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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, so it is true,” the purringly sibilant female voice said, “the amalgamage has returned.” 
 
    Each word reverberated through the passageways of my head as if they had been sounded on a gong, bouncing from one neuron to the next like an endless Newton’s cradle. 
 
    I shook my head. I was standing outside of a door. Where the door had come from, or where I had been before I found myself standing there was… unclear. Unimportant, now. 
 
    All that mattered was the door and the shimmering light flickering from under it. Apart from the light, the door itself was fairly nondescript save for a faded inscription carved into the lintel, which I couldn’t read. 
 
    “Come, show yourself to me, Amalgamage,” the voice boomed through my head again. 
 
    Fucking infernal elf, I thought. Goddamn infernal to the last degree. 
 
    Why I thought this particular voice was so dratted and annoying, I didn’t quite know. 
 
    Did I even mean infernal? Infernal or internal? 
 
    The woman laughed then; a high, cruel laugh comprised of sugar-dusted razor blades and honey-dipped hypodermic needles. The sound thrilled me and killed me by inches, acting like a double fish hook through my spine and cerebellum. 
 
    The door opened. I didn’t touch it. Never even raised my arm. However, the portal opened nonetheless. Silently. An ode to some top notch craftsmanship or a nod to the ominous, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    Abruptly, I found myself in the room beyond. There was nothing at first, only a swirling gray smoke, but then an unexpectedly grand space, which was surprisingly familiar, coalesced out of the whirling fog. It looked to be a private study or, perhaps, a small deserted library, or even a throne room that had been changed to suit another purpose long ago. 
 
    A striking dais of finely sculpted marble sat in the middle of the beautiful room, illuminated by a sort of silver-gray light that reminded me of a snowstorm—had there been anything visible outside a quartet of tall, thin windows set into one wall and flanked by luxurious-looking curtains. 
 
    Two large statues depicting solemn figures, unknown to me, stood on either side of the dais. Each of the figures had its head bowed and its arms extended reverently toward the low stone stage. In front of these two figures were a couple of plain benches, which reminded me of the pews you would find in a church back on… back where I had come from. 
 
    What with the grand austerity of the room, the pew-like benches, and the overwhelming, yet indefinable, sense of terrible veneration that pervaded the place, it did not take too much imagination to think that someone—or something—had been worshiped here. 
 
    The laughter sounded again, jarring my mind like a needle skipping across a record, dislodging the uncomfortable notion that I had been here before, that I had thought these thoughts before…  
 
    For a moment, I thought the laughter was coming from the dais. It was completely covered in a labyrinthine design of etchings. There were eddying clouds, trees, creatures, and figures all mixed up and swirled around. 
 
    And all of them were engulfed in silver fire. A silver fire that was alive and moved hungrily around the dais. 
 
    I blinked. Frowned. All of this was ominous enough, in a beautiful and incomprehensible kind of way, but there was something about the dais that niggled at me. There was something missing. Something that drew my attention to its absence like a lost tooth draws a probing tongue. 
 
    A ball, my sluggish mind hypothesized. A ball of… crystal. 
 
    In a flash that lit my mind’s eye, I saw it. Saw what should have been there. 
 
    It was a vast crystal ball, 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 appeared so intrinsically heavy. If it had been there, it would have been filled with a slow-moving fog. The fog, or smoke, or whatever it might have been, would have moved with a grace that captivated the eye in much the same way that flames did.  
 
    It would have been mesmerizing. Mesmerizing on a primal level.  
 
    “And I am not mesmerizing, Amalgamage?” the voice hissed. 
 
    The top of the dais, where I had been gazing absently, snapped into focus. 
 
    A face stared down at me from a space some six feet above the dais. It was a woman’s face. It was proportionally perfect and beautiful, yes, but it was also cruel, haughty and without mercy. As my gaze ran over it—and I wouldn’t have been able to take my eyes from it if there’d been a gun to my head— I saw that she had pointed ears. 
 
    An elf, then. The damned infernal thing, I thought. 
 
    The face was without a body and had seemingly coalesced out of the swirling smoke, of which everything in this place was made. Even as I thought about how weird and unlikely it was that an entire place should be constructed from something as insubstantial as smoke, the outline of a body manifested out of the thickening fumes. 
 
    It was an excellent body, as bodies went, radiating prowess, agility and power. Yet every angle of it, every line of musculature defined by the solidifying smoke, somehow spoke of a deep-seeded vindictive viciousness. With the uncanny stretching of time that was unique to nightmares and traumatic situations, the elf woman was made whole. She had the sleek beauty of a cobra—a streamlined, graceful, lethal elegance that could be marveled at just as easily as it was prudent to fear it. 
 
    You are not good, I thought to myself, the conviction forming in my mind instinctively. 
 
    The woman opened her mouth and laughed again, making me wince and grit my teeth so hard that I feared they might shatter. 
 
    “Imagine if we lived in a world where it were all so simple, Amalgamage!” she said, baring her pointed teeth. “Wouldn’t it be nice and neat if Tavalon was a place where the evil folk could be conveniently located somewhere, insidiously committing their evil deeds. What a fanciful fiction it is, the idea that all that is necessary is for someone like you to come along to separate them from those you deem to be good and eradicate them.” 
 
    She crouched and wagged a claw-tipped finger at me.  
 
    “When you are not here though, you know this is not the case,” she said. “You know that this world, and whatever world you hail from, are the kinds of worlds where the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every sentient being.” 
 
    I tried to answer her, tried to form an argument, to tell her that I knew people who didn’t have to wage any such daily war with themselves, but my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth.  
 
    “And who do you know, Amalgamage, who is willing to destroy a piece of their own heart, hm?” the elf purred. 
 
    I came from a good place. I knew that, although I was struggling to recall the details. I shouldn’t have doubted that, but this female apparition was making me. She was eroding my sense of self, her presence chipping away at my identity and beliefs. The thing was, where I usually lived, in a place where everybody I knew was virtuous of heart, this woman stood out because she wasn’t. 
 
    No, this female elf, whoever she was, exuded malevolent intent like a captivating perfume. As far as her obvious ill-intent went, she was unapologetic. 
 
    And, in a part of my male psyche that would forever be a silly, impressionable little boy, I was wowed and hooked by that acknowledged lack of care about how she came across. It was the confidence that snared me. The hardy fearlessness. The complete lack of shame for being who she wanted to be. The comfort and genuine honesty for acting in any way she liked. The imperturbable readiness of being able to just stand there and say to the world: ‘Yes, this is how I present myself to you, this is how I wish you to see me and know me. I know you fear me, I know I worry you, I know you don’t trust me—and I don’t give a fuck.’ 
 
    “You killed the ogre, the one that styled himself a king, Amalgamage,” she said. 
 
    Without meaning to, I nodded. I had a feeling we’d had this conversation before. 
 
    “Kings… Leaders…” she said, scorn dripping off the words as she drew the last letter into a scalding hiss. “Bridge-makers and grave-diggers. Foolish beings who do not see that the only destiny waiting for them is to lose all that they ever gained.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I asked. 
 
    I knew the answer to this one too, didn’t I? Still, I found myself hungering to hear her answer. I longed to hear her make them real.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if I had spoken the words or only thought about speaking them. Such concern became irrelevant, as she answered me all the same. 
 
    “I am an infernal elf,” she replied simply, her purring voice icy cold as venom in the vein. 
 
    “I know,” I said, knowing for sure now that she was an Infernal elf, not just an infernal elf. Even though I was suddenly aware of this, I spoke the quip I was certain I had made before. 
 
    “Don’t… Don’t be so hard …on yourself. We all… have our off days. That’s the line, isn’t it?” 
 
    Her almond-shaped eyes narrowed. It was impossible to say what color they were, them being made of solidified smoke as they were, but the shades of gray darkened perceptibly. She leaned further toward me, resisting the gravity that should have required her to put her hands out to balance or support herself. Her dark gray knee-high boots were resting a clear inch above the surface of the dais. She looked down at me. 
 
    “I will have you for myself, Amalgamage,” she said. “You have robbed me of a plaything I was almost ready to release in retribution upon Tavalon. As I said before, this means you will now take his place.” 
 
    “Well, it’s… nice to be wanted,” I gasped. 
 
    The cold eyes narrowed further. Disdain and derision were written upon every inch of the woman’s flawless face. 
 
    “We’ll see how nice it is when you start to inadvertently destroy everything you hold dear,” she said. “You will be mine, Jake Walker…” 
 
    Jake Walker…  
 
    Jake Walker…  
 
    Jake… Walker…  
 
    Jake…  
 
    “Jake!” 
 
    My eyes snapped open, and I took in a deep, gasping breath. My heart hammered in my chest, fluttering and banging like a bird trying to free itself from a cage of skin and bone.  
 
    “Jake!” called a female voice—a different female voice. A familiar one that I soon recognized as Lilah’s. “Jake, are you coming?” 
 
    Such had been the clarity of the dream, that I felt like I should have been wrapped in my bed sheets, sweating and panting. As it was, I was lying serenely on my back, staring up at the thatch of Lilah’s cottage roof. 
 
    “Let him be,” I heard Nelri, the other elf I shared this cottage with along with Lilah, say to the nature elf Matriarch. “He was restless last night. He will catch up with us.” 
 
    I heard the door open and close. The soft tramp of my companions’ footfalls, squeaking and crunching in the fresh blanket of snow that had fallen during the night, soon faded. 
 
    I looked sideways as I tried to hold onto the dream fragments. Outside the window, under the eave of the roof, I could see fat flakes of snow falling lazily past the whorled panes. A peaceful sight. A peacefulness that was not mirrored by my inner turmoil. 
 
    I sighed slowly out through my nose. Even three weeks after the battle with the Ogre King at Solburg, I was being plagued by these dreams. Sometimes the scene would play out just as it had in reality. Other times, like last night, there would be subtle differences. Some nights it felt less like I was visiting a memory and more like I was being visited by the mysterious and ominous Infernal Elf. 
 
    I pushed myself up from the pillows, leaving the warm depression of my body in the fragrant and comfortable straw and snawfuss hair mattress. 
 
    Just a dream, I thought. 
 
    Yeah, it might’ve been just a dream, but people who thought dreams weren’t real just because they weren’t made of matter, of physical particles, didn’t know dreams. Since I had found myself pulled into the world of Tavalon, I had been forced to face the fact that those things I had previously thought of as dreams could be real. 
 
    In fact, all too often they were. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Taking time to enjoy the little things” was a common idiom that had taken on a fresh meaning for me, ever since I had fallen through the portal that Lilah had conjured between Tavalon and Earth. Back on Earth, before I had been trapped in this strange and wonderful elven world, I had been less inclined to see the beauty in the day-to-day things. 
 
    I suspected that the drudgery of my existence had played a crucial part in this. I was a small cog in the brutal, merciless, uncaring machine that our society had become. I had lived paycheck to paycheck, working my ass off just to survive, just for the privilege of existing. I had spent my days eking out a meager existence, all the while being bombarded twenty-four-seven by advertising and marketing telling me what I needed to buy in order to finally be ‘happy.’ 
 
    Back on Earth, back in my old life, nothing had ever felt in tune. Nothing had ever felt like it made sense. I had always had the indefinable sense that our society was heading for a cliff edge. What was more, we were all heading toward it knowingly and with smiles on our faces. 
 
    I had become so accustomed to people just blindly grabbing at and jumping on the bandwagon of whatever was going: veganism, health foods, ice baths, cronuts, hypnotism, group encounters, Tinder, writing a novel, yoga, the cinnamon challenge, fidget spinners, smashed avo on toast, fucking rubber loom bracelets, and then being shocked and surprised that nothing lasted and things changed. 
 
    I supposed that people had to find things to do while waiting to die. While stopping to smell the roses was a pleasant thought, most people only wanted to try it until the next thing came along. 
 
    I had become disillusioned with a nation that had felt more and more like a third world country dressed in Prada. 
 
    Now, though…  
 
    Getting dressed in the cozy comfort of the snug elven cottage that I shared with Lilah and Nelri was a lengthy routine, but it was soothing. There was an element of ceremony to it, almost. There was a reason to wear what I wore. 
 
    Previously, in my job as a salesman at a high-end clothing store, I had thrown on the most expensive shit I owned each morning. This had been in an attempt to wow customers, sure, but it had also been one of the myriad ways I tried to trick the outside world, and myself, into thinking that I was okay with my lot in life. 
 
    As I pulled my linen shirt over my head and then tucked it into my soft hide trousers, I smiled. Nowadays I had far less stuff, but it was all practical and useful. I didn’t have to think about what I had to wear, or why, because my clothes all served a purpose. 
 
    The breastplate I wore was made from many v-shaped layers of green leather and blackened steel with pointed edges and subtle decorative swirls and botanical patterns that you could only really see when I moved into direct sunlight. I had not made a habit of wearing it of late, but the winter days were steadily getting colder, and I thought that if I was going to layer up, then I might as well add a layer that protected me. 
 
    The breastplate covered almost everything from the neck down and ended at the top of my groin, making sure that all those important, squishy parts of me—my liver and lungs, for instance—were protected. 
 
    Not for the first time, I ran my fingers admiringly down the sides of the custom-made piece of armor. The back and front pieces of the cuirass were held together by the strange and organic material known to the elves as foewoemis. 
 
    The making of foewoemis was one of the nature elves’ most closely guarded secrets. It was constructed by the careful layering of a rare type of reed found only in very specific areas of the Torrwood. The reeds were compressed using nature magic until they had the tensile strength of the finest steel plate. Essentially, this produced a kind of Tavalonian kevlar. 
 
    After this, I covered my upper arms with my rounded, layered rerebraces, made from leather and thin slivers of perfectly beaten steel, which sat under the leather and metal-scaled shoulder plates of the cuirass. 
 
    My forearms were then covered by my vambraces, which appeared to be constructed entirely of leather, but were stiff enough to hint at the sheet of metal that lay between the layers. Each of them was adorned with a small antler, which was attached on each outer side, pointing upward and following the line of my arm. 
 
    Lilah had told me that the spiked antlers were both decorative and practical. The small deer from which mine had been taken were, according to her, a hardy wild breed, and their antlers could not be shattered by blade or bow. The points could never be dulled, although I had yet to prove that in combat. 
 
    On my upper legs, over my comfortable and tough pants, were leather thigh plates, which conformed to the shape of my legs as snug as a glove. 
 
    My lower legs were protected by leather greaves, which had a masterfully crafted bird’s upper beak attached on each outer top side. They were strapped securely to my shins and protected my knees as well as the front of my legs. 
 
    Last but definitely not least, I pulled my knee-high riding boots on. They might not have had the timeless style of my Doc Martens, which were the only item of my old clothing that had not been consigned to the flames of the fireplace and were tucked safely into a downstairs cupboard, but they were sturdy and tough, not to mention supple and light.   
 
    Ready to face whatever the day flung at me, I descended from the mezzanine bedroom, strode across the homey and welcoming living space, and stepped out into the morning. 
 
    The cold air hit me like a soft slap in the face. The last vestiges of sleep, which had been clinging to my dream-fogged mind like spider silk, left me. It couldn’t have been much above forty degrees out there. So crisp was the air that I almost started coughing when I inhaled that first breath. 
 
    “Cloak day,” I gasped. “Definitely a cloak day.” 
 
    I stepped back into the house, grabbed the garment that was hanging on a peg by the back door, flung it around my shoulders, and fastened it at the collar. The cloak was a gift from the Matriarch of the dark elves, Zuthry. 
 
    “From our shadow weavers,” she had explained as she pushed the garment into my unsuspecting hands one day at the start of winter. “Woven from the harvested threads of the giant glow worms that live deep within the sorts of caverns that dark elves like to excavate and call home.” 
 
    My former job as a retail sales assistant had taught me what expensive and superior quality fabric felt like. The cloak in my hands was so soft and light that I might have mistaken it for a thick liquid cascading through my hands if I’d had my eyes closed. It was as soft as merino or cashmere.  
 
    “I can’t take this,” I had said at once, using the line most popular with those who have never been able to afford anything truly decent in their lives, but also won’t suffer to let their pride accept charity. 
 
    Zuthry had shaken her head, laughed softly, and pressed the cloak harder into my hands as I tried to give it back to her. 
 
    “It is not just a pretty gift, Jake Walker,” she had told me pragmatically. “Winter is on our doorsteps, and I noted that you have nothing truly warm to combat it. Lilah and Nelri told me as much.” 
 
    Well, she had me there. I had looked down at the cloak in my hands, noting how the color was not just black, but an array of all and every shade of black with a few shimmers of silver and gray thrown in. 
 
    “The shadow cloaks of the dark elves are wondrously warm, yes, but they will also keep you concealed in the dark places where amalgamages might be forced to tread.” 
 
    As I stepped back out into the biting chill, the cloak instantly taking the edge off the bitter winter weather, I recalled those words. Now, after the vivid dream of the infernal elf, there was a creeping feeling growing in my stomach. My palms tingled in anticipation, but in anticipation of what I didn’t know. 
 
    Standing on the small back porch, I breathed out a long breath, trying to rid my mind of the directionless ominous feeling. My breaths plumed in the cold air in front of me, evaporating into a pearlescent blue sky. 
 
    “Beautiful day,” I muttered. “Pull your head out of your ass and enjoy it, Jake.” 
 
    I walked through the dormant back garden. In his straw-filled shed, Sundance raised his head and crooned a greeting at me.  
 
    “Hey, boy,” I said to the lounging giant lizard. “Don’t get up for me, by any means.” 
 
    Sundance was half buried in the fresh straw I had filled his little home with only a couple of days ago. The basilisk raptor peered out at me with his unblinking, predatory orange eyes with their vertical pupils. He looked about as content as could be. He growled softly in his throat, and his eyes closed sleepily. I snorted quietly and trudged on. 
 
    When the snow had set in, it had been my human instinct to worry about him sleeping outdoors. He had, after all, become a pet to me—albeit a pet that could eviscerate an ogre, run faster than a cheetah, and tear a troll apart in less time than it took to say ‘Is that my small intestine?’. Lilah had laughed my concerns down the moment I had voiced them, though. 
 
    “What do you think his feathers are for, Jake?” she had asked. “He is used to weathering winter storms out in the wilds. The shed that he calls his home offers more warmth and protection from the elements than he has probably ever known.” 
 
    The idea that Sundance might have felt like he was living it up warmed me almost as much as the shadow cloak 
 
    I opened the back gate and stepped out into the lane. 
 
    I walked down toward the main bustling hub of Varglade. The cold weather had turned the massively upgraded elven settlement into a fantastical winter wonderland. More than ever, the restored cottages looked like the quaint houses you might find on the packet of an old-fashioned brand of waffles or cookies. It would have been impossible for my mood not be lifted walking down through the township. 
 
    I looked with childlike awe at the shapes the mountain winds had sculpted the freshly fallen snow into overnight. There were flowing folds of perfect smoothness, curving down from the thatched eaves of some of the houses like waves frozen in the midst of breaking. There were tapering spires that had been honed to the finest points standing on the gables of some of the distinctive wild elf houses.  
 
    As I walked through one of the crooked, narrow streets of Varglade, which led down toward the river, I found myself strolling through cleared hollows with knife-edge rims. Above me, the lips of these hollows overhung me, and I saw that the snow was so delicate that it was almost transparent. 
 
    As I walked through this chilly and beautiful postcard village landscape, a thrill of boyish elation passed through me. Wrapped as I was in my cloak and my warrior’s attire, I couldn’t help but feel slightly gallant in the middle of that scene. The romantic part of my soul couldn’t resist picturing me as the intrepid ranger character making his way through a wondrous settlement. 
 
    I crossed over the river, using one of the footbridges that had recently been fortified by the influx of sea elven workers, those whom Kea had invited to come and make Varglade their home. The sea elves’ element might have been water, but they were fantastically skilled builders too when it came to erecting structures that could withstand the relentless abuse of water. 
 
    I paused halfway over the bridge to look around. Under my feet, the river was white and quiet. It was frozen at the edges, and only the swiftest central channel was still moving, the sound of it muffled by the snow and ice. 
 
    I raised my eyes, taking in the high, snow-covered bulk of the barrier hedge. I couldn’t believe that the sentient magical barrier, which was so high now that it would’ve taken scaling ladders for an enemy to try and breach it, was the same natural structure that had been here when I had arrived. Back then, it had been little more than a garden hedge ringing a bunch of dilapidated hovels. 
 
    “And now look at you,” I whispered fondly to it. 
 
    The barrier hedge was well and truly solid now. Wide enough at the top for five elves to walk abreast across its ramparts. It was more like a wall than a hedge. For security’s sake it had no official gateways, but opened entrances wherever allies wished to enter Varglade. Although it looked like nothing more than a great curving fell at the moment, I knew that it was stuffed to bursting with defensive elf magic; dark, nature, wild, moon, blood, and sun. 
 
    Poison-tipped thorns waited to extend with the speed of a praying mantis’s arms should an enemy be dumb enough to try and climb it. There were also a few thick trunks running through it thanks to the wild elves channeling their magic into the sentient barrier. These tree limbs acted as yet another kind of defense mechanism, shooting out to smash any airborne attackers from the air. 
 
    There were many jewel-bright crimson beetles, enchanted by the blood elves, that lurked in the protected foliage. These brilliant little supernatural creatures acted as white blood cells, converging on any damage sustained by the barrier hedge and healing it in numbers, almost like a scab.  
 
    As if all that was not enough, there were watch towers built and manned by keen-eyed elves along the entire circuit of the barrier hedge. Varglade was as well protected as it had ever been, according to Firnous—and that cantankerous old fellow didn’t hand out praise lightly. 
 
    I moved on. Passing elves greeted me warmly, despite the frigid gusts of wind that swept the streets. In many cases, and much to my awkwardness, elves would actually stop what they were doing and bow to me, smiling. Often, and depending on where they hailed from or what race of elf they were, they would also make distinctive and reverential little signs. The dark elves, for instance, would cover one eye with a hand. This, I had learned from Nelri, was a sign of respect and denoted an adventurer who had one foot in the light and one in the dark. 
 
    I had no idea what the time was—I hadn’t seen anything resembling a clock since I had arrived in Tavalon—but as the morning drew on, the wind picked up. If winter was not already in full swing, then it was only a matter of weeks before it was. It was a time of sudden changes, of danger out in the wilds of the Torrwood. The sky had been a shimmering heavenly blue when I left the house, but I could already see dark clouds pressing down heavily over the western forest. 
 
    As I looked thoughtfully at that, reminded suddenly of how capricious and deadly the weather could be to those wandering abroad, a smattering of snowflakes drifted gently from the sky, propelled by the cold wind rushing down from the distant mountains and through the streets of Varglade. 
 
    “You’re going to have to do more than blow a little if you fancy stopping our expansion and upgrades,” I muttered, pulling my cloak collar more snuggly around me. 
 
    Everything was ticking along nicely. Although the onset of cold weather had reduced the pace of renovating, progress continued with the inexorable onward momentum of a glacier carving out a fresh valley.  
 
    As I walked aimlessly along, hoping that I would bump into one of my close friends but in no way desperate for company, I let a feeling of contented pride wash over me. The town was bustling: carpenters, blacksmiths, thatchers, bakers, leatherworkers, dyers, fletchers, weavers, and a host of other craftsmen could be seen sitting on their porches or in their workshops plying themselves diligently to their trades. It was good to see in itself—talented elves of all races doing what they loved to do—but it was the sense of community purpose that really filled my cup. 
 
    Those men and women who, only a few weeks before, had been applying themselves to building siege weapons, forging armor and swords, or fletching arrows—in response to the war we had waged with the Ogre King at Solburg—were now using their talents to benefit the little town. Instead of magically enhanced catapults and ballistae, they were building more homes and other structures. 
 
    What are the most beneficial things for people to do with their lives? I pondered as I watched a hunter hand a brace of plump winter geese to a butcher and exchange a few bantering words. 
 
    I had wondered about that a lot as I grew older. The longer I lived in Varglade, the more inclined I was to think that there were many things people could do. But I thought that the most daring and worthwhile thing might be to create stable communities in which the terrible disease of loneliness, which was so prevalent in our Earthly cities, could not rear its head. 
 
    If that was a worthwhile end to pursue, then it could certainly be said that the inhabitants of Varglade were doing their bit admirably. Now that the Ogre King had been dealt with, his few surviving minions scattered to the winds and left to hide in whatever dark corners of Tavalon they could find, and Solburg returned to the sun elves, more elves were coming out of hiding. 
 
    Word of the expansion and flourishing rebuild of Varglade had been attracting new elves of every kind from all over Tavalon. Not only that, but Lilah, Kea, Rosa, Zuthry, Penelo, and Ilya had been sending scouts out to contact the errant elves of their races.  As more and more refugees and displaced elves streamed into the nature elf settlement, the more rapidly the elves already living in Varglade tried to expand the township to keep up with their new numbers.  
 
    Yeah, I thought, everything is fucking peachy. Everything but…  
 
    As if on cue, the slightest tremor vibrated up through the soles of my boots. If I had been on one of the busier avenues, like Broadway, with all its foot, cart, and snawfuss traffic, I might not have noticed it.  
 
    If I had been one to doubt my senses, something I was less inclined to do the more attuned and elvish I became, I might have disregarded it. The icicles dangling from the thatched eaves of a chandler’s shop just above my head waggled to and fro, though. 
 
    I had felt the ground vibrating on and off for the last couple of days. Each time, it had been barely perceptible, but I could feel it. At first, I had thought it was simply a gentle earthquake, or maybe a distant avalanche shaking the ground as it roared down some gully. None of my close companions seemed duly worried about this, but they were all much busier than I was, organizing the steady influx of members of their own races. 
 
    “No,” I muttered to myself, closing my eyes and feeling the subterranean shaking continue through my soles. “No, something feels… off.” 
 
    “I hope it’s not the milk supplies,” a voice said from nearby; so close, in fact, that it was almost in my ear. “Although in this weather, there’s probably more risk of freezing than going sour.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I jumped, opened my eyes, and found Rosa standing just behind me. She was dressed in her usual motley of autumnal hues, the oranges, reds, and browns standing out all the more fiery against the glinting backdrop of snow and ice. 
 
    “Jeez, Rosa,” I said, “you scared the shi—you scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope not,” Rosa said with a slanting grin. “I find the hell in people the most interesting part. It’s more fun than all those cliched good bits, isn’t it?” 
 
    Before I could answer, Rosa snapped her fingers a few times, her silvery purple hair flopping over her mischievous face. 
 
    “Speaking of milk and good bits,” she said, “I’d like to thank you on behalf of all the wild elves for getting everyone onto this iced cream concoction of yours.” 
 
    “Ice cream,” I corrected. 
 
    “That’s the one,” Rosa said, tracing one of the tattoos that snaked out of the neckline of her top with an unerringly accurate finger. “Who would have thought snawfuss cream could be used like that!” 
 
    “Who would have thought that the snawfuss could be such an incredibly versatile animal,” I said, laughing at the shining glee in the wild elf’s face. 
 
    The snawfuss were creatures similar to deer. The nature elves of Varglade had long ago farmed them for their meat, and had recently taken up the practice again. Their fur could also be used to stuff mattresses and make clothes, while the cream and milk lent itself beautifully to making ice cream. 
 
    “I still blame your sister,” I said, grimacing good-naturedly and rubbing my stomach. 
 
    “What did Simone do?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “She gave me that damn mushroom tea of hers, and I got the munchies. I started craving ice cream. I told her, she asked what it was, and the next thing you know, we’re creeping down to the snawfuss paddock in the dead of night to scrounge some cream and milk from the watchers guarding the herd.” I shivered at the memory of that nocturnal excursion. “I almost froze my—” 
 
    “Promise me,” Rosa said, stepping toward me and giving me the lascivious look that only a wild elf could produce, “you will not let that happen. Rather your legs fall off than… those.” 
 
    I laughed again. “Trust me when I tell you that I will do my utmost to ensure that does not happen.” 
 
    “Good,” Rosa said. With an agility that I imagined would take me decades to emulate, if I ever did, she hopped up onto the rail of the wooden fence I had been leaning on. She balanced on the slick, snow-dusted railing as easily as if it had been as wide as a road. 
 
    “Still, it’s amazing what you can do with some egg yolks, cream, and sugar,” she said, switching legs absently. “Now, are you going to tell me what you were muttering to yourself about?” 
 
    “These tremors,” I said, my smile wilting a little, “have you felt them?” 
 
    Rosa made a sound of agreement and then turned a slow, backward handstand on the fence rail. 
 
    “Indeed, Jake Walker,” she said, while still upside down. “Is that what’s eating you? The wobbly ground?” 
 
    I shrugged. It was hard to worry about much when you were hanging around Rosa, Simone, or any of the wild elves for that matter. While they might lose their shit over something as relatively mundane as ice cream, it took nothing short of the end of the world to raise much excitement in them, so far as threats to their personal safety went. 
 
    “I just can’t help but feel,” I said slowly, “that there is… there’s just…It feels as though something is going to happen, but I’m not sure what. Does that sound crazy? Or am I just looking for something to be wrong because life is so damn good at the moment, and I’ve been raised in a world where it’s believed that if something seems too good to be true, then it usually is?” 
 
    As I thought she might, Rosa shrugged—although this was slightly hard to see because she was standing on her hands. 
 
    “I have not ever been still, Jake Walker,” she said. “I have been a seeker, a wanderer. I have never ceased to question stars instead of books. Always and forever, I will listen to the teaching my wild elf blood whispers to me. If your blood, your instincts, are telling you that something is coming… Well, perhaps it’s just gas, or perhaps it is something more.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind it just being gas,” I admitted, looking around at the dazzlingly beautiful streetscape. “If it meant that everything would stay as peaceful as it is now, then I’d take gas for days.” 
 
    Rosa returned to standing the right way up, looked down at me thoughtfully from her precarious perch, and then said, “I wonder if my sister made a similar pact with the universe. It would certainly explain a lot.” 
 
    I laughed, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that my heart knew that something was coming. 
 
    Rosa hopped down from the fence and put her arm through mine. Gently, she headbutted my shoulder. “Cease your worrying and fretting, Jake Walker. Instinct is a tricky beast; a thing that should not be ignored just because it is inexplicable. Saying that though, there’s no point worrying about a thing until it manifests itself. Then, depending on what it is, you can always kill it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s hard to argue with that,” I replied as the two of us began strolling around the edge of the square, avoiding the heaps of piled snow.  
 
    “I can see why you might be feeling uneasy,” Rosa said. “And I’m not just talking about the wobbling ground.” 
 
    “The way you call it ‘the wobbly ground’ really makes me feel like something I should be freaking out about, so thanks for that,” I quipped. “What else makes you think that I’m right?” 
 
    Rosa pursed her lips. “There is still a shadow hanging over us.” She glanced up at the massing clouds to the west. “After all, the threat isn’t neutralized yet, is it? The Ogre King might have been sent back to the mud from whence he came, but what about all that stuff you told us about the giant crystal ball talking to you in Solburg?” 
 
    “How do you manage to make one of the most uncanny experiences of my life sound so… prosaic?” I asked, chuckling again and nudging Rosa with an elbow. 
 
    She shrugged again. “I’m just telling you what you told us. The Ogre King was merely a puppet for another evil—the Infernal Elf that you saw in the talking crystal globe.” 
 
    At the mention of the Infernal Elf, I was assailed by another mental image of her cruel and beautiful face. It flashed across my mind’s eye like a searing brand on the back of my retinas. The wind gusted fat flakes of snow around us. I shivered, half thinking that I could make out the sound of the Infernal Elf’s cold laughter in the breeze’s bitter voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said slowly. “Yeah, so far as potential pains in the ass go, that Infernal Elf struck me as the kind that could get a lot worse if she put her mind to it.” 
 
    Our conversation lapsed, but the peace only lasted for a few moments. Less than a minute later, Penelo sprinted into the square. She slid to a halt a few paces from us, her tangerine braid flicking across her face as she skidded to a stop. 
 
    “Hell of an entrance,” Rosa said approvingly. 
 
    Of all the elves, Penelo and her sun elves looked most suited to this wintery weather. The furs that swathed her neck and trimmed her cloak, taken from a golden-wheat colored animal the likes of which I was yet to identify, looked warm and snug. Snow settled on the very tips of the furs, making sure that the cold flakes didn’t make it anywhere near her skin. 
 
    It made me think, not for the first time, just how obvious it should have been to me when I first met the woman that her people hailed from the mountains. As was usual for her, she wore her pants tucked into her boots. This was an affectation that the sun elves did, not out of any sense of fashion, but for practicality. No one wanted to wade through snow and then get soggy pants, did they? 
 
    “Jake… Rosa,” Penelo greeted the two of us in her sumptuous, high-class accent. I always loved listening to her talk. If my typical American accent had been a good old-fashioned F-150, then Penelo’s would have been a Bentley Mulsanne. 
 
    “Penelo,” I said. “Is everything okay? You look—” 
 
    “I need you to come with me. Now,” she said, her amber eyes boring earnestly into mine. “Both of you.” 
 
    Not okay, then, I thought.    
 
    “Sure,” I said. I knew enough that there was little to be gained by asking questions out here in the cold. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Penelo led me and Rosa to the newly constructed Varglade Council Hall. 
 
    The building had been erected when it became clear that the kitchen of Lilah’s little cottage was just not big enough to comfortably seat all those elves who were the movers and shakers of their separate races. 
 
    The building itself was one of my architectural designs. It was based on my idea of what a log cabin should be—being a city slicker my whole life, I had always wanted to live in one as a kid. There was a dash of the Viking long hall to it, which had been given the nod of approval from Kea, who had told me that it reminded her somewhat of the town hall in Cliffshall Skerry. 
 
    When we rounded the corner of the lane that led to the hall, I saw white smoke billowing from the chimneys at either end of the building. If I had not been so deep in the gradually growing township, I would have seen that smoke and recognized what it meant: that a meeting of the council had been ordered. It was something I had thought up when designing the place, taking inspiration from the ceremony of papal conclave and the way the College of Cardinals communicated with the outside world how they were going with their picking of the next Catholic big dog. 
 
    In the wintery morning air, which was becoming more and more dense with fat swirling flakes of snow, the smoke was less visible than it might have been. Still, the sight of it sent a thrill of foreboding through me. I glanced sideways and saw Rosa looking at me. She was grinning.  
 
    That didn’t do anything to calm my nerves. When a wild elf grinned at me, it more often than not heralded looming catastrophe. Or a fight for my life.  
 
    There were wooden carvings of each of the members’ likeness hanging on the walls of the Varglade Council Hall, flanking the inside of the ornate doors. To my chagrin, and at Lilah’s insistence, I had found a likeness of myself hanging alongside those of Ilya, Zuthry, and the rest. 
 
     I entered the Varglade Council Hall behind Penelo, with Rosa moseying along at my heels. As soon as we walked through the second set of doors that led into the warm confines of the central chamber, I saw that all the council members were there, fervently talking around the long fire pit. 
 
    “They are here,” Penelo said as the others looked up from their chat. 
 
    A crimson rug ran from the far end of the hall to the doors through which we had just entered, and it was matched by smaller ones on either side of the hall. Animal skins adorned almost the entirety of the rest of the floor space in an attempt to mitigate the cold.  
 
    The simple banners and sigils of the numerous elvish clans hung from the walls. Between each banner was a large wall sconce made from antlers and filled with beeswax tapers. All of these were lit and in turn illuminated the depictions of the fiercest creatures of this strange land, which had been masterfully carved along the walls. 
 
    Slim windows, curtained with crimson draperies were set high up in the walls. Usually they would have filled the chamber with natural light, but they were now closed against the snow and cold. 
 
    The Varglade Council was a fairly mercurial bunch. It kept expanding as more elf clans were brought into our fold. What was more, it wasn’t made up solely of the Matriarchs of the different clans, although Firnous had confided to me that back in the day that would have been the case. 
 
    As it was, it was composed of those who had been most instrumental in raising elves to their former glory, bringing the clans and races together as had not been done in countless hundreds of years, and defeating the tyrannical threat of the Ogre King.  
 
    I looked around the long fire pit at all the familiar faces. The glowing coals emitted a fiery orange light and let off a wonderful heat. The sweet smell of apple wood was in the air, but it felt a little out of keeping with the stern visages surrounding the fire. 
 
    Nelri and Lilah were there, of course. On the other side of the pit to them, Jie, Liu, and Xie, the three moon elves, sat quietly. All three of them looked and were dressed as identically as they ever did. Kea, Simone, and Ilya sat down the bench a little ways from them, talking amongst themselves in hushed voices. Zuthry and Firnous were sitting close together, as they always did, and sharing a jug of what I assumed was dark elven fortified wine. 
 
    Shit, things must be dire if they’re cracking into that stuff, I thought as I took a seat and held my hands out to the smoldering coals. 
 
    “Thank you for coming, Jake and Rosa,” Lilah said, and the chatter died down as the meeting came to order. 
 
    Rosa made an inarticulate sound, having shoved a stick of roasted meat into her mouth, but which I thought was a ‘thank you.’ 
 
    From where she lounged, her sister, Simone, rolled her eyes. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” I asked. 
 
    Lilah gestured to her right. For the first time, I noticed that there was a figure waiting in the wings of the chamber. Judging by his mop of bright red hair, he was one of Ilya’s folk, a blood elf.  
 
    “Who’s this?” I asked. 
 
    Whoever he was, he looked like he had seen better days. As he stepped toward the fire pit and came into the light, I saw that he looked disheveled. The poor bastard was visibly shaken. 
 
    Lilah sat back and allowed Ilya to field the question, no doubt because she was Matriarch of the blood elves. Clad in her habitual all-white plate armor, the beautiful blonde elf, with her almost transparent glass-colored eyes, almost appeared to be clothed in reflected orange flames. 
 
    “This is Ruven,” Ilya said, “one of my most skilled and trusted scouts.” 
 
    When I looked closer at him, I saw that his woodsman’s garb was covered in a thin layer of soot. I had thought at first that the white he was wearing to camouflage himself with the snow was actually gray. His clothes, apart from being sullied, were slightly tattered. 
 
    “I suppose you should tell us what happened to you then, Ruven,” I said, trying to keep my tone light despite the fact that the shit appeared to be heading right toward the windmill. 
 
    “Ruven has already apprised us of what has happened,” Ilya said, “but he may do so again.” 
 
    The scout nodded at his Matriarch and then cleared his throat. 
 
     “Something terrible is happening in the mountains near Solburg,” he said. 
 
    Good, straight to the point, I thought. No messing around. 
 
    “Ogres?” I asked. 
 
    Ruven shook his head. “I was scouting for errant elves, for any and all of our brothers and sisters that might still be wandering Tavalon, as we scouts had been instructed to do.” 
 
    “And to great effect,” I interjected. “We need all the help we can get to make this place as impregnable and efficient as we can.” 
 
    “As you say,” Ruven said with a nod. “I was making my way across a bluff, heading for a gorge where I hoped to take shelter for the night, when I saw a massive trail of smoke drifting from the Goldtop Mountains.” 
 
    The scout cleared his throat again. Feeling sorry for the guy, I grabbed a horn beaker, filled it with wine, and motioned for him to come and grab it. He did so, looking a little surprised, and drank gratefully. 
 
    “The weather was setting in and the light was fading,” Ruven continued in a stronger voice, “and so I couldn’t make for the disturbance straight away. In the morning, however, the smoke was just the same, if not thicker, so I raced there to see what was causing it and to make sure there was nothing amiss.” 
 
    “To make sure the Ogre King or some of his remaining minions weren’t making a nuisance of themselves?” I clarified. 
 
    He nodded. “In truth, I was hoping that it might be a band of elves. I had been on the trail of a group for some time, but the weather had made it impossible for me to gain on them.” 
 
    “I’m guessing by the way that you look like you’ve been lightly smoked that elves weren’t responsible for it?” I asked. 
 
    Ruven shook his head. “As I hiked closer the smoke became more intense, and the ground… it shuddered beneath me. Like it was in pain, almost.” 
 
    I looked around at my friends and saw that they looked just as grim as I felt. 
 
    “You don’t think it was just a bog-standard earthquake?” I asked. 
 
    Ruven shook his head again. 
 
    “Go on with your tale, Ruven,” Ilya urged. 
 
    “Suddenly, as I was traversing, a burst of liquid fire the likes of which I have never seen burst from the ground.” 
 
    Ruven shook his head and ran a hand through his soot-streaked hair. His eyes had taken on that glassy look that people get when they’re visiting particularly sharp memories.  
 
    Memories that are still sharp enough to cut if you’re not careful. 
 
    “I don’t know if it was fire m-made solid,” he stammered, “or, if such a thing can be, rock made liquid. I just… I just don’t know.” 
 
    He was describing lava, of course. I knew that. I glanced around the circle, but none of the others looked like they were going to shed any light on this. Suddenly, I was struck by an intriguing notion. I had never given it any thought, not ever having had cause to, but it seemed to me that none of this generation of elves had a clue as to what lava was. 
 
    Now that I think about it, I’ve never seen or heard anyone talk about volcanoes, I thought. 
 
    Ruven started talking again, so I didn’t have time to voice my thoughts or explain this phenomena to everyone. 
 
    “The r-rock or f-fire or whatever devilry it was spat into the air and came raining down,” he said. “It burned wherever it landed, even the snow! Trees were struck by the molten rain and were consumed by flames, even though they were wet! It made no sense to my eyes. It m-made me think of a giant or a god striking a forest-sized piece of iron in the f-forge…” 
 
    Ruven swallowed, blinked, and looked up at me, coming back to himself. 
 
    “I ran for my life, Amalgamage,” he said, “and I don’t mind admitting it. I didn’t stop until I got back to Varglade.” 
 
    He dropped to one knee beside Ilya, his Matriarch, but when he spoke, his words were directed at me. 
 
    “I humbly ask for forgiveness for my cowardice and submit to any punishment you might deem—” he started to say in a stoical voice. 
 
    “Ah, don’t give me any of that shit, man!” I said, springing to my feet and making my way around the fire pit. “Are you serious? You expect me—you expect any of us—to tear you a new asshole for being afraid of something you didn’t understand? You shouldn’t ever be afraid of being scared, buddy. To be afraid is a sign of common sense, for goodness sake. Only complete dumbasses are not afraid of anything, or say that they aren’t afraid of anything.” 
 
    As I helped him to his feet, I caught a glimpse of Ilya and Lilah trading small smiles. 
 
    I shrugged internally. All that stuff was what I truly believed, and if it was going to keep this poor guy from getting a lashing, then voicing it was worth it. 
 
    I patted Ruven heartily on the back and tried, without luck, to brush some of the soot off him. 
 
    “Thank you, Amalgamage,” he said. 
 
    “For what?” I asked. “We should be thanking you, Ruven, for risking your ass out there to check out something that might have killed you.” 
 
    I held out my hand to the scout, and we clasped forearms in a sign of companionship that was uniform among all the elven races and clans. 
 
    “So, thank you,” I said. “Now, get the hell out of here and go get some rest—but only after you’ve grabbed yourself something strong to drink.” 
 
    With a fleeting smile of thanks, Ruven bowed to the council and took his leave. 
 
    When he was gone, the council unanimously voiced that they didn’t know what the hell to make of the remarkable occurrence the scout had described. 
 
    “It sounds to me like what we’re dealing with is an active volcano,” I said. 
 
    This drew a series of blank looks. 
 
    “And a volcano would be…?” Nelri asked. 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks. Architecture had been my thing, not earth sciences. I endeavored to  describe a volcano in as succinct a way as possible.   
 
    “In essence, it’s a mountain filled with liquid fire called lava,” I said. “This liquid fire gets backed up with pressure the same way a boil does before it bursts. Eventually, the pressure builds to such a degree that—pop—the fiery mountain blows its top. Next thing you know, you’ve got a Dante’s Peak on your hands.” 
 
    “A Dante’s Peak?” Xie, Jie, and Liu said in unison. “What’s a Dante’s—?” 
 
    I waved my hands. It had been a while since I had forgotten myself and slipped up with a pop culture reference from home. 
 
    “It’s not important,” I said. “What I mean is, when this happens, when a mountain pops off, what you get is a very bad day—if you’re in the way, that is.” 
 
    “A fiery mountain popping off like a boil?” Simone said to Penelo. “That sounds like some real mushroom-related chat to me.”  
 
    “You have these volcanoes back on your homeworld?” Lilah asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And how do you go about dealing with them when they…?” 
 
    “Erupt,” I supplied helpfully. 
 
    “Quite,” the nature elf said. 
 
    “Back on Earth, the first thing they’d do would be to evacuate anyone nearby,” I replied. 
 
    I frowned and looked over at Ilya. 
 
    “Is there anyone nearby?” I asked, realizing that I hadn’t asked Ruven the obvious when he had been telling his tale. 
 
    Ilya nodded her magnificent blonde head. “Solburg,” she said. 
 
    And that is why everyone is looking so uneasy, I thought. Shit. 
 
    “Normally,” I said, thinking out loud, “an evacuation like that would take a lot of time and benefit from a good deal of pre-planning.” 
 
    “Pre-planning?” Rosa said, in a faintly nauseous voice. 
 
    “But here,” I said, barely listening, “we have magic at our disposal…” 
 
    I looked up at Ilya and Lilah. “I figure that, working together, we can minimize damage to Solburg, if this volcano is looking like it’s sending some fiery badness that way.” 
 
    Ilya nodded, a smile playing on her lips. 
 
    Despite the encouraging look, I found myself getting a little hot under the collar. I took off my cloak and folded it carefully next to me on the bench. 
 
    “But,” I said, “we’ll have to get there fast.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in my old Earthly life, it was easy as pie to prepare yourself for any situation imaginable. This was largely due to the mother of all inventions, the internet.  
 
    I think the mass of information had given people the false impression that they could deal with all sorts of scenarios—although I had yet to find a definitive answer to the age-old question of whether, if you were swallowed by a whale, you could swim all the way through its intestines and out of its…Well, the point I was making to myself was that I came from a place where it was easy to think you knew what you could do if faced with something like, say, a volcanic eruption. 
 
    But what you would actually be able to do when you faced such a scenario, that was another thing entirely.  
 
    It was the difference between an animal being kept in a really realistic enclosure and then being released into the wild. 
 
    And that was where magic came into its own. In that hot and stressful place, where the hammer met the powder, elven magic proved its worth. It had been as invaluable as a  Swiss army-like tool. 
 
    Once again, time was not on our side. I guessed it never was when the midden was hitting the windmill. I hadn’t been soliloquizing when I’d said we had to move fast. Tide and time waited for no man, and I didn’t reckon that erupting volcanoes did either. 
 
    I didn’t know what we might face when we reached the place of the eruption, but from Ruven’s account, I doubted it was going to be a picnic. If his rattled expression had been anything to go off, it was going to be a pack-a-spare-pair-of-undergarments situation. 
 
    An elven council was different to a human council in innumerable ways. Whereas, so far as I was able to tell, a human meeting was basically just an excuse for people to eat as many cookies and donuts as they could, an elvish council actually got shit done. 
 
    Speed of action was one of the other chief differences. I think it was because no elf actually enjoyed being in a meeting, as they all had things they’d rather be doing outside. This impression of mine dovetailed with the longstanding view I’d had—thanks to my former retail manager, Perry Steele—that people who enjoyed meetings shouldn’t be in charge of anything. 
 
    In short, once elves decided on a plan of action, they goddamn put it into effect pronto. They didn’t sit around and say, “Great. Well. Let’s convene again next week to hash out the details—and don’t forget Glen, it’s your turn to supply the donuts.” 
 
    As such, things happened after we left the Varglade Council Hall, and they happened quickly. 
 
    As this news directly affected the sun elves who had re-taken their ancestral residence at Solburg, Penelo rushed back to the mountains as soon as she left the doors of the hall. With her went her swiftest trackers. They were accustomed to traveling in the cold and so I didn’t spare any thoughts for their safety. If anything, they were going to handle the journey to the mountains a sight more easily than myself and whoever I elected to accompany me. 
 
    “It’s going to be a small group,” I said to the others as Penelo departed and the doors of the main chamber thudded closed behind her. “We want to travel light and fast.” 
 
    “You have an idea of who you want to take?” Ilya asked. 
 
    I thought quickly. “Yeah, I think Nelri and Kea should do it.” 
 
    To my gratification, there was none of the messing around and the discussing or second guessing that I might have feared had I been on Earth. 
 
    Zuthry nodded. “You alone seem to have some idea of the threat facing our allies at Solberg.” She walked around the fire pit, reached down, and tossed my shadow cloak to me. 
 
    “Don’t forget to dress accordingly,” she said, raising one imperious eyebrow. 
 
    I grinned, swung the cloak around my shoulders, and fastened it. 
 
    “As you say, Matriarch,” I said. 
 
     “It is always worth remembering,” Firnous said, getting to his feet and standing close beside Zuthry, “that winter might very well be the time for comfort; for hot nourishing food and warmth; for a rest from long summer labors; for the touch of a kind hand; and for a quiet chat beside the fire in the evening; for, basically, being at home, but it is also the time when things that are ill-prepared for the wild die.” 
 
    I nodded seriously at Firnous. “For a second there, I thought you’d gone all soft on me, Firnous. All that talk of nice food and friendly hands by the fire.” 
 
    I shot Zuthry a wink that was so fast it might not have existed at all, but the older dark elf caught my meaning and colored all the same, a small knowing smile on her lips. 
 
    “Good to see that you tempered all the warm, fuzzy stuff with a warning about potentially freezing to death,” I said to Firnous. I gave him a thumbs-up. “I wouldn’t want you losing your edge.” 
 
    Firnous gave me one of the patient looks that he reserved for me. “And remember, Jake Walker, if you must throw your sword, in such frosty weather there is a chance that the blade might stick.” 
 
    I knew this already, thanks to the ever-wise Aelius Maximus Decimus Meridius in Gladiator, but I nodded my thanks all the same. 
 
    “I’ll try my best not to give anyone the sword-throwing treatment, Firnous, I promise,” I said. “Now that I’m getting more of a handle on my magic, I think tossing my sword will be a thing of the past.”  
 
    I had yet to fill Firnous in on one of the details of how the Ogre King had died. I didn’t fancy seeing the inevitable wince on his face, as I regaled him with how I had thrown my sword at the brute. 
 
    How I had sent it blasting forward, propelled by my muscles and boosted with magic. I was sure that the description of how the blade he had given me had 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 in the courtyard of Solberg, would do little to appease the sense of disappointment I’m sure he’d feel at me tossing away a perfectly good melee weapon. 
 
    “I’m sure you will, Jake Walker,” the old nature elf said diplomatically. 
 
    “We must hurry, then,” Nelri said. “I shall grab provisions enough for the three of us to make the journey to Solberg.” 
 
    “And I’ll go and fetch that sluggard Sundance,” I said. “While we’re doing that, Kea, you can get a couple of the karkadanns from the stables. Tell the hands there that we need two of their swiftest and most sure-footed mounts.” 
 
    Kea inclined her head and went to leave. 
 
    “Hey,” I called after her. 
 
    “Yes, Jake?” she said. 
 
    I looked the sea elf over. She was clad only in her usual garments, which essentially amounted to a skintight wetsuit made of something that looked a lot like seaweed. 
 
    “Zuthry and Firnous make a good point,” I said. “Are you not going to freeze your— Are you not going to be cold dressed like that?” 
 
    Kea shot me a wry smile. 
 
    “Have you ever been swimming in the ice-crusted northern oceans of Tavalon, Jake?” she asked. 
 
    “I can’t say that I have,” I admitted. 
 
    “Let me assure you, the falling frozen water here is nothing to the floating frozen water up those ways,” Kea said. 
 
    I shivered at the thought. “What were you doing, swimming about in a place like that?” I couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    Kea smiled at me as she put her hand to the door handle and pushed the tall wooden doors open. The intense light tangerine flames in the fire pit danced in the sudden breeze. 
 
    “Spear fishing,” she said simply. “There is no better underwater hunting ground in all of Tavalon than the frozen waters of the northern seas.” 
 
    It sounded like hell of a trial to me, and almost made me grateful that we were off in search of a volcano. 
 
    “Rather you than me,” I said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Nelri, Kea, and me to be ready to set out. In fact, the most time-consuming part was coaxing Sundance from his cozy straw bed. The lazy reptile was loath to give up his nest, but a couple of raw snawfuss steaks eventually brought him forth from the warmth. After that, it was the work of a moment to attire him in the basic saddle and rein set-up that he allowed me to ride him with. 
 
    In truth, the raptor’s tack was for my comfort and stability only. I used the reins to help stay on his back, but not to actually steer him. Sundance was too proud for that, and he and I shared a link that bordered on the telepathic anyway. The leather reins gave me something other than his feathers to hold onto, which was something I’m sure we were both happy about. 
 
     “Jake?” Nelri said as we exited through one of the barrier hedge’s spontaneously appearing exit points and set off on our journey. 
 
    “Yeah,” I called over my shoulder as Sundance trotted up the slope toward the eaves of the Torrwood. 
 
    “Is this likely to be dangerous, this volcano?” she asked. 
 
    There was no fear in the dark elf’s voice. Nor in her face, when I looked over my shoulder to peer at her through the peacefully falling snow. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll know for sure until we get there,” I said, ducking to avoid a snow-laden branch. “I don’t think it’s likely to not be dangerous.” 
 
    “Liquid burning rock and molten fire flying through the air certainly strikes me as holding plenty of peril,” Kea said. 
 
    I smiled mirthlessly at her. With the all-white background that surrounded us, Kea’s pearlescent white eyes, which were white from corner to corner, looked almost like holes that had been cut out of her head. It was a little unnerving. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We’ll be taking our lives in our hands when we reach the Goldtops, that’s for sure.” 
 
    The conversation lapsed for a while as our three mounts ate up the ground.  
 
    “How do the two of you deal with that?” Nelri asked suddenly. 
 
    “Deal with what?” I asked. 
 
    “With the threat of death,” she said. 
 
    I considered this. 
 
    “Honestly,” I said. “I try not to think about it. That might be a typical human response, I think.” 
 
    “I believe that is a typical male response,” Nelri said. 
 
    The three of us laughed. The noise in the silence of the woods sent a startled partridge flying laboriously away. 
 
    “I have never actually given that phenomena much thought, having never been asked the question,” Kea said after a moment. “For me though, I think that I build a little world, a little tale, inside my head. I construct a protective carapace around my mind, and that keeps the idea of sudden death at bay.” 
 
    “And allows you to wake up in the morning without screaming,” I added. 
 
    The two elves chuckled. 
 
    “That too,” Kea said. 
 
    Regardless of the looming unknown danger that drew closer with every passing mile, I couldn’t help but enjoy our journey through the Torrwood. I had never journeyed through it during the winter, and I was blown away by the still beauty of the place.  
 
    Nature during the winter months was a time of stasis. It was a time when almost everything bedded down or shut down, when most creatures hid away and waited for the spring to come. I had known this, but I realized that I had never really been a part of it until that moment. Winter in a city had been limited to the occasional curse when I stood in a pile of brown slush that the plows had pushed up onto the sidewalk, or, on the bitterest days, dodging from the warmth of one coffee shop to another as I made my way home from work. 
 
    Things were different in the forest. There was something incomparably peaceful about the place. A stillness, as if the whole forest was taking a deep inward breath that would only be released when the warmth of the summer sun returned and the shoots pushed on through the cold ground. 
 
    Icicles glittered from the branches overheard. The sporadic sun, if it managed to get a finger through the building clouds and the snow-covered branches, set the drifts to sparkling. For the first time I really saw the appeal of winter—not just in its own unique beauty, but in the way that it made you appreciate the sweetness of summer all the more. 
 
    Clearly, I was not the only one who was captured by the serene picturesqueness of our surroundings. 
 
    “We dark elves did not often come out of our caves during these raw months,” Nelri said. 
 
    She spoke softly, but still her voice came to me over the crunching squeak of the clawed feet and hooves of our mounts. 
 
    “I always thought that the coming of the snows was a bad thing, a brutal thing,” she continued. “Something that took life. I never really appreciated how the snow seems to almost embrace the trees and clearings.  It looks to me almost like it lays upon them all very gently. As if the winter is covering them snugly in a white blanket of its own making.” 
 
    Kea made a sound of agreement. “Yes, it strikes me like the cold season is telling most living things to go to sleep and rest until the summer comes once more.” 
 
    “Most living things,” I said. “But not us.” 
 
    Sundance snorted a plume of hot breath as he ran. I got the impression that he, more than all of us, would have much preferred to be in the warmth than out in the wilds, no matter how pretty things looked. 
 
    The trip, even traveling light and for long stretches, took two days. Halfway through the first day, we picked up the tracks left by Penelo and the two sun elves that had accompanied her. This made things a little easier, but not much, as the ground before us was broken. 
 
    This stroke of luck lasted until just after we had broken our fasts on the second day, when the snow returned. The clouds had been threatening a fresh dusting since we had left Varglade, but the pace set by Sundance, and followed by the doughty karkadanns, had kept us ahead of it. Stopping for the night had enabled the storm to catch us up. 
 
    The rest of that day was spent in a far less relaxing state of travel than the previous one. Everyone’s senses were tuned sharply to our environment. We did not fear ogre attack, not now the Ogre King had been overthrown, but getting lost in a blizzard would set us back hours. 
 
    “And we only have enough provisions for one more day at the most,” Nelri told me, when I brought this up as we rode.  
 
    I laughed ruefully. “Nothing says ‘relaxing trip out in the countryside’ more than wondering whether you’ll starve to death before you freeze.” 
 
    Happily, it did not come to that, but staying so alert and looking for signs that we were heading in the right direction was far more taxing than I had thought. By the time that the blizzard had blown past us, I was exhausted. 
 
    “This is foolishness!” Nelri yelled after we had been slogging through the steadily deteriorating conditions. “I can barely see Kea’s back in all this snow. We might be able to close our eyes to the evidence that the weather has defeated us, but we cannot close our minds to it.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “What do you advise?” 
 
    “There,” Kea said, pointing toward a clump of huge and ancient-looking fir trees. 
 
    When we went through the trees and emerged out into a clearing, I saw something that scrubbed the tiredness from my brain and eyes. 
 
    “Look,” I said, pointing northwest. 
 
    Through the tangle of branches ahead of us, I could make out the protruding tooth of the mountain that marked the end of the spur of the Goldtops. I could tell it was that particular mountain because there was a tall tower on the front of the naturally occurring bastion. This tower was topped, as I knew all too well, with a beautiful and well-placed courtyard, which doubled as a lookout. 
 
    Moving my head to the side so that I could peer around a lightning-struck tree that was little more than a blackened trunk now, I saw that 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 against the leaden sky behind. 
 
    “Solburg,” I breathed. 
 
    Nelri whistled from the other side of the clearing. I hurried over to her. She pointed without saying anything. 
 
    And there it was. I had not seen it at first due to where I was standing, the darkness of the sky it was set against, and the direction of the wind that was blowing, but I saw it now. From this vantage point, I could see what the scout must have seen, a pillar of thick, dark smoke filling the sky above the mountains. 
 
    “It’s dangerously close to Solburg,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Kea agreed. “And it looks to me like it is getting closer.” 
 
    Without another word, we mounted up and our group hurried along. 
 
    On the way toward the mountains, I had another stab at explaining what a volcano was to the two elves. I didn’t bother getting into all the tectonic plate side of things, even though it was, bizarrely, one of the few things I recalled about them from my high school geography classes. 
 
    “What it all boils down to,” I said, “is that a volcano is a rupture in the crust, in the top level of rock and soil, of a planet or a world, such as Tavalon.” 
 
    “Like a wound in a living thing?” Kea said as she gave her karkadann a nudge with her heels to speed it along. “The volcano is the wound in the skin of our world and the—what is the boiling rock called again?” 
 
    “The lava,” I supplied. 
 
    “Yes, and the lava is the blood?” Kea asked.  
 
    I nodded. “That’s actually a pretty great way to think of it. The gash in the crust allows hot lava, volcanic ash, and gasses, and probably some other stuff that I can’t remember, to escape from a chamber far below the surface.” 
 
    “How big are these chambers?” Nelri asked. 
 
    I shrugged, then I realized that she probably wouldn’t have seen the gesture under my shadow cloak, so I said, “I have no idea. How long is a piece of string.” 
 
    “Depends on the piece of string, I imagine,” Kea said instantly, in her cool, calm sea elf voice. 
 
    I smiled ahead at the forest. That was another thing that, apparently, had not transcended the space and time that divided the universe or dimension that I was born in and the one in which Tavalon was set: rhetorical questions. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Are you sure that a volcano like this has never blown up here before? It seems strange in a place that has so many mountains and hills.” 
 
    “As far as we know, as far as any of us who are now living are aware, one has never erupted in Tavalon before,” Nelri said. 
 
    “Certainly the sea elves of Cliffshall Skerry had never recorded such a thing, at least not in a way that I recognize after hearing you speak of them,” Kea said. 
 
    So, if something like this has occurred before, it has not happened often or recently enough for the elves to know about it, I pondered. 
 
    It might be that Tavalon was not as volcanically active a place as Earth was, for whatever reason. However, as Sundance zig-zagged his way through the white and black shapes of the trees, I couldn’t help but feel like this—none of this—was normal or natural. 
 
