
    Penelo looked away from me. She was smiling a faint, enigmatic smile. 
 
    “It is true that the majority of my people are quite unwilling to blend their help and services with any that harbor an amalgamage,” she said. 
 
    Nelri ran her hand through her shadow-black hair, closed her purple eyes, and grimaced in mute frustration. 
 
    “They think that this might, in some way, sully their own purity, is that it?” Lilah asked, trying to keep the edge from her voice. Only knowing her as well as I did was I able to pick up on the frisson of agitation and disappointment there. 
 
    The smile on the sun elf’s face dimmed. 
 
    “It is, I’m afraid, as you say,” she said. “The disdain that many of the sun elven elders feel toward the amalgamages is not easily overcome apparently. Not even in these times, when the fate of all elves hangs in the balance.” 
 
    “But, you’re here,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes,” the sun elf said. 
 
    I decided to throw caution to the wind. There was only one true way to find out if you could trust someone, and that was to trust them. 
 
    “Then, you have no problem in sitting, chatting, and breaking bread with an amalgamage?” I asked. 
 
    Nelri and Lilah both looked at me then, but my gaze was all for Penelo. 
 
    “So, it is true then?” the sun elf asked me in return. 
 
    “It’s true,” I said, “but I think you knew that the moment I walked through the door.” 
 
    Penelo bit her lip and nodded, more to herself than to me. 
 
    “Yes,” she said softly. “Yes there was—there is—something about you, Jake Walker.” 
 
    I managed to refrain from busting out a lame-ass joke about having been on the road for the better part of a day, not to mention in a battle with a bunch of stinking ogres, and was in need of a bath. Instead, I kept my mouth zipped, hoping my silence would coax out some more information.  
 
    “The elders of my people are cautious.” Penelo looked across the brazier at Nelri and gave her a slightly knowing look. “They are also proud, proud beyond what many of your fellow dark elves might believe.” 
 
    Nelri returned the sun elf’s smile with a slightly strained one of her own. 
 
    I looked at the three female elves. Clearly, there was still some definite tension between the sun elf and the nature and dark elves, but they were all trying their damndest to dispel it. There was, we all knew, more at stake here than the prides of the individual clans. 
 
    “Yes, they are proud and set in their ways. Our Matriarch has had a tough time in ruling our people up in the mountains. Although you might think that we have shut ourselves away in safety, we have had our own dealings with the ever-ravening ogres.” 
 
    I nodded understandingly. “It’s a shame then, that they couldn’t swallow their egos and their grievances and send a few warriors down to help us, if they knew what was going on.” 
 
    “Well,” the Penelo said, “now that Varglade is becoming a great township and a focal point for the elves, I think that they would have done, if not for—” 
 
    “—if not for me,” I finished. 
 
    “I will tell you, with the same bluntness that Nelri has shown me, that they are loath to ally with an amalgamage, specifically or formally,” Peleno said. “However, we are still elves, no matter how we might have drifted apart from our fellow clans, both physically and ideologically.” 
 
    “And so you have come?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “As a show of their good faith, the sun elf elders elected to send me,” Penelo said. 
 
    “In what capacity?” Nelri asked. “Are you a great fighter?” 
 
    “I can take care of my own,” the sun elf said primly. “But, it is the knowledge that I hold that the elders deemed would be of most value to you.” 
 
    I leaned forward, suddenly comprehending. 
 
    “You know the layout of the fortress that my friends and I recently scouted.” I snapped my fingers. “The Solburg—you’re going to try and help us infiltrate it, is that right?” 
 
    “I was asked to ascertain whether or not the existence of the amalgamage was true or not,” Penelo said. “I was also tasked with finding out whether there was any veracity to the rumor that the clans were marching on the Ogre King. If so, I was given permission to reveal certain weak points the Solburg might have, and how best to make use of them.” 
 
    “They sent you?” I asked. “What, did they pick a name out of a hat or something?” 
 
    Penelo bit her bottom lip once more. 
 
    “I may have volunteered for the assignment,” she said carefully. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say, there is always one who is willing to break the mold,” Penelo said. “There must be, if we are not doomed to forever be stuck in our ways.” 
 
    Her austere tone had softened somewhat. Once more, I saw a flash of the genuine sun elf, not the diplomatic envoy, peeking out from the depths of those lovely amber eyes of hers, like the sun flickering between the leaves of a tree. 
 
    “You’re going to be our inside man,” I said, taking a sip of wine and leaning back in my chair. 
 
    “No, amalgamage,” Penelo said, her smile returning with a sudden heat and brightness that put heart into me, but would have dismayed any ogre who happened to see it. “I am not going to be your inside man. Even better and more dangerous than that, I am going to be your inside woman.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It turned out that preparing an invasion force that would be moving as clandestinely as possible was pretty damn hard, but the slight delay carried benefits. 
 
    Even more elves came to join the Varglade army while we made the finishing touches to our preparations. Nature elves, who had been hiding out in the deeper, darker areas of the woods swelled our ranks, and were gladly taken in by their cousins. A company of dark elves, who had been driven from their halls and taken prisoners by an ogre raiding band, had managed to free themselves, slay their captors, and came to join us. A few more of the sea elves from Cliffshall Skerry ventured from their island home, much to the delight of Kea. A handful of wild elves even showed up. Admittedly, they had looked more than a little lost and surprised at finding the barrier hedge in their way, but they decided to join us nonetheless.  
 
    In the interim, and while all the packing and delegating and marshaling was taking place, the siege engines had been finished and skilled elven artisans were working the enchantments into their frames. 
 
    I had just been given the news that all the siege weapons would be hot and ready to trot in three days’ time, and was busy congratulating and thanking the craftsmen who had been pouring their effort into their construction, when a sea elf came running into the workshop I was standing in. 
 
    “Amalgamage!” she said, skidding to a halt in front of me. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “There are elves outside the barrier hedge.” 
 
    “Friendlies?” I asked—pointlessly, really, as the idea of hostile elves was completely alien to both me and all of the other elves.  
 
    “Yes, amalgamage.” 
 
    “Well, let them in,” I said happily. “Are they sea elves?” 
 
    The runner shook her head. 
 
    “Sun elves, amalgamage,” she said, and both her eyes and voice were bright with astonishment. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said. “Who would’ve thought it?” 
 
    By the time I managed to find Penelo, the sun elves had been escorted to one of the bridges off the Broadway, where it had become custom for new recruits to be welcomed.  
 
    “Brothers and sisters, what are you…? How is it that…? The elders… What are you doing here?” Penelo asked. 
 
    One of the female warriors stepped forward. Her face was as stern, proud, and austere as Penelo’s had been when she had shown up in the kitchen of Lilah’s cabin. However, there was also a spark of defiance in the depths of her amber eyes, which mirrored that rebellious streak that I believed ran through Penelo too. 
 
    “We wished to fight alongside the amalgamage, sister Penelo,” she said simply. 
 
    “But, the elders—” Penelo began to say. 
 
    “We know that we will be cast out of the city for doing this,” the female sun elf said, her voice instilled with a matter-of-factness that I would have been willing to bet was covering up a trepidation she and the others still felt at defying the orders of their Matriarch. “We know this, but we have decided to give ourselves to the amalgamage and this joint cause. It is the right thing to do.” 
 
    “The right thing,” Penelo said musingly, locking gazes with her fellow sun elf. “Has there ever been a more slippery and intangible idea than that?” 
 
    “If the decision we have made has brought us closer to elvenkind, then we’ve done the right thing,” the sun elf said decisively. 
 
    Penelo allowed that warm smile that I had glimpsed days before to suffuse her face. 
 
    “As do I,” she said. 
 
    “As do we all,” I said. 
 
    That evening, I decided to pay a visit to the three moon elves. My schedule had been so hectic that I had not had time to see them, but I had trusted their care to Rosa. It took me a little while to find their cabin, as it was set back a little way from the hub of the wild elves’ part of town. 
 
    Night had fallen fully when I found the place, and the moon was well in the ascendancy when I knocked on the door. The cabin was plain and unadorned, but it was clean and had, like all the other cottages in the township, been recently refurbished.  
 
    The door swung open. A pale hand reached out, took me confidently by the sleeve, and pulled me inside. The door closed behind me with a soft snap.  
 
    The three moon elves had made themselves as comfortable in the cabin as three people with no possessions could. Everything was clean and well-ordered, there was adequate furniture, and a comfortable fire burning in the grate. There were no personal touches though. Nothing that gave any clue as to the people who were inhabiting the space. 
 
    The two elves that had not been the one to pull me into the little house were sitting around the fire on the low-slung sofas. One of them was finishing off a plate of food, while the other appeared to be in the middle of weaving something out of silver light in the air—some kind of cloth, maybe. 
 
    “You think it’s sparse?” the one who had opened the door asked me as she guided me gently but irresistibly to a seat. 
 
    “I… Well, I was thinking maybe we could go back to your home and grab some of your things. It might be nice for you to have some more of your stuff around you, you know? Rather than just the clothes you were able to bring in your packs.” 
 
    The one who was finishing eating, smacked her lips and licked her fingers with relish. 
 
    “Moon elves do not really invest themselves with, nor worry over, stuff, Jake Walker,” she said. 
 
    “As for clothes,” said the elf weaving the gossamer-fine white cloth out of the air, “we make our own from the light provided us by the goddess.” 
 
    She waved her hand languidly, and the length of supernatural fabric revolved in the air. Making a small sound of satisfaction in her throat, she snapped her fingers, and it vanished. 
 
    “I will finish this after,” she proclaimed to the room, her strange eyes alighting on me. 
 
    There really was something extremely hypnotic about the black sclera, white irises, and silver pupils. 
 
    “After?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, after,” said the elf who had let me in. 
 
    I looked around at the three women. Somehow, I was getting the feeling that I had not just come here for a quick visit, but been summoned here. I also had an inkling that I was the only person in the room who hadn’t been given the full script. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, “but everything has been happening so fast lately, which one of you is which again?” 
 
    “I’m Liu,” said the woman who had let me in. 
 
    “And I’m Jie,” said the one who had just finished up with her supper. 
 
    “Which would make you,” I said, pointing and smiling at the shaven-headed woman who had been weaving moonlight, “Xie.” 
 
    Xie inclined her head. “Yes, but in many respects, we three are all one in the same.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “I… don’t really know what that means,” I admitted, “but I’m willing to take your word on it.” 
 
    Xie grinned. 
 
    There was a quiet, punctuated only by the sound of the fire and the occasional gust of wind rattling the closed shutters.  
 
    “You have everything you need here?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, we have been well accommodated, thank you,” Jie said. “The food has been an enlightenment to the palette. The mixture of elves here has created a culinary melting pot, the likes of which has not been seen for hundreds and hundreds of years.” 
 
    “You’re a bit of a foodie?” I asked. 
 
    Jie frowned. “A foodie?” 
 
    “You enjoy your food a lot?” I clarified. 
 
    “Oh. Yes. Yes, very much,” Jie said. 
 
    “Time is running,” Xie suddenly said. She was gazing absently up at a high window, at the moon.  
 
    “Running like a river,” Liu agreed, perching herself on the armrest of the chair that I was sitting in. 
 
    “Busy, busy, busy,” Jie said. “All the elves have become so busy. Don’t you think so, amalgamage?” 
 
    “Uh,” I said. 
 
    “I have no faith in elvish busyness,” Liu said, interrupting me gently. 
 
    “You have always thought very little of busyness in general,” Xie pointed out, not taking her eyes from the moon shining through the high window. 
 
    “We have always thought little of busyness in general,” corrected Jie. 
 
    “That is because the moon knows, and tells us, that all such busyness will have no appreciable effect upon elvenkind,” Liu said, placing her hand on my shoulder. “Elves are now only more busy—not more happy, nor more wise—than they were a thousand thousand years ago.” 
 
    “And yet still time and the future flows on,” Xie said. 
 
    “Leading onward to this one great moment,” Liu said, nodding her head slowly and sorrowfully backward and forward. 
 
    “A defining moment,” Jie said. 
 
    “One that he must be prepared for,” Xie said. 
 
    “As prepared as we all can make him,” Liu agreed. 
 
    It was like trying to follow the ball in a game of table tennis being played by three fleas. 
 
    “A moment…” I said, trying to play catch-up. “Is the ‘he’ you’re talking about me? How can I be any more prepared? The siege weapons are ready, the provisions are—” 
 
    “There is no time,” Xie said, turning from the moon. For the briefest of instances, I thought that the moonlight shone independently in her eyes, like the stored power of some battery. 
 
    “Let us show him,” Jie said, standing up from the sofa she had been lounging on and putting her empty plate on the small kitchen table, before she came back to stand in front of the fire. 
 
    “Yes, let us,” Liu said, standing up from where she was perched on the arm of my chair. 
 
    I had absolutely no idea what the three women were talking about. A moment later though, and all was made clear—or, at least, clearish. 
 
    As one, the strange celestial white robes that the identical elves were wearing, disappeared. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, the word popping out of my mouth like a bubble of marsh gas. “Oh. Oh, I see.” 
 
    My gaze ran up and down the exquisite dales and valleys of all that suddenly revealed naked flesh. The three moon elves really were identical, right down to the last detail. 
 
    Identical in every aspect, except for one. 
 
    In a wonderful piece of work from the universe, or from biology, each of the three moon elves was endowed with a different sized set of breasts. In front of me, was quite literally, a rack for every occasion. 
 
    Liu, the moon elf I was coming to view as the individual with more, what some might’ve called, common-sense, had huge tits that I could have lost myself in. Jie, the foodie, was packing a more middle of the road pair, with gorgeous nipples that seemed to be staring me right in the face. Xie, who was by far the most inscrutable member of the three, had a lovely petite pair of melons that wouldn’t have been out of place on a professional gymnast. 
 
    All in all, it was quite a sight, and it took me a few seconds to get my bearings. I hadn’t had any notion, on walking into the cabin, that this was going to happen. During the conversation that had followed, I had barely kept up. Now, playing the discussion that had taken place between the three elves, I realized all too clearly what they had been getting at. 
 
    They knew that there was a fight coming. They had known that, whether by their communication with the moon or some other arcane art, before they had been taken hostage by the ogres. Certainly before my friends and I had come to rescue them. 
 
    What was more, they obviously knew how the induction of my powers worked. They had said as much. They knew that the fight with the Ogre King would be a confrontation on which the fates of all the elves hung. They knew that I was going to play a key role in it. And they knew that I needed to be as ‘prepared’ as I possibly could be. 
 
    By the time that this whole monologue of inner perception had played out through my head, the three elves had already descended upon me and rid me of all of my clothing, armor and all. 
 
    After that… Well, things got a little blurry. A little disjointed. A little weird. 
 
    In a way that I couldn’t quite explain, even to myself, I felt like someone who had taken the red pill. I found myself plummeting head-over-heels down a rabbit hole of sexual madness, a warped place where bodily sensations, the order of things, and time all blurred and mixed into a heady, drug-like haze. I wasn’t sure whether it had something to do with the moon elves’ magic, or whether I was just overwhelmed by the fact that I was having sex with a set of near identical-looking women—a scenario that lay in the crossroads of a sleazy porno, genuine male fantasy, and an Austin Power’s movie. 
 
    In all honesty, I could barely keep a track of things as they were happening. It was almost as if my brain refused to believe that this could be happening to a guy who, only a few months previously, had been a tiny cog working in a retail shop.  
 
    That kind of shit didn’t happen to guys like that. 
 
    In retrospect though, when I had a quiet moment to myself later on, I was able to piece things back together. Replaying the incredible moment in my mind’s eye so that I was left with snippets of glorious sexual hedonism, disjointed as they might’ve been…  
 
    I was lying slumped on the sofa, while the fire crackled and popped near my feet and warmed my shins, while I busied myself with going down on Xie—or it might have been Jie—who was standing on the couch and straddling my face while she kept her balance by clutching the headrest of the couch. I stabbed and slurped at the pussy pressed against my face with my tongue and lips, covering the pink mound of the moon elf’s womanhood with my lips and occasionally sucking her labia into my mouth. 
 
