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Elijah poked at the fire and watched the surrounding forest warily, waiting for the first of 
the Fey to appear.  The sun had set nearly half an hour ago, but he knew it wasn’t the 
daylight that usually kept them at bay.  He added another dry log to the fire and settled 
back on his pallet to wait.  He didn’t have to wait for long. 
 
As usual, the elves were the first to arrive.  They peeked at him from the foliage, hesitant 
to enter the circle of firelight, watching Elijah’s movements with bright, shining little 
faces.  Pixies fluttered through the leaves overhead, their tinny child-like laughter 
echoing smartly.  The red pointed hat of a gnome or two appeared, but they had no real 
interest in the human invading their untamed forest, it was his horse that drew their 
attention.  For the rest of the Fey, the sheer novelty of an actual, living human daring to 
penetrate this far into the wild alone was worth the perceived danger, and most of the 
time Elijah felt he was more of a spectacle for them than anything else. 
 
Then the dwarves arrived, and the activity started at last.  They marched boldly into the 
light, all smiles and long beards, and the first lay a rough woven blanket on the ground 
near Elijah’s crossed ankles.  The others began to lay out their wares, all of it crafted 
from the forest’s bounty with cunning skill.  This was the fifth night they had come to 
trade, and each night they presented better items, as if warming up to the human, learning 
to trust him.  Despite himself, Elijah found himself leaning forward eagerly to examine 
the glinting silver bracelets, the long (but dull-edged) knives, the perfectly round rings, 
the artistically carved woodwork.  He touched the round disc of an amulet made from 
steel, an almost exact replica of the one he wore on his chest.  But this one had no tingle 
of magic to it.  He gave the dwarves a warm smile to let them know he was pleased with 
what he was seeing. 
 
“Trade?” one of the dwarves asked.  Elijah nodded and reached for his pack.  He didn’t 
really need any of this, or want it for that matter, but keeping the dwarves happy meant 
they would linger to talk, and it was their information that he needed most.  He pulled his 
pack closer and opened it as the dwarves watched eagerly.  From inside he pulled out 
long loaves of bread, a cloth sack filled with sweet pastries, a jar of honey, and a hunk of 
cured meat.  He didn’t know what kind of meat it was, but the dwarves eyed it greedily, 
so he set it on their blanket first. 
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The trading went smoothly, as usual, with each of them pointing to various items offered 
by the other until a rate of exchange had been established.  The replica amulet and several 
bracelets went into Elijah’s pack, and the loaves and pastries were quickly devoured by 
the dwarves.  They drifted away soon after that, taking the rest of their trade goods with 
them.  The elves, having calmly waited their turn, rushed forward the instant the dwarves 
were gone, and the trading began all over again. 
 
That was the way it went, had gone every night since he’d crossed the river, officially 
entering the enchanted part of the forest.  Dwarves traded goods for food, elves traded 
food for the dwarf-made goods, pixies begged for handouts, gnomes groomed the horse 
and took away excrement (for what purpose, Elijah did not wish to know).  Dwarves 
loved to talk about their craft, elves gossiped, pixies just laughed.  The gnomes never 
spoke to him.  But of each group he always asked the same question.  Where was the Red 
Witch? 
 
Of course, none of them gave the same answer.  Oh, she lived by a lake and if you just 
walk toward that hill over there…she lives in a cave at the base of the ravine in that 
direction…she wanders and never stays in the same place… 
 
They all said what they thought he wanted to hear.  It was frustrating, but he knew that 
with patience, he would find her.  It wasn’t like he had anything else to do, or anything to 
go back to.  “Find her,” the King had commanded, standing amid the smoking ruin of the 
rebel village.  “Find her and destroy her.” 
 
“But why?” he had asked.  But he knew the answer.  With the Duke’s rebellion quashed, 
the King could at last return his attention to the goal that had consumed him since 
childhood.  Among those who feared magic and the mystery of the enchanted world, the 
King was foremost, and what the King feared soon became a memory of smoldering 
ashes.  Elijah had proven himself time and again as the greatest warrior in the land, 
unbeatable.  Who else could there be for this task? 
 