    As we wended our way toward the edge of the forest, a face swam into my mind’s eye, almost like it formed out of the snow that was being whipped down from the tree branches by the capricious wind’s chilly fingers. 
 
    A face that was cold and proud and without color. Almond-shaped eyes. Sharp teeth. 
 
    Could it have something to do with her? I found myself wondering. It can’t just be a coincidence; seeing her in the crystal ball in Solburg, and then a few weeks later having this happen. Can it? 
 
    They were interesting questions, sure, but I didn’t have any answers.   
 
    It was not long before we exited the trees and found ourselves on the far edge of the battle plain, the plain on which the first joined army of elves in centuries had defeated the Ogre King’s forces. 
 
    The plains themselves looked a lot more inviting than they had when I had last set eyes on them. Only a few weeks ago, those grasslands had been a churned mass of mud and detritus, thanks to the ogres who had been camped out on them. Now, the whole vista had been morphed into the epitome of a flawless winter tundra. It looked like nothing less than a vast white throw had been spread upon the land. 
 
    “I wonder how many of the foul ogres still lay under that pretty coverlet,” Kea mused as we sat our mounts for a second. 
 
    “None,” I said. “Penelo told me that one of the first things she and her people did was to gather all the fallen ogres, pile them, and burn them.” 
 
    We arrived at the narrow pass that wound up to the main fortress of Solburg half an hour later. Smoke haunted the air, the smell made all the more obvious and troubling by the crisp mountain air. 
 
    We made our way up the narrow defile that led to the mammoth gates of the bastion of the sun elves. We rode at a good pace, but not in panic. There was no point in ballooning the alarm and anxiety that had clearly gripped the place with the coming of the mysterious liquid fire and cloying smoke. I could smell the fear, perturbation, and despondency in the air almost as clearly as I could smell the reek of the volcano. 
 
    I rode with the partly completed Amalgamage’s Signet on display around my neck. The magical item still only looked to be half complete. Ilya had taken the liberty of having one of her blood elf metalsmith’s construct a beautiful but simple silver cage for the greasy-looking stone. Currently, it looked like half a ring, but I knew that word of it had gotten around Varglade, which meant that it would have gotten around Solburg too. I usually carried it tucked in my shirt, but I thought having it on display would negate a lot of potentially annoying security stops on our part. 
 
    “Where should we head, do you think?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably best to find Penelo,” Nelri said. 
 
    “And she’ll be?” 
 
    “In the thick of things, no doubt,” Kea said. “She has a forceful personality.” 
 
    Inside Solburg, the sun elves were scrambling. As we wound our way up through the fort, I noticed one of the overly pious sun elf religious leaders belting out what sounded like an end-of-day sermon in one of the courtyards. 
 
    “That’s never a good sign,” I said, pointing at the wizened elf. “As soon as those jokers start up, it’s only a hop, skip, and a jump from hanging the elected leaders from the front gate and burning the place to the ground.” 
 
    Nelri, who was riding next to me, looked at me in surprise. 
 
    “Really?” she asked. “That seems a little extreme.” 
 
    I made a face. “Maybe, I was being a touch facetious, but it’s still not a good sign.” 
 
    “The sun elves have always been, according to the histories, the more zealous of the elven races,” Kea said from behind us, her karkadann stepping around a female elf who was scrambling to pick up a basket of possessions she had dropped in her agitation. “Their leaders have often been guilty of forgetting, in the simpler and less refined days of old, that the crowd who cheer at your election are the same crowd that will cheer at your execution.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. That sounded familiar, all right. 
 
    “People love a show,” I said grimly. “Doesn’t matter who they are or where you go. People fucking love a show.”  
 
    The people in question, the sun elves, were in the middle of doing the terrestrial equivalent of battening down the hatches. As Sundance and the two karkadanns jogged through the cobbled streets, the sun elves slammed shut their doors and the shutters over their windows, rushing inside. 
 
    I looked up at the sky. It was definitely getting darker, but it was the smoke that was to blame, not the cloud. The snow-filled clouds were heading away, creeping around the spur of the mountain to go and take a dump on some lower and more easily accessible piece of land. 
 
    Then something soft touched my face. 
 
    More snow? I thought hopefully. That could come in handy in dampening whatever fires might be raging up on the higher slopes. 
 
    I reached up a hand to touch the flake of snow that had landed on my cheek. I looked down. 
 
    There was a smear of black on my fingertips. 
 
    “Not snow,” I said, squinting upward. “Ash…”    
 
    A voice calling my name made me turn around.  
 
    Penelo was moving through the throng of swirling elves, approaching myself and my two mounted companions. 
 
    “Penelo,” I said, “just the person we were looking for.” 
 
    “I was hoping that you would get here in good time, Jake Walker,” Penelo said in her haughty accent. 
 
    “We would have been here sooner if it wasn’t for the snow storm that caught up with us,” I said. 
 
    “No matter, you’re here now, and that is all to the good,” Penelo said earnestly. 
 
    I slid down from Sundance. As I did so, the basilisk raptor danced sideways and growled nervously. He cocked his fearsome head to one side and stared up at the uncanny gloaming that was stealing across the sky. 
 
    “I just hope it’s not too late,” I said.  
 
    It was getting darker by the second. Ash fell visibly now, landing on our shoulders and heads. Nelri gave her sable hair a shake, and a cascade of flakes that had not been visible tumbled out into the air. 
 
    “The Devil’s dandruff,” I muttered. 
 
    “What was that?” Penelo asked. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. 
 
    “What do you think we should do?” she asked. 
 
    I stepped toward her, while the icy wind swirled the ash around. It was a strange juxtaposition; the mountain cold and the whirling ash. Ice and fire, hot and cold coming together to make a special kind of hell. In close proximity to the sun elf, I could see the fear that she had almost, but not entirely, hidden in the depths of her amber eyes.  
 
    “Well,” I started to say, but was then obliged to halt as a deafening crack of booming thunder split the sky. 
 
    As one, myself and all the elves around us, and I imagine every elf in Solburg, looked upward. 
 
    A jagged bolt of orange lightning had split the dark gray clouds above our heads, which wreathed the taller mountain peaks to our left. My eyes followed the bolt. It seemed to hang in the ominous pall of clouds for far longer than it should have done; a molten crack in the slate sky.   
 
    Once the echoing boom had faded, I turned back to Penelo. She looked shaken and stirred, and not in the good way. 
 
    “Jake?” she said, “is this normal?” 
 
    How the hell would I know? I thought. This is my first first-hand volcanic eruption too. 
 
    It was practically a case of the blind leading the blind. 
 
    While I tried to formulate a plan, I elected to go with one of mankind’s favorite standby: stating the obvious so that you sound like you have a handle on the situation. 
 
    “The volcano is dangerous,” I said, “but like anything dangerous, I think there are ways to defend against it.” 
 
    “Tell us how and we will band together and make it so,” Penelo said earnestly. 
 
    I was slightly dubious about that. The sun elves were still an ant’s cock away from hysteria. The wizened doomsday elf had disappeared, but that was only because I thought he’d probably done a runner. 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks. “The greatest threat is the lava. If the gathering clouds and the ash are anything to go by, I’d say that the source of the trouble is somewhere in the peaks above us, slightly further along the spine of the Goldtops.” 
 
    I rubbed agitatedly at the stubble on my jaw and pinched the bridge of my nose. 
 
    ”The problem is though,” I continued, “that before we can dig trenches to direct it into a harmless gully or chasm or something, we need to know exactly where it’s coming from and where it’ll go. We haven’t had time to figure that out though, so it’s anybody’s guess at the moment.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is…?” Nelri said, looking at me intently. 
 
    Right, get to the fucking point now that you’ve talked it through aloud to yourself, Jake, my brain told me. 
 
    “There’s no other choice but to prepare to evacuate the sun elves from Solburg to Varglade,“ I said to Penelo. 
 
    Penelo looked stricken at these words. I could well understand why. The sun elves had only just reclaimed their ancestral home. The thought that they would now lose it to mother nature was a cruel one. 
 
    Kea started coughing, distracting me at that point. Now that she had started, I felt a tickle in the back of my own throat. The air was getting thicker. 
 
    I grabbed Penelo by the upper arm. “I know it’s a shitty thought, that you might lose the home you only just got back. Solburg is just a place, though. It’s not the sun elves.” I gestured around us. “They are the sun elves.” 
 
    “But, the elders will—“ Penelo said, her usually assertive voice faltering. 
 
    “Fuck the elders!” I said forcefully. “If they think a bunch of nicely arranged stones and a cracking view are worth dying for, then maybe you should leave them to it. As for the rest of your folk, you should think about how you’re going to get them out of here. Don’t you think so?” 
 
    It was a suggestion—almost a command. I tacked on the question at the end though because a question will usually make a panicking person stop and think for a second. A lot can happen in that second. What usually takes place is what I saw happen in Penelo’s eyes. 
 
    A dawning understanding of the simplicity of the situation. 
 
    Life or death. 
 
    Another awful crack of thunder echoed through the peaks. The sound was like a forest giant being snapped in half in a gale. It was accompanied by another searing bolt of deep orange light that fragmented the lowering clouds. 
 
    “This is it, Penelo,” I said, struggling to get the words past the rasp in my throat. “Life or death. That’s the choice.” 
 
    “It’s for the greater good, you think?” she asked, her eyes flickering around at the ancient elvish buildings surrounding us. 
 
    “Nah.” I cleared my throat before I could continue. “Nah, this is just one of those good and or bad choices. At the end of the day, those two options are just two opposing points on a circle. Whenever I hear the term greater good, I always just think we’re halfway back to bad.” 
 
    Penelo nodded, and I saw the steel enter her jaw. I hoped that it would spread all the way down her spine. 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “I will do as you say. I’ll get as many of our people ready to flee as possible.” 
 
    “Tell them to pack only what they might need to survive the trip back to Varglade,” Nelri said. 
 
    “Yes, do not let them burden themselves with unnecessary treasures,” Kea said. “I am sure that any sun elf worthy of the name knows in their heart of hearts that gold and jewels are not really the kinds of things that need be considered as precious possessions, but loyalty, family, and good faith in one another.”  
 
    Penelo nodded and made to leave. Before she disappeared though, I grabbed her again. 
 
    “Make sure you tell people to find some clean rags that they can use to help them breathe,” I said. “Get them to dampen them in water and then tie them around their face.” 
 
    To show that she understood, Penelo seized a sun elf banner nearby and ripped it into pieces for each of us. 
 
    “Good luck,” she said to the three of us. 
 
    “And to you,” Kea replied. 
 
    A second or two after Penelo had vanished into the crowd the volcano upped its game. If it had been making a fuss before, it started erupting in earnest now. 
 
    The ground shook. Somewhere out of sight, I thought I heard the sound of a building collapsing and a chorus of screams rise up into the thickening, fume-filled air. Lightning flashed more frequently through the angry heavens. The clouds pressed down. Ash grew thicker in the air, whisked this way and that by storm winds. 
 
    “What about us, Jake?” Nelri asked, recalling my attention. 
 
    “This is the part where the daring trio rushes into action,” I said, trying to keep any quaver of trepidation out of my voice. 
 
    That was hard. 
 
    It was one thing to fight an enemy you could empathize with, even if it was only in the way that you shared emotions—like us and the ogres. When your opponent was mother nature, things were different. Mother nature wasn’t cruel, as she was often purported to be, she just didn’t give a shit about the frailties that afflicted puny mortals. She was an adversary that should always be respected, particularly when she was firing orange lightning across the sky, raining and ash down on you, and making one hell of a noise. 
 
    “This is the part,” I said, “where we going looking for lava.” 
 
    The other two looked at me. 
 
    “And then?” Nelri said. “You have a plan for when we find it, right?” 
 
    I wasn’t about to tell them that I was making this up as I went along, was I? 
 
    “And then,” I said, “we stop it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the help of a few of the Solburg citizenry, those who were keeping their composure and not running around like headless chickens, we were directed to a crooked route that ran out into the mountains. The way was narrow and steep, but it was amazing what the perilous prospect of being swept away in a deluge of twenty-two hundred degree liquid rock could do for your motivation and fitness. 
 
    We took Sundance and the karkadanns as far as we could through the city. Sundance had a similar effect on crowds as a squad of mounted riot police did, and there was no time to be gentle. No time for soft words. 
 
    The phrase “better to ask for forgiveness than for permission” may as well have been coined for pushing your way unceremoniously through a panicking crowd in an attempt to curtail a volcanic disaster. 
 
    I worried about how the karkadanns would take being so close to an impending volcanic eruption. Sundance was a hardy, vicious, uncomplaining creature, but even he looked wary. He would tilt his head periodically to the side so that he could stare up into the volatile sky with one orange eye, hissing whenever a tremor shook the earth or a thunderclap echoed through the storm-ravaged peaks. 
 
    The karkadanns might have been almost interchangeable with unicorns—I would still, even after having the beasts around for a while in Varglade, have struggled to identify one out of an all-equine line-up—but they were different in temperament. 
 
    As they were almost impossible to break, unless you were one of the few nature elves who specialized in such work, it came as no surprise that they were stoic and stubborn. They were robust creatures and could run for a day without stopping if needed, but seeing them stand, seemingly unworried, amongst the panic and the fire and lightning that had engulfed Solburg gave me a new appreciation for their staunch loyalty. 
 
    “You look after them,” I told Sundance, patting him on the neck and looking into his eyes. “We’ll be back in a little bit.” 
 
    I hope, I added in the privacy of my own head. 
 
    Nelri, Kea, and I headed up into the higher peaks. The track we had been pointed to was a hunter’s path. 
 
    The sun elves used it to get to the high places where they hunted the elusive and wily musimon mountain goats. I had never seen one, but Penelo had told me that they were basically a cross between a goat and a sheep; they had the feet and body of a goat, the head and beard of a ram, and two horns from each of the animals for a total of four—two curved and two straight. What was more, these horns were golden. Their meat was high in protein and lean, so far as Penelo had made it sound, but it was their wonderfully soft hair that made them the ultimate prize for a hunter. 
 
    Amazing how your mind can wander, even in a scenario such as this. Maybe it was a subconscious mental defense mechanism of mine, an attempt by my brain to distract me from the fact that I was heading into a ludicrously life-threatening situation, the likes of which I had never faced before. 
 
    My musing on goat hunting was rudely cut short by a great booming explosion.  
 
    It wasn’t thunder this time. No, this one was very much terrestrial—sub-terrestrial to be precise. 
 
    Lava spat into the air ahead of us, further up the slope. It was beautiful in its own way; a gorgeous neon white-orange spray of molten rock droplets and coiled red-hot ropes. I stood transfixed for a second, gazing up at a sight I had never seen before, my jaw hanging. 
 
    It was only when the volcanic sneeze had reached its zenith that I perceived it was going to rain down onto us. 
 
    “Jake…” Kea said from behind me. 
 
    “Shitballs,” I said. 
 
    The lava discharge fell in a flurry toward us. 
 
    Hoping—praying to whoever or whatever might be listening—that what I was about to do would work, I reached into myself and grabbed at the sea elf magic that sat cool and calm as a sunken rock in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    The snow was around us in the clouds, and there was water aplenty in the mountains, trapped in the rocks and under the ground. A shield in the form of a half dome of water sprang up over our heads. It coalesced from the air and from the ground, so that myself and the two women with me were drenched in a spray of fine particles as it took shape above us. 
 
    The falling glutinous lava hit the magically erected dome with a sizzle like fifty thousand rashers of bacon hitting a pan the size of a hockey rink. 
 
    Thinking that, in this situation, you couldn’t have enough magic, I summoned more water from the environment, shaping it in the air to reinforce the elemental shield above our heads. Kea, taking my lead, joined in. 
 
    “I believe it’s safe now!” Nelri yelled after a long ten seconds had passed. 
 
    As if it were running off an invisible umbrella, the half dome of water slid away from us and splashed onto the ground around us. As it did so, I was struck on the top of the head by something hard, even as other objects clattered down around us. 
 
    Rubbing my head, I looked down. By my feet was a warped rock. Kneeling, I saw that it was a fast-cooled lump of what had, only a moment before, been liquid magma. 
 
    I looked at the other two. They were steaming as they stood there watching me. I hadn’t noticed before, what with the frigid mountain wind combined with the general stress of the situation, but things were heating up. The earth under our feet was growing warmer to the point I could feel it through the soles of my boots.   
 
    “We’re getting close,” I said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Nelri asked. 
 
    “Because I’m getting a suntan even with all this cloud,” I yelled back over another rumbling boom. I stooped to dip my face mask in the rapidly shrinking pool of water left over from my spell and tied it once more around my face. “Follow me!” 
 
    We trudged onward and upward. The heat grew and became more oppressive. It beat on us from all around, but was relieved occasionally by the mountain wind that continued to whip my shadow cloak about me. 
 
    When we rounded a broken piece of jutting rock, which had been dislodged and fallen into the track, we got our first look at the lava river. 
 
    It was moving slowly but discernibly; oozing out of the riven sides of the mountain slope we were standing on. Due to the lay of the land, and the fact that the lava was most assuredly going to follow the path of least resistance that had been created by the hunter’s track, there was no doubt where it would end up. 
 
    “It’s heading to the citadel,” Kea said. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. 
 
    “At least it’s moving slowly,” Nelri said. 
 
    “For now,” I replied gravely. “The way the ground is shaking though, another crack, or cracks, might be busted open at any time. They might form closer to Solburg—shit, they might open up in Solburg…” 
 
    The look of abject dismay on the faces of my two companions was enough to make me say, “But let’s not worry about that now. First thing’s first, let’s stop this lava running here.” 
 
    Nelri eyed the viscous river with uncertainty. “And how do we—?” she started to ask. 
 
    A seismic detonation sounded from further up the shallow gully we stood in. There was a flash of orange light, and the sound of pattering stone reached my ears as the wind dropped for a second or two. 
 
    I squinted through the smoke and falling ash, trying to make out what was…  
 
    My eyes widened. 
 
    “Great rusty fuckbuckets,” I said weakly. 
 
    A torrent of lava was heading toward us. It rolled and tumbled over itself, sliding down the shallow gully. Once it had hit us, and reduced us to little more than a collection of goopy carbonized parts, it was going to head straight down the hunter’s track we had just ascended and into Solburg. 
 
    “Jake…” Kea said. 
 
    Gravel crunched under my feet. The inhalation and exhalation of my breath seemed to drag as time slowed. I stared up the slope into the fiery face of impending doom. I winced slightly, as the top of my head, where I’d been struck by the piece of flash-cooled igneous rock, throbbed. I felt a tickling trickling sensation, and realized that the jagged stone had broken the skin.  
 
    Well, a little blood was the least of my problems. 
 
    When the river of fiery death rolled over us, I imagined the water in our bodies boiling to steam. While that jolly experience was taking place, I assumed the lava would also be melting the three of us from the outside in. I vaguely hoped that the volcanic gasses would be kind enough to knock us unconscious before the extreme heat had a chance to burn our lungs and cause our organs to fail, but I was no medical expert so couldn’t be sure. 
 
    All I knew for sure was that it would suck giant balls dying like that. 
 
    It was one of those rare moments in life; one of those insanely perilous moments when a man gets to look adversity dead in the eye and discern what kind of man he is. When the mask was torn away and only the reality of who I was remained. When words of utter truth were drawn from the depths of my heart. 
 
    “Fuck this shit!” I yelled. 
 
    Turning to my two companions, I cried, “Give it everything you’ve got! We have to stop it!” 
 
    “Or die trying?” Kea asked. 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves!” I bellowed, and I dug deep into the slumbering elven magical reserves inside of me and raised my hands. 
 
    It might have been the company I was in that made my mind latch onto the sea and dark magic, or it might have been the fact that we were surrounded by shadows, or perhaps that I had already used sea elf magic to good effect. Whatever the reason, sea elven and dark elven magic was what I called forth, even as Kea and Nelri joined me on either side. 
 
    Kea let loose a simple rushing flood of water, which she looked to have pulled down from the heavens. Nelri drew upon the shadows around her, pulling them toward her like she was a magnet and they were fine grains of iron.  
 
    For my part, I conjured both magics and wove them together. It was partly a conscious decision, partly instinctive. Like all the magic that I had ever worked, I had an idea of what I wanted to accomplish in my head. Without knowing whether what I wanted to accomplish was even possible, but taking comfort in the fact that I wouldn’t have long to berate myself if it didn’t work, I flung the combined sea and dark magic from me. 
 
    I wove a netted web of gathered shadows, imbued with the freezing, crushing cold and relentless power of the oceans, and cast it into the path of the oncoming lava. What I was trying to do was dam the lava. I wanted to slow it and cool it enough so that the forefront of the flow solidified, and from there I wanted to push the chain reaction back up the river. 
 
    Next to me, seeing how my spell was strung across the shallow gully, Nelri wove her own dark magic into my spell, bolstering it. Meanwhile, Kea’s torrent of siphoned water dowsed the still-moving magma torrent as it crawled toward us. 
 
    My spell had manifested itself as a shimmering navy blue ethereal web. It was the color of seaside shadows, shot with the iridescent aquamarines of an arctic sea. It bulged in the middle as I poured every ounce of my will into it, trying to use it to slow the inexorable advance of our mindless fiery foe. 
 
    Steam and smoke billowed around us in a devilish haze that made breathing more of a chore. 
 
    Nelri snarled and spat with the effort of what she was doing. She used a burst of magic to cut the smoke apart in front us as neatly as a stage curtain being drawn, and giving us some much needed breathing room.    
 
    My teeth were gritted so hard that I heard them squeaking. My jaw ached. Sweat streamed down my face, down my back, down my flanks. The heat was like a physical wall; a tangible thing that pushed at us, forcing us back step by step. 
 
    I threw more magic into the spell, digging deep, trying to picture what this stream of liquified rock would do to the beautiful sun elven fortress and anyone still unlucky enough to still be there. 
 
    “No…” I grunted, drops of perspiration hanging from my eyelids and obscuring my vision. 
 
    I pictured Penelo’s stern and beautiful face, wrung with thinly disguised worry. 
 
    “No…” I hissed through stretched lips. 
 
    The sweat on my body was whipped away as I reached for every available bit of water in range to boost my spell with. 
 
    I couldn’t see much through the heat haze that had risen in front of us, but I would almost have been willing to bet money that the lava flow was slowing. 
 
    Holy shit, I hope so, I thought. Please…  
 
    The smoke closed in again, smothering us, obscuring our view of what was going on. With great difficulty, I materialized a large bat-shaped entity out of the shadows and directed it to waft away the cloying smoke from our faces with its wings. 
 
    Kea let out a low roar of frustration. I would have turned my head to make sure she was okay, but I couldn’t risk breaking my concentration. The primal roar rose in her throat, building up like an angry, swelling sea surge.  
 
    “C’mon, you… bastard,” I growled at the lava flow. My throat was raw with the heat and fumes. The magma itself was just a blurred shimmer of incandescent lethal heat in front of me. “C’mon, you… absolute bastard of a thing.” 
 
    Kea’s scream rose into a wail that hit my ears like an icepick. Out of the corner of my streaming eye, I saw her raise her hands above her head and to the side. Then she flung them forward in the manner a soccer player might employ to take a throw-in. 
 
    Snow thundered down in front of us. A great steam arose from the suddenly obscured lava stream. Melted snow in the form of hot water, gushed down the shallow slope and covered our boots to the ankles. 
 
    I staggered forward, abruptly feeling the tax that had been exerted on my body and mind. 
 
    “I think… we… might have …it,” Nelri gasped. 
 
    “Just keep it up a little longer,” I implored. “Do it once… and do it right, that’s… my motto.” 
 
    “It is?” Kea wheezed. 
 
    “It will be if we survive this,” I assured. 
 
    Seeing how efficacious the snow dump of Kea’s had been, I tentatively slackened the amount of dark magic I was sending into the steaming, blackened mass that had been the head of the magma stream. Instead, I used more of the sea elf magic to funnel a howling, admittedly quite messily executed, blizzard into the magma wall facing us. 
 
    More water vapor went up, accompanied by a hissing that wouldn’t have been out of place at an anacondas-only steam-powered locomotive convention. The wind swirled this mist around me and the two elves, soaking us and cooling us down wonderfully. 
 
    As the hazy fumes slowly dissipated, I became aware that we had not been required to take any more steps back. This was great news as, unbeknownst to any of us during the action, we had run out of room. We were almost level with the outcrop of stone that we had rounded when we had first come face to face with the oncoming lava river. 
 
    “If it gets past that point,” I said, breathing hard and stifling the coughing fit that wanted to take hold of me, “things will get messy. It’s a natural funnel.” 
 
    Kea hurriedly raised a hand to her face so that she could mop the sweat from her pearlescent white eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, weariness etching the word. “Yes. If it gets to here, I imagine the torrent will become faster and stronger.” 
 
    With this thought spoken aloud, we poured more magic into the wall of lava. There was no point in taking chances. With any luck, the cooling process would now be happening. The stopped magma would be setting where it lay, hardening up and turning into igneous rock. 
 
    We must have been at it for a good five minutes. Periodically, one of us would rest for a few moments while the others continued to wrap the now quite stationary lava stream in sea and dark magic of one variety or another. 
 
    I crafted and set blocks of solidified smoke across the mouth of the gully, to act as a breakwater—or breaklava, I supposed—and was just allowing myself to think that we might have got a handle on the situation. 
 
    Then, I heard something from within the sluggish smoke and steam that was clinging and hovering around the top crust of the stopped lava stream. 
 
    I tensed. Shrugging off the feeling of exhaustion that had settled on me like the ash that was still drifting down from the sky, I pricked up my ears, but then the wind gusted and I lost the sound. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” I asked the others. 
 
    “Hear wh…?” Kea said, before trailing off into silence. 
 
    There it was again. Unmistakable this time. 
 
    A harsh, hacking coughing sound. 
 
    “Someone’s out there,” I blurted. 
 
    It was an unnecessary thing to say, but my mind was foggy with smoke and heat. 
 
    I shook it, just as the rough coughing noise sounded again. 
 
    It had to be someone—unless the musimon mountain goats coughed like humans in the same way that goats on earth screamed like humans. 
 
    Immediately, without giving my body or my head time to protest, I leapt into action. 
 
    “Kea,” I said, “lay down a stream of water ahead of us.” 
 
    “What? Why, Jake?” she asked. 
 
    I looked at Kea. Her hair was escaping from her usually neat braid and it was almost gray now, thanks to the falling ash. There were bags under her eyes. All in all, she looked like she had been through the wringer. Judging by how I felt, I imagined I looked the same, if not worse. 
 
    “Because we can’t let whoever is out there die in these mountains, caught between fire and snow, all alone,” I said simply. 
 
    Nelri slapped Kea on the back, right between the shoulder blades. 
 
    “Come elf sister,” the raven-haired dark elf said. “Let’s go. We have done well, but it would be a shame to only half complete this task.”  
 
    Running over the top of an only very recently cooled lava river was not something that I enjoyed. It was not something that had been on the top of my bucket list. In fact, it had been about as far removed from being on my bucket list as was possible. It might have been more accurate to say, had I ever given it much thought, that it was on my fuck-it list, along with cage-free diving with sharks, owning a barb-wire tuxedo, and being used as a human cannonball.  
 
    However, I had seen a YouTube video of some absolute fruit-loop running up the side of Mount Etna in much the same conditions as we were about to pitch ourselves against, so I knew that it could technically be done. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    You know you’re grasping at straws when you start reassuring yourself that something can be technically done. I mean, technically, I could ride a unicycle across a razorblade tightrope blindfolded and in the nude, but I wouldn’t want to.  
 
    I led the way, while Kea came behind and set a jet of siphoned water down onto the crusty, jagged lava crust in front of me. Nelri conjured another one of the supernatural smoke bats and used it to send the clouds of smoke and steam out of our way, so that I could see where I was going. 
 
    As a team, we fought our way through the incredibly hostile environment. 
 
    As we went, I tried to imagine how anyone could have survived being in this close proximity to an erupting volcano. 
 
    You three did, my brain told me. 
 
    Yeah, but we’re elves—well, they’re elves. And I’m an amalgamage. We had magic on our side, I replied to myself. 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    That brought me up short, but only metaphorically. I couldn’t stop. Not unless I wanted my boots to start melting and my feet to catch on fire. 
 
    We continued, but it wasn’t long until the coughing and choking noise started coming from off to our left and we were obliged to leave the crunching lava path. 
 
    I didn’t let out a deep sigh of relief when we stepped back onto comparatively solid rock, as it would have been a waste of good air, but I did feel relieved. Regardless of all the other dangers that might assail us at any given moment, at least we wouldn’t have to worry about spontaneously combusting. 
 
    Our little group moved doggedly onward into the Mephistophelian gloom. 
 
    I called out a couple of times, but my voice fell flat and dead, cracked as it was from dehydration and smoke inhalation. I tried again and again, though. The thought of it being me stranded out there, of the terror that would inspire, was enough for me to keep my broken yelling up. 
 
    I didn’t hear anything at first, but then, as we rounded a smoking boulder that looked suspiciously like it had been recently blasted out of the ground like a fucking mortar shell, I heard the coughing again. 
 
    I held up a hand. We were in an open patch of the mountainside now. The wind was moving this way and that; as undecided as a budget-conscious old woman in the grocery aisle. 
 
    The coughing sounded again, rasping and weak, and this time it was followed by a strained cry for help. 
 
    “That is a woman’s voice,” Kea said immediately. 
 
    “That is an elf’s voice,” Nelri said with a surety I didn’t dare question. 
 
    We pushed on, heading in the direction of the cries. By complete luck we stumbled over the owner of the voice. It was Kea who found her. I did not see the woman, though I passed within four feet of her. She was so completely covered in soot and ash that it looked like she was carved from charcoal. Her eyes were closed. It was impossible to tell what color her skin or hair might have been thanks to her unintentional camouflage. 
 
    All I could say with any real conviction while looking down at her was that she had the usual number of limbs and her face was a perfect oval, like a circle that had two sides gently compressed by a Thigh Master. 
 
    Did anyone ever buy one of those things? I found myself thinking. 
 
    I shook my head. I was getting stupid. I didn’t know what gasses were present in the air, but I doubted very much whether they were conducive to clear thinking. 
 
    We had found her—whoever she was. We had found her and now it was time to rescue her, rescue ourselves, and get the hell out of there. 
 
    I scooped the small figure up in my arms. She was, indeed small, far more petite even than Rosa or any of the moon elf sisters, who were the slightest of all my elven companions. I hoped that she would not resist my help, as this was no place for introductions or explanations. It appeared though, under the grime, that she finally succumbed to her injuries or the atmosphere and was now unconscious. 
 
    Not dead, though, I realized, as I could feel her heart beating where one of my hands supported her back. Not dead. Not yet. 
 
    That went for all of us, I realized. 
 
    Not dead. Not yet. 
 
    But there was still time and opportunity enough for that if I didn’t get us all back to Solburg. The immediate threat of the flowing lava had been taken care of, but the vapors and fumes up here could still kill us if we lingered. 
 
    I motioned for the other two with my head that we should go. 
 
    “I’ll lead,” Nelri said. 
 
    Without another word, she turned on her heel and quickly began picking her way over the rent and cracked stone that we had traversed.  
 
    Fighting the exhaustion that I could feel creeping over my bones like hoarfrost, I set my jaw. I retightened my grip on the small elvish woman in my arms, knowing that if I dropped her or lost my balance one or both of us would get nicely lacerated on the razor-sharp rock under our feet. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to make sure that Kea was okay. When she gave me a stoic nod, I turned and the three of us made our way back to Solburg with all haste.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Our arrival to Solburg was a blur. The noxious fumes we had inevitably inhaled while fighting the lava flow, and trying to locate the mysterious elf, had not been enough to overcome our zeal for life, thankfully. However, once we were back in the relative safety of the sun elf fortification, our bodies decided to present their bills. 
 
    Nelri and Kea were two of the hardest women I had ever had the good fortune to meet, but even they looked out on their feet. Happily for us, Penelo stumbled across us shortly after we had made our way back down the hunter’s path. 
 
    “Jake!” she said. “Jake, the evacuation is… Are you all right? Who’s this?” 
 
    I tried to answer, but found that my mouth was doing an impression of a volcanic ashtray. The tiny bit of saliva that my body was still able to produce was turning the gunk in my mouth to black sludge. I managed to wheeze out something—I’m not sure what precisely—and held out the stricken petite elven figure in my arms. 
 
    Then, with a theatricalness that would have looked great accompanied by a Hans Zimmer score, a dramatic camera angle, and some tasteful slow-motion, I dropped heavily to my knees, still cradling the unconscious form.  
 
    “You and you, quick, come here and bring water for these three!” I heard Penelo say. 
 
    My eyes were closed as I struggled to get enough oxygen into my body. Next to me, I heard Kea muttering something to herself in a cracked voice, while on the other side of me there was some seriously heavy breathing, which I assumed was courtesy of Nelri. 
 
    Then, someone shoved a flask firmly into my hands. 
 
    “Here, Amalgamage,” an unfamiliar voice said. “Drink this. It’s glacial water. Nothing fresher.” 
 
    I rinsed my mouth. I spat, managing to get most of the water down my front, and then rinsed again. After that, I drank deeply. Away from the heat of the lava, the wind was keen. I was suddenly glad for my shadow cloak. The smell of snow was heavier in the air now, almost as if it was winning a fight against the ash. 
 
    “How’re… things?” I asked anyone who might know. 
 
    As I poured water into my trembling hand and washed the soot and gunk from my face, I felt one of the sun elves kneel down beside me. The elf—a male—put a strong hand on my shoulder, and I realized he was doing it because he thought I might keel over at any moment. He might’ve been right. 
 
    “The stronghold is safe,” he said to me. “Runners have returned. You were able to stop the most pressing danger.” 
 
    “Gr-gr-great,” I said through lips that felt thick with fatigue. 
 
    “The storm has turned too,” he continued. “The snow is gathering once more, and there is a blizzard in the heights above. The runners have reported to the elders that the bastion of Solburg looks safe. For now.” 
 
    I looked up, wanting to fix the elf with my eyes. I found, to my consternation, that his face was merely a smear of color against the ashen white of the stormy sky behind him. It might have been the water obscuring my vision, but it could have been the extreme exhaustion. Judging by the winking lights that seemed to be floating into the darkening corners of my vision, I suspected it was the latter. 
 
    “Need to… Need to make sure that e-everyone is still ready to… um, ready to go at a moment’s n-notice,” I managed to say. 
 
    That was important. If the elves knew dick about volcanoes, they might be inclined to think that the danger was over. It was essential that they were still ready to clear out as soon as possible if the volcano decided to start spewing fire and ash again.  
 
    “Penelo is making sure that every sun elf who is not in the tower with the elders is ready to flee as soon as she gives the word, Amalgamage,” came the distorted reply from my sun elf helper.  
 
    His words were coming louder and then quieter, like my brain was having trouble tuning into them. On the other hand, I felt deliciously warm despite the frigid wind that was running its fingers through my hair. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    There was one more thing I wanted to do, before I just rested my eyes for a moment and took a brief catnap.  
 
    “And th-th-the… the, um, the elf we brought back?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Amalgamage?” 
 
    “Is she… You know, wh-what’s the word? Alive. Is she alive?” 
 
    “Yes, Amalgamage,” the faceless elf guy said to me. “She has been taken into one of the houses nearby to be tended by the apothecaries and cleaned—” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said, and tumbled down into the velvety clutches of unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When I awoke, I was relieved to find I wasn’t dead. 
 
    It was a pleasant and comforting thought. 
 
    Yes, it was a warming thought, but it wasn’t the only thing keeping me nice and toasty. A flickering fire set in a grate not too far from me, along with my shadow cloak, which had been draped over me, were doing a stellar job of that too. 
 
    For a moment, I just lay there and stared up at the firelight playing over the rough white-washed ceiling above my head. Outside, I could hear the sound of a gale whipping around what sounded like some comfortingly thick stone walls. The whistle and howl of the wind was not being punctuated by any screams of shrieks of panic, and I took this for a good sign. 
 
    With a slight creaking and groaning of protesting muscles, I sat up and looked around.   
 
    “How’re you feeling, Jake Walker?” Penelo asked. 
 
    The sun elf was sitting on a stool by the fire. In a chair nearby, Kea was dozing, a platter with a half-eaten chunk of bread, some salted fish, and an apple balancing on the arm. 
 
    I swung my feet over the edge of the pallet I was lying on and let out a little groan. The muscles across my shoulders and down my back felt like they had been taken to the limit and beyond. 
 
    “Well, I’m vertical and ventilating,” I said, keeping my voice low so that I wouldn’t wake Kea. “Not bad considering what we just went through. How’re the others?” 
 
    In reply, Penelo indicated that I should turn around. 
 
    I twisted my head. Nelri was lying in a simple pallet bed next to my own. She was breathing deeply. Her dark eyes were closed and moving behind their lids; a sure sign of her swimming in the healing seas of REM sleep. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Penelo said softly from behind me. 
 
    I nodded. Nelri was clean, the ash and soot that must have been coating her—that must’ve been coating all of us, I thought—wiped away to reveal her stern good looks beneath. She looked peaceful. In that moment of watching her sleep, I realized just how fond I had become, not just of Nelri, but of all my female companions. 
 
    “It’s funny,” I said, turning back to Penelo, “where I’m from, many people regard sleep as this kind of luxury that you can opt to enjoy or not, you know? In my world, there’s this weird belief that the less sleep you have and the harder you work, the better. People forget it’s not really an extravagance, but a biological necessity.” 
 
    “It heals better than any other medicine the sun elven apothecaries know of,” Penelo said simply. 
 
    I rubbed my face, holding out my fingers to see that they were, indeed, free from volcanic grime. 
 
    “How long have we been out for?” I asked. 
 
    “A couple of hours,” Penelo said. 
 
    I frowned, then looked around. “Where is the other one? The woman we saved.” 
 
    Penelo flowed gracefully to her feet. Standing, silhouetted in front of the fire behind her and draped in the furs that were the customary garb of the sun elves, she looked more than ever like a Viking queen of old. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said.  
 
    I left my two drowsing companions in the snug little bedroom and followed Penelo out into the hall. I shut the heavy wooden door behind us, pulling my shadow cloak tighter around me as Penelo led us down a slightly chillier corridor.  
 
    “Where are we?” I asked.  
 
    “One of the houses near where you emerged from the hills,” she said. “The apothecaries tell me that the fact that all four of you were able to make it back to us is something of a miracle.” 
 
    I recalled the pressing heat and the blazing light up on the mountain pass. I remembered, with a sickening lurch of the stomach, the sight of the lava rolling down toward us. 
 
    “It didn’t strike me as a place or time for miracles,” I said, “but maybe we made our own up there.” 
 
    Penelo said nothing, but she gave me a look over her shoulder that told me she could only imagine what we had gone through up on the heights of the Goldtops. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said under my breath, “I guess that’s something my therapist and I can nut out.” 
 
    Penelo led me down the passage and stopped at another heavy wooden door. As she turned to look at me, her face lit by the sweet-smelling tapers that were ensconced in the wall to either side of the door, I was struck by her grace. She moved with serene and precise movements, as I had noted when I first met her; effortless and accurate and dangerous. 
 
    “I deemed it prudent to set her in her own quarters,” Penelo said, the candlelight glimmering off her tangerine-colored hair. “I don’t know what happened up in the mountains, but clearly she has passed through a trial of some sort.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I think it’d be safe to say that.” 
 
    “I did not wish her to awake and be unduly stressed, being surrounded as she would have been by strangers,” Penelo said. 
 
    “Good idea. Is she awake?” 
 
    Penelo nodded, knocked softly on the door, and then pushed it open. 
 
    The room was much the same as the one I had awoken in had been; filled with firelight and the smell of lavender. 
 
    The petite elf was sitting in a chair in front of the fire, nursing a cup of something in her small hands.  
 
    “May we come in?” Penelo asked. 
 
    The small elven woman, as the shape of her pointed ears clearly indicated that she was, nodded. 
 
    As Penelo settled herself on a window seat, leaving the other armchair by the fire free for me, I looked at the simple clay cup in the stranger’s hand. 
 
    “What’re you drinking?” I asked her conversationally. 
 
    Her eyes never left my face. She swirled the drink in her cup and said, in a voice as soft and gentle as the wind through the rocks of the mountains, as a breeze blowing through the rough and hardy plants that called the mountain passes home, “Try some.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, walking over to a jug that sat on the table nearby. “Penelo?” 
 
    Penelo shook her head. 
 
    I poured myself a drink, saw that it was mulled cider of some kind, then settled myself in the vacant chair.  
 
    I took a swig of the cider and sighed. “I don’t know about you, but after what transpired up in the gully, I find myself pretty damn parched.” 
 
    I smiled at the little elf and was rewarded with a twitching of the lips. 
 
    “You are the one who carried me down here,” she said. “Your companions found me.” 
 
    I nodded and took another sip of mulled cider. “That’s right. We heard you calling.” 
 
    “And you came to find me, even in the midst of the sky falling?” she said. 
 
    I shrugged. “We couldn’t leave you. Not out in that. You would’ve died for certain.” 
 
    “That was selfless,” she said, taking a sip of her own drink. 
 
    “It’s astonishing how closely selflessness and dumbassery run side by side.” 
 
    The little elf’s lips twitched again. 
 
    For a few moments, the two of us openly watched one another. The crackle and pop of the flames, the shifting of the carbonizing wood, and the sound of the wind outside the thick walls of the sun elf abode were the only noise. They were mournful sounds. Lonely. And yet, they were also restful; the aural epitome of down-home life. 
 
    Now that my eyes had become accustomed to the cozy gloom of the commandeered bed chamber, I could make out the features of the elf sitting across from me. She was, like the rest of us, looking far better after the ministrations of the sun elves. 
 
    Her skin was free from the ash and dirt and dust that had so liberally caked her. Her hair, which was still slightly wet, as if it had had to have been washed to get the worst of the muck out of it, looked to be a strange combination of bright turquoise and yellow. 
 
    She was much smaller than any of the other elves I had met so far. She was almost the size of what I might have considered a fantasy dwarf—or, thanks to modern cinema, a hobbit. However, her well-knit frame and perfectly proportioned features, as well as the elvish ears, made it abundantly clear that she was an elf. 
 
    Saying that though, there was definitely something of the switchblade about her. She looked like she could quickly and effectively take someone out with great gusto if she was required to. Her eyes were the cool and unruffled gray of the sea. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me cutting to the chase, who are you?” I asked, when the silence had stretched for quite some time. 
 
    She crossed her legs and looked at me appraisingly. 
 
    “You are no elf,” she said. 
 
    “Nope,” I agreed. “Although, I like to think that they’re taking me under their wing.” 
 
    She was wearing a form-fitting outfit which was not so different to the attire that Nelri and the dark elves wore. It consisted of a motley collection of deep blues and light gray materials, which were as close to mountain shadows as you could hope to find. A long coat was draped over the back of the chair she was sitting in. Her boots sat by the hearth. They were much the same as my own boots, although their soles were noticeably thicker.  
 
    “My name,” she said, after only a couple more seconds of thoughtful hesitation, “is Cotu.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Cotu,” I said cordially. “My name’s Jake Walker and, as you’ve so astutely recognized, I’m a human.” 
 
    “Never heard of them,” Cotu said. 
 
    I made a face. “There would be many endangered species who’d say that you’re winning on that score.” 
 
    Cotu raised her eyebrows and looked over at Penelo. 
 
    “That’s Penelo,” I said. “She’s used to hearing that sort of incomprehensible stuff come out of my mouth—or she’s getting used to it, at least.” 
 
    Penelo licked her full lips and nodded at Cotu. “If he talks and you understand the words, and yet cannot make heads nor tails of the meaning of those words,” she explained, “then it is likely he is speaking human.” 
 
    “Or referring to my home world,” I said. 
 
    Penelo nodded. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to cut it out,” I said, taking another gulp of the fortifying cider. “You’d be amazed at how hard it is to shake a habit like quoting movies, though.” 
 
    “Like that,” Penelo said. 
 
    “Where did you come from, Cotu?” I asked, trying to keep this little head to head on track as best I could. “What were you doing up in those passes? Are you a sun elf?” 
 
    Penelo shook her head. “She is no sun elf, Jake Walker,” she said, with a trace of her old austerity. “No, hers is a like of which I have never seen.” 
 
    Cotu seemed not to take offense at Penelo’s tone. Instead, she gazed back into the glowing fire. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said hurriedly. “You’re around friends here. I’m not sure where you came from, but whatever your background is, it’s likely that you’ve missed a bit of news. I know that, traditionally speaking and up until recently, the elves have all been doing their own thing—” 
 
    “Doing their own thing?” Cotu asked. 
 
    “I mean, the different races have all been looking after their own interests, not to put too fine a point on it.” 
 
    Cotu snorted, and I thought I caught just a hint of bitterness in it. 
 
    “But things have changed now,” Penelo said, leaning forward. I got the impression that she was trying to make up for her slightly snobbish retort a few seconds before. “Jake Walker here, he has been the catalyst for all of our people coming together once more and—” 
 
    “And overthrowing the Ogre King from the seat he rested from the sun elves here in Solburg. Yes, I know,” Cotu said. “I knew as soon as it happened, as did the rest of my people.” 
 
    She smiled grudgingly again, poured herself another measure of cider, and then fixed me with her gray stare. She had nice eyes, I perceived, then. They were big and bright and filled with intelligence. 
 
    “We small folk of the mountains heard of your prowess, Amalgamage,” she said. 
 
    I pulled a slightly embarrassed face. It wasn’t hard. Most of the time I let the whole amalgamage thing slide, but when people used it as a title of sorts, during times of peace, I always got a bit uncomfortable. It was like they expected the word to epitomize me in some way. 
 
    “Just call me Jake,” I said. “I mean, I am an amalgamage, but it’s not as if me falling into that was some master plan, or anything. It just… happened.” 
 
    “Fate,” Cotu said. 
 
    “I’m not sure if there is such a thing,” I replied. “I think things just happen, and sometimes the person they happen to is you.” 
 
    Cotu’s big eyes narrowed. “Hmmm, my people have their own beliefs on that score. They believe there’s a collection of facets about our individual fates that we cannot sway, but that there are other parts of our lives which we can change, and in doing so they might alter and play jurisdiction with our destinies.” 
 
    “All sounds a little wishy-washy to me,” I admitted. “Sounds like you’re just saying what everyone does anyway: get on with your lives, do the best you can, and hope that in doing that you invite good luck your way.” 
 
    Cotu shrugged and took another long and grateful sip from her clay cup. I followed suit. 
 
    “We can decide how to use our time, we can choose with whom we interact, with whom we share our bodies and our love and our energy and our blood,” Cotu said. “We can be the arbiters of what we hunt, kill, eat and drink, what we learn about and study, or pursue.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “And we can choose how we’re going to interpret unfortunate circumstances in our lives too.” 
 
    Cotu nodded and smiled. Her eyes sparkled like mist over the ocean. 
 
    “That’s right, Amalgamage—” 
 
    “Jake,” I corrected. 
 
    She bowed her head. “That’s right, Jake. You are correct in pointing out that it is up to each of us whether we will see such times and trials in our lives as curses or opportunities.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “And when we decide that, we can choose the words and the tone of voice in which we speak to others—or curse the deities of our choice, depending on the situation.” 
 
    Cotu regarded me from the other side of the fire. There was no doubt now, she was smiling. 
 
    “And most of all,” I continued, “I like to think that we can choose our thoughts. And use them to figure out what to do in certain situations. And this is why, maybe, there isn’t such a thing as fate or destiny or whatever else you might like to call it. Maybe it’s all chaos. Maybe it’s all just the opportunities we’re given, and fate is actually the result of what we do with them.” 
 
    “Which is how me and my people find ourselves here, one might say,” Cotu said. 
 
    “Who are your people?” I asked. 
 
    Cotu set down her cup carefully on the table next to her. She looked from me to Penelo, who was frowning with interest, and then back to me. 
 
    “You really don’t know?” she asked. 
 
    Penelo shook her head. 
 
    “Ignorance of this world is somewhat of a specialist subject for me,” I admitted. “I’m learning as I go.” 
 
    “Has it really been so long?” Cotu murmured. 
 
    Penelo looked at me as the little stranger stared into the fire. She gave a shake of her head that would have been imperceptible to Cotu, telling me that she had no idea what the other elf was talking about. 
 
    With a sigh, Cotu looked up from the fire to me. “Well, in that case. I am… a storm elf.” 
 
    The way she said it made me think that the announcement should have been accompanied by a crash of thunder or the kind of crescendo that might be found at the end of a particularly long drumroll. 
 
    Penelo gasping was the only indication I got that something exceptional had been uttered. 
 
    “Impossible!” she said. 
 
    I looked from Penelo to Cotu. 
 
    “Um, this is one of those times where I literally have no idea what’s going on,” I said helpfully. 
 
    “She’s a storm elf,” Penelo said faintly. 
 
    “Yep, I got that bit,” I said. “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    “Many of the other elves will not be familiar with my kind,” Cotu explained. “Perhaps, of all the other races, the sun elves remembering my kind makes the most sense.” 
 
    “But… I thought that the storm elves were gone long ago,” Penelo said. Her usually caramel-colored skin had gone a shade or two paler than usual, and her eyes were wide with amazement. 
 
    Cotu gave Penelo a piercing, but not unfriendly, gaze. I saw then that, although she might have almost been inclined—for whatever reasons—to harbor some resentment toward the sun elf, she was grateful for the aid that Penelo and her people had given her. 
 
    “It is true that the storm elves haven’t lived among other elvenkind for centuries,” she said. 
 
    “I thought that was normal,” I interjected. “I thought the band broke up a long time ago and  all the elves went their separate ways.” 
 
    Cotu gazed at me blankly. 
 
    “See, that is what your Earthling references do to a newcomer,” Penelo pointed out. 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “I just meant,” I tried again, “that the elves had been sundered from one another since the fall, or disappearance, of the amalgamages, right?” 
 
    “Correct,” Penelo allowed. 
 
    “Yes, that is right, Jake,” Cotu said. “The dividing of the storm elves from the other races of elves came a century or so before that, though.” 
 
    “And you haven’t been seen by any of the other elves since?” I asked incredulously.  
 
    Cotu shook her head, her strangely colored hair, still damp, flapping around her heart-shaped face. There was a certain set to her features that spoke of a pride she felt at that fact.   
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    Cotu stretched out her hand and examined her fingertips. I was reminded of my mother looking critically at her own nails after coming back from one of her bi-weekly manicures with which she would dissect the increasingly short amounts of time we used to spend together. The gesture, in that almost alien or fantastical setting, lit as it was by the firelight, was so conventional and human that I almost laughed out loud. 
 
    Mom. I hadn’t thought about her for a while. 
 
    I wonder if she ever thinks of me, or if she’s just surprised that she hasn’t had to send me money recently? 
 
    The gesture Cotu had made might very well have reminded me of my mother, but she added something to the action. 
 
    Lightning, purple and white and bright as a welding torch rippled and ran over Cotu’s fingers, jumping from tip to tip before grounding in her palm and disappearing. 
 
    The gray eyes snapped up to hold my gaze. 
 
    “Our magic was deemed too erratic and dangerous for us to live among other elves,” she said. Her voice was low, so quiet that I could barely hear it over a sudden blast of wind from outside. 
 
    “And so you left?” I asked, shooting a look at Penelo. To my surprise, I saw the sun elf looking a little awkward. 
 
    “We did not leave,” Cotu said, clenching her fist. “We were made to go. A council was called—a conclave—and the other elves forced us into exile in the mountains.” 
 
    “You lived near here?” I asked. “Originally, I mean?” 
 
    Cotu nodded. “Yes. We lived higher up in the mountains of the Goldtops, but had much dealings with the sun elves. In fact, if our long-held private historical records of the times are anything to go by, some of our own folk used to farm the plains and prairies that fronted the Torwood.” 
 
    “And what happened, once you were exiled?” I asked. 
 
    Cotu shrugged again and reached unconcernedly for her cup once more. I recognized feigned indifference when I saw it. I had been obliged to practice a lot of it working at that damn clothing store, under the heel of the moronic Perry Steele. 
 
    I recognized too that, under her calm and composed exterior, there was a lot of (probably righteous) anger bubbling under the surface. I knew that particular brand of anger too. It was equal parts frustration and resentment at how certain things in one’s life might have panned out. Suddenly, the storm elves’ notion of fate made a lot more sense. 
 
    That particular sentiment was one that many of the occupants of my former world labored through their days-to-days under. It was, almost, like a learning exercise that every human being went through; an exercise where they found out that the world was not the gumdrop and sparkly unicorn poop place that you had been told it was growing up. 
 
    It was a lesson you learned, or didn’t. If you did learn the lesson, then you carried on as a ‘respectable member of society.’ If you didn’t… Well, you normally ended up as the person on the front page of the paper who had finally had enough of his neighbor letting his dog take a crap on his lawn and took care of the disagreement by setting his house on fire. 
 
    Basically, I thought, Cotu looks like she’s learned anger as an art form. She’s the opposite to the kind of person who goes fucking bananas at the drop of a hat. She looks like the lethal sort who would assemble the relevant facts, digest the information provided, consider the implications of a host of different reactions, and then go fucking bananas—but with accuracy. 
 
    “I would be intrigued to hear what has happened in the long years since… since your people were sent away,” Penelo said carefully. 
 
    “Well, we stayed true to the agreement made by all of the other elven races,” Cotu said, a little stiffly. “We have kept our distance ever since—but now, recently, something is happening to the mountains.” 
 
    She looked up then, moving her head from side to side like a wild animal that has caught an elusive and unrecognized scent. 
 
    “Yes, we have lived in a network of caves in the mountains,” she said. “And we lived there quite happily, I suppose. It has been a long time since we were sent away by those who feared our powers. We have had many years to deal with the resentment and sense of betrayal that we might have felt once. In a time when we needed help and understanding, we received nothing but fear and outrage from the other races. It was a simpler time, yes, but still…” 
 
    Penelo made a small movement. It looked like she wanted to move toward the storm elf and comfort her. However, as soon as the thought had formed in my head, Penelo had sunken back into her window seat again and started playing with the latch on one of the closed shutters. 
 
    “Then, maybe twenty or twenty-one dawns ago, there was a tremor in the high places,” Cotu said. 
 
    “That long ago?” I asked. 
 
    “We felt nothing down here,” Penelo said.  
 
    “Well, we felt them in the heights,” Cotu said matter-of-factly. “They have grown exponentially, until this sunrise when, suddenly, everything started shaking. Before we knew it, fire was raining down on us. Some of our tunnels were flooded with the boiling rock. We… we lost some people.” 
 
    Cotu’s voice faltered, but she quickly regained her composure and carried on. 
 
    “We were forced to flee together, but as one who was known to spend much time wandering the paths nearest to Solburg, I was sent to track ahead of my people and leave signs for them to follow.” 
 
    “More of you will be coming?” Penelo asked in astonishment. 
 
    “Yes,” Cotu said. “It was not a decision we came to lightly. However, it was a case between reneging on the pact we solemnly entered into all those years ago, or giving ourselves up to a fiery destruction.” 
 
    “Yeah, tough call, all right,” I said dryly. “Honor a centuries old promise made before any of you were, probably, alive, or allow your entire clan to be deep-fried… Tricky one…” 
 
    “Where are the rest of your folk, do you think?” Penelo asked. 
 
    “They should not be far behind,” Cotu said. “Although, I must admit that when I was struck down by the storm of ash that blew in, I lost track of things.” 
 
    Cotu swallowed. I saw then that something was gnawing at her, something which she had probably been wanting to ask since regaining consciousness, but had wanted to make sure that we could be trusted before she voiced it. 
 
    “Has there been no word from any other storm elves?” she asked. 
 
    Penelo shook her head. Her face was grave. “The firestorm up in the mountains has abated, thanks to the work of Jake, Nelri, and Kea. Our scouts have reported that a fierce snowstorm is swirling up from the ridge, along which it sounds like your people must be coming, if my guess is right.” 
 
    Cotu got to her feet. “I thank you both for your help,” she said brusquely. “Most of my people were in fine fettle and have been raised to be hardier than even elves are naturally, but I should take my leave. I must make sure the rest of my people are safe.” 
 
    She didn’t need to voice the words that loomed over our heads like the ominous shadow of a guillotine blade. She wanted to know if the rest of the storm elves lived after the lava storm and the volcanic upheavals. 
 
    “I thank you profusely, Amalga—Jake,” she said. “And I apologize for imposing on the hospitality of the sun elves, Penelo. I’ll return to my people and, so long as the conditions allow it, we will be on our way.” 
 
    She got up and walked to the back of the chair where her coat hung. She moved with the stubborn stiffness of someone whose body has taken a thrashing, but is unwilling to admit that they’d like nothing better than to sit by the fire and rest. 
 
    I was on the verge of dredging up words that would stop her, while not offending her pride, when Penelo got to her feet and took her by the arm. 
 
    “Halt, Cotu, halt just one minute, I beg you,” she said. 
 
    Cotu looked up into the beautiful, solemn face of the sun elf. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Penelo said jerkily, as if she was searching for the right words. “Sometimes, each of us needs to take one day away from being strong. One day in which we consciously separate the cares of the past from the worries of the future.” 
 
    “Yes, but—” Cotu tried to say. 
 
    “Family, fellow elves, and friends can exist one day without any one of us,” Penelo pressed onward. “In truth, if our sense of our own nature permitted us to confess it, they could exist eternally in our absence.” 
 
    Cotu looked perplexed at these words. I was a little confused myself, but I thought that the sun elves were so proud and austere that it took a lot for them to admit they had been wrong, in any way. I got the clear impression that Penelo was feeling guilty about the part that her race had played in exiling the storm elves from the rest of elvenkind. 
 
    “What I’m hoping to say is…” she said, shaking her head a little, like she was hoping to dislodge the right words. “Each elf deserves a day away in which no problems are confronted, no answers needed to be searched for. Each of us can benefit from withdrawing from the cares of this world, which sometimes will not withdraw from us if we are in it.” 
 
    “Yes, Penelo, but—” Cotu said. 
 
    “I will send out hunting parties to scour these hillsides, gullies, and peaks for your people,” Penelo said, overriding the smaller elf once more. “My sun elves, as well as any other elves I can find to help, will bring your folk to Solburg. No matter what might have befallen them.” 
 
    Cotu opened her mouth, as if she wanted to argue the point. 
 
    “The more eyes and ears out there the better, Cotu,” I said. “Also, even though you probably don’t want to admit it, your body and mind has taken a beating. You need rest, just like Penelo said.” 
 
    “Please,” Penelo said, “allow us to try and make amends for the mistakes of those who came before us.” 
 
    While Cotu considered this offer, I wondered what the sun elven elders would make of Penelo’s plan. I had never had the pleasure of meeting any of the cantankerous-sounding elves, but I was willing to bet dollars to cents that the old stick-in-the-muds wouldn’t be keen on risking sun elf lives on a mission to find the storm elves, whom they had long thought of as exiles. 
 
    “Well…” Cotu said. “Perhaps…” 
 
    I saw the weariness in the set of her shoulders. 
 
    Getting up, with more effort than it usually took me, I poured her another drink and guided her back to her seat in front of the fire. 
 
    “You have played your part as trail-breaker,” I told her. “All that you and I would be doing in going back out there in our current states is putting ourselves at risk.” 
 
    “You and I?” Cotu asked. 
 
    “You think I’d let you go traipsing out there in the cold and fire alone?” I asked back. “Look, the fact is that it isn’t safe, and it won’t be safe here for weeks.” 
 
    “Jake Walker is right,” Penelo said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I will go and organize the tracking and rescuing parties.” 
 
    After Penelo had left and closed the door softly behind her, I poured myself the last of the cider. I would have to get some more, but I was disinclined to leave the warmth of that room. 
 
    “What will we do, if my people are found?” Cotu asked. 
 
    I jerked in my seat and realized that I had almost fallen asleep with my eyes open. Obviously, my body was far from ship-shape itself. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I told her. “As I said before, a lot has changed in recent times. I think you’ll find that all the other elven races are far more accepting of the storm elves now, whatever their thoughts might have been back in the day.” 
 
    “But, what if—?” 
 
    I held up my hand and gave her the most reassuring smile I could manage. There might have been more weariness and strain in that smile than was usually the case, but I saw some of the angst leave her pretty petite features. 
 
    “Even if there is some friction here,” I said, “I know for a fact that there is a welcome waiting for you in the township I call home. My friend Lilah, who is the Matriarch of the nature elves that live in the forest to the southwest of here, will definitely allow you and your folk to come stay in Varglade as long as you like.” 
 
    Cotu made an objection, telling me that she and her folk were obliged to remain in exile, as the other elves had decreed long ago. 
 
    I shook my head vehemently. “I won’t hear of it, Cotu. And I know that none of the other elves, the ones who I’m lucky enough to call my friends, will disagree with me on that score.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Cotu asked, brushing her turquoise and yellow mixed hair out of her eyes and leaning back in her chair. 
 