    One of the other moon elves—with those big titties, it must have been Liu—with a pragmatic attempt at trying to snare my attention away from the task at hand, perhaps, had her hand between my legs and was pumping away at my shaft, while the third woman sat beside me and occasionally leaned forward to lube up the handjob with some of her spit. 
 
    I leaned my head back into the inviting softness of the feather-stuffed couch, nibbling at the pussy of the moon elf who was grinding her crotch harder and harder into my face. Suddenly, before I knew which way was up, there was a breathtaking explosion of feeling south of my equator, as Liu took as much of my rigid cock into her mouth as she could. I moaned at the same time that she made a little gagging sound as the tip of my rod hit the back of her throat and forced her to pull her head back, gasping. 
 
    As I enjoyed being the recipient of this fantastic bit of oral pleasuring, the moon elf—it had been Jie—that had been straddling my upturned face had removed herself and had been swapped out for Jie. This time though, the shaven-haired beauty with the medium-sized knockers backed into me, pulling her ass-cheeks wide so that I was encouraged to tongue both her holes. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she said as I set to work, her voice floating into my ear like midnight mist forming on the banks of a mountain lake. “Oh, it’s been so long since I was seen to like that.” 
 
    I lost myself then. Lost myself in the taste of the moon elf’s pussy and ass. Lost myself in the soft slurps and the twinges of acute pleasure emanating from the two elves now taking it in turns to suck me off. 
 
    I don’t know how long we continued like that for. The angle of the moon shining through the high window had certainly changed when I opened my eyes and gasped. Almost, it felt like I had been slipping into sleep, the Rabelaisian waking world blending and morphing into an equally erotogenic dream. 
 
    Instead of slipping into sleep, I found myself slipping into Liu. The moon elf that had been assiduously sucking on my dick like it was fruit flavored and covered in chocolate, had freed my prick from the warm, slobbery confines of her mouth so that she could slide down onto my member and take up the cowboy position with her huge breasts bouncing around in my face. 
 
    My face… I thought dazedly. Wasn’t there something happening on my face? 
 
    There had been, yeah, but Jie had moved off me while I had been lost in the mists of pleasure. Now, she and Xie were sitting on either side of me. Xie had the fingers of one hand twined through my dark hair and was toying with her nipples with the other. Jie was nuzzled into my throat, running kisses down my neck and shoulder. 
 
    I was sandwiched on three sides by naked women, and I have to say that I could quite happily have been shuffled off my mortal coil there and I wouldn’t have minded. 
 
    Liu let out a long, low moan of pleasure as she slid down hard onto my dick, her clit pressing against my pelvis as she took my whole length inside of her and ground mercilessly onto it. She was so wet that it felt like someone had poured one of those small bottles of lube into my lap. 
 
    After minutes of hanging suspended in the middle of this tantalizing cloud of carnality, I managed to get my head in the game somewhat and started fucking double-time. 
 
    As the other two elves continued to tease each other and myself on either side of me, I held Liu’s asscheeks wide, lifted her slight body off me, and thrust my aching-hard dick upward as I simultaneously let her body weight come slapping down to meet my meat. The slick slapping smack of our naughty bits coming together sent shivers of delight down through my crotch and into the outlying regions of my body. 
 
    Time distorted. My memory whirled in a fog of colors and sensations. 
 
    “It’s your turn,” I found myself saying, my chest heaving up and down, as I pointed my finger at Xie and her cute little titties. 
 
    “No, no, no me, please!” Jie pouted. “I want to be next.” 
 
    Xie slid into one of the armchairs that were drawn up by the fire, while Liu flopped off me, breathing hard and rubbing her pounded womanhood happily. The elf with the smallest breasts of the three stuck her rump out at me and waved it invitingly, the firelight playing off her pale cheeks. 
 
    Jie hurriedly hopped onto the sofa, on the side that was closest to the armchair the other elf was posing in, so that the two of them were separated by a foot. She adopted an identical position so that, had I recently been struck over the head, I might have thought I was seeing double. 
 
    What a pickle to find oneself in, I thought drily at that moment.  
 
    There were plenty of examples of being sandwiched between a rock and a hard place that I could think of but, somehow, that scenario did not quite seem to fit the bill.  
 
    I walked over to Xie and pushed the tip of my cock into the moon elf’s inviting, pink pussy. Her tender center swallowed up my prick with ease, and she arched her back, letting out a mewling moan of utter rapture mingled with just a soupçon of delighted discomfort. 
 
    I started off at a brisk pace, my sack slapping against the moon elf’s blood-engorged clitoris. As I pounded into her, and my balls and thighs began to get liberally flecked with her wetness, Jie stayed waiting in her chair and watched us. 
 
    After a while, thinking that my teasing of Jie had gone on long enough, I pulled out of Xie and took one step to the right. I forced Jie’s head down so that it was pressed against the headrest of the comfortable armchair she had taken up position in and started fucking her. 
 
    And so it went, backward and forward, between the two insatiable sexual beings. At some moment, Liu got up from her chair and came to stand behind me. She wrapped one arm around my waist so that she could take the base of my rod in her hand and, with the other hand, reached down and began rhythmically squeezing my balls. 
 
    Soft, hard… Soft, hard… Soft, hard. Her fingers mirrored my strokes as I continued to fuck the other two elves. 
 
    We played this little game of back and forth hide the cock for a while. My pecker sliding over and over into the warm, inviting tightness of first Jie’s, then Xie’s, opening. The moist, dirty slapping noises of my junk penetrating them, and the muffled moans that accompanied my thrusts, were like music to my ears. My eyelids shut halfway down, like the roller blinds on a window of a shop that was closing up for the night. Through my half closed eyes, I could make out the blurry glow of the fire and the sheen of the flames as it reflected off the pale skin of the three identical women. 
 
    When my climax came, I had to admit that I was completely out of it. The first I knew that something was up, was when I noticed the firelight dimming, dimming far faster than the coals in the hearth allowed for. In the place of the warm orange glow, a silvery, ethereal light was permeating the interior of the cabin. 
 
    Liu, who was busy playing with and rubbing herself, as she watched me give her two fellow elves a good ramming, said, “Yes, we’re close. Oh, yes, it’s been so long. It feels good to be here again. We’re so close!” 
 
    We’re close? I thought, but not for long. 
 
    The rising of the orgasmic mist, or whatever the hell it was, had touched off a tingling feeling in my own loins. A great building rush was churning up inside of me. 
 
    “I’m close!” I cried, through gritted teeth, echoing Liu’s words without even realizing it. To be fair, I was running on auto-pilot. It would have taken something remarkable—along the lines of a herd of centaurs smashing down the cabin wall or a natural disaster of some kind—to stop me from blowing my wad. “Holy… Oh… shit!” 
 
    The release was as sharp and cold as being dunked into a river of menthol. I felt like every pore and nerve ending had been filled in with or dipped in refined, distilled pleasure. The pleasure was almost excruciating. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    I fell backward, sliding free of whatever moon elf I had been inside, while the trio writhed and moaned. If such a thing was possible, it looked to me like the trio were climaxing as one. 
 
    I landed heavily in one of the armchairs and, for a few moments while my heart tried to come down from a gallop to a canter, I thought I was going to drift seamlessly into the world of waking dream to glorious, embracing sleep without so much as batting an eyelid. 
 
    Far too soon, or so it felt, I was roused by a touch on my shoulder. 
 
    “No time to sleep, amalgamage,” Jie’s voice said, coming foggily through my exhausted and sexually-sated mind. “No time.” 
 
    I opened my eyes. Jie was standing over me, still completely naked. My head felt weird. Like I was suffering from the most enjoyable hangover of all time, almost. I felt different, as I had after sleeping with Rosa, Lilah, and the rest of my elvish bed fellows, but the feeling was compounded. I guessed it had something to do with fucking three of them at once. 
 
    “It is such a slippery thing, time,” Liu said. “Lose a track of it, and there’s no knowing whether you’ll be able to catch a hold of its tail again.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Xie purred sleepily. “And there is always so much to do, or so elves think. So much that should be done, and one day you wake and there is simply no more time to do the things you want to do.” 
 
    “And this is not something that he wants to do,” Liu continued in a sober voice. “This is something he needs to do.” 
 
    I was on my feet the next moment. They were talking about practicing with my new powers, whatever they might be, before we marched on the ogre army.  
 
    And they were right. We had less time than we needed, and I needed to be ready. 
 
    I looked around for my pants. I had no idea where those had gone. As if reading my mind, Jie procured my trousers from under her and tossed them to me. 
 
    “Do not fret about us, Jake Walker,” Liu said, stretching her arms, cat-like, over her head so that her ribs stood out taut against the pale white skin of her sides. “We will lie here and walk the dream paths, perhaps venturing out to run naked under the moon as we like to do from time to time.” 
 
    “Sounds chilly to me,” I said, “but each to their own I guess. Have at it.” 
 
    “You have at it as well, Jake,” Jie said, cocking her shaved head to one side and regarding me through the eerily sexy black, white, and silver eyes that she shared with the other two moon elves. “Go and explore your new powers.” 
 
    “Yes, and know this,” Xie said to me. “The spells you cast, and the incantations you are able to weave around yourself, will work all the better under the light of the moon.” 
 
    “The moon elven powers that you now share with us, Jake Walker,” Liu said, “will wax and wane even as the goddess comes and goes. Remember that. It is a humbling that many of our elven cousins forget. Our magic is tied to the living world, just as our bodies are tied to the land.” 
 
    “I don’t know how the trolls managed it,” I said, “but I noticed that the powers they had siphoned from you, or stolen, gave them an uncanny ability to hide themselves in darkness. Is that the kind of thing that moon elf magic lends itself to, clandestine movements and stealth missions?” 
 
    As one, the trio of naked moon elves nodded. 
 
    “Our people’s spells and magics walk hand in hand with the night,” Liu said. “And, like the night, our spells take great delight in illusions—” 
 
    “—deceptions—” said Xie. 
 
    “—and glamours,” finished Jie. 
 
    Liu, the moon elf that I had noted had a nature that could most accurately be described as motherly, made a motion as if to usher me off on my way. Then, she pointed at the breeches I was pulling up. “Leave your clothes, Jake Walker. They will only hinder you in your magic.” 
 
    “Uh, I know you ladies might be a little less averse to the growing cold,” I said, “but I have to tell you, this isn’t the kind of weather that I habitually run around naked in.” 
 
    Xie and Jie giggled to themselves.  
 
    Xie’s eyes narrowed as she glanced at the other elves. “There’s something wonderfully therapeutic about shucking oysters, don’t you think? I’ve often lamented how the only way the practice could be made more enjoyable is if the little things had voices.” 
 
    I ignored this comment. There were just some things that you had to ignore. 
 
    “You will find that while much of our magic can hide you from the sight of other mortals, it also comes with added benefits,” Liu explained. 
 
    She rolled over onto her front, where she had been reclining on the couch, revealing that stellar ass of hers. As she did so, she moved into a patch of moonlight that was shining down through one of the cottage windows, and I noticed that her skin, where the moonlight hit it, sparkled. 
 
    “Added… benefits?” I asked, pulling my eyes away from the alluring sight of the shining buttcheeks. “Like what?” 
 
    I could feel the skin on my bare back popping into goose flesh, as a breeze blew in under the front door of the darkened cottage. In the grate, the coals had burned down to glowing orange crystals. 
 
    “Like being able to rob the night of its chill, while you’re concealed in the metallic light of the moon and wrapped in the shadows that her light cannot touch,” Xie said. 
 
    “You’re telling me, I can disguise myself from feeling the cold?” I asked. 
 
    All three of the moon elves nodded once again.  
 
    “How?” I asked, instantly feeling stupid for voicing the question. 
 
    “How have you found the ability to work spells with the other magics you’ve learned, Jake?” Liu asked. 
 
    “Experiment, amalgamage,” Xie said, plumping up one of the pillows that had fallen from the sofa and onto the floor. 
 
    “Mental meanderings and personal experimentation are sources of great power, Jake Walker,” Jie told me. 
 
    She raised her hand at the woodpile, and a white nimbus appeared around three of the logs stacked there. The logs rose into the air, rotated, and then rolled down a spontaneously appearing ramp of gossamer fine moon magic. They landed in the fire with a series of soft thumps. Slowly, cautiously, the smoldering coals began to extend their flame tongues, licking at the wood in the same methodical manner that I had licked at the moon elves only a few minutes before. 
 
    “With magic,” Jie continued in a vaguely singsong voice, “negative results are just as, if not more, valuable as positive ones. No elf can ever know or find the spell that does the job best, not until they identify the ones that don’t, you see?” 
 
    I thought I did see, but figured it would be best for me to simply venture out on my own to find out. 
 
    Never one to shirk a challenge, I started slowly pulling off my pants once more. The eyes of the elves followed me. The dreamy smiles on their faces broadened when they perceived that I was going to take them at their word and wander out into the night dressed in nothing more than the skin I was born in. 
 
    There was no doubt about one thing; even if I was a little skeptical about the whole moon goddess bit, there weren’t many more ways of speeding up learning how to turn invisible or implement eye-fooling camouflage than running around Varglade in the nude. Talk about being put under the pump.  
 
    “Go, Jake Walker,” Liu said. “Go into the cold night, and deny it. Know that the moon goddess will be watching over you. Know that you have her favor now.” 
 
    “I do?” I asked as I paused in the open doorway. 
 
    “Oh, yes, that much is obvious to anyone with a sane mind,” Jie said. 
 
    That wasn’t quite as comforting coming from one of the moon elves as it would have been coming from, say, Lilah, but I decided to roll with it. After all, sometimes to really find your true capabilities, you had to run the risk of making a total ass out of yourself. Out of such crucibles of potential utter embarrassment were people forged.  
 
    Still… 
 
    I stood naked on the front step of the cottage that Rosa had assigned to the moon elves, listening to the late night. Most of Varglade was asleep at this hour. A couple of streets away though, I could hear some of the wild elves singing softly. There was a discordant twanging of guitar strings and some ribald laughter. 
 
    For a moment, I felt like a naked-ass ship about to leave the cozy cottage warmth of the port and head out into the teeth of potential public humiliation. 
 
    I took a deep breath of the cold night air. It was sharp and vital in my lungs, so clear and fresh that I could almost taste the mountain snows. 
 
    Fuck it, ships can easily stay safe in port, I told myself, but that isn’t what they’re made for, is it? 
 
    With that thought, I stepped out onto the path, which was a bright white under the unencumbered light of the almost full moon. 
 
    I reached within myself, touching with an unerring accuracy, almost immediately, on the cold, hard spark of moon elf magic that had been unlocked within my chest. As soon as my mind made contact with the crystalline nub of previously untouched magical power, an icy calm flooded through me. The opening of the connection between myself and the moon elf magic was like a giant egg breaking over my whole body and covering me in a pure, menthol cold. 
 
    I blinked a few times. The nocturnal world around me became clearer, almost as clear as it would have been in the day. With a thought—but a thought that was more to do with wanting to become part of that night-time environment than covering my own nakedness—I took on the characteristics of my surroundings. I became a figure constructed of moon shadows. Darkness dappled with silver light. Simple monochrome magic that nevertheless befuddled the eye. 
 
    I could feel how my body and my shape was adjusting, moment by moment, to the changes in the air, and the changes that took place when I took a step or turned my body. With the connection to the moon elf magic established, my body seemed capable of making minuscule changes so that my camouflage adapted to my movements. Not only that, but I could feel how I might stretch that camouflage and take it to its absolute limit. 
 
    With that in mind, and not knowing quite how I managed it, only that I was, I extended the camouflage. Not only did I extend it, but I became one with the camouflage. Abruptly, I found myself spreading out.  
 
    I looked down at myself. At least, my eyes gazed down at where my body used to be. 
 