So there he sat, night after night, as he wandered ever deeper into the forest seeking what 
he was quickly coming to believe to be only a myth.  There was no Red Witch, no one 
who protected the Fey in this, their last real bastion.  As the pixies fluttered away into the 
night, Elijah reached into his shirt and withdrew the amulet.  It’s cold iron was a heavy 
reassurance in his hand, and the magic tickled his skin.  Not a protection against the 
Witch, no.  There wasn’t an amulet for that sort of thing.  It was meant to protect him 
from the Fey.  He laughed, thinking about it.  As if anyone needed protection from them. 
 
Then again… 
 
The first of the nymphs appeared, and he clutched the amulet tightly.  She smiled at him, 
a face so lovely it almost hurt to look at it.  “Hello,” she called to him from the cover of 
the foliage.  “You’re still here.” 
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Elijah watched as more of them appeared.  No, the threat wasn’t from the arrows of elves, 
or the hammers of dwarves, or even the pranks of roaming goblins.  It was from the 
nymphs.  Not all would agree that being offered commitment-free sex with perfect, albeit 
non-human, women would be a bad thing, but they didn’t have as much to lose in such a 
surrender as did Elijah. 
 
“Won’t you put that mean old iron thing away and talk to us?” the first nymph said as she 
glided into the light.  Elijah sucked in his breath at the sight of her nude form.  His 
reaction was instant and primeval, and it shamed him.  
 
“Go away,” he said tersely, reaching for his knife.  The nymph came no closer but 
remained unafraid. 
 
“Oh, he’s handsome,” said another nymph, joining the first.  More of them emerged, 
nearly a dozen in all, and each of them watching Elijah with hungry, inviting eyes.  “We 
can keep you warm tonight.” 
 
“I’m quite comfortable, thank you,” he replied.  His eyes danced over their lovely forms, 
soaking in the way they moved.  Nymphs had no other purpose, evidently, than to entice 
men.  Their temptation lay in more than their perfect bodies, however, it was partly 
magical, and he knew there was a price to pay for all magic. 
 
This time, the price was too high. 
 
“I am a virtuous knight,” he told them.  “I cannot entertain you.  Go away.” 
 
“Virtue is a myth,” a new voice said.  The ranks of the crooning nymphs parted to allow a 
velvet draped form to move into the light.  Elijah’s breath caught in his throat.  The 
nymph who moved to stand in front of him was the loveliest yet, obviously older and 
more experienced, evidenced in every line of her movements and the self-assured way 
she looked at him.  A tiny smile turned up the corners of her lovely mouth, and Elijah’s 
ardor felt smothered by something keener.  Something more than mere lust. 
 
“Orphene,” he said, speaking her name aloud. 
 
Her smile blossomed into maturity and she lifted one pale hand to brush back the ebony 
locks half-obscuring her face.  “You haven’t gone home yet,” she observed, looking 
down at him.  “Still looking for the witch?” 
 
He nodded dumbly.  The amulet lay forgotten on his chest, and she paid it no heed, 
showing no fear at all of either him or the tiny amount of protective magic he wielded.  
She stooped, bending at the knees so that her flimsy garment swung open revealing her 
nether charms.  His eyes remained firmly on her face as she dropped lower, moving to sit 
by his side.  “I begin to wonder,” she said, “if it is really the witch you are looking for.” 
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Elijah glanced at the other nymphs who were keeping their distance while watching the 
two of them intently.  “What else could it be?” he asked.  “I can think of no other reason 
to be here.” 
 
“Can’t you?” she asked.  She lay a delicate hand on his thigh.  He jumped.  Even through 
the thick material of his breeches he could feel warmth emanating from her.  “Sometimes 
what we seek is not always what we most need.” 
 
He hardened and pulled away from her.  “You only say that because you don’t 
understand,” he growled.  “You’re just a Fey, and you can’t understand how human 
emotions work.  You have no idea what it would cost me to indulge myself with you.” 
 
Her smile faded a notch.  “Of course I understand,” she said.  “You’ve told me every 
night since we first met.  You are a virtuous man, having never known the intimate touch 
of a woman, and from that comes your strength.  Tell me, Sir Elijah, have you never truly 
been defeated in battle?” 
 