    I leaned forward and raised my cup to her in a gesture that I hoped she knew meant I was giving her my word. 
 
    “I promise that you and the other storm elves are welcome in Varglade, like all the other elves were and are,” I said. “What’s more, if there is no news about your fellow storm elves come morning, we’ll head out together. We’ll find the rest of your people once the smoke has cleared in the morning, come hell or high water, come fire or ash.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day dawned overcast, but bright. The sky was that blinding white blank canvas, made up of clouds that seem like they have been compressed and rolled together to form a skin on the floor of the heavens. It was a day that screamed out for sunglasses, but if there was such an invention in Tavalon, I had not stumbled across it. 
 
        Penelo had come in early that morning, not long after the sun had risen, to wake us. Now, Nelri, Kea, Cotu, and I were standing on one of the ramparts with her and getting what amounted to a debrief. 
 
    The other two elven women had been just as shocked and surprised as Penelo had been when I had made Cotu’s introduction. Despite being taken aback, they quickly regained their composure and welcomed the smaller elf into their midst. 
 
    My chest glowed with pride at how easily they assimilated her into the group. It wasn’t that I was surprised by it, but I had been a little apprehensive that the sheer novelty of it would make things a little weird for Cotu. In my head, as I had been dressing, I had wondered if there might not be a bit of a starstruck vibe. 
 
    Standing on top of the wall with the four women, eating the fresh-baked rolls that Penelo had purloined from a thankful baker on our way up from the streets below, I needn’t have fretted for an instant. 
 
    The air was still rank with the smell of burned things, but the driving snow flurry that had come during the night had done a lot to dampen it. The wind was blowing down from the peaks above us, and it carried the mineral smell of cooling rock. 
 
    As I let my thoughts wander, and my gaze skitter lazily across the snowy vista of roofs below us, Cotu came and stood beside me. 
 
    “You can smell it too?” she asked. 
 
    I didn’t have a clue as to what she was referring to, but I judged it best to portray an aura of unshakeable competence to this new member of our expanding collection of elves. 
 
    “I can smell something,” I said noncommittally. 
 
    Cotu took in a long breath and closed her eyes. She rotated on her axis so that her face was pointing into the wind streaming down from the cloud-shrouded ridges and summits of the Goldtops, which marched up and away behind us. 
 
    “Sulfur…” she muttered. 
 
    Ah, I thought. And here I was thinking that someone nearby was just cooking up half a dozen eggs sunny side up. 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, I was able to detect the vaguely eggy aroma. It came in gusts along with the stronger chilly breezes being pushed down from the heights above us. 
 
    “What is that?” I was careful to use a tone of voice that made me sound like I was inwardly musing, rather than asking an outright question. I really did not want to let on just how much and often I was flying by the seat of my pants to this woman. From what she had told me about herself the previous evening, it was not hard to conclude that she and her people had been unfairly treated. 
 
    And I want to make that right, I thought. I might not be able to do much in this world, but I’ve been pretty damn good at bringing these divided people back together to make them all stronger.  
 
    Though Cotu might not openly admit it, she clearly harbored some resentment to the other elven races. That resentment needed to be soothed. Ideally, I would be able to make her see that this new era of elvenkind was one in which she could trust. Preferably, I would be able to convince her of this before the rest of her people arrived, or we found them, as I was sure they would take her insistences that we could be trusted far more seriously than they might from me—someone who was neither one of their clan nor an elf at all. 
 
    Maybe though, my brain told me, as I watched two sun elves shoveling ash into a hand barrow to be carted away, not hearing something from their fellow elves might work to your advantage. If it comes to that. 
 
    I blinked and looked down at the little storm elf. She still had her eyes closed and appeared not to have heard me. 
 
    In the light of day, I could see that she appeared slightly older than all of the other female elves I knew well, bar Zuthry. That might have been due to the harder life she and her people had been forced to endure up in these inhospitable and savage high places. It can’t have been easy scratching a living up there, no matter how hard you were. 
 
    There were faint lines around the corners of her mouth and eyes, as well as a deep-cut frown line between her sharp and shapely brows. Her mouth was set in what I knew Perry Steele, regional manager of the high-end retail store and all-round professional fuck-knuckle, would have disparagingly referred to as a ‘resting bitch face.’ 
 
    She had suffered. Clearly she had suffered. 
 
    In that moment, I felt like my heart bled for her. I would try and make things right for her and her people, and patch up the rent between the storm elves and the other elven clans and races. 
 
    I just hoped that the other elves would be as willing to relinquish the past as I thought they would. 
 
    I was jolted from my thoughts by Cotu saying, “I do not know what the sulfur smell signifies, Jake Walker, and I do not recognize it. And when I do not recognize the scent of something here… Well, I know the smells of these mountain tops as no other elf alive, I imagine.” 
 
    It was another little worry to add to the growing pile, and one that made my palms tingle unpleasantly. 
 
    “Jake, you look pensive,” Penelo said. 
 
    I stirred, swapping my gaze from the pretty, weathered face of the storm elf for the beautiful and slightly haughty face of the sun elf. 
 
    “Hm?” I said as Nelri engaged Cotu in conversation. 
 
    “You look pensive,” Penelo repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, I… I guess I was just thinking about all of this.” I waved my hand to include the ash-covered city and all the sun elves who were busy trying to rid the feather-light muck from their streets and roofs. 
 
    “What about it?” Penelo asked. 
 
    I grimaced and then smiled ruefully. “I’m not sure. It’s just …something about it… There’s something that’s tickling at the back of my neck, and not in a good way.” 
 
    Penelo swapped a smile with Kea, who had come over to stand with us. 
 
    “Well, leaving your intuition aside just for the moment, Amalgamage,” Penelo said. “We should all take a moment just to be thankful for the work that you two and Nelri did last night.” 
 
    Penelo waved her hand across the expanse of roofs that sloped in retreating steps away from us, down toward where the main gates of Solburg stood. 
 
    “Solburg has been mostly untouched, save a little ash, thanks to the efforts of the three of you,” Penelo said. “Some of the smaller lava streams, likely produced when you blocked off the one that was heading straight for us, trailed down the mountainside, but Solburg was spared thanks to you.” 
 
    “It’s a shame we couldn’t stop everything,” I said, indicating a couple of buildings on the very edge of the fortification. Their stone was blackened, and at least one of them would need to be pulled down and rebuilt. 
 
    Penelo put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. Kea, seeing where I was looking, walked a little way down the wall. 
 
    “You’re too hard on yourself, Jake,” she called. “The main thing is that there were no casualties.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Penelo said. 
 
    “Still,” I said. 
 
    Penelo smiled warmly at me. The effect was doubly as captivating and radiant as it might have been ordinarily, as she was not known for outward bursts of joy. 
 
    “Regardless of how the elders of my people might grumble,” she said. “When I see that damage, I see the fate that could have befallen Solburg if you had not done what you did, and taken the risks you took.” 
 
    I returned the smile. It would have been churlish to deny that what Nelri, Kea, and I had done was not some pretty heroic shit, but I wasn’t one to crow about it. Still, credit given where credit was due and all that. 
 
    Penelo’s voice dropped to a murmur, which would not have been discernible by the others over the sound of the wind. 
 
    “Thank you, Jake,” she said, her voice warm and sweet as a maple syrup jacuzzi. 
 
    “I told you, it’s—” I started to reply. 
 
    Penelo talked over me without apparent effort, and in that unique way that some women are gifted with when they’re interacting with males. 
 
    “I believe that this is the second time you’ve saved Solburg in only a single season.” She reached out, touched my arm and smiled at me from a distance of about four inches. If she had shot my brain from point blank with a riot gun the stunning effect couldn’t have been any less impactful.  
 
    I opened my mouth, but any dumbass words I might’ve been tempted to say withered in the air as she brushed her body against mine. Instead, I let out a small little gurgling sound. 
 
    Hot, clever stuff, Jake, my brain said, giving me the neurological equivalent of the slow golf clap. 
 
    Penelo smiled more widely at me. Then, she drew away from me and said, “I’ll be sure to thank you properly later.” 
 
    “I… Well, that sounds… lovely,” I stammered. 
 
    Penelo winked, as the other three came back over to join us.  
 
    Trying to recapture some of the heroic and manful swagger I’d had only a little while before, I cleared my throat and looked around at the four women, studiously keeping my eyes—and my lecherous thoughts—away from Penelo. 
 
    “Look, we’re still yet to find Cotu’s fellow storm elves,” I said. 
 
    Cotu’s face, which had been softened by her talk with Kea and Nelri, fell into a more forbidding and worried expression. 
 
    “Not through lack of trying, I assure you,” Penelo said to Cuto. “I had my hunters and scouts report back to me this morning, but I am yet to send them out again. I thought that you would like to take the lead, as there would be no one amongst my people who would know where the storm elves might have gotten to better than you.” 
 
    Cotu nodded and managed to give her a fleeting, but grateful, smile. 
 
    “That’s a good move,” I said, my voice full of genuine praise. “It makes sense, because the situation is far from being stable.” 
 
    All four of my compatriots turned their attention onto me with the intensity of laser beams. 
 
    “I’m not going to pretend like I know everything there is to know about volcanoes,” I said quickly. “In this situation, it seems I’m the only guy who knows anything about them—but that’s still not a lot.” 
 
    “Better than nothing,” Nelri pointed out. 
 
    I nodded and waggled my hand from side to side at the same time. “All I’d be willing to say for certain is that volcanoes are unpredictable. It might die down, then in the middle of the night turn this whole place into an interesting piece of modern art.” 
 
    I ignored the blank looks and plowed on. 
 
    “What I mean is that it would be safer for us to assume that the volcano isn’t finished erupting. Penelo, make sure that everyone in Solburg who doesn’t fancy living out the rest of eternity as a pyroclastic statue is ready to run for their lives at a moment’s notice, okay?” 
 
    Penelo nodded. 
 
    I looked. Smoke was still trailing—albeit less dense and less dark than it had been the previous day—from the volcanic heights above. The morning was bright and white, but still I reckoned I could make out the very faint glow of reflected orange light on some of the more shadowy peaks. 
 
    “We’re still going to go hunting for my people, aren’t we?” Cotu asked. 
 
    I looked down at her. “Of course. I gave you my word. I don’t intend to break it.” 
 
    A relieved look flitted, house martin-fast, across her face. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re going to go looking for them, don’t you worry,” I said. “There’s just one thing we need to do first.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Kea asked. 
 
    I bit my lip and rubbed at the onset of the beard that was covering my jaw. I normally opted for a clean-shaved look, but up there in the mountains, I was glad for any extra warmth I could get. 
 
    “It would be smart to build some anti-volcano measures,” I said. “Nothing too complicated, just some channels so the lava flows away from Solburg if it strikes again. It might not be enough to protect the place if the volcano really lets rip, but it should buy us some time.” 
 
    Kea ran her fingers through her hair as she mulled this idea over. 
 
    “I think I could use my sea elf magic to erect some enchanted barriers,” she said. “As you say, they would not stop any of that liquid rock that we faced yestereve, but it might cool the lava enough to slow it.” 
 
    I clapped my hands. “All right. Let’s get everyone who is able to dig into action. The sooner it’s done, the safer we’ll be.” 
 
    That kept us busy for an hour or so, but once the instructions were given by Penelo to her fellow sun elves there was precious little for us to do. The sun elves, like all elves, were a pragmatic bunch. They had seen firsthand what damage could be wrought by a volcano with its tail up. They were well aware that being prepared was practically their only means of countering the violent fiery surges that might be sent their way. 
 
    Despite the proactive work we put in, I couldn’t help but wonder if the volcano wasn’t the only thing we had to worry about. Even though I could not put my finger on it, I was still convinced that this whole debacle had something to do with that fucking infernal elf who had been haunting my dreams. 
 
    While we had been preparing for our small party of hunters to embark, I had been waging a private inner argument with myself as to whether I should mention my concerns to the other four. In the end, reasoning that we were all going to trudge up the side of a mountain with a biblical case of heartburn, I decided to tell the group of my suspicions. 
 
    To their credit, they listened to me. 
 
    “And you have no hard evidence that this woman, this infernal elf that you saw here in Solburg in the crystal ball, is behind this, though?” Penelo asked. 
 
    I fastened my sword belt around my waist and made sure of the knot, then shook my head. “It’s just a feeling. But I’ve learned to listen to those since meeting you guys.” 
 
    Cuto nodded. She was dressed in the same gear that we had found her in, though it had been industriously cleaned by some fantastic elvish laundry whizz. She had a sun elven cloak, supplied by Penelo, fastened around her throat. 
 
    “Some of the most wonderful things in our world cannot be seen or even touched,” she said. “Sometimes, some of the worst and most despicable cannot be seen with the eyes or contacted with the hand either. Those particular things must be felt with the heart.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose we can only get out of this mystery by pushing through it,” I said. 
 
    “Onward and upward,” Nelri said. 
 
    I looked up at the mountainside looming high above us. I couldn’t shake the impression that the land itself was frowning down at us. I touched the sword that Firnous had gifted me; a reassuring weight at my hip. 
 
    “Onward and upward,” I echoed. 
 
    Cotu, Nelri, Kea, Penelo, and I trekked up the volcano. Cotu took the lead, as was right and fitting and logical. She moved with the unerring confidence of one of the famous musimon mountain goats that called these inhospitable crags their home. Her eyes were always focused ahead of her, never on the ground beneath the thicker soles of her boots, while even some of the other elves had to occasionally drop their gazes to make sure they didn’t stumble over the treacherous scree or shale underfoot. 
 
    As for myself, I spent the majority of my time making sure I didn’t go ass over head; the ground was merciless and littered with an array of stones sharp enough to lacerate to the bone. 
 
    The jagged and uneven ground was still warm beneath our feet, but we could walk on it. So, walk we did. 
 
    We were surrounded by the wonderful lonely sounds of the wild places. They were the songs of nature, which were, at the same time, songs on desolation, loneliness, freedom, and purity. The howling of the wind through the rocky teeth of the hills, the crack and slither of falling stone, the high cry of some lonely bird of prey, the sound of our breathing in our ears, the crunch of gravel, the rumble of the earth deep below us; all these things added to an atmosphere that I could easily say I had never been a part of before. 
 
    It was at once intimidating and utterly breath-taking. 
 
    Could be worse, I thought to myself.  I could still be stuck in that fucking mall with Perry Steele.  
 
    When we finally got to the top of the ridge line, I took a moment to suck in a refreshing breath of air that was thankfully free of the reeks and fumes of the day before. On one side of us, the mountains dropped away toward the roofs of and spires of the beautifully designed and built fortification of Solburg. 
 
    Although there was a mass of clouds obscuring much of the view of the bastion, I was still amazed at the aesthetic beauty of the place. 
 
    “I’ve never seen it from this angle before,” I said to Nelri. 
 
    “Me neither,” she said. 
 
    We were above the thicker, heavier clouds now, although wispier stuff still shielded the sun high in the heavens. Our cloaks were bedewed with moisture from the banks of the fluffy clouds we had walked up through. 
 
    “It’s a hell of a build,” I murmured, the architect graduate inside of me getting the better of the intrepid adventurer, who should have been at the forefront due to our current circumstances. 
 
    “Yes it is,” Penelo said from behind me. 
 
    I angled my hand down, running it away left, across the roofs of the buildings. 
 
    “Built so that, as a whole entity, the roofs interlocked almost like the scales of a fish to guide snow and snowmelt off the entire citadel and over the edge of the cliff,” I said. “Elegant and simple, taking a cue from nature like that.” 
 
    “Efficacious against snow, perhaps,” Cotu said in a voice that was as stony as the landscape around us, “but not so good against the liquid fire, eh?” 
 
    I turned away from the splendid sight of Solburg and looked down the other side of the Goldtop’s spine, where the storm elf was waiting for us. She was trying to hide her impatience at the brief halt, but she was not hiding it well. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Probably not so good against white-hot liquid rock. Sorry, Cotu, lead on.” 
 
    Cotu took us down the other side of the mountain range, at the outward spur of which Solburg was located. She slowed as we moved further on, following signs that completely eluded me, as an amateur. 
 
    I had thought, in my hubris, that I had been learning a lot of the art from some of the hunters who occasionally took me on expeditions around Varglade. Realistically, I think I had been making progress as a hunter—but that was as a hunter of the forest. 
 
    Things were a lot different up on those fells. There was far less for a tracker to read for one. Scuffs, marks, and overturned stones that did not lie within the pattern of the rocks around us were apparently enough for a storm elf to read, but I couldn’t make heads nor tail of them. 
 
    After a good hour of downward scrambling amongst the fallen stone and tortured landscape, over which some of the lava trails had run, Cotu pulled us all up short with a small cry. Looking up, I saw that she was pointing off westward, back to where the sheer sides of the Goldtops marched into the main ranges. 
 
    “What is it?” Kea asked. 
 
    Even more than me, she seemed out of her depth up on the windswept barren bluffs we were traversing. I supposed that, as far as environments went, the top of a mountain range was about as far removed from the sea as it was possible to be.  
 
    “There,” I said, my eyes scanning across the ground ahead of us. 
 
    I could see something, now that Cotu had drawn our attention to it, on a surprisingly flat section of the side of the trembling, grumbling volcano we were making our way across: spots of dull red lava. 
 
    No, not just spots, I realized, those are… 
 
    “Footprints,” I said. 
 
    Cotu nodded, her eyes screwed up with consternation and concentration. 
 
    “Footprints?” Nelri said, the incredulity in her words being whipped up and around us by the ceaseless wind. “There’s nothing like that, nothing that leaves footprints of fire, that lives… anywhere.” 
 
    “I never heard of such an outlandish notion,” Penelo said, but her words lacked conviction. “How can something living be on fire?” 
 
    “Trust me when I say that there’s a shitload of wacky stuff out there that you never even dreamed could be real,” I said earnestly as we made our way slowly down and across the slope toward the cooling footprints. “You thought you knew stuff—but that was yesterday. Don’t worry about it. Today is today, just as tomorrow is going to be tomorrow.” 
 
    “If we’re lucky,” Kea said. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed, laughing nervously. “Everything is changing, all of the time. Over there is over there, and unknown, while here and now is not a bad place and time to be, especially when so much of the unknown can be scary.” 
 
    “What do you think it is?” Penelo asked, cutting short my ramblings. 
 
    The fact was, I was nervous. We were a long way from help, there were only a few of us and, most pertinently, something was cruising around up here with lava stuck to the bottom of its shoes like gum and didn’t seem remotely bothered about it. 
 
    That is some eldritch shit, right enough, I thought. 
 
    “Whatever it is, it is something big.” Cotu turned her head and narrowed her eyes. Then, with the agility of a young antelope, she sprang up onto a cluster of boulders nearby and peered back up the slope. 
 
     “And, whatever this big thing was,” she said, still looking back up the slope with her hand shading her eyes, “it came out of the volcano.” 
 
    I swallowed and looked around at the others. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Jake?” Nelri asked, unease etching her words. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked cagily. 
 
    “You’ve got that look on your face,” Nelri said. 
 
    “That’s just my face.” 
 
    “Precisely,” she said, with a ghost of the smile I knew and liked so much. “That’s exactly my point.” 
 
    I kicked at a loose stone and sent it skittering down to disappear into the mass of stones below us. I looked up. “I don’t know anything, really. All I know is what my gut is telling me—screaming to me.” 
 
    “Which is?” Kea asked. “That this confirms it, this confirms your suspicions? This wasn’t just a naturally occurring disaster?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I think that there was magic at play here, and I’d bet rubies to radishes that it must be the infernal elf’s doing.”  
 
    As we were talking, Cotu hopped down from her perch on the rocks. She looked worried. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Apart from the unknown fiery footprints, of course.” 
 
    Cotu gave me a thoughtful look. In her gray eyes, I could see the start of real worry beginning to kindle. 
 
    “My people should’ve been close by,” she said. “Although I am arguably the most proficient tracker in my clan, there are many others who would be a close second to me. Certainly, there are more than enough skilled elves amongst them to make sure they did not stray in a storm, nor suffer a defeat at the hands of any creature they were familiar with out here.” 
 
    As one, all five sets of eyes in the group moved back to where the scorching tracks were fading slowly in the frigid air. 
 
    “Any creature they were familiar with…” I repeated. 
 
    “Whatever it is, whatever creature or entity it was that made those footprints, could have gotten to them, you think?” Kea asked. 
 
    Cotu said nothing, but her grim expression told the story. 
 
    For a few moments, the only sound was the incessant howl of the wind and the snapping of our cloaks as they were caught in it. 
 
    “Well,” I said eventually, “there’s only one thing to do, isn’t there?” 
 
    The others lifted their chins in the manner I knew they would, the manner I recognized. Kea nodded. Then Penelo. Then Nelri. 
 
    “We’ll follow the footprints,” I said to Cotu. 
 
    Cotu sagged a little, as if she were letting out a previously held breath. Then she straightened and there was a storm-light in her gray eyes. 
 
    “Very well,” she said, “but it is imperative for us to hurry, though, before the snow covers the tracks of… whatever it is that we are following.” 
 
    “Or worse,” Penelo said. “Before that thing does something terrible or unimaginable.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The stink of sulfur, which I had gotten accustomed to without even knowing it, grew stronger as we followed the fiery footsteps. Like hounds on the scent of some runaway felon, we doggedly followed the tracks in front of us. None of us bothered to speak about how the footprints were becoming more and more incandescent as the minutes slipped by. We all knew what that meant. We were closing the distance on our quarry. 
 
    I concentrated mostly on not falling over, periodically making sure that I stopped to check that everyone was still keeping up.  
 
    I stared at the footprints in front of me as I followed on Cotu’s heels. They glowed a hot-white in the center, fading to a duller and duller orange toward the outer edges. They were big feet, Cotu hadn’t been wrong about that. They were big and simple. 
 
    ‘Simple’ was an adjective that I had never used with feet before, but it was one that fit the bill now. The shape of the outline of each foot was almost triangular; slightly wider at the toe end than the heel end. Toes were something that were very much in short supply too, the feet not having any visible tootsies that I could see. 
 
    All in all, I got the impression that whatever the creature was we were following, it looked to have been designed by a none too gifted sketch artist. 
 
    The group opinion that we were following a single creature soon changed. We had followed the flaming tracks, which were now scorching themselves into a dusting of fresh snow that had started falling softly around us, to the edge of a frozen rivulet. This rivulet ran down a narrow gorge. The gorge looked like it had borne the brunt of some serious seismic activity, as it was cracked and broken in numerous places. 
 
    “Look,” Cotu said grimly. 
 
    She was standing ahead of us and waiting for the rest of us to catch up with her. As I was following in second place behind her, I was the first to see what she was pointing out. 
 
     “Oh,” I said, with that special resigned feeling that I saved for signs that are inevitably leading me to even worse and more life-threatening situations than the one I’m currently in. “Oh, that’s just… that’s suboptimal at best.” 
 
    There were two new sets of prints, which had come up the gully to join the set that we were following. One of the new sets looked to have come from all the way down the gorge, disappearing out of sight. The other one…  
 
    “I suppose that clarifies that, then,” Kea said in her deceptively sanguine sea elf voice. “Those prints lead straight from the edge of that lava pool there. It looks like the thing hauled itself out and just marched on after its fellow.” 
 
    It sure did. The third set of prints started on the very edge of a pool of lava that had been formed when part of the mountainside slid away. There were splashes of molten rock around the footprint closest to the edge of the still bubbling pool of incandescently hot magma, which reminded me absurdly of the kind of mess I used to make as a kid getting out of the bath. 
 
    Only, I never ran my bath hot enough to melt iron in it, I thought. 
 
    The two new sets of prints came up the gorge to where we were now standing and converged with the set we had been following. Then all three of them carried on their merry way, off to pursue whatever it was they were pursuing, or find whatever it was they thought might be found. 
 
    “There’s no indication that the three things hung around here together and chatted or anything,” I said. 
 
    “No indication that the first one lingered, or that any of them halted at all,” Nelri agreed. 
 
    “Come on,” Cotu said, no longer looking at the footprints, but gazing on in the direction they were running. “We’re not far behind them now.” 
 
    Looking at the footprints, I couldn’t stop wondering what kind of monster or being we were tracking down. The speculation as to what it might be filled my whole head. I was running through all the ghoulies and ghosties and beasties that I heard about when I was a kid, but I knew enough about Tavalon to know that it would be unlike anything I had ever heard of. 
 
    That’s the thing about all the crazy monsters and mythical creatures that mankind has made up throughout the years, I thought. They are just that: made up.  
 
    All we knew for certain was that whatever we were following along behind had two legs—and even that was not definitive. There was no logical reason that we weren’t following behind some fucked up entity that ran around on two massive arms and consumed its prey through its ass. 
 
    Well, maybe not, I reproved myself, but the point is, you don’t know what the hell you’re getting yourself into. None of you do. 
 
    And wasn’t that just the most perturbing aspect of all. The actuality that none of the elves I was with had a clue what we were hunting was worrying. It meant that we couldn’t prepare ourselves for it. 
 
    I didn’t need to be a psychologist to notice that Cotu was getting more and more anxious as we drew closer to our quarry. 
 
    Understandably so, my brain told me. We might be about to walk around the corner and find that her entire clan has been reduced to little more than a few greasy smears. We might be about to stroll into a charnel pit and find the devils fed and waiting for dessert. 
 
    “Whatever made those footprints, I believe think it is something that has the best interest of the storm elves, or any elves, in mind,” Cotu abruptly said, as if she could read my thoughts. 
 
    With a weird feeling of guilt, I dropped my eyes from the back of her head. Hearing her voice both mine and her fears aloud made me feel wrong that I’d been entertaining the possibility that we might not find her fellow storm elves alive. 
 
    “Nothing about this strikes me as particularly good,” I said. 
 
    “I am worried, Jake Walker,” Cotu said, in a strained voice. 
 
    “I’d be worried too if I was in your place,” I admitted, trying to keep my tone gentle. I was trying to comfort her, assuring her that we would make sure her people were safe, without blowing too much smoke up her ass. 
 
    Cotu slowed her pace, and I found myself falling in next to her. Behind us, Kea came in to fill the middle slot, while Nelri and Penelo took up positions at the rear so that we were moving along in a formation that looked something like a five on a die from above.  
 
    “The dark elf, Nelri, she told me that you know something of this liquid fire,” Cotu said. “She said that you, not being an elf, have had dealings with mountains that spew fire in your previous life.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle a little at this appraisal. Cotu wouldn’t have known what I was talking about if I had called myself a city slicker. She wouldn’t have had a clue if I told her that, realistically, the closest I had come to dealing with anything volcanic was watching Volcano or Pompeii—or, possibly, foolishly partaking in an all you can eat chili con carne competition at my local Mexican joint, the results of which were explosive to say the least. 
 
    “We have these fire mountains back on my world,” I said, “but that’s about as far as my expertise goes.” 
 
    Cotu nodded. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her turn to run those cool gray eyes of hers over me. I let her, watching her out of my peripheral vision as her gaze lingered on the side of my head. 
 
    My ears, I thought. She’s checking out my helix, concha, and everything in between. I hope they’re clean… 
 
    “So, as a—what do you call yourself again?” Cotu asked. 
 
    I grinned. “Human.” 
 
    “Yes. As one of these humans, you have strange rounded ears,” she said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Uh, yep, I suppose I do,” I said. 
 
    “And you’re really not from here? You really do hail from some other place that is not Tavalon? Some other world?” 
 
    “Trust me, I sometimes pinch myself to make sure all of this isn’t a dream.” I frowned. “I have to do that fairly often, actually. Usually around about the time that we start tracking some sort of sentient creature that has apparently hauled its giant ass out of a bubbling lava pool.” 
 
    Behind me, I heard Nelri let out a trilling laugh, which nonetheless contained just a soupçon of tension. 
 
    We traveled on in silence for a few more paces. I got the impression that there was something more that the storm elf wanted to ask me and so I held my tongue. 
 
    “And,” she said in a quiet, almost disbelieving voice, “you really are an amalgamage?” 
 
    I looked across at her and gave a modest look. “So they tell me.” 
 
    Cotu looked flabbergasted. I wasn’t sure if I had ever actually seen someone look flabbergasted, but that little storm elf—all five feet nothing of her—came as close as made no difference in my head. 
 
    “Look, don’t ask me how or why,” I said. “I can’t explain it. I was working a run-of-the-mill job back on my home-world, you know. I had nothing to write home about with the ladies, didn’t have any special skills or powers, no close family, had never been bitten by any kind of radioactive insect, and then Lilah came bursting into my life and…” 
 
    I tailed off, swept up suddenly in my own memories. Even speaking about it now, the whole story seemed completely farfetched; something that should surely have happened to someone else, a tale that I would have loved to hear about myself. 
 
    “And here you are,” Cotu said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, in a distant voice, “and here I am, I guess. It’s a funny old universe, that’s for damn sure. Do your people, do the storm elves, hold much store in the amalgamages?” 
 
    She gave me a look that might have knocked me on my ass if I’d been a little less tense. If I’d had the misfortune to already have been sitting, I had a feeling that her gaze would have pinned me to my chair. 
 
    “It was spoken in the histories of long ago that the storm elves believed that our exile would end when the amalgamages returned,” Cotu said. “And so it would seem to be, with you, Jake Walker, human and enigma, inviting us to live with you in your forest home.” 
 
    “Well, it was the least I could do, you know,” I said awkwardly. “We’ve got an open door policy going on. It’s great.” 
 
    “Kea tells me that it is not the only policy that they enjoy with you…” 
 
    This one caught me off-guard, as did the seductively knowing tone in which it was delivered. I felt myself flush under the neck of my cloak. I rather thought that Cotu noticed it, because she smiled knowingly and turned back to the tracks in front of us, which were rapidly getting more and more clear as we progressed along the melted path they had cut through the building snow. 
 
    “It’s just the cold,” I said. “On the cheeks, I mean—face cheeks obviously. Not… Well, you know. Uh…” 
 
    Behind me, one of the other female elves giggled. 
 
    “I’m sure it was just the cold,” Cotu said, in a voice that would have fooled no one. 
 
    “It was,” I said. “It’s the frost in the air. I must have—“ 
 
    But our conversation, as well as my sub-par excuses, were interrupted. 
 
    We had just emerged from the other side of a thin band of sound-deadening pine trees, a few of which were little more than smoldering black sticks where our quarry had passed through. On jogging out through the other side of this narrow belt of snow-covered vegetation, all of us suddenly heard the indubitable sound of a commotion coming from up ahead. 
 
    “Sounds like steel on steel,” I said, my hand moving to my sword hilt. 
 
    “No,” Penelo said. “Not steel on steel. Steel on rock.” 
 
    As we moved quickly but cautiously toward a cluster of massive boulders that acted like a natural screen ahead of us, I pricked up my ears. Now that I was listening intently, there could be no doubt. The chink and clink of metal striking rock. 
 
    Then, there was a sound that I don’t think any of us had really been expecting; a sporadic sizzling hiss like a score of red hot spears being plunged into a barrel of cold water. 
 
    We rushed on, Cotu leading the way. On rounding the broken corner of the fallen cliff, we found what we had been dreading. 
 
    A collection of ragged and diminutive storm elves were locked in combat with three twelve foot tall creatures. 
 
    The creatures were blocky of body, with three-fingered hands and heads with only the most basic of features. Round eyes stared unblinkingly at the storm elves they had harried into this naturally occurring killing ground. Mouths that looked like slashes in clay gaped, giving the massive humanoids a dull and vacant look. Both eyes and mouth glowed with a forge light; with an intensity only equaled by the inside of a dragon or a volcano. Their hides were black mostly, but cracked all over like scabs that have not been allowed to heal. Through these cracks, a fiery light shone like veins of molten gold in rock. Heat rose in waves from the fell, but slightly gormless-looking beasts. 
 
    I only had a moment to take all of this in before a snarling, shrieking war cry, which set the hairs on the back of my neck to standing to attention, sounded from next to me. 
 
    Cotu had drawn a dagger from somewhere and was screaming out her challenge to the monsters. Her turquoise and yellow hair seemed to bristle with wrath as she howled her defiance at the enemies intent on harming her people. 
 
    Then, she was off, darting forward through the slushy snow the creatures had melted. 
 
    Without pausing, I ripped my sword free of its scabbard, let out a wordless cry of my own, and then rushed in to join the fight, my elven companions only a step behind me.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elves are fleet of foot and can run over snow or sand or mud like they’re running on asphalt. This meant that we had only dashed a handful of paces toward the stricken storm elves and the looming lava elemental things, before I was overtaken by the nimbler elves behind me. 
 
    “Come on, Jake! Are you scared or something?” Nelri quipped as she overtook me. Her purple eyes were alight with the promise of battle, her shoulder-length raven hair flying in the wind of her speed. 
 
    I returned her savage grin and did my best to overtake her, although an elf in battle mode is about as quick on foot and easy to catch as greased lightning. 
 
    The truth was, of course, that I was scared. You couldn’t go charging headlong to meet a trio of volcanic humanoids, all the evidence of which pointed to them having pulled themselves out of an environment that is hostile to even the most resilient bacteria, and who look like they’re intent on making elf jam out of a group of storm elves, and not be just a smidgen afraid.  
 
    The only kinds of people who’d say they weren’t afraid, running into a situation like that, would be liars and those best described as being a few cards shy of a full deck. 
 
    I hefted my sword as we closed in on our three enemies. The lava giants, or fire golems as I had labeled them in my mind, seemed blissfully unaware that there were five fresh foes about to hit them in the rear. They were intent on their prey. Their white-hot eyes stared unblinking at the shrinking circle of storm elves. 
 
    There were only about twenty or so storm elves being herded into the rock-walled clearing into which they had inadvertently trapped themselves. At a glance, they looked similar to Cotu; petite of frame and form, hair streaked in shades of turquoise and a yellow that I would have said had come from a bottle if I thought elves went in for hair dyeing. They were all half-crouched in fighting poses, which simultaneously had the effect of making already small targets even smaller. 
 
    My vision lurching slightly as I ran, a few storm elves held up their hands and sent crackling blasts of blue-green or gold lightning at the closing forms of the lumbering fire golems. The streaks of supernatural electrical discharge, instead of leaping from cloud to ground as lightning naturally did, jumped from the storm elves’ palms to the bodies of their targets. 
 
    The fire golems that were hit paused in their stride. A couple flakes and chips of carbonized stone flew off of them, and one staggered a little as a shower of molten fire sprayed into the air like blood. 
 
    Then, without so much as making a sound or contorting their craggy faces in a frown, they carried on.  
 
    The heat coming off of the fire golems when I got within striking range of them was terrific. As I swung my sword, aiming at the back of one of the blocky legs of the creature closest to me, sweat sprang up on my face. 
 
    I swept the sword down in a cutting backhand blow that would have made Firnous proud. The razor-sharp elvish steel bit into the back of the fire golem’s leg. A chunk of red-hot stone was chipped away, and the sword rang, jolting in my hands. 
 
    With surprising agility for something that looked like it could count its neurons on one three-fingered hand, the fire golem twisted around and tried to take my head off with a backhanded blow. 
 
    I used the momentum of my own swing to fall into a neat roll, slushy snow spraying up around me as the huge smoldering arm swept above me. When I got to my feet, I saw the place where I had gouged the fire golem’s leg fill in with the molten rock and start to scab over almost instantly. 
 
    Instantaneous healing, I thought. That’s not good. 
 
    The fire golem I’d had a hack at lunged toward me. Its mouth was opened in a silent and incandescent roar of rage. The fact that it didn’t make any sound almost made it more menacing. It aimed a punch at me that would have caved in the side of a Ford Bronco, but I skipped out of range and hewed at its big bunched fist. Sparks, reminiscent of the sort that might accompany a blacksmith’s hammer striking at a lump of malleable steel, flew up in a bright shower. 
 
    One of the thick, almost cubic fingers on the monster’s hand dropped away. It fell into the snow and sizzled, cooling instantly to a dull orange-black. 
 
    “Yes!” I cried, and then threw myself backward as a groping hand snatched at me. I landed awkwardly on my back, rolling as carefully and thoughtfully as someone holding a very sharp length of metal should roll, and made it to my feet once more.   
 
    My stomach dropped. 
 
    The fire golem had already started growing a fresh digit. The stub of the new one was emerging out of the top of its hand with all the disgusting slowness of an overexcited dog’s pecker peeking out of its sheath. 
 
    In all honesty, I probably would have preferred watching a dog’s doodle unsheathe at that moment. It might have been more nauseating, but the ramifications would have been a lot less harrowing—unless you were a female dog, obviously. 
 
    I didn’t think the volcanic creature was making more of itself spontaneously, but I did believe it was capable of moving its semi-liquid rock form from one part of itself to another. This meant that, unless I fancied hacking at this thing all day until it had been reduced to nothing, I was going to have to resort to a bit of elvish jiggery-pokery. 
 
    Just as I had sheathed my sword and was mulling over what branch of magic might be most useful, there was a burst of sparks from over its shoulder. 
 
    The storm elves, coordinated by Cotu, had sent a harmonized blast of lightning at one of the other humanoid elementals, blowing it neatly in two. 
 
    Cotu let loose another war cry, which was taken up with gusto by the other storm elves. It rose like a song, like the blended harmonies of a pack of wolves baying for the blood of the kill. It was at once both electrifying and eerie. 
 
    And it was also premature. 
 
    The fire golem that had been blown into two, fell to the ground and sent up a hissing gout of steam into the air. The two cloven parts flowed sluggishly into a couple of formless sausage shapes, then into two rough balls. These big globules then began rising. 
 
    “Holy hell,” I cried, “they’re reforming.” 
 
    It looked like a simple case of two becoming one, although there was none of the romanticism about this that the Spice Girls had hinted at back in the dark days of the nineteen nineties. 
 
    Within moments, where there had been one twelve-foot behemoth, now there were two six-foot tall rough-hewn humanoids that were becoming clearer and more obviously defined by the second. 
 
    “A new one grows from the fragments, multiplying their numbers!” I yelled. 
 
    “Yes, Jake, we know!” Nelri shouted back. 
 
    She dodged nimbly around the fire golem she had snared the attention of, ran up the face of one of the rock walls behind her, and launched herself in a wheeling backflip over the stubby head of her foe. 
 
    The fire golem attempted to snatch Nelri from the air, but she conjured a rope of darkness from the shadows that lay under the lee of the leaning rock face and looped it around the monster’s neck. As she landed, she hurled the end of the rope at a tree, as if it was a throwing knife, and the shadow rope fastened itself to it. 
 
    The fire golem struggled against the rope that looked like a wrist-thick length of spider’s gossamer around its almost non-existent neck. It gripped the shadow rope in its powerful hands, twisting it this way and that. Every now and again, it would jerk at it with its neck, like a tethered bull at a post. The way it was trying to free itself did nothing to dissuade me from my initial assumption that these monsters would not be winning any IQ competitions. In fact, I doubted they’d come first in a what’s-your-name quiz. 
 
    “Try not to destroy them!” I bellowed at the storm elves, who looked like they were going to try their luck at hitting the two smaller fire golems with another combined surge of their magic. “We’ll only make more of them.” 
 
    “Jake, concentrate!” Kea yelled. 
 
    I snapped back into focus. The lumbering giant that had been closest to me was making moves to stub me out like a finished cigar under one mighty foot. 
 
    The foot came down. 
 
    I conjured a rudimentary kite shield out of the snow melt that surrounded me and raised it over my head with my mind. Scalding steam erupted at the point where the fire golem’s foot had come down, only a foot or so away from my skull. 
 
    Hit with a sudden idea, I channeled more sea elf magic into the shield, bolstering it. Then, I pumped water aggressively into the fire golem’s foot, which the stubborn creature was still trying to press down upon me. 
 
    The hissing sound of rapidly evaporating water grew louder. The fire golem was flung backward, thrown completely off balance by the surge of magic. It spun and tumbled, crashing into a fir tree that instantly caught alight, regardless of the fact that its wood was green and its boughs laden with snow. The creature landed flat on its back. With a gunshot-like crack, the fir tree snapped and the upper half dropped onto the top of the fire golem, pinning it. 
 
    It was a stroke of luck, but one that I was not going to pass up. 
 
    “Kea, help me!” I called. 
 
    Kea turned from where she had been hurling frisbee-sized discs of sea elf magic at the smaller fire golems. Her magic had been impacting the half-pint humanoids, who were still hefty motherfuckers, and knocking them this way and that. In conjunction with the beams of searing sun elf magic that Penelo had been blasting into their simple faces, the duo had been doing a tip-top job of keeping them distracted. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    I pointed at the downed twelve-foot elemental anthropoid. 
 
    “Hit him like we did the lava!” I yelled, hoping that would be explanation enough. 
 
    It was. Kea ran to my side, while our target struggled in an ungainly fashion to get rid of the tree that was hampering it. 
 
    Kea and I interwove our magic. I conjured the sea elf magic that our sexual union had given me access to, and she unleashed hers. Together, we smashed a torrent of icy melt water, as powerful as any industrial water jet, right into the thorax of the struggling fire golem. 
 
    Steam poured off the prone figure. It doused the fire that had spread along the tree it was grappling with. The fire golem disappeared behind a burgeoning cloud of water vapor, which rose into the frigid air and enveloped a good part of the impromptu battlefield in fog. 
 
    This fog was lit by the irregular spells cast by the storm elves. Strobing flashes cast stark shadows and illuminations in the mirk, highlighting the fighting that was going on. 
 
    “Come on,” I growled to myself as Kea gave me a look out of the corner of one pearlescent eye. I shook my head, meaning that we shouldn’t stop just yet. “Come on…” 
 
    I gave Kea the nod after a few more seconds of blasting. The ripping blast of sea elf magic dissipated in an instant. We waited with bated breath to see if we had done enough to solidify our foe. 
 
    When the steam cleared, the figure had undergone a makeover. No longer was he like a dark gray statue lined and pitted with veins of subterranean fire. Now, the monster was the color of well matured charcoal. The lines of iridescent orange and gold fire that had run through it like strands of mold through a piece of gorgonzola were an ashy white. 
 
    “Next one!” I cried. Unlike pheasant hunting, there seemed nothing to be gained in beating around the bush. 
 
    Without another word, Kea and I directed our efforts to the fiery sentinel that hadn’t been divided into two and had managed to free itself from the tree that Nelri had hitched it to. 
 
    The storm elves, under Cotu’s tactical guidance, had been zapping the elemental with their lightning bolts from afar. They had been blowing chunks off the thing, although none of those chunks had been large enough, apparently, to merit turning into a junior fire golem. 
 
    This was, as far as I was concerned, a good thing. 
 
    Cotu had her dagger in one hand. In the other, she gripped a poleaxe that looked to have been crafted from pure storm elf magic. It was a dark gray and lit from within by a fell, brooding storm light. 
 
    As I had previously ascertained, these volcano monsters were not the sharpest tools in the box. Whenever it was clipped by one of the arcing lightning bolts from one of the milling storm elf hunter-warriors, the fire golem would lumber about and make its way in the direction from whence the bolt had come. It would do this right up until the next bolt struck it, when it would turn with all the sprightliness of an oil tanker and head toward its latest tormentor. 
 
    If the fiery hot beast ever got too close to the packed mess of storm elves, Cotu would dart in and stab and hack at it with her supernatural poleaxe and draw its attention to her. 
 
    It was a good tactic, so far as it went. However, at the end of the day, it was likely that all those storm elves would run out of magic before the fire golem ran out of patience, or they managed to destroy it. 
 
    Mine and Kea’s jet of frothing water hit the monster in the side, just as it was turning to swat at a bolt of storm magic like it was a fly bothering it at a barbecue. 
 
    “You!” I shouted, pointing at one of the storm elves at random. “You, get your people out of this goddamn kill-box! Quick as you can.” 
 
    It struck me, the way that the male storm elf looked at me, that he didn’t know who—or what—I was, and wasn’t about to trust me so far as he could throw me. Luckily, Cotu heard my shout and hurriedly started getting her people together. It looked like no easy feat, as much as I could see of it through the billowing steams that engulfed the area as soon as Kea and I set to work on the fire golem. 
 
    Nelri and Penelo were busy teaming up to harry the two smaller fire golems. They were not alone, though. They had been joined by a squad of storm elf warriors, who were shrieking and yelling their distinctive war cries. 
 
    A barrage of dark, sun, and storm magic spells stung at the two red-hot humanoids, blowing chips off them and sending them wheeling in search of targets. They too, like the larger cousin that Kea and I were cooling off, seemed intent on taking down the elf that had last hit them with a spell. This, of course, meant that they were lurching from one direction to another without actually getting anywhere. 
 
    What seemed to be driving the pair of fire golems particularly up the wall was the din the storm elves were making. Their whooping and hollering was reminiscent of the Native American warriors I’d seen on movies like Dances with Wolves and The Last of the Mohicans growing up. I loved that sound. It sent chills and thrills running through my blood. It did not, though, seem to resonate well with our burning foes. 
 
    The two smaller enemies—and smaller was very much a relative term, as each of them still looked like they weighed a couple of thousand pounds—gave off less heat than their bigger fellows, but they were more agile. 
 
    Even as I continued to pour water into the target that Kea and I were working on, I saw one of the smaller monsters swing around and make a grab for a storm elf. 
 
    Unfortunately for the hapless storm elf, once the fire golem had a hold of him there was little anyone could do. 
 
    There was just not enough time. 
 
    The moment the fire golem’s chunky fingers closed around the storm elf’s throat, the skin began to bubble and blister. It must have been like getting grabbed by a pair of white-hot blacksmithing tongs. The elf screamed, but the sound was quickly curtailed into a gurgle, as the bone-crushing fingers snapped and shattered his clavicle. 
 
    I couldn’t risk removing my concentration from the task at hand. Even if I had been able to, there wouldn’t have been any point, really. The extreme heat that the fire golem exerted melted the flesh around the doomed storm elf’s neck and chest. Then, with a grisly fatty popping sound, which would have bolstered any vegan’s claim that theirs was a better way of life, the storm elf’s head combusted into flame. His yellow and turquoise hair shriveled, his eyes ran like melted wax from their sockets, and the flesh of his face crisped up and clung to the suddenly visible charred skull. 
 
    “Holy fucking fuck!” I heard someone say, before realizing that the words had been torn, unbidden, from my own lips. 
 
    Kea and I finished smashing our fire golem enemy with our combined sea elf magic spell. For my part, I let out some of the frustration I felt at seeing the storm elf die by blasting our enemy with an extra icy surge of recycled snow melt. The giant was sent tumbling into the side of a boulder and smashed into it, sending up a spray of stone and snow. 
 
    Kea and I relented. Once more, the threading lines of iridescent molten red and yellow fire that had run through the being’s body like the finest filigree had been turned  all to an ashy white. The formerly dark gray humanoid was now lying still and was the deep sable color of star carbon. 
 
    I turned my attention to the next targets; the two smaller figures that were being held at bay by Nelri, Penelo, and the diminished little squad of storm elves. I was just beginning to feel happy with myself, when a startled cry that effectively shattered my confidence, reached my ears. 
 
    “Jake Walker!” 
 
    It was Cotu. She and her band of storm elves had been making a break for the more open terrain of the mountainside 
 
    The elementals, the fucking fire golems or whatever the hell the damned things were, were beginning to glow again. 
 
    My initial impression was of coals; the kinds of tricky little coals that you had cooked wieners over one night, hastily checked in the morning before deeming them dead enough to put in the trash, and then popped in your garbage can where they had then caught fire again and given your neighbors something to laugh about from behind their net curtains. 
 
    As I watched in horror, the fallen figure of the first fire golem, the one I had deemed was good and dead, wriggled and broke free from its cooled shell. 
 
    Like a snake shedding an old skin, I thought in a detached fashion. 
 
    It wasn’t going to be long before the first golem, and inevitably the second golem too, would start to attack our group again. 
 
    “What do we do, Amalgamage?” Cotu yelled. 
 
    Good fucking question, I thought. 
 
    These were, in a couple of ways, like no enemies I had ever faced before. They had no obvious motive to pursue us, beyond just wanting us dead—the fire golem that had killed the storm elf had merely thrown the body aside as if bored after the elf had expired. They also, annoying and worryingly in equal measure, appeared to be invulnerable.  
 
    Still, with great pressure came great… magical improvisation. 
 
    Doing the spell-casting equivalent of riffing, I tried out the first likely new combination of elf magics that popped into my head. 
 
    The swirling mix of sea, wild, and dark elven magic whirled inside of me. For a moment, I found the combination of magics almost overpowering. For a second or two, I felt little more than a vessel, a receptacle in which a heady magic mojito was being shaken over ice. 
 
    The only limit is my imagination, I reminded myself, as the trifecta of magical powers swirled through me, lighting up my fibers and sinews and setting my blood to singing like the rigging of a ship in a howling wind. The only limit is my imagination, and anything I imagine can be real! 
 
    An inky lasso shot from my outstretched hands, wrapping around the lava elemental, the twelve-footer that had just got ponderously to its feet. When the lasso had looped around the fire golem, I sent a charging burst of wild magic through it. 
 
    “That’s it, Jake!” Kea yelled somewhere off to my right. 
 
    The wild magic, fortified by the biting, numbing power of Kea’s sea elf magic, encased my newly risen foe in an inky, obsidian-like coating, locking the fire golem in place. The fire across the monster’s fresh skin died, as it was smothered by the bonded magics, much like an oil fire can be smothered with a damp dish towel. 
 
    I waited a heartbeat or three to see if my incantation would hold or whether the fire golem would break out, but it didn’t. 
 
    “Clear out of the way, clear out of the way!” I yelled, turning my attention onto the two smaller, more nimble fire golems. 
 
    The elves that had been engaging them scattered. They pulled back while I stepped to the fore, so that their simple burning eyes were focused on me. 
 
    “Never do an enemy a small injury if you can help it,” I muttered to myself, as the twin fire  golems ambled toward me. 
 
    I flung out two lassos this time, one from each upraised palm. They wrapped themselves around the two oncoming volcanic entities, smoking and hissing like oil in a pan left too long on the stovetop. This time, I charged more sea elf magic through the amalgamated spell, along with the wild magic boost. 
 
    The effect on the smaller foes was somewhat more spectacular than it had been on their larger brethren. They exploded with an abruptness that startled the living hell out of me. Shards and chunks of hot stone, none larger than my fist, burst into the air. They were accompanied by a vibrant display of molten sparks, one of which landed on the sleeve of a fleeing storm elf. 
 
    “Sorry!” I said, as the elf was forced to dunk her burning coat arm into a nearby snow drift.  
 
    I thought I heard a snort of disbelieving laughter from Nelri’s direction as she hurried a couple of injured and limping storm elves toward the comparative safety of the open mountain slope, but I ignored it. 
 
    One to go, I told myself. 
 
    Penelo was keeping the final big fire golem busy. She peppered it with balls of scintillating light, which burst against it and flared so brightly they left sun spots in my eyes when I foolishly looked at one. 
 
    “Go!” I told her. “I’ve got this!” 
 
    Penelo obeyed, but only after sending one last sun elf spell at the fire golem’s feet. This caused it to pause and mill about in obvious confusion. It swung its powerful arms around, snapping a few fir trees in half and sending one leg-thick bough flipping past the end of my nose to shatter in a shower of splinters against the rock face behind me. 
 
    Once more, the trifecta of wild, sea, and dark magic lashed out in lasso form. The incantation wrapped the burning man-shaped figure, the spell spreading over its body with the glutenous movement of poured syrup. Within moments, the obsidian-like coating had locked the elemental in place. 
 
    A ragged cheer went up behind me, shrieks and chattering cries that spelled victory in letters I should not have understood but did. However, this was swiftly curtailed when I pointed at the first twelve-foot humanoid I had encased in my magic. 
 
    The shiny, almost rubbery coating it was encased in was smoking gently. 
 
    “Come on,” I told the group, jogging back toward them and wiping the sweat from my face. “I have no idea whether that spell will hold them forever—or for long.” 
 
    They still seemed somewhat unsure, so I looked at Cotu. 
 
    “Those prisons won’t hold forever, Cotu,” I said. “Remember what I said to you back at Solburg. All of you without exception have a place with us at Varglade should you want it.”  
 
    Cotu glanced around at the gathered storm elves. Each of them were staring at me with open intrigue written on their angular faces. 
 
    “Come,” she said, so that all of them could hear her words. “Come with me now. We follow the amalgamage.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We made our way back to Solburg with little to no trouble after the action on the slopes of the mountain. All in all, according to the report that Cotu gave me as we trudged along, she had lost two more of her people to the fire golems. 
 
    “Also, three were claimed by the firestorm,” she told me. 
 
    When I looked over at her, walking stoically beside me, I noticed tears in her eyes. I let her be for the remainder of the walk. I had never had a person I was especially close to die, so I thought any words of comfort might sound trite.  
 
    The guilt of not being able to save everyone might have weighed more heavily on me had I not known for a fact that Nelri, Kea, Penelo, and I had done everything we could. 
 
    As we always do, my brain told me. 
 
    After we made it back to the fortification of Solburg, Penelo gave orders out and had the storm elves settled in and resting in a matter of half an hour. Cotu went with her people, of course, but not before she had shot me a look of profound gratitude. 
 
    Nelri and Kea went to see if they couldn’t find us all something to eat, and I was just standing by a brazier and sifting through my thoughts when Penelo approached. 
 
    “You look weary, Jake Walker,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, with a wry smile. 
 
    Penelo laughed lightly; a musical sound that had the same effect on my soul as a glass of good red wine might have. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, “I will walk with you to your quarters.” 
 
    “I’m not an invalid, you know, Pen,” I said, trying not to wince as my back cramped up when I straightened. 
 
    Penelo gave me a look of amusement. “I know, but I know how you swan about with your head in the clouds, pondering on how next you will improve Varglade. I’m willing to wager that you can’t even remember where I billeted you.” 
 
    She let these words mature in the air for a while. 
 
    “I remember,” I said. 
 
    Penelo said nothing, but continued to eye me with that particular brand of dubiety she had down pat.  
 
    “But… you can walk me to them anyway, if you like,” I said. 
 
    “How gracious of you,” Penelo said, and took me by the arm. 
 
    As we walked, I asked about the state of Solburg, about how it was fairing after the volcanic shaking it had received. 
 
    “Seems quieter than it was when we left to go and hunt for the storm elves,” I said. 
 
    Penelo nodded. “Most of the sun elves, under my direction and not that of the elders, have been evacuated to Varglade.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is…” 
 
    “But?” I asked. 
 
    Penelo pursed her lips as she led me through a couple of winding streets, which were completely empty. “It is a good thing that my folk will be safe, but I cannot shed the fear and concern I feel for the safety and longevity of our ancestral lands.” 
 
    Privately, I didn’t blame her. The fact that the sun elves had a volcano on their doorstep was doing nothing for the price of their property in my head. 
 
    I reassured her though, as any good friend would. 
 
    “This is just a precaution,” I said as we made our way through a courtyard. “I’ll do my utmost to make sure you and your people are able to return to Solburg once this is all over.” 
 
    Penelo smiled as she opened a door for me, and I could tell that she believed me, which was perhaps not so surprising considering all I’d done for the sun elves. 
 
    “I can’t lie to you, Jake,” she said as I walked through some candlelit passages. “We—the sun elves—never put much stock in the amalgamages, but you have proven myself, and the elders, wrong—although they might not be willing to admit it.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I always believed the most important thing I could do, with regard to the goals I chased, was to have integrity. Put simply, I always made a point  of trying my best.” 
 
    There was a long and pregnant moment of silence. Penelo ran her gaze over my face. 
 
    “You are a good human, Jake Walker,” she said after a couple of heartbeats. “You would make a good elf too, if not for those ridiculous ears of yours.” 
 
    I laughed. “Come on and cut me some slack, why don’t you. Every sword fight I’m in I’m secretly hoping that my opponent will give me a close shave and sharpen up the tips of these bad boys.” I gave my left ear a tweak. 
 
    I had assumed that we had arrived at my quarters, but when Penelo opened the door with the toe of her boot, I noticed that this was not the case. Warm, fragrant air wafted out of the open portal, along with a cozy flickering light of many candles and, if I was any judge, a large fire. 
 
    “This isn’t my room, is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Astute as ever,” Penelo teased. 
 
    I gave her a nonplussed look, which made her chuckle. She motioned at me—at all of me. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Your clothing, Jake, your armor.” 
 
    “What about them?” I asked. 
 
    Penelo rolled her eyes. She muttered something. 
 
    “They’re filthy from being in all the smoke and ash,” she said. 
 
    I looked down. Wiped a finger across my sooty leather breastplate. She was right. They were. 
 
    “I have probably been cleaner,” I admitted. 
 
    Penelo smiled. For one who was normally so forthright and unapologetic, that smile seemed almost tentative. 
 
    “I, uh… I brought us here because… Well, I thought that I could have them cleaned for you, this being the laundry,” she said. 
 
    “Is that right?”  
 
    Penelo placed her hand on my dirty chest, but her eyes were still locked firmly on a place that was somewhere around my knees. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and there was a definite note of shyness in her tone. “Yes… Only, it would be much easier for me to do that if you would only take them off…” 
 
    I blinked, finally picking up what she was putting down. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, with my usual suavity. “Oh, well, I suppose, in the name of hygiene and all that, I better do my part…” 
 
    Slowly, I began unbuckling my armor. As I did so, Penelo shoved me into the fragrant warmth of the washing room and kicked the door shut behind us. 
 
    The room beyond the door was, as I had suspected, the laundry—although I wasn’t sure if laundry was an adequate enough word to describe the industrial-sized washroom the pair of us found ourselves in. 
 
    I only had a brief chance to take in my surroundings, despite the habit that Firnous had drilled into me with merciless repetition about always taking as much of a chance, when entering a new space, to identify any hazards and any possible exits. 
 
    The room was the kind of washing room that wouldn’t have been out of place in a medieval castle. Inside, I was engulfed in the moist, almost tropical air, which smelled pleasantly of lavender and thyme. As I had guessed, the cozy flickering light was being supplied by the usual fragrant beeswax tapers that the elves favored above other light sources. 
 
    There was also a large fire—a very large fire—set in a fireplace along the back wall of the room. Over this fire a number of large cauldrons were set. Some of them were steaming, while others looked to be empty. There was a fair collection of different sized wooden tubs dotted about the room, scrubbing boards set against the walls, and barrels full of lots of heavy staves, which I guessed were used for pounding the washing while it was in the tubs. 
 
    In retrospect, it was amazing I noticed anything about the room whatsoever. Penelo was coming at me, forcing me back, while I continued to fumble with the straps on my cuirass. 
 
    Has there always been this many straps to my damn armor? I wondered as my legs collided with the edge of a tub and almost tipped me headfirst into it.  
 
    The look on her face told the story—and it was a story I very much wanted to hear. Her usually faintly austere and composed features were now all lust and hunger. That change in her, it was like… walking into a church, walking down the aisle between the rows of self-abnegating and restrained congregation, pulling back a red velvet drape behind the altar, and revealing a cathouse. 
 
    I liked it. And the juxtaposition between the two only made me like it all the more. 
 
    Penelo stepped into my space and pressed me up against one of the barrels containing a collection of the laundry poles, her hands on my chest, her fingers digging under the edge of my leather breastplate. 
 
    She whispered something, but at that moment the barrel she had pushed me against toppled over and the staves inside felt out with a clatter on the stone floor. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    Penelo looked at me. She was tall as elves went, and I was no giant. Standing with our faces a couple of inches apart, we were, more or less, on a level. She flashed me a bright and loaded smile. 
 
    “I said, I have no more doubts about you,” she said. 
 
    I moved forward to kiss her, but she jerked her head playfully out of reach. 
 
    “I told you, this is about getting you clean,” Penelo said. 
 
     The pair of us had quite a collection of clothes on, which was unsurprising given the temperature outside and the dangers we had been facing. Our armor and clothing, especially the  wheat-blonde furs that Penelo usually wore, covered quite the area of floor once they had been removed and scattered about. 
 
    I cupped her lovely face in my hands, my fingers tracing the lines of her pointed ears and burying themselves in her tangerine-colored tresses. I felt her sizable breasts pressed against my chest, her nipples poking into my skin. My eyes though, as much as they were tempted to rake the taut body that was so close to my own, were only for her face. 
 
    “Can we expect the elves on washing duty any time soon?” I murmured. 
 
    “Why? Would that stop you at this moment?” Penelo asked, her lips brushing my chin. 
 
    “A pack of wild bunyips couldn’t pull me away from this,” I replied, and Penelo smiled. 
 
    Then, our lips were locked and we were kissing, and her hands slipped down the back of my neck, following the twin lines of muscle on either side of my spine. 
 
    My own hands slid from the sides of her face, down her neck, down her smooth flanks, feeling the bumps of her ribs, before cupping one tight buttock in each hand.  
 
     Penelo let out a soft little groan of contentment as we canoodled in the dancing amber glow of the candles and fires that were burning lower and lower around the room. Outside, I could dimly make out the sound of a smith’s hammer ringing and the chatter of fowls. Those sounds were relaxing, the sounds of home, but they soon faded to a low and distant murmur, as our arms wrapped around one another and we pressed into each other’s eager bodies. 
 