    In the single most amazing, and admittedly pretty harrowing, magical experience I had had since entering the world of Tavalon, I saw that my body no longer looked like my body. Where there had been flesh and blood only a few seconds before, now there was nothing more than pale, moon-silver mist floating in the air. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, perhaps, my mind underwent a kind of shutdown at seeing this. With a falling sensation that was akin to how I imagine jumping off the Willis Tower might be like, my body reappeared before myself. I toppled over backward, as my component atoms reassembled, changing from mist to flesh once more, and sat down hard on the cold, hard earth. The cold of the air, which I hadn’t really noticed disappearing, rushed back and slapped me all over with mercilessly frigid hands.  
 
    My heart was racing, my chest rising and falling like one of those damsels in distress in an old Dracula film. 
 
    A small laugh from behind me made me turn. 
 
    Jie was standing in the doorway to the moon elves’ cottage. It was further away than my few steps outside should have warranted it being, and I perceived that I had floated some way from it in my mist form. 
 
    “Fun, isn’t it?” Jie said to me. 
 
    She stepped down into the road and disappeared. Only a slight rippling of shadow gave me a clue as to where she might have gone. I strained my moon elf magic-enhanced eyes, and thought I saw her moving off to my right. 
 
    As I turned that way, Jie’s voice sounded like a whisper in my left ear. 
 
    “Keep trying, amalgamage.” She chuckled, making me jump where I stood. “The night is still young, and your prospective talents have hardly been tapped—in more ways than one.” 
 
    She faded away once more, her chuckling voice replaced by the sounds of jollity coming from the wild elves that were still awake. 
 
    Knowing that the biggest impediment to myself achieving something had been, throughout my life, myself, I refocused my mind. The cold of the night vanished, fading away to nothing more than a memory in the same way that pain did.  
 
    Reaching out with my mind once more, I stretched my body free and let it float apart—but not too far. The sensation of ultimate freedom was a heady one, and I knew that such temptations often came with high price tags. I had a notion that if I allowed myself to drift too far, I might not be able to gather myself together once more. 
 
    Coasting like a ghost, like a river in the air, I flowed on down the street. I was in no rush. As Jia had said to me, I had all night to play with. I floated silently on, sometimes creeping along the ground at ankle level and at other times twining around the crooked chimneys that topped the roofs of the little cottages of the wild elf quarter. 
 
    The moon elf magic was just another brand of freedom that I, as a human, had never been able to taste before. I smiled an invisible smile, imagining just how useful this kind of magical know-how was likely to be against the Ogre King. The son of a bitch wasn’t going to know what had hit him, or so I allowed myself to hope.  
 
    But I was not about to fall into a self-made trap. I might have had the whole night ahead of me to get to grips with this new kind of magic my coupling with the moon elves had given me access to, but there were precious few nights ahead of us all before we would be setting out to confront our enemy.  
 
    There was no time to spare messing around. I would have to get my head on straight and figure out how best to put this power to use. Then, when I had identified the ways it could be used most beneficially against the armies of the Ogre King, I would make sure that I could put it to use at the drop of a hat. 
 
    I re-materialized, turning from mist to moon shadow-constructed man, sitting atop the thatched roof of an unused cottage. Above me, the moon shone down, casting the village of Varglade in silver. Smoke trickled up from many of the chimneys, hanging in the crisp, still air like the shadings of a white crayon. The warm orange light of banked fires glowed through the chinks in many of the shutters and doors that were closed up against the oncoming bite of winter. 
 
    It was a beautiful sight. 
 
    It was my home. 
 
    But, if we didn’t win this coming fight, it would not remain either for long. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After so many days of planning and organizing, running around and checking things, helping to coordinate various elements, and all the while keeping one eye on the weather to make sure it wasn’t turning on us, it was with some surprise that I awoke a few mornings later and realized it was for us time to go. 
 
    It was time to march. It was time to take our elven hosts—wild, blood, nature, sea, dark, sun, and moon—and move on the Ogre King. It was finally time to take the fight to him, and put his army, hopefully on the back foot. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Lilah asked me. 
 
    The two of us were standing on top of the barrier hedge’s rampart. The hedge was a good five yards across now, at the top, and a deal thicker at the base. When I thought about what the fortification had looked like when Lilah had first dragged my green ass out of the treeline and showed me the dilapidated shell of a village that had once been Varglade, I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “I feel good,” I said. 
 
    “You do?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said truthfully. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    It was very early, only a little after dawn, and the morning was a foggy one. Below where Lilah and I were standing, in the street directly under us, elven troops were gathering. 
 
    The noise of the mustering was coming muted to our ears, muffled by the thick misty murk. The rest of our close companions were down there, or else spread around the township, helping to organize their prospective clans.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said again. “Yeah, I feel good.” 
 
    I looped an arm around Lilah, the Matriarch of the nature elves, and pulled her close. I nuzzled her mousy brown hair and reveled at the touch of her tight, agile, dangerous body under my hand. 
 
    “Look how far we’ve come, Lilah,” I said. “Look at everything we—me, you, Nelri, Rosa, and all the rest—have accomplished. We turned this place from a backwater into a home. Varglade was dying, and was home to a dying people, and now look at it.” 
 
    I stamped my booted foot onto the top of the bulwark of the formidable barrier hedge, which now fairly bristled with defensive spells and spikes and creatures that allowed it to repair itself. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah said, “things really have come a long way since first we met, have they not?” 
 
    “They sure have.” I made a fist with one hand and punched it into my other palm. “And that’s why we have to make sure we win today, Lilah.” 
 
    The nature elf turned and looked at me. Her bright blue eyes were like a couple of sapphire stars staring out from under her long lashes. Dressed in her habitual brown and green, with her hair falling in loose ringlets down her shoulders, she looked every inch the forest warrior. 
 
    “We will win,” she said vehemently. “I will not have us, I will not have all of them,” and she gestured down toward the sounds of the gathering militia, “fight and die for nothing. We are going to save this place. We might not be able to save it for all of us, Jake, but we will save it.” 
 
    I pulled her to me and hugged her tight. The nature elf clasped me right back, the strength of her flowing into me like heat. 
 
    “Yes, we will,” I said softly. 
 
    The two of us broke apart as the sound of someone ascending the steps nearest us came to our ears. 
 
    “Nelri,” Lilah said, “how goes it down there?” 
 
    Nelri puffed out her cheeks. Her hair was standing a little more up at the front than it was at the back, which told me she had been running her fingers through it. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “I don’t think it will be long now. I’ve just been walking around the wild elf quarter with Rosa, trying to wake those wild elves who have overslept.” 
 
    “Overslept?” I said incredulously. “On the day we’re marching off to face the greatest threat that the elves have ever faced in living memory, and beyond it?” 
 
    Nelri smiled. “It’s like trying to herd mountain goats with those wild elves, what do you want me to tell you?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, well, that’s true enough, I suppose.” 
 
    “Now that she’s awake, Simone is helping Rosa,” Nelri said, “so I don’t think it’ll be long until they’re as ready as they’ll ever be. Once they’re up, it’s not as if they need much time to pack. Wild elves are not known for planning too far into the future.” 
 
    It was true. As arbitrary and contrary and unpredictable as the wild elven folk were, they had taught me a lot of invaluable lessons about life. 
 
    “That’s accurate,” I said. “Until I met you all, but especially Rosa, I think I’d failed to realize just how unnecessary many of the things I owned were, you know. Back on Earth, I just had all this shit that I’d had in my possession for fucking years. Not because I used it a lot, or because I needed it particularly badly, but simply because I had it.” 
 
    I reached down and touched the hilt of the sword that Firnous had forged for me. 
 
    “When you find yourself in the position where you have nothing but a roof over your head, which is something not to be taken for granted in any case, you come to realize what is truly important. You come to realize what the ‘necessity’ really means.” 
 
     “Speaking of necessities,” Lilah said, “are all the siege weapons loaded up and ready to go?” 
 
    Nelri nodded as she leaned against the parapet and stared out into the soupy fog. It really was looking thick, a real pea-souper. 
 
    “Kea and some of the other sea elves floated the siege weapons out of Varglade in pieces on the river,” she said. 
 
    “That was all done without anyone losing anything overboard on the rafts?” I asked. 
 
    Nelri nodded. “Went without a hitch. I think it was a good idea doing that. It meant the engineers had more room outside the township walls to get them all fixed together and ready for the journey. Zuthry had some of the dark elves that are going to stay here as part of the guard company watch them through the night.” 
 
    “And the bunyips and rocs?” I asked. “Are Ilya and her blood elves ready and waiting?” 
 
    “Yes, we certainly are, amalgamage,” came a voice from out of the fog. 
 
    Ilya strutted proudly and silently down the wall. She was dressed in her beautiful white plate armor, which was bedewed with the moisture hanging in the air. 
 
    I smiled as she approached. I had seen little of the blood elf since returning from our mission to retrieve the moon elves. Things had been so hectic that I had not really seen enough of the crew—except for Lilah and Nelri, as the three of us lodged together.  
 
    “My people and I spent much of yestereve making ourselves familiar with our selected beasts of burden,” she said. “Those on logistical duties are now confident with the amount of magic they need to use to keep the beasts up and active.” 
 
    “But we’re still going to have a pilot—a driver, I should say—riding in the back of each roc and bunyip, yes?” I asked. 
 
    Ilya nodded. “I think that will be best. It means my blood elves will be able to inject a little more magic into the creatures if needed.” 
 
    “The last thing we need is for an undead roc carrying two tons of catapult to plummet out of the air and crush one of our platoons,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah said, turning her gaze away from us and looking back down at the shapes moving in the white shadows below us. “Yes, we can ill afford some mishap like that. We need every elf and more today. We need to make the enemy pay four times our losses. It’s going to be all about numbers, as callous as that sounds.” 
 
    “It’s about numbers, maybe, Lilah,” I said, “but only in the very barest terms.” 
 
    I walked over to the parapet, leaned on it, and stared unseeing out into the whiteness.  
 
    ”We have a certain number of elves and we’re fighting against a certain number of ogres. That is true enough,” I said. “There’s something which you must always keep in the back of your mind though, which we should all keep in the backs of our minds if things look like they’re going bad, and that is what our numbers signify. Our numbers feel. They will bleed and they will curse, and they will weep for their fallen comrades, and they will, crucially, hope. Plain numbers don’t know sacrifice or perseverance or bravery or hardship. They don’t have the love of their home burning in their chests. They won’t be kept standing, if the shit hits the fan, by the allegiance they feel for Varglade and one another. The elves that our numbers signify though, they know all of that.” 
 
    The thoughtful silence that greeted my words was made all the heavier by the fog that pressed in all around us. 
 
    “That,” Nelri said, “was a fine speech.” 
 
    “It was indeed,” Lilah said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “It’s a pity you didn’t save it for the rest of our warriors. Words like that might have been just the thing they’d like to hear before rushing off into the teeth of the fray.” 
 
    I snorted, but the smile that crinkled the corners of my eyes did not reach my lips. 
 
    “I’d like to think that we’d have time for all that dramatic speech-giving shit,” I said. “Fact is though, I think we’re going to have to strike hard and fast, as soon as we exit the edge of the woods. The less time we give the Ogre King to get his shit together and order his defenses, the more of his lot we’ll be able to mop up on the flat of the plains.” 
 
    “You’re happy with the plans that we’ve made?” Lilah asked. 
 
    Each of the Matriarchs, along with the other key members of the Varglade Council, had gathered the previous evening at Lilah’s house to go over the plan of attack the following day. 
 
    The plan, such as it was, had been remarkably simple. While we had been discussing it, I had felt slightly uneasy; surely such a mammoth undertaking, on which so much hung, should have involved an overly intricate plan. 
 
    As it turned out though, while we stood around the table pointing at the single map that filled most of it and discussing various tactical ideas, there was only so much that we could do. Most of the elves gathered had battle experience of one kind or another, but there was not a single one of us who had actually participated in a fight the size of the one we were heading into. 
 
    Shit, the closest I’d ever gotten to a fight before my abrupt transport to this world had been outside of a pizza parlor round the block from my university building at three-thirty one Friday. 
 
    I ran through the proposed and agreed upon stratagem in my head one more time—bringing the total number of mental walkthroughs of it up to about seven-thousand and six.  
 
    “I’m happy with it,” I said. “I can’t tell you how glad I am that you all turned out not to be fans of the whole stand in a line and charge at each other technique.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe that humans do that,” Nelri said, shaking her head in wonder. 
 
    “Not so much any more,” I said reasonably. “It’s been a few hundred years since any Earth armies really went in for that method of killing one another in a big way.” 
 
    “Still,” Nelri said, “what in the world did they expect the outcome to be? Did they score fights differently then?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know,” I said. “I think honor played a large role in it.” 
 
    “Ah yes, that notion of honor,” Ilya said. “The idea of honor being that if two armies are going to try and kill one another, then the prerequisites are that both sides should be awake, they should be facing one another, and both of them should be armed as equally as possible. Is that it?” 
 
    “That sounds about right, yeah,” I admitted. 
 
    “Yes, the ogres don’t fight like that,” Lilah said grimly. 
 
    “They have never fought like that,” Nelri said. 
 
    “That’s good, because that’s going to make the way I want to deal with them seem a little less underhanded—not that any of us would view any tactic employed against those bunch of assholes as underhanded.” 
 
    Lilah shook her head. “The elves learned long ago that there is no depths to which an ogre will not sink to ensure victory in battle. To match that, the elves became adept at thinking creatively.” 
 
    Nelri nodded in agreement. “The plan you have proposed is sound, Jake,” she said bracingly. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said dryly. “It’s sound right up until it’s not. Just like every other plan ever made throughout the history of the universe.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When I thought about and compared the logistical challenges faced by military strategists or leaders back on Earth, and put them up against the same challenges faced by us on Tavalon, I couldn’t help but smile at the differences. 
 
    In both worlds, those who organized their armies had to think about a few basic aspects, and those aspects could be boiled down to just four words: observe, orientate, decide, and act. 
 
    It had been Firnous, of course, who had given me the stripped down field version of how best to take on the Ogre King. He had, as was his wont, pared all the martial knowledge he had gained in his long life down to a few curt sentences. Sentences which he hoped and prayed I would be able to take onboard with my—in his opinion—limited human intelligence. 
 
    “When metal meets metal, Jake Walker, and flesh is pitted against flesh, and the madness and noise and heat of war has enveloped everyone around you,” Firnous said, “there are only a few things that I wish to impress upon you to do.” 
 
    I nodded. I knew that anything I said would most likely cement Firnous’ view that I was a cretin with incredible luck when it came to surviving mortally dangerous situations. 
 
    “What a canny fighter and leader must do,” the old nature elf continued, “is to obscure their intentions and make them unpredictable to their opponent, while they simultaneously clarify their enemy’s plans.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Excuse me for saying so, Firnous, but that just sounds like you’re telling me that a smart warrior, ideally, wants to know what his foe is up to, while making sure not to let his foe see what he is doing.” 
 
    The old elf’s eyebrows rose the merest fraction toward his hairline. That was about as close as Firnous got to slapping his thigh, throwing up his hat, and applauding. Not that he wore a hat. 
 
    “That is correct, amalgamage,” he said. “Well done.” 
 
    It’s common sense, is what I wanted to say, but didn’t. 
 
    “That is it, in its most fundamental and easily understood form,” Firnous said. 
 
    “Right,” I said woodenly. 
 
    “That is the way in which it might be explained to the most simple and ignorant elfling,” Firnous clarified serenely. 
 
    “Yep. Okay,” I replied. “Let’s continue then, shall we?” 
 
    Firnous bowed his head. I was almost sure that the old boy was hiding a smile as he inclined his face toward the floor. 
 
    “Now, in an ideal scenario, Jake Walker, a fighter will not just conceal their intentions, nor obscure them. They will go beyond that. That is, they will operate at a faster tempo, and thus generate rapidly changing conditions that inhibit their adversary from adapting or reacting to those changes, and thus suppress or destroy their opponent’s awareness.” 
 
    “Right,” I said again, chewing this over in my head for a moment. 
 