“Never,” he said proudly.  “Thanks be to God, to whom I have dedicated my body and 
soul.  He grants me strength so long as I remain pure.  That’s why the King sent me 
above all others to slay the witch.  Only my pure spirit can overcome her evil.” 
 
Orphene clucked her tongue at him.  “Evil, is she?  What makes her evil?  Certainly not 
her use of magic.”  Her eyes dropped pointedly to the amulet around his neck. 
 
Elijah clutched it quickly.  “This isn’t the same thing,” he protested.  “Her magic is evil.” 
 
“What is evil?” she challenged.  “Is something evil simply because a priest says it is so?” 
 
“Because God said so,” he snapped, angry. 
 
She laughed.  “I cannot believe the All Father would waste His time worrying about a 
little thing like magic.  After all,” and her gaze locked with his, “magic’s real power lays 
in the belief of those who experience it.  It’s all about what we believe.”  She leaned 
forward, lips parting. 
 
Elijah froze for a moment, seeing the kiss coming and wanting so desperately to accept it.  
He pulled away at the last second and put out a hand to fend her off.  Whether by 
accident or design, he missed her shoulders and placed his hands on the front of her chest.  
He looked horrified to find his hands filled suddenly with soft, round globes of warm 
flesh.  He finally managed to force his hands away from her, revolted at his weakness. 
 
“It’s okay,” she said, moving to her knees and leaning over him.  “You can touch me all 
you want.  I don’t mind.” 
 
“But I do,” he said without conviction.  “You don’t get it.  Without my strength I’m 
nothing.  Nothing!  And if I give in to you, my strength goes away forever.” 
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She paused, half over him.  “Don’t be silly,” she cooed.  “How could you ever be 
nothing?  Everyone is something.” 
 
He put his hands on her shoulders, careful this time, and eased her back so that he could 
sit up.  “I would become something I don’t want to be,” he said to her.  “I wish you could 
see that.  I wish I could make you understand.” 
 
“I do understand,” she said.  She reached up and took both his hands into her own.  He 
was afraid she was going to make him touch her intimately again, but she merely held his 
hands in front of her.  That was something in itself.  Her warmth seemed to penetrate him 
to the core.  “But have you thought about what you’re saying?  How can you resist 
temptation if you are not tempted in the first place?  And being tempted means you want 
it.  You want it as much as I do.” 
 
He tried to be angry with her and failed.  “Why?” he asked, voice breaking.  “Why do 
you want this so much?  Why can’t you nymphs just leave me in peace?” 
 
“It’s the nature of a nymph to love,” she told him.  She smiled at his confused expression.  
“You thought it was just sex?  No, dear knight.  It is much more than that.  Not every 
nymph in the forest is here begging for your attention.  Only the ones who have seen you 
and fallen in love with you.  It is love that drives a nymph to give of her body, to share 
herself in intimate union.” 
 
He stared at her, no longer aware of the others.  “What are you saying?” he demanded, 
mouth dry.  “Are you trying to tell me fairies can fall in love.  That they…that you…” 
 
“We are God’s creatures too,” she said, leaning forward again.  “Why can we not feel the 
joy of love as well?”  This time, the found himself unable to resist as she pressed her lips 
against his in the lightest of kisses.  She pulled back, and their lips made a wet sound in 
parting. 
 
He swallowed hard.  “It would be a sin,” he argued as her hand crept up his thigh.  “My 
strength…” 
 
“Pleasure isn’t sinful,” she said, her voice a gentle whisper.  “Why would God make it a 
sin to enjoy anything?”   
 
He put his hands out and grasped her arms, holding her back.  The tips of her fingers 
grazed the lump in his breeches, making him shiver.  He was weakening, and she knew it.  
He groaned in frustration.  “I can’t,” he said again, but without conviction. 
 
He had been a soldier all his life, a lifetime spent in the service of war and killing without 
ever allowing himself to know the tender touch of love.  Even if what Orphene offered 
could not possibly be real love, it was at least the closest simulacrum he was likely to 
ever experience.  What was the purpose of life if it was not to seek out connections with 
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others, to form lasting bonds of friendship and intimacy, to continue the cycle of life?  He 
could not say in all honesty that he regretted everything about the life he had lived, but it 
had not been the life he would have chosen had it been his choice to make.  No, he had 
his father to thank for first putting a sword into his hand, and God to blame for the talent 
that had made itself manifest afterwards. 
 