    Our kisses became less coordinated, but more febrile and insistent. I felt her spittle smear across my lower lip, across my cheeks as she kissed my stubbled jaw, and down my neck as she nibbled at my throat. Our teeth tap-tap-tapped together as we slowly found our rhythm and then lost it again, as we got used to each other’s movements and embraces. 
 
    Penelo sighed into my open mouth, kissing me back with an ardent and aggressive deliberation. Her clever tongue flicked out and ran teasingly across my own, plunging deep into my mouth. 
 
    While our tongues made the only kind of war where both sides win, my dexterous fingers ran across her shapely butt, downward and inward, pulling her tight, luscious asscheeks apart. I paused for an instance, but Penelo was having none of that. She wrapped one strong leg around me and pulled me into her; a non-vocal signal to do my thing. And so I did.  
 
    My fingers moved inward, and I could feel straightaway, on the tips of my digits, the heat coming off of the sun elf’s pussy. The understanding that she was so eager and so ready for me pushed the needle of my own sex-drive right up into the red so that it was banging on the limiter. 
 
    With more than a little reluctance, my hands ran back up the smooth satin softness of her back, causing her to shiver and bite down on my bottom lip with barely controlled violence. 
 
    “I think after this is over,” I said in a low voice, “the pair of us are going to need a good scrubbing.” 
 
    Penelo grunted her agreement, the sound doing more to capture her wanton longing than words ever could, and pressed herself harder against me. The woman had less fat on her than a butcher’s pencil, but she was strong and knew how to handle that athletic physique of hers. 
 
    Growling softly all the while, she forced me back, stumbling, until my ass collided with the edge of something hard and wooden, which I guessed was one of the many laundry tubs, judging by the faint sploshing sound it made. 
 
    As we continued to kiss, I slipped my hands back down the smooth plain of Penelo’s stomach. With commendable ease, I slid two of my fingers into the embracing wetness of her womanhood, hooking them up so that they were practically pointing back at myself. 
 
    Penelo gasped with delight, clearly taken by surprise. 
 
    “Oh!” she said. “Oh… Oh, I… Yes!” 
 
    I sank to my knees. With careful pressure, I located the spongy spot that hinted at the neighborhood of the fabled G-spot and began an exploratory expedition with two fingers. 
 
    “What’re you… Oh!” Penelo said. 
 
    A sudden tensing of the elf’s abdominal muscles and a cry of uncontainable passion told me that I had pinned the tail on the proverbial donkey, more than her surprised words had. I doubled down, fingering her with even strokes. Slowly, I increased the pace while simultaneously flicking my tongue across her clit. 
 
    With a firm twist, I swung the sun elf around by her hips so that she was the one leaning against the wooden tub. 
 
    “What’re you doing down th—oh my goodness, Jake Walker!” Penelo yelled. 
 
    She tipped her head back and stared sightlessly as I leaned forward and began to fervently lick around her gorgeous, wet sex. 
 
    “Yes… Oh, yes… Mmmhmmm,” Penelo moaned. 
 
    I held her firmly by her hips, while she gripped the edges of the wooden laundry tub that she was leaning against. Her quivering and flinching made me wonder whether she had ever had this done to her before. 
 
    They’re a proud clan, the sun elves, I thought as I alternated poking my tongue into her holiest of holies and kissing her clit. Maybe she’s never had anyone eat her out. 
 
    I indulged myself by tonguing the woman’s slit and feeling her body’s reactions. I didn’t go so far as yielding to a little bit of ass play, although it was sorely tempting. Instead, I kissed all around her pussy, licking down the lips and biting softly at the smooth skin between her navel and her clit, giving her the royal treatment. 
 
    Her reactions were so jerky to my ministrations that a new, and very exciting, possibility began dawning in the back of my mind.  
 
    This might be the first time she’s had anything done to her…  
 
    It was a riveting thought, and one that had never crossed my mind purely because Penelo was so competent in control of every other aspect of her life that I had seen. 
 
    Really though, it didn’t matter one way or another. In the next few moments such contemplations were pushed out of my head. 
 
    “Get… up here and have sex with me, Jake Walker!” Penelo ordered, the words coming out in a lust-soaked rush. “Please… Hurry, hurry, hurry! I want you. Right now!” 
 
    There are some things you argue and some things you don’t. I could have stayed down there chowing on Penelo’s pussy for another quarter of an hour quite happily—she tasted so damn good—but orders were orders. 
 
    I got to my feet, wiping girl juice from my face with the back of my hand. 
 
    Penelo was slumped against the wooden tub. She looked more disheveled than I had ever seen her. Her bright orange hair had escaped from the braid she usually kept it in, her chest was heaving, and her amber eyes flickered and shone like fire in the ruddy light. She was sweating too, as was I, due to the humidity in the room. 
 
    My cock was throbbing almost painfully. I could feel it twitching, almost like it was mirroring the flurry of knee-jerk spasms of desire running across Penelo’s face. 
 
    “Turn around,” I said. 
 
    Penelo turned around. 
 
    “Lean over that tub,” I said. 
 
    Penelo leaned forward, so that her wonderful and considerable tits swayed forward. I pushed her further forward, and her breasts actually dipped into the warm, sudsy washing water in the filled tub. She moaned as her nipples submerged and propped herself up on the edge of the sturdy washing tub. Without me asking her to, she reached back with one hand and pulled one of her asscheeks to the side. I licked my lips and felt my heart pick up its pace as I looked down at her exposed wetness in all its R-rated glory. 
 
    Without further ado, I took my concrete hard-on in hand and pressed it to her opening. Her opening engulfed and welcomed the tip of my prick like it had been waiting to make its acquaintance all its life. I speared roughly into Penelo’s proffered pussy and gave it a couple of trial pumps, with what I liked to think was a respectful amount of passion and vivacity. 
 
    Penelo instantly started making animalistic grunting noises, as soon as my balls pressed into her engorged clit. Needless to say, I found that an incredible turn on, knowing that the sun elf was abandoning the last shreds of whatever dignity she had been clinging to to me, and surrendering herself utterly to carnal desire. 
 
    I pulled out and pressed my rod back into her. The moan I received as a reward only spurred me on to greater efforts. 
 
    “More,” she muttered. 
 
    I took a hold of her tangerine warrior’s braid, which was in disarray at this point, like they were the reins of some mustang I was trying to break. 
 
    “More,” Penelo repeated. 
 
    I slapped her on the ass. Spanked her again. And again. 
 
    “More!” she practically screamed at me. 
 
    The two of us let out matching exhalations of rapture as I shoved myself into her once more. I pulled out, much more slowly than I had entered this time, paused for just long enough that the sun elf started squirming and sticking her ass back out toward me, and then thrust my cock into her hard and deep and rough. 
 
    “Yes, more!” Penelo cried, gripping the edge of the sloshing tub so hard that her knuckles stood out white in her tanned skin. 
 
    I fucked into her again, and again, and again. 
 
    Penelo let out a wordless cry of relish every time my balls slapped forward into the top of her pussy. The soft slap of our two private areas coming together, the way that Penelo’s ass, shoulder, and back muscles tensed as I plunged into her, was enough to get my blood fizzing like bottled lightning.  
 
    Before either of us knew it, we were caught up in one of the oldest dances of the universe, and I started fucking away at her with proper enthusiasm. 
 
    It was raw in the best way. It was filthy; the irony of where we were getting down and dirty was not lost on either one of us, I didn’t think. There was nothing but the ragged, guttural grunt and rasp of our combined inhales and exhales, and the soft rhythmic slapping of my testicles smacking against the sun elf’s pussy, which was only getting wetter and wetter with every passing moment. 
 
    While I pounded her from behind, Penelo managed to get one of her hands down her body and between her legs so that she could rub clumsily at her clitoris. As she did this, the sight of her pleasuring herself while I fucked her turning me on even more, her bright amber eyes gazed over her shoulder at me, egging me on to greater exertions. 
 
    Every now and again, she would let out a long groan or silently mouth the word, ‘More.’ 
 
    I grinned wolfishly back at the horny sun elf, grabbing her by the hips with a tighter hold, so that I could shove myself deeper and deeper into her, while I watched her work her pussy. 
 
    The longer we fucked, the dirtier she acted, as she surrendered herself to her baser instincts. She gripped the edge of the washing tub over which she was bent, her incredible, perky tits bouncing up and down, splashing in and out of the bubbly water in rhythm to my thrusts, sending suds all over the place. 
 
    At one point, she levered herself up, grabbed one of her beautiful breasts, then ducked her head back down so that she could lick and suck her own nipple into her slobbering mouth. 
 
    “Mmm!” she said, as I continued banging her. “Mmm! Mmm! Mmm!” 
 
     I grinned down at Penelo, almost unable to believe that this whoreish sex fiend was the same slightly forbidding and hard-boiled woman who had first come to us at Varglade. 
 
    “Do you like this?” I asked, my words coming out jerkily, my own breath sounding harsh in my ears. 
 
    “Yes!” came the subservient reply. “Yes, Jake Walker! Yes!” 
 
    Sweat ran down my chest and Penelo’s back, mingling somewhere down below where the mess of bodily fluids accumulated between the two of us, before dripping onto the stone floor. 
 
    “Are you going to finish inside of me, human?” Penelo shot at me after a few more minutes of furious fornication. 
 
    I hissed out an affirmative between my teeth, my breath catching and my words coming out strained in my throat, as I watched her shaking hand blur between her legs; rubbing, rubbing, rubbing herself onward and upward to— 
 
    “Me too, me too, me too! I am too!” Penelo cried, her plummy voice laced with a wound up tension that she sounded like she could only hold for a few more moments. 
 
    “I’m close, Pen, I’m fucking close to blowing my top,” I said, realizing the stark truth of the words, even as I said them. 
 
    “Me too, Amalgamage me too!” Penelo replied ecstatically. 
 
    I let my body take over then, taking my head out of the equation, and guiding my rhythm. I kept thrusting away like a man who had been bedeviled. I could feel my own climax about to overflow the levee of my self-control. The wooden wash tub screeched and groaned on the stone floor, soapy water splashing and spraying over the sides, as I pounded into Penelo faster and faster and faster and— 
 
    Penelo let out an undulating, high to low-pitched groaning shriek, which had more of the animal kingdom in it than I might have expected. 
 
    I noticed this in the periphery of my mind however, as the next instance my own orgasm hit me with all the subtlety of a physiological freight train. 
 
    “Oooooh, oh my… Oh my… Oooh, yes! I’m going to—It’s happening! Don’t stop! Yes! Yes!” the sun elf cried. 
 
    I suddenly felt an inexplicable blazing warmth emanating out from where Penelo and I were joined at the waist. This feeling, which felt more supernatural than biological, was accompanied by a bright red flash of blood behind my eyelids. This visual sensation happened so fast that I couldn’t be sure that it had happened at all, but left me feeling light-headed and slightly dazed. 
 
    Then, I jerked and bucked like a startled Kentucky Derby contestant as I blew my load deep into Penelo. It would have been quite a neat job, had she not been quivering and thrashing in the throes of her rapture too. As she was, my cock slipped out of her velvety embrace and I sprayed a couple of spurts over her stomach and into the wash tub. 
 
    As we collapsed slowly onto the floor in an undignified heap, I made a mental note to myself.  
 
    If we actually do try to get some washing done, it might be worth emptying out that particular wash tub. 
 
    Penelo had her eyes closed and was smiling. As my breathing steadied, I heard that she was chortling softly to herself, and I wondered whether she was thinking the same damn thing. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With armor freshly scrubbed and waxed, not to mention a body that was greatly refreshed, I walked back out into the early evening that had settled on Solburg. I was grinning like an idiot, feeling as if I’d been given a shot of pure sunshine—which, in some special way, was the case. 
 
    The dawns felt like they came earlier up in the mountains. I took in a deep breath and breathed it out. The slightly abrasive tang of ash and smoke had lessened, even in the few hours that myself, Nelri, Penelo, Kea, Cotu, and the rest of the storm elves had been back in Solburg. The familiar icy bite of gathering snow had replaced it, and I for one did not mind that in the least. 
 
    I walked along an alleyway without any clear sense of where I was heading. My shadow cloak snapped around me, caught in the occasional gust that howled mournfully through the wind channels of the streets. I stepped out of the end of the alley and found myself overlooking the plain on which we had charged the ogres a few weeks before. 
 
    Only a few weeks, I thought, gazing out over the perfect whiteness of the snow-covered prairie. It seems like a lifetime ago now. 
 
    “We were lucky to get away from the… from those… What would you say those hellish apparitions of fire and stone were?” a voice said from my elbow. 
 
    If I hadn’t been so relaxed I might have been startled. As it was, I turned and saw Cotu sitting on a stone bench. She was so short that her booted toes were only just grazing the ground as she kicked her legs back and forth. 
 
    “I’m going with fire golems,” I said. “Leastways, that’s what I’ve been calling them in the privacy of my own head. Usually when I’m thinking, ‘I hope I never lay eyes on one of those fu—On one of those damn fire golems so long as I live.’” 
 
    Cotu smiled at me and nodded grimly. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the folk you lost,” I said, making sure to meet her gray-eyed gaze as I spoke the words. 
 
    She nodded and made a face that was somewhere in that murky area between appreciative smile and pained grimace. 
 
    “It was their time,” she said simply, then she sighed and her breath huffed out as a white cloud in the cold air. “Knowing that does not make the reality any easier to bear, though.” 
 
     “Do you think they died in vain?” I asked. 
 
    “I think that what is called a reason for living can often also be a fine reason for dying,” Cotu said, standing on the bench so that she could look out on the beautiful snow-shrouded grassland below us. “Besides, I try to take comfort in the fact that everyone is going to be dead one day, even elves, the world just needs to give us time.” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s one way to look at it.” 
 
    Cotu hopped down from the bench. She landed so lightly I was surprised to see that she had left any footprints at all when she walked toward me. 
 
    “Come with me, Jake Walker,” she said. “There is someone I wish you to meet.” 
 
    I followed her back into the warren of streets, lanes, and backstreets that made up the ancestral home of the sun elves. After only a minute or so, we stood outside a heavy, iron-studded door. Cotu opened it and led me inside. 
 
    “Greetings, Jake Walker,” a voice I didn’t recognize said from out of the gloom. 
 
    I blinked. After the snowy white glare outside, the dim and cozy room, lit only by the banked coals on a glowing hearth, appeared almost impenetrably dark. After a few moments though, my eyes adjusted and I saw that we were in a simple but comfortable sitting room. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, directing my greeting to the only other person in the room. 
 
    She was old, that much was clear. Venerable was the word that came to mind.  The female elf sitting in a high-backed armchair had the same yellow and turquoise-colored hair of all the storm elves, but hers looked thin and brittle, even drawn into thick dreads as it was. Her face was a mass of lines, like the wrinkles in a shirt that has been balled up and left in a drawer for years uncounted. Despite the toasty warmth emanating from the fire, she was wrapped in a host of shawls and scarves. Her hands were clasped in her lap and her fingers, with their swollen knuckles, reminded me of the roots of an ancient tree. 
 
    She was, simply put, the oldest elf I had ever seen. 
 
    Now, I knew that, but I also knew that I hadn’t noticed anyone sticking out within the group of storm elves that we had saved in the mountain pass as being particularly old. Yes, it had been a high-pressure situation, and the journey back had mostly involved me playing rearguard while Penelo led us back to Solburg, but the fact that I had not noted one of the storm elves was much older than the rest told me that this wizened female was tough. 
 
     “You’re the Matriarch,” I said, before I had even stopped to really consider whether this might be the case. 
 
    The old woman’s eyes, gray as Cotu’s once, perhaps, but rheumy and clouded now, twinkled. 
 
    “What gave me away?” she asked, with a small mischievous grin.  
 
    “It’s that air of great sagacity, I think,” I replied smoothly. 
 
    The old woman laughed. “Well put, young one, well put.” She looked over at Cotu before nodding at me. “I like this one. If I was only a couple of hundred years younger, eh?” 
 
    “Qhetuna!” Cotu said, in an unimpressed voice. 
 
    Qhetuna snorted and flapped one gnarled hand at the younger storm elf. 
 
    “Don’t mind Cotu, Jake Walker,” she told me. “She is still smarting from losing some of our kinsfolk in the mountains.” 
 
    “They died,” I said carefully. “She’s right to grieve, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Bah, you reach my age and you will see that dying is overrated,” she said. “Elven sentimentality has twisted it into the ultimate act of sacrifice that one elf can make for another.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    Another flap of the old hand. 
 
    “It can be, it can be,” Qhetuna said. “Biggest load of rocshit in the world though, mostly.” 
 
    “You don’t think that laying down your life is a hard thing to do?” I asked as Cotu absently poked at the coals in the fire with a pair of tongs. 
 
    “Noble, maybe. Hard? No, not hard. Dying for someone, for anyone, isn’t a difficult thing. The elf that dies escapes this world. It is as simple as that. The game ends. And with it the pain…” 
 
    Qhetuna coughed and sucked in a wheezy breath. I looked over at Cotu, but her face was inscrutable. 
 
    “No, dying is easy,” the old storm elf continued. “Now living for someone, or for something, that is where the difficulty can lie. Through it all—the good, the bad, the fat times and the lean, through the joy and the suffering and every emotion in between. That’s the hard thing.” 
 
    I considered this. 
 
    She does have a point, I thought. 
 
    “Cotu will learn this in time,” Qhetuna said. “She will learn that just because someone dies, it does not mean that your relationship with them has to. No, those live on. Those are eternal, you see?” 
 
    “I see,” I said. 
 
    The overcast eyes watched me carefully. Then, the old woman reached over to where an ornate staff was leaning against a wall. She grasped it and used it to push herself to her feet. I had expected her to be bent, of course, like an old tree. When she stood up though, she stood straight, but she stood short—shorter even than any of the other storm elves I’d met. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I asked, thinking that this was the right thing to say. 
 
    “No,” came the short reply. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. 
 
    “You have already helped us,” Qhetuna said. 
 
    “We helped you,” I said, meaning Nelri, Penelo, Cotu, and Kea.  
 
    The Matriarch of the storm elves nodded again, shooting me another one of her shrewd looks. 
 
    “Yes. Still, I would like to thank you, Jake Walker, for helping us, for helping all of us,” Qhetuna said. 
 
    I shrugged with one shoulder. 
 
    “You’re welcome, but you don’t need to thank me. Some people needed help and so… Well, anyone would have done it.” 
 
    “Not everyone,” Qhetuna countered sharply. 
 
    The firelight flickered and flitted over the lined old face. For a moment, looking down at her, the old Matriarch looked as hard as teak and as unforgiving and sharp as a bronze blade. Then she smiled and her face softened. She beckoned to me. Obediently, I drew near her and bowed my head. She reached up and patted me on the cheek; a more grandmotherly gesture than I had ever known. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed softly, “you are a good one, that much I can still see.” 
 
    Her hand moved down to my chest. She tapped me on the breastbone, the sound audible in the quiet of the room, glanced at Cotu, looked back at me, and added with a smile, “And that, Jake Walker is one of the big secrets, one of my secrets that I hope young Cotu here might learn one day, a very simple secret.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked, as I knew I was supposed to. 
 
    “It is only with the heart that one can see correctly what is truly there,” she said. “What is truly significant is invisible to the eye.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that, even if Cotu doesn’t,” I said warmly. 
 
    “You hear that, Cotu?” Qhetuna said. 
 
    “I hear that, Matriarch,” Cotu said, with an impassiveness that could not disguise the obvious high-regard and love she felt for the old elf. 
 
    “That’s good,” Qhetuna said. “I think that he’ll become a fine amalgamage, don’t you?” 
 
    Cotu’s gray eyes shone like the light on the edges of the ocean waves. 
 
    “We will see,” she said. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    “Bah,” the old elf said, turning to the door we had just come through, “she recognizes it as well as I do, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Recognize?” I asked, glancing at Cotu, who indicated I should follow Qhetuna. “Recognize what?” 
 
    “She recognizes what you did out there,” Qhetuna said as she shuffled along. 
 
    With the way I knew she must have moved on our journey back to Solburg, I had a sneaking suspicion that there was a smidgen of play-acting involved with her careful gait. 
 
    “And I recognized it too,” she continued as she opened the door and let the stiff wind in. “I recognized what I have seen before, when I fought alongside the last amalgamage, long ago—thousands of years ago it must have been now—in a great battle.” 
 
    We stepped out into the weather, Cotu closing the door behind us. Qhetuna started walking toward the main thoroughfare that ran from the gates of Solburg to the main tower. Cotu stepped beside her Matriarch, with an unthinking manner that told me she often walked with the venerable old bird. 
 
    “Tell me, Jake Walker,” Quetuna said as we made our way along, with me on the old storm elf’s other side. “Tell me, do you know, or do you think you know, what is causing the disturbances in these mountains?” 
 
    I looked sideways at the wizened face of the old elf, but she did not turn to look at me. 
 
    “I don’t know anything—” I started to say. 
 
    “Ah, that is not what Qhetuna asked,” Cotu said quickly, shooting me a cheeky grin and winking over the top of the smaller woman’s head. 
 
    “Cotu is right, Jake Walker,” the Matriarch said. “Often, our hearts have their reasons which reason itself knows not. What do you feel is happening? Do you think you know something?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I believe I do know.” 
 
    “And?” Cotu prompted. 
 
    “And…” I said. “And I think that it has something to do with an infernal elf—a woman who, while she never explicitly told me so, struck me as being a queen.” 
 
    Qhetuna stopped dead as we reached the main thoroughfare, jerking Cotu to a stop. The steep roadway was not as packed with elves as it usually was. In fact, there were almost more storm elves immediately visible than sun elves; a group of the smaller folk were gathered around a fountain nearby, and I thought that was probably where we had been heading to. 
 
    “Qhetuna, are you—?” Cotu tried to ask. 
 
    The Matriarch turned her stricken gaze on me, and I saw that her eyes had gone wide. 
 
    I frowned. “Are you—?” I tried to ask in my turn. 
 
    The murmur that bubbled up through the old lips was quiet, but somehow I still made the words out over the wind and the background noise of the street. 
 
    “She’s… She’s returned?” 
 
    I nodded, but then seeing the color drain from the old elf’s face, I quickly added, “Well, I mean, look, I saw her in a crystal ball that the sun elves had in a room. And then, after that, she’s come to me in dreams—though they’re just dreams.” 
 
    The Matriarch shook her head and motioned for us to continue up the street. Suddenly, the old woman appeared frail and weak. 
 
    “Just dreams! Just dreams, he says! Let me tell you, Jake Walker, that dreams come with their own responsibilities. Our lives are composed more from dreams than you might think—from the unconscious—and they must often be brought into connection with action to keep our world healthy. The waking and the dreaming must be woven together.” 
 
    I had no real idea as to what she was getting at. She was either on a philosophical plane far above the one I inhabited, or had lost her marbles. Personally, I thought it most likely to be the first option. I had taken a philosophy class as an elective while I had studied for my architecture degree and had been blessed by a lecturer who didn’t so much talk in his sleep as talk in other peoples’ sleep—namely, his students’. 
 
    We carried on walking. As we ambled along in a tense bubble of thoughtful silence, I tried to ask Qhetuna what she had meant about the whole dreaming thing, and how that tied into my dreams of the infernal elf, but she ignored me. She was muttering and murmuring to herself. I only caught a few snatched lines about a great war and an infernal elf queen, but none of it sounded promising, and I started to get an itchy feeling at the back of my neck. A cold swept through me that had nothing to do with the weather. 
 
    Qhetuna hobbled toward the fountain where the other storm elves were sitting and chatting. Even though the temperature was dropping, none of them seemed particularly phased. This only cemented my idea about them: that they were a hardy people who had been beaten and bashed on the anvil of life until they had spines and balls of steel. 
 
    All the while, as we got closer to her people, Qhetuna muttered to herself. When we had almost made it to the fountain and the waiting storm elves, she suddenly grasped me by the forearm in a grip of adamantine. 
 
    “Tell me, Jake Walker, do you have kings where you are from?” she asked. 
 
    This caught me completely by surprise. 
 
    “Uh, not anymore. There’s a few still around in lands other than mine, but they don’t do much. Why do you ask?” 
 
    But she ignored me. I did catch a few muttered words that I thought revolved around kings being about as much use to a community as tits on a bull, but couldn’t be sure. 
 
    The storm elves around the fountain greeted us warmly, but the Matriarch, Qhetuna ignored them as she had ignored me. 
 
    Shrugging off Cotu, she walked purposefully out into the road and looked up at the sky. 
 
    “Um, what’s she... what’s she doing?” I asked. 
 
    Before Cotu could answer me, the Matriarch looked back at us.  
 
    If there had been any hint of senility in her eyes before it was gone now, blown away by the wind or by the news of my dream, maybe. 
 
    She smiled back at us; a fierce and desperate smile of an adventurer about to take the first step on a road they have waited years to walk. 
 
    “What am I doing, Amalgamage?” she parroted me. “I am calling some old friends.” 
 
    Cotu’s slightly weathered face was drawn in a frown of confusion. 
 
    “Qhetuna, what…?” she started to say, taking a step toward the ancient elf. 
 
    Qhetuna raised the ornate staff she had been using as a walking stick and looked hard at the younger woman. There was a lot in that look that I was not privy to, that no one was privy to but Cotu. 
 
    “Wait,” Cotu said. 
 
    “Watch, young one, and learn!” the Matriarch crowed gleefully. 
 
    With a deep breath that seemed to me to take in more than just air, Qhetuna raised her staff and slammed it into the ground. 
 
    The stone cracked like the glaze on a stale doughnut. A bolt of lightning shot upward from the tip of the staff and into the clouds. Above them, the clouds, which had been fat and white and filled with snow just waiting to fall, spiraled suddenly as a storm was whipped up. 
 
    “And here was me thinking we were going to have a nice normal evening,” I muttered. 
 
    As the clouds over our heads were whisked into a frothing frenzy, I managed to spare a thought as to just who these ‘old friends’ of the Matriarch could be. Clearly, Qhetuna hadn’t meant any of the storm elves that had come with her, who had been rescued from the clutches of the fire golems. 
 
    Who is the trippy old thing talking about th—? 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted when the Matriarch collapsed. One minute she had been standing there in the eye of a storm that she had conjured, her many shawls flying about her, her faded dreads standing almost vertically out from her scalp, looking as indomitable as some marble effigy. 
 
    Then, like a scarecrow that’d had the stuffing torn out of it by a tornado, she crumpled. 
 
    I was moving toward the fallen figure, while the gathered storm elves stood in stunned dismay. I was quick, but I was nowhere near as quick as Cotu. 
 
    Cotu rushed in, almost as if she had guessed what might happen. She was so fast that she actually managed to catch the forlorn figure as she fell, letting her down onto the ground gently and lying her head in her lap. 
 
    I stood over the two storm elven women, not wanting to intrude on whatever was passing between them, but also wanting to be close should my help be needed. 
 
    So it was that I was in a perfect position to see what transpired. 
 
    “Matriarch? Qhetuna, are you all right?” Cotu asked in an urgent voice. 
 
    Struggling to speak, almost as one who’s just had a stroke or something, the old elf replied, “I-I-I-I must’ve overexerted myself with the trek and the fighting…” 
 
    “Don’t give me that!” Cotu said severely. 
 
    Qhetuna smiled warmly; a beam of sunshine coming out from behind a cloud. 
 
    “Ah, you and I have no secrets, eh?” she said, reaching up to stroke the other woman’s cheek. “Well, here is my last one: I knew my time was near, girl.” 
 
    “What? No!” Cotu said vehemently. 
 
    Qhetuna looked hard at Cotu, then she reached out and, without looking, she picked up her fallen staff and pressed the length of carved white wood into the other woman’s hands. 
 
    “What’re you—?” Cotu said. 
 
    “I am telling you what you know in your heart of hearts to be true, Cotu,” Qhetuna said. “I am telling you, in front of our dwindling people and the amalgamage, that you are now the Matriarch of the storm elves.” 
 
    A collective gasp went up from the gathered storm elves nearby. When I looked up, I saw that while many of them appeared sad, none looked disappointed by this pronouncement. Clearly, Cotu was loved by all. 
 
    The former Matriarch turned her gaze to me. 
 
    “I can tell that you have questions, Jake Walker,” she said. 
 
    I snorted softly. “You could say that.” 
 
    “I do say that,” the irascible old elf said, “and I also say that I assure you that Cotu will be able to answer them. She is confused, maybe, but—” 
 
    “Of course, I’m confused,” Cotu said, “you have not told me all you should have. You have not told me how to—” 
 
    The venerable former Matriarch raised a shaky, knob-knuckled hand to Cotu’s forehead, cutting her off. There was a bright and brilliant light. A dull hum emanated from the old woman’s palm. I watched in amazement as Cotu’s eyes went flickering white. 
 
    What the…  
 
    When whatever was happening was over, the former Matriarch of the storm elves, Qhetuna, went limp.  
 
    Cotu blinked and recovered. Her eyes had changed back to the lovely soft gray color they had been, but they were filled with tears. 
 
    I knelt down and tentatively put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “What’s happened?” I asked. 
 
    Cotu hesitated. She blinked a few times and tears fell like drops of silver rain from her eyes and down her cheeks. 
 
    “She… She has passed onto me the sacred knowledge of the Matriarchs,” she said. Her voice was filled with sadness, but it was strong and loud, so that all of her folk gathered there could hear. 
 
    “Right, and what does that mean?” I asked. “Why did she do it? Why did she do it now?” 
 
    A sudden light from above overrode any other concern at that time. It drew my attention, along with that of every elf in the street, heavenwards. 
 
    Abruptly, I found my mouth dropping open, as if my masseter muscle had been severed. 
 
    “That’s… I’m not the only one seeing that, right?” I said weakly. “Please, don’t tell me I’m the only one seeing that.” 
 
    The clouds didn’t look like storm clouds anymore. They looked pearly white, with a golden glow around them. They didn’t look real. They looked like the kinds of clouds you’d see in the background of a Mark Maggiori painting; billowing, massive, Elysian. 
 
    They look almost angelic, I thought. 
 
    And the shape of them was changing rapidly, by the second—and not into any cloud formation I had ever seen before. It looked almost like… 
 
    “A staircase,” Cotu whispered. 
 
    It was the sort of vision that made you say things like, ‘I can’t believe my own eyes!’ and shit like that. Only, since coming to Tavalon, I had learned to dispense with platitudes like that. I had learned to believe my eyes, because if a man couldn’t believe his own eyes, whose eyes would he believe. 
 
    This though…   
 
    The clouds at the top of this impossible, but nonetheless very solid-looking staircase parted and I saw a figure emerge. The figure, moving with the grace that only females can command, started to descend the cloud steps. She stepped down the stairs elegantly, with a poise I had never seen the likes of before. It seemed to take her forever to reach the bottom of the stairs. Seemed to take her no time at all. 
 
    Her face dazzled me so much so that only her words made any impression on me at first. 
 
    “Matriarch, you called,” the stranger said to Cotu, “and I have answered.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shit, I had seen some pretty fucking amazing stuff in the time I had been living on Tavalon, that went without saying. 
 
    I had fought, and killed, creatures far wilder than those who had inhabited the story books of my Earthling youth.  
 
    I had walked through lands the likes of which the most spellbinding environments on Earth could only dream of being like, or that might only be found in some Hollywood studio. 
 
    I had talked and interacted with the kindest, most wholesome, and considerate peoples in the elves; the different clans and races all bringing something unique to the table, but all being interlinked by the pressing need to preserve the world that they co-inhabited and that they called home. 
 
    Yeah, I had learned that there was more to the universe than just the things that had been dreamed about in the society I had come from, but I had never met anyone quite like that elf that stepped down from the cloud staircase. 
 
    Obviously. 
 
    Yeah, it was a cold, hard fact that everyone was ignorant in some way or another. Ignorance was everybody’s deepest and most ill-kept secret, and it was one of the scariest things out there because those of us who are most ignorant are also the ones who often don’t realize it—or, more dangerously, don’t want to admit it. 
 
    But, I mean, come on. It didn’t matter how open-minded I thought I had been, when I saw someone actually descending out of the actual sky like some hackneyed bible tale Sunday special… Yeah, I had to admit to myself, there was a moment there when I thought I’d become one of those people who had madness thrust unexpectedly upon them—rather than some who are born mad and others that achieve their madness. 
 
    However, when that superlunary figure came into focus; when that slightly blinding halation that seemed to shine from within her had faded somewhat and I could make out her features, when I could smell the wonderful scent that she was wrapped in along with the light, I realized that she was, indeed, real. 
 
    Naturally, the first thing my stunned mind offered me was that I was looking at a real, honest-to-goodness angel. Then, after a few dumbfounded seconds, I started to come to my senses a little. She was flesh and blood, all right. I could smell her for goodness sake—a tantalizing blend of scents that hinted at, but wasn’t completely, fresh cut grass, strawberries and cream, honeysuckle, mountain streams, hot rain, and baking dirt. 
 
    Summer, I realized. She smells like summer. She smells like life. 
 
    The mysterious elf was most certainly angelic in appearance, and I was not the only one to notice it. As she crossed the windswept snow of the central thoroughfare, every eye that was lucky enough to be present followed her. She seemed to move in a bubble of awe. 
 
    Her hair fell to the middle of her back, rippling, and looked like it was made of golden light; light woven into strands somehow. Her skin was as perfect and flawless as the surface of a pearl. It gleamed and shimmered, like no other skin I had ever seen before. 
 
    She was wearing simple robes that flowed with the fluid airiness of the clouds that she had just walked down from. I say simple, but as one who had spent far too much of his adult life working in a retail store, I would have said the robes were of the variety of simple that would have resulted in a normal person having to remortgage their house to purchase. 
 
    With an effort, I closed my mouth. It made an audible snapping noise. 
 
    I don’t actually recall her moving across the snow toward us. Only that it was a genuine pleasure to see her walk. One thing I did recall was that the swirling snow, which had started to drift down in fat, creamy flakes now that the clouds had ceased their jiggling and gyrating, seemed not to touch her. Certainly, when she was close enough for me to make out her features, I saw that no snow had settled on her shoulders or on her lovely white-blonde hair.  
 
    Abruptly, there she was, mixing up my head with her intoxicating scent and making me wonder how long we had all been standing there watching her move. She had spoken, I was sure of that, when she had descended. Thinking about it logically now, I don’t know how me, or any of the gathered storm elves, would have made out her soft words over the building wind whistling through the stony buildings around us. 
 
    The newcomer looked down at the fallen storm elf Matriarch, and her eyes went wide. 
 
    They were fantastic eyes, unlike any I had ever seen in my life, which, all things considering, was of no great surprise. They were a deep, radiant gold—and that was no hyperbole on my part, they were actually gold. As rich a gold as the coin from a dragon’s hoard and more solid than a usual iris looked. 
 
    The angelic elf seemed unaffected by the temperature, which continued to drop as the gloaming set in. I noticed that, while her chest rose and fell, her breath did not turn to mist in the cold air like mine or the others did. 
 
    I only realized that I had been staring when the newcomer looked at me and pinned me with that lovely golden gaze. 
 
    “Is it true?” she asked, in a voice that was as smooth as freshly churned butter and as sparkling as champagne. “Is it true that she has returned?” 
 
    With some real concerted effort, I pulled my head out of the metaphorical clouds and focused on the words coming out of those wonderful lips. 
 
    I nodded, knowing exactly who the ‘she’ was that the heavenly creature standing in front of me was referring to. 
 
    The infernal elf queen. 
 
    The golden gaze flicked away from me. As the attention of those resplendent eyes left me, I suddenly felt like I had control over my wits once more. I had felt, though I hadn’t perceived it really, almost light-headed or drunk, or like a schoolboy assailed by his very first crush, while I had been under the heavenly elf’s regard. As soon as her scrutiny had passed onto Cotu, I came back to myself, as if I had been awakened from a very pleasant dream. 
 
    “Well, I suppose that it’s a good and noble thing that the storm elf Matriarch has done here,” she said. 
 
    “Good and noble?” Cotu asked, her voice trembling with just a modicum with her grief. “Good and noble? What do you mean good and noble? She’s—” 
 
    “She has summoned me here for a reason. A most grave and terrible reason. Perhaps the only reason that there still is for a Matriarch of the storm elves to give up her life in the service of,” the white-clad elf said, her soft words surfing smoothly over Cotu’s. 
 
    Cotu bridled at being interrupted.  
 
    Having a male’s unerring instinct for sensing brewing dissent between two equally, if differently, matched females, I cleared my throat loudly and said, “And who are you?” 
 
    The golden eyes turned back to me. Once more I was struck by the sensation of being doused in a nice, warm whisky shower. The cold lessened around me—or seemed to. 
 
    I gave my head a little shake and, realizing that I was still kneeling by Cotu, I got to my feet. Instantly, as soon as I was eye to eye with the new elf, a little of the awe-filled drunkenness left me. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked, firmly but politely. 
 
    The newcomer gave me a long steady look. “My name is Ava, and I am the Matriarch of the celestial elves.” 
 
    At the mention of the celestial elves, the other storm elves, who had been doing their best landed fish impressions along with myself, let out gasps of amazement. 
 
    I glanced around. The faces all had one characteristic in common: they looked like they’d been hit by a ton of bricks. 
 
    “Seems like they’ve all heard of the celestial elves,” I said. 
 
    “B-but it cannot be!” one storm elf woman said, her dark gray eyes narrowed in a sort of incredulous rapture, perhaps against the light that the newcomer was still giving off. 
 
    “It was said,” another storm elf muttered, casting her eyes demurely aside when the gaze of the celestial elf fell on her, “that they, that the celestial elves, were… It has always been thought that they were just legends.” 
 
    “In my admittedly limited experience,” I said, “legends and the like don’t just come wandering out of the sky.” 
 
    The newcomer, Ava, gave me an interested look. 
 
    “I’m not sure about the term ‘legend’, but wandering out of the sky, as you put it, is exactly what celestial elves do. To my mind, legends are just the lucky folk whose real histories were lost along the way.”  
 
    “You look real enough to me,” I said, surprised when the words came out of my lips instead of staying in my head the way I had intended. 
 
    Ava smiled at me. It was like being hit in the solar plexus by a sunbeam. 
 
    Yes, she is real all right, I thought. 
 
    Ava’s smile, and the way it made me go weak at the knees, was evidence enough that celestial elves, as legendary as they might have been, were very much real. 
 
    “I will admit that the celestial elves are somewhat reclusive,” Ava said, “and only intervene when the fate of Tavalon itself is thought to be hanging in the balance.” 
 
    “But, where were you when the amalgamages deserted us, or were driven off?” a faintly accusing voice said from the back of the crowd that had, unbeknownst to me, gathered behind us. 
 
    I turned and saw Penelo wending her way through the throng of captivated elvish onlookers. 
 
    “Where were you when the Ogre King moved against the sun elves and stole our home from us?” she asked, slipping through the front ranks of the assembly to join me and Cotu. “Where were you when your fellow elves needed you?” 
 
    “You either did not hear, or chose to misunderstand, what I just vouchsafed, sun elven sister,” Ava said diplomatically. “I said that my people and I are reclusive, and we only venture down from our super-terrestrial homes when the fate of Tavalon is threatened. No one race of elves, or any other creature for that matter, is more important than the land itself.” 
 
    Ava reached down and scooped up a handful of snow from the frozen ground. 
 
    “For the safety of this have I descended,” she said. 
 
    “So, you’re saying that Tavalon—not just Viridis or Solburg—but the world is in danger?” Cotu asked from where she still knelt on the ground.  
 
    “So, the ancient one you cradle seemed to think,” Ava said, indicating the peaceful face of the deceased Qhetuna. “She would not have spent her final strength, and handed the burden of the Matriarchy over to you, if she did not think so.” 
 
    Her flawless face was drawn briefly in lines of pain. 
 
    “And the world of Tavalon is very much going to be in danger if, as this old one’s message spoke of, the infernal elf queen has returned,” Ava finished. 
 
    A muttering went up in the surrounding crowd. It was not panic, or anything akin to it, but there was a definite feeling of disquiet in the ranks of elves. 
 
    I rubbed at the growing beard on my jaw and then asked the question that had been bugging me for a while now. 
 
    “Who is she? Who is this woman I talked to in the crystal ball? Who is this woman who keeps dogging my dreams?” 
 
    Ava subjected me to another one of her penetrative stares. 
 
    “You have talked to her?” she asked in return. She looked surprised. 
 
    “I have,” I said. 
 
    “And she consented to speak with you?” 
 
    “Yeah, she was pretty chatty,” I said casually. 
 
    “And your mind took no ill effect from your talk?” 
 
    I sighed silently through my nose, trying to keep my rising impatience in check. 
 
    “It drove me to my knees. Made me sweat and ache like I’d just run a mara—Like I’d just run for miles,” I said. “Apart from that though, I was fine.” 
 
    The celestial elf pursed her lips. The force of her regard redoubled on me so that my head swam with vertigo. 
 
    “Who are you?” Ava asked. “The storm elf’s message was brief. She did not mention one such as you.” 
 
    “The name’s Walker,” I said, unable to pass up my Bond movie moment, regardless of the situation and my clueless audience. “Jake Walker.” 
 
    Ava gave her head a little shake. 
 
    “I’m the amalgamage,” I clarified. 
 
    I would not have thought that such an unruffled and composed specimen of female virtue could have her cage rattled, but these words did it for Ava. It was not much, but just for a second or so the outward veneer of perfect serenity and control slipped. Her lips opened and her eyebrows rose the merest fraction of an inch. For one such as her, I imagined such a reaction was comparable to some other person throwing their hat down in the dust and slapping their thigh.  
 
    “So,” I said, deciding to capitalize on the unexpected pause my declaration had bought me, “who is she?” 
 
    Ava nodded, although it didn’t strike me that she was nodding her head at anything I had said. It seemed more likely that she was nodding at some confirmation that had just been made to her. 
 
    “She was…” she replied, her voice distant. 
 
    “Yes?” I prodded her none too subtly. 
 
    The golden gaze pinned me once more, but I was prepared this time. 
 
    “She was someone that believed that the infernal elves should rule over all the other elves,” Ava said. 
 
    Her words were spoken quietly, no louder than you’d talk to someone in a coffee shop, but they managed to fill the immediate area nonetheless. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “One of those people.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ava said. “She believed, truly believed, mark you, as the most dangerous despots all do, that all elves, whether they be wild or moon, dark or sea, should be under the sway of the infernal elves.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said disdainfully, trying not to show the discomfort I felt as hot tongues of apprehension began to lick my insides. “She is willing to do whatever it takes to achieve that goal?” 
 
    “That’s right, Jake Walker,” Ava said. 
 
    The muttering around us increased, rising in volume as the word spread. 
 
    “I do not know how much knowledge you have concerning your line, Jake Walker,” Ava continued. 
 
    Zip, zero, and zilch, I thought. 
 
    “The amalgamage before you gave his life to seal this particularly powerful infernal elf away,” Ava said. 
 
    That was news to me. 
 
    “Seal her where?” I asked. 
 
    “In a place beyond this one, and yet next to it,” Ava said. 
 
    Typical elven riddle talk there, I thought, allowing my love of Tolkien to get the better of me. 
 
    “Sealed away, but not killed?” Cotu asked. 
 
    Ava shook her head. “Jake Walker’s predecessor was an intelligent elf. He was well aware that it was possible to find cases of heinous situations where certain folk, perhaps, could be said to deserve to die. But he was of the opinion that one could never really meet anybody who deserved to kill.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasant thought,” Penelo said, her voice hard. “I do not think that the world, unfortunately, is such a clearly black and white place as that.” 
 
    Privately, I agreed with the sun elf. There was such a mentality back on my home-world: optimistic, but ultimately unrealistic. I had never been a big one for organized religions, but the  very particular emphasis on the commandment, thou shalt not kill, had always made me think that it was more than certain that humans were descended from an endlessly long line of generations of people prone to spilling blood, whose love of murder was in their very DNA as it was perhaps also in infernal elves. 
 
    “What was the point of just locking this elf away?” Cotu asked bitterly.  
 
    “I rather think that the amalgamage in question was hoping that the next amalgamage would rise before the infernal elf became free,” Ava said. 
 
    It sounded a lot like passing the buck to me. 
 
    “And when she returned?” I asked. “What then?” 
 
    “When she returned,” Ava said slowly, “it was feared her ancient war would return with her.” 
 
    A sudden idea, and not an enjoyable one, accosted me. 
 
    “Yesterday, we came across some… elementals, I suppose you could call them,” I said. “Beings of solid fire and liquid stone, which I called fire golems.” 
 
    Ava inclined her head to show that she was listening. 
 
    “There was a sea, dark, and storm elf with me,” I continued, “and not one of them recognized the creatures.” 
 
    Ava sighed. “No. No, I do not suppose any of your band would. Nor any elf that walks the mountains or woods or fields today.” 
 
    “These fire golems, these infernal elementals,” I said, “are they… Could they be the forerunners for this pain in the ass’s army or something?” 
 
    Ava nodded slowly. 
 
    “You are perspicacious, Jake Walker,” she said. “And I think you are correct on this.” 
 
    She looked around at the gathering of elves that were clustering closer and closer to us, though whether it was because they wanted to hear what the celestial elf was saying or because it was getting colder was even money. 
 
    She raised her chin and said in a louder voice than she had used so far, “That is the usual tactic—or was—of the infernal elves. Many long years back, this infernal elf, and her kindred, would often make unprovoked attacks on groups of elves of different races and clans, trying to divide them. The infernal elves would use numerous different methods, but sowing distrust amongst those that should have stood as friends was one of their favored means of insidious attack.” 
 
    I did some quick thinking. There was no doubt in my mind now, we were at the top of the end of a spiral. And the thing about the top end of a spiral was that there was only one way to go. The feeling of growing disquiet, which I had not been able to put my finger on, had manifested itself finally.  
 
    It was not comfortable knowledge, but it was knowledge that we could use to get ahead of the shitstorm that was bearing down on us with all the potential malice of a tornado approaching a trailer park. 
 
    What we do next will decide whether we’re the tornado or the trailer park, I thought. 
 
    I looked at the celestial elf. She had been watching me. There was a very faint smile playing around her mouth, more an idea of a smile than a physical demonstration of one. 
 
    “You’re certain that this infernal elf, and whatever minions she’s got tucked into her back pocket, have their sights set on us?” I asked. 
 
    Ava nodded. “I have been called. And now that I am here, I can feel the currents swirling. It feels much like it did the last time I set foot on Tavalon.” 
 
    I didn’t know what currents she was talking about, but I got the gist of what she was saying. 
 
    “In that case,” I said, “I think it’s advisable that all those who are willing and able make their way back to Varglade as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Varglade?” Cotu asked. “Why?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” Penelo asked.  
 
    “Because it’s the largest collection of elves in Tavalon,” I said. “If we learned anything from overthrowing the Ogre King, it’s that we’re strongest when we’re untied, yes?” 
 
    Both nodded. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “So, we should try and get organized. Try and get ahead of whatever is coming down the road for us.” I put a hand on Penelo’s shoulder and looked into her proud amber eyes. “With this in mind, we should leave soon—it’ll take us some time to get back to Varglade.” 
 
    Ava made a musical little noise in her throat. It took me a moment to recognize that she was chuckling to herself. 
 
    “Care to share with the group?” I asked. My tone was a little terser than was usual for me, but things were unraveling and a darkness was looming, and I did not much like the feeling. 
 
    “Do not fear, Amalgamage,” Ava said. “It won’t take us long to get back to your forest home, rest assured. I can carry half a dozen with ease and at speed.” 
 
    “What’s she talking about?” came Nelri’s voice from behind me. 
 
    I turned and saw that she and Kea were moving through the unresisting crowd. 
 
    “What have we missed?” the sea elf asked me, her pearlescent eyes scanning the awe-struck crowd and coming to rest on the celestial elf. 
 
    “That,” Ava said, “can wait for journey back to Varglade.” 
 
    She whistled then. The sound was as pure as the driven snow. It reverberated in the air like silver and gold. I got the impression that the sound snaked away with the wind, winding up and around the peaks above us, if only I’d had the vision to see it. Strangely, it grew. As it fled, it sounded more like a harp, or a chorus of violins, than a whistle. 
 
    The musical note tugged my eyes heavenward. Once more, my jaw sagged open. 
 
    I should just leave the damn thing open today, I thought. 
 
    Above us, a bit of cloud, a fluffy corner on the edge of the mighty snow-filled palisade that drifted above us, broke off. 
 
    “No shit,” I said. 
 
    The tiny portion of cumulonimbus dropped down in our direction, racing against the  wind currents that were swirling the fat snowflakes about us. Down, down, down it came toward us before coming to a silent halt by Ava’s side. 
 
    “No shit,” I repeated, even more emphatically. 
 
    Ava greeted the cloud in the same manner as I might’ve greeted Sundance and then, with as little concern as I might’ve got onto the bus, stepped onto it. 
 
    “Come,” she said. 
 
    “I… Yeah, okay,” I said, looking blankly at Kea, Cotu, Penelo, and Nelri. “Ladies, after you.” 
 
    Dazedly, and because sometimes manners can act as a coping mechanism, I helped the other members of my trusted party onto the cloud. 
 
    Cotu was the last to get on. She motioned for some of her fellow storm elves to come and tend to the body of the fallen Qhetuna. 
 
    “Send her on to the Long Home as is our custom,” she said. “Once she has been given all the proper rites and the songs have been sung, follow on to Varglade as quickly as you can.” 
 
    The storm elves did as she bade them. Some of them lifted the body of the old Matriarch onto their shoulders and bore her away. 
 
    “Ready?” Ava asked. 
 
    “Ready,” Cotu said. 
 
    And she looks it too, I thought. She certainly looks readier than I— 
 
    With another shorter whistle from Ava, the cloud rose into the air and sped off, up into the sky, carrying us along in the direction of Varglade. 
 
    There was a lot I could have said about that journey and the stunned amazement I felt at being conveyed by a fucking cloud. Both myself and the rest of my companions were astonished, but for different reasons. Having flown on commercial aircraft before, the actual flying was, to me, of a secondary marvel when set next to the means of our flight. For the others though, the novelty of flying ten-thousand feet above the earth was one that they could not express in words. 
 
    The cloud itself was comfortable—as I might have expected something made up entirely of water vapor to be. It was like nothing I had ever sat on before. The closest thing might have been an extremely mossy log. Or how I imagined sitting on a two-foot thick sheepskin might be like. 
 
    It was like I was being sharply reminded that the elves did not know that thing was impossible and so they did it. It was warm and not wet in any way, which I could only attribute to magic. There was certainly no climate control in there—or maybe there was, of a much more specific kind than I was used to. 
 
    In all honesty, my brain gave up trying to deal with what was happening early on and I just accepted it for what it was. It was easier that way. After all, the best thing one could do when it was raining was to just let it rain. 
 
    You’re flying on a cloud. 
 
    Yep. 
 
    That’s impossible. 
 
    Yet here we are. 
 
    But it’s fucking impossible, man. 
 
    Shut up, brain, and enjoy the view. 
 
    And what a view it was. From that height, we could see a fair portion of surrounding Tavalon from here. 
 
    “Look!” Nelri said, pointing down to the east of us. 
 
    As pretty as the vista was, I saw there were also blotches on the once-idyllic Tavalon landscape. Volcanoes steamed and smoked into the air, looking like pimples on the face of the land. Dark trails of destruction led from each of these volcanoes, running across the land in the same direction we were heading; veins of poison running from infernal tumors. 
 
    “And they’re all heading right for Varglade,” I blurted. 
 
    It was true. There could be no doubt. There was no other settlement near us that could have accounted for such single-minded focus. 
 
    The fury I felt at this was not hot, but ice-cold. It boiled in my stomach like acid, like a garbage fire. 
 
    “Ava?” I said, my eyes fixed on the threading rivers of pollution and fire, ash and foulness that were heading in the direction of the township that my friends and I had fought and worked so hard to bring back from the brink. “Ava, what is the name of this woman? This infernal elf that would seek to ruin all the good that so many of us have helped to make?” 
 
    Ava looked over her shoulder at me. I don’t know if she was controlling the cloud or not, but I had chosen to believe that she was. It helped. A little. 
 
    “The enemy’s name,” she said, “is Chossara.” 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly, our arrival by cloud would have stirred up no little excitement in Varglade. As overtly as magic was wielded and utilized in the township, and amongst the elves in general, I reckoned that zooming in on the back of a bit of altocumulus à la Pete ‘Maverick’ Mitchell coming in to land on an aircraft carrier might just turn a few heads. 
 
    It was with this in mind that I directed Ava to sweep in low and come in to land in a small charcoal burning glade not far from the northern edge of the barrier hedge. From there, it would be only a short walk to the cottage that I shared with Nelri and Lilah. 
 
    “As you wish, Jake Walker,” the celestial elf said. 
 
    It wasn’t that I wished to deprive the elves of Varglade of a spectacle, but I knew that the coming of Ava was going to elicit plenty of awe and astonishment as it was. The bird’s-eye view of the snaking, closing rivers of darkness that spoke of infernal magic incoming, burned in my mind’s eye. I didn’t want that shit coming anywhere near Varglade, but if that’s what was on the cards, then we needed to make sure that we were ready to face it when it arrived. 
 
    Ava landed the cloud with a smoothness that surpassed even the most skilled landing in a passenger plane. The thing could move and swivel on a dime, and so she was able to swing it around with the fluidity of a moving fog bank. We slowed and dropped into the charcoal burner’s clearing and disembarked. 
 
    I had to help Cotu stay standing while she recovered her terrestrial legs. 
 
    “That was… That was something else entirely!” she said as she held onto my forearm. “Like nothing I ever dreamed of. What freedom.” 
 
    I smiled as best I could. Now that we were on solid ground, the weight of what was to come  pressed onto my shoulders along with the reinstatement of gravity. 
 
    “If you think that was crazy,” I said quietly, “just wait to see what happens next.” 
 
    Although some of the charcoal kilns were smoking gently, none of the burners were around. This didn’t surprise me. The process of making charcoal from wood was a lengthy one. Usually, it took about twenty-four hours, though sometimes, depending on the wood, it could take less or more time. The smoke issuing from the kilns that were in use was white, which told me the process had not been started too long ago. The smoke appeared white as the water vapor was burnt off. It then turned to yellow as the tar was burned away, and eventually changed to a thin blue, as the wood started to convert to charcoal. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I led the way through the belt of woodland, toward where I knew the barrier hedge to be.  
 
    Making charcoal… You wouldn’t have learned that back in your old life, I thought to myself. 
 
    As we walked away from the opening in the forest, Ava let out another low whistle, modulated with an instruction I could not comprehend, and the cloud slowly took to the air once more, to become, quite literally, part of the background. 
 
    Once we were back inside the protective living walls of the township, I made haste to Lilah’s cottage. I had tossed up whether to lead Ava to the Varglade Town Hall, but had settled on taking her home first. My reasons were that I could send out for the others who should meet the celestial elf, save time in convening a more official council meeting, and keep her arrival under wraps for a little while longer. 
 
    I ran into just the person whom I could trust to act as a discreet messenger when we were not too far from the cottage. 
 
    “Helki!” I called, recognizing the slim figure that passed in and out of view as it crossed the mouth of the quiet side street. “Helki!” 
 
    Helki, a young dark elf who’d started out as a runner, before putting himself forward to be part of the raid and ensuing fight at Cliffshall Skerry, reappeared from around the corner. He quietly hero worshiped me; a novel sensation for someone who had passed most of their life in contented obscurity. In return, I made a point of looking out for him—saving his life when we were fighting to liberate the sea elves. 
 
    When he saw me, Helki’s face broke into a smile. His otherwise unblemished countenance was marred only by a thin white scar at his temple, which was a souvenir from the scrape I had saved him from. He was the closest person to an elfling I had met thus far on my travels through the realm of Viridis and beyond, though he could still have been one hundred years old for all I knew. 
 
    “Jake Walker,” he said. “How goes things?” 
 
    “Things go pretty well, Helki,” I said, grasping him by the forearm in the elven equivalent of a handshake. “I didn’t know you were planning on coming to the town.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “No. Takoda was due to come with the latest tidings from our cave—nothing much to report in truth—but he sent me instead. He seemed to think it would be good for me.” He rolled his eyes. “I do not suppose that it had anything to do with the recent snowstorms and the fact that he’d rather stay by the fire than freeze his…” 
 
    His voice tailed away.   
 
    Helki had the same sort of Native American vibe that the other dark elf from his community, Takoda, had. His long braided hair, with the teeth of some nameless forest creature woven through, moved this way and that as he peered around at our little group. His words had failed when he had caught sight of Ava, standing cool as a cucumber in her wondrous white robe, bare arms exposed to the bone-cracking chill. 
 
    Here come the questions, I thought. 
 
    Before Helki could do more than open his mouth, I clapped him on the shoulder and fixed him with a solemn eye. 
 
    “Helki, I need you to do me a favor,” I said. 
 
    “Name it, Amalgamage,” he replied, though his eyes lingered for a while on Ava before they returned to my face. 
 
    I refrained from smiling at the look on his face. Ava was more than enough woman to capture the eye of even the most flint-hearted and composed elf. I reckoned even Firnous would have snuck a second look at her if he could have been certain of getting away with it.  
 
    “I need you to round up the members of the Council,” I said. “You know, the likely suspects; Lilah, Nelri, Zuthry, all of them.” 
 
    A small frown creased Helki’s forehead. He was a sharp guy. I could tell that he knew that if something wasn’t up, then it was sure as hell rising. 
 
    “And where do you want me to send them?” he asked. 
 
    “Lilah’s house,” I said. 
 
    “And can I tell them what this is about?” Helki asked. 
 
    Helki’s eyes flicked briefly over to look at Ava once more. Around us snowflakes whirled in a glittering vortex, as the breeze broke off a crusted edge of snow from the roof of the cooper’s cottage beside us. The icy flakes swirled around our legs like tiny silver house cats begging for affection, then fell, disappointed, to join their fellows on the floor. 
 
    I squeezed Helki’s shoulder, trying to instill in him the importance of this moment.  
 
    “Tell them it’s urgent. Tell them it’s to do with a likely incursion by infernal elves on Varglade. Tell them that I have brought a storm elf back with me. Tell them too that a celestial elf has been called down and verified the threat that has reared its head.” 
 
    As I spoke my words, Helki’s eyes had gone wider and wider, until they looked like they might pop right out of his face. 
 
    “But-but-but—” he stammered. 
 
    “Celestial elves are only a myth?” Ava said, her words playful despite the seriousness of the situation. “So we keep hearing.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, snapping my fingers under the stunned dark elf’s nose and giving him a reassuring smile. “Hey, if I’ve learned anything from living amongst you all, it’s that the most important thing a guy can walk around with in this land is an open mind.” 
 
    Still looking shell-shocked, Helki gave me a dazed little nod. 
 
    “Just don’t open it so wide that your common-sense falls out, okay?” I said. “Now, go!” 
 
    Helki turned and almost bumped into a long, hanging icicle. I saw him give himself a little shake. He turned, but I held up my hand. 
 
    “I get you’re going to have some questions, man,” I said, “so rather than waste time talking out in the snow how about you come along to the meeting once you’ve rounded everyone up?” 
 
    Helki’s face had paled when he had heard mention of infernal and celestial elves, but now it flushed with pride at the invite. 
 
    “You can count on me, Amalgamage,” he said. 
 
    “Jake,” I corrected. 
 
    “You can count on me, Jake,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “We’ll see you soon and the explanations will be made to everyone’s satisfaction.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Helki was as good as his word, as I knew he would be. Before long, the cozy home I shared with Lilah and Nelri had been packed to capacity with the members of Varglade’s Council. They had, as expected, been blindsided by the appearance of Ava. There had been many different outcries of disbelief when I had told her to come down from where she waited on the mezzanine for everyone to arrive, all along the general theme of “get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    As I had previously noted, an elven council beat a human meeting hands down every time. The elves gathered in the kitchen and little living area of Lilah’s cottage, while the self-regulating fire crackled merrily in the grate, were all highly intelligent. They didn’t need everything spoon-fed to them. They were comfortable and happy to make intuitive leaps. 
 
    Once the recent news of what had happened in the heights above had been imparted in as succinct a way as possible, as well as the old storm elf matriarch and her subsequent sacrifice, the faces that had been alight with amazement turned grave. 
 
    “And there can be no doubt about, well, about any of this?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “The very fact that I am here, walking amongst you, is a testament to the gravity of the situation,” Ava said. The sparkling lilt of her voice was incongruously juxtaposed to the severity of the tidings she had imparted. “Dark times are ahead of us.” 
 
    Nelri gave a little snort at that. I was inclined to agree with her. I knew what she was thinking, and she said as much. 
 
    “The dark days are coming? And here we were thinking that the Ogre King was about as evil an opponent as could be.” 
 
    “The Ogre King was a puppet,” I said. “That woman, this infernal elf, Chossara, she told me as much, although I didn’t really understand what the hell she was talking about.” 
 
    I looked at Ava, who was standing by the window and peering out at the vegetable garden that was currently overlayed with about two feet of snow. As if she sensed my gaze, she turned and regarded me with her golden eyes. 
 