    “Are you following me, amalgamage?” Firnous asked. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m following you, Firnous, of course. You may have jazzed up what you said before a little, but, essentially, you want to be about two steps ahead of the bastard you’re trying to outwit and kill. You want to know precisely what they’re doing and what they’re likely to do, while making sure that they’re mistaken as to what they think your intentions and schemes are.” 
 
    I took a deep breath after spouting all this off. 
 
    “Right?” I asked. 
 
    “Masterfully put, Jake Walker,” the old nature elf, managing to keep his disappointment at my lack of articulation to a minimum. “As usual.” 
 
    I beamed. “Thanks.” 
 
    “In striving to employ this tactic of cultivating, as you so adroitly put it, being two steps ahead of the other bastard,” Firnous said, “a mixture of confusion and disorder should occur within the warrior’s enemy’s camp. This, all being well, should cause them to over- or under-react to conditions or activities that appear to be uncertain, ambiguous, or incomprehensible. You see?” 
 
    I had clapped a hand on the old guy’s shoulder at this point. 
 
    “Firnous,” I said, “for once, I can say that I’ve swallowed that advice word for word and taken it straight onboard.” 
 
    Firnous, as I knew he would, did not look reassured. 
 
    “Just remember, young Walker,” my martial instructor said as I walked away, “your sword is for stabbing and slicing, not for—” 
 
    “Not for throwing,” I said. “I know, I know.” 
 
    As I walked off, I spun on my heel and gave the wizened warrior a wink. “Jeez, Firnous, that was one time.” 
 
    After that chat with the ancient nature elf, I had resolved, all joking aside, to keep ahead of the ogre King, while doing my utmost to predict his actions and reactions. With my elven friends, I felt like together we could more or less figure out how he would respond to our advances, once our fighters emerged onto the plains that fronted the sun elves’ old bastion of Solburg. 
 
    Under the oversight of Ilya, riding on one of the rocs, the siege weapons set off before our main host. I did not see the undead rocs, hauling the trebuchets and catapults, take flight. Nor did I see the massive bunyips, loaded with the battering rams and ballistae, lumber away with their blood elven drivers sitting between their bony shoulder blades. The fog was too thick to make out much of anything. 
 
    I heard them, though. The rocs took off in a rush of dry feathers and creaking, rigor mortis. The bunyips crashed heedlessly into the dense forest, snapping tree branches as they went and sending flocks of birds cawing into the misty sky. 
 
    The rocs were scheduled to land on the edge of the lake that Helki had advised us to cross on our scouting mission, out of sight of Solburg. Once there, they would be moved overland using magic and braun, across the open ground that fringed the lake, before being assembled by the teams of engineers that would accompany the blood elven drivers on their backs. 
 
    As for the bunyip, Lilah had sent armed scouts mounted on karkadann ahead of them. It was her hope that this forward force of eyes and ears would be able to identify and, if necessary, take down any ogres that might be watching the forested approach to the plains that led to the mountains. 
 
    “I am hoping though,” Lilah had said to me, when she had told me of her intentions regarding the scouts, “that the Ogre King will expect the encroaching winter to shield him from any potential attack.” 
 
    “And one must not forget his ego,” Kea had pointed out. “I doubt the oncoming of winter will sway his thoughts of defense one way or the other.” 
 
    “True enough,” Penelo had said. “It has been so long since he has been assailed by anyone or anything, I imagine that he spares an assault on his folk as little thought as he might the ants crawling in the grass at his feet.” 
 
    We made our way out of Varglade and into the forests with little fanfare. The elves were a pragmatic bunch. None of them were kidding themselves as to the seriousness of our mission. 
 
    Every single member of our force, without exception, had suffered at the clawed hands of the Ogre King and his minions in some way. Many had lost friends and family in skirmishes, ambushes, or raids. Apart from the nature elves, every single member of the other clans was a refugee, turfed or forced from their homes to take shelter in Varglade, the last strong place available to elves that stood open to receive visitors, no matter what clan they hailed from. 
 
    The journey through the forests was slow, cautious, and as quiet as a few thousand elves could manage. Whereas, when we had gone scouting before, we had been able to boost through the woods as quickly as we could to reach our target destination, the sheer numbers this time meant that we had to take things more slowly.  
 
    The forerunners had to halt at strategic intervals so that we could be sure those at the back were keeping up. The last thing that we wanted was to come out onto the ruined and desolate prairies that stretched from the woods to the feet of the mountains, only to find out that half our attacking force was still picking its way through the trees. Cohesion and clear communication was going to be everything.  
 
    Rosa and Simone’s sole job was to ensure that their wild elven people did not grow bored and wander off during the march. They spent their time running or riding up and down the line, reminding their kindred why it was important that they didn’t disappear and stayed the course, even if there was a particularly flourishing patch of rainbow wax cap mushrooms in a certain part of the forest. 
 
    We made it through the forest in more days than I would have liked. By the time that Lilah, Nelri, Rosa, Kea, and myself stood concealed on the fringes of the forest, it was the evening of the sixth day since we had set out from Varglade. 
 
    “Snow is not far off.” Kea snuffed at the air with her pearlescent eyes closed. “I can practically smell the salt in the sea ice.” 
 
    There were a few murmurs of agreement. 
 
    “Yes, it won’t be long until winter is leaving her white footsteps across these dreary plains,” Lilah whispered. 
 
    Even I could smell the snow in the air. Normally, I would have relished that scent. It reminded me of cheesy movies, wrapping up in blankets, the flush of warm air when you opened the door to a coffee shop or bar, and everything festive. I enjoyed snow for the same reason I enjoyed the Christmas season in general: it brought people together while time stood still. 
 
    In the city, you’d see usually stressed out couples suddenly taking the time to lazily meander along the streets they habitually rushed down. You’d get kids trudging with their sleds and throwing snowballs at one another. When it snowed, everything seemed to slow down and nobody seemed to be in a rush for once. All anyone apparently cared about was getting out in the fluffy white stuff so that they could experience the glory of the day, with each other, whenever and however that might be. 
 
    Now though, as I took a deep lungful of the crisp, pure air, I couldn’t help but wonder if we were going to find ourselves fighting in the snow. What would the ramifications of that be? Would communication break down? Would the ogres be given the edge? 
 
    “You know,” Rosa said, narrowing her deep red eyes as she stared up at the heavens through the tree branches, “I think this might work to our advantage. Maybe. Storms aren’t always bad.” 
 
    Nelri allowed herself a quiet chuckle at that. 
 
    “What?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Wild elves,” Nelri said, “the one clan who most easily gets tired of the quiet and welcomes the storm.” 
 
    Rosa grinned. 
 
    The five of us stood on the edge of the forest, some twenty yards back from where the muddy grasslands began and surveyed the terrain. The wind was blowing into the treeline so we were not worried about the ogres catching a whiff of our scent, or the scent of the army behind us. 
 
    “Everything looks as before,” I said. “Doesn’t look like any word of our coming as reached King Douchebag up there in Solburg.” 
 
    In front of us, dotted around the plain in clumps that had clearly been given no strategic thought whatsoever, small camps and clusters of ogre tents were still set up. The ogres themselves were lumbering around. A lot of them were sparring and fighting amongst themselves, but I figured that was probably just how they entertained themselves. I didn’t think they were training or preparing themselves especially. 
 
    Campfires flickered with blue and purple flames all over the place. Spits of meat hung over many of them, and pots and pans on others. It all looked about as sophisticated and civilized a set-up as I had seen from the ogres. 
 
    As I had noticed before, when we had freed Zuthry and her fellow dark elves from the caverns they had been held prisoner in, I saw that many of the ogres showed signs of being warped and twisted by poorly performed magic. Some looked more monstrous and ugly than even your bog-standard ogre, with spines and protruding teeth and too much hair, which hinted at the use of beast magic. Others bore the distinctive boils, pustules, and growths of dark magic used poorly. Some even moved with a weird fluidity that I guessed might have something to do with experimentations with sea elf magic.  
 
    “Do you think the sun elves can be relied upon to see this through?” Kea asked. 
 
    “I can’t see why not,” Lilah said. “Penelo has more to gain than all the rest of us. If we win tomorrow, she and those of her people will not just win back one of their oldest and most prized fortifications, but her troops’ choice to disobey their Matriarch and elders will be vindicated.” 
 
    “We can trust her,” I said. “We don’t need to worry about that. All we need to worry about is how we’re going to make it through these bastards and get within siege weapon firing range of Solburg.” 
 
    “Do the sun elves actually know that our plan involves potentially smashing up Solburg?” Rosa asked lightly. 
 
    “Penelo does,” I said. “As for the others, I left that up to her to tell them.” 
 
    I crept through the bushes and came to crouch next to Lilah. Laying my hand lightly on her back, I said, “How do you think our numbers will fair against this many ogres when we break out into the open tomorrow?” 
 
    Lilah inhaled and let it out slowly. Her breath came out in a feathery plume due to the cold air. 
 
    “It will be close,” she said. “But the element of surprise will count for a lot.” 
 
    “As will the ogres’ ingrained disdain for elves,” Nelri commented. “They think that we are little more than pretty, clever flowers that can be pulled up whenever they choose.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they’re going to learn that roses aren’t quite as beautiful after they’ve pricked you,” I said. 
 
    “Or cut your big, fat, blue head off,” Rosa added. 
 
    “That’s beautiful, Rosa,” Kea said, her soft, slowing voice tinged with laughter. “Is that a poem?” 
 
    The five of us needed to get back and make sure that everything was prepared for the next day. We were due to attack just after sunrise, but I wanted to make sure that we were all on the same page so far as the order of events went. 
 
    The dark elves, Helki and Takoda, had taken off as soon as we had all arrived and were making contact with the crews of the undead beasts and the siege engines. They had been chosen to take news of our arrival to the teams, reiterate what we needed them to do, and then get back to base with confirmation that the orders had been received.  
 
    We stayed and watched the ogres moving on the plains until the failing light made any more reconnaissance impossible. As we made our way stealthily back to where our army was bedding down for the evening, I took another deep draught of the wonderfully cold air. 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Rosa,” I whispered as I followed the wild elf through the woodland. 
 
    “Me too, Jake.” She cast her eye back over her shoulder, even as her clever feet picked out a path in the unbroken undergrowth. “About what?” 
 
    I grinned in the gloom. “About the fact that if there is snow or a storm tomorrow, it will be on our side.” 
 
    “That’s the thing about storms, Jake,” the wild elf said to me matter-of-factly. “They might be as bleak as hell, but they’re really just all about perspective. So long as you find the right rock to stand on, a particular storm might just be the most fantastic thing that you ever set your eyes on.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A big battle that you knew was coming, as I experienced it, was a lot like Christmas was when you were kid, in the way that it was the waiting beforehand that was the genuinely exciting bit. 
 
    Of course, that was a pretty loose comparison. It wasn’t quite like Christmas. It wasn’t quite like Christmas in the way that, instead of that that feeling of excited anticipation at jolly old Saint Nic coming that kept you up, there was a general, slightly nauseous sensation of increasing, gut-scrambling terror that stopped sleep from coming. 
 
    All right, look, if I’d had a gun pressed to my temple and forced to draw a comparison to an impending battle and everyone’s favorite holiday, I would have said it was a little like how things get when the presents have been opened, lunch has been eaten, a few too many drinks have been had, and the board games come out. 
 
    Only with less Michael Bublé records on repeat and slightly more blood. 
 
    Like Christmas Day though, shit went from zero to one-hundred in less time than it took to say it. One second, I had finally been able to stop my brain from going over every minutiae of our plans and go to sleep, the next, we were shoveling down a hurried breakfast, going through the last minute instructions, wishing one another good luck, and charging out of the treeline. 
 
    The morning air was crisp, my battlecry raw in my throat, as me, my friends, and the ranks of elves sprinted out from the woods and into the growing light.  
 
    We pelted out of the trees and onto the prairie. There were a few early-rising ogres ambling around, sitting around fires, eating, growling at one another, drinking from huge stone jugs.  
 
    As I sprinted toward the clumps of tents, angling my run so that I would intersect with the ogres closest to me, my mind miraculously cleared. I don’t know what it was. Maybe it was some physiological fight or flight response. Maybe it was a subconscious realization that, while the ogres might be big, bad, and blue, I was the fucking amalgamage, and I had tricks up my sleeves that would leave them without arms up theirs. 
 
    There were magic users amongst the elves, of course, but there were also plenty of warriors who did not have the knack. Hunting bows and military crossbows were very much in evidence amongst our ranks. Swords and spears glittered with deadly intent in the light of the rising sun. 
 
    “It’d be nice to know if there was an enemy we could kill whose loss would actually affect the Ogre King, don’t you think?” I said to Kea, who was bounding along beside me. Her spear was gripped tightly in her hand, secured to her wrist by a long leather strap. 
 
    The sea elf snorted derisively and bared her teeth as we sprinted on. 
 
    “I don’t think there is such a creature, Jake Walker,” she said. 
 
    There were the first faint sounds from down the line of clashing metal. It sounded like battle had been joined. Roars and bellows from the surprised ogres mingled with the high, fluting war cries of the blood elves. 
 
    Ahead of Kea and myself, a collection of tents, almost a tiny village, was coming closer and closer.  
 
    A horn rang out on the plain somewhere. 
 
    “That’d be the front doorbell, I guess,” I said  
 
    A few ogres were already bumbling out of the grubby lean-tos in front of us. They were rubbing their piss-yellow eyes and grumbling, shambling around like a bunch of individuals who had drunk too much and not slept enough. 
 
    It was a fine sight, in my eyes. 
 
    Crossbow quarrels shot out from the ranks of elves behind and around me. They zipped into the flesh of the ogres in front of us, sending dark blood spraying up the canvas and hide sides of their shacks and tents. 
 
    One of the stuck ogres reached down and heaved a huge crossbow of his own up from where it had been leaning against a barrel. With a grunt and a single flex of his powerful arm, he pulled the string back and popped a quarrel into the groove. He raised it to his shoulder. 
 
    My nature spell flashed out of my open palm. The wooden crossbow in the ogre’s big hands glowed briefly green, then simply came apart as I made the different wooden pieces warp. With the pent up energy in the spring, the sudden loosening of the weapon’s component parts caused it to spring violently apart. The string snapped and pinged into the ogre’s eye, causing him to howl. 
 
    My next burst of nature magic was focused on the thick tent pole. I stuck my hand out, fired a glimmering green dart of magic at the pole, and heated the moisture inside the wood up to steam temperature. The wood exploded, just as another ogre appeared, and the two enemies were knocked over in a hail of cruel splinters. 
 
    About twenty yards from the edge of the little camp, I saw a squad of ogres emerge from one of the tents. They were only half-dressed, but they were armed with bows and slingshots. As I watched, more ogres headed in to form a line behind them. As we neared, my breath rushing in my ears, the enemy archers loosed their first volley. 
 
    “Arrows!” Kea screamed from off to my right. “Arrows!” 
 
    There was precious little we could do. We couldn’t stop. The sooner we closed with the ogres, the sooner ranged weapons would count for nothing, although that went for both sides. 
 
    Still, we had the element of surprise to some degree. So far as I could make out, our forces were advancing without too much resistance. 
 
    With a crash that sent thrills of adrenaline shooting through me from head to heel, the elves descended onto the foremost tents of the ogres, and then we were amongst the action in a very real way. 
 
    Magic is all very well, but I soon found out that in the gritty, hand-to-hand, face-to-face fighting of a battlefield, I soon became far more reliant on my sword. 
 
    When the force of ogres and rocs had fallen upon Varglade not too long before, the elves and I had been the defenders. This had meant that we were, to a certain extent, able to take our time with the picking of targets. I had been able to think a little more particularly about using certain kinds of spells to achieve certain results. 
 
    Now though, we were on the attack. We were pressing forward, pressing hard and pressing fast, in the hopes that we could make our way unhindered to a place where we could start bombarding the Solburg with our siege weapons. 
 
    The sheer speed with which we fell on our opponents, as well as the sporadic way that they would pop out of tents or spring up from the ground where they had been lying asleep, made this style of combat almost impossible. 
 