He felt the softness of her skin, could see the blatant desire in her deep brown eyes, could 
smell the natural perfume of her body, and he no longer cared if it was her spell or his 
desire to surrender that drove him.  Had he really been looking for the witch that hard?  
Or was it that he was simply so happy to be here, alone in this forest and away from the 
crushing responsibility of being Elijah, the King’s invincible knight and the right hand of 
God?   
 
His decision came so suddenly that caught him by surprise.  The same way he would 
make split-second decisions on the battlefield, choosing to feint instead of lunge, to parry 
or to thrust, the difference between an ordinary man hacking at an enemy and the surgical 
precision of a born warrior.  He stopped pushing at Orphene and drew her to him instead.  
She gasped as he kissed her, then her arms fluttered around his neck and ardently 
returned his embrace. 
 
What happened after that was a blur.  Her hands roamed his body, and his clothing 
seemed to melt away.  She gasped, she sighed, her fingers touched his scars, his muscles, 
explored his body in a way that no one ever had before.  In return, he allowed his hands 
to wander over her delicate form, trembling as they ventured into places he had never  
been before.  She didn’t seem to mind his calluses or his clumsiness.  Kisses spread from 
lips to necks to shoulders and beyond, and gasps became cries of pleasure filling the 
cooling night air and wending through the trees that swayed without breeze. 
 
She lowered herself onto him, and the union of their bodies felt like nothing he could 
have ever imagined.  Briefly, it seemed she resisted him somehow, that the connection 
was impossible.  Then resistance melted away and he sank into her, and her onto him, 
and it no longer felt like they were two people thrashing together, but two souls become 
one. 
 
Afterwards, they remained conjoined as they fought to regain their breath.  He stared up 
at her sweat-sheened face experiencing an emotion both strange and terrifying.  Was this 
what it felt like to be in love, he wondered? 
 
Then, he wanted to laugh at himself.  Of course, it couldn’t be love.  Love didn’t happen 
in an instant.  It didn’t happen because of sex.  It was something deeper, more profound 
than he could ever attain, because above all else he was just a soldier who had never 
grown beyond the violence of childhood.  Never learned to be more than a man in armor.  
His virtue had protected him from harm, and it had destroyed his humanity in the process. 
 
She touched his face lovingly, tenderly, and leaned down to kiss his cheeks, his forehead, 
his lips.  He put his arms around her tightly and held onto her, never wanting to let her 
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go, yet knowing he had no choice.  She was a child of the forest.  She did not belong to 
him and never could.  And he…he was a knight who had freely given away the only thing 
that had held him above the rest.  He was more than the Nothing he had feared, but far, 
far less than what his own harsh standards required. 
 
“Are you hungry?” he asked her, caressing her back. 
 
“No,” she said.  “Are you?” 
 
“I should be, I suppose,” he answered.  “But my appetite seems to have vanished.”  He 
managed a wan smile.  “I’ve never done this before,” he added. 
 
Her smile was radiant.  “I couldn’t tell,” she told him.  “I’m honored.”  Her fingers rifled 
through his hair as her smile faded, replaced by a look he could only describe as 
melancholy. 
 
“What is it?” he asked.  “Regrets?” 
 
“Not really,” she said.  “You?  Do you regret the passing of your virtue?” 
 
“I thought I would,” he said.  “But I feel relieved.  It’s like this weight I’ve been carrying 
and I don’t have to anymore.” 
 
“Aren’t you afraid you’ll die now?” 
 
That made him laugh.  “Everybody dies eventually,” he said.  But he thought, nymphs 
don’t.  She couldn’t understand mortality, either.  She was ephemeral and frivolous.  And 
he loved her.  “What now?  Will you go back to the forest?” 
 
She looked up at the trees.  “Not for awhile,” she said.  “Unless you want me to go.” 
 
“I don’t want you to go,” he said. 
 