    “I’m speculating that this whack-job in charge of the infernal forces was using the Ogre King as her pawn,” I said, speaking the hypothesis I had been brewing up aloud, but targeting it mostly at the celestial elf. “Like all ruthless leaders, she was letting him and his ogres take all the risks, while keeping what they considered to be the rewards. She wanted to use him and his foul folk to displace, scatter, or destroy all of the elves, before she made her move. Is that right?” 
 
    Ava inclined her head in the affirmative. “I think you have the crux of it, Jake Walker.” 
 
    Helki swallowed. “And so, we’re plunged back into mixing with evil,” he muttered. “Just when things were looking bright. Brighter than they had for as long as most of us can recall.” 
 
    Cotu gave the young dark elf a stern look from under her sharp brows. 
 
    “Some elves, though they don’t realize it, have been walking in the light far longer than others,” she said. 
 
    Helki looked uncomfortable at the words. “I apologize, sister,” he said, his voice all earnest contrition. “I didn’t mean… I was just letting my despondency get the better of me. I can’t imagine what you and your fellow storm elves have been faced with, living in exile on the very edge of the wilds. It’s easy to forget that each of us has been suffering in different ways. The fact that you and your people can come back now, in this more enlightened time,” and here the dark elf shot me a proud look, “is reason enough for gladness.” 
 
    He trailed away again and blushed as all the eyes of the Council members fastened on him. 
 
    “Bloody well put, Helki,” Rosa said. She was sitting on the arm of a horsehair sofa, balancing a dagger by its point on one finger, and looking for all the world like she wasn’t paying a blind bit of notice to the discussion that had been taking place. 
 
    Helki flushed a darker shade of red and twiddled his fingers in his lap.  
 
    Cotu thawed a little, the line of her shoulders softening. 
 
    “That’s a fine thing to say, Helki, thank you,” she said. “I’ll certainly be glad when the rest of my people make it here to join us.” 
 
    “As will we,” Lilah said. “As soon as our business is concluded here, I will send out hunters to find your folk and guide them here.” 
 
    Cotu smiled gratefully, though it looked like it cost her. 
 
    She hasn’t had time to grieve for Qhetuna yet, I realized. It’s weighing on her. She’s lost someone whom she never truly believed she would have to live without. Her heart has been all fucked up and broken. 
 
    I felt a stab of pain for the storm elf. Not only did she have to learn how to deal with her sorrow, but she was going to have to do it on the fly and in quick-time, while juggling her new role as Matriarch of her diminished people. 
 
    And the really shitty news is that she’s never going to be able to get completely over the loss of Qhetuna—not if she was the surrogate mother figure I think she might have been to Cotu, my brain told me as I looked at the fragile-looking storm elf, who appeared to be holding herself together with grit and anger alone. 
 
    Maybe not, but that can also be good news, of a kind, I thought. Once the bitter sharpness of the wound dulls, they exist forever in your busted up heart. And she’ll come through. Just look at her. It’ll be like having a broken arm that never got set perfectly. It might still hurt when the weather gets cold and the days dark, but she’ll learn to throw a punch with her other arm and get on with the fight. 
 
    “So,” Xie said, from where she and her two identical moon elf sisters sat on one of the couches, “we are agreed that a danger looms.” 
 
    “A danger, moreover, headed by the infernal elves?” Liu said. 
 
    “One that must be faced sooner rather than later?” Jie finished. 
 
    “Yes, I’d say that that’s the consensus,” Penelo said. She had less patience with the metaphysical quirks of the moon elf triplets than most of the other members of our close-knit team. 
 
    “I believe it’s incumbent for us to, if not take the fight to this infernal elven enemy, then at least be prepared to face it when it arrives,” Ilya, the blood elf, said. “In my mind, it would not be wise, tactically speaking, for us to venture out in this winter weather. Our losses will be greater if we do.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “We should fortify Varglade as best as we can. Upgrade the defenses. Train our warriors. Make sure that we are properly attired with gear and winter clothing.” 
 
    “And food,” Lilah added. 
 
    “And mushrooms,” Simone said as she poked at the edge of the fire with the toe of her boot. 
 
    Zuthry, who was—probably, although it was hard to tell with any degree of surety—the eldest elf present, sighed. 
 
    “So much hate and war,” she said. “Is it foolish to ever think that there will be peace in this region?” 
 
    Ava, who had turned back to watch the snow falling on the vegetable garden, spoke to the room at large. Her words were sure and clear. 
 
    “There will come a sunrise on a day when these grim hours, these days of hatred and violence, strife and death, will seem like the faintest of memories.” 
 
    She turned from the window, and her strange golden eyes shone with the reflected light of the warming fire. 
 
    “But rutted and steep and lengthy is the road up out of the infernal regions,” she continued. “All we can do is make sure that we do not tire, do not give up hope, do not cast aside or break bonds with our brother and sister elves, and do not forget that through this darkness, we and we alone carry the unquenchable torch of righteousness.” 
 
    Shit, now that was a fucking pep talk, I thought, effectively ruining the moment a little in the privacy of my own head. 
 
    “Ava is right,” Lilah said, punching her fist into her open hand with a soft smack. “We are in the right. We seek only to exist and live in peace, if we can. These infernal elves, like the ogres before them, come to take and mar what we have built. We must defend it with every breath in our bodies. And we start now. For if not right now, then when? We have only ourselves to rely on—so if we do not answer this call, who will?” 
 
    To my surprise, I suddenly became aware that I was standing with my jaw clenched, my nostrils flaring, and my hands balled into defiant fists at my side. 
 
    I straightened my fingers, and my taut knuckles popped. My hands almost felt like they were electrically charged. My blood was rushing through my body, filling my heart and head, throbbing like it was fit to burst from my veins. My heartbeat crashed inside my chest with a suped-up rhythm. I was trembling with anticipation at the possible peril that was no doubt waiting just around the corner for us, but I was also aware that a familiar, addictive adrenaline wave was sloshing around inside of me. 
 
    You’re ready, aren’t you? my brain said, slightly reprovingly. 
 
    Ready for what? I answered myself, all innocence. 
 
    You can’t lie to me, you jackass, I am you, my brain replied. You can’t play the clueless role when it’s just me and you. 
 
    I looked down at my feet and covered the little smile that graced my lips with my hand. 
 
    I’m ready, I admitted to myself. I’m ready to taunt the reaper. 
 
    “So, if we’re all in agreement,” Lilah said, “are there any suggestions as to what we should do next?” 
 
    Instantly, my mind went to the thick sheaf of drawings that I had wedged unceremoniously into a small chest that doubled as a side table in the sitting area. The drawings were mostly doodles of ways I had thought we could improve or in any way ameliorate the defenses and attacking capabilities of our watch towers and siege weapons. 
 
    They had been consigned to the chest because the township had seemed to be ticking along quite nicely on its own, the elves were settling into a comfortable rhythm with one another, and improvements, I thought, could wait for spring and the more clement weather. 
 
    For when the time was right. 
 
    Well, I thought, I figure that time is now.  
 
    I raised my hand and cleared my throat. Rosa smiled at me, nodding her head to herself as she spun the dagger she had been playing with around her fingers. 
 
    “I think I have an idea as to where we might begin,” I said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had ideas floating around my head, as well as on paper. They had, admittedly, been more general, but it was not a hard stretch to mold them into ideas that would fit our oncoming plight and the enemy that sought to do us harm. 
 
    We already had a moat. Kea and I, after having got hot and heavy in a deserted alleyway, had made that one evening. To me, this was already an excellent first step in protecting ourselves against any more infernal creatures that might be on their way. 
 
    “I don’t know what kind of crazy creatures and monsters this Chossara chick is going to be sending our way,” I said to Lilah the day after the Council meeting, “but I’d guess they’d be fiery things, right?” 
 
    Lilah shrugged and leaned over the kitchen table to look at all the plans and diagrams I had laid out on sheets of paper and parchment. The scent of her was refreshing, familiar and comforting; pine trees, sap, and forest flowers. 
 
    “I don’t know, Jake,” she said, catching me gazing at her and grinning knowingly. She gave me a nudge with her elbow. “You, Cotu, Kea, and Nelri faced them. Not me.” 
 
    I nodded, turning my eyes back to the plans on the table. 
 
    “I would have thought that a bunch of elves styling themselves infernal elves, who had already sent a wave of fire golems up to the surface from…” I waved my hand around, “wherever the fuck they were hiding out, they might be inclined to send more fire-based creatures at us, would you say?” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “It would be a fair guess. Although, even with all these volcanoes, noxious hot springs, and lakes of fire that our scouts are reporting, there is still a chance that this infernal she-elf might send subterranean beasts too.” 
 
    “That,” I said, “is a good point.” 
 
    I tapped the sheet of paper directly in front of me. It was a large and semi-detailed map of Varglade. The river was marked in blue ink, winding out of the forest, through the culvert in the barrier hedge on the northern edge of the town, through the township, and then out through another culvert in the eastern wall. 
 
    “The river acts as a moat for the east and southern side of the town before flowing away toward the sea,” I said. 
 
    “Correct,” Lilah said. 
 
    “We need it to encircle the entire township,” I said. “Deep, freezing channels of water… That’ll slow anything down, I don’t care what it’s made of.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “How do you mean to go about it?” 
 
    I tapped the top section of the map where the river entered through the northern culvert. 
 
    “Just a bit of good old fashioned digging, I suppose. We split the river up here. First though, we dig a course for it around here,” and I indicated the western slope of the dell that Varglade nestled in, “using the steepness of the western bank to make a natural, and probably quite unstable cliff.” 
 
    “I see,” Lilah said approvingly. “And we loop it down to the south eastern side so that it rejoins with where it is currently flowing?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. 
 
    “That’s a lot of work.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is, but I’m sure that some of your engineers and laborers with aptitude for nature magic will be able to speed up the process,” I said. “And I plan on putting a shift or two in as well.” 
 
    “Jake, you’re the amalgamage,” Lilah said. “None of the elves expect you, the one who has come up with so many otherworldly ideas, to grab a shovel.” 
 
    “If you convince someone that a tough job is worth doing, then the least you can do is join them in the work,” I said gruffly. “It’ll be good for morale to let them see us all sharing in the work.” 
 
    And so we did. The occupants of Varglade all pitched in, as they always had done. Magic and muscle were combined to crack the frozen earth. In a stroke of good logic, the earth that was dug with shovels and spades as the moat was carved out of the earth was gathered in a loose pile on the inner bank. It was left loose and not packed down at all, as this would create more treacherous footing, should any of the infernal creatures make the inner bank. Hopefully, any who made it over or through the moat would find the soil collapsing under them even as they sought to scale it. 
 
    “We will sow some surprises through the bank, Jake Walker,” Jie told me one day, while I leaned on a shovel and took a breather from my toiling. The work had made me get a sweat on, and I was steaming in the cold air. 
 
    “Surprises?” I asked. 
 
    “Just leave it to us,” the moon elf told me. “But spread the word that the banks will be unsafe for any to walk upon.” 
 
    “Consider it done,” I said. 
 
    Jie smiled. It was not an entirely comforting expression. 
 
    As no one was walking on the hazardous earthworks, which were soon covered in a dusting of camouflaging snow anyway, the warning probably didn’t need to be given, but spread the word I did. 
 
    With the moon elves, I had learned that they did not do anything by half measures. Whatever magical surprise they were enchanting the banks of loose earth with, I doubted very much whether the infernal forces were going to enjoy it. 
 
    While the moat was being dug, Penelo and I embarked on another piece of work. 
 
    The sun elf and I had decided, over a couple of tankards of mulled wine, that one of the best ways we could strengthen Varglade’s defenses was to ensure that those tasked with defending it were given advantages that the enemy would not have. 
 
    I’d had a long day on the shovel, alongside Helki, who had elected to stay and help in the fight against the infernal forces, and my brain was feeling sluggish. The mulled wine, in retrospect, had probably been a bad idea, as it felt like a coverlet that had been tucked over my weary mind, making it even more at ease and lethargic than it had been. 
 
    “I think,” Penelo had said to me, “that we might try out my sun elf magic—” 
 
    “Our sun elf magic,” I corrected her. 
 
    She grinned at me across the table of the little inn we were sitting in. 
 
    “Our sun elf magic,” she said. “Yes, we could use our sun elf magic to upgrade the walls.” 
 
    “The barrier hedge?” I asked. “How? In what way?” 
 
    “Imbue the barrier hedge with an inner heat,” Penelo said to me, tracing an arbitrary shape with her fingertip in a droplet of spilled wine. “If I am right in my thinking, and from talking with the likes of Lilah and old Firnous, the barrier hedge should be able to learn, if that’s the right term, the spell and sustain it, as it sustains all the other magic that it has been impregnated with.” 
 
    I frowned, rubbing at my tired eyes. “Let me get this right, you want to heat the wall?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “From within?” 
 
    Penelo nodded as she took a gulp of wine. 
 
    “Like a giant radiator?” I asked. 
 
    Penelo cocked an uncomprehending eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. 
 
    Although, radiators running magically heated water for every building in the settlement is definitely something we should look into, I thought. For the sake of everyone in the winter. 
 
    I tried to get my head back into the conversation we were already having, before allowing my train of thought to move too far down another branch. 
 
    “And how would that strengthen the wall?” I asked. 
 
    “It would not strengthen the barrier hedge as such,” Penelo said. “It might, however, strengthen those warriors stationed on it. The weather is going to be bitter for many days yet. It will, it is to be hoped, sap some of the energy from our foes—but it will do the same to our own fighters.” 
 
    Finally, I clicked. 
 
    “And so we use the sun elf magic to make the walls warmer, which will in turn keep the parapets free from snow, the outer defenses from being set off accidentally by snow, as has already happened a couple of times, and our own fighters free from the bone-numbing cold of the merciless winter.” 
 
    Penelo nodded. “The winter is beautiful, but it is a friend to no one.” 
 
    “I think it’s a great idea,” I said. “Any edge we can get over our enemies is one more we can use to cut them.”  
 
    “My thoughts precisely.” Penelo raised her tankard, and we clicked them together. 
 
    So, the following day, Penelo and I, as well as a handful of her more powerful magic users, spent a grueling morning out in the cold. Skin contact was essential for uninhibited tangency between a magic user and the thing they wished to enchant. My hands were raw and red from pressing them into the freezing surface of the wall by the time that we were done and Penelo considered herself satisfied. 
 
    The toll that magic use exacts on the body was not so different to physical exertion—at least the aftermath wasn’t. Instead of a specific part of the body or muscle group being worn out though, I felt wrung out through every inch of myself. My brain felt like a dried sponge.  
 
    One of the jobs that I undertook, in the little spare time I found myself with, was the commissioning of a new building—a house for Cotu. I had resolved to surprise her when it was completed. I hoped that it would go some way to alleviating the crushing grief that sat over her like a thundercloud sitting above a mountain. 
 
    In the same meeting with Varglade’s chief carpenters, I had also broached the subject of fixing up some more of the unused houses for the storm elves when they arrived. 
 
    “That will exhaust, I should say, Amalgamage, the houses that were originally here and that we are able to fix up,” Pelleas, the nature elf who was acting as the spokesman for the gathered carpenters.  
 
    “We’ve repurposed all the structures that were previously here?” I asked. 
 
    The weathered elf beamed at me and nodded. His hands were huge and callused, but marvelously dexterous, and he clasped them behind his back as he rocked on his heels. He looked like an elf who was not made for meetings, who wished to get out there and work his magic with his saw, hammer, and plane. 
 
    “And then we’ll have to start constructing new buildings,” one of the female carpenters whom I had not been introduced to piped up. She looked excited and delighted at the thought. 
 
    “And we will,” I promised. “Only let’s get this job done first. These storm elves coming in have gone through hell. I’d love it if they could walk into Varglade and find some warm accommodation waiting for them.” 
 
    “You don’t worry about that,” Pelleas said. “Just leave it to us.” 
 
    The days fled by. With each new dawn I expected the scouts to come running in to tell us that the infernal legions—whatever they might consist of—had been sighted. However, a week went by and no word came. The scouts were rotated so as always to be fresh, and expose them to as little of the winter as possible. 
 
    One day, as I was working on some plans of improved siege weapons, Ava walked in through the door of the Varglade Council Hall where I had set up a large trestle table. 
 
    She sat down on one of the spare chairs nearby and absently picked up a morsel of cheese that had been a leftover from my luncheon. She turned the fragment of dry cheese in her fingers and then absently tossed it to one of the village dogs warming itself by the huge fire pit. The hound snapped it up gratefully and returned to its slothful dozing. It was only when I saw the celestial elf toying with the food that I realized I had never, not once since we had arrived back in Varglade, seen her eat. 
 
    Before I could remark on this, Ava turned to me and said, “I just wanted to say how impressed I am by Varglade, Jake Walker.” 
 
    I blinked and set down my quill in its stand. 
 
    “Well, it’s been a hell of a team effort,” I said magnanimously. 
 
    “Yes, and I don’t doubt that it would have happened on its own, had circumstances ever made it so that the sundered elven races had been united once more.” 
 
    “I think you’re right. The elves, all of them, astound me every day in a number of ways, but none so more than in how resilient they are.” 
 
    Ava smiled. “That has always been so. Through all the long years, as the hills themselves have been worn away and the mountains have risen up, the elves have endured. Always, elves have known that they must be willing to let go of the lives they planned so as to have the life that was waiting for them. Thus is the natural world.” 
 
    If I had tried to speak like Ava did, throwing out the casual ‘thus’ here and there, I would have sounded like a grade-A dingbat. Coming from her though, such language and such an antiquated way of talking just sounded plain cool. Hot. Like Cate Blanchett waxing all Galadriel. 
 
    “I’ll have to take your word for that,” I said. “It’s strange, but I feel like I’ve been here for ages, but it must only have been half a year? Maybe. Shit, I don’t know.” 
 
    Ava waved a hand. “It is just time. Unimportant, depending on your perspective. It is being here now, in this moment, that’s the most important thing. There is no past and there’s no future. Not really. Time is a very misleading thing, Jake Walker. All there is ever, is the now, that is what the celestial elves believe, sitting in our high places.” 
 
    “There are people who believe in that, back where I come from,” I said. “Those people believe that we can gain experience from the past, obviously, but we can't relive it. They believe that we can hope for the future, work toward one, but we don’t know for certain whether there is one.” 
 
    We lapsed into silence. It was not awkward. I got the impression that Ava was here to tell me something. I got the impression that she never did anything, though, without first thinking it through very carefully. 
 
    “Yes, things might have turned out as they are now—it is useless to speculate,” she said eventually. “But, I think it is fair to say that you, Jake Walker, are the catalyst here. To use a tired bit of imagery, you strike me as the pebble that starts an entire mountain side sliding. You, as the amalgamage, are fulfilling the mandate of the amalgamages that came before you.” 
 
    “And what mandate is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Uniting the elves,” she replied simply. 
 
    She and I conversed for a while. A long while as it turned out. The fire sank lower. The dog began to snore. We talked about a lot of things, though none of it was of much consequence to our looming predicament. It felt, weirdly, like a cross between a job interview and a cozy chat. She told me about the celestial elf lands above the clouds, painting me a picture of a place that my imagination could only just half grasp, and I told her about Earth. 
 
    The description of the celestial elf realm sounded like something out of a Guillermo del Toro movie; mostly fantastic, but with a hint of otherworldly danger. There were towns crafted on soaring clouds, elves that rode lightning from spot to spot as messengers, and a heap of other stuff that, had I not ridden a fucking cloud myself, I might have found hard to swallow. 
 
    “I think I’d like to visit your lands one day,” I blurted, when Ava had expounded at length about the sun fish that the fisher-flyers of the celestial elves caught for sustenance. 
 
    Ava cocked her head and gave me a penetrative look with her twenty-four carat eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” she said slowly. “Yes, perhaps the time is ripe. Perhaps it would be okay for me to agree to take you there, Jake Walker. There is something about you that tells me the long tradition should be started afresh once more.” 
 
    “It used to be a common thing?” I asked. 
 
    “Not common.” Ava chuckled. “Only amalgamages were allowed to visit the celestial realm. They were the conduits through which information and goodwill passed between our race and those terrestrial elven clans. Even then, it was not any or all of the amalgamages that the invitation was extended to.”  
 
    “And it’s obviously been a long time since you had visitors?” I asked. 
 
    “It would be a very long time in the count of lifetimes of your people,” Ava said. “However, we must tread lightly, and not speak of this to anyone just yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because my people, the celestial elves have been extremely cautious since the last amalgamage,” Ava said. “Though it pains me to admit it, a lot, if not most of my fellow celestial elves feel they’re above the surface elves.” 
 
    “Well, they are—” I started, not being able to resist myself. 
 
    Ava rolled her eyes at me and smiled. “I was speaking, ah, in strictly the analogous sense.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. “Why do they feel superior to the other races?” 
 
    “I don’t know if feeling superior is really how they feel,” Ava said, a speculative look on her face. “It is a subject that is sensitive to touch upon. If I have your word that this matter will not go beyond us, I will tell you what I think is the reason.” 
 
    I nodded for her to continue and said, “You have my word.” 
 
    “Well, in actual fact, I think that my people are just afraid of being killed by one of our brethren from below.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because the only elf that came close to doing such a thing, to committing elf on elf murder was the infernal elf queen, and she hailed from below.” 
 
    “And that’s why—?” 
 
    “So the celestial elves sealed themselves away in the clouds,” Ava said. 
 
    I sat back in my chair and folded my hands in my lap. “Ava, I’m resolved to prove to you and your people that every elf can be safe in Varglade. If we can defend this place, and you, the infernal elf’s army, I feel like I’ll have proven that, yes?” 
 
    Ava nodded slowly. “I feel like you’ll have proven that, yes. And rest assured, the celestial elves will be watching from on high. And from what I’ve seen of Varglade, and between you and I, I believe you’ll be able to do what you say. When the elves are united, they’re strong.”  
 
    The fire died down, and we settled back in our chairs. 
 
    One thing is for certain, I thought, I’m going to put in some serious practice using different combinations of elf magics. Not to mention some extra sword drills. 
 
    I stifled a laugh. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to tell Firnous that his favorite student was going to need some more lessons. He was going to love that.    
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While the improvements to the defensive capabilities of Varglade went on apace, I focused all of my energies on improving my combat skills. I knew the barrier hedge, the moats, the spell-saturated ballistae, sorcery-tweaked catapults, and all the rest of the supernaturally-charged defenses were going to be key. What was going to make the real difference though, was those stationed on the walls.  
 
    That included me. 
 
    I spent a whole grueling, but satisfying, day in the hall with Firnous going through the entirety of his sword drill routine and knowledge. I often teased Firnous for never being content with the progress I made in these bouts of ours. The truth was though, that my sessions with Firnous gave me as much joy as anything I had ever learned in my life. 
 
    It wasn’t only that learning how to fight proficiently with a sword was every little Earthling boy’s dream—one that they secretly never grew out of. It was that Firnous was that atypical wise and unbelievably skilled sensei figure; the kind of sage guiding light that was a central individual in any good Hollywood montage.  
 
    Only Firnous, unlike Splinter or Morpheus, Yoda or Mr. Miyagi, was the real deal. He had never heard of any of those guys. He wouldn’t have known what Hollywood was if the sign had fallen over on top of him. He’d never even heard of a montage, for goodness sake. 
 
    All the old nature elf knew was how to fight. All he wanted out of life, so far as I could tell when we faced one another, was for me to perform with a sword in the way that he believed an amalgamage should. 
 
    “There is one thing that you seem to have forgotten, Amalgamage,” Firnous said admonishingly as I picked myself up from the hard wooden boards once more. 
 
    “Just… one?” I panted, straightening with a wince.  
 
    I was sweating. Regardless of the bitter fingers of winter that sought to sneak in through the shuttered windows of the hall, the inside of the large space was hot. The long fire pit had been built up with logs to give Firnous adequate light to observe my form. Personally, I think he’d just done it so that he had an entirely unencumbered view of me being knocked on my ass time and again. 
 
    “It is one vital thing that I have tried to instill in you over and over again.” Firnous tossed his blunt-edged sword into the air and caught it deftly behind him without taking his eyes off me. 
 
    “Show off,” I said good-naturedly. 
 
    Firnous ignored the comment. “The thing that I tried—tried with no inconsiderable toil I might add—” 
 
    “All right, all right,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “There’s no reason to rub it in. My bruises are telling me that I might have dropped a step.” 
 
    “The thing that I tried to impress on you, Master Walker, is something that many elvish warriors learn too late. It is the realization they come to in battle, especially when they are green—first with amazement, then resentment, and finally with apathy, if they’re lucky.” 
 
    “And what is that?” I asked, wiping sweat from my brow with my forearm. 
 
    “They learn that intellect isn’t the most important thing when the tide of blood and carnage washes up past the breakwaters. It is not ideas, but the learned system that serves a warrior most faithfully. Not the ostentatious freedom of the next stroke, but the sequence of blows that have been drilled into them. Those are the ones that they fall back on when the conflict is hottest.” 
 
    I nodded, listening to every word. We might have had our own special brand of banter, but I knew when to shut the hell up and listen to him. 
 
    Firnous allowed himself a little thin-lipped reflective smile, as he gazed back through the years. 
 
    “You’re doing that thing where you look all the way back to your youth, aren’t you?” I quipped. 
 
    Firnous clever eyes flicked to my face. He gave me that extra special patient look that he reserved for me and me alone. 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said. “No rush. That’s a long way to look back I imagine.” 
 
    Firnous snorted. I grinned. I knew him well enough to know that constituted a laugh in his book. 
 
    “It is a fair way back, Jake Walker,” he said. “I was just recalling the way in which my fellow elflings and I were taught the art of the blade. We had joined the ranks of the nature elf force, youthful enthusiasm and good will glowing like unquenchable embers in our hearts.” He snorted softly again, twirling the blunted training sword in his hand so that it became a wheel of silver in the bright light of the fire pit. “By the leaves and trees, but I still recall the way our preceptors did everything to quench that internal fire we had within us. Now, put up your stance. We will go again!” 
 
    Without another word, Firnous leapt clear over the fire pit. Even as I braced myself to receive his attack, I could not help but think how freakin’ cool my tutor looked. In the theatrical slow-motion of retrospect, I saw him in my mind’s eye float impossibly over the fire pit, lit from underneath by a hellish orange glow. The cloak he wore against the chill of the season, a shadow cloak provided by his undercover lover Zuthry, spread behind him like a storm cloud. 
 
    His blade came down. They might have been blunted practice swords, but if I’d allowed Firnous to make contact with my dome, I would have had to find a panel beater who specialized in popping skulls back out. 
 
    I parried the hefty blow, absorbed the shock of the old elf’s falling weight, and rolled backward. As he had taught me, I came to my feet and stepped left—feigning to go right first, though. Firnous’s blade hissed past the end of my nose. 
 
    I lashed out with my own blade, cutting at waist height. He blocked, so I used my own reversed momentum to spin and cut at him the other way. 
 
    Firnous was already in the air, as if I had given him the list of moves I was planning on trying out and he was reacting ahead of schedule. As my blade whisked harmlessly under him, he came down and landed with his feet on the flat of it. This, to neither of our surprise, caused me to teeter off balance. I didn’t fight it, but rolled forward. As I did so, I felt the undignified and, more pertinently, painful whack of Firnous’s reversed blade swatting me hard in the rump. 
 
    “Gah!” I cried, more out of embarrassment than discomfort. 
 
    Firnous had his back to me, rubbing salt in the wounds. 
 
    The old fella wasn’t even looking when he smacked me in the ass, I thought mulishly. 
 
    I knew Firnous. Knew how he operated. This—his keeping his back to me—was a test of sorts. Until he said otherwise, everything was a test with the wily old sword-master. 
 
    I had come to trust my body’s capabilities. Although I might have been neglecting my weapons practice of late, I still led a very active lifestyle and was easily in the best shape I had ever been in. Trying to make as little noise as possible, I lunged forward. I leapt high, the only sound of my movement being the rustle of cloth as I jumped into action. 
 
    It was enough for Firnous. 
 
    He evaded, twisting low and with a speed that would have done Helki credit. 
 
    My sword punched fruitlessly through the space he had been occupying a split-second before.  
 
    In the next moment, my feet were swept out from under me and were level with my head. 
 
    Crap, I thought. 
 
    I crashed onto my side with an impact that shook dust from the ceiling—or that’s how it felt. My eyes screwed up in pain as I tried to suck air into lungs that had apparently gone out for lunch. 
 
    “Better,” Firnous said. 
 
    I tried to tell him that he was a funny guy, but all that came out was wheeze. 
 
    “Now, I think we should switch back to edged blades,” the old nature elf said. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound very safe,” I said, managing to sit up and suck a much-needed breath in. “The edges part, I mean. Not with what just happened. Unsafe is actually the word that springs to my mind.” 
 
    “They’re swords, Jake Walker,” Firnous said evenly as he looked down at me. “They’re not meant to be safe. I know you have come a long way in your magic, but you must be ready to defend yourself with your steel if something hinders your magical abilities. Such things have happened before.” 
 
    I knew what he was talking about: magical exhaustion. 
 
    “Still, you’re supposed to be teaching me,” I said. “Cutting my arm off might be counter-productive.” 
 
    Firnous tilted his head to one side. “I am a tutor, you say. Well, this will be educational.” 
 
    I sighed and used the practice sword to help me to my feet. “What if you slice me?” 
 
    “That,” Firnous said, “will teach you an important lesson then, will it not?” 
 
    I walked over to where the short sword, which Firnous had thoughtfully had commissioned especially for me, lay on the rough and ready desk area I had set up for myself. I put down the practice sword. I picked up the real deal and unsheathed it. 
 
    “You are strong, Jake Walker,” Firnous said from behind me. “And stubborn too.” 
 
    I looked at the keen weapon in my hand. It was, undoubtedly, a beautifully worked thing. It was too, whatever way you sliced it, a tool for killing. That was its purpose. As much as I got a rush out of battle—and I had to admit that I did—knowing that my friends and I, along with our people, were about to be faced with another fight we might not walk away from made me a little sad. 
 
    “Am I?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe so. People can often confuse strength with stubbornness. One can sometimes be confused with the other, you see. But you, I think, are both.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “There is a difference between a strong person and a stubborn person who just refuses to put their weapon down. But the melding of the two… That is a potent mix for any warrior, in my mind. Strength of heart and strength of mind, and a dogged pigheadedness never to give in. Again and again and again… You will pick your sword up, pick your sword up, pick your sword up until you have vanquished your foes. Or else you are yourself defeated.” 
 
    “People and swords,” I muttered. 
 
    Firnous seemed to know what I was thinking. He came up to stand at my shoulder as I turned my sword in my hand, letting the firelight run along it like molten gold. 
 
    “Yes, it has always been so, Jake Walker,” he said. “My grand uncle once observed to me that if you put any able-bodied elf, no matter how sanguine of temperament they might be, into a room with a sword and a sack of straw and leave him alone, eventually that elf would pick up the sword and stab the dummy. It is nature. As cruel and unbearable as it might sound.” 
 
    I laughed at that. It sounded very familiar. 
 
    “I thought elves were supposed to be smarter and better than us humans,” I said, turning to face the elvish sword-master. 
 
    “I do not know about that,” Firnous replied. “You are the only human I have ever met. But circumstances being what they can be, and people, as you say, being how they are…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    Firnous pulled out his own serviceable sword; a weapon that looked sharp enough to cut a hole in the thick, hot air of the hall. 
 
    “Circumstances,” Firnous said, tossing his scabbard aside. “They are important, but much of our future happiness or sorrow will depend upon our constitutions, Jake Walker, and not upon the circumstances we are about to find ourselves in. Now, let us begin another lesson.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Along with my practice in the sword, which had also included a little reintroduction to throwing knives, I made sure to get out into the fresh, biting air and try my hand at a few new spells. 
 
    I had, without realizing it, become slack with my magic as of late. Not using it in my day-to-day, but in using it in original ways. I made use of my magic every single day in a host of different ways, but most were slightly more mundane than I might have liked. 
 
    Magic, it seemed, was like a lot of other things in my life had been. It was a hell of a novelty at first—lighting fires, heating water instantly with sun elf magic, or healing a nick on my thumb with blood elf magic was all extremely handy—but soon I got used to it. That was the curse of being a fairly intellectual species, I supposed. We adapted to new things quickly, or we perished. 
 
    I had learned to incorporate magic into my life. It was a comfortable and secure feeling. I knew that, if I ever found myself lost, I would be able to weave a shelter out of moon shadows and roots using dark, moon, and nature elf magic. I knew that I would be able to bring water up from the depths of the desert using sea elf magic, should I ever find myself in such a predicament. 
 
    Most comforting of all, I knew that I was able to use a host of different elven magics—something that I could only do because I was an amalgamage. I could mix and mingle them too, but that was something I had not done nearly as much as I should have. 
 
    And that was something I meant to remedy. 
 
    I found a place out in the elements, but still within the protective ring of Varglade. It was a large stone and timber barn, which some of our highly skilled, if not disciplined, wild elf laborers had put together. Outside the barn was a large fenced space; the corralling area. It was where the karkadanns roamed when the weather was more clement. 
 
    The barn was where the karkadanns were stabled for the winter months. The creatures, which looked very much like they were related to unicorns even though I was unaware as to whether unicorns existed on Tavalon, could have survived out in the weather. However, their temperaments were such that those elves who handled them regularly saw a marked improvement in their overall moods when they were given a little bit of pampering now and again. This made them easier to handle, and the amount of bites and kicks that the apothecaries had to tend to decreased. 
 
    The corralling area was empty now. The snow lay even and unblemished upon the bare earth that was hidden underneath. I had decided to use this place for my elf magic practice because it was on the outskirts of the settlement, and there would be less likelihood of someone wandering along and settling in to watch the amalgamage potentially make an ass of himself.  
 
    Mostly though, I had chosen this spot less to preserve my dignity and more to make sure that any wayward spells I conjured would produce less collateral damage. I was dabbling, after all. As was my usual modus operandi, I was going into this bit of incantation weaving without really knowing what I was doing. 
 
    No change there, then, my brain told me as I jumped the fence and walked out into the middle of the large pen. The snow squeaked under my boots. There was barely any wind.  
 
    I breathed out. 
 
    I had magic at my fingertips. I could do anything. Right now, there were no rules—not that I was aware of. Right there, in that place, with the fresh-fallen snow cooling my tootsies, there were no rules. Unconditional opportunity abounded, sparkling in the air like the infinitesimal specks of snow floating around. 
 
    “Anything is possible,” I said, the words smoking out. “Don’t worry about diluting the possibility of today with the trials of yesterday or the bullshit that might be lurking in wait around the corner tomorrow.” 
 
    I reached into myself. I touched at the different magics there. I was fairly certain that there was no specific physical spot where a certain brand of elf magic lay, but it somehow helped to think of it like that. The lurking power of the dark elf magic in the pit of my stomach. The potential of the spring-like energy of the nature magic sitting deep in my chest. Wild elf coiled in my groin region, while the sea elf magic I had inherited from Kea washed through me with every breath. 
 
    “It’s a new day, it’s a new dawn, it’s a new life for me,” I half sung. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Come on, Jake, take this day by the balls. Take it like days take on everyone, with open arms and endless possibility.” 
 
    I spent the next two hours or so combining different elf magics, as well as experimenting and coming to grips with my newly acquired sun magic. At first, I just got familiar with my abilities again. I used sea elf magic combined with the magic of the blood elves to craft a protective igloo around myself, which hardened into a scabrous dome when I released it from my concentration. 
 
    I mixed the moon and sun magic with killer effect, creating one of my new favorite incantations. The spell punched out of my balled fists in a scintillating beam of wavering gold and silver light that emitted so much heat that the snow in a long line in front of me burst into instantaneous steam. 
 
    When the cloud cleared, I saw that I’d inadvertently destroyed part of the fencing, leaving only a couple of smoking stumps behind. Not only that, but the cocktail of moon and sun elf magic actually refroze instantly the stretch of snow that had been melted. This left a treacherous slick of ice, which I was sure could prove useful in playing havoc with an advancing enemy. 
 
    “Roast or obliterate a wedge of their front ranks and then leave the ground precarious under foot for those that follow,” I murmured. “Nice.”  
 
    I fixed the fencing with a nice bit of nature magic, which was becoming second nature to me after having helped so much with the construction of the township to various degrees. 
 
    From there, I moved onto trying a few more spells that involved three-magic combinations. Dark, sea, and wild elf magic, melded in my mind and let forth, produced an interesting wave of fluctuating mauve light that churned up all the snow in a circle around me and left it shaped in rather unfriendly spikes. Picking up a rock by my foot, I tossed it at a spike a few steps away and it dissolved. It left behind an acrid scent, which told me that I had indeed fashioned a poisoned defense web. 
 
    There was also the mix-up of wild, blood, and nature magic. This spell was something that I was particularly proud of after I had cast it. More accurately, I was proud of it after it had worn off, as I used this to augment my own physical abilities. This was not something I had hitherto thought of for some reason. Now that I was blending different kinds of magic like a vintner might blend different grape varietals to produce a new and exciting wine, though, it struck me as odd that I shouldn’t work magic on myself. 
 
    After all, I thought, the blood elf magic I have can be used for healing others, as well as myself. I wonder what I could do to boost my own prowess in battle…  
 
    I could do a lot, as it turned out.  
 
    I used those three magics in my testing spell, as it were, because they seemed to be the most intrinsic and native to humanity, in my opinion. That was how I justified the cocktail to myself. 
 
    Everything living had an element of nature in it, I reckoned, just as it had a sprinkling of the wild inside—even the fattest pug has a bit of the wolf residing within its genetically fucked frame. As for the dark magic, well, it was of those many uncomfortable truths that there is darkness in all of us. 
 
    I figured that it was a warrior’s job to stay alive in battle. If that meant getting a little more acquainted and comfortable with my inner darkness, then that might be something I should confront and, if I could, control. 
 
    Walking on the dark side of our soul’s street didn’t mean we had to become one with it, I didn’t think. It was surely possible to co-exist with our inner natures without embracing the true evil we were all quietly privy to, wasn’t it? 
 
    Elves might have been, on the whole, less evil than humans, but I imagined they still warred with their baser instincts at times. Right and wrong couldn’t be so easily cut and dried as many people would have us think, and that went doubly for when you were in the middle of a full-on fight for your life. 
 
    If I could harness those wilder, more animalistic parts of myself, while still being in control and not becoming the sort of nut that scampered across bedroom ceilings or something, I thought that might be a good thing. Ferocity had to be met with ferocity sometimes. 
 
    The result was a heady bit of witchery, which I wanted to boost my senses, and maybe strengthen or enhance the capabilities of my muscles. I must have overcooked it—or not, depending on your point of view—because the physical and sensory results were startling. 
 
    I found myself able to leap clear across the corralling paddock, landing deftly on the top rail of the far fence. That was a distance of at least fifty yards; an impossible feat for anything calling itself a human. What was more, I accomplished this with no more effort than I might’ve exerted in jumping up three stairs or doing a burpee. 
 
    My lungs felt like they had expanded to triple their size. They worked like a bellows, sucking in air in great quantities, along with the myriad collection of smells that were now wafting abundantly around me courtesy of the township. I could practically taste the ale brewing in the brewery some two-hundred yards down the lane; I could tell that the honey had not long ago been added. 
 
    For a moment, as I looked down at myself balancing with an ease I had not possessed pre-spell on the fencing rail, the snow dazzled me. Focusing, it seemed to me like I could have picked out individual flakes in the snowpack below me had I wanted to. I looked up, my balance not wavering an inch, and I was able to detect several hidden nesting birds in the fir trees nearby. I had not been aware of their presence in the slightest before. 
 
    Hopping down and landing with an elf’s grace, leaving barely an imprint of my booted feet in the snow, I ran my hand over the fence post nearest to me. Touch consisted of a bunch of distinct sensations communicated to the brain through specialized neurons in the skin—I knew that. Pressure, temperature, light touch, vibration, pain, and other sensations were all part of the touch sense and were all attributed to different receptors in the skin, but now… now I felt like I could almost see the origins of the fence post I was touching. I could almost look back and see where it had been milled, by whom, and before that, the tree it had been made up from. 
 
    I blinked, fighting off a wave of dizziness. 
 
    What a sensation! I thought. 
 
    Seized by a sudden idea, I put my hands around the fence post and heaved— 
 
    —and went staggering backward as I pulled the fence post from the frozen earth and almost fell over. 
 
    I need not have heaved as I had. My magically augmented muscles had made light work of pulling the post out of the ground, despite the fact that the thing had been driven about three feet into the iron-hard earth. 
 
    “Whoa…” I breathed. 
 
    Raising the post above my head, I slammed it into the ground to replace it. I straightened it, then picked up the rail. I held the rail against the post and then pressed the nail back into place, as easily as if it had been a thumbtack being pushed into a cork board. 
 
    “That,” I said to myself, “is definitely going to be handy.” 
 
    Next, now that I felt like I was getting the feel for the inner mechanics of how things worked, I decided to try a four-magic combo. 
 
    Sea, dark, sun, and wild came together into what I hoped would be a dazzlingly effective spell. The dark elf magic cast an impenetrable cloak of darkness in my vicinity, before the sun elf magic detonated like a magical flash-bang in front of me. 
 
    That, I hoped, would disorientate and then blind any enemies nearby, before the sea and wild magic materialized in the form of a burgeoning vortex of savagely spinning water. I aimed this funnel at another luckless fencepost and was rewarded with it being whittled down to a pencil-thin stick in a matter of seconds by the wild water shards I had thought up. 
 
    It was different trying to control all those types of magic. Even just scaling up from three to four different elven magics taxed me more and in different ways. It was a little like juggling with chainsaws—or live tigers. The magic was dangerous in of itself, but it was also alive in a certain way. It took a lot of concentration, but the more I used it, the better I imagined I would get at it. 
 
    And more formidable, my ego said before I could stop it. 
 
     I tried and failed with a couple of blends that did not gel well. Their natures, on occasion, seemed to conflict within me, and I had to learn to blend them equally and without rushing. The time that some spells took to craft, I felt, would make them unsuitable to battle, where every second could be the one that was your last. The magic fell apart before I could cast the spell I had in my head. 
 
    With each passing incantation, with each manifestation of the power that my coupling with my different elven female friends had given me, I felt my reserves dwindling. 
 
     Eventually, I succeeded at blending four elf magics reasonably consistently. As I experimented with different combinations though, I felt myself getting more tired. The spells themselves became more sloppy. In the end, I actually managed to set fire to the snow around me, though I had no idea how I managed to do that. 
 
    As I paused, allowing my weary mind and aching muscles to rest, and watched the blue flames dancing on the snow, I wondered something. I wondered what might happen were I to combine all the elf magics. 
 
    Would that even be possible? I mused. 
 
    Somehow, just then, it felt like that might be tempting fate a little. It felt like I might be asking for trouble to try it then, especially as I was already pretty spent. 
 
    It was tempting to try, though. Dangerous too, I didn’t doubt. Would I really want to put this exciting new world of mine at risk, just for the sake of assuaging my own curiosity?  
 
    What’s the use of a great and exciting new world having temptations if fellows don’t yield to them? my brain countered. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Enough of that, I told myself. There is proper and important work that needs doing before we go down that path.  
 
    I carried on for half an hour more. Half an hour longer than I should have, probably. I was just starting to really get into the swing of things—at least, I was starting to think in a new way that I thought might lead me down an interesting avenue—when my spell training was interrupted. The noise of feet crunching heedlessly through the snow, slipping and sliding judging by the uneven sound of them, gave me pause. 
 
    From around the side of the stone and wood barn, Helki came sprinting. His long braided hair bounced around him. 
 
    “Jake!” he said, the breath bursting out of him in a cloud of condensed breath. “Jake, there are elementals approaching!” 
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    As Helki and I sprinted for the wall, I quizzed him on where the enemy was coming from. 
 
    “They’ve shown themselves on the eastern edge of the forest, Jake,” he said. “And the southern side too.” 
 
    “Shit, so by the time we get to the wall they might be coming from the west and north as well,” I said. “Sounds like they might be trying to surround us and hit us on all fronts.” 
 
    “That would be my guess,” Helki agreed. “The better to spread our forces. Are you okay?” 
 
    This last question had been fired at me because I had stumbled suddenly. I put out my hand and steadied myself against the wall of the brewery I had smelled so clearly thanks to the self-spell I had enchanted myself with only a short while earlier. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, sucking a deep breath of cold air in through my nose. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Helki asked, putting a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Murphy’s law!” I cursed.  
 
    “Uh, who is Murphy?” Helki asked as I pushed myself up from where I was leaning and nodded to show him that I was okay. 
 
    “Just some wise guy who said that if there was something that could go wrong then it usually would.” 
 
    “How—?” 
 
    “Actually, he said, ‘If there is any way to do it wrong, he’ll find it’—referring to an inept dude he was working with. People don’t really ever remember that, though. Hold on.” 
 
    I quit my gabbing and used the blood elf magic to restore some vigor to my limbs. It was a fraught and double-edged move; fighting magic exhaustion by using more magic, but it was the only way I could see to give myself the instant energy I needed while my body recuperated from the spell training I had been doing. 
 
    “Better,” I said. “Don’t mind my shit-talking, Helki. It’s just that of all the days we’ve been waiting for these asshole infernals to show up, they had to choose the day I decided to try out a few new spells and deplete my magic reserves to roll into town.” 
 
    “Will you be okay?” Helki asked as we started on again. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? It’s not just me fighting out there, is it? We’re a town of badasses.” 
 
    Helki gave me a warrior’s smile; hard and steely. 
 
    “That’s right, Amalgamage,” he said. 
 
    It took us a little while, running through the middle of town, to reach the opposite wall. The streets were a hive of activity, but there was no panic. We had been here before. The elves were grim-faced, but not downcast. More than ever, I could see that they felt that Varglade was their home and was worth defending, with their blood if necessary. 
 
    A crowd of wild elves rushed down the main thoroughfare and turned off down an alleyway. They were whooping and hollering with excitement and battle lust. They cut across mine and Helki’s path so that we were obliged to halt and wait for them. 
 
    “They’re heading for the south side, under the command of Rosa,” Helki told me as the wild elves hurried past us. Many of them had slicked their brightly colored hair back with grease, tar, and, in some instances, blood. Some of them also sported war paint over their swirling tattoos. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, “we’ll head to the eastern wall.” 
 
    “Varglade is thriving,” Helki commented as we hurried onward. “Even in the short time I was away, it has grown and flourished. Will it get much bigger, do you think?” 
 
    He was right. Varglade had grown. It had swelled out, but also started growing upward. Single level hovels had seen their thatched roofs removed so that an extra floor could be added, before fresh thatch was replaced. The guard towers that lined the inside of the barrier hedge had gone up and up to keep pace with the living wall, which had grown too. 
 
    It was true that the place was a far cry from what it had been when I arrived; a collection of rundown cottages clustered around a dying stream. 
 
    “It sure has got bigger and busier,” I said as we skirted a wagon that had pulled up. A couple of elves were unloading barrels of freshly fletched arrows, while a couple more ran them up the stairs to the warriors gathering on the rampart of the wall. 
 
    “Is your world full of such places?” Helki asked as we dodged around a group of bowmen who bowed their heads as I passed. 
 
    I pictured the enormous cities of America. How the hell would I start describing a place like Los Angeles or Chicago to someone who thought this perfect little township was a metropolis? 
 
    As we made it to one of the stairs that led up to the top of the eastern parapets, I said, “Yeah, my world is bursting with places twenty times the size of Varglade, Helki.” 
 
    “Really?” he exclaimed from behind me. “It must be a wondrous world indeed!” 
 
    “See, that’s the thing you have to be careful about—what we have to be careful about here,” I said as we jogged up the steps. “You see, I imagine that long ago in my world, the land gave birth to the country-town, places like Varglade. And it nourished those little towns with her best blood, you know? Like, the grazing country, the fish and water from the rivers, the animals that surrounded it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Helki said as we turned on the switchback stairs and headed on upward. 
 
    “Then, after all that good living and good feeding, the little towns morphed into some giant-ass cities. And the cities, with their enormous appetites, sucked the country dry. Such massive places need feeding, you see. They are insatiable and incessantly demanding. They devour not just resources, but fresh rivers of people too.” 
 
    “Then what happens?” Helki asked, his voice somber and thoughtful. 
 
    “You know, I’m not sure. When I left, we hadn’t got there yet. I imagine though that such places will eventually weary and die in the midst of an almost uninhabited waste of once green and verdant country.” 
 
    I turned to my companion as we reached the top of the wall. 
 
    “That’s why we have to be careful to do things differently here,” I told him. “That’s why we have to have respect for the land every step of the way.” 
 
    “But first, we must defend it,” Helki said. 
 
    I grinned a wolf’s grin. All teeth and zero jocularity. 
 
    “Damn right,” I said. “You ready?” 
 
    Above us, the clouds looked low and heavy, the color of iron and dirty wool. In my companion’s eye I got the impression that his heart was pounding in anticipation, just like mine, and a strange kind of excitement was flooding through him. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he said. 
 
    “Then let’s go and send whatever it is that is waiting for us on the other side of this wall back to the hell it’s come from,” I said. 
 
    As soon as we were on top of the wall, I saw that the elven warriors, armed with bows and rudimentary crossbows, were as ready as I was. Their faces were turned outward; fearless eyes unblinking as they looked toward the fringes of the forest. 
 
    From the top of the barrier hedge, which could comfortably have five elves walking abreast across it now, we could see over the rigged mound of earth that the moon elf sisters had sowed their spells into, over the moat, and up the sloping bank that led down from the forest. The lip of the Torrwood was actually only a little below us, though it was beyond a bowshot in distance. 
 
    The bowmen manning the stretch of wall that Helki and I were on consisted of blood elves dotted with a handful of the less numerous sun elves. Bright red hair peaked from under the helms that the blood elves wore, while the flowing tangerine and strawberry blonde locks of the sun elves glimmered dully under the stormy light of the cloudy day. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” I roared. 
 
    A chorus of shouts went up, each and every one of them a variation along the lines of ‘hell fucking yes.’ 
 
    “Remember one thing, my elven friends!” I yelled, raising my voice as high as it would go as I lifted my sword to emphasize my words. “Remember, fearlessness is not the absence of fear. Fearlessness is not being completely unafraid. Fearlessness is having fears, having doubts, having second thoughts—lots of them sometimes. Fearlessness is standing up, resolute, regardless of those things that scare you, and fighting all the same! Fearlessness is looking our enemy in the eye and telling them, ‘No, not this day! Not any day’!” 
 
    Another roar went up. Shields and swords clashed together. The butts of spears thumped on the wall, which I realized was radiating a temperate heat up through my feet. 
 
    “Do not fear failure, but rather fear not trying,” I continued. “Fear itself is not to be despised, for without our old friend fear we could not know courage.” 
 
    “And courage is feeling fear and embracing it, not discarding it or hiding it, and taking action in the face of that fear all the same!” Lilah’s voice suddenly took over from mine as she stepped up to my side. 
 
    Another roar. Louder this time. It was the sound of attack dogs straining at their leashes, of a bull, made up of many bulls, pawing at the snowy ground. I grinned and stepped back so that the woman who had brought me to Varglade could boost the morale of the people she felt wholly responsible for. 
 
    She’s one of those great leaders, I thought proudly as I watched Lilah jump up onto the edge of the wall’s parapet, the better to continue her address. One of those incredible Matriarchs who creates more leaders, not just followers. 
 
    “I know you have all heard the news,” Lilah said, and from down the line I heard other elves yelling her words to the warriors stretched along the wall. How far her words reached I didn’t know, but I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn they made the whole circuit, the elves were that efficient and focused a people. 
 
    “I know you have all heard the news,” Lilah repeated. “I know that you’re aware that the infernal elves have risen once more.” 
 
    There was a collection of swords smashing against shields once more. To my ears, it sounded like a giant metallic dragon gnashing its teeth. 
 
    “Yes, they are back, and they want us to be afraid!” Lilah cried. “They want us to be afraid of leaving the new homes that we have worked so hard to build. They want us to bar our doors and hide our loved ones behind them. Their aim is to make us fear life itself!” 
 
    Another collective snarl of disdain swept our defensive lines. Lilah drew her dagger and pointed out toward the trees. 
 
    So enthralled had I been by her speech that I had not noticed the coming of the enemy. I saw them now though, starting to make their way out of the forest. A horde of infernal elementals, the same fire golem things that Kea, Nelri, Cotu, and the storm elves had fought. This horde looked fresher than the ones that we had previously faced though—they dripped lava and left a burning trail of destruction in their wake. Smoke drifted up behind them, so that their passage was marked in the sky above as well as the land below.  
 
    “The infernal elves were ever insidious!” Lilah cried, her words seeming to echo off the undersides of the snow-bloated clouds. “Ever they tried to sow dissent amongst us from within! Ever they used others, like the Ogre King and his mindless minions, as cat’s paws!” 
 
    Another crash of metal on metal, as the lumbering fire golems came stumping out of the trees and gazed across at us with their empty blazing orange eyes. 
 
    “They want us to hate. They want us to hate one another! They want us to practice aggression, refine antagonism, and stew in jealousy and old grudges. The infernal elves’ aim, as it has always been, is to divide us all!” 
 
    This time, the roar of defiance felt like it was echoed by the organic, living wall beneath my feet. Looking over the parapet, I could have sworn that the poison tips of the spines, which were just one of the many defense mechanisms, swelled slightly. 
 
    It looks like the barrier hedge isn’t going to be taking any prisoners today either, I thought. 
 
    “They want us to give up what it means to be elves. They want us to throw out our kindness and turn our backs on our kindred. They want us to bury our love and burn the bridges that we have built amongst the clans! Their aim is to take all the light that we have spun for ourselves out of the darkness! They hope to separate us with cutting words and cutting swords. They think their foul creatures of fire and rock will defeat us, my friends!” 
 
    The fire golems began their march down the slope. Steam rose from their ranks, as their coal-hot feet melted the snow around them. 
 
    “They are so unenlightened that they don’t understand that my soul and your soul and the soul of every elf within these walls are old friends, who have passed through fires of adversity before now.” 
 
    A steady thump-thump-thump of spear and glaive butts pounding the barrier hedge started up. The noise did not drown out Lilah’s final words, but emphasized them; a heart beat for all the elves waiting to come to grips with the foe that would try and take us down. 
 
    “They are so unenlightened that they don’t comprehend that when they cut one of us we all bleed!” 
 
    The thumping ratcheted up a notch. 
 
    “They are so unenlightened that they don’t understand we will never be afraid—” 
 
    The tempo of the collective heartbeat quickened further. 
 
    “—we will never hate—” 
 
    The thudding of spears was a drumroll now. 
 
    “—and we will never cease fighting for this life that we share!” 
 
    I couldn’t have stopped myself joining in the ear-splitting roar of approval that went up as Lilah’s speech ended if my life had depended on it. A smile tugged at lips that felt like it must reach from ear to ear. 
 
    “Are you with me?” Lilah bellowed. 
 
    “Yes!” came the answer from down the lines. 
 
    “I said, are you with me?” Lilah screamed, pointing her dagger at the approaching infernal host. 
 
    “Yes!” came the cloud-shaking response. 
 
    “Then let us drive these bastards back!” I roared, jumping up to stand with Lilah on the parapet. “Let’s fight for our friends and families. Let’s fight for our homes! Let’s fight for one another! Let’s fight for Varglade!” 
 
    Swords and spears were shaken in the air as Lilah and I hopped down. 
 
    “Good speech,” I said to her as Helki thumped me on the arm. 
 
    “Yours wasn’t too bad either, Jake Walker,” Lilah said, ducking in to give me a swift kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “Nah, you stole the show.” I winked at her and waggled my eyebrows. “But then, you always do.” 
 
    Lilah blushed, but before she had a chance to say anything more, we were joined by the three eerily beautiful moon elf sisters and Ilya, the Matriarch of the blood elves. While Ilya was fittingly clad in her habitual all-white armor, the three moon elves, Jie, Liu, and Xie, wore only their silver-white robes. 
 
    “Ready ladies?” I asked. 
 
    “As ever,” the triplets said as one, turning their strange black eyes on the onrushing fire golems lumbering down the slope toward the moat. 
 
    The fire golems did not look like the sort of creatures that were made for running at speed down slopes. They should have gone wildly out of control and tumbled over and over, had gravity been allowed to do its thing. However, when magic was involved, all bets were off. Although they should have been falling out of control, they managed to stay upright and make it to the edge of the moat. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said. 
 
    “Loose!” Ilya cried in her crisp, clear voice. 
 
    Bows and crossbows were fired. Arrows and bolts flickered out toward the enemy. As I had thought, our mundane projectiles had all the effect of a flurry of spitballs being fired at a herd of charging rhinoceroses. The arrows mostly bounced off the fire golems’ crusty, rocky hides. Some of them found purchase in some of the softer humanoids, but they instantly caught fire and were consumed. 
 
    “Well, that was to be expected,” I said. “Remember to pass on the message that these fuckers should not be dismembered or they’ll multiply.” 
 
    “That knowledge has already been passed along to all the warriors, Jake,” Ilya confirmed. “Everyone knows that magic, water, or hacking into fist-sized lumps is the best chance we have against these fire golems.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. 
 
    Suddenly, I rubbed my stomach. The start of a battle was a strange place to get peckish, but I couldn’t fight what my body was telling me. I supposed it was because of all the energy I had expended during my spell casting practice.  
 
    “Man, I’m hungry,” I said. 
 
    “Here,” Helki said, and he handed me an ERM he had just procured from a belt pouch. 
 
    “Thanks, Helki,” I said. I didn’t tell him that I would have gladly eaten anything else at that point. While ERMs were undoubtedly the perfect fuel to keep me on my feet and functioning, they tasted like crap. 
 
    While I scoffed down the awful, bland block of fuel, the fire golems had reached the bottom of the slope. They were not fast, not by any means, but they moved with the same inexorable, constant speed of a landslide. If I scrunched my eyes up, the individual humanoids all blended into one incandescent mass. Surrounded by the heat haze that their scorching subterranean-forged bodies gave off, the infernal elementals might easily have been mistaken for a swift-ish moving field of lava from a distance. 
 
     The elementals lurched and stumped toward the moat, heedless of the occasional barrage of missiles that were fired down from the archers on the walls. Crossbow quarrels flickered through the cold air, their white feathers making the bolts look like enchanted snow that had been weaponized. 
 
    When they were only twenty yards or so from the edge of the half frozen churning channel of death, which was grinding with the full power of a mountain stream being fed by excessive snow melt in the peaks above, I gave the signal. I raised my hand and used a jolt of wild elf and sun elf magic to cast up what was, essentially, a bright pink flare.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At once, the magically enhanced ballistae spaced tactically along the barrier wall, as well as in the upgraded watch towers, sprang into action. The ballistae were missile weapons that launched either bolts or stones, depending on the situation, at a distant target. These weapons, which the elven engineers and I had designed and perfected over weeks and weeks of hard work and testing, relied upon using two levers with torsion springs rather than a tension prod system. They would have been dangerous enough as they were, but with the magical modifications…  
 
    The leading fire golems had got as close to Varglade as they could get. They had been stymied by the moat. They paused, the moat doing what it was designed to do and cutting them off. 
 
    The projectiles launched by our magical ballistae crashed into the front ranks a second or two later. Our ballistae were quite accurate in hurling their sixty-pound missiles up to about five-hundred yards, and the fire golems were a deal closer than that. They were also about as easy a target as the elves manning the defensive siege weapons could wish to take a potshot at: big, slow, and bright red on a white background.  
 
    There was a selection of projectiles for our four-elf fireteams to choose from. Some were basically giant arrows, others were balls of solid lead, while others were pottery amphoras that had been baked hard and filled with different magical concoctions. The spells that many of the projectiles had been infused with had been specifically created to counter the fire golems. 
 
    The ballistae teams had been instructed by the Council, by their various Matriarchs, to let our enemy have a selection. However, as soon as they saw something that worked particularly efficaciously, they were to use it to hammer our opposition. 
 
    I watched as the magically enriched missiles smashed into the front ranks of fire golems. One piece of solid shot bowled through a line of the brutes, sending out snapping tendrils of bright pink wild magic that tripped the fire golems and sent them crashing over. 
 
    The tendrils instilled a wild elven frenzy on any of the golems they came in contact with and tripped, making some of them turn on their fellows. These enraged and confused fire golems flayed at their compatriots with their massive fists until their bemused fellows were forced to put them down. The fire golems who still had what passed for wits ganged up on the ones that had been afflicted with the wild elven madness and pounded them into gravel. 
 
    “That’s it!” I cried. “Give ’em hell, boys and girls!” 
 
    Another missile, a large arrow, took one of our adversaries through the chest. As the humanoid tried to tug the projectile out of itself, creeping vines of dark and sea magic started to run over its fiery hide. 
 
    It looked like a poison spreading through it. As I watched, the creature started to slow, like a robot losing its charge. It looked to be getting weaker and weaker, but before the spell was allowed to finish its good work, another one of the golems strode over and ripped the missile free of its buddy’s chest. 
 