    Almost impossible, but not quite. 
 
    The arrows came down in a rush of feathers and death, flickering from our side and then flickering back from the few ogres that managed to gather their wits and fire back. Screams reverberated down the lines and through the knots of tightly-packed fighters as both attackers and defenders were hit. 
 
    The first collection of tents that we came across, and the ogre occupiers within, were treated to a slaughter. Streaks and pools of dark blue blood soon festooned the place. The big blue bodies lay heaped in places where elven attackers had been able to hack and shoot them down en masse as they stumbled from their bed rolls. 
 
    Kea had disappeared from my sight, but I had a feeling that all of my close friends were making a concerted effort to remain within each other’s spheres. Just in case any one of us needed help. 
 
    The moon elf trio were not hard to miss, that much was for certain. In all that bleak brown background, they were probably the brightest things to be seen. They were dressed in their moon-bright robes, and though the prairies were still slick with dew and were soon churned to mud, they still looked untouched by the muck and gore that the battlefield was becoming more liberally festooned with. 
 
    Together, the three moon elves wove a magic dome around a quartet of ogres that had snatched up an assortment of mismatched weapons and were marching grimly out toward them. The dome was semi-opaque and closed over the ogres when they were about three strides from the moon elves. One of the ogres lashed out with a machete, but the blade got tangled in the interior wall of the bubble, so that it looked to take all of his strength to pull it free. 
 
    Jie began to chant then, while the other two kept their hands raised and their strange black, white, and silver eyes glued on the ogres inside the supernatural prison they had whipped up. In the next instance, a fog filled the dome the moon elves had woven. It swirled so thickly that the ogres were soon completely obscured. After ten seconds, the dome suddenly popped as neatly and silently as a soap bubble, releasing the swirling magic vapors. On the ground were the contorted corpses of the four ogres, looks of abject terror stamped on their rigid faces. 
 
    There was no time for pondering on what that spell was, or how it worked, for there was more bloody work to do. Our opening tactics had principally been about hitting the ogres hard and fast, while maintaining some vague semblance of shape as we moved toward Solburg. The point was to make sure that we arrived at the base of the fortress more or less together. 
 
    It was a nice idea in theory, but it wasn’t having much luck surviving the realities of the situation. The fight had become just that: a fucking fight. Ogres and elves fighting for their lives. Each of them doing everything they could, utilizing every dirty trick and cunning maneuver in their arsenals to make sure that they didn’t die. 
 
    An ogre, with orange beast magic shining through cracks in his skin, launched himself in a frog-like leap over a tent and landed on a blood elf. He pounded the unfortunate elf backward into the ground so hard that her spine snapped and punched out through her rib cage. 
 
    I fired a basic bolt of crackling purple dark magic at the ogre from the palm of my outstretched hand, but he managed to avoid it. The magic struck the tent behind him and caused it to burst into mauve flames. 
 
    I had already conjured a handheld crossbow pistol out of slippery wild magic when the ogre dropped to his hands and knees and let loose his retaliation. As I fired a chopstick-thin beam of wild magic from the magically-crafted crossbow pistol, the ogre arched his back and shot a stream of shimmering orange spines from his shoulder blades. 
 
    My shot went wide as I threw myself sideways behind a stack of empty crates to avoid the hail of beast magic darts. The projectiles thudded into the wooden crates, melting holes and setting the wood aflame. 
 
    I rose back up from where I had been lying in the mud and fired a second bolt down at my hated enemy. The blood red shaft flickered across the space between us. 
 
    The enemy ogre turned his head to snarl something at a nature elf that had slid to a stop a few strides away with her sword raised. My cabbalistic quarrel punched straight through one of the ogre’s cheeks and out through the other, before smacking into the chest of another ogre that had just trampled down the tent behind him. The ogre was knocked clean off his feet, stone dead.  
 
    A magical explosion of green flames off to my left lit the surrounding area and caused me to stagger. My wild elven crossbow pistol faded from my hand, as my concentration was rattled. 
 
    My initial ogre target turned, skin flapping grotesquely from his jaw. He opened his mouth wide, wide, wide—far wider than any ogre should have been able to. 
 
    My eyes flicked around, and I saw a barrel of rainwater sitting not too far away. I pointed my hand, clenched my fist, and then thrust it out, just as the ogre leapt toward me. The compressed pellet of water that I had formed caught the bounding ogre square in the mouth. It knocked him from the air and onto his back. He looked down the length of his body at me and growled. 
 
    I expanded the highly compressed pellet of water, letting go of the sea elf magic that had kept it so small and unassuming. The marble-sized pellet had contained the entire barrel’s worth of water. When it expanded, the rush of rainwater was so violent that it dislocated the ogre’s jaw, filled his lungs, and then ruptured them. 
 
    The fighting continued like that for an interminable amount of time. That was another interesting thing I found about a pitched battle. All I wanted was for it to end and, because of that, every second seemed to drag on for a year. Conversely, every few seconds or so, something would come along and try to kill me, whether it be a wayward spell, an aimed arrow, or an ogre of some description, and time would suddenly speed up like it had downed a jug of coffee and taken a shot of adrenaline. 
 
    The zip of enemy arrows and bolts continued, but they became less frequent as the elves inexorably pushed the ogres toward the mountains. 
 
    The fighting waxed and waned, going this way and that, as fighting is prone to do. The elves though, what with having descended with such unforeseen vim and violence on the ogres, were driving them back faster and faster now. The ogres were well and truly on the back foot. Many of them were hoofing it back toward the bastion of Solburg on the low out-thrust arm of mountains. 
 
    The piled heaps of blue-skinned ogre bodies, pierced with arrows or blown apart with magic, became more a smattering as the elves pushed on. They lay like cast off clothing on the ground, wrapped in fallen tents and shelters like they had been bundled in shrouds, or propped against the boulders and bushes that dotted the prairie. The smell of death and panic—of loosened bowels and nervous vomit and spilled blood—was heavy even in the cold mountain air.  
 
    “Shall we release our secret weapons yet, Jake?” Lilah called to me. 
 
    I turned and saw her cartwheel nimbly over a sweeping ax blow that might have taken her legs off had it hit home. She landed behind the ogre who tried to nail her and delivered two quick cuts across the stumpy legs of her foe, severing his hamstrings. As I ran across to help, the ogre pitched onto its ass. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said and stabbed the ogre right through the center of his broad, ugly face with my sword, mashing the bridge of his nose and his top teeth through the back of his head with the force of the blow. With a gurgling exhalation, the hamstrung ogre dropped back into the grass. “Let’s wait until the majority of them are back in Solburg.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Lilah asked, wiping a spatter of mud from her cheek with the back of her hand. 
 
    I nodded. The pair of us had found ourselves in an oasis of calm. The ogres were basically routed from the plains, the survivors high-tailing it back toward Solburg.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Once they’re all back inside and their faces are turned out toward us, we’ll move the siege weapons into position. I want most of their attention focused on what is going on outside the wall.” 
 
    “And then you’re going to make your move?” Lilah said. 
 
    “And then I’m going to make my move.” 
 
    A little behind us, I could see Penelo and her contingent of sun elves battling a determined resistance force of ogres from a circle of wagons they had overturned and were using as a makeshift barricade. The sun elf’s magic was something to behold. 
 
    As Lilah and I observed them, half a dozen of the sun elves sent beams of concentrated yellow light at a few of the wagons, and they roared into instantaneous spitting bonfires. The flames splashed some of the defending ogres, who immediately went up in flames too, as effectively as they had doused in napalm. The rest of the ogres tried to leap over the flipped carts but were blown to ashes by more beams of sun elf magic. 
 
    “Handy,” I said to myself. 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Jake Walker,” Lilah said, laughing knowingly at the look on my face.  
 
    I pushed the hair out of my face and looked down at my blood-speckled sword. 
 
    “Everyone else is always telling me I need to get stronger etcetera etcetera,” I said casually. “You can’t blame me for getting ahead of you all for once.” 
 
    “Speaking of getting ahead of us all,” Lilah said, “are you going to tell me exactly—” 
 
    But her words were cut off by a clamor of screams some little distance from us. 
 
    A group of ogres, who had been playing dead and waiting for the main force of the elves to move beyond them, had suddenly sprung up. Wielding swords and axes, none of them looked to possess any kind of magical enhancements, but they were still dealing out death like true merchants of chaos. 
 
    I started sprinting toward where the ogres were cutting sea and dark elves down like wheat, with Lilah a few steps behind me. We were soon on them, as they harried the few surviving elves they had been fighting in the direction of the Solburg. 
 
    Without waiting for my foes to notice me, I stabbed my sword into the back of an ogre’s thick neck, who was facing away from me, yanked it free, and chopped it into the side of another ogre’s knee. The ogre went down to one knee, shrieking like a banshee as my keen blade wrought havoc to his kneecap. 
 
    “Shush your noise!” Lilah yelled as she jumped in behind me with her daggers. 
 
    This drew the attention of a third ogre warrior. This big blue bastard came charging at me, his elven quarry forgotten for the time being, snarling in a way that might have left me feeling more than a little perturbed had it not been for the hot fury bubbling in my blood. 
 
    I summoned another of the wild elven crossbow pistols into my hand, fired from the hip, and shot the ogre in the throat, tearing out half his neck in a great gout of dark blue blood.  
 
    The rest of the play-acting ogres were well aware of mine and Lilah’s presence by this point. Seeing that they were doomed, and knowing that they were on borrowed time to take out as many elves as they could before they themselves were killed, they roared out their challenge and came at us. 
 
    The surrounding world dissolved, as it always did, and my universe became a circle around myself which could be measured by the length of the sword that Firnous had given to me. Ogres approached and were cut down, or else blasted into smithereens with whatever spell came to my mind. 
 
    Firnous, in one of his more generous moments, had once remarked that I had the natural instinct for being a canny fighter, and during that whirlwind melee, I finally got a glimpse of the truth of his words. I certainly exhibited a level of cunning that I might not have shown before. I wrapped my opponent’s heads in shadows crafted from dark elf magic, tied their legs with subtle bonds of moon magic, and sent them stumbling with exploding balls of sea elf magic that drenched and disorientated them. 
 
    It was my sword though, that was always waiting to finish them off. 
 
    The thing that Firnous had failed to tell me, or probably consider at all because of his own inner nobility, was that an astute warrior was a warrior who wasn’t above underhand, ruthless methods to win. 
 
    And we needed to win. I was set on making those bastards, who had such a callous disregard for life, pay. We needed to win, and take vengeance on the ogres, even as we took back our freedom. In my mind, the seeking of freedom was the purest and most righteous vengeance of all. 
 
    Lilah swept aside an overly clumsy thrust by an ogre holding a spiked hammer, sprang into the air, and slashed him straight across his yellow eyes with her dagger. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her side-step another ogre’s sword and sever the tendons in the huge forearm with another quick slash of her long knife so that he dropped his weapon with a howl. With a deft bit of magic use, she knocked another ogre cold with an expanding cloud of pollen like crystals to the side of his bony head. 
 
    None of those were killing blows, I noted, but they were fast and debilitating strikes that essentially counted the ogres out of the battle and allowed the surviving elves that had been being harried to pounce on the ogres and finish them off. 
 
    I parried a blow from one of the remaining ogres, who was wielding a rusty, crooked-edged sword. The blow would have sent me reeling had I not diffused the power of it with misty moon elf magic, which I used to cushion and absorb the force, as well as glue the blade to mine for the merest instance. 
 
    The ogre grunted in surprise as his weapon failed to strike in the way he had anticipated. My follow-up wild elf magic spell, taking the form of a simple blast of bursting light, exploded in the ogre’s face and sent his own sword flinging back in his face. It could have gone poorly for him, but it was the heavy crosspiece of the weapon that struck him in his stubby nose and not the blade. Without waiting around to see what he was going to do next, I raised my sword and then cleaved the ogre’s sword arm off at the wrist. 
 
    Hot blood sprayed over my face, blinding me, and I staggered back a pace. I dropped my sword without meaning to as I spat dark blue gore from my mouth. Unsurprisingly, it tasted foul. I wiped frantically at my eyes. I could hear the other elves and Lilah all engaged with the final ogres in that little batch, but knew that being blind on a battlefield was a real quick way to get dead. 
 
    When I finally managed to clear my vision of the viscous blue blood, it was just in time to see one of the last remaining pair of ogres gleefully closing on me with a battle ax raised above his head. 
 
    “Crap on a spatula,” I said. 
 
    There was a blur of silver and a hissing, sizzling sound. A red knife appeared at the base of the ogre axman’s neck. The brute didn’t actually have any eyebrows, but if he had, they would have been raised so much they probably would have ended up at the back of his head. The magical, all-red knife flattened and expanded, and the ogre’s body hit the ground. A second later, his freshly decapitated head followed suit. 
 
    “I was wondering where the hell you naughty little sausages had snuck off to, Jake Walker,” Simone’s voice yelled from behind me. 
 
    I turned just in time to see another one of the wild elf’s magically conjured throwing knives skim past the end of my nose and punch through the leather shirt-covered torso of the final ogre, sending him staggering back. This time, the wild elf’s supernatural throwing projectile imploded inward and ripped a great hole out of the ogre’s back. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Simone,” I said, spitting more ogre blood from my mouth. “Your timing couldn’t have been better, really.” 
 
    Not long after that, the main fighting taking place on the prairies concluded. There were a few ongoing skirmishes, but they involved ogres that had found themselves well and truly cut off from any chance of retreat back to the fortress of Solburg. These groups stood and fought to the death, but the elves fought intelligently. There was no real rush to deal with these cut off ogres, and so Zuthry and Firnous made it their mission to move from one desperate band to another and direct elves to finish them with ranged weapons and magic from a distance.  
 
    When it looked like the majority of the ogres that had been camped out on the plains had skedaddled back inside the fortress, the Varglade Council reconvened. 
 
    “Good to see none of you were injured,” I said, glancing around the circle of familiar faces. 
 
    “You look like an ogre birthed you, amalgamage,” Rosa said, shooting me a wink. 
 
    I looked down at my liberally blood-soaked armor and clothing. My hair was stiff with ogre lifeblood. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll admit I’ve probably looked more put together,” I said with a wry grin. 
 
    “What were our losses like?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “One casualty would have been too many,” Lilah said. “When the lives of elves are weighed against the lives of ogres.” 
 
    “We will make the count after the siege, if that is agreeable with everyone else,” Penelo said. 
 
    “And as for us all being uninjured,” Takoda, the dark elf, said. “Young Helki here did not come through quite unscathed.” 
 
    He pushed Helki forward. The young dark elf was slightly paler even than usual. There was a mat of dried blood in his raven-dark hair. Red blood. His blood. 
 
    “It is but a scratch,” he said modestly, using one of the most famous lines from one of my all-time favorite movies. 
 
    Rosa punched him chummily on the arm. “Don’t you worry, elfling. The females love the scars.” 
 
    There was a round of laughter at that. 
 
    “If we wish to end this siege, the first thing we need to do is start it,” I said. 
 
    The brittle laughter died. A ripple of agreement ran through the gathered elves. 
 
    “Good,” Lilah said, rubbing her hands together and looking up at Solburg. “Then, I will give the signal.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The bunyips, resurrected with blood magic, lumbered out of the trees with the battering rams and ballistae fixed to their backs. Once the equipment had been unloaded from them, the engineers got to work putting the martial devices together. The thump of hammers, the creaking of rope, and the chanting of incantations. 
 
    The bunyips themselves, once they had been divested of their loads, Ilya sent toward the fortress, as far up to the walls as they could make it, as we had discussed. They were undead. It didn’t matter if they were shot so full of arrows that they resembled giant porcupines. It didn’t matter if they were blown apart by spellfire. 
 
    What mattered was that they distracted the ogres. What mattered was that they gave the Ogre King something to think about. We needed to buy our thaumaturgical engineers time to set up the siege weapons. We couldn’t have a decent-sized force of ogres issuing out of the one gate of the former sun elf bastion and sweeping them away. 
 