“Then I won’t,” she responded happily and kissed him again.  The kiss grew, as did other 
things, and he shortly found himself making love to her again.  It was longer, more 
intense than the first time, and before they were done their audience of Fey observers had 
left them.  Neither of them noticed. 
 
It was later, in the dark light of the fire’s glowing embers, that she asked, “Will you still 
seek out the Red Witch, Elijah?  You don’t have to, you know.” 
 
“I do have to,” he said to her, spooning her nude form.  “I still have a duty to perform.” 
 
“But you believe you’ll die,” she said.  She twisted her upper body so that she could look 
into his eyes.  “Without your virtue, are you not just an ordinary man?” 
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Somehow, the words stung.  “Yes,” he answered.  “An ordinary man.” 
 
“But the witch has killed many ordinary men before,” she argued.  “You aren’t the first 
questing knight to seek her out.” 
 
He shrugged.  He had already accepted that as his fate.  “It doesn’t matter,” he said.  
“Life ends.  Sooner or later, it always ends.  I’d rather it be sooner.” 
 
“But it doesn’t have to be that way,” she argued, turning fully about to face him.  “If, in 
the morning, you simply left the forest…” 
 
“And go back to what?  To tell the King that I failed?  They would know what happened.  
And even if they didn’t, even if they let me go back to my life as a warrior, I wouldn’t 
last.  My virtue is gone, and I can’t get it back.  Everything that I was is gone, and I’m 
glad.  If I could have it all back, I wouldn’t want it.  Facing the witch is my destiny.” 
 
To his surprise, she was weeping.  “But, you could just live here in the forest,” she said 
forlornly.  “I could visit you at night.  We could…we could…”  She faltered and fell 
silent, seeing the hollowness in his eyes. 
 
“I don’t think I could live that way,” he said after a moment.  “I can’t live with being less 
than I was, even though I’m glad not to be that man anymore.  No, death is the only 
option for me now.” 
 
She beat her small hands against his chest and buried her face in his neck.  Her body 
shook with sobs.  He held onto her, not understanding.  She was just a nymph, and in the 
course of time she would forget all about him, just as the other nymphs had forgotten him 
day to day, reacting to him each time they met as if it were the first.  That was what had 
drawn him to Orphene to begin with.  She was different.  She remembered.   
 
“Stop crying,” he pleaded gently.  “Please.  You’ll see, it’s best this way.” 
 
“Best for you to die?” she asked.  “Silly, silly man.  Don’t you get it?  It wasn’t supposed 
to be this way.  I wasn’t supposed to…supposed to love you.  I do, Elijah.  I love you and 
I don’t want to see you suffer.” 
 
“Death isn’t suffering,” he said.  He pushed her away.  “She sent you, didn’t she?  The 
Red Witch sent you to seduce me.”  He laughed, feeling foolish.  “And to think I was 
actually feeling something for you.  A nymph!  Just a nymph.”  He stood up angrily, fists 
clenched.  She cowered from him, looking at him with wide, pleading eyes. 
 
“No, I…I…” she stammered.  “It’s not like that.  Yes, I came to seduce you, but that’s 
just what nymphs do.  I never meant any harm.  You have to believe me, Elijah.  I’m the 
one urging you not to face the Witch.  I don’t want death.” 
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He sagged, the anger draining from his limbs as quickly as it had appeared.  She was 
right.  He was certain the Witch had sent her, but not to entrap him.  It was merely to 
neutralize his threat.  Without his virtue… 
 
He dropped to his knees beside her and reached for her.  She flowed gratefully back into 
his embrace, clinging to him like lichen to a tree.  He held her like that into the night, 
whispering to her, listening to her trying to convince him to abandon his decision.  All 
that he remained certain of was that he had no real choice at all.  Whatever her purpose 
had been, the damage was done.  He had been a fool to ever think he could possess her, 
but he remained certain that the path he had chosen was the best for him. 
 
Yes, he would die when he faced the Witch, if that ever happened, but he would die a 
man.  He would no longer live a half-life.  When the moon rose, they made love again, 
clinging wetly to each other as pale shafts of light found their way through the canopy of 
leaves above them.  Afterwards, he didn’t remember falling asleep.  Consciousness 