    Almost immediately, the fire golem’s incredible heat started counteracting the spell. Before long, the veins of poison had been burned away. 
 
    And so, the fight continued. Projectiles rained down. Fire golems were taken out of commission; reduced to dust, melted, or otherwise destroyed. There were more than a few cases where the missiles accidentally clove one of the creatures in half, resulting in two or three smaller ones taking its place. 
 
    My friends and I walked the battlements of Varglade. There was not much for us to do except keep up the morale of those on the walls. It was a strange fight in that the attacking infernal forces had no ranged weapons. There was no enemy fire to contend with. This meant that every eye on the barrier hedge was glued on the action taking place below. 
 
    It was both good and bad. We were taking no casualties, which was good, of course. However, there was also nothing to distract our warriors from the obvious fact that our bombardment of magical missiles was not being nearly as effective as we had hoped. 
 
    “The fire golems are hardy,” Ilya said. 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I said. 
 
    “In a battle, pain is both an ally and an enemy,” she continued. “It is a warning, you know? An injury can cripple a foe, both in their head and in their body. The thought that unbearable injury might strike at any moment is almost the worst thing about a battlefield. Sometimes death or maiming can come like a storm out of nowhere. A fine summer day can end in a downpour, yes? Can end in lightning and thunder.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement. 
 
    Ilya motioned down to a golem with an arrow in its eye. Even as the two of us watched, the deeply buried shaft ignited and then crumbled away. 
 
    “How can we get the mental advantage over beings that cannot feel pain?” she asked. 
 
    It was a good question. What was more, I didn’t have the answer to it. 
 
    “Speaking of lightning and thunder,” I said instead, nodding upward and raising my hand. 
 
    Ilya looked where I was pointing.  
 
    Up on a guard tower, I saw Cotu standing. She was perched on one of the revolvable stages on which the ballistae were all mounted. Her hair flew like a turquoise and yellow banner in the breeze. As Ilya and I watched, she pointed the crew of her ballista in the direction of an enemy group. The giant crossbow siege weapon swiveled around on the greased stage I had helped design. 
 
    Cotu bent down and put her hands to the sixty-pound lead ball that was resting in the sling at the back of the ballista. 
 
    “This should be good,” I said to Ilya. 
 
    The blood elf grunted, her eyes fixed on the scene above us. 
 
    A moment later, the projectile shot from the sling as its crew released the firing mechanism. The ball was only in the air for a second or so, but I could see that it was charged with a ghostly green and purple storm light. 
 
    The ball smashed in between a couple of the formidable fire golems that were still milling uncertainly at the edge of the moat. It exploded. Crackling branches of scintillating light shot out in all directions. Many of them grounded themselves in golems, blasting them off their feet. A few of the thicker, more robust arms of light hit golems near the epicenter of the blast and reduced them to piles of smoking ash. 
 
    I thrust my fist into the air and crowed up at Cotu, along with some of the blood elven warriors nearby, who followed my lead. The storm elf, hearing the cacophony of our yells, looked down, saw me, and returned the gesture. Then she turned back to the ballista and prepared to fire again. 
 
    It should have been like shooting big burning fish in a snowy barrel. It might have been fun even, as the fire golems had no discernible reaction to getting hammered by our defensive array. 
 
    But… it wasn’t. It was kind of eerie, fighting an enemy on which your best attempts to stop elicited no reaction. 
 
    “Look!” Ilya said, breaking into my thoughts. 
 
    I leaned over the wall. The sun elf magic that impregnated the living solidity of the structure had been a damn good idea by Penelo. Under my arms, the warmth of pulsing life kept the ice of winter at bay. 
 
    Just to our left, a few of the fire elementals had decided to walk into the water. A chorus of joyful laughs went up from the elven bowmen who had noticed this. 
 
    “They’re swimming for safety!” one woman said to the male elf on her right. 
 
    “I hope so,” her fellow archer replied. “Let the river take them all the way out to the bottomless sea.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure about this sudden change in tactics, though. 
 
    The fire golems that had stepped into the swiftly flowing river were promptly swept off their feet. They were rolled away like human-shaped boulders. Steam plumed off them, the orange cracks in their skin fading quickly to a dull gray under the relentless pressure of the freezing water. 
 
    “What’re they doing? What’re they doing?” I muttered, frowning. 
 
    I looked to my right, leaning as far out on the parapet as I dared so that I could see the line of attacking golems. As if a chemical signal had been released, more and more of them were wading out into the surging waters of the frigid river. A few got knocked over and were lost under the surface in great white gouts of steam, but many others kept their footing. 
 
    “They’ll never make it across,” Lilah said from next to me. 
 
    It certainly looked that way. The first fire golems made it a couple of steps before the glacial water worked its natural magic on them and they got cooled right down and froze in place. They stood in mid-river, looking like statues in a garden. 
 
    All of a sudden, all along the line, the elementals paused, as if thinking. 
 
    “What the fuck is—?” 
 
    In a rush of bodies, and with a coordination that looked more like the synchronicity of a shoal of fish or a flock of starlings—a large entity made up of many individuals who appeared to share one mind—the fire golems did something entirely unexpected. 
 
    They started throwing themselves into the moat. 
 
    Well, not so much throwing themselves in, they lacked the athleticism for that. They did start to charge into the water though, wading as far as they could before they were frozen into stone. Some got further than others. The smaller ones that were parts of a larger monster that had been hit with a missile of some kind only got a step or so. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Lilah said. 
 
    “I do,” I said, and the knowledge washed over me in the same way that the icy water was washing over our enemies below. “I see what they’re trying to do.” 
 
    “What?” Lilah asked, looking baffled. 
 
    I pointed off to our right where my fears had just been realized for certain. “They’re making a way across the moat by sacrificing some of themselves. They’re making a damn bridge out of their fallen and frozen!” 
 
    Lilah looked aghast at this bit of news. 
 
    “Helki,” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, Lilah,” Helki said, stepping forward. 
 
    “Run down the wall and warn all that you can of what is happening.” 
 
    “They’re going to see for themselves soon enough,” I said. 
 
    “Do it anyway,” Lilah said. “Tell the fireteams to focus on the bridges. We must stop them from reaching the walls if we can.” 
 
    The rain of missiles directed at the fire golems abated before long, such was Helki’s swiftness and the efficiency with which elves could pass on messages when it was urgent. 
 
    Even though the missiles were redirected at the grim bridges, made from the stony bodies of the stricken fire golems, we were unable to stop the inevitable. 
 
    “The damn things are just too resilient!” I said. 
 
    “Here they come,” Ilya said. 
 
    Sure enough, she was right. When enough of the fire golems had been petrified in the moat, the others walked over them like stepping stones, or used them to pull themselves to the shore, and charged at Varglade’s walls. 
 
    The barrier walls of Varglade were staunch, and had been massively bolstered and upgraded in recent times. 
 
    “Thanks to all the elven enchantments, the walls are strong,” I said, “but, strong as the barrier hedge is, I’m not sure if it can withstand a heavy and sustained attack for long.” 
 
    Lilah, Ilya, and I exchanged glances. Each of us knew well what that meant. 
 
    “It won’t last forever,” Lilah agreed, “and I would not see the barrier hedge harmed unduly. Not if we can help it. It lives too. It is as much a part of this place as we are.” 
 
    Ilya nodded and drew the epic light sword that she carried at her side. 
 
    “Where’s yours, Amalgamage?” she asked, holding her sword up. 
 
    She was right. I did have one of the light swords, taken from a fallen foe at the battle of Cliffshall Skerry. 
 
    “It hasn’t felt right to use it yet,” I said. “Besides, this hasn’t failed me yet.” I patted the beautiful sword Firnous had given me. 
 
    “No matter how many times you have tried to throw it away, hm?” Lilah said, her bright green eyes sparkling mischievously despite the building severity of our predicament. 
 
    “Regardless, that’s immaterial right now,” Ilya said. 
 
    Her glass-colored eyes were set and hard. She ran her sword-free hand absently along the smooth line of her white enamel breastplate, caressing it. 
 
    “We all know what must be done,” Lilah said. 
 
    Right then, Helki returned from running his errand. 
 
    “Just in time, Helki,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. 
 
    “In time for what?” he asked. 
 
    “Just in time to send another message down the line.” 
 
    Helki nodded. “And that is?” 
 
    I drew my sword. “Just to confirm what everyone can see. That the enemy has crossed the moat and threatens the barrier hedge.” 
 
    “And what would you have the warriors do?” Helki asked, his gaze flitting from my face to Lilah’s. 
 
    Lilah nodded at me. 
 
    “Well, if they’re not too busy and feeling up to it,” I said dryly. “I think that some of us are going to go out there and fight the bastards.” 
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    “For Varglade!” 
 
    The shout went up as the ropes were thrown down. 
 
    Rappelling parties of elven warriors were stationed in lines on the top of the wall and began to run down the sides of the barrier hedge like spiders. They avoided the few tripping branches and slightly protruding, downward hooked thorns that poked through the filled-in skin of the living barrier with consummate skill. 
 
    At the same time, other squads of elves, all of them with at least one or two magic users in their ranks, made their way through the walls from below.  
 
    As for me and my Varglade Council pals, we stayed up top for just a few extra moments. I wanted to see the enchantment the moon elf sisters had placed in the mound of loose earth that the fire golems still had to get over before they reached the barrier hedge proper. 
 
    A noise from below us distracted me. I craned over the parapet. The first of the formidable fire golems had reached the rough-made wall constructed from the soil dug out of the moat. The one directly below us happened to be the first, but others followed him in rapid succession. 
 
    Their powerful legs ran without pause into the earthen embankments. Some of them made it halfway up before their heavy bodies broke the half frozen mud apart and sent them falling unceremoniously into the muck. 
 
    Then, the moon elf spells erupted. 
 
    I didn’t know what particular hexes and enchantments they had laid like land mines through the banks. Whatever spells they had used though, they were effective. 
 
    I saw one fire golem tread somewhere it shouldn’t have. Next moment, it was just a dot in the sky above, propelled so high into the air and with such speed that it could have been ripped from the face of the earth by a tractor beam. 
 
    “Uuuuh…” I said. 
 
    Another spell went off, and a whole line of five golems were simply obliterated into mist and silver vapor. 
 
    Another incantation was set off, and another. Golems were flung backward into the river, as if they were made of straw, to be washed away or frozen. Others lost whatever power or fire animated them and turned into statues of glass or crystal. Yet more changed color, turning pale and ashy. These few still came on, but when one of them was hit by an elven crossbow quarrel, it shattered into fat flakes of ash, in much the same way a piece of newspaper does when consigned to a fire. 
 
    “Holy shit, girls!” I said, leaping up onto the wall and grabbing hold of a rappelling rope. “That’s going to do wonders for our numbers.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Jake Walker,” Xie said.  
 
    I looked at the moon elf sister who I had always thought of as the murderous insect pulling apart sibling. She had petite breasts, like you might find on a gymnast or something, and her silver-white robes were currently clinging to them, showcasing nipples that were, if nothing else, most certainly erect. 
 
    Cold or excited? I asked myself. 
 
    “She’s wearing what she usually wears, so what do you think?” I answered myself. 
 
    I gestured to the fight below. “Shall we?” 
 
    I rappelled down the side of the barrier hedge head-first, in what technically was an Australian rappel. We had been practicing this at some length, thinking we may need it at some point. We hadn’t quite banked on it being so soon, but the elves were natural athletes and took to it like ducks to water. Unlike someone engaging in an Australian rappel back on Earth, however, when I reached the end of my rope, I used some moon elf magic to disappear into mist. 
 
    This really threw the fire golem, who’d been intent on squashing my head, off his balance. His big fist sailed through the air that I had been taking up only a heartbeat before, and connected neatly with one of the thorns in the barrier hedge. 
 
    At once, the poison-tipped claw sprang forward like it was on a ratchet. It punched through the rocky sternum of the fire golem, while simultaneously releasing the dark elf toxin. This formidable poison usually caused enemies of flesh and blood to either melt or explode, but it was different with the fire golems. 
 
    The golem writhed, trying to pull himself off the huge thorn. Then, he simply crumbled from the inside out. It was like watching a cardboard effigy ignite and burn from the inside; veins of orange molten light cooling to ash-gray while the scabrous hide went a brittle charcoal color before collapsing. 
 
    “Look at you fuckers,” I yelled. “Falling all to pieces! Pathetic.” 
 
    Battle fever was one of those surreal afflictions that overcame me when the heat was on. It sharpened all my senses to the point where they almost hurt, they were so acute. Time seemed to slow, so that I could see how my friends and allies were faring, while dodging attacks on my own person. 
 
    Saying that, time also seemed to flash past at triple the speed, so that before long I was soaked in sweat under my armor and cloak. It was like being in a car crash—something that I had, during my wild college years, been involved in. 
 
    Everything up to the point of impact of the crash—even during the event, when the car was flipping sideways in a very dramatic fashion after it had plowed into a grass verge at a stupid speed—took place at a sort of bizarre quarter speed. 
 
    Such was battle for me. 
 
    So it was that I saw, in flashes, the messy melee unfolding around me. 
 
    A sea elf drove an enchanted spear into the stony throat of a fire golem with all her strength so that steam hissed from the wound like a burst boiler. 
 
    A pair of wild elves leapt onto the back of another fire golem in an attempt to distract it from stepping on a mortally wounded sun elf warrior, heedless of the fact that they were dooming themselves in the process. The fire golem’s foot came down a yard to the left of the sun elf, but the battle ululations of the two wild elves rose in pitch as they were consumed by the intense heat coming off the back of the molten rock giant. 
 
    Kea surfed a shield down the moat on a wave that she had surely enchanted. She fired bolts of sea elf magic from her spear, which acted as links between the river and her targets. She anchored the magical grappling hooks into the river somehow so that the fire golems she caught with the spell were towed inexorably into the churning icy flow. 
 
    Penelo was using her potent sun elf magic to blast fire golems to gravel, while Ilya was flitting through the mess of fighting with her light sword swinging this way and that. 
 
    “Take their heads if you can!” she yelled over the noise of the fighting, which was a noise like no other in all the universe. “Take their heads and they die!” 
 
    As if to emphasize her point, she used her blood elf magic to craft a makeshift projection of herself, a statue of congealed scarlet magic, which the fire golem she was engaged with mistook for another enemy. 
 
    They really aren’t great thinkers, I thought to myself when I saw this. It’s more like they’re robots programmed with a single instruction: destroy. 
 
    Which begged the question: was the infernal elf who kept haunting my dreams in control of them? 
 
    As this thought shot through my head, the fire golem thumped its fist into the supernatural projection. It shattered into wisps of red. Ilya, taking advantage of this cunning distraction, nipped in and decapitated the fire golem with as little fuss as she might dead-head a rose. Instantly, the veins of orange and yellow that threaded the rocky hide dulled. The head thudded like a boulder into the slush at the giant’s feet. The body tumbled apart. 
 
    That was news to me. That was news to everyone. 
 
    I was at once elated and frustrated with myself. I had never even attempted to chop the head off one of our foes, fearing that it would just lead to six-foot tall baby fire golems springing up.  
 
    Those are Earthly myths coming in and influencing you, my brain told me as I moved on to take the fight to my next opponent. That was the damn myths of the hydras in the back of your mind. 
 
    Well, you could have spoken up, pal, I replied scathingly to myself. You are the back of my mind after all. 
 
    Our elven forces were more numerous than the fire golems, but the elemental monsters were extremely tough. What was more, the heat they gave off from their bodies was terrific. And they were utterly relentless. 
 
    I saw a particularly large golem drive two nature elves back just with the extreme temperature it radiated. The two nature elves only managed to escape the thing’s clutches because a dark elf waded in with a crackling purple battle axe and chopped at the fire golem’s tree trunk-thick thigh and distracted it. This allowed the nature elves to shimmy back up one of the dangling ropes that our forces had used to rappel down. 
 
    The fire golem turned to face the dark elven warrior who had just hacked a lump of molten rock out of its leg. So far as the vacant incandescent eyes were able to convey it, the golem looked fairly annoyed. 
 
    It swept a hand at the dark elf, who threw her axe up in a desperate block. The weapon, which had clearly been a conjuration, burst apart as the fire golem’s red hot fingers smacked into it. The she-elf stumbled back and tripped over the leg of a fallen golem. 
 
    I started running. 
 
    The golem raised its foot. 
 
    With a surge of moon elf magic, I covered the distance between myself and the fallen dark elf in the blink of an eye. I appeared right in front of the fire golem, so close to it that I could feel my eyelashes shriveling from the furnace-like heat of it. 
 
    I leapt up, stepping up dark magic steps I conjured from some handy shadows, and rammed my sword under the blocky chin of the monster. 
 
    Then, leaving my blade embedded in the living rock, I threw myself backward. I would have liked to say that I performed a Neo-style backward somersault and landed like a panther, but my need to extricate myself from the sheer roasting heat of the monster left no room for such fanciful maneuvers as that. Instead, I launched myself backward off the top magic step, fell through the air, and landed hard in the wet, muddy snow. 
 
    I did have the presence of mind though, to roll to my feet and inject my sword with the spell I had left dormant within it. The expanding disc of pure sun elf magic bloomed out from the blade. 
 
    The massive fire golem’s head was parted neatly from its almost nonexistent neck and flung high into the air behind me. As the golem toppled sideways, dead or inanimate, its melon fell out of the heavens and crashed onto the top of another golem’s head. It was knocked backward and plunged out of sight into the frothing moat. 
 
    “Th-thank you, Amalgamage,” the dark elf who I’d just saved stuttered, staring in goggle-eyed shock at the fallen fire golem who had almost crushed her. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I panted. “Just try and repay the favor by doing the same for someone else, yeah. Pay it forward.” 
 
    “Pay it forward, yes,” the elven woman said, clearly not understanding exactly what I was referring to by the words but getting the gist of it. 
 
    She ran off, conjuring another battle axe out of the ether. 
 
    I walked over to my fallen foe. Heat still radiated from it like a smelter that had been left to cool. Looking around, I saw the sword Firnous had given me lying a few feet away. 
 
    “Shit,” I said, genuinely gutted at what I saw. 
 
    The elven blade was warped and melted. As well constructed as it must have been, the spell-woven steel had just not been able to cope with the volcanic internal temperatures of the fire golem. 
 
    “Shit,” I said again. 
 
    I was pissed off, and was not looking forward to seeing the disappointment on Firnous’s face. Even as those thoughts clouded my mind, I knew for a fact that Firnous was not going to be angry or bitter. I would tell the old elf how the sword he had gifted me had saved another elf’s life and I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that he wouldn’t grudge the loss of it one bit. 
 
    The old sword-master’s face floated into my mind’s eye, and I could practically hear his voice in my ear, spouting some of the generally good advice he was always giving me. 
 
    “What good is a sword, Jake Walker, if you have no one to defend it with.” 
 
    I picked up the sword. It was still hot to the touch, but not scalding. It would not fit in my scabbard anymore, so I shoved it in my belt and sent up a prayer to the universe that if I was knocked flying I wouldn’t fall and cut my rod and tackle off. 
 
    Looking around, I was glad to see that the fight was turning, and turning in our favor. The elves could be patient, and they weren’t the kind to lose their heads in a crisis. 
 
    I threw myself back into the fight. I might have been without a blade, but I had my formidable repertoire of magical spells. I had to be careful though, more thoughtful than I had ever been while having supernatural powers at my fingertips. This was a battlefield, a place that was, unsurprisingly, fraught with danger. Not just in the immediate and obvious sense, but also in other ways. 
 
    Yes, there was more than a fair chance of getting crushed, pummeled into dirt, or set on fire as a spitting human torch of crackling skin, shriveling cloth and running fat. That had happened numerous times to many unfortunate elves around me. However, there was also the danger that if I passed out from overtaxing my already weakened body with too much magic, I would fall unconscious and drown in the soupy, churned muck of snow and loose earth that the ground in front of the barrier hedge had become. 
 
    Magic crackled all around me. Arrows and quarrels, which were being fired more as diversions than as genuine attacking tools, flitted this way and that. The sound of metal clanging off rock filled the air like the tolling of a thousand blacksmiths all setting to their work at once. 
 
    I used sea elf magic mixed with nature magic to turn the ground under the feet of one fire golem into a quagmire. The heavy being sunk in up to its shoulders, which allowed a team of glaive-wielding wild elves to rush in and hack its head off. 
 
    I turned as the victory cries of the wild elves went wailing up into the air like a flock of birds, and saw Cotu explode a fire golem from the feet up with a bolt of lightning from her outthrust palm. 
 
    To my right, I heard panicked cries. I rushed through the fray, leaping over fallen elves and fire golems alike. 
 
    A trio made up of two dark elves and a blood elf were hemmed in by two advancing fire golems. Only one of the elves was armed with a spear, the haft of which was broken two feet from the end. None of them appeared to be magic users. Without stopping to think of the repercussions, I ran to their aid. 
 
    The spell I hit the pair of relentless fire golems with was the same one I had created in the corral; made up of sea, dark, sun, and wild magics. I split it between the two hulking forms, hoping that I could take both down at once. 
 
    As before, the dark elf magic cast an impenetrable cloak of darkness around my targets, through which they could not see, even with their lambent eyes. Then, the sun elf magic detonated like a stun grenade in front of them. I wasn’t sure if it blinded them—as beings of the earth they might not have been affected by the spell in that way—but it certainly drew their attention in my direction. 
 
    I backed toward the barrier hedge as the sea and wild magic vortex of savagely spinning water materialized in front of me and aimed it at my adversaries. 
 
    To my surprise, by sheer dumb bad luck, one of the monsters stepped in front of the other and took the full brunt of the spell. It was quickly flayed apart into minuscule splinters and whirled away, looking like the sparks of a bonfire caught in a gale. 
 
    The other golem, uninjured, came on.  
 
    I stumbled backward, suddenly feeling totally spent. The blood thumped sluggishly in my ears and my knees were doing their best impression of being constructed out of Jell-o. 
 
    The broken spear, which had been the sole weapon of the three elves I had just tried to rescue, thwacked into the back of the elemental creature’s head and bounced off. 
 
    The golem stumped toward me. It looked very much like it wanted to crush me beneath its heavy heel and then scrape me off like a piece of dog shit. 
 
    I slumped backward, my back resting against the warm barrier hedge. 
 
    Shit, I thought, as the fire golem pulled back its fist, I never made a note about the radiator idea for all the cottages…      
 
    The fist came forward at considerable speed— 
 
    —but not with as much speed as the barrier hedge flicked out a limb. 
 
    The huge hedge branch, which was one of many usually lying curled and dormant within the barrier hedge’s thick bark-like skin, smacked the fire golem so hard that I was sure I felt a light shockwave wash over me. It was like seeing a fly being whipped with a dish towel. The fire golem shot backward, skipped once off the ground in a spectacular spray of snow, and then crashed through an untouched layer of ice and into the river. 
 
    I slumped more heavily against the warm barrier hedge as the branch was withdrawn once more. I reached up and patted the rough skin of the living wall behind my head. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Thanks.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath and let it out. In front of me and to either side, the elves were driving the last of the fire golems back toward the waiting moat. More elves were swarming in from the south and north, which told me that the enemy had probably been repulsed along those lines of the wall. 
 
    Victory, then. 
 
    “Man, I’m beat.” I wasn’t sure who I was talking to. Myself. The wall. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I still had air in my lungs to talk at all. 
 
    “You know,” I said, my vision taking on that filtered, muzzy hue of the well and truly exhausted, “this reminds me of a joke.” 
 
    Behind me, the barrier hedge throbbed, letting off a pulse of warmth that I could feel even though my leather cuirass. 
 
    “I left my bike beside a wall the other day, and it fell over,” I said, blinking slowly. “It was two tired…” 
 
    At the side of the moat, Cotu and Penelo were dueling one of the last fire golems. As I watched, Penelo encapsulated the elemental’s head in a disco ball of glittering sun magic. It started bumbling about, swinging its long arms and trying to get at anything it could reach. Cotu pressed her hands to the ground, and a blast of wind punched out from her, ripping up the snow and ice in a neat line. The befuddled fire golem went flipping neatly backward, landed on its feet in the moat and, miraculously, didn’t go under. 
 
    With a final surge of combined magic, Penelo and Cotu, working together, managed to take down the stubborn elemental.  
 
    As I watched the last few fire golems be dispatched, a voice sounded from what sounded like a long way above my head. 
 
    With an effort, I craned my neck up and focused on the blurry person standing above me. 
 
    “Helki,” I said. “How’re you doing, man?” 
 
    “I’m good, Jake,” he said, kneeling down so that he could peer into my face. “How are you doing?” 
 
    The sound of cheering was filling the air. I grinned tiredly. 
 
    “I’m good, buddy,” I said. “Just admiring the view.” 
 
    Helki turned his head to take in the bizarre sight of a field of battle that looked, with all the crumbled and destroyed fire golems, half like a quarry in which someone had got a little enthusiastic with the mining explosives. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay, Jake?” he asked, turning back to me. 
 
    I held out my hand to my friend. “We won, didn’t we? Now, how about you help me up and we can start trying to clean up this mess.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There were many unpleasant things to deal with after a battle. The gravely wounded had to be rounded up before they succumbed to their injuries, even more so when the weather was as bitterly cruel as the Tavalonian winter was proving to be. The dead had to be collected and identified. The dead had to be burned, buried, or otherwise disposed of in whatever way their particular race of elves thought was customary. 
 
    Something that we didn’t have to do on this occasion, and something that I was exceedingly thankful for, was dispatching the enemy wounded. This was a pretty grim task, even when you had been fighting a foe as repulsive as fae or ogres.  
 
    Strangely and uniquely, in the place of this task, elves had to be set to smash up the statue-like hulks of the fire golems that had been frozen in the moat. 
 
    “The last thing that we want or need is these things coming back to life when the spring thaws come,” Lilah said, addressing a large force of elves while Zuthry addressed another with the same message. 
 
    With that very true and resounding idea in mind, teams of elves were set to row out into the treacherous river and break up the statues with heavy hammers. 
 
    Once the process of cleaning up had been started, the injured were brought inside the barrier wall and taken to the Varglade Council Hall and a number of the other large buildings so that the apothecaries and healers could tend to them. 
 
    The dead, depending on their race or clan, were being taken care of by select teams of elves. In some instances they were being lined in long biers, waiting for burning. Kea, who was unscathed, was busy coordinating the building of simple rafts for the sea elves who had fallen. These little coracles would take the bodies of her kin down the river and out to the sea from whence they believed they came at the start of all things. Teams of nature elves were digging a large mass grave, on which they would plant a new orchard or garden, as was their custom. 
 
    As for me, I found myself being swept back into the township and deposited in the Varglade Council Hall. With me, went the more gravely injured, as the hall was warm and dry and closer to many of the apothecary stores. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said when Ava, the celestial elf, appeared in front of me and put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “You’re sure?” she asked. “I was standing in front of you for a good little while just now before you became aware of me.” 
 
    Whoops, I thought. 
 
    “I’m just tired,” I assured her. “Bone weary. You know what it’s like when you overexert yourself with your magic.” 
 
    “Actually,” Ava replied, smiling with her golden eyes, “I do not.” 
 
    “I didn’t see you,” I said. “In the fighting, I mean.” 
 
    Ava’s expression softened. There was a touch of sadness around her eyes now. 
 
    “No,” she said. “No, in all honesty, combat is not the way of the celestial elves. Not unless times are close to being considered hopeless. For us, healing is our calling. We open hearts, but only to make them better, if possible.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well, don’t worry about me. I just need some chicken noodle soup and sleep. I think I just followed Cotu in here.” 
 
    I frowned. My head was hazy with exhaustion. Then I remembered why I had come in here specifically. It had been because I was following Cotu. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, catching at Ava’s sleeve as she began to drift away. “Cotu is injured, I think. She was clutching her arm. Go and see if she needs you.” 
 
    Cotu, as it turned out, was sitting on a bench near the fire, not far from where I was slumped against a wall. I wandered over to her as Ava settled herself on a magically appearing stool of white light.  
 
    I watched, mesmerized, as the celestial elf settled herself comfortably and inspected the wound in Cotu’s arm. 
 
    “Let me help you,” Ava said. 
 
    “There are others who need your medicine more than I,” Cotu said, clutching at her injured arm. 
 
    Ava obviously knew not to press a potential patient. She got up gracefully, her ethereal stool vanishing, and moved onto an elf lying prone on a stretcher and moaning softly to herself.  
 
    Ava revealed in that moment what celestial elf magic could do, and used it to heal the other elves around her. I didn’t see what she was doing specifically—I had a light enough head as it was without seeing her delve into any open wounds. 
 
    Her magic, though, let off a gentle, angelic, harp-like harmony as she moved through the hall and tended to the stricken elves. I, and the other members of our close-knit coterie, were amazed by her abilities. When she tended a burn for instance, she hummed a melody to herself and a seraphic balm formed over the affected area. Once the spell was cast, a glowing white poultice covered the wound. The injured elves, seeing how effective Ava was at knitting wounds and fixing burns, eagerly received her healing. 
 
    She could not, unfortunately, save everyone. Some elves were too far gone to be brought back. In those few cases, Ava did her best to make those she was ministering comfortable, easing their transition from this life to whatever came after. 
 
    While I watched her work, I was careful to keep one eye on the new Matriarch of the storm elves. Cotu continued to stay back, anxiously tugging her torn sleeve over her injured arm, looking away when Ava tried to catch her eye. 
 
    When Ava was done and it looked like Cotu’s turn had come, the storm elf stood up and stared at the door, as if she were going to make for it. 
 
    As she was about to leave, taking her first steps, I stood up and called out softly to stop her. 
 
    Cotu turned. When she saw who it was, she walked toward me. 
 
    “You’re hurt,” I said, knowing full well that she was. “Why don’t you stick around and let Ava help you as she has been helping the others?” 
 
    Cotu was shy, almost awkward, when she replied. “It feels strange, wrong almost, to ask for help from the other elves,” she said, not quite meeting my gaze. 
 
    Understandably, I thought, given the history of the storm elves. 
 
    “I get where you’re coming from,” I said gently. “You’re one of us now though, Cotu.” I gestured around the hall. “None of these people exiled you. None of these people wish to exile you. I’m not sure if you heard Lilah’s words before the battle, but in Varglade when one of us is cut, we all bleed.” 
 
    Cotu puffed out her cheeks and winced as she shifted her grip on her injured arm. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “A piece of shrapnel from a fire golem,” she said. “I killed one and it burst and a part of it went through my arm.” 
 
    I nodded. “Let Ava take a look.” 
 
    Before Cotu could protest, I waved at Ava and the celestial elf drifted over. 
 
    With the care of a doctor and a friend, she took Ava’s hand in hers and removed the shrapnel from the wound. It looked nasty to me, but what wound ever looks good? 
 
    “Can you heal Cotu, Ava?” I asked. 
 
    “If she is willing,” she replied at once. 
 
    Gray eyes met gold. Cotu nodded. 
 
    Ava lay her hand over the ugly perforations and hummed a soft tune. 
 
    As she worked her healing arts, Cotu and I conversed to keep her mind off the flesh that was knitting together in quicktime. 
 
    I took the storm elf’s other hand and pressed it. 
 
    “Always remember,” I said, “that here, in this place, if nowhere else, we’re really all here to help one another.” 
 
    Cotu grimaced as something happened to her arm, but continued to look steadfastly at me. 
 
    “You and your people really are welcome in Varglade,” I persisted. “What’s more, when you’re all fixed up, I have the perfect way to prove it to you.” 
 
    Cotu smiled at me, with a little effort. “I know, Jake. I know that the elves here are all working toward the same end: health and prosperity and freedom, but it just might take the storm elves some time to get used to the idea.” 
 
    “There,” Ava said, standing back and giving Cotu one of her beatific smiles. “You can go. My advice to you is to rest, and remember how to smile again. It is common knowledge amongst us that even when you heal, you’re never what you were before, but try to remember how to smile. It will help.” 
 
    Cotu nodded her thanks, and Ava drifted away. 
 
    “You heard the healer,” I said. “It’s time to make you smile again.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We stopped in the street, and I gently turned Cotu by her shoulders so that she was facing the facade of a cottage. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked. 
 
    The house was an amalgamation of architectural styles and materials, which was due to the fact that there might have been all sorts of different races of elves working on it. If elves had gone in for pretentious naming, they might have called it ‘nouveau Vargladian’ or something but, thankfully, they didn’t have any truck with that kind of nonsense. 
 
    From outside, the cottage looked as warm and cozy and quaint as most of the other dwellings in Varglade. It had been built with gray-blue stones, which I knew had been procured from a natural landslip in the Torrwood to the west of the settlement. The stone had been accented with white cedar trimmings and a matching porch. Tall, squared windows added to the house in a very asymmetric way, making it look a little like it had been designed by a kid but in a good way. At least, I hoped in a good way—it had been me who had drawn up the sketch for the place. 
 
    The building’s floor plan was shaped like a squat S on its side. There were two very short wings running off the main living space and ending in small, but quite serviceable, outdoor sitting areas. 
 
    “Uh, it’s got a… Well, it’s equipped with a new but simple and old-fashioned kitchen and little dining area,” I said, waving my hand at the cottage, and feeling uncomfortably like a realtor. “Uh, it also has a spacious living room with a fire and everything, obviously. A couple of bedrooms, and there’s a long-drop out the back for… Well, you know.” 
 
    Cotu looked at me uncomprehendingly. 
 
    “Um, the second floor is smaller than the first, of course, but that’s where the bed chambers are. You’re not too far from the bend of the river so the garden on that side of the house has some brilliant soil for vegetables and stuff…” 
 
    Cotu continued to stare at the dwelling without saying a word. 
 
    The roof was high and triangular, a design I had used to help keep the snow off. One side swept a little longer than the other and the whole was covered with wooden tiles. One large chimney sat at the side of the house. Several long, thin windows let in plenty of light to the rooms on the bottom floor, while keeping the cottage fairly private too. 
 
    The house itself was surrounded by already cut and dug beds, though they had already been covered by snow. There were also a couple of spots paved in stone, as well as a circle of bare earth I had left for the placing of a fire pit. 
 
    “So?” I asked again. “What do you think?” 
 
    Cotu turned away from the little dwelling and looked at me. There was a slight frown nestling between her weary eyes. 
 
    “It’s very nice, Jake. Very, very nice,” she said. “Why are you showing it to me, though?” 
 
    The penny dropped. I laughed with relief. For a while there, I had thought she had made no comment because she was singularly unimpressed with the house I had designed and had built for her by elven craftsmen. 
 
    “Cotu,” I said, “this is your home. This house is for you.” 
 
    She was taken aback by this, that was for certain. Actually, she was rendered quite speechless. Tears welled in her eyes, and she mouthed a few indistinct sounds that I guessed were probably thanks. Then, with a ferocity that almost bowled me over, despite her being about a foot and half shorter than I was, she threw herself at me in a hug. 
 
    “Come on,” I said gruffly, finding myself quite moved to see what this gift had meant to her. “Come on, let’s go and take a look around inside.” 
 
    “Please,” came the muffled reply from under my chin. 
 
    Taking Cotu by the hand, I led her inside. 
 
    Well, shit. Maybe it was going to happen all along. Emotions run high after fighting for your life. Throw a new home into the mix and the fact that, as soon as the newly cut front door was closed behind us, Cotu was on me like bark on a log maybe wasn’t so surprising. 
 
    There was a moment where uncertain gaze-swapping turned into outright eye-fucking. Smiles widened, and lips parted. Sweat prickled at the roots of my hair—or that might have been anticipation—and my heart rate picked up. 
 
    Cotu made the first move, stepping toward me, reaching up to grab me by the collar of my shirt so that she could yank my face toward her. It felt like that was a totally instinctive decision on my part. I let it happen. I doubted Cotu was accustomed to another person taking control of a situation, what with her basically having played the role of Matriarch in training for a good portion of her life, and I wanted her to feel as comfortable as she could. 
 
    “You don’t want… to light… the fire… or anything first?” I asked between kisses. I had to bend over quite a ways, but I wasn’t about to worry about a back twinge. Not with this fiery little pocket rocket running her hands over me. 
 
    “Fuck the fire!” Cotu said passionately. 
 
    She pointed her finger over her shoulder and fired off a lightning bolt at the teepee of kindling and logs that I’d arranged in the grate for her. In her impassioned haste, the bolt missed the fire and blew a chunk out of the stone mantelpiece. 
 
    I might have felt some little twinge of sadness at seeing that happen on day one to a freshly built home, but I was too busy to spare it much care. 
 
    Cotu grunted and tried again. This time the bolt struck home and set the fire blazing. 
 
    “Better?” she asked, turning back to me, her gray eyes alight with a fire all their own. 
 
    “Fuck the fire,” I said, looking down into her pretty face, each line of which I knew was a story of survival. 
 
    “Fuck me,” she growled. 
 
    While I fumbled with my damn armor straps, Cotu ripped my sword belt open with a twist of her clever fingers, and it dropped to the floor. There was a dull clang as Firnous’s twisted sword hit the boards. I tossed my armor to one side, it having come off more easily this time, and raised my arms above my head. Cotu dutifully peeled my shirt off, only snagging my ears and my nose a little as I had to almost bend double to accommodate for our height differences. Laughing to herself, she tossed it on the kitchen table. 
 
    I reached out and grabbed the little she-elf around the back of the neck, pulled her to me, and began to kiss and bite my way down the side of her face and neck. Being the size she was, Cotu soon did the same, moving forward to slurp and kiss and bite at my chest muscles. 
 
    Her teeth were pointy, and she didn’t go carefully, causing me to let out a few little gasps of pained pleasure. She pushed herself away from me and ripped her own shirt up over her head. 
 
    “The rest of it,” she ordered me, through the fabric of her ash and mud-stained shirt. 
 
    I assumed she was talking about my clothes. 
 
    With the fire warming my backside, I got rid of the rest of my apparel as fast as I could.  
 
    We came back together again in one of those kisses that felt like it might just stretch on forever if we were to give it a chance. I ran my hand up Cotu’s smooth back, feeling the taut muscles under the skin, noticing the ridges of a few scars under my fingertips. 
 
    “You’re sure you want this?” I murmured. 
 
    I was thinking about how this might look from the outside: a woman, grieving, in a new place, who’d just gone through the trauma of a battle…  
 
    In answer, Cotu twined her fingers through my hair, which was getting a little on the long side. There was an element of hesitation, of surprise, in her sea-gray eyes, but that flickered out of existence in less time than it took to say it. Then, Cotu’s little hand yanked my head down so that our faces were level. 
 
    I could smell fire and smoke on her skin. 
 
    “When I see something I want, I go after it,” she told me. “I only go after what I want. In the going after of something, there lies my surety. They are one in the same. That is how it is in the untamed places.” 
 
    I ran my hand up her smooth back, feeling the muscles under the skin, and twined my fingers through her dirty yellow and turquoise locks. 
 
    “I won’t ask again,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” she said through a smile. 
 
    She pushed herself back and ran her eyes over my body. I took the opportunity to do the same. She might have been made to about four fifths of the usual human scale, but she was perfectly proportioned. Her breasts  weren’t large, but on a woman of her extreme slenderness and storm elf stature, they seemed fantastically voluptuous. I found my fingers curling at my sides, as if I was already testing the weight and shape of them in my palms. 
 
    Cotu closed her eyes and breathed in deeply as if the chilly air of the cottage itself offered some sustenance. The rise and fall of her chest only made me more aware of the beautiful shape of her tits, and I felt myself rising to the occasion. 
 
    When she opened them again, it was like the green light flicking on at the Daytona 500. 
 
    There was precious little technique to what happened next. No order to the proceedings. It was all down and dirty, vigorous, intense fucking. 
 
    Cotu hit my body and mind like, well, like a storm. I had often heard a woman’s body being described as a sacred temple—usually by a select few of my female friends, or those dudes in my group of pals who indulged in the Devil’s lettuce on the regular, in college. If that was the case, then Cotu’s delicious body would have been the kind of temple where questionable sacrifices are made and the priests dance around under the light of the moon wearing the bones of conquered tribes. 
 
     Whether it was my exhaustion, or the sheer physical fierceness of the little elf, the experience of bedding her in the living area of her new-built cottage took place in almost epileptic flashes of wanton craziness. 
 
    One moment, we stood regarding one another, our breathing coming hard and hungry through our open mouths. And the next…  
 
    Cotu shoved me in the chest, and I sat back heavily in one of the kitchen chairs. Before I could say anything, Cotu, growling throatily, had launched herself on me and taken my cock in her tight little mouth. 
 
    I groaned as Cotu licked down my shaft before sucking on both my nuts like they’d been dipped in Nutella and cinnamon sugar. She ran her tongue all over my ballbag before gargling my nuts in the back of her throat. 
 
    I moaned and closed my eyes, reveling in the blissful delight of it, leaning my head back in the chair and staring up at the ceiling. I twitched as Cotu licked her way back up my shaft before plunging her mouth down on my cock and swallowing it. 
 
    “Fuck me!” I gasped, looking down. “Where’s it all going?” 
 
    It was a good question. I had been on the receiving end of a pornstar-level deepthroat, but I’d never had it done to me by one so petite. 
 
    Cotu was in no position to answer my rhetorical question: her throat bulged with my cock. 
 
    And then, seemingly in the next second, though I could have also sworn that I was in that chair for the most fantastic ten minutes of my life, I had her up on the kitchen table. 
 
    “Ah,” she said, grinning and holding up a bloody finger, “a splinter.” 
 
    “Today,” I said, “you could have had a lot worse happen to you.” 
 
    “I did, if you recall,” Cotu replied, her eyes sliding sideways to the fresh scar on her arm. 
 
    “Well then, I suppose we better enjoy this more than usual, then,” I said. “You never know when your next wound might be your last.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Cotu hissed. “Now, set to doing what your eyes are telling me you want to do!” 
 
    And so the finger-fucking began with little other preamble. The palm of my hand slammed against her engorged clit and pelvis as I finger-banged her like there was no tomorrow. I leaned in and nuzzled her neck, every now and again kissing my way down to bite playfully at one of her perfect, pink, pointy little nipples. 
 
    Cotu’s mouth contorted in a snarl of feral pleasure and her breath came in ragged hiccups as I pleasured her with first one, then two, then three fingers. She grew so wet that her vaginal lubricant started flicking and splishing and splashing up onto her stomach and up my forearm, coating us in her excitement. 
 
    A sudden bare-footed boot to the sternum sent me falling backward, back into the chair that Cotu had been sucking me off in. 
 
    “Whoa!” I said, and then she was on me once more, stomach muscles standing out as she rolled off the table and landed in my lap all in one motion. 
 
    Cotu used my shoulders, which were getting more and more thick with muscle with every passing month, to boost herself up a little. 
 
    “This is what I want,” she said, her eyes shining bright. 
 
    Then, she brought her tight, hairless pussy down, right where my cock happened to be standing firmly to attention. It was a good thing that she had a spot-on aim or we might have been inviting a snapped banjo string—or worse. As it was, my tungsten-hard pecker slid into her tight slit like a dagger into its custom-made sheath. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Cotu screamed. “Yes! By all that is good in this world, yes!” 
 
    “Seconded,” I muttered as I grabbed her by the hips and surrendered to her lead.   
 
     While she moved up and down on top of me, I could see that her fingers were working away at her clit, rubbing and kneading at it like it was a ball of dough. The firelight from the magically started fire played over the storm elf’s skin, revealing the many little scars that decorated her flesh. 
 
    “How?” I managed to pant out, touching a scar while Cotu was squirming around and changing position. 
 
    “Life,” was all she said. 
 
    Her long two-tone hair, loose around her shoulders, was streaked with grime and sweat, and was stuck to her lips as she panted while we fucked. Outside, I could make out the sounds of Varglade’s residents singing, praying, drinking, and lamenting the fall of their sisters and brothers. Snow drifted quietly against the windows, before dropping to the street. The fire crackled. It felt like the calm after the storm had passed by. 
 
    Then, we started up again, and the sound of the weak fire was overrode by our harsh breathing and the slap and squelch of my cock plunging into Cotu’s slot. 
 
    The next however long it was faded into one delightful pink haze of biological urges satiated and libidos gorging themselves. If my eyes were open during that entire time, then I don’t recall it. Internally, the curtains were drawn and my whole being was focused on the unbelievable sensations that the petite storm elf was putting me through from the waist down. 
 
    I sat back and let her ride out whatever emotions were surging through her. If I was a way in which she might find some inner peace, then I was cool with that. All I wanted for her, as I wanted for all the women I was close with, was for her to be happy. Plus, I will say that I didn’t mind the sensation of having her wonderful pair of perky jugs bouncing around and hitting me on the chin. 
 
    The tempo picked up. Cotu crushed and smashed her crotch into mine, her fingers pressed into my shoulders and chest as she drove herself against me with ever increasing desperation and rapture. 
 
    And then, an unforeseen electricity blasted through my body. It was a roiling tumult of chemicals that almost knocked me out of the chair. My legs shot straight out, and I grabbed onto her thighs, my fingers digging into her flesh, as we came together with a thunderous climax. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I moaned. 
 
    I could feel my eyes rolling in my head. I’d never been so blind-sided by an orgasm in my life. In truth, I hadn’t even thought I was that close, although I had been aware that Cotu had been. 
 
    When I came to my senses it was to find the petite elf resting her forehead against my chest. I could feel my seed leaking out of her as she chortled softly. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I gasped as sweat rolled down the sides of my face in fat drops. 
 
    “Nothing…” Cotu said, “it’s just, I think you found out something today, did you not?” 
 
    “Did I?” I asked. 
 
    Cotu nodded and pressed her warm body against mine. 
 
    “When you couple with a storm elf,” she said, “when you climax is at their discretion.” 
 
    Well, fuck me, I thought, isn’t that a neat trick?    
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And thus, I attained the ability to use the unique magic of the storm elves. Apart from the very obvious way it had been discharged into me, even as I had discharged myself in a more ordinary biological fashion, I knew it had happened. 
 
    Probing within myself with my mind, I felt the new, fresh magic inside of me. It hovered near the back of my mind like a lurking thunderstorm sitting just beyond the horizon. There was power there, oh yes—a lot of it. But there was also the very real possibility that I could expend all of my magical juice in record time, should I get carried away. 
 
    That being said, it was nice to have added yet another string to my bow. I was sure that it would come in handy not only in repulsing any more of the infernal elves’ minions, but also in adding an extra layer of protection to Varglade. 
 
    If winter had been sniffing at the door before the battle, it was only a few days later that it began to huff and puff, in a savage and relentless attempt to blow our collective house down. 
 
    “Wow!” I said, five days after the fight with the infernal elementals. It was not long after noon and I had just pushed my way in through the main door of the Varglade Council Hall. 
 
    “What is it?” Lilah asked. She was sitting in a chair by the long fire pit with her stocking-clad feet kicked up over the arm of it as she perused a scroll. A plate of half eaten food sat nearby along with a horn cup and a jug. 
 
    “I mean, we have winter back on my home-world, but this… This is something else.” I pulled my shadow cloak from around my shoulders and shook snow from it. “One minute it’s like walking through an oil painting: snow drifting down peacefully, settling on the houses’ roofs, elves walking bundled up arm in arm, people laughing and throwing the occasional snowball—” 
 
    “A new infatuation that I believe we have you to thank for,” Lilah said, shooting me an amused look as she glanced up from the parchment she was reading. 
 
    I grinned. “Hey, life can’t be all belfries and biomimicry,” I said, invoking a couple of old architectural buzzwords that had been floating in my mind of late. 
 
    Lilah rolled her eyes and laughed lightly. “I think the wild elves have taken it to heart with a gusto that is keeping a lot of the other elves indoors…” 
 
    “I know what you’re talking about,” I said, touching subconsciously at the back of my head. “Simone hit me with a beauty on my way over here when I was walking through the wild elf quarter of town.” 
 
    “How did you know it was her?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “It was the silvery purple twirly braids on the side of her head that gave her away mostly,” I said. “Although, she did strike me from behind and in the middle of a particularly strong flurry of snow.” 
 
    “I’d be willing to wager a jug of fortified port on it being Rosa with her hair pulled up in her sister’s style,” Lilah said. 
 
    “That… is a very good point,” I conceded. “Would she do that, do you think?” 
 
    Lilah gave me a very communicative look with her emerald eyes.  
 
    Man, those eyes of hers are something else, I thought. 
 
    “Of course she would,” I answered myself. 
 
    Rosa and Simone might have been sisters, but they were also wild elves first and foremost. When I had first met Simone, it had been with Rosa. The two sisters had not seen one another for decades upon decades, but they took up as if they had only been apart for a few days. They sniped and took potshots—mostly metaphorical, but sometimes physical—at one another, but theirs was clearly a relationship of tough and rough love.  
 
    “Anyway,” I continued, “like I said, I’ve never known winter weather like it. One second you’re walking along thinking that winter wonderlands really do exist, the next a biting wind rushes through the streets and sends every elf in sight hurrying inside. I actually had to help one of the old apothecaries, Phelorna, I think her name is, back inside her cottage. She looked like she was going to be bundled away by the snow.” 
 
    Lilah finished her reading, rolled up the scroll, and refastened it with the green ribbon that had been dangling from it. 
 
    “The hearts of elves rejoice in different ways through the different seasons,” Lilah said. “Summer, spring, and fall all have their distinct and different joys woven into them. Winter, though it is the harshest season, is the same. I don’t know a single elf who is not aware of the beguiling pleasures which attend a wintry fireside.” 
 
    I sat down in a carved chair that had been heaped with pelts to make it fantastically comfortable as I listened to Lilah soliloquize. 
 
    She gestured around and sat up straighter in her chair. “The fires lit and banked up as warmly as they can be by early afternoon, warm rugs festooning the floors of the halls and houses, tea and shadow cray pâté on thick buttered toast, and a fair companion to fetch it for you.” 
 
    Lilah winked at me, and I laughed. She flowed to her feet, padded around the end of the fire, and deftly slid onto my lap. 
 
    “The shutters are closed against the chill,” she purred softly into my ear. “The winter curtains flowing in ample draperies to the floor to stymie any drafts, whilst the wind and rain are raging audibly, or the snow is heaping itself at the doors.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and breathed in the alluring scent of the nature elf Matriarch. 
 
    “You make it all sound relaxing and cozy,” I said. “If only we weren’t both up to our eyeballs in responsibilities, we could just hoard some food, bar this door, and come out when spring hits.” 
 
    Lilah kissed me lightly on the corner of the mouth. “Don’t lie to me and tell me that you would not miss the others, nor all the projects you have on.” 
 
    “Well, there is that,” I admitted. 
 
    “Not to mention the incursion of the infernal elves,” Lilah pointed out. 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah. And that.” 
 
    I pulled her more tightly to me and kissed her fully on the mouth. For a lovely space of time, nothing else mattered. Other concerns just melted away. 
 
    “It would be nice to stay a few days in here though,” Lilah said, her meaning all too evident. 
 
    “I’d settle for listening to you describe the winter, it’s so relaxing,” I said, leaning my forehead against her shoulder. 
 
    Lilah chuckled. “Well, as much as I would enjoy softening you up with tales of how, in the days that are no more—the simpler, peaceful days of long ago—I would love to watch the fine mists of the night come on from up on the slope above the town, while the windows and the stars lit up, one by one…” 
 
    I groaned and let out a little laugh, giving the lithe elf a gentle squeeze. Listening to her talk of the seasons and the natural world that she loved so much was like being a kid again and listening to a story that relaxed me and comforted me above all others. It filled me with the same feeling that had washed over me when I had read The Hobbit for the very first time, and had been introduced to Hobbiton and the Shire. 
 
    “And how soothing it was watching the trickles of white smoke wind upward lazily from the chimneys, and the moon rise and turn the white to silver,” Lilah murmured. “And when the ancient winter really set in and cupped Varglade in her cold hands and breathed her cold breath onto her, we all closed up our shutters, pulled the hangings tight, gathered at our fires, and talked of what the spring would bring.” 
 
    The fire crackled and spat in the massive fire pit. A log shifted, sending up a flurry of sparks toward the high ceiling. 
 
    “But,” Lilah said abruptly, pushing herself away from me in a determined fashion. 
 
    “No, no ‘buts,’” I said. 
 
    “But, such is not the time,” Lilah said emphatically. “There is too much for us to do. Too much for you to do.” 
 
    I gave her a theatrical grimace and swiped a bit of spiced bun from her unattended plate. “I know you’re right, but it doesn’t make it any easier to pull myself away from this fire.” 
 
    “What brought you to the fire in the first place?” 
 
    “I just wanted to come and pick your brains, now that I have acquired the ability to use storm elf magic, and see if you thought there was any way such magic might be used to improve the settlement.” 
 
    Lilah tapped her teeth with a fingernail. There was something that almost resembled a smirk playing around her wonderful lips. 
 
    “You’re smirking,” I said. 
 
    “I am not!” 
 
    “I’m afraid you are.” 
 
    “I do not smirk,” Lilah protested. 
 
    “You’re smirking knowingly,” I assured her. 
 
    Lilah let out a bark of mock outraged laughter and tossed a scrap of chicken at me from her plate. I batted it aside, and it sizzled as it was consigned to the fire pit. 
 
    “You have a question?” I asked, all innocence. 
 
    Lilah bit her lip briefly. “How was it? The…acquiring of the storm magic.” 
 
    “It’s never bad,” I said blandly. 
 
    Lilah ran her eyes over me. “No. No, it is not.” 
 
    “But, if I had to use a single word to describe the ‘acquiring,’” I said, forming brackets around the word with my fingers. “I would probably say that it was… invigorating.” 
 
    Lilah grinned. “Yes. I imagine it would be. Cotu is full of fire. Full of passions. And anger.” 
 
    I nodded. “Her heart is true, though, and it’s aligned with everything that we hold dear here.” 
 
    “I know that, Jake,” Lilah said, “but it is good to hear you say that. Your judgment is one of the few that I trust implicitly.” 
 
    “As I do yours,” I said. 
 
    “I was just a little concerned that her trials up in the mountains, not to mention with the passing of the Matriarchy to her, might have broken her when she first arrived,” Lilah said. There was a note of sadness in her voice. “However, after seeing her fight against our enemies the other day…” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s not one to cross,” I said. 
 
    “An excellent addition to our ranks,” Lilah agreed. “Speaking of which, I had one of Zuthry’s runners come and see me this morning. Apparently, a band of our dark elven scouts spotted the rest of her storm elves last night. They had been delayed by the heavy snows, but they should be with us before nightfall tonight.” 
 
    I clapped my hands. The news sent a fizzing wave of relief through me. Cotu had expected her sisters and brothers to arrive the day before at the latest. These tidings would, I was sure, put a smile on the usually stern face. 
 
    “Does Cotu know?” I asked. 
 
    Lilah shook her head. “I have been trying to find her to tell her, but I suspect she might be keeping a low profile. Grief is sometimes one of those things that we must battle with alone, and I know she still misses the old Matriarch, Qhetuna.” 
 
    “I’ll let her know. It’s probably best that I take a walk around and see if inspiration strikes on how to better fortify this place.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “There was one thing I noticed, come to think of it,” she said as I picked up my damp shadow cloak and swung it back around my shoulders. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “With all the new buildings and the lanes and roads that have been marked and cut, I’ve noticed that the township is filling up with snow more than it might ordinarily have. Do you have any Earthly tricks that might help us deal with it? Elves are working with shovels and barrows to move it, of course, but it would be nice to keep our folk out of the weather as much as possible whilst it is being as temperamental as it has been over the past few days.” 
 
    I had noticed the same thing. The streets were getting more congested. The fact that the weather was switching from pristine toffee box winter days to howling blizzards that felt like they could strip the skin from your face was hindering any concerted clean-ups. The temperature too was a hindrance. There were no thermometers in Varglade, but if the swiftly flowing moat river was freezing completely over in places, you could bet your butt it was brisk. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, “it’s already getting in the way of people moving around now. If that pain in the ass Chossara sends another wave of her minions against us, the last thing we want is for our people to be trying to rush and slog through snow drifts to bring arrows and other supplies to the walls. It’ll need to be cleared, no doubt about that.” 
 
    “Any ideas as to how?” Lilah asked. 
 
    We don’t have snow plows like we do on Earth, I thought, but we do have magic in Tavalon. 
 
    “Let me talk to Kea,” I said as I pulled on my tailored gloves. “The sea elves know how to deal with water of all kinds, so why should frozen water be any different? I’m sure she’ll be able to help me think of a way to take care of the snow.” 
 
    I flapped out my cloak, revealing for an instant my sword belt. 
 
    “I see you have taken to wearing the blood elven blade from the battle at Cliffshall Skerry,” Lilah said, nodding at my waist. 
 
    I touched the bone white handle of the strange sword that hung on my belt. It was a nice enough weapon, of course, and far more powerful and dangerous a weapon than the sword I had previously carried, but I had not formed a bond the likes of which I had shared with Firnous’s sword with it yet. 
 
    The pommel was a plain white stone, which shone with a pearlescent sheen when moved in the light. The tang was wrapped in a grip of some pale hide. The cross-guard was fairly nondescript, curving slightly away from the holder’s hand on the edge my right hand fingers were on and back toward the edge my thumb was on. It was as pale as the rest of the tang, and as pale as the shimmering blade of the sword itself. 
 
    A blade which can cut through armor and conventional weapons, I reminded myself. No small advantage in a fight. 
 
    It was true. I had run a couple of experiments, around the back of Lilah’s cottage, on old weapons that had not been imbued by any kind of elvish magic. 
 
    I wasn’t really one for flashy or ostentatious gear, so I’d commissioned a blood elven armorer to whip me up a new scabbard. A little something in plain brown leather with a matching locket and chape of serviceable dull brass. The armorer had woven the scabbard with his race’s unique brand of magic, so that the horn, leather, and metal of the lightsword’s sheath would be able to withstand having such a potent blade sitting snug inside of it.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” I said. “Firnous’s was cooked beyond saving in the battle.” I touched at the hilt of the lightsword. 
 
    “An amalgamage needs a fitting weapon,” Lilah said. 
 
    “I felt odd wearing something so obviously belonging to the blood elves,” I admitted. 
 
    “Did you talk with Ilya?”  
 
    “Yeah. She told me that I had earned the sword in battle—the only way that an outsider can possibly claim a weapon like this. She told me that none of the other blood elves cared, or thought it odd. On the contrary, she said that they were proud.” 
 
    Lilah smiled. “As they should be.” 
 
    I nodded and scratched at my bearded jaw. 
 
    “What about Firnous’s blade?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “I kept it,” I said. 
 
    “I haven’t seen it hanging from the mantelpiece in the cottage,” Lilah teased. “Many warriors do that.” 
 
    I laughed. “Don’t tell Firnous, but, obviously, I had to keep it as a memento. Only… I still wanted it to be useful so, instead of putting it over the fireplace, I’ve tucked it down beside the bucket of kindling on the hearth.” 
 
    Lilah gave me a perplexed expression. 
 
    “I’ve been using it to poke the fire,” I explained, a little sheepishly. “You know, that way it can still be of some use and I get to have it in my hand every day.” 
 
    Lilah smiled and flopped back in her chair. “Is it any wonder that you came through that portal with me?” she asked softly. “Is it any wonder that you took up the mantle of amalgamage?” 
 
    “It is to me,” I muttered. 
 
    “Any person who has as good a heart as you, Jake Walker, is a great person. Now, get out there and make our home ready for whatever the infernal elf throws  at us.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    I sketched my best impression of a courtly bow, which garnered me some more eye rolling, and then left. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stepped outside the Varglade Council Hall and found, to my intense relief, that the flurrying blizzards of snow that had been making the streets all but impassable had calmed. Once more, the mixed elven settlement looked picture perfect. Snow was piled in artistic swathes on the most impossible points and on every level surface. The roofs of the thatched cottages looked like they had been iced, and the icicles were hanging in insane spirals from the eaves of the roofs.  
 
    I made my way through the center of town, along the river bank, being damn careful not to get lost in my thoughts and wander out onto the ice. I thought it most likely that I would meet Kea in this area. The sea elves had taken up residence, unsurprisingly, in as many of the spare riverside cottages as they could. 
 
    Happily, it was not long before I found the elf I sought. A shout jogged me from where I was gazing around at the beautiful facelift winter had given the township. I had been leaning on a barrel and trying to figure out which line of woodsmoke belonged to the house I shared with Nelri and Lilah. 
 
    “Jake!” 
 
    I blinked, adjusted my eyes, and saw Kea striding through the snow toward me. Even though I saw the sea elf most days, the fact that she wore nothing more than her usual modest skintight clothing, which looked to be fashioned out of wraps of weed or leaves, always made me shiver internally. She had her spear secured in its sheath-cum-quiver on her back and a fishing rod over one shoulder. 
 
    She must have been able to read my expression because she smiled widely and kicked a load of snow at me, revealing in the process that she had no shoes on either. Her skin, which shimmered with an almost silvery, glittery cast to it, didn’t have a goose pimple on it. 
 
    “How’d you do?” I asked, indicating the fishing rod. 
 