    And, as far as distractions went, I couldn’t think of many better ones than a bunch of gigantic skeletal rottweilers. 
 
    Under the supervision of the blood elves that had driven them from Varglade to the prairies, the bunyips loped jerkily toward the low arm of the mountains on which Solburg was perched. As the half dozen or so big beasts got within shooting range, a storm of arrows and crossbow bolts took flight from the ramparts to greet them. The massive undead beasts carried on, quite heedlessly, and started to scrabble up the steep rocky sides of the cliffs. As their old bony claws bit into the sides of the rock face, and the mindless monsters tried gamely to climb the edifice, I was reminded sharply of those 4×4 competitions where the drivers zoom and slide around and try to scale slopes and hills and little cliffs.  
 
    I grinned. 
 
    Yeah, that’ll do nicely, I thought. 
 
    I turned away from what, I supposed, was technically the start of our siege. My eye lingered on the battering ram, the ballistae, and the couple of siege towers that were, thanks to the expediting properties of magic, going up extremely quickly. 
 
    I found Nelri, Takoda, and Helki standing like statues behind me. Looks of patient expectancy were on their faces. 
 
    “You’re sure you’re happy to do this?” I asked them. 
 
    Nelri’s mouth twisted into a slightly disparaging smile. She stepped toward me and laid a hand on my chest, patting me fondly. 
 
    “You are a very talented human, Jake Walker,” she said softly. “And we are lucky to have you walking among us once more as an amalgamage.” 
 
    Over her shoulder, Helki smirked at Takoda. The older dark elf caught me watching them and then gave the younger elf a dig with his elbow. 
 
    “But,” Nelri said, “you have to remember that we—well, Takoda and I, at least—were fighting these repellent folk long before you were even born on your world.” 
 
    I snorted. “Well, that’s true enough.” 
 
    “We’ll be okay,” Nelri said to me, cupping my cheek and then letting her hand drop. “And by okay, I mean that the three of us will share in the risk that every other elf who left Varglade shares in. That, Jake Walker, is war.” 
 
    I nodded. The steely glint in her purple eyes told me all I needed to know about her resolve. 
 
    “Helki,” I said, turning my attention to the youngest dark elf. 
 
    “Amalgamage?” Helki replied. 
 
    I laughed. “Would you call me Jake, man?” 
 
    Helki grinned nervously. He had cleaned his head wound up as best he was able to, but there was still dried blood in his hair and down the side of his face. 
 
    “Sorry, Jake,” he said. 
 
    “Let’s make a pact for today, you and me,” I said. 
 
    Helki’s grin widened. “No hesitation?” 
 
    “No hesitation,” I echoed. “Damn right.” 
 
    “We’ll have the battering ram in position as soon as we can,” Takoda said. 
 
    Nelri nodded. “Give us twenty minutes to get into position. Then proceed with the next phase of the plan.” 
 
    “Good luck,” I said. 
 
    “I have been thinking on the idea of luck,” Nelri said as she turned and started to make her way toward the completed battering ram and the mixed rank of dark, blood, and sea elves that were to accompany it up the pass to the gate. 
 
    The formidable and stern-faced sun elves, led by Penelo, were also waiting. If—or hopefully when—the gate was breached, Penelo and her people would act as guides to the larger company of elves accompanying and helping to wield the battering ram. 
 
    “And?” I called to Nelri. 
 
    “And I think that one of the greatest pieces of luck that a warrior can be handed, in the pursuit of something worth pursuing, is ordeal,” the dark elf shouted back. “And we will all certainly face plenty of that today.” 
 
    “Yes,” I murmured at Nelri’s retreating back. “Yes, we will.” 
 
    Nelri’s little fighting force hurried away. The battering ram was rolled over the earth on spherical wheels crafted from solidified water that the sea elf magic users in the company had conjured. They were as free-rolling as greased ball bearings and moved over the naturally occurring potholes and ridges of the terrain with the ease of half deflated off-road tires. 
 
    The siege, as the battle of the plains had done, ramped up, seemingly of its own accord. It was almost as if, now that the wheels had been set in motion, the fight between the elves and the ogres had become an organic entity all of its own. When we had charged out of the treeline, we had flicked the first domino over. Now, the inevitable cascade could not be stopped.  
 
    This was going to play out, without any conscious decision from any one person involved. All we could do now was try and guide the outcome. Despite the violence and desperation that were synonymous with battle, the outcome could not be coerced with a strong hand. No, we were going to have to take the events in a gentle hand and guide them with subtlety and patience. 
 
    I spared a few seconds to watch the bunyips continuing to scrabble and leap up the stony bluff that led up to Solburg. One of them was on fire, having been splashed by oil or a combustible potion, or maybe some ogre rotgut whisky, but the rest were still seemingly relatively unharmed. I did notice though, that a couple of them looked to be missing bones. Whether this was due to a dropped boulder or from the magic holding the skeletons together failing, I could not be sure.  
 
    I turned away from the Solburg and went in search of the rest of my close-knit crew. There was little time to act.  
 
    “All right,” Lilah said, once we were all gathered together. “We all know our roles, so I’ll make this brief. Firnous and Zuthry will stay back here and coordinate the attack on the walls. Their job is to keep the ogres looking mostly this way with the help of these excellent ballistae that Jake has designed. When the catapults and trebuchets arrive further to the north of us, and start peppering that side of the citadel, Ilya will oversee those. Myself, Rosa, Kea, and—” 
 
    “And me,” Simone butted in. “Someone has to make sure my dear sister doesn’t put her, admittedly elegant, foot in anything.” 
 
    Rosa shot her sister an overly weary look, but said nothing. 
 
    “And Simone,” Lilah continued, “are going to go with the main body of our forces up the siege towers. We know that, due to the angle of the crags that the Solburg is perched on, that the siege towers will not reach the edge of the walls, but our magics will bridge the gap.” 
 
    “We shall also accompany the siege towers, if we may,” Liu said, while the other two moon elves nodded placidly behind her. “Our magic will be rather useful in cloaking the towers.” 
 
    “It might be that the three of us can make them appear, oh, a few feet to the right or left of where they actually stand,” Xie said, examining her finger nails. 
 
    “This should help reduce casualties from mundane arrow fire somewhat,” Jie said. “And once the assault on the ramparts has begun… Well, we might find ways to make the lives of those ogres on top of the walls a misery.” 
 
    She smiled widely. 
 
    “It’ll be dangerous,” I said at this point. “If all the elements of the attack—the battering of the gate, the catapults, and trebuchets distracting part of the Ogre King’s force on the other side of the fortification, and the scaling of the walls—aren’t as closely coordinated as we can make them, then one part of the attack might find themselves under more pressure than we anticipated in our plans.” 
 
    “This is war, Jake Walker,” Zuthry said. “In preparing, we have done the planning—and the planning is the truly indispensable part. As for the actual plan…” and the dark elven Matriarch made a sprinkling motion in the air. “It is worth less than dust when metal meets meat.” 
 
    “So I keep hearing,” I said grimly. 
 
    “You have a big heart, Jake,” Lilah said, “but try not to worry about us.” 
 
    “Worrying is carrying tomorrow’s load with the strength you have allotted yourself for today, amalgamage,” Firnous said gravely. 
 
    The old nature elf put his hand on my shoulder and gave it a fatherly pat. Although his face was as stern and slightly dubious, as it always was when he looked me over in that appraising way of his, there was also a twinkling in his wise eyes. 
 
    “Are you looking at me proudly right now, Firnous, you big softy?” I said. 
 
    My master of all things martial looked at me down his aquiline nose and gave his head a little shake. The lines in the corners of his eyes deepened as he tried to hold in a smile. 
 
    “I am trying to tell you that carrying two days’ worth of care is a fool’s errand, Jake Walker,” he said. “It is moving your mind into tomorrow, well ahead of time. Worrying about it will not empty tomorrow of its sorrow, it will only sap today’s strength from your heart and your mind and your muscles.” 
 
    “Tomorrow might not come,” Lilah agreed, with elven fatalism. “Better to spend all your strength on today, Jake. That’s why we need you to concentrate on your part of the mission.” 
 
    I raised my chin and clapped Firnous on the shoulder. Then, much to his dismay, I pulled the old nature elf into a rough hug. To my delight, Firnous returned the embrace with a couple of stiff claps on my back. 
 
    “Much good fortune to you, infuriating human,” he said gruffly. 
 
    “And don’t you go getting distracted while the camp empties out, eh?” I said into his ear. “I would say don’t do anything that I wouldn’t do, but there’ll be plenty of that once we win today.” 
 
    Firnous’ weathered cheeks were flushed when he stepped away from me. 
 
    I gazed around at the set faces of the others. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “I’ll make my move as soon as the catapults and trebuchets pounding the walls have given the Ogre King one more thing to think about. I’ve talked extensively with Penelo, and I know where I’ll find him.” 
 
    “When you meet the Ogre King, give him hell, Jake,” Lilah said to me, her voice filled with a vehemence that I didn’t often hear from the usually calm and controlled nature elf. 
 
    “Nah,” I said, “I’ll just give him what he deserves, but he’ll think it’s hell all the same.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As soon as the catapults and trebuchets, commanded by the blood elf Matriarch, Ilya, had been firing for about two minutes, I made my move. 
 
    Magically enhanced and altered missiles were hurled high up and over the walls of Solburg. Some of them trailed green or purple flames. Some of the boulders were imbued with the pink-red haze that typically signified wild elf magic, or else pulsed with the blue light of sea elf magic. They smashed down out of sight, exploding into flames or clouds of mind and body altering gasses, knocking holes in the roofs of buildings and melting stone. 
 
    It was a world-ending sight, the likes of which I could not have imagined. However, my concentration needed to be on my task at hand. I had divided my job into three distinct parts in my head. The first part was simply making it up the wall and into the base. 
 
    The second, was picking my way through the fortress to the place I believed the Ogre King would most likely be commanding operations. 
 
    The third part, the part that so much hinged on, was the part where I killed the bastard. 
 
    Utilizing the moon elf magic, with which I had been practicing every night since the moon elves and I had slept together, I turned myself into little more than a silver-white miasma and floated up the cliff face like a ghost. 
 
    It was incredibly hard not to rush. As I slowly, painstakingly ascended the rock wall and reached the base of the walls proper where they joined the natural cliff face, I could hear the unmistakable din of fighting being joined. 
 
    Every part of my strangely disconnected and momentarily ethereal body was telling me to move as fast as I could. I was glad to know that, judging by the commotion, that the siege towers had been able to make the parapets. I was tempted to hope that the contingent of elves, which included Nelri, Takoda, and Helki, might have also been able to breach the gates with the magical pneumatic battering ram, but there was no point in speculating on that. 
 
    As hard as it might have been, I needed to clear my mind of the possible fates of my friends. As Firnous had said, such worries were futile, especially if they were going to rob me of the conviction I needed for the coming task. 
 
    Besides, it was taking all of my brain power just to keep my newly gaseous body from drifting apart. Being little more than a floating consciousness, I did the mental version of gritting my teeth and carried onward and upward, while magical missiles continued to scream and rip overhead. 
 
    It felt like it took forever to reach the top of breastwork, but I got there eventually. By the time I edged my miasmic ass over the top of the parapet, I was in no doubt: the elves had breached or made it over the walls and were fighting with the ogres inside the fortress. As a mist, I flowed down onto the rampart, accompanied by the crash of steel, the roaring bellows of the ogres, and the clear, high voices of elves charging into battle. 
 
    As I released the grip that I had been keeping a white-knuckle hold on the moon elf magic with, and returned to my usual corporeal shape, the first flakes of snow began to fall out of the iron gray sky. 
 
    I had not really paid the massing clouds much heed, but it seemed that the storm was on us. We had either timed our attack to perfection, or were about to learn the hard way why people didn’t make a habit of attacking fortresses in the winter time. Lowering my eyes from the snow-filled clouds, I focused instead on where I thought my quarry would be holed up. 
 
    The very pinnacle of the Solburg fortress. The place where a commander might be afforded the very best view of both the plains and the stepped courtyards of the bastion itself. 
 
    “Hold onto your butt, Your Majesty,” I growled as I drew my sword. “I’m coming for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hadn’t ever realized just how much energy the moon elf magic spell that allowed me to fade into mist sapped from me while I was practicing with it in Varglade. I usually practiced with it at night and then went to bed. Being weary when I went to bed had become the norm for me during the days preceding our march on the Ogre King, so I guessed I had not taken much notice of being extra tired. 
 
    I supposed, when I contemplated it, that essentially breaking apart the atoms of my body and turning myself from a solid into a gas would take a lot of energy, both physical and supernatural. Still, I hadn’t realized it. 
 
    Until now.  
 
    I made my way along the battlements. The sound of war, of battle, of fighting, of sheer carnage, was rising up all around me now, growing louder and louder. However, the stretch of wall that I had floated up onto was quiet for now. It was why I had picked it, why we had so carefully orchestrated the attack on the gate, with the siege towers attacking one side of the narrow spur and the catapults and trebuchets bombarding the other. 
 
    It had all been so that the Ogre King was forced to fight on a divided front. It had all been so that I would have as easy a time as possible in locating him and taking him out. 
 
    It had been a fairly straightforward plan in which a lot could go wrong, but so far I had been lucky. However, in saying that, the stretch of wall that I was creeping hurriedly along was quiet was not the same as saying that it was deserted. 
 
    Using my moon elf spell had meant that I had left the main courtyards of the Solburg below me. It was there, my friends and I had reckoned, that the majority of the Ogre King’s forces would be deployed to meet the oncoming siege towers. 
 
    That had been a fairly accurate assessment on our part, as it sounded like the ogre defenders were putting up a stubborn resistance to this unforeseen attack on the place they had probably considered untouchable. 
 
    I was about halfway around the stretch of the ramparts, which I hoped would lead me into the highest tower, when I was accosted by a pack of ogre warriors. They looked to be on their way from the very tower that I was hoping to make my way up. 
 
    One was a great bear of a brute—quite literally, he was almost entirely covered in orange hair that contrasted terribly with his blue skin and glowed with beast magic. The smell coming off him was incredible; a musky stink that was the feral scent of a bear. He was a big bastard too, towering over the other ogres beside him and dwarfing me. 
 
    With a gruff snarl, he led the small group of ogre warriors in my direction, swinging a vicious maul around his head as he came. One of the smaller ogres got ahead of the huge bastard. With a casual thrust of his meaty armored forearm, the giant ogre batted the upstart to the side, flinging him against the parapet so hard that his compatriot flipped clean over it and out of sight. 
 
    That was kind of him, I thought. Let’s hope the angry son of a bitch keeps up that level of teamwork.  
 
    The beast magic-imbued ogre gave a great bellow as he turned his furious yellow-eyed gaze back to me. With a huge bound, he launched himself at me, leaving his fellows behind. 
 
    It was a good thing that he did jump when he did, because the sea elf magic spell that I sent his way, tempered with just a touch of nature magic, missed him. 
 
    It did hit his buddies though. The stone under their feet undulated like a wave—part stone, part water—and flipped the lumbering trio of regular ogres right off the wall. They hung momentarily in the air; a good combined half-ton of blue fury, flapping their arms and legs futilely. Then, with matching screeches of impotent rage, they were gone.  
 
    It was, even if I did say so myself, a sexy bit of magic. Smooth, targeted, precise, and, crucially, precisely what I had intended to do. What was more, I had blended two magics together. 
 
    I probably would have patted myself on the back if chance had allowed, but it didn’t. In fact, I barely had time to draw the next breath before the massive ogre was on me like white on rice. 
 
    I ducked toward the big brute to avoid a brutal swipe from the maul and, in doing so, found myself within his reach. With a speed that I would not have expected from a normal ogre, the colossal beast magic-fueled ogre dropped his heavy weapon and grappled at me, roaring in my ear as he moved to try to squeeze the life out of me. 
 
    He would have done it too, if I had not used some more moon magic and crafted an absorbent semi-translucent cushion around my entire body. As the giant ogre tensed his arm, shoulder, and back muscles, intending to squish me like an overripe tomato, the misty white nebula sprang up around me.  
 