    Kea waggled her hand from side to side. “The iron-scales still aren’t biting,” she said in her smooth, chilled out voice. “They stay dormant until mid-winter—they’re one indicator that winter is turning. But I used my spear to winkle out a bucket full of dagger clams. Nelri sat with me while I dived. She’s taken the clams to the smokehouse.” 
 
    I frowned. Then, for the first time, I noticed her hair. It was damp. 
 
    “You’ve been in the river?” I asked her. 
 
    Kea shrugged. “Of course. You don’t get too many dagger clams walking around on land.” 
 
    I shook my head, and Kea laughed. The beautiful woman stuck her thumb in her chest. 
 
    “I’m a sea elf, remember?” she said. 
 
    “I know, but…” I glanced over at the river. The channel it flowed through in this part of town was narrow and so the water moved quickly and no ice formed on it. It might not have any ice on it, but you wouldn’t have been able to bribe me with anything to get in there. 
 
    “Wait until you see the Frozen Northern Oceans,” she said to me. 
 
    “I told you, you’d have to drag me up there in a sack,” I joked. 
 
    Kea laughed again. “We’ll see how adverse you are to my winter swims when you try a smoked dagger clam.” 
 
    “Look, as lovely as it is to see you, I was talking to Lilah about the buildup of snow in Varglade’s streets. We were wondering if you and your people would be able to devise a magical solution.” 
 
    I explained the situation to Kea, although it was a brief one, seeing as the evidence of the snow buildup was all around us. 
 
    Afterward, she pursed her lips and nodded slowly. 
 
    “I’m sure we can help in some way,” she said. 
 
    “I was thinking that the implementation of gutters in the street might help with the run-off, if you guys can somehow enchant the snow to move somewhere other than the roads and lanes.” 
 
    “Gutters?” 
 
    “Channels on either side of the roads,” I said. 
 
    Kea nodded again, her pearlescent all-white eyes looking through me as she cogitated. 
 
    “Yes,” she said slowly. “Yes, I think we should be able to sort something out for you. In fact, I already have magic in mind that we have used to dredge sand banks. It should work on snow with a few deviations. Keep an eye out for us this afternoon and you might see what we’re doing.” 
 
    With that, I took my leave of the sea elf and moseyed on. 
 
    I wanted to find Cotu so that I could tell her the good news about her fellow storm elves being just around the corner. I spent the next hour looking for her, although I was in no real hurry. It was cold out, but the sunshine was glimmering through the gray clouds above, occasionally making the whole town sparkle. 
 
    Eventually, after much aimless wandering and chatting to the myriad residents of Varglade, I found my way to the house that had been set aside for Cotu. I had not expected her to be in: being the Matriarch of any elven clan meant socializing and making sure you were abreast of current happenings. 
 
    However, when I strolled along the lane that led to her dwelling, I saw orange firelight flickering through the gaps in the shutters and white smoke puffing from the chimney. 
 
    I knocked on the door, and the little storm elf opened it. When she saw me, she blushed prettily. 
 
    “Jake Walker,” she said. 
 
    “Matriarch Cotu. How’re you?” 
 
    “All the better for seeing you.” 
 
    “Jeez, it’s a good thing my cheeks are reddened up with this cold otherwise you’d be watching my blush like a schoolgirl.” 
 
    “How can I help you, Jake?” Cotu asked. 
 
    “Do you have time to take a walk while the weather is agreeable?” 
 
    Cotu cocked an eyebrow. “I was hoping you were going to say that you wanted to come in.” 
 
    Her meaning couldn’t have been clearer had she burned it into my chest with a brand. Without meaning to, I ran my eyes over the tight little body standing in the doorway. I would have liked to come in, very much indeed, if I’d been able to run my hands over it instead, but Lilah had made a good point. 
 
    Responsibilities: we had ’em and we were damn well bound by ’em. 
 
    “I would love that,” I said, meaning every syllable. “But my duties unfortunately mean that I have to forgo what I want to do, as is so often the case, for what I need to do.” 
 
    “Ah, duties,” she replied, smiling coquettishly but nodding all the same. “The things we do because of who we are.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Cotu leaned down, picked up her boots, and tugged them on. Then she reached for a coat that was on a hook and began slipping her arms into it. 
 
    She stepped out her front door and closed it behind her, bringing with her a smell of cooking. 
 
    “Duties,” she said again. “Well, if we did anything other than follow what we thought our duty was, we wouldn’t be ourselves. That’s how you have to look at it. That’s what Qhetuna taught me. A person must know themselves, and know also what they have to do. They must know what they must do to stay themselves.” 
 
    “A wise woman,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Cotu agreed. “Now, tell me what we’re up to and how I can help, and then, maybe, once we’re done, you can walk me home and share the stew I’ve just put on.” 
 
    “I’d like that, if time allows it. In the meantime though, while we walk, let me hit you with a little good news…”  
 
    After I had spilled the beans about her people being only a few hours away, Cotu was in as fine a mood as I had ever seen her. She and I spent the rest of the afternoon traipsing around Vargalde and instilling its defenses with storm magic. 
 
    The first port of call that we visited was one that I had, much to my embarrassment, overlooked. 
 
    “The culverts in the barrier hedge, through which the river runs out of the town into the country beyond,” Cotu said, “are they guarded.” 
 
    “Uuuuh,” I said. 
 
    Holy crap, Jake, my brain scolded me. How many freakin’ times have you watched the Two Towers? Don’t you remember how that berserker fucked up Helm’s Deep by blowing up the drain. What if some of those dumbass fire golems had been guided through one of them?  
 
    That thought plunged an icy egg beater into my guts and gave them a swift churn. 
 
    Cotu took my gloved hand in hers. “Come,” she said, “I think I have just the spell to make sure nothing bad comes that way.” 
 
    We ended up crafting what was basically an energy nexus over the mouth of the culverts. The two of us had just blocked the final culvert, bands of what looked like bright yellow lightning crisscrossing them in a way that would have been impossible for an enemy to get through unless they were about four inches wide. 
 
    “The power of the barrier hedge, which is in turn fed by the intrinsic magic of all the elven magic users in Varglade, should sustain the spells,” Cotu told me. 
 
    “That seems to be how things have been going so far,” I agreed. “The more elves that pour in, the bigger and more packed with enemy-squashing features the barrier hedge gets.” 
 
    Cotu nodded. The spells that the two of us had brought to life were the magical equivalent of chicken wire across the entrance to a hen coop. Only this chicken wire would, according to my lovely storm elf companion, turn any organic being into dust with the kind of lack of fuss that lightning bolts were renowned for. 
 
    “The storm magic would not be as effective against those beings of rock and fire as they would against, for instance, an ogre,” Cotu said. “But with the combined natural strength of the river itself and these spells, it is safe to say that nothing will be getting in that way.” 
 
    “And they stretch all the way to the river floor?” I asked. 
 
    It wasn’t a necessary question, really. When we had cast the spell, I had felt the storm magic energy flow out from me like it was an extension of myself, had felt vibrating through my fingers as it had made contact with the swiftly flowing water, and then felt it stop when it reached the riverbed. 
 
    “If the river wasn’t churning so fiercely here,” Cotu said, with a small smile, “you might be able to see some of the more inquisitive fish floating up pre-fried.” 
 
    The storm magic projectiles hurled by the trebuchets and ballistae mounted on the walls had been highly effective on the infernal elemental ranks, but we could only infuse the projectiles through Cotu or myself, as her people had yet to arrive. 
 
    “When they do get here,” she told me as we started on a lap of the exterior of the barrier hedge, “I can station one spell weaver on each tower if that will help.” 
 
    “You can bet your backside it’ll help,” I said. 
 
    We walked quietly for a while, skirting the moat and the barrier hedge that was within it. The mound of soil that had been heaped up by our diggers had basically been destroyed by the fire golems. Even where it was still standing, there were too many holes around it to make the defenses actually helpful. It was only going to be luck, or a really dumb fire golem that set off the remaining defensive moon spells that those mounds of earth were stuffed with. 
 
    “I was thinking,” Cotu said, “that it might be good to implant another ring of defense outside the barrier hedge itself.” 
 
    “Hey, the more the merrier,” I said. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “There was an ancient method of defense that Qhetuna told me about,” Cotu said. “The storm elves used to implement it when they were still accepted by the other elven races, but they were still somewhat nomadic.” 
 
    “Like the wild elves?” I asked. 
 
    Cotu gave me a look. “There are no elves that are like the wild elves.” 
 
    I thought of Rosa. The physical make-up of a punk rocking catwalk model, and the tendencies, when confronted by anyone she deemed evil, of a homicidal maniac.  
 
    “You have a point there,” I said. 
 
    “No, my people were nomadic, but we might linger in a place for a season or five. It depended on what the winds and weather told us, what portents the Matriarchs were able to scry in the clouds in the sky and mists in the valleys.” 
 
    “And this defense network?” I prompted. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Cotu said. Clearly, she had been lost in the past for a moment there. “Yes. Well, it was a simple set-up, really, but it might take us a little time to organize it.” 
 
    “I have never known any people more efficient than elves,” I said. 
 
    “Simply put, we buried ore-rich stones in the ground—perhaps two yards square in size—and arranged them in a rough circle or perimeter,” she said as we continued to amble through the thick snow. Occasionally, I would use some simple water magic to reduce the snow ahead of us from solid to liquid so that we were not constantly wading through the fluffy white stuff. 
 
    “Stones?” I asked. 
 
    “These stones acted as waypoints for our magic,” Cotu continued. “We loaded them with magic, like stone reservoirs if you will. Then we used a simple spell to link all the stones together. If any creature bearing our people ill-will crossed the buried boundary line the stones nearest them would discharge a certain amount of stored magic. This would either incapacitate them or kill them, depending on the size and strength of the foe.” 
 
    “An electric fence,” I said. 
 
    Cotu cocked her head to one side. “I don’t know of this electric magic. Perhaps a storm magic fence might be more apt a name?” 
 
    I conceded the point. I conceded it because the idea itself sounded brilliant. 
 
    “The stones, do they run out of power eventually?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but they can be suffused with more magic as required.” 
 
    “I know that a new small stone and ore quarry was revealed by a landslip not far from town. If we start on it straight away, would you be able to inject the ore stones with magic.” 
 
    Cotu nodded, but skeptically. “Up to a point. We would need my fellow storm elves’ help to make such a defensive perimeter fully operational.” 
 
    “But when we did, it would mean that we might be able to pick a few unsuspecting enemies off before they even reached the moat.” 
 
    Cotu nodded at my observation. “Yes. And if the stones were buried, as they usually were in the olden times, then the enemy would have no clear idea where the attacks were coming from. What’s more, if I remember correctly, the stones could link their energies to create a crackling barrier of magic that could cut down swathes of enemies at a time if that was necessary—although, if Qhetuna was right, that depleted the stones within seconds, and sometimes even cracked or destroyed them.” 
 
    “That all sounds good to me,” I said. “How many ore-filled rocks do you think we would need to encircle the barrier hedge?” 
 
    Cotu puffed out her cheeks and looked around us. We were standing halfway up one of the slopes that formed the massive dell in which Varglade nestled in the middle of. 
 
    “Twenty… Thirty, maybe,” she speculated. “Such a thing has not been done in my time.” 
 
    “Call it thirty, then,” I muttered, looking up at the sky. I took Cotu’s hand in mine once more and started leading us back toward Varglade. 
 
    “You mean to start organizing it now?” Cotu asked. 
 
    “Striking while the iron is hot is how we’ve come as far as we have. Even if we can’t get the stones charged fully with your magic alone, we can still have the holes dug and the stone itself quarried.” 
 
    And so, with the eternal good grace and indomitable team spirit that all elves had in such quantities, the pair of us hurried back to Varglade and began the next great defensive work. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Early in the evening of the same day, I was surveying Varglade from the top of one of the tactically spaced watch towers. I watched the sea elves weaving the magic that would have the snow funnel itself toward the nearest part of the river or moat.  
 
    A growing murmur of disquiet from the sentries caught my ear. 
 
    Tearing my eyes away from the industrious sea elves, I looked up toward the balcony above me. This thin and exposed balcony was the highest point on any of the lookouts, and was used only by the sentries on duty. It was too thin for more than three elves to occupy at a time. 
 
    “What is it?” I called up to the watchers, who were bundled in cloaks and furs against the bitter wind that scoured the tops of the towers. I had taken my share of watches, and I knew how unforgiving that wind could be even in the warmer months. 
 
    One of the sentries looked over the balcony rail to see who’d spoken. 
 
    “We can see something in the distance, Amalgamage,” the she-elf replied, yelling as the wind gusted more forcefully. 
 
    “Something?” I shouted back. “What kind of something?” 
 
    The she-elf looked away from me, her face pointing due south. 
 
    “Uh, that is a good question,” she yelled back. 
 
    The wind howled around us, carrying with it the smell of woodsmoke from below, mixed with the monumentally massive and all-encompassing smell of the Torrwood that surrounded us; resin, ice, and dormant living things. 
 
    As I looked up at that she-elf sentry’s face, and saw how it was taut with worry and confusion. 
 
    Without bothering to ask the woman to elaborate anymore, I ducked inside the tower. 
 
    The design of the tower had taken a lot of inspiration from the trees that surrounded us, as well as the way trees moved in the forest—biomimicry, indeed. As such, it was tapered toward the top and swayed a fair bit in heavy winds. 
 
    I climbed the internal ladder that ran up to the balcony doorway. With an effort, fighting against the wind that was gusting from the south, I got it open. A hand reached through and helped me out onto the balcony. 
 
    “Whoa, shit,” I muttered to myself as I stepped out onto the skinny ledge. 
 
    The balcony was sturdily built, with a triple bar railing running around it, the top bar of which was level with my shoulder. Taking all that into consideration though, it was still a lethal fall all the way to the moat some forty or more yards below. 
 
    The fear of tumbling down to a messy, freezing and, above all, very final death was quickly eclipsed by what my eyes saw when I managed to drag my gaze skyward. 
 
    “Shit,” I said again, this time louder. 
 
    A dark, ominous cloud, crackling with red energy, was taking up a decent chunk of the southern horizon. More worryingly still, it was wafting low and quickly over the tops of the Torrwood. 
 
    “When did you see it?” I asked the she-elf who had helped me through the door. 
 
    “It’s been building for the last half hour or so, Amalgamage,” she said. 
 
    “And building fast,” said her companion, a tall elf with a long, somber face. “We thought it was just a natural thunderhead being forced down from the hills, but as soon as the red lighting started to light it…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as a fork of crimson lightning splintered the pall of angry-looking clouds. “Yeah, that’s not usual weather, is it?”  
 
    “The wind was normal up to about an hour or so ago,” the woman said into my ear, raising her voice over the noise of gale that seemed to be strengthening by the second. “That is to say all over the place.” 
 
    “But now, it’s a steady blast out of the south,” the tall sentry said. 
 
    “Almost like the cloud is being driven this way,” I said, finishing the rather uncomfortable thought. 
 
    The tall elf nodded once and clutched his bow more tightly to him. 
 
    “What do you think it is, Amalgamage?” the female sentry asked. Her voice was barely discernible over the onrush of wind that buffeted the tower, pushing the three of us back against the wall, and driving on the foul-looking thunderheads. 
 
    “If I had to guess,” I said, “the next wave of the infernal elf queen’s forces are almost here.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Based on how things had been going, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the universe had elected to hit us over the head with another metaphorical blackjack. As it turned out though, the storm elves arrived far ahead of whatever infernal host was coming our way. 
 
    This was great news for a number of reasons. Cotu became the Matriarch once more of a genuine clan of elves, Varglade’s slightly weakened ranks were bolstered by the small influx of new bodies, and we got to put the cherry on the top of the new anti-asshole electric fence. 
 
    It must have been within half an hour of getting back to Varglade that the first teams were sent out to the quarry to start cutting the stone. Cotu accompanied the second team, which followed shortly afterward, to show them what size the chunks of ore-filled rock should be cut to. 
 
    Teams of diggers were also sent out to spots that Cotu had marked on the scale map that I had drawn of Varglade. Each team of diggers went with a couple of magic users to expedite the work. I was aware too late that at least two of the thirty five-elf teams contained wild elf spell casters—the sharp report of distance explosions attesting to them working smart and not hard. 
 
    The approaching shadow, shot through with red lightning, was now emitting discontented rumbling sounds as it approached. Even when night fell, the cloudy menace was visible, lit from within by its own fell energies. Elves slept fitfully or not at all, and those that did manage to sleep did so with their weapons close to hand. 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, the infernal host, if a host it was, did not appear the next day, nor the day after. The brooding cloud hung over the forest and did not move. 
 
    We had no real idea as to what shape the enemy would take. Zuthry had sent out a handful of her dark elf scouts.  
 
    They didn’t return. 
 
    No more were sent out. 
 
    It felt very much like whatever was out there was going to come no matter what. The tension rose over the whole settlement. Many pairs of eyes were fixed south, at the bank of black clouds that languished over the forest. 
 
    “It’s that shitty feeling you get when you’re umming and ahhing about whether to venture outside, when you’re not sure if or when a deluge of rain is going to fall,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t think there is any question as to whether the rain is going to fall, Amalgamage,” came Firnous’s voice from over my shoulder. “It looks to me like it will come, and it will come with such vengeance that the sky might shatter and pour shards of hateful glass down on us.” 
 
    “Would it kill you to be less overly cheerful, Firnous,” I said blandly. “Honestly, sometimes your continual optimism really gets to me.” 
 
    The old nature elf and I were standing on the wall, gazing out at the clouds that still rolled and tumbled, like blood in water, over the southern Torrwood. It was the third morning since the infernal cloud had been spotted, a little after daybreak. Firnous and I had met one another on our way to take a look at the enemy. I had a leather flask full of tea, while he had a large herb and cheese stuffed loaf he had been given from one of the many excellent bakeries around Varglade. 
 
    It was a match made in heaven. 
 
    “Seriously, man,” I said, passing him the flask of steaming and aromatic tea, “sometimes it’s okay to just be realistic.” 
 
    Firnous accepted the tea without comment. He passed me the still-warm loaf. 
 
    “Word reached me on how the blade I gifted you is being utilized in its retirement,” he said. 
 
    The chunk of herbaceous bread halted in front of my lips. 
 
    “It wasn’t… Uh, it’s not…” 
 
    To my relief, Firnous chuckled and slapped me on the back. Such a display of fondness was so rare for him that if someone had told me that I’d been taken out by a stealthy arrow and was now in Paradise, I probably would’ve believed them. 
 
    “Be at ease, Jake Walker,” he said. “Such a job is fitting for a sword. A sword is, when all is said and done, a tool. It is a tool used for one of life’s grimmest purposes. Just as the warrior earns his rest and might take up some other trade than fighting, so too a tool of elven crafting might look forward to being used for something less bloody.” 
 
    “You don’t mind, then?” I asked thickly through the mouthful of bread. 
 
    Firnous patted me once more and then took a slow sip of tea.“No,” he said, when he had swallowed. “No, I do not mind.” 
 
    The pair of us gazed out at the threatening cloud hanging over the forest, while off to the east the sun tried gamely to punch its way through the snow-filled clouds. Young as it was, and dense as the cloud layer was on the horizon, all it managed to do was turn the night into a vague monochrome shot with silver along its edges. You could make things out, but everything was a shadow; color was just a hope and a memory for now. 
 
    “For a swordmaster and general, and if I may say so, badass, you sound like you’d prefer it if all swords could rest in kindling buckets,” I said quietly.  
 
    Firnous stepped forward so that we stood side by side and leaned his elbows on the markedly snow-free rampart of the barrier hedge. 
 
    “Swords are all well and good for the purpose they serve,” he said. “It is a shame, in my long and wide experience, that every finely-crafted blade celebrates the sins it has committed, while the kindness and empathy of Tavalon is driven back to weep in a corner.” 
 
    “Elf swords are made to shine bright because the swords of elven enemies are often crafted in the shadows,” I said. 
 
    Firnous shot me a look. I grinned at his surprise and drank some tea. My hot breath smoked like a dragon’s when I said, “Penelo told me that.” 
 
    Firnous nodded. “Sun elves are wise.” 
 
    We continued staring out at the awful brooding menace. It shouldn’t have been possible for something made of water drops or ice crystals floating in the sky to come across as malevolent. It might just have been the growing daylight, but it looked to me like…  
 
    “It’s getting closer,” I said. 
 
    Firnous didn’t rush the mouthful of bread he was chewing on. After what felt like a lifetime, he swallowed, and said, “Yes. They are coming. Today will be the day.” 
 
    “You’ve been around a bit, Firnous,” I said. “That’s not a slight on your age or anything—you look great, I can see why Zuthry keeps you around.” 
 
    “I assume, Amalgamage,” he said patiently, “that there is a point you are laboring towards?” 
 
    “Yeah, there is,” I assured. “What I’m getting at is that you’ve probably heard at least something of these infernal elves, right?” 
 
    “I know as much as our new storm elves, as much as Penelo and her elders most likely,” Firnous said modestly. 
 
    “And would you say that they would be open to a diplomatic response?” I asked. 
 
    Firnous arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “We have a saying, where I’m from, that the pen is mightier than the sword,” I said. “It can be used in a host of situations, but it basically means that diplomacy, generally, beats force.” 
 
    Firnous considered this, obviously weighing it against what he knew of infernal elves. 
 
    “I think,” he said, after some careful rumination, “that any people or race that believes that the pen is mightier than the sword has more than likely never been stabbed by both.” 
 
    I was about to say that he had missed the point when a blast of wind, coinciding with a lancing beam of sunlight that managed to pierce the undersides of the clouds from the east, struck us with the subtlety of an open hand. 
 
    The chunk of bread was torn out of my hands and sent tumbling into the township behind us. Luckily, Firnous had just finished the tea, because the flask was ripped from his hand as he was buffeted by the monumental gust. The flask was pinned to his chest, as he stumbled backward, caught unaware for the first time that I could remember. I grabbed his sleeve to make sure he didn’t fall backward off the wall, but he recovered himself and was steady as a rock in the next second. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I asked. 
 
    “I told you, Jake Walker,” Firnous said. “The enemy is on their way.” 
 
    As if to echo his sentiment, warning trumpets and bells began ringing all along the watchtowers spaced around the wall. 
 
    “Seems a bit dumb and risky advertising yourself like that,” I said. 
 
    Firnous was already moving back toward the stairs that led down to Varglade. 
 
    “We are on the cusp of battle,” he said over his shoulder. “And there are always risks in battle. It’s a dangerous affair—the most dangerous of affairs. The art in battle is to take—” 
 
    “—the right risks, I know, I know,” I finished. “You’ve told me this many times before.” 
 
    “And how do you know which are the right ones, Amalgamage?” Firnous fired at me. 
 
    It’s a lesson, it’s all a lesson, I thought. That’s another thing the old boy is always telling me: all of this is a lesson. Every day. Every minute. 
 
    Firnous halted and glanced back at me, waiting for the answer. 
 
    I returned his look with a steely smile that I hoped wouldn’t give away the amount of butterflies that were whizzing around in my large intestine. 
 
    “You wait and see if you die or not, right?” I quipped. 
 
    Firnous’s expression did not change. I was sure that if I’d been within swatting distance, he would have given me a crisp one around the back of the head. 
 
    “I’m kidding,” I said loudly over the roaring wind. I stepped forward and put my hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “The right risks are the ones that you would unabashedly take responsibility for,” I said. “The right risks are the ones you learn from, whether they are the risks you succeed in or the risks you fail in. Both are equally important.”  
 
    “Good,” he said, his eyes blazing with the thought of the coming fight. “And that is never so true when the risks you are taking involve the continuation of your life or the lives of those you fight beside.” 
 
     “Don’t you worry, Firnous,” I said, as we hurried down the stairs and into the milling action of elves making ready for battle. “I aim to give these infernal bastards hell, but I’m going to be smart about it. We have so much to lose now, so we should go hell for leather, while we can.” 
 
    “You had me at hell for leather!” came Rosa’s voice from out of the crowd. “And that’s right, Jake. I know we have it in us. I can’t promise that all of us will come through this fight unscathed, obviously, but you can bet that pretty little face of yours that nothing will change if we don’t try to kill every last one of these motherfuckers!” 
 
    In a flash of silver and purple hair, the wild elf was at my side, jogging along to keep up with Firnous and myself.   
 
    “Hey, Rosa,” I said. 
 
    Even though we were about to face unknown perils, I couldn’t help but feel my mood lift at the sight of her. 
 
    “I’m kind of interested to meet these infernal elves,” Rosa gabbled to me as we ran through the throng. “You know, if the sons of mothers have the stones to join battle with us finally.” 
 
    The signals coming down from the watchtowers indicated that the enemy were moving around to the south-east. 
 
    “You what? You want to meet them? Why?” I asked, Rosa’s words only just filtering into my ears through the bedlam. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Rosa said casually. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I wish they’d turn around and crawl back down whatever hole they came from, preferably sealing it behind them with the mother of all rockslides, if I’m being honest.”    
 
    Rosa shrugged and put her arm around my shoulder. It was an incongruously carefree and lighthearted gesture, considering the hell we were very likely about to find ourselves in—again. 
 
    “I’m not saying I don’t want to kill them,” she said blandly. “I’d like to scourge Tavalon of any and all creatures who want to do our land harm. But still… This bitch, Cocheeba—“ 
 
    “Chossara,” I corrected. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the bunny. This bitch Chossara, she has some serious breeches-based fortitude, coming brazenly to our doors here, no?” 
 
    “And that’s to be applauded, is it?” I asked, as I steered our way through the crowd, following Firnous to where he had spotted Nelri, Zuthry, and Ilya standing on the porch of an inn. 
 
    “Maybe,” Rosa said flippantly. “Courage is still courage, no matter if it is shoved up the ass of an idea or a belief that is misguided or skewed. She is a gambler, this Chossara, and as a wild elf, I can appreciate that. Pitiful is the wild elf who is afraid of taking risks, after all.” 
 
    “Calculated risks, maybe,” I said, thinking about what Firnous had just told me. 
 
    Rosa shrugged again and then waved jovially at the three she-elves on the porch, all of whom had spotted us in the streams of warriors going this way and that. 
 
    Rosa pulled me closer to her; less a hug now than a headlock. 
 
    “All I’m saying,” she said, her breath like perfume against my face, “is that a life lived without throwing your beliefs out there every now and again, and fighting for those beliefs in a big, bold way…” 
 
    “Is a longer life?” I quipped. 
 
    “Well, perhaps beings who don’t do that will never be disheartened or disenchanted, perhaps they won’t endure agonies the way beings do when they have a dream or purpose to follow,” Rosa admitted blithely. “But when that being looks back—and at some point everyone looks back, Jake Walker—they will hear their heart saying, ‘What have you done with all those chances to do something miraculous and weird and fun? What have you done with opportunities that the woods and rivers and wild, secret places bestowed on you? You shoved your head in the sand because you were afraid of losing your life, and in doing so you wasted it instead.’” 
 
    I looked across at Rosa, stunned at this level of philosophizing from her. 
 
    “What?” she asked, giving me one of those bright white smiles that couldn’t help but make my nether regions give a little sigh of longing. 
 
    “It’s just that… I don’t know. It almost sounds like you admire Chossara,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t admire her,” Rosa scoffed. “But you can empathize with your enemies if you give yourself enough mental space to maneuver your thoughts. It can be helpful knowing where they’re coming from, if you’ve a mind to send them on to the world beyond this one.” 
 
    She leaned in and gave me a hard kiss on the mouth, squishing my lips against my teeth so that blood was drawn. 
 
    Rosa’s deep red eyes were as brilliant and as hard as rubies as she stared into mine. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I’m not going to try my damndest to kill the misguided bitch,” she said amiably to me. 
 
    And she giggled in a way that would have unnerved the most hard-bitten lifer rotting away in San Quentin. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was not a lot of organizing that needed to be done. After days of brooding threat hovering over Varglade like a giant vulture over the corpse of some huge dying beast, each and every elf knew what was going to happen next. Each and every elf knew what was going to be required of them. Each and every elf knew that the only way out of this was likely to be via the hard way—the hardest way of all. 
 
    When the next wave of infernal assholes arrived on the southeastern fringe of the forest that stared across at Varglade, my friends and I found ourselves greeted by a wholly new enemy. We were not greeted by the same elementals made of lava—the fire golems—that had assailed us before. 
 
    No, these enemies were far more monstrous than those gormless, lumbering lumps of animated rock had been. 
 
    While the fire golems had been monsters on the outside, they had not really radiated any personal malevolence toward us. They had obviously been tools. Left to their own devices, I doubted they would have bothered coming for us. Or for anyone, for that matter. 
 
    No, as far as the fire golems were concerned I harbored them no particular ill feelings. When I had been thinking about them in the days after the battle, a slightly altered phrase had floated across my mind. 
 
    Fire golems didn’t kill people. People killed people. 
 
    Whoever was responsible for sending them our way, whoever had used them to slay too many of the Varglade elves, they had been the true monsters. 
 
    And now, here they are, I thought as my friends and I, along with hosts of elven warriors, stood once more on the wall and looked out at our foes. The true monsters. 
 
    And these guys looked monstrous—demonic, even. As a block, they looked mottled; reds and deep purples and pinks and sables. Up close, you saw the distinct tones; skin the color of raw meat, skin the color of a burned and blackened corpse; skin the pale color of soured milk. Yellow eyes, black eyes, eyes of vivid scarlet. 
 
    “Good looking bunch, aren’t they?” Simone said languidly to her sister, whom she was standing next to and sharing a pipe of something with. 
 
    “Sister, you’re so vain,” Rosa scolded Simone mildly. “You know beauty is only skin deep.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Simone said, pale pink smoke streaming from her nostrils, “but ugly goes clean to the bone, and that’s what worries me about these devils.” 
 
    I was a little worried about their appearances myself, but only in the way that any sane individual would be concerned about a bunch of creatures, every single one of which was disfigured by the leprosy of undiluted, unmitigated, and uncalled for hatred. 
 
    What I was more concerned about was something else entirely. It was how this wave of party-poopers were standing. 
 
    “Look at them,” I said, loudly enough that all of my close companions could hear me over the cold and insistent breeze. 
 
    “Yes, darling, I was just commenting on how not a one of them would be the sort of person you’d want to introduce to your grand—” Simone started to say. 
 
    “Look at how they’re standing,” I clarified. “Look at how orderly they are. Arranged and  deployed in nice neat rows, as if they’re a military force.” 
 
    “They are a military force,” Nelri pointed out. 
 
    “That’s what I mean,” I said. “The fire golems had no cohesion. They just cut a swathe through the forest and then poured down the slope toward the wall. These guys are actually thinking.” 
 
    “An admirable exercise,” Ava said. “And so, of course, one to be despised in one’s enemies.” 
 
    I had not even seen the celestial elf arrive, but that didn’t surprise me. She seemed to come and go in much the same way that the sunlight did. One minute it was there, and the next it might not be, but you seldom noticed its absence until it was well and truly gone, and vice versa. 
 
    As we all looked on, waiting to see what would transpire, the enemy forces on the brink of the long slope parted. Three figures walked forward. Even though we were some distance away, I knew show-runners when I saw them. They had a certain swagger, a certain gravitas and self-confidence to them. 
 
    Also, these three had a pet; the infernal elven equivalent, I guessed, of the fluffy white cat. Instead of an all-white Persian though, this thing was a massive, flaming hellhound with a black chain leash being held by the middle figure. 
 
    I strained my eyes, trying to look closer, but the swirling snow made identifying any key attributes of the three figures extremely difficult. 
 
    “Are those…?” Penelo said, her voice a mix of awe and disgust. 
 
    “Yes,” Ava said, with a certainty that brooked no questioning. “Those are infernal elves sure enough.” 
 
    Infernal elves. 
 
    I felt the words ripple up and down the wall, passing from defender to defender. 
 
    Infernal elves. 
 
    Well, I thought, it shouldn’t come as a surprise. They’re accompanied by Sirius Black in dog form and there’s a dark cloud looming over them, casting an inky shadow. It’d be hard to get any more hellish than that. 
 
    The middle elf handed the chain to the elf beside them and stepped forward. With an outward lack of concern that was as—quietly—badass as it was patently stupid, the central figure strode nonchalantly down the snowy hillside. 
 
    “Oh that’s handy,” Rosa said lightly. “They’re coming one at a time.” 
 
    “I believe this is the part where the dick measuring gets done,” I said. 
 
    Rosa’s eyes widened. 
 
    “It’s an expression,” I added hastily. “I mean, we’re about to hear his terms, which will no doubt be offensively derogatory, or he’s just going to spout off about how fucking cool these guys all are, blah blah blah.” 
 
    And it was a male elf. It mattered not that he was from Tavalon and I was from Earth originally. I had seen enough posturing jackasses during nights out on the town to recognize a born and raised, testosterone-fueled douchebag meathead when I saw one. He had black hair, shaved down the sides, the top of which was braided into a warrior’s tail not unlike Kea’s. 
 
    “If he’s not careful, he’ll be fried by the new storm elf defenses,” Cotu observed. “What a shame that would be.” 
 
    Thinking that the best way to rob this asshole of his moment was to not take him seriously, I leapt up onto the top of the toasty warm rampart and waved jauntily at him. 
 
    “Are you lost?” I called out to him. 
 
    It wasn’t particularly funny, but it got a laugh from the ranks of our warriors who heard it because some things, in some situations, just do. 
 
    My words and appearance halted the elf as I had hoped it would. As much as I was dying to see how those buried stones, which had been packed to bursting with storm elf magic, reacted when someone crossed their invisible threshold, it was going to be a lot more helpful in the long-run if they stayed a secret for now. 
 
    The infernal elf looked up at me. Due to his descent, he was lower than I was now. I could tell from his stance though that he was looking down on us. 
 
    “Lost?” he called back, and the single word was shaded with so much spite that I could have sworn it actually stopped snowflakes in mid-drift for the nanosecond it took the reply to travel from his mouth to my ear. “Lost? No, not us. We’re not lost. But you soon might be.” 
 
    I knew what he was getting at. In truth, I thought it was a pretty dope response. Especially uttered in that same chillingly high and pure voice, which this prick shared with the infernal elf I had seen in the crystal ball at Solburg. If I’d harbored any uncertainties as to whether these were, in fact, infernal elves knocking at Varglade’s door, that voice would have quieted them. 
 
    But you soon might be… 
 
    Yeah, it was a good comeback, I conceded in the privacy of my own head.  
 
    However, that wasn’t going to stop me trying to take the wind out of this guy’s sails and put him on the wrong foot. 
 
    “Ah, how could we be lost, pal?” I replied. “We live here.” 
 
    The infernal elf, for all his wide shoulders, athletic physique, and proud, cold features, had no answer to that. While he marshaled his thoughts, I opened my arms and half turned to the warriors to my left. 
 
    “How could we be lost?” I bellowed. “This is our home!” 
 
    Just as I had hoped, a joyous and aggressive roar went up from our lines—led, I noticed, by Lilah, Nelri, and Rosa. 
 
    “It might be your home for now,” the infernal elf snarled back, “but not for long.” 
 
    “Woooow,” I said. “Now, would you listen to this guy? What an original threat. Did you come up with that one by yourself, or did your two buddies up on the ridge help you with it?” 
 
    More jeering laughter echoed out from our lines. 
 
    “Glibness,” the infernal elf shouted, and I noticed that there was a slightly manic note to his voice that I didn’t much like. “Of all the reactions to your ragtag scum clapping eyes on our host, I confess that glibness was not one we had anticipated.” 
 
    “I’m glad we could surprise you after your long dog walk,” I said. “Now, what’s your name, asshole?” I called down, over the fading laughter of our warriors. 
 
    “Why does one like you, one who by the timbre of your voice sounds like no elf I have ever heard of, need to know my name?” he retorted. 
 
    “I just think its more gentlemanly to know who it is I’m skull-fucking with my sword,” I replied. 
 
    The infernal elf’s lips widened in a feral smile. It was the kind of smile that Rosa might give an enemy, although it had none of her charm. Then he made a show of shrugging. 
 
    “I see no harm in telling you my name,” he said. “Your lips will be slack and dead before the day is out, and won’t ever utter it, or anything else, ever again. My name is Nycrios.” 
 
    “Well, I’d like to say that it’s nice to meet you, Nycrios,” I said, “but I wouldn’t want to lie to you and kill you all in one day. Truth is, I’ve taken plenty of shits out in those woods behind you that I was more sorry to bury than I would you.” 
 
    Another ripple of laughter went up at this. 
 
    Old Nycrios’s face froze. His devil-may-care demeanor slipped. His lips writhed. 
 
    He was going to lose his shit pretty soon, and that was all to the good. An angry enemy was a careless enemy liable to make a mistake that you could use against them. 
 
    “Who are you?” he roared, spit spraying in the light of the growing day. 
 
    “Jake Walker,” I said, sketching another one of those ridiculous bows that my lady friends had been finding so endearing of late, but that I knew would only cause this joker to lose his rag all the quicker. “Human, and resident amalgamage of Varglade.” 
 
    A cheer went up at this declaration, although I had not expected it to. It was gratifying though. It only went to rile up the elf below. 
 
    “Human… amalgamage!” he said, somehow managing both to hiss and shout at the same time. “So, the rumors are true…” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be too quick to believe all the rumors you hear,” I said, “but in this case, yeah, they’re true.” 
 
    The infernal elf raised one muscled arm, the skin of which was almost a beetroot red in color, and pointed a long—a too long—finger at me. 
 
    “Ah, at long last, we meet face to face,” Nycrios bellowed, and he sounded weirdly delighted. “Do you know why we have come here, why we have gathered outside the pitiful walls of this pointless bastard bastion?” 
 
    “I can only assume you’re here to congratulate us on our upcoming victory?” I hazarded. 
 
    Another cheer went up, and I missed the infernal elf’s answer. 
 
    “Sorry, say that again, pal,” I called down. 
 
    “I said that we’re here to reinstate the proper order of things!” Nycrios yelled. 
 
    Sounds a little Hitlery to me, I thought. 
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s any point appealing to your better nature is there?” I asked. “No way I can get you to see that, maybe, things might be better if we could all just get along?” 
 
    In response, the infernal elf, who I was getting to like less and less with each passing moment, barked out a series of sharp noises that put me in mind of a hyena, though I guessed must be his laughter. 
 
    “Get along?” he mocked. “Get along? By the ancient dark, but you’re no elf. The elves have long been sundered from one another.” 
 
    “Only because you unsociable little shitheads made it so,” I said. 
 
    “The infernal elves should rule!” Nycrios screamed, jabbing his finger at me and taking another provocative step down the slope. “The infernal elves should always have ruled. We have always been more powerful than the other clan and races!” 
 
    “You know what they say, Nycrios,” I shouted back, “if you have to tell people you’re powerful, you’re really not.” 
 
    More jeers went up from our side. 
 
    The infernal elf’s face contorted. It might have been almost handsome before—in the slimy, conniving but confident way that a hedge fund manager who is a hair’s breadth from stealing a pension fund and moving to a non-extradition country might be handsome. Now though, the facade had been torn aside and we could all see what he was: a thing of fury and unbridled hate, and bottomless envy.  
 
    “What would you know of any of this, Amalgamage?” he snarled. “What would you know of this world of ours? You are nothing! You are no elf. You are pathetic. Your span of years is over in the blinking of an eye. We will sweep this place aside, murder those traitors who would not accept the proper way of things, and I personally will kill you.” He spat a gobbet of phlegm into the snow. “You are nothing. You are only mortal.” 
 
    All traces of piss-taking good humor left me. 
 
    I pulled out my lightsword and pointed it down at the infernal elf. 
 
    “Well,” I said in a voice of deadly calm, “you best get up here and prove it, then.” 
 
    I’d known that the bastard standing on the slope had just been trying to bait us all into rushing into the fight. It’d been his job, no doubt because he was the roughest and most unrefined of the three, I imagined, to try and goad us into rushing out in some semblance of the many-times-doomed glorious charge. 
 
    I’d known all that, but despite Varglade being an advantage that I hadn’t intended on giving up, goddamn but I had been sorely tempted to jump down there and slap seven shades of hell out of that Nycrios jerk. 
 
    Sensing my firmness, after my parting line, the spokesman of the infernal army retreated, and the ranks of the infernal forces launched their attack on Varglade. As we had feared it would be, this time things were a lot more coordinated than they had been with the fire golems—the witless lumps of molten rock obviously having been more of a defense test than anything else. 
 
    The hordes of warriors, with their red, sable, pink, and nauseous cream-cheese colored skins charged down the slope. I wasn’t sure what kind of creatures they were. They were not humans, although they had the correct amount of arms, legs, and heads, and they weren’t elves.  
 
    My internal ruminations were cut short when Penelo roared, “Incubi! The incubi come!” 
 
    “What the hell are incubi?” I asked Nelri, who had wandered along the wall and ended up next to me. 
 
    “It was long believed that they were demons,” Nelri said, as the frothing lines of the infernal army came roaring down the slope of the dell like a mottled breaker heading for the shore. “However, I think it’s safe to say that they are just another one of Tavalon’s hidden secrets; a subterranean race, Zuthry thinks them, who have been turned by the infernal elves.” 
 
    Any further explanation she might have been about to give was swiftly and violently curtailed by a noise that sounded like the fabric of the atmosphere being torn. Bright yellow streaks of pure storm elf magic burst from under the earth as the front ranks of the hundreds and thousands of screaming incubi crossed the invisible boundary that Cotu and her people had crafted as our first defensive line. 
 
    The storm magic was pure hard light, but it gave the impression that a spring has when it is wound up as tight as it can go and released. The interconnected stones all exploded out at once. Dirt and snow cascaded into the air. The streaks of storm elf magic lanced from stone to stone, so fast, and with such a blinding brilliance, that before I realized what was going on the entire ‘electric fence’ was up. 
 
    Those many, many incubi warriors, toting spears and axes and swords, who were caught in the initial ripping surge of storm magic were blown apart. Limbs were ripped from torsos, heads exploded, skin was shriveled or torn clean away from screaming faces. I saw one incubus’s momentum carry him on three paces before his body perceived that his spine had been ejected through his chest cavity. Blood sprayed in fountains, staining the snow in asterisks and Pollock-esque sprinkles and showers. 
 
    I heard some of the storm elves cheering from up in the towers nearby. The other elves in my vicinity, even the wild elves, just gawped at the carnage.  
 
    Purple streaks were left across my vision, but I hurriedly blinked them away. The lightning-bright illumination that the springing of the storm magic trap had released faded as the magic crackled and spat in the air. The fledgling impact on the screaming hurrying masses of the infernal troops had been satisfying and spectacular, but even after that first surprise had been unleashed, the storm elves’ contribution continued to be felt amongst our enemy. 
 
    It is no easy thing to stop a charging mass of incubi going berserk—or a charging mass of anything going berserk, I suppose. While the ranks behind the lines of incubi who had just been obliterated hit the brakes, the lines behind those lines, had no real notion as to what was going on. The weight of numbers piling in behind the ranks that had just seen their friends and colleagues get zapped into bloody chunks, sent those hapless wretches into the still spitting fence of death. 
 
    “Oooh, that looks uncomfortable,” I heard Rosa say from down the wall. 
 
    It sure did. I watched incubi soldiers get forced into the wavering, undulating branches of raw storm elf magic. Those that were close to one of the hidden stones simply popped like gory melons that had been hit with a sledgehammer. The ones that were shoved unceremoniously into the energy right in the middle of two stones almost had it worse. 
 
    I supposed that in the middle of two stones, furthest from the conduits of the storm elves’ magic, the magic was actually weaker. This resulted in a lot of jerking and dancing around on the behalf of those unfortunate goops who found themselves caught in it. Jerking and dancing, dancing and jerking, until their hair, which ran all the way down their spines and ended in whip-thin tails I now noticed, caught on fire. 
 
    Shrieks and screams filled the air, along with the distinctive and sickening aroma of cooking flesh. 
 
    A crowing scream of derision and delight split the air from above me and to my left. I glanced up and saw that Cotu was practically hanging off a trebuchet and screaming her defiance at our foes. 
 
    Seeing her, along with her fellow storm elves going ballistic, gave me the mental nudge I needed. 
 
    “No point beating around the bush,” I said. “Siege weapon fireteams, attack!” 
 
    To back me up, Rosa and Simone both let off the pink flares that we had decided would indicate that the fireteams should let rip. 
 
    Looking behind me, I saw that across Varglade, the other fireteams stationed on the opposite walls were dormant and not firing. I took this as a sign that the infernal elves’ incursion was focused solely on our side of the township. 
 
    Good. That means we can focus solely on painting the snow with their blood here, I thought savagely. 
 
    I was not an overtly violent man, and could usually keep my temper in check, but I was getting fucking sick of people trying to destroy Varglade, whether it be the straightforward brutality of the ogres, or this misplaced sense of entitlement that seemed to have crawled up the infernal elves’ backsides. 
 
    Things, as they always did, looked rosy—right up until they didn’t. 
 
    With an abruptness that was almost as shocking as it had been when it started, the fence of magical lightning died. 
 
    “The storm magic is spent!” Cotu cried from above. 
 
    “Balls,” I said under my breath. 
 
    There was no way we could recharge those stones. Not in the middle of a fucking battle. 
 
    As the universe seemingly loves to do, being the dark-humored fuck it is, it hit us with the second blow in its unexpected one-two punch combination. 
 
    I had lost the three infernal elves in the massed crowds of jostling screaming incubi. They were the commanders; the big swinging dicks. I had assumed that, like so many commanding officers that had come before them all over the universe, they would have found a nice safe spot at the back, with a good view of the action, a few comfortable chairs equipped with blankets, and a selection of tasty nibbles. 
 
    After all, the commanders and their aides were the guys who discussed the battles as they were going on, weren’t they? They muttered into their beards and poured over maps and talked tactics, all while the poor bastards in the infantry were spending most of their time not knowing where the hell they were, or what the hell they were doing—except that they were obeying orders and trying not to be killed in any of the variety of horrible ways open to them. 
 
    Only, I wasn’t sure that this incubi soldiery of theirs even had that going for them. The more I watched them making their way through the snow toward the barrier hedge, toward the moat that waited for them, the more distinct intuition I got that the infernal elves were controlling the less powerful infernal beings with their minds. 
 
    “I think that, much in the same way that slave-drivers might use whips to cow and control their serfs or chattel, those elves are keeping these soldiers of theirs in check,” I said to Ilya. 
 
    She looked as resplendent as she always did in her white enamel-looking armor; a shield maiden made flesh. Her lightsword was drawn and resting lightly on the parapet in front of her. Snowflakes sizzled on the blade whenever they landed on it. 
 
    “I think that you’re right, Jake,” she said. “I think—” 
 
    But what she thought was lost as the infernal elves had emerged from out of the blood and carnage, driving their minions on before them. Now, being closer, I could see something of the two slighter figures. One was male and one was female, but they both had the red skin and the good-looking, if vaguely cruel and condescending facial features that Nycrios had, if not his bulk. 
 
    As I watched, the big fellow, Nycrios, who had the giant black dog at the end of its chain once more, kicked a hapless incubi warrior into the moat. Then, just as Ilya had been about to tell me what she thought of whatever it was, the three infernal elves raised their arms and poured lava from their hands. 
 
    The magic was, in a word, spectacular. It burst out of them like Cheetos-colored molten rock, glaring and bright, and obviously hotter than Hades. They combined their flows of infernal elf magic and caused a torrent of the stuff to cascade into the moat. On contacting the freezing water, it had begun hardening and becoming less viscous, but this didn’t appear to dishearten them. Indeed, judging by the concentrated and determined look on the female infernal elf’s face, it was what they had expected. 
 
    Arrows fired from our archers on the ramparts flickered down. They punched into the milling incubi, killing scores, but they were burned up before they could hit the three infernal elves. 
 
    In too short a time for our siege weapons to make jam of them, the solidifying lava had formed a rough bridge across the moat. 
 
    The flowing river moat broke its banks at once, but the infernal elves continued pouring forth their magic, widening the bridge, while steam filled the air and made picking targets for siege weapons and bows alike all but impossible. 
 
    “The incubi are at the walls!” cried some elven voice. “The incubi have reached the wa-eurgh!” 
 
    And that’s when I threw myself at Ilya, because the trio of infernal elves stepped out of the fog and steam and directed their blasts of lava up at us on the walls. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The lava itself was enough to set off many of the barrier hedge’s defenses. The poison tips of the ratcheting thorns popped, rendering them useless. The wall itself reeled under the potent magical onslaught—I felt it, even as I lay on my side and held Ilya close to me. 
 
    The orange light bathed us, but thankfully not the sprayed molten lava itself. The height of the rampart and the angle at which we lay meant that the little bit of spray that did make it over the top missed us. 
 
    Other elves were not so lucky. 
 
    Not far from us, I saw Zuthry stumble back. She was clutching at her upper arm and Firnous was beating at flames that were consuming the blued steel armor and flowing tunic she wore under it. Without pausing to yell out a warning, I summoned sea elf magic to my hand and doused the flames with an orb of collected snow melt, which hit Firnous and Zuthry both before popping. I might have been a bit overenthusiastic because the spell knocked both of them clean over. 
 
    I might have expected to catch a bit of hell from Firnous about that later, if it hadn’t been for the arrows fletched with red feathers that hissed through the space they had occupied a moment later. 
 
    Luck, once more, had saved my friends for a more generous death it seemed. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I yelled. 
 
    Zuthry tried to move her arm, but her face creased up with pain. 
 
    Making sure that Ilya was all right—she was, and looking mighty affronted at almost being melted—I crawled over to where Firnous cradled Zuthry. 
 
    “I’m… fine,” the dark elf Matriarch whispered. 
 
    “Get her out of here,” I said to Firnous. My tone didn’t invite an argument. Firnous must have seen the same thing in my eyes because rather than say anything he simply nodded. 
 
    “Get her out of here, put her somewhere safe, and then get your skillful ass back here if you can,” I said. “I’ve got a feeling we’re going to need every capable sword, and we don’t have many much more capable than yours.” 
 
    Firnous nodded again. He went to help Zuthry to her feet, but the dark elf let out a little mewl of pain. 
 
    “Wait!” I said. 
 
    I unbuckled Zuthry’s melted rerebrace and ripped open her sleeve. Ignoring her gasps and groans, I lay my hand a fraction of an inch over the burn she had suffered and wove a three-magic spell: sun, moon, and blood elf magic. In my head the poultice I crafted out of the ether harnessed the power of the blood elves to knit and fix the flesh. The moon elf magic acted as a balm, cold and frosty as moonlight under the stars. The sun elf magic, I hoped, would sterilize the wound. 
 
    When I was done, it looked like Zuthry’s shoulder and upper arm was swathed in a strange, gossamer-silver cocoon. 
 
    Zuthry looked up at me. “My, how you have grown,” she said approvingly. “That’s much better. Good enough to stay and fight.” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “Get the hell off the wall. If you have to stay amidst the action, then organize the carting away of the dead and injured. I’ve got a bad feeling that someone with a cool head on their shoulders is going to be needed behind the wall before long.” 
 
    Zuthry opened her mouth to object, but I shook my head once. 
 
    “Now is not the time,” I said. “We all have to play our parts. You’re hurt, but you can still help. Don’t let pride make you become a hindrance, or worse, a casualty.” 
 
    I looked at Firnous, gathered my sword, and stood up. 
 
    “Where are you going, Amalgamage?” Zuthry asked. 
 
    I whisked my lightsword around and felt my knuckles pop as I squeezed the grip. 
 
    “Into the thick of it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fire and snow, wind and blood. Those were the four defining aspects of the background for the battle of Varglade for me. While the elves were fighting the infernal forces, the weather above us was waging a war all of its own. The winter’s natural collection of snow-stuffed clouds was battling with the strange supernatural clouds that had come as part of the enemy entourage. 
 
    I shaded my eyes as a forked line of white lightning ripped sideways across the sky from the gray woolen clouds. The bolt sank into the mass of roiling black clouds that still hung low over the southeastern edge of the Torrwood, causing a ripple to burst outward in the smoky mass. 
 
    I didn’t allow myself any more time to look at that. There was far more pressing business at hand. After the onslaught of that lava-based infernal magic, the elves of Varglade had countered with magic of their own. Spell weavers from the different races cast their magic down in the direction of the three infernal elves, who had made a road for their minions. 
 
    Spells flickered back and forth, while the sea of infernal incubi swirled at the base of the barrier hedge. They were armed with bows and crossbows, but there were also many of them who carried slings with them too. They were deadly shots with these, and I had seen a number of elves on our side brained by the whizzing stone pellets.   
 
    The fire golems might have been mindless in the way that a hammer used to bludgeon someone to death is mindless, but the incubi were out of their minds in a wholly new and much more disturbing way. 
 
    The horde of infernal monsters appeared to be possessed of a burning desire to get at the elves on the walls, beyond anything I had ever seen before. Every time I glanced over the parapet, risking arrows and stones, I saw the incubi moving around manically. They looked like they were being driven by things none of the rest of us could see. Their different colored eyes were rolling this way and that, almost as if they were being goaded by cattle prods, or some sort of mental equivalent. 
 
    Despite the epic defenses that the wall itself was openly packing, they were as hell-bent on trying to scale it as any enemy that we had ever faced. I didn’t like to think of the kind of damage that they’d reap if the infernal elves found some way of air-dropping them in. 
 
    They were tough motherfuckers too. That was undeniable. Many of them were seething around the base of the wall with feathered shafts stuck in them, apparently unaware that they had even been shot. 
 
    Time and again, they clawed up, trying to climb the walls—but the elves and myself just sent blasts of magic down at them. Repelling them was proving harder than it should have been though, due to the missiles flicking and flying back at our defenses. The infernal elves too were causing carnage with their magic, as well as by being able to disappear like shadow crays into mud whenever the attention of one of the more powerfully magical elves on our side turned toward them. 
 
    “Gah!” 
 
    I let out the wordless curse of frustration as I pulled back on the three-magic spell that I had been about to unleash at the slighter and more athletic male infernal elf. The sharp little bastard had seen me aiming him up. As a countermeasure, he had let out a burst of seismic heat that had turned all the snow around him into an impenetrable cloud of steam, effectively vanishing him. 
 
    “They keep doing that!” Nelri shouted. “Whenever we try to take them out, they vanish and appear somewhere else. It’s vexing.” 
 
    I turned to see the dark elf, black hair all over her face and clutching a bow, standing just down the wall from me. 
 
    “It’s a fucking pain in the gooch is what it is!” I said heatedly. 
 
    Nelri grinned. Her face was smeared with soot, and her teeth stood out all the whiter because of it. Just as I was about to turn away to let off a few more spells at the countless horde of incubi below, a red-feathered shaft looped over the wall. It would have struck Nelri, if she hadn’t twisted sideways, snatched the shaft from midair, and then fired it back down into the throng below. I saw an incubus take it in the groin. He collapsed and was promptly trampled underfoot by his fellows.  
 
    Elvish reflexes. So fucking cool, I thought. 
 
    “When are you going to teach me to do that?” I asked. 
 
    “When are you going to grow some pointy ears?” she countered. 
 
    I smiled, but the smile didn’t stay on my lips for long. The hedge shuddered beneath us, rocking every defender on the wall almost off their feet. It was the kind of movement that clearly spoke of an entity in pain and peril. If the wall had been able to groan, I’m sure that it would have right then.  
 
    Nelri and I jumped up onto the parapet and raked the incubi below us with magic. She strafed them with a tricky shadow bolt-looking spell that punched through skin and sinew in the same way a machine gun might. The shadow-crafted bolts stuck into the unfortunate incubi and then opened great gashes in them as the spells dispersed. 
 
    I saw a few of the incubi stumble against the wall, while the rest of them pressed in. They were heedless of the occasional poison thorn that snapped out and pierced one of their number, causing their flesh to dissolve in a most gruesome way. 
 
    Their numbers are just too great, I thought. 
 
    I wasn’t going to allow that to stop me. I had a dream, a vision, that was Varglade. To me, and to all of the elves that had come to call the township home, that dream was worth fighting until the last drop of blood and sweat was wrung from our bodies. Real dreams are worth that. Real dreams are worth that level of perseverance. 
 
    Let the focus on that dream be your power, I told myself as a sling stone whizzed so close by my ear that I thought it might’ve nicked my lobe. Harness it.  
 
    I combined wild, storm, and moon magic, picturing the result in my mind and hoping that reality could meet my vision halfway. 
 
    It did. 
 
    The snow erupted in a twenty yard long line across the base of the wall, as if it had been raked with twenty-millimeter caliber gunfire. Snow and ice burst into the air, along with much blood. Incubi were sent screaming and yelling as they were catapulted through the air. Tendrils of frosty electrical discharge punched outward, snap-freezing other foes in place.  
 
    It was satisfying and gratifying in equal measure. I might have got used, somewhat, to being able to use magic and craft spells with a thought, but there were times when the sheer craziness of what I was able to do was brought home to me. 
 
    Yeah, that was a good one, but it was also a drop in the ocean. The sheer number of monsters scratching at the wall and the infernal elves’ lava blasts were going to take their toll on the barrier hedge—and more quickly than any of us, I think, had anticipated. 
 
    “The defenses are getting overwhelmed!” Nelri yelled. 
 
    “I know,” I said. 
 
    And then I was hit with a sling stone. 
 
    It was my own fucking fault. I stood up on the ramparts for an extra two seconds after I had cast my spell, gazing out at the madness like a complete greenhorn. If I had been one of the incubi with a ranged weapon, and had just seen me take out a dozen or so of their comrades, I would have taken a potshot myself. 
 
    I’d never been shot, but I imagine it wouldn’t feel too far away from how that stone striking me felt. The whole world seemed to freeze for a moment, even as I was falling backward off the top of the damn barrier hedge. Then, in the next rushing moment, I crashed onto my back, onto the blood slicked floor of the top of the wall. 
 
    Luckily, I didn’t smack my head because I half landed on a dead sea elf. That extremely brief feeling of relief was quickly expunged as a pronounced cataclysm of pain bloomed right through my arm and chest, and a shock went through me, as if I had run side-on into a particularly aggressive brick wall.  
 
    It was a funny thing, but even as I knew I had been hurt, I also realized that I was still alive. 
 
    And isn’t that something? my dazed brain told me cheerfully. 
 
    Nelri was at my side in an instant, as was Penelo. The sun elf appeared from my other side and knelt over me. Snowflakes landed lightly on my face. 
 
    “Jake?” she asked, worry writ large on her face. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I lied. “Help me up. Quick.” 
 
    The two elves gently maneuvered me into a sitting position. 
 
    “We must get you behind the wall,” Nelri said. 
 
    “Just give me a second,” I said. 
 
    Weirdly, my brain, after the initial shock of almost dying, had gone crystal clear. It was like the discernment of how we were going to win this had been knocked into me by that hurled stone. 
 
    I supposed that had something to do with the way that pain and fear triggered the good old fight-or-flight response inside a person. My body and mind was awash in adrenaline, which, as we all kind of knew, was chemically related to amphetamines. 
 
    Granted, it’s probably a very different kind of high to that awful stuff, I thought. Not a mellow, floaty ‘my neurons have been turned to porridge and are now one with the Almighty’ trip, but a jittery, needle-in-the-red ‘oh holy shit, oh holy shit, oh fuck I almost died but didn’t’ kind of buzz. Adrenaline is mother nature’s take on uppers all the way, and mother nature doesn’t fuck around when it comes to that kind of shit. 
 
    I gave my head a shake. I realized I was smiling. Was I in shock? Maybe. Or was it just that battle, like all extreme pastimes, was addictive. I made a mental note, if I ever got back to Earth, to ask someone who liked to throw themselves off bridges or out of airplanes. 
 
    I was on my feet quicker than was probably prudent, but I knew I needed to use my shock as a crutch. I looked down. My arm was at a weird angle. 
 
    Broken. 
 
    Thankfully the pain was still resonating with me in much the same way that the stars did at night: I was aware they were there, but they didn’t really affect me so much. Gritting my teeth against the knowledge of what I was going to try and do next, I reached up and grabbed hold of where my arm went crooked. I closed my eyes and channeled blood magic into myself. 
 
    Healing myself was something I had only done a handful of times, and only on little wounds and scrapes I received, mostly, through training with Firnous. Yeah, there had been a few larger injuries, but I’d never had to reset a broken limb. 
 
    This time, it was different. I had to concentrate on knitting bone together—and doing it fast while under pressure to boot. 
 
    The blood elven magic coursed through me, forming a perfect circuit within. Each time it flowed through my broken arm though, the amount of blood magic dissipated, siphoned off to fix the break. 
 
    I almost threw up when my humerus popped back together. It didn’t make an audible noise, but I could feel it slide and fuse together inside my arm in a manner that brought the word schlop to my mind for some reason. 
 
    I grimaced and gasped and bent double. 
 
    “Jake?” Penelo and Nelri said in unison. 
 
    The sound of the battle around me faded and then rushed back with a vengeance. I opened my eyes and straightened. I worked my arm. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Nelri asked in a worried voice. 
 
    I looked at her and then at Penelo. “I’m good. And I know what we need to do.” 
 
    The two women exchanged nervous looks. 
 
    As well they should, I thought, but it’s the only way I can see that is going to save the barrier hedge from potentially being breached. 
 
    “We have to get down there,” I said. “We have to do what we’ve rarely had to do here before.” 
 
    “Abandon the defenses?” Penelo asked me. 
 
    “They’ll be crewed by our people,” I said as a flash of pink light told us that a siege missile imbued with wild elf magic had crashed down somewhere nearby. “However, the rest of us, the Matriarchs and the like, need to get out there and hunt those three infernal elves down.” 
 
    Nelri nodded grimly. 
 
    “Once they’re dead or incapacitated, I have a feeling that the willpower and the driving force behind these sons of bitches out here is going to scatter,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t think they will put up too much of a fight if the infernal elves are brought to heel,” Penelo agreed. 
 
    I grabbed Nelri and Penelo by their arms. “Spread the word to the others, ladies,” I said, my tone conveying successfully that this was not a discussion. “Then come down and join in the fun.” 
 
    I stepped back toward the wall that I had just been flung off. Two wild elves sat propped against the inside of the rampart. Both of them were dead. One of them had passed away while trying to stuff her guts back into the magically melted hole in her armor. Nearby, a storm elf, groaning and drooling blood, was being carried away toward the stairs by a couple of nature elves, an arrow protruding from his back.   
 
    Seeing these things made my blood boil. It didn’t need to be happening—none of it needed to be happening. 
 
    “Meet me down there as quick as you can,” I said. “It’s time we put a stop to this.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While our stalwart elven warriors defended the wall, I dropped down into the crush below. The incubi might’ve been expecting a lot of things, but they had not been expecting that. They had not anticipated that wrath incarnate would come down from above to punish them with magic and steel. 
 
    As I had done before, although without the aid of the rappelling rope this time, I descended from on high. As I stepped from the hundred-foot wall, arrows hissed past me and thumped and snapped against the side of the barrier hedge. Then I was falling toward the waiting throngs below. 
 
    I dissipated into a moon elf-magic powered mist about thirty feet from the ground, floated as a sparkling haze that was indescribable in the gently falling snow about twenty yards behind the lines I had been heading toward, then hung suspended over the target I had selected. 
 
    It took a shit-ton of concentration to do that, and more of my stored magic than was helpful, but it was the fastest way down to the battleground that didn’t involve me ending up dead straight off the bat. 
 
    Then, once I was over the hellish dog that the jerk-weed, Nycrios, had been leading like a pet, I materialized once more and dropped to the earth. 
 
    The thing was that the infernal elves were humanoid. And the incubi were humanoid. What this meant was that the infernal elven show-runners could effectively melt into the mass of churning, screaming bodies whenever one of our elven magical practitioners cast a spell their way. They were ghosts in the melee. They would appear, rain death and havoc on the rapidly weakening barrier hedge, and then disappear in a flash of boiling steam. 
 
    It was, in all fairness, a good tactic. 
 
    But it was getting old, and I was looking to put an end to it and to them. 
 
    And so, I had gone to see a dog about some elves. 
 
    The hellhound was a fearsome-looking beast, as I had previously observed. Five-feet tall at the shoulder, with massive teeth, claws like billhooks, and a ridge of hair running down its spine all the way to its tail, all contributed to it coming across as the very exemplification of a bad day. On closer inspection, as I dropped out of the air above it, the fur looked more like the quills of a bristling porcupine than hair.       
 
    Its feral eyes, gazing at the wall like it had x-ray vision and could see all the delicious prey that lay within, were set to either side of a scarred snout. 
 
    And that seemingly innocuous biological trait—the eyes situated on either side of the tooth-filled maw—was what had set my seat-of-the-pants plan in motion and inevitably fucked the vicious beast. 
 
    Eyes on the side of the head just aren’t made for looking up. 
 
    My feet landed on the hellhound’s shoulders a split-second before the point of my lightsword went through the top of its skull. The slavering creature had a hard head, but it wouldn’t have made a difference if its cranium had been cast from lead. Not against the blood elven weapon I had won in battle. 
 
    The hellhound dropped like a sack of rotten potatoes. No final thrashing as the life left it, no desperate last attempt to flick me off its back and pull my lungs out. Its legs went from under it, and it hit the snow with a dull thump. 
 
    All in all, it was a pretty humane way to go. 
 
    A lot better and quicker way to go than many others here are going, I thought. 
 
    The death of the hellhound had just the effect that I had dreamed it would. Incubi might’ve been dying by the hundreds thanks to the spells, siege weapons, and arrows being rained on them by the defending elves, but the infernal elves had not batted an eyelid to any of that death and destruction. 
 
    But the slaying of that big, angry dog… Well, anyone who had watched John Wick knew what happened next. 
 
    The incubi around me allowed themselves a few seconds of puzzled disbelief when they saw me standing there on top of the hellhound’s corpse. In that time, I used the potent four-magic spell I had concocted before the fire golems arrived to open up a world of hurt around me. 
 
    The incubi in a ten yard radius of me, already bamboozled by my sudden appearance, were thrown into further turmoil by the dark elf magic darkness that dropped like a black bucket over their collective vision. A few garbled cries went up, and then the sun elf magic erupted in a searing, blinding flash. This caused a far louder chorus of dismayed shouts and screams to be raised, which told me, if nothing else, that the incubi were aware that there were few less opportune times to go blind than in the middle of a war zone. 
 
    Then the wild and sea elf magic combined and spread out in a seven-foot high halo around me, whipping up the snow and mud and dropped blades of the fallen so that I was standing safe and snug in the middle of a giant blender. 
 
    The carnage that this wrought was fantastic for our side, of course, but it also served another purpose. As the snow around me was sprayed liberally with purple and red streaks of viscera, I knew that I was throwing out a challenge to the infernal elves—and one they couldn’t fail to see even in the mess of that battle.     
 
    A blast of lava-orange light alerted me to the arrival of those I sought to tangle with. A moment later, I had to cut my blitzing four-magic spell short in order to throw up a shield of snow against a sizzling hail of fist-sized molten balls of rock fired in my direction. 
 
    I dealt with those easily. Over the hissing of the thwarted fireballs, I heard a cry of fury and disbelief rise up to pierce the screams of the incubi around us, who were hanging back subserviently. 
 
    “You killed Dac!” the female infernal elf snarled. 
 
    There she was, standing as bold as brass in front of me, heedless of the darts and siege weapons that rained down from the wall towering above us. Admittedly, she had little to fear. The elven defenders weren’t going to start chucking spells and projectiles our way, not while I was standing there. That’d be embarrassing and awkward, being the guy who killed the amalgamage with friendly fire. 
 
    “It was an accident,” I said. 
 
    It was only then that I became aware that my lightsword was still stuck in the beast’s head. I pulled it free and held it out at my side. 
 
    “Nycrios will have your liver for this,” the female elf spat. “Dac was his personal hellhound.” 
 
    “Why do you care what Nycrios thinks or does?” I retorted. “I don’t. It’s liberating. You should try it.” 
 
    To my astonishment, I thought that, for an infinitesimal moment, the woman in front of me was going to laugh. 
 
    Then, the moment passed and she stood as she had. Proud. Unyielding. 
 
    “I do not think he will stop at just your liver, Amalgamage,” she said. 
 
    “No, I will not,” came a voice from behind me. 
 
    I had the presence of mind to throw myself sideways, off the corpse of the hellhound I had been standing on, so that the jet of incandescent flame that Nycrios had shot at me cremated his favorite pooch instead. 
 
    “Almost,” I said, moving so that I could keep both infernal elves in view. The three of us were standing a good twenty-five yards apart from one another and surrounded by a wide ring of strangely immobile incubi. 
 
    Nycrios tried to grin disparagingly at me, but it only made him look furiously constipated. I was going to point this out to him, but he got in before me. 
 
    “I’m going to enjoy carving you apart, Amalgamage,” he said, pronouncing the word as if it was bitter on his tongue. “And then my friends and I will carve apart this heathen town you have tried to establish. We will destroy it, piece by piece, until there is nothing left. Then—” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, breaking off what I’m sure would have been a riveting monologue. 
 
    “Why?” Nycrios parroted. 
 
    “Why would you bother?” I said. “I’m genuinely curious. Here we are, minding our own business, trying to get through the winter in as comfortable and peaceful a way as possible, and you and your two friends turn up and want to ruin it. Why? It’s a lot of effort to go through.” 
 
    “Because elves of different races were not made to live together! It is… abnormal. Against the run of the natural laws.” 
 
    I glanced at the female infernal elf, who had been standing watching me. Her raven hair was pulled up in a high ponytail, and one hand rested on the handle of a long dagger sheathed at her belt. 
 
    Don’t forget, Jake, I reminded myself, she is a magic user. She is always armed, even when there’s no naked steel in view. 
 
    “Is this guy for real?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes, he is,” said a voice to my right. 
 
    I shifted my gaze. Infernal hamflower number two had arrived on the scene. He was dressed in the same black leather outfits as the others, but he carried a heavy-looking mace in his hand. 
 
    All right, you’ve got all three in hand, Jake. Now what? 
 
    “You think there’s a natural order to how elves should live?” I asked the newcomer. “Are you kidding me? If the three of you had come knocking on the door of Varglade, you would have been welcomed inside, offered a seat at the fire, and given a cup of tea.” 
 
    To my delight, I saw this slighter male infernal elf glance timidly at Nycrios. Then, seeming to gather confidence from the big asshole, he turned back to me and painted a sneer on his face. 
 
    “We wouldn’t accept hospitality from the likes of your kind, Amalgamage,” he said. “The infernal elves believe that—” 
 
    “Stop your jaw from flapping, Gilino,” Nycrios snapped. “This one would bait you with words. Better we kill him and kill him quick. Then we can move onto purging this foul nest of nullifidians.” 
 
    The female elf opened her mouth to add something, but Nycrios, who was clearly a guy who had never even heard of a sense of humor, slapped his hand against his thigh. 
 
    “Enough talk, Yncar!” he growled. “We came here to do a job at the behest of the one we do not name.” 
 
    “That’d be Chossara would it?” I asked innocently. 
 
    The disgusted and offended reaction I got from that dickhead Nycrios was worth its weight in gold—or dog shit, maybe. 
 
    “How do you… How can you possibly… Speak not her revered name!” he screamed. 
 
    I looked quickly at Gilino and Yncar. 
 
    “I think this one has some mental problems,” I said in a stage whisper. 
 
    “I will not take your vile insolence sitting down,” Nycrios spat. 
 
    I made a sympathetic face. “Hemorrhoids flaring up, huh?” 
 
    It struck me that enemies of the infernal elves were not supposed to speak like I was to them. The younger pair of warriors, dour-faced and serious as they were, looked as if they were playing a game of catch-up with me. 
 
    “Your forces will be overwhelmed, Amalgamage,” the big infernal elf said, and he said it with such cocky conviction that it made me grit my teeth with annoyance. “We have the numbers. Eventually these spineless incubi will overrun your defenses. And then—” 
 
    “You know, Nycrios,” I said, interrupting the annoying buffoon, “I don’t believe in truly evil people.” 
 
    Nycrios watched me closely, his teeth bared, while behind him the elves of Varglade fought and died to try and keep the army of incubi that he and his buddies had brought here from wrecking the barrier hedge and gaining entry into our beloved settlement. As I swapped gazes with him, his now openly cruel face was lit by the explosion of a sea elf magic-suffused siege projectile that washed a score of incubi into the river. 
 
    “No,” I said slowly. “I don’t think there’s really anyone I have met who is inherently villainous—even the Ogre King was just a stupid, greedy cat’s paw for your mistress.” I pointed my lightsword at the infernal elf and waggled the point in his direction. “But I am coming to the conclusion that there’s nothing wrong with your heart that a little fresh winter air and sunshine wouldn’t fix.” 
 
    Nycrios moved. 
 
    I threw up a shield of moon and sea elf magic, but was forced backward by the power of the unrefined blast of fire he shot at me. Spattering globs of half congealed infernal magic sprayed out like the runoff from a metal works. Sparks sizzled in the snow. My planted feet slid through the snow and blood and mud. As I was pushed back, I wondered how I was going to deal with the other two. 
 
    And that’s when Ilya, Ava, and Cotu arrived. 
 
    A lot happened in a short space of time after that. 
 
    Nycrios’s zealot-like wrath was focused solely upon me. Cotu and Ilya peeled off, one to duel with Gilino, the other to battle Yncar. As far as I could see out of the corner of my eye, as I traded spells with Nycios, Ava turned to face the nearest incubi to her with her hand raised. The creatures looked hesitant, and I wondered at that. 
 
    Magic flew in all directions. The ground was rocked with concussions as the spells detonated. Although I was involved mostly with trying to bring down Nycrios, I battled with the other two elves as well. Avoiding a thunderous jolt of infernal energy, which left a smoking gash in the ground that my moon elf magic only narrowly allowed me to avoid, I found myself lightsword to mace with the younger infernal elf.  
 
    “You don’t have to follow that asshole,” I grunted as we dispensed with spells and hammered at one another with our more conventional weapons. 
 
    Gilino didn’t reply, but I thought—or hoped—I saw a flicker of uncertainty pass behind his eyes. Our weapons clashed together, which was enough to tell me that his mace was not of the garden variety. It would have been in pieces if it had been.   
 
    After we had traded a few feisty blows, the whirlwind of battle drove us apart once more. Nycrios managed to knock Ilya aside and ran in to meet me, even though he could have potentially finished the blood elven Matriarch off as she lay stunned on the floor five yards from him. 
 
    Clearly, he has a vendetta so far as I’m concerned, I thought. 
 
    Our spells, when they met, canceled one another out in a violently expanding cloud of steam. From somewhere within the warm moist haze, I heard my adversary roar, “Many elves before you have fallen dead at my feet, Amalgamage!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I quipped back, wanting to antagonize him as much as possible, “but you could’ve sorted that breath of yours out just by chewing a little mint before you engaged them in conversation.” 
 
    The battle waged on. I sustained a shallow scalp wound when a piece of rock shrapnel from a spell cast by Yncar bounced off the top of my melon. All the time I couldn’t help but notice that the sun was trying to break through the clouds above us, even as the incubi started creeping closer. 
 
    Many of them looked to be more interested in our fight than they did with taking the walls. I speculated whether this was because the attention of their infernal elven slave-drivers had been turned to myself and the three female elves.  
 
    “They’re getting a little too close for comfort,” I said to Ava as I landed next to her after blocking yet another heavy spell from Nycrios. “Can you drive them back?” 
 
    “I’m just a little busy at present, Jake,” Ava said in a strained voice. 
 
    This came as a surprise to me because it looked like she was kneeling in the snow with her hands on her knees and her head bowed. It was a miracle, really, that she hadn’t been taken out already. 
 
    There might’ve been a time and a place to ask the celestial elf just what the dickens she was talking about, but it was not there and it was not then. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “If you get a moment, though…” 
 
    Then, finding myself with a little room to think and maneuver, as my eager enemy caught his own breath, I let my imagination take over. 
 
    We need to clear out some of these damn incubi, I thought. Well, okay then… 
 
    Remembering what the venerable old bird Qhetuna had done, I harnessed my storm elf magic to reach for the massive amount of electrical energy I guessed there must be in the moody clouds above the battlefield—just as the former storm elf Matriarch had done. Instead of summoning a single huge bolt though, I combined wild elf and storm elf magic, then released the energy on the battlefield surrounding where my friends and I were engaged with the three infernal elves. 
 
    A flurry of smaller purple and pink bolts rained down from the heavens. The bolts struck the incubi, blowing them apart and reducing them to dust in a seemingly random selection that must have been terrifying. Noticing that some of the incubi had managed to actually scale part way up the depleted barrier hedge, I guided my extremely taxing spell to pick some of these off, taking pressure off the wall. 
 
    I sagged back, stumbling on legs that had gone momentarily wobbly underneath me. Temporarily disoriented as I was, I was unable to avoid the cracking haymaker that Nycrios threw at me as he stepped back into my field of vision. 
 
    He could have killed me. He had a chance right there and right then to finish me off. However, the guy had a vindictive streak in him a mile wide, so perhaps it wouldn’t have been as sweet to let me die without knowing who had done it. 
 
    That as it may, the punch was a good one. Elves were strong ordinarily and this infernal son of a bitch was stronger still. 
 
    I flew backward, feet leaving the ground, and landed hard in the cold, churned Earth. 
 
    “The end starts with you, Amalgamage,” Nycrios growled from out of my line of sight. 
 
    You always hear about how people see stars or little birds when they’ve been on the receiving end of a belter of a punch. All I saw was the clouds above, edged and rippled with sudden glorious sunlight, and— 
 
    “Celestial elves!” I blurted. 
 
    Nycrios paused where he had come to stand over me, his hand raised, and an orange glow forming in his palm. 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “No!” he snarled. “It can’t be!” 
 
    Above us, above all of us, above Varglade, the clouds had parted. Beyond them was revealed a crystalline blue sky and… 
 
    “Celestial elves!” I cried again, raising my voice in triumph and grinning. 
 
    There are some guys who just deserve to have their face rubbed in it. 
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    It was like something out of one of those corner religious lunchtime CBS specials aired on a Sunday—only with a lot more shouting, cursing, and open wounds. 
 
    Celestial elves poured down from the gilt-edged rents that had appeared in the previously solid cloud layer above us. There was no formation of a cloud staircase as there had been when Ava had made her stately descent from the heavens into Solburg. There was no time for any of those theatrics. 
 
    The celestial elves dropped out of the breaking clouds riding clouds. On seeing them, I received the same chilling thrill I had gotten whenever I saw a couple of fighter jets on exercise do a low flyover. The sensory equivalent of someone yelling, “Oh, shit! There goes the neighborhood.” 
 
    Each of the maneuverable clouds carried half a dozen elves. Each one of those six elves was clad in form-fitting armor of burnished gold plate, armed with a variety of sharp and efficient weapons, and looked ready for battle.  
 
    They swooped down with the obvious murderous intent of a formation of harrier hawks. Any sentient creature would have been able to read the purpose of those deliberate dives. They were diving with a single purpose in mind, and that was to lay waste to someone: the incubi. 
 
    The squadron of elf-carrying clouds swept through the ranks of the incubi by the walls. They might have been made of mist and water vapor, but the clouds smashed through the lines of our enemies with devastating effect. 
 
    The celestial elves disembarked on the fly, leaping and rolling out of their clouds like crack commandos. They fell upon the blindsided incubi with methodical skill, clashing with the infernal monsters, cutting them down. Their weapons were all of the same burnished gold color as their armor, though what metal they might’ve been crafted from I had no notion. 
 
    They fought with skill and purpose and without unnecessary flourishing. It was all business and, judging by the looks of solemn distaste on their faces, it was not a business they particularly relished. 
 
    Fighting alongside the celestial elves, my tight knit group of powerful and skilled friends, who had by now entered the fray beyond the barrier hedge walls, soon began to turn the tide of the fight. It was amazing how quickly, once a crack had been made in the enemies collective armor, our foes began to break and scatter. 
 
    “No! This is impossible! This isn’t fair!” Nycrios roared, his black hair blowing untidily across his face. 
 
    “The age old problem,” I said, speaking from where I still lay on the floor. “Fair means everyone gets what they need.” 
 
    Nycrios turned his face down to me, his expression aghast. 
 
    “And the only way to get what you need is to make it happen yourself,” I continued, digging my gloved fingers into the cold, frozen earth. “And, often, you get that by fighting dirty.” 
 
    Nycrios’s eyes hardened. He raised his hand, his palm glowing. 
 
    “There are no clever moves left for you to make here, non-elf!” 
 
    I grinned. “Sure, there are. You just never learned them.” 
 
    The fallen tree trunk that had been lying in that open field and buried under the snow since the springtime, and that I had forced a nature magic bond to, burst upward like a rake a giant had stepped on. The trunk connected solidly with the side of the infernal elf standing over me and exploded in a shower of splinters and dissipating electrical energy—this secondary effect being made by the storm elf magic I had injected into the spell. 
 
    Nycrios was catapulted sideways and vanished from my immediate field of vision, letting out a soft “Ooof,” as the air was punched out of him. He was propelled into a throng of panicking incubi who looked like they were heading for safety of the Torrwood and disappeared. 
 
    I pushed myself into a sitting position. I had half a mind to go after him, but knew that I needed to secure the township before I indulged in personal vengeance. 
 
    “Piece of shit,” I muttered. “Fair. Life isn’t fair. We just all do the best we can while fucking over the least amount of people we can.” 
 
    Before long, thanks to the coming of the celestial elves, the incubi were routed. With the mental whips and mind holds that their infernal elven masters had been using to control them concentrated elsewhere, the demons broke and made a run for it. 
 
    In no time at all, the space had been cleared of incubi. The fighting was still continuing further out, as the celestial elves and the Varglade locals mopped up the bands of incubi who were inclined to stay and scrap it out. As far as any neutral judges might have been concerned though, the battle for Varglade was over, bar the handing out of champagne and medals. 
 
    That left just the three infernal elves as a threat—but they were surrounded now by close friends, who were watching them with hawkish eyes. 
 
    Wait, not three, I realized. There are only two. Where the hell has Nycrios, that overzealous fuck, got to? I thought he would have been an unimaginative glorious final stand kind of guy. 
 
    It looked like the asshole had scarpered, though, leaving his two younger companions behind and deep in the shit. 
 
    There were a lot of unfriendly eyes surrounding Yncar and Gilino. I could see that it wasn’t going to be long before one of the more hot-headed Varglade elves—and they had every right to want bloody revenge for the assault on our home—would lose their cool and rid the world of at least one of these infernal elves. 
 
    You could just let it happen. 
 
    Even as the thought sped across the surface of my mind, I brushed it aside. That wasn’t me. I was sure that a lot of problems could be solved by me turning around and letting the justice of the jungle assert itself on the two interlopers. However, that wasn’t something I wanted to happen. Better to try and talk to these two. If they couldn’t be convinced to see the error of their ways then… Hell, it might be another case of the execution block that Ilya had been required to do. 
 
    I didn’t like to think who might be obliged to play the role of executioner if that scenario came to fruition. 
 
    I walked out into the circle, in the middle of which the two infernal elves stood back to back, staring out at the ring of pissed off Varglade warriors, who were currently being held by the likes of Nelri, Lilah, Simone, and Penelo. 
 
    “Surrender.” 
 
    I think it was the lack of inflection with which I said the word that caught the ears of the two elves and dragged their heads around to face me. There was no anger in it. No malice. No trace of superciliousness, which might have stung them into making one last-ditch attempt at trying to take down as many of us as they could before they were killed. 
 
    It was just… a plea. Tempered with weary resignation. The tone carried the implicit message that there was the easy way to go about things here, or the really easy way to go about things.  
 
    “Surrender,” I said again, walking slowly forward. I made a show of sheathing my lightsword and then held my hands up. 
 
    Yncar continued to look mutinous; her choice still balanced on a cheese wire thin line. The male elf, Gilino, looked less sure of himself. I got the distinct impression that he at least was not rotten at his core. Now that Nycrios had disappeared, it looked likely that he might be able to be talked around. 
 
    But that’s going to have to happen fast, I thought, my gaze running around the gathering Varglade warriors. More of them were clustering around now, as the incubi were blasted apart by magic, cut down, or driven back into the woods in disarray. 
 
    “All elves are welcome in Varglade,” I said. “All elves.” 
 
    Lilah stepped forward. Her face was stern, her voice ringing out with authority when she spoke, but I could see there was forgiveness too in her. It was engraved in the lines of her body, in the way she held herself and looked at the cornered infernal elves. 
 
    “The amalgamage is correct,” she said. “All elves are welcome here, but only if they change their ways.” 
 
    The female infernal elf stared desperately around. If either of them were going to kick off and make this messy, I had a feeling it was going to be her. 
 
    “If we throw down our arms,” she said, her top lip curling back from her teeth, “what’s to stop you setting upon us?” 
 
    Lilah’s eyebrows moved northward. “What’s to stop all these elves setting upon you now?” she countered mildly.  
 
    As Lilah spoke, I saw that the wiry male infernal elf was looking more and more doubtful. He looked like a guy who is putting in some serious thinking about his future—most pertinently, on whether he wants to have that stretched beyond the next ten seconds. 
 
    He looks like he wants to defect, I thought. 
 
    Yncar licked her lips. Her eyes flicked this way and that. 
 
    With a violent abruptness, bulling his way out of the crowd and scattering Varglade elves with a burst of infernal magic that went off like a thunderclap and a wash of heat akin to a furnace door being opened, the leader of the trio, Nycrios, reappeared. 
 
    Not giving anyone, not even one of his fellow elves, time to react, the hateful infernal elf lashed out and grabbed a hold of Ava, who had been standing on the edge of the circle. One hand seized her by the wrist and bent her arm up behind her, while the other clawed hand fastened around her throat and squeezed until she gasped for breath. 
 
    Now that I came to look at her, and my eyes were riveted on her, clutched as she was in Nycrios’s iron grip, I could see that she was wan and pale. She had been communicating with her fellow celestial elves while she had been kneeling in the snow, that much was apparent to me now. She had been pleading for their help maybe, or else opening the divide between the sky and the earth. I didn’t know for sure. All I knew was that, whatever she had been doing to beseech them successfully for help, it had taken a lot out of her. She looked weak and hollow-eyed. 
 
    “Don’t move, or she dies,” Nycrios snarled. 
 
    “You don’t fucking say,” I said, my words coming out so cold that they may as well have been cryogenically frozen. 
 
    Nycrios shoved the weakened celestial elf further into the circle, away from the gathered elves who would no doubt have loved to do him a serious injury had it not been for his hostage. Dimly, off in the distance, near the top of the slope where the end of the dell met the treeline of the Torrwood, I could hear the rest of Ava’s fellow celestial elves cleaning up and chasing away the last bands of incubi.  
 
    “You and your pithy words, Amalgamage,” Nycrios snapped. “I’ve spoken with ogres and trolls who have more sense than you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, while I racked my brain desperately for a way to get Ava out of this alive, “but I don’t think the other attendants of your family reunion would appreciate hearing you talk about them like that.” 
 
    The long-fingered hand around Ava’s throat tightened, and I saw her go up onto her toes as Nycrios lifted her up slightly.  
 
    “Can’t you see that there is nothing funny about this?” he said to me, his malicious eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Well, I suppose you would know, being the sort of bastard that’s been a joke his whole life, I bet,” I replied blandly. 
 
    A flicker of twitches ran over the infernal elf’s face, as if there were bugs crawling just under the surface. 
 
    His little final grab—and it was going to be final one way or another—for attention was not going the way he had thought it would. I was supposed to be on my knees begging for him to let my friend go, bargaining, and getting wide-eyed and weepy. 
 
    He doesn’t know who he’s fucking with, I thought. More relevantly still, he doesn’t know who he’s got hold of. 
 
    As I thought, my mind whirling like a circular saw blade, I went through my repertoire of spells and magic. If I had to act, and it looked more and more likely that I would with every passing moment, I was going to have to act fast. 
 
    A flicker of movement caught my eye. 
 
    Ava winked at me. 
 
    At least, I thought she did. 
 
    “We’ll see how funny you think all this is when I snap this she-elf’s neck,” Nycrios hissed. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. 
 
    “You two, don’t just stand there!” the infernal elf bellowed at his colleagues. “Prepare yourselves for a final stand. The infernal queen would expect nothing less.” 
 
    Bows and crossbows were raised as all around the circle elves turned their weapons on Gilino and Yncar. 
 
    “No,” I said, quietly but firmly. “There’ll be none of that. Don’t threaten them. Threaten them and we’re no better than this lowlife in front of us.” 
 
    All around the circle, weapons lowered. In my peripheral vision, I noticed that Yncar shot Gilino an astonished glance, but I noticed this with scant interest. My attention was focused on Ava’s face. As I watched, she winked her left eye and then cocked her gaze down and to the left. 
 
    All right, I thought, but who leads? 
 
    As if she could read my thoughts, Ava held up one finger on the hand she held at her side. 
 
    Ava went a bit limper, giving the impression of an elf on her last legs, but she continued to hold my gaze. Then, her second finger went up. 
 
    “Enough of this,” Nycrios spat, “it’s time to—” 
 
    Ava’s third finger went up. 
 
    She let all her weight go, imitating a faint and putting her captor off his balance. When she was squatted and set, she cocked her leg and drove it with ninja precision and mule ferocity into Nycrios’s crotch. 
 
    I’d have been willing to bet a substantial sum that, had I the time to look around, every single male elf’s eye in that circle of onlookers would’ve started watering at that impact. 
 
    Bam. 
 
    Right in the sweet spot. 
 
    Left nut. Right nut. The center of the shaft. Jeez, if Ava had got the angle just a little more perfect, she would have been in danger of losing her foot up Nycrios’s asshole, for goodness sake. She couldn’t have got more square than that. In an ideal world, I would have loved to give that bad-boy about thirty seconds to kick in, allow the run of pain to make it up into Nycrios’s belly, and leave the infernal elf wanting to jump off a fucking bridge to end his misery. 
 
    Thoughts and prayers, I thought, wincing internally. 
 
    Ava rolled away to the left—the direction she had been indicating with her eyes. Unsurprisingly, Nycrios staggered backward, the fanatical fire dying in his bulging eyes. 
 
    I didn’t want to kill him, but sometimes that’s all that could be done with a mad dog. Nycrios, as we all were, was at the mercy of events. The thing was though, events had no mercy. 
 
    As he stumbled back, I stepped forward and raised my hand. 
 
    “You forced my hand,” I muttered. 
 
    The storm elf magic spell shot out from my palm. It manifested itself as a wonderful globe of bright purple-silver light, crackling with energy and glowing like a fallen star. It hit Nycrios in the face before he could gurgle out a cry of pain. 
 
    The spell blazed bright as the storm magic consumed his head, brain, skull, then dulled to the color of smoke. There was a lot of energy in a single storm cloud, upward of ten-million times more than you can get out of a regular power outlet, and I’d thought of that as I had cast the spell. 
 
    Finally the storm magic broke and dissipated like a cloud caught in a high wind, revealing the charred stump of Nycrios’s neck. Slowly, the infernal elf fell forward and crashed into the ground in a soft, sighing creak of snow. 
 
    Silence reigned, punctuated only by the ever more distant sound of the very last dregs of the invading incubi force being driven away. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I had to kill him,” I said to the other two infernal elves. 
 
    There was a pregnant, taut pause. I didn’t need to look around to know that many hands were resting on many weapons. Minds were being made up, and made up sharpish. 
 
    “You didn’t kill him,” Gilino said, and he dropped his mace into the snow with a thud. “It was suicide.” 
 
    I looked at Yncar. Almost imperceptibly, her stance relaxed and she stood up straighter. It was the elvish warrior’s parallel to taking her finger from the magical trigger. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her face graying with a fatigue and fear she had clearly been masking. “Suicide. Of a kind.” 
 
    Lilah stepped forward and addressed the two infernal elves. “I must now bind you. You are our prisoners for now, but you should know that just because you’re our captive, does not mean you will be treated with anything less than courtesy.” 
 
    Yncar and Gilino exchanged glances. 
 
    Yncar held out her hands. “I fear that Gilino and I, as well as… others, have forgotten that the arc of the moral laws that Tavlon operates on is long, but bends irrevocably toward justice. I will not try to make excuses for our being here, but only say that we have been pawns in something truly ugly.” 
 
    “War is an ugly thing,” Lilah said, motioning for a dozen Varglade warriors to come forward and act as guards around the prisoners, “but not the ugliest of things.” 
 
    “No,” Nelri said heatedly, “but the decayed and degraded sense of moral and compassionate feeling which thinks nothing of waging a war and sacrificing lives is.” 
 
    The two elves looked at the ground. It was clear what she was getting at. This infernal queen, as they called her, this Chosarra, she was the real cancer that needed to be cut out. 
 
    The captives were led away by Lilah and Nelri and the dozen or so guards. 
 
    I looked at Ava. She had been helped to her feet by Penelo and Cotu. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked. 
 
    Ava nodded. 
 
    “Varglade has much to thank you for, I think,” I said. 
 
    Ava smiled tiredly. “It was my duty as a celestial elf.” She turned her head to look at Cotu. “I made a promise to the Matriarch that came before. Too often people don’t fully understand the promises they’re making when they make them. That is not the case with celestial elves. It took some reminding of my people about that, but they answered the call in the end.” 
 
    “And we’re all glad they did,” Cotu said, putting her arm around Ava. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Following the battle, Varglade, being the resilient place that it was, recovered. The barrier hedge, though it was scarred and broken and scorched in places, began the process of healing itself without any help from us. Its health and the health of the township and those who called it home were inexorably linked. 
 
    In biology, a pessimistic person without a drop of romance in their soul would have used a term like ‘mutual parasitism.’ In my head though, it just meant that the people needed the barrier hedge just as much as the barrier hedge needed the people. Neither could survive if one of them perished.  
 
    The celestial elves did not leave straight away. Instead, after they had harried the incubi well away from Varglade, they returned to help heal the many elves that had been wounded in the defense of the town. 
 
    And there were, unfortunately, many of them. One would have been too much, of course, but the assault on the walls had been hot and the defenders had been staunch. Varglade’s population, dented as it was from the losses of those who had fallen in battle to spell or arrow or sword, found itself bolstered by this fresh influx of stellar entities. 
 
    Cotu and the other storm elves took it upon themselves to don shadow cloaks supplied by the injured Zuthry and her dark elven weavers and hunt through the Torrwood. 
 
    “In case any of those incubi scum decide to come back and try their luck,” she had told me, her eyes smoldering. 
 
    Varglade didn’t have a dungeon, so the infernal elves were locked in a makeshift prison in one of the stables. Amidst the warm fug of the karkadaans was not such a bad place to be, really, not with the weather setting in once more. They were locked in a spare stall, the insides of which had been prepared by Kea, Ilya, and a few of the more potent dark elven spell weavers so that the infernal elves could not use magic to escape. They were kept in their bonds, but were treated with respect, if not overt kindness. 
 
    “In other times, had such a thing taken place, they would have been tied in the center of town, whether it be the middle of winter or not,” Zuthry confided to me as we visited the injured one day. “But this way, I think, is better.” 
 
    I shot the older elf a look. 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted with a faint smile, “Nelri has been talking to me and convincing me of this.” 
 
    “How’s your arm?” I asked. 
 
    “Healing far more easily than it might have, thanks to your quick thinking,” Zuthry said. “The body always seems so indestructible in youth, and elven bodies heal better than most, but still… thank you, Jake Walker.” 
 
    It was after parting with Zuthry that I dropped into the little private room that had been set aside for Ava. She was being cared for in one of the larger houses not far from the Varglade Council Hall, which had been turned into a subsidiary infirmary.  
 
    I knocked on the door. 
 
    “Yes?” came the soft voice of the elf inside. 
 
    “It’s Jake. Can I come in?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ava replied. 
 
    I entered, closed the door behind me, and sat on the end of the single bed. 
 
    The room was small but comfortable. There was a fragrant fire of apple wood burning in the grate, some dried flowers in a small vase on a side table, and outside the snow was falling gently and building up against the windows. Through the door I had just entered by, I could hear the sounds of the celestial elven healers bustling to and fro, tending the others that were recuperating their strength in this makeshift hospital. 
 
    “How’re you feeling?” I asked as I looked at Ava’s beautiful face. Her platinum white-blonde hair fell down her shoulders, her expression beatific, and she looked to be clad in only a simple nightdress, although the blankets on her bed were pulled up past her chest. 
 
    “Better,” Ava said. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Communing with my fellows in such an abrupt and urgent manner takes a toll on the body, but more so on the mind.” 
 
    “I’ve never had that problem, I don’t think,” I said, making a face a professional idiot would have been proud of. 
 
    Ava smiled and fiddled with the edge of her bedspread. 
 
    “I, uh, hope you don’t mind me barging in here like this,” I said. 
 
    I was aware that, what with the celestial elves being somewhat separated terrestrially from their kin, Ava might be embarrassed at being dressed only in her shift. 
 
    “I can come back at a better time,” I said, getting to my feet. 
 
    Ava’s hand reached out and grabbed mine. Her grip was warm and strong. 
 
    “Sit,” she said. 
 
    I sat, obedient as any golden retriever. “I’m sorry that you had to strain yourself the way you did.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Ava replied. “I’m happy that the battle was won, of course, but almost happier that the celestial elves decided to join us in the fray.” 
 
    “It was a close-run thing?” 
 
    Ava gave me an affirmative look. “Getting over their isolationist attitude took some doing,” she admitted. 
 
    “Well, I’m damn glad you managed to convince them.” 
 
    “I believe that, eloquent and persuasive as my words might’ve been, that it was the strength that you displayed, Jake, that convinced them to step in and help.” 
 
    I couldn’t think of what to say to this, so I said nothing. 
 
    “And… I wanted to thank you,” Ava said. 
 
    Was it my imagination, or was a corona of light building behind the celestial elf’s head? I blinked, but the halo of barely discernible light remained. 
 
    It’s been a long few days, my brain chided. Maybe you should have a lie down after this, buddy. 
 
    “Thank me for what?” I asked. 
 
    The room, the warmth, and the beautiful woman lying in the bed in front of me was almost soporific. 
 
    I’d like to lie down with her, I thought, before the gentlemanly part of my brain could stop the thought. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my life, Jake,” Ava said. 
 
    I leaned against the wall, making myself a bit more comfortable at the foot of the bed. 
 
    “I think you saved your own life with that kick,” I pointed out. “I was just doing him a favor, finishing him off. Poor bastard wouldn’t have been able to walk right ever again. Besides, after you’d given him the boot, he was bound to have tried running. I think he was a coward underneath.” 
 
    “We couldn’t have let one such as him live,” Ava said. 
 
    “No. Even if he’d fled, he would’ve only died tired.” 
 
    Ava looked at me, and something changed. 
 
    I read that change in her eyes, in the set of her lips, and in the way her body opened to me even though she didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    When or how she pulled me to her, I didn’t know. All I knew was that my lips were pressed against hers, my body was on top of hers, and the duvet lay between us like an annoying feather-filled cock-block. 
 
    Ava’s hands moved up to hold the sides of my face. She leaned hard into me, her head lifting from the pillow as we tongued at one another gently, and I was enveloped in her warm, clean scent; a smell like lying by a pool on a hot day with a cool drink at your elbow. 
 
    For my part, I kissed her back with everything I had. I tried to communicate a lot in that kiss. My slumbering desire, which, as a young man, did not take a lot to get stoked up, rose eagerly, like the family dog when it hears the soft jingle of its lead being taken down from the hook. 
 
    Grunting a little, I cupped one hand to stroke her flawless face, even as my naughty tongue got ahead of itself and probed more deeply into her mouth. I let out an uncontrollable moan of longing, then gave Ava a little kiss on the corner of the mouth as she broke apart from me. 
 
    “We must be quiet,” Ava whispered to me, her strange golden eyes shining with mirth and desire. “I do not want those who tend me to think that I am not resting in the manner they have prescribed.” 
 
    I smiled back at her, our faces only a few inches apart. 
 
    “You know how they say laughter is the best medicine?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I did not know that,” Ava said. “Who are ‘they’?” 
 
    Damn Earth idiom, I thought. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “This is just something like that—only more so.” 
 
    “Do your kind always talk so before sex?” Ava asked me, her voice trembling with a suppressed giggle. 
 
    “That’s the question, isn’t it?” 
 
    Ava gave me a perplexed look. “What is the question?” 
 
    “Ah, shit,” I said, chuckling and feeling as light of heart as I ever had done. Here I was with this beautiful woman on this little bed after having survived another near-death encounter. Life was good. Life was better than good. It was great. 
 
    “I don’t know what the question is,” I continued, “but I have a feeling that sex is the answer.” 
 
    While I divested myself of my clothes, Ava pulled the duvet away. The room was warm enough for us to have gone at it like that, but once I was dressed only in my birthday suit, I clambered into the thin single bed and the celestial elf pulled the covers over us again. 
 
    “Not too roomy in here,” I whispered, trying to find a sweet spot as I lay on my side near the edge of the bed. 
 
    Ava, who was on her side also so that we could look into one another’s faces and had her back to the wall, gave me a sizzling hot look. 
 
    “There’s about to be even less room,” she purred in a voice that had more of the devil than the angel in it. 
 
    There was not much room to maneuver in that bed, that was for sure. One of the benefits to having found Ava dressed in her nightdress however, was that the flimsy piece of material that divided us didn’t really need to be removed in order for us to enjoy ourselves. This was just as well really, because it took all of ten seconds for my blood to get well up into the red and my cock to harden to the point where, if I didn’t get some carnal gratification as soon as possible, there was a chance it might explode. I wanted the gorgeous celestial elf there and I wanted her then. 
 
    If the look in her eyes was anything to go by, the feeling was reciprocated. 
 
    While we busied ourselves with some soft and delicate kissing that drove us both to distraction, I slipped my hand down between Ava’s smooth thighs and rucked up her shift so that it was around her waist. Then, I moved my hand down once more, zoning in on the heat that I could feel emanating from her crotch, with all the single-mindedness of a stinger missile seeking out the engine of a jet plane. 
 
    With a dreamy kind of amateurishness, Ava adjusted her position in the narrow bed that we shared like a couple of sardines in a tiny tin, ran her warm hand down my chest and my abs, before clasping me by the cock and tugging away at me. 
 
    It was almost uncomfortable—but not quite. The tight confines of the tiny bed, combined with the proximity of the wall, didn’t really allow Ava to showcase her technique, I guessed. All in all, and with one thing and another, I found this didn’t matter so much. That kind of elaborate, over the top sex which you could record and sell on the internet is all well and good, but sometimes you can’t beat that sweaty, close raw variety; the sort of sex which is all about opportunities and seizing them. 
 
    “Do you like this?” Ava whispered as she moved her hand up and down. “Is this what you enjoy with the others?” 
 
    She spat into her palm, using her saliva as lubrication to help her in her work. 
 
    It was always hard to know with elves whether this sort of question was rhetorical. I compromised with a breathy groan of confirmation. 
 
    Yes, I thought. Yes to everything, thank you. 
 
    My gaze roved from the mane of perfect blonde-white hair that surrounded the pearl-white and cherubic face to the golden eyes that were narrowed with lust. Seeing the wantonness in those eyes of hers turned me on in no uncertain way. It was the ocular counterpart to having a nun lick her lips and blow you a kiss. That look—unadulterated sexual longing—looked out of place on those usually innocent and sweet features. That, of course, only added to the already substantial sexiness of the whole scenario. 
 
    I craned my head back as far as I could while Ava continued to jack me off, taking in the view of her delicious, rounded, pert tits which were pressed against the thin fabric of her night gown. My hand moved up from her sex, running over her flat stomach. It was toned, but there was a softness there that spoke of a domesticity, that reminded me that the life of a celestial elf was probably a lot easier than the lives lived by any of the other elven races and clans I had met so far. My fingers  traced around her navel for a little while before being drawn irresistibly downward to the glistening crimson slit of her sex, which lay hidden in the blackness under the blankets. 
 
    As Ava continued stroking and squeezing my dick, I started to repay the favor in kind, sliding my fingers up and down her wet and eager pussy. This caused Ava to close her golden eyes and let out a long shuddering breath. For a few seconds, her own attention on me ceased and she let herself enjoy the feeling of my fingers, callused with hours of sword practice and battle, to explore her. 
 
    As I massaged and probed at her opening, I could feel my self-restraint starting to crack. I could actually smell Ava’s desire wafting up out of the gap in the duvet along with the heat that was being generated by our bodies. 
 
    My cock throbbed so hard it was almost painful—almost. My scrotum was so tight against the base, tingling with anticipation, that it felt like it might make like Tom Cruise and invert. I was ready to go, I was so ready to go, I was so fucking ready to— 
 
    Then, with a silent slowness that wouldn’t have disturbed a fly that had settled on the duvet let alone the celestial elves that were moving around outside the door, Ava raised her leg and guided me into her. 
 
    I sucked in a long breath, turned sideways, and buried my face in the pillow. In my ear, I heard Ava let out a soft moan, which she modulated by biting her lip. 
 
    My cock rubbed at the entrance of her slippery pussy for a moment or two, kneading against her clit until, thanks to the firm grasp she had on the base of my rod, Ava helped me slide inside her with a soft grunt of satisfaction and pleasure. 
 
    With some difficulty, thanks to her tightness and the heaviness of the feather-filled duvet that covered us, Ava managed to hook her leg up and around me. With each movement she pressed herself against me a little tighter, pushing half-inch by half-inch deeper inside her. I moaned into the pillow until Ava seemed satisfied with the depth and angle of my shaft inside of her and she began to move gently against me. 
 
    As we began to rock and grind and grind and rock, I pushed her gown further up her body so that I might slide my free hand up her naked flank and play with the one available breast within easy reach. As we fucked on our sides, a little awkwardly perhaps, but no less enjoyably for that, I played with the nipple of her left tit. I squeezed and kneaded as I slid in and out of her, Ava’s pelvis grinding against mine. 
 
    Her bare ass was pressed up against the cool plaster of the wall behind her. As our fornicating got slowly more and more vigorous, and she got more and more aroused and wetter, her ass made little sticky noises as it pressed and released against the wall. 
 
    “Mmm, yes,” Ava said, her own free hand tangled in my hair as we lay on our sides and fucked face to face, our noses an inch apart. “Mmm, yes, Jake. Mmmm.” 
 
    To my delight, she spat into her hand again, running her pink tongue across her perfect teeth, and reached between her legs. I felt her find my cock, sticky with her juices, and she reached below and smeared my nuts with her spit before rubbing at her clit. 
 
    Ava and I fucked slowly and silently face to face for a good little while, as she continued to alternate between rubbing at herself and squeezing my balls. We weren’t able to switch positions, but I looked at this as a good thing: one less thing to think about. 
 
    Still, while our position might not change, the tempo could. 
 
    “Do you want it harder, Ava?” I asked quietly. 
 
    I received a demur little nod and moan of assent in response. I didn’t wait for any more replies, any more words or instructions. Instead, I just slid my dick back and forward inside of her at an increased pace; as fast as the combination of tiny bed, tight covers, and lack of room would allow. I hooked my arm under Ava’s thigh and cocked her leg as wide as I comfortably could. In moments, I had built up a consistent rhythm; long, deep, powerful strokes of my dick in her tight little pussy 
 
    And, above all else, my lust-logged brain said, silent. 
 
    We kept at it like this until I was unable to contain my building need anymore. With a barely audible growl, helpfully muffled with a quick turn of the head into the pillow, I grabbed Ava by her hair and thrust my cock as deep into her as I could. She wheezed out a gasp as my thrust pushed her up into the pillows, so far that she almost hit her head on the wall. As I pulled out of her, slowly, she visibly relaxed and smiled. 
 
    “More,” she mouthed at me. 
 
    I alternated between lightning fast bursts of vigorous fucking and these long, hard, deep thrusts that sent the celestial elf up the bed. 
 
    “More,” Ava would say after each of these harder penetrations. “More, more, more, more!” 
 
    And so I gave her more. And more. And more. 
 
    But very quietly. 
 
    As I went on like this, I could feel Ava tensing up, getting closer and closer to climaxing for me. That thought only spurred me on to greater efforts. After five or so more minutes of my cock ramming in and out of Ava like a piston, her hand clamped hard to my ass cheek. 
 
    “I-I-I… Oh! Oh… Oh!” she whispered. 
 
    Her voice actually involuntarily increased in volume so that I had to cover her mouth, gently but firmly, with my hand. 
 
    And Ava began to come, and come hard. Her entire body shuddered as she orgasmed. She twitched, and I felt the muscles of her insides contract around my rock hard prick. Squeezing it, as if it wanted my spunk right then. 
 
    I stopped my pumping and watched the gorgeous woman lose herself in her climax. Her eyelids almost closed as eyes rolled up in her head. Then to my utter amazement, Ava jerked and came all over my cock in a wet gush. 
 
    Going to be interesting explaining that one to the nurses, I thought. 
 
    Feeling her female ejaculate coat her and my thighs, I grabbed her tightly by the hips and began fucking as hard as ever I could in the circumstances. As I pumped into the still moaning celestial elf, Ava reached underneath and between our legs and caressed my balls. 
 
    With her girl cum all over my dick, there was little to no chance of me holding out for much longer with her fondling my nuts too, so I gave up and let the flood take me. I came deep inside Ava’s velvety slit, squeezing hard at her tit. In an instinctive response to this, the celestial elf wrapped her leg around me, pulled me flush against her sweaty body, and forced me to finish even deeper inside of her. When I was completely drained, Ava relaxed her grip on me and I slumped so heavily to the side of the small bed that I almost fell out of the damn thing. 
 
    For a while, the only sounds in the room were the crackle and snap of the slightly wet wood in the fire, our labored breathing as we fought to get it under control without panting too much, and my heartbeat thundering on my ears. 
 
    Distantly, I could hear a strange heavenly chorus, with the accompanying strings one would expect.  
 
    “I think you might be right, Jake,” Ava panted into my ear. 
 
    Cracking an eye, I could see her pulse fluttering in her throat. 
 
    “I am?” I whispered back. “How’s that? About what?” 
 
    “Sex really is the best medicine.” 
 
    I kissed her, not bothering to tell her that it was laughter that was supposed to be the best medicine. 
 
    Why correct her? I thought languidly. She’s probably right. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All too often in recent times I had found myself using my magic primarily to upgrade Varglade’s martial defenses. This was all well and good; without badass defenses we would have been defeated long before by the Ogre King and his minions. Now though, with the infernal elf queen’s army beaten back and mostly destroyed, and winter covering the surrounding countryside in its frigid and merciless embrace, it was time to make some changes for the comfort of the elves in the township. 
 
    This didn’t happen straight away, of course. Firstly, I oversaw the repairs on the barrier hedge. The hedge could heal itself, thanks to the red, jewel bright bugs that lived within it courtesy of the blood elves, but it needed a helping hand to speed the process along. This I did, along with Ilya and a crew of her finest blood elven apothecaries and spell weavers, and many of the celestial elves. 
 
    Once the barrier hedge was well on the way to functioning at full strength again, I made sure that all the watchtowers and their accompanying siege weapons were repaired and ready. Then, once a final thorough check of the defenses had been conducted by Lilah, Kea, Nelri, Rosa, and myself, I turned my attention to the inside of the walls. 
 
    I had not forgotten about my radiator idea. Every single person in Varglade relied on their fires for warmth. There was nothing wrong with that, but if I could come up with a way in which we could heat every single home in the village—maybe not by the end of this winter, but certainly by the start of the next one—using geothermal energy…  
 
    That would be a real game-changer, I thought. That would save people worrying about whether they had enough firewood stocked when storms set in. That would be something to be really proud of. 
 
    In the ten days that followed the battle of the walls, I came up with the design for the radiators and commissioned most of the blacksmiths in Varglade to start crafting the heating devices out of iron. I also had meetings with Kea and Lilah, and we brainstormed how we might divert an offshoot of the river with the sole intention of heating that water. 
 
    “I can’t see the utilizing of the river for the water in these radiators being a problem,” Kea said. “But how will we heat it?” 
 
    That stumped us for the time being, but my thoughts instantly went to the infernal elves locked in the stables. When I mentioned how they might have the secret to such knowledge that might help us, Lilah looked skeptical. 
 
    “I’ll speak plainly, Jake,” she said. “I don’t trust them yet. Sparing the lives of those who have stood against you and raised their swords in anger is a very different thing to trusting them.” 
 
    I had to concede her point, but the architect and designer in me chafed at it all the same.   
 
    As well as taking the first steps toward upgrading the Varglade homes so that they could have inbuilt heating, I also drew up plans for digging a sewage system. These plans, I knew would have to wait for the spring, when the ground became softer and easier to dig, but they helped pass many dark winter nights. It was nice to occupy my mind while my body had a rest. 
 
    I had also had another brainwave, which was still in its infancy and had not been broached with any of the others yet. That brainwave involved using storm elf magic and, more specifically, the way it could be stored in what were essentially stone and metal batteries. The idea was nothing more than that—I was yet to sketch a single thing—but I thought what impact it would make to Varglade if we could somehow harness the storm magic to furnish the township with a simple kind of limited electricity. 
 
    I kept going backward and forward in my mind about that. On the one hand, I imagined that if I was able to do a Thomas Edison and knock out a lightbulb or something, that could only serve Varglade well; smiths could keep woking into the night, we could install spotlights to pinpoint potential threats outside the walls, and so on and so forth. Stored storm magic in general could speed up myriad processes. 
 
    On the other hand, I actually quite liked this more simple and rustic way of life. Being able to see the mass of stars overhead most nights was something I cherished. Plus, there was nothing wrong with only being able to work while the sun was up. I had seen the mess that people being able to work all hours made of a society. Did I want to run the risk of that happening on Tavalon? 
 
    It was a slippery slope. As I was the only bearer of this knowledge taken from another world, there was a lot riding on my choice. 
 
    On an evening almost two weeks after we had defeated the infernal elves and the incubi, I was broken from thoughts of lightbulbs and electric grinders by Lilah. I had been sitting in the little lounge area of our cottage and staring into the flames of the perpetual fire that Lilah had rigged up. 
 
    “Are you coming with Nelri and I, Jake?” she asked me. 
 
    “Coming?” I asked, still trying to pull my head back to the present. 
 
    “To the feast.” 
 
    “The feast to celebrate the victory over the infernal elves,” Nelri called from the kitchen. She didn’t add ‘duh,’ but her tone implied it. 
 
    “Damn it,” I said. “I totally forgot. Bear with me. I’ll be dressed in one minute.” 
 
    The evening turned out to be a good one. It was to celebrate the victory of the battle we had fought, yes, but it was also a feast to honor the fallen. I joined Lilah, Nelri, Rosa, Kea, Penelo, Ava, and all my other close companions at the head table, and we spent many pleasurable hours eating, drinking, singing, and dancing. 
 
    To my embarrassment, the Varglade Council members all stood up at one point and raised a cup in my honor. The rest of the packed hall echoed the toast, and there was a deal of foot stamping and clapping. Wanting to deflect the attention away from myself, I quickly delivered what I hoped was a rather punchy and poignant speech. 
 
    “I wish to welcome our new friends—the storm and celestial elves,” I started. “With their help, I am certain that any war that the infernal elf queen wishes to embroil us in will be one that she will soon rue—but only for the short time that she lives!” 
 
    I went on to raise my own cup to the fallen once more, thank all of them for their continued service of Varglade, and generally tried to hype up the inhabitants of the town as much as I could for the war to come. 
 
    “Remember,” I yelled at the end, actually standing up on the table, “when one of us is cut, we all bleed together!” 
 
    I think there might have been some more good stuff in the same vein, but my memory was hazy thanks to the minx Nelri continually topping up my horn cup with the delicious but potent dark elven fortified wine. 
 
    Late in the evening, thinking that I needed some fresh air to clear my head a little and thinking that I may as well feed our infernal elf prisoners at the same time, I grabbed a couple of plates of food and stepped out into the freezing night. 
 
    I had to slip out of the party as inconspicuously as I could, as Rosa and Simone kept challenging me to drinking contests and would have seen my exit as a retreat. The cold air slapped me in the face and sobered me as I walked to the stables that we’d decided to keep Yncar and Gilino locked in. 
 
    Opening the heavy door, I walked into the warm building, listening to the relaxing sounds of the karkadaans shifting in their stalls. I unlocked the door to the ‘cell,’ walked in, and offered the plates piled high with winter vegetables, roasted meat, and bread to the infernal elves. 
 
    Both of the elves had accepted their position with a stoicism that was particular not just to infernal elves, but elves in general. They had been a little reserved when they had first been shown to their new quarters, but after a few days, when they had seen they weren’t going to be beaten around the thighs and stomach with a phonebook—or whatever the elven equivalent was—they warmed a little. 
 
    “Thank you, Amalgamage,” Gilino said, accepting both the plates and passing one of them to Yncar. 
 
    “No worries,” I said. “And I told you, just call me Jake like everyone else does.” 
 
    I flopped heavily down on a couple of sacks of grain and almost fell right off them. 
 
    More sober, but not sober, I told myself. 
 
    We had not been starving the prisoners, but the infernal elves scoffed down the food with relish. 
 
    “This is delicious,” Yncar enthused. 
 
    I nodded, suppressing a wine-tasting belch. 
 
    It was only when we had been sitting there for five minutes, me staring dreamily into space and thinking of nothing in particular while the two infernal elves ate, that I realized I had left the door to the stable cell wide open. 
 
    I looked at it and then glanced back at the infernal elves. Gilino caught my eye. For a very meaningful moment, we shared a look. 
 
    “You could do it, you know,” I said quietly. “I’m unarmed and,” I burped loudly, “quite drunk.” 
 
    Gilino looked at Yncar. The raven-haired woman regarded me out of eyes as dark and intense as burning coals. 
 
    “And where would we go?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Chosarra, maybe?” 
 
    At the sound of the name, both of the prisoners stopped chewing. They swallowed in unison. 
 
    “You don’t want to go back to her,” I said, wagging a clumsy finger at the two of them. “Naughty, naughty.” 
 
    Still, the elves said nothing, though Gilino studiously avoided my eye and engrossed himself in the business of mopping up meat juice with a crust of bread. 
 
    “Tell me about her,” I said. 
 
    Still, no answer. 
 
    “Or don’t,” I said amiably. “I don’t really give a shit. Not tonight at least.” 
 
    I got unsteadily to my feet. 
 
    “Wait!” Yncar said. 
 
    I stopped at the stable door, my hand resting on the jamb, the smell of hay and karkadaan dung in my nostrils. 
 
    Yncar looked at Gilino. The slight infernal elf gave a little shrug and popped a brussel sprout into his mouth. 
 
    “We are tired,” Yncar said slowly. 
 
    “I’m getting a bit that way myself,” I said. “I think switching to ale might help, though.” 
 
    “I mean, we’re tired of working under the queen’s thumb,” Yncar said. 
 
    “Waiting for her to snap and kill us at the slightest failure,” Gilino added in a tight voice. 
 
    Yncar set her plate down and licked her thumb thoughtfully. 
 
    “The queen, Chosarra…” she said. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s using the power of the Amalgamage Signet, the magical item that was used to seal her away beneath the earth by the last amalgamage when—”  
 
    “I know the story,” I interrupted, thinking longingly of ale. “I know of the signet too. I have it.” And I put a hand on my chest where the magical item lay on its necklace under my shirt. 
 
    “But you don’t have all of it, do you?” Gilino said. 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “Chossara has found a way to reverse and use the power of the half of the amalgamage signet that binds her,” Yncar carried on. “It is the half of the signet that allowed her to manipulate the Ogre King into wearing away at her bonds, while he distracted the attention of the elves with raids.” 
 
    “The Ogre King was actively helping to bust her out from wherever the fuck she’s holed up?” I asked. 
 
    Gilino nodded. 
 
    Well, crap on a spatula, that is news. And not good news, I thought. 
 
    “What’ll happen if she gets free?” I asked. 
 
    My mind was too sodden with booze to see the subtle threads and ask the subtle questions. 
 
    The infernal elves looked at one another. I might’ve been intoxicated, but I knew a couple of people who were seeing which of them was going to be the breaker of bad news. 
 
    “Come on!” I said loudly. “Don’t go all coy on me now.” 
 
    “W-w-we have already seen it,” Yncar stuttered. It was obvious that she expected me to flip out at what she told me next. I hoped she was wrong, but I had imbibed quite a lot of strong drink and my emotions were apt to be more pronounced in such states. 
 
    “Go on,” I said. “You’ve seen what? How?” 
 
    “Chossara showed us. She showed us a vision, a version of a dream—her dream,” Gilino said. 
 
    “Tavalon will split open as the infernal domain beneath it spills up onto the land; the sun will be eclipsed by dark, thick clouds, starving all the elves of light and sustenance; terrible monsters will stalk the night,” Yncar said, the words tumbling over themselves to get out of her, as if she thought telling me quick might rob the words of their sting. 
 
    “The army that you fought was just the first finger of her hand, extended to test the waters,” Gilino said. He moved his own finger distractedly through the mess of potato on his plate. 
 
    ”Soon, she’ll be here herself,” Yncar said, her eyes fixed on a point half a foot above my head “and with her half of the amalgamage signet, she’s going to take over the surface world.” 
 
    “Or so she tells those infernal elves who follow her,” Gilino said. 
 
    “No other elf can hope to stand against her,” Yncar said. She still would not hold my eye, as if she was worried that if she did I might kick off. 
 
    “From what the infernal elf has shown us, has shown her loyal followers,” Gilino whispered, “it would be fair to say that Tavalon is doomed.” 
 
    “Viridis will fall first,” Yncar said. 
 
    “No elf can stop her,” Gilino repeated in a hushed, almost apologetic voice. 
 
    I had thought I needed a drink before. I’d been wrong. 
 
    I had been turned toward the door, toward the dark of the sleeping stable, as the pair of prisoners had been speaking their piece. Now they had finished, I turned back. My face was set, my fists balled at my sides. When I spoke though, I spoke with a smile of steel on my lips. 
 
    “No elf can stop her, huh?” I said. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m no elf then, isn’t it?” 
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