    With my arms pinioned to my sides within my protective supernatural cocoon, I was unable to stab or cut at my meaty enemy. Spit sprayed out from between my lips as I felt my ribs creaking, even with the barrier that was stopping me from being crushed like an empty soda can. 
 
    Think, man, think! 
 
    The edges of my vision started to flicker a worrying purple color. My sword dropped out of my nerveless hand. 
 
    Holy shit, it can’t end like this. Not without seeing the fucking Ogre King, my brain railed at me. Do something! 
 
    The stinking, beastly ogre strained. He threw back his head and growled, the veins and tendons standing in his neck like blue hosepipes. 
 
    My vision was tunneling nicely now. My brain was finding it harder and harder to concentrate, to latch onto the magic inside of myself that might save me. 
 
    Man, but it would have been so easy just to drift away at that point. 
 
    To just let go and float away… 
 
    Float away, my brain shot at me, in one last sluggish attempt to save the skin that had to carry it around. Drift away…  
 
    It took a substantial effort, a significant focusing of my almost suffocated will, to transform once more into the moon elven mist. More than when I had crested the wall after the slow climb, I perceived just how much magical energy this little trick required. 
 
    The ogre’s arms cinched around nothing as I flowed toward the ground and under his bowed, fur-covered legs. As soon as I was free of the massive, confused prick, I released the spell and took on my normal form. Sucking in a hasty breath, and banking heavily on adrenaline to see me through this particular scrape, I reached through the ogre’s legs and snatched up my sword. 
 
    I let Firnous’ training take over. As I rose, my body went through the almost balletic motions that he had taught me. My sword slid up into the ogre’s groin, twisted to open a wide wound, and whipped out again. Dark blue blood sprayed out like I had just turned on a faucet.  
 
    The ogre grunted in pain, but he was so jacked on beast magic that his leg sagged but did not collapse. 
 
    Thankfully, it was enough. Even though my sword was a little on the short side, the buckling leg allowed me to bring my weapon around and slice through the back of the ogre’s neck. The sword that Firnous had made for me was so sharp that it went through skin, muscle, and bone like butter and nicked the big blue son of a gun’s head off like a reversed Pez dispenser. 
 
    With a grateful gasp, I watched my foe keel over forward in a fountain of blood, twitch a couple of times, and lie still. 
 
    “Fuck!” I choked as I gulped in mouthfuls of the sweet mountain air. “Fuck… me! That was easy.” 
 
    After I had regained my breath and as much composure as I had left to me, I carried on. I moved cautiously, knowing that I needed to be smarter if I wanted to conserve enough strength to face the Ogre King. I had no idea if the jerk-off had magical abilities of his own. I assumed that he did; how else would he have risen to the position of leading his people? 
 
    I doubted that the line of succession was something the ogres went in for. They didn’t strike me as a race who followed an individual just because they had the good fortune to be born. No, they’d be far more likely to have the wolf pack mentality. They’d follow the ogre who had the merciless guile, outright cunning, ruthless ambition, and brute strength to take the position. 
 
    The clamor of battle was rising by the minute. The crashing uproar grew to such a pitch, as I moved toward the base of the tallest tower, that I was almost stumbled upon by another band of ogres heading down to join the fray.  
 
    Luckily, I saw the band coming before they saw me. Also, the part of the wall I was traversing happened to be level with one of the roofs of the buildings on the inside of the fortress. Making the tactical decision to save my strength for when it was likely to count most, I jumped off the side of the wall, over the narrow but leg-breaking drop that separated the two, and landed on the tiled roof. I moved deftly across it, using some dark magic claws that I summoned to help with my grip.  
 
    As I hid behind a chimney stack and waited for the group of ogre warriors to tramp past me, I chanced a glance over the far edge of the building. There was fighting in the street about four stories below. Elves and ogres were slashing and hacking at one another. Spells and arrows flickered from one side to another. It was mayhem. Absolute mayhem. 
 
    As I watched, an ogre reached out, grabbed a struggling wild elf by the head with one clawed hand, and broke his neck with a vicious twist. As the wild elf flopped lifelessly to the floor, a sea elf stepped in to take his spot and rammed a spear through the ogre’s eye and right out of the back of his head. 
 
    My heart leapt in my chest. I knew that spear, and the one that wielded it. It was Kea. 
 
    My sea elven lover fought like a whirling dervish; spinning this way and that. Even in the tight confines of the street, she sent blasts of blue magic at the ogres while slashing and stabbing with her spear. 
 
    A deep thrumming noise made me look up. 
 
    “Holy hell…” I breathed. 
 
    One of the supernatural missiles being hurled by the trebuchets outside was flipping slowly through the air toward me. 
 
    I had seconds to spare. The missile might have hit me, but I was eighty percent sure that its trajectory was going to carry it into the street below. 
 
    As I popped to my feet and prepared to move, I yelled as loudly as I could down into the street, “Incoming!” 
 
    Kea’s keen ears picked my voice out, even over the din of the fighting. 
 
    She must have seen my head whisk out of sight as I bounded from my position, heading back to the wall. The last thing that I saw, before I threw myself over the gap and back onto the parapet, landing on my stomach as the missile flew over my head, was Kea signaling to the elves and all of them diving through windows and into whatever cover they could find—much to the amusement of the ogres. 
 
    It was a close-run thing. The missile ripped overhead, smashed into the edge of the roof that I had been hiding out on, took out the chimney as it did so, and fell down into the street. It exploded in a rushing gout of purple and black flame, ripping hungrily along the narrow laneway and engulfing the ogres clustered there. The ogres weren’t so much roasted to a crisp as… dehydrated to a raisin. 
 
    When I reached the tower, there was only a single door for me to go through. It was a grand door, definitely not made with ogres in mind, but it looked like it got a lot of traffic. To the right of it, an iron lattice work ran up the side of the tower. It was an ornamental thing that might have had roses or wisteria climbing up it in the past. Now though, it was little more than a spindly makeshift ladder that bypassed a window a little further up. 
 
    I sheathed my sword and rolled my shoulders. 
 
    The door would be easier, of course, but there’d been two lots of ogre troops come down there already. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, looking up at the tapering tower and the nearest window that was about fifty feet above me. “I guess it’s just that sort of day.” 
 
     I reached for the latticework, tested it, and then began to climb.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The ascent to the rooftop of the tower that overlooked both the prairies and the citadel below was more complicated and time-consuming than I had allowed for. I made it to the first window without incident, snuck through a series of once grand, now dilapidated and ruined, passageways, and was just searching for a way up when yet more tramping ogre feet made me take cover behind a heavy wooden door. 
 
    I wove a basic cloak of shadows around myself using more moon magic supplemented with the magic of the dark elves. The camouflage I created was not as foolproof as it might have been had I used only moon elf magic, but it was less taxing on my flagging energy. 
 
    As the ogres hurried past, I heard one of them growl, “Don’t strike me as a good idea, the chief stayin’ up there on his own, that’s all I’m sayin’, Vikuhr.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, lucky for all of us, what strikes you don’t count for the dung under my fingernails, Uzon,” another said. 
 
    “Yeah,” grunted a third, and there was the sound of someone cuffing someone else, followed by a snarl. “You heard the chief. Them stinkin’ forest-dwellers are flowin’ in thicker than they’ve ever come afore. We need every fighter down there to crush ‘em out.” 
 
    “There’ll be some good eating tonight!” said another voice as the group of ogre warriors passed by my hiding place and crashed on down toward where the fighting was taking place. 
 
    “I guess his lordship is in the house,” I murmured to myself. 
 
    By the time I reached the top of the tower, I had been forced to duck out of sight several more times to avoid the very last guards being sent out to fight. As an extra precaution, I had even scaled the last ten feet, climbing out of a window, creeping up the wall like an insect with the added advantage of sticky nature magic pads on my hands, and slipping over the parapet. That had not been an overly pleasant aspect of my trials. The drop was long and lethal, and the swirling snow and biting wind was more than enough to make the ten feet feel like a hundred. 
 
    The rooftop garden I found myself in would have been a fine place once upon a time. After the ogres had so long inhabited it though, it now looked like a public space somewhere in the heart of a place like West Garfield Park.  
 
    A few dismal patches of dead grass was accompanied by the tall skeletal remains of long dead hedges and bushes. A lone ornamental piece of sculpture—a figure with the arms and legs hacked off and a hideous mask daubed over the face—stood at the back of the space, near the edge of the low-walled precipice. In front of this ruined statue an ornamental well sat. 
 
    In front of the well stood a hunched and crooked figure. He had blue skin, and wore a leather cuirass. This was a unique touch for ogres, who never usually wore armor—seeing it as an affectation for pussies more than anything else, so far as I understood it. 
 
    Apparently, the Ogre King did not agree with this view. 
 
    A path of formerly white gravel was marked with a short, marble border, leading people through the garden toward the well and the statue. No doubt, this was where the sun elves had once come to gaze out on their country and take refreshment of an evening. I could almost see it as it might have been; plants and flowers creeping this way and that unchecked in a riot of smells and color, crawling adventurously out from beyond their own borders, sneakingly trying to take just a little more land for their own. 
 
    Now, well, the whole place looked like shit. 
 
    My feet crunched on the gravel as I stepped onto the path. The Ogre King turned around to see who had disturbed his contemplations. He had been gazing out into the plains, looking at the catapults and other siege weapons that had suddenly proved to be such a pain in his ass.  
 
    He was ugly, even as ogres went. His face was a map of warts and scars. One side of his countenance was drooping slightly, as if he had suffered a stroke or been the recipient of some nerve-severing injury. The latter was more likely, I thought, seeing as a chunk of his nose and top lip were missing and he wore an eyepatch. He wore a pair of hatchets on a belt that looked like it was made of twisted elf skin, and the cloak around his uneven shoulders was crafted out of the flayed hide—with hair still attached to the scalp—of an elf. 
 
    His one visible yellow eye narrowed as he gazed upon me. His ruined lips pulled back from his yellow and broken tusks. 
 
    I pointed at his face. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said, “your chihuahua did that, right?” 
 
    The Ogre King might not have understood the reference—if he’d ever dealt with a chihuahua it would only have been to eat it—but he recognized my tone. 
 
    He took a hobbling step toward me and thrust out his boil-encrusted chin. 
 
    “Who,” he said, in a voice of phlegm and fury, “the fuck are you?” He took a long sniff and wrinkled his nose. “You don’t smell like no elf. Maybe, you’re this amalgawotsit I’ve been hearin’ so many whispers of, eh?” 
 
    I drew my sword from its sheath. I held it out to the ogre. Snowflakes settled along the cold, bright steel. 
 
    “Save it, fatass,” I said. “I don’t have the time for any of your self-indulgent monologues.” 
 
    The Ogre King let out a long, low growl, and his one good eye flashed. His thick fingers crawled slowly along his belt to the handles of his hatchets. 
 
    “I’m gonna—” he started to say. 
 
    “Ah, the mouth part of you is making sounds that are bothering me,” I interrupted. “Please just shut your slobbering cock-sucking device and make it stop.” 
 
    That did it. That one got him right in the sensitive parts, like a sack-shot to the ego. 
 
    The Ogre King charged, hatchets drawn, and the final battle commenced. 
 
    I didn’t mess around. I used a nature magic spell to weave some of the branches from the dead bushes around us into a spear and sent it shooting at the Ogre King’s chest. 
 
    It should have skewered him like a big hunk of blue kebab meat. Instead, just before the nature magic spear hit him, it burst apart in a shower of sawdust, as neatly as a pencil being pushed into an industrial sander. 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    Hobbling as he was, the Ogre King had a large stride. He was grinning with his lopsided mouth as he drew closer. 
 
    I tried another spell at him, a flurry of sea elf magic that edged snowflakes with razor-blade like ice. They swarmed and swirled around the Ogre King, but before they could dice him up, they burst into steam. 
 
    It’s the cuirass, I thought. The bastard might not have any magic of his own, by the looks of him, but he does have magic-repelling armor. Great. 
 
    I fell back, parrying desperately, as the Ogre King barreled into me, the two of us exchanging a flurry of blows. Sword and hatchets flashing and ringing in the wintery light, I sought to capitalize on the Ogre King’s anger, but the ruler of the ogres was a competent wielder of his two rugged weapons. 
 
    As we fought, I tried a couple more small spells at him, but to no avail. They were either plucked from the air as I cast them or simply failed altogether. 
 
    It looked very much like we were going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.  
 
    With a deep growl, the Ogre King swung one of his hatchets at me. I skipped backward, feeling the wind of the weapon’s passing across my face. In reply, my razor-edged sword flicked out and caught the Ogre King across his bare forearm, parting flesh as easily as cloth.  
 
    The monstrous fiend seemed not to feel it. 
 
    Not impervious to steel then, I thought. So be it.  
 
    He swept a hatchet up and around in a feint that turned out not to be a feint, moving more quickly than I supposed his bulk might. I got my sword up to parry just in time, but the force of the impact sent me reeling across the scrubby garden to fetch up leaning against the ornate well near the rear of it.  
 
    I spun to the side, the Ogre King’s hatchet smashing down on the stonework and sending stone fragments flying. The other hatchet came sweeping across again, and I suddenly knew how the wheat felt at the approach of the scythe. I blocked again, the ringing impact sending vibrations all the way up my arm and into my head. 
 
    Aware that the Ogre King had the stamina and strength to follow up attack after attack, and I was running low on magical ideas, I cast desperately around for a way to gain a crucial second in which I could formulate a killing counter.  
 
    I rolled to the right, came up, and slashed at my foe’s thigh, but the Ogre King deflected the blow with a snorting laugh of derision. He caught my next cut with his hatchet, and the next, but had the following one skitter across his magical breastplate, leaving a scar across the leather. 
 
    Promising, my brain said encouragingly. He can be cut and so can his armo— 
 
    The Ogre King lashed out unexpectedly, and I received a belter of a kick right in the guts from his large boot. The kick drove the wind from me and sent me flying backward. I rolled backward on the landing and somehow managed to gain my feet and get my guard up once more. 
 
    “Die!” my adversary roared as he came on. 
 
    I dodged and weaved as the hatchets whistled down again, quickly responding with two jabs from my sword. The Ogre King leaned back a little, and I lunged forward, my sword lashing out feebly to score a couple of lines across the broad, battle-scarred magical breastplate. 
 
    Despite the snow falling in ever thicker flurries, I was soaked with sweat under my armor. As for the Ogre King, he might have looked like a giant blue rubber balloon filled with muscles and covered in scars, but it seemed that the asshole didn’t tire. His barrage of blows continued, and it was all I could do to stay one step ahead of the brutish, slobbering ogre. 
 
    Eventually, unable to keep up with the brutal, relentless rhythm of swinging and pounding blows of the hatchets for a second more, I used some more sea elf magic to erect a barrier of ice and snow between myself and my adversary. 
 
    Focused as it was on the landscape, and not my opponent, the spell worked. As the screen of ice went up, the Ogre King stumbled back in surprise. 
 
    I could see the shape of the bastard through the glimmering wall of ice, as I took the time to catch my breath and stretch my cramped fingers. I could make out the sound of him laughing; a sound like a pig choking on an apple. 
 
    The shape moved, and the ice wall shattered. 
 
    The Ogre King was looking at me through his one good eye. The gleeful malevolence in it more than made up for the one that was missing. He tossed his hatchet into the air and caught it. Then he leaned back on the lip of the well with a grunting sigh and chuckled. 
 
    “Amalgamage,” he said. “That’s what they call you.” 
 
    “Better than what they call you,” I replied. 
 
    “You ain’t much.” 
 
    “True enough.” 
 
    “Why you keen to throw your life away then, eh?” the Ogre King asked. “Why you wanna throw it all away for them stinkin’ elves?”  
 
    “Throw it all away?” I said. 
 
    I had my breathing almost back under control now, but I couldn’t shake the heaviness that was settling on my limbs. As relaxed as I tried to appear on the outside, on the inside my brain was spinning like a circular saw as it tried to think of a way to end this. 
 
    “Anything I have to throw away I only have because of the stinking elves, as you ironically refer to them,” I said. “I was almost snuffed out like a bug on my home-world when one of your big-ass blue followers appeared. A nature elf saved my life. I wouldn’t call dying to try and repay that favor throwing anything away.” 
 
    The beginnings of an idea were tickling the back of my head. Desperately, I tried to explore it, trying to push it from the back of my head into the palm of my hand so that I could…  
 
    Throw it away… 
 
    Throw it away!  
 
    The Ogre King tossed one of his hatchets spinning into the air and caught it again. 
 
    “You fight good,” he said. “You fight different. But you’re still gonna die. And I’m going to feast on your flesh today.” 
 
    He tossed his other hatchet twirling into the air in a show of utter disdain. 
 
    I didn’t have time to worry about whether it was going to work or not. 
 
    I threw my sword. Sent it blasting forward, propelled by my muscles and boosted with magic. It crackled with wild elf magic harnessed from the storm, with sea elf magic harnessed from the frozen water all around, with blood elf magic harnessed from the spilled blood of the elves down below. 
 
    These magics lent my throw a speed far beyond my arm’s capabilities, but it was the kinetic energy of my initial throw, massively enhanced as it was, that caused the sword to punch into the Ogre King’s capacious sternum. 
 
    The hatchet he had tossed up fell to the floor with a clatter. The fucked up mouth opened in mute surprise. 
 
    I lunged forward, grabbed hold of the handle of the blade that Firnous had gifted me, twisted it savagely, and wrenched it free. All of a sudden, and much to his astonishment and shock, the Ogre King was staring bug-eyed at a pile of his own intestines in his lap. In the cold winter air, which was singing down from the stormy peaks of the Gold Tops just above us, his innards steamed merrily. 
 
    “How?” he croaked, trying to squash some of the glistening coil back into the hole I’d made in him. “Magic…?” 
 
    “Nothing as exciting as that, I’m afraid,” I said. “Just physics.” 
 
    “Phys—?” the Ogre King started to say.  
 
    I cut him off by booting the heavy bastard hard in the chest. I’d told him I didn’t have the time to listen to his shit. Now, I found I didn’t have the energy either. 
 
    With a little mewl of surprise, the Ogre King toppled backward into the well. As he went, something slipped out from under his armor. Something on a leather thong. 
 
    In a flash of realization, the power of the ogre’s seemingly innocuous cuirass became clear to me. 
 
    My hand darted out and snatched at the object just in time, just before the Ogre King disappeared into the terrible, yawning abyss and was swallowed by the dark. 
 
    I stood panting in the growing snowstorm, my breath blowing out of me in clouds. I felt numb, now that my part had been played. Light-headed and slightly empty. I looked down into my clenched fist, the twin ends of the leather thong trailing out from it, and opened it. 
 
    Another part of the amalgamage’s signet—a big piece—glinted up at me. Gleaming with that peculiar, captivating oily sheen it had. Absently, I pulled the other fragments from my pocket and fitted them to the sharp edges of the fresh one I had just retrieved. 
 
    There was no showy occult flash. No clap of thunder. The fragments simply all sealed into one another, leaving me with an almost perfect half of a signet ring. 
 
    “Where is the rest of you, I wonder,” I breathed, running a finger over the signet. 
 
    The sound of fighting from below came muffled to my ears, though whether this was due to the snow or my exhaustion I wasn’t sure. It broke me from my reveries as I stared at the almost perfect half of the signet. I shook my head and tucked it into an inner pocket. The sound of combat made me realize how I hurt. I hurt a lot. 
 
    I didn’t mind though. Without the physical discomfort, the hurt, the knocks I’d taken, the blood, and the strained muscles, the victory would have remained incomplete, somehow. 
 
    “Shit, maybe Nelri was right,” I whispered, each word coming out in a puff of hot, vital breath, little reminders that I was still alive. “Maybe she was right. Maybe the best luck does come through ordeal.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the fight, covered in the blood of my enemies as well as my own, feeling elated but exhausted, I walked back through the long garden. Thanks to the Ogre King, the space hadn’t been too hot to look at when I had arrived, but after our fight, it was going to need a team of elven decorators and landscapers to get it back to sun elf levels of grandeur. 
 
    There was only the one door leading from the observation garden, so I walked slowly toward it. My head ached, my sword arm felt like it had been cast from lead, and I was weary as only a surfeit of magical exertion could make someone. All in all, I felt like a pie that had just been drop-kicked off the roof of a parking garage. 
 
    The door to the Solburg fortress creaked open after I leaned heavily against it. The hinges gave a mournful screech, and then the huge hardwood portal groaned to a halt. I sighed. Clearly the goddam ogres hadn’t done much in the way of maintenance. 
 
    I stepped out of the cold air and swirling snowflakes and into the relative warmth of the high-ceilinged passage beyond. A vermilion rug, much tattered and covered with muddy ogre footprints now, ran away from me, right down a long sloping hallway that looked to curve around at the far end before continuing on its way down toward the heart of Solburg. 
 
    This rug, running like a dirty vein into the bowels of the bastion, was matched by smaller ones that branched off on either side of the hall that looked to lead through lesser doors. Once beautiful tapestries dangled limply from walls overrun by mold or moss. Between each banner sat a small altar full of guttering candles. They’d probably been nice beeswax candles, the likes of which we used back in Varglade, at one point. Now, the little altars were home to squat, oily candles that burned with a greasy flame and had left long streaks of black up the beautifully laid walls. 
 
    Having no easier options, I advanced down the hall with my sword drawn, leaving the swirling snow behind me. 
 
    The fighting was still going on outside in the streets and courtyards, but the interior of this part of the citadel was eerily quiet. It was so quiet that I thought that, if I just listened hard enough, I’d be able to hear the building snowstorm pressing in on the walls. 
 
    My initial thought was to go looking for the rest of my gang. More than anything, I wanted to ascertain whether or not all my friends were alive and well. I was stoked, obviously, that the Ogre King was dead—hopefully still plummeting down that well and into the cold, pitch dark heart of Tavalon. 
 
    All was quiet as I descended. I was just allowing my guard to relax somewhat, and starting to imagine the meal we’d put on in this place to celebrate our victory, when I felt a curious pull at my senses. 
 
    It was a strange sensation, lying somewhere between that feeling you get when someone’s eyes are on you and missing a step when you’re walking down the stairs. It was insistent and weirdly irresistible, like a whisper calling directly to my body without bothering to notify my ears or brain. Moving of their own volition, I found my legs bringing me around a corner and down one of the short side corridors that ran off the main passageway. 
 
    There was only a single door at the end of this short corridor. Under the bottom of this door, which was fairly nondescript apart from a faded inscription carved into the lintel that I could not read, a shimmering light flickered. 
 
    I entered. I pushed open the door, despite being well-versed on just why entering such a room might be considered a fucking terrible idea fraught with all kinds of peril. I entered, because I didn’t really think my mind could have taken it if I didn’t. Something deep within me told me that, if I tried to fight the urge that had come over me, there was a good chance that my brain would have been turned to sour cream. 
 
    This door swung open with a silence that owed itself to some real quality workmanship or the fact that the door was being used often. When I stepped into the room beyond, I found myself in a surprisingly grand space. It might have been a private study or a small deserted library or even a throne room that had been repurposed. 
 
    A striking dais of black marble sat in the middle of the beautiful room, illuminated by the silver-gray light of the snowstorm coming in through a quartet of tall, thin windows set into one wall and flanked by deep red curtains. Two large statues depicting solemn figures stood on either side of the dais. Each of the figures had its head bowed and its arms extended reverently toward the dais. In front of the black marble were a couple of plain wooden benches, which reminded me a lot of the pews you would find in a church back on Earth. 
 
    What with the grand austerity of the room, the pew-like benches, and the overwhelming, yet indefinable, sense of awe that suffused the place, it did not take too much imagination to think that someone—or something—had been worshiped here. 
 
    What that thing might have been would have been obvious to someone with even an ogre’s meanness of intelligence. 
 
    The dais was completely covered in a labyrinthine design of etchings. There were swirling clouds, trees, creatures, and figures all mixed up and swirled around. 
 
    And engulfed in fire. 
 
    All that was ominous enough, in a beautiful and incomprehensible kind of way, but the dais was nothing compared to the massive crystal ball that stood balanced upon it. 
 
    It was vast, about half as tall as I was. The point of contact, where the perfect crystalline sphere touched the dais, looked impossibly small for an object that looked so intrinsically heavy. It was filled with a slow moving fog. The fog, or whatever it might have been, moved with a grace that captivated the eye in much the same way that flames did, or clouds moving across a high, blue sky. It was mesmerizing. Mesmerizing on a primal level. 
 
    But, under the veneer of spellbinding beauty there was something about the object. Something that struck me as not good. 
 
    Not good at all.  
 
    For what felt like the longest time, I stood and gazed at the crystal ball. Below it, all across the dais, the carved flames seemed to flicker and move in the corners of my vision. Whenever I looked down, though, the illusion stopped, and I couldn’t convince myself that it was just the trick of the light. 
 
    After looking down for the fourth time, a sudden resounding voice hammered all the sense out of my head. 
 
    It was such a commanding, ancient, awful, do-not-fuck-with-me-you-puny-mortal kind of a voice that, in my exhausted state, it literally brought me to my knees. Logic told me that it was coming from the crystal ball, that it was being projected from the object and through the air, somehow. However, what it felt like was someone carving the words into the inside of my chest cavity with a red-hot knife and then shooting them into my head with an airgun.  
 
    “Ah, so it is true,” the voice said, “the Amalgamage has returned.” 
 
    I found that my eyes were watering and my head was hanging down. Cold perspiration, which had nothing to do with the snow falling outside the windows, had sprung up all over my body. 
 
    I looked up, raising my head with a real effort. 
 
    There was a face staring out at me from the top third of the crystal ball. It was a woman’s face—indubitably a woman’s face. The face was cold and proud and without color, seemingly sculpted out of the swirling mist of the ball. As I looked harder at it, I saw that she had pointed ears. 
 
    “Who… are… you?” I asked, my tongue thick and clumsy in my mouth. 
 
    The female face did not answer, but remained appraising me haughtily. As I continued to watch, the outline of a body formed in the spectral mist. It was a fine body, as bodies went. Yet every angle of it, every line, somehow spoke of a deep-seeded malevolence. The woman in the crystal ball had the beauty of a cobra—a sleek, graceful elegance that could be appreciated just as much as it was prudent to fear it. 
 
    “You killed the ogre, the one that styled himself a king,” she said. 
 
    Without meaning to, I nodded. 
 
    The woman laughed then, a high, cruel laugh made of acid and venom and razor-blades. The sound drove the air out of me, made my stomach muscles contract, and stung my ears. 
 
    “Kings,” she spat. “Such fragile little things, regardless of what they themselves think. So much potential to be used lethally, though. Left alone, the one you killed would have run rampant, and destroyed the very thing he thought he wished to rule. Yes, he had potential, but he was small-minded.” 
 
    With some of her focus directed elsewhere, I found myself able to raise my head. 
 
    “You’re… an… an elf,” I said. 
 
    The woman’s face snapped around to look at me once more, but this time I was expecting the strange pressure she seemed to be able to exert upon me, even through the crystal ball. I managed to straighten my back, but could not quite find the energy to get up off my knees. 
 
    The woman smiled, and somehow the gesture made her more evil-looking and demonic than she appeared before. Her teeth, regardless of the fact that they were molded from smoke or fog, looked sharp enough to tear my windpipe out. 
 
    “I am an infernal elf,” she said simply, her voice almost purring as it reverberated through the passageways of my head and turned my nerve-endings into jelly. 
 
    “Don’t… Don’t be so hard… on yourself,” I managed to say sarcastically. “We all… have our off days.” 
 
    The infernal elf’s almond-shaped eyes narrowed. It was impossible to say what color they were, but they darkened perceptibly. She took a couple of steps toward me, dark gray knee-high boots forming out of the smoke. When her form filled much of the crystal ball, she stopped and looked down at me from the dais.  
 
    “I will have you for myself, amalgamage,” she said. “You have robbed me of a puppet I was almost ready to release in retribution upon Tavalon. So now, you will take his place.” 
 
    “Well, it’s… nice to be wanted,” I gasped as the sweat dripped off the end of my nose. 
 
    She smiled and laughed again, the sound hitting me in the heart like a dagger or a fang. I groaned and rocked back on my haunches. 
 
    “Yes, I will have you for myself,” the infernal elf repeated. “And I will have you soon. Until then, Jake Walker.” 
 
    The crystal ball went blank with an abruptness that sent me reeling backward so that I landed hard on the stone floor. For a moment or three, I just stared up at the ornate ceiling and listened to the comforting sound of my own heartbeat thundering in my ears. 
 
    “She may be a bitch,” I said to the ceiling, when I had enough air in my lungs to utter the words, “but she’s a bitch with style.” 
 
    Outside, the sound of elven horns being raised in song suddenly cut through the thickening flurries of snow. It sounded like the fanfares that heralded victory. It sounded like we had won. 
 
    “That’s something,” I said, hauling myself into a sitting position with a lot more grunting and panting than the exercise should have called for. 
 
    I eyed the blank crystal ball distrustfully. “That’s more than something.” 
 
    There was the sound of a door banging open somewhere fairly near at hand. There was a clash of swords, a few snarling roars that were cut off, and then a collection of booted feet, running, came pounding in my direction. 
 
    I staggered drunkenly to my feet, my sword back in my hand. I couldn’t think when the thing had started weighing as much as a sledgehammer. 
 
    “Jake?” I heard someone yell. “Jake?” 
 
    A warm smile spread across my face. My sword point drooped, and I leaned against one of the mighty stone pillars that held up the ceiling. 
 
    It was Lilah. 
 
    “In here,” I called, as loudly as I could. “I’m in here!” 
 
    The footsteps thundered toward me. The next second, the door had crashed open, rebounding off the wall behind, and Lilah was with me. She was accompanied by Rosa, Simone, Ilya, and Penelo. All of them were liberally splashed and flecked with dark blue ogre blood, and their shoulders and hair were damp with melted snow. 
 
    “Hi, guys,” I said. 
 
    The four women rushed toward me and almost knocked me off my feet with their joint embrace. For a long time, I just enjoyed the feeling of them pressing against me. Four of my friends, at least, were alive. 
 
    “The others?” I asked, in a slightly muffled voice. 
 
    “All the Varglade Council members are so far accounted for,” Ilya said, “though we aren’t sure where Kea is.” 
 
    “The last anyone saw of her, she was herding some of the last surviving ogres over the edge of a cliff with those fun moon elves,” Rosa said. “She’s fine.” 
 
    “I have to say though that it would’ve been nice if she’d invited us along for that kind of thing, sis,” Simone said. 
 
    “Oh hush, Simone,” Rosa said. “I’m sure there are lots of escapees out in the woods that we can hunt down once we’ve had something to eat and a good, long drink to celebrate.” 
 
    Simone looked around the room. “Once it’s cleaned up a bit, this won’t be too shabby a place to see out the winter,” she said in a critical voice. 
 
    The two wild elven siblings fell to bickering amongst themselves. 
 
    “So, it’s over?” Penelo said, her voice betraying stunned disbelief. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “it’s over. For now.” 
 
    I didn’t voice the gnawing feeling that I had that there was more, and possibly worse, to come yet. The face of the infernal elf still burned in my mind’s eye. 
 
    “Jake,” Lilah said, planting a kiss on my cheek and stepping away, “where’s the Ogre King? Is he… Is he dead?” 
 
    I nodded and smiled. “Very dead.” 
 
    Lilah nodded and returned the smile with interest. Then, she turned and looked at the huge crystal ball that she must have seen when she first entered the room. “What are you doing in here? What is that thing?” 
 
    My own smile lost some of its luminosity. 
 
    “That, Lilah,” I said, “is going to be a whole other story.” 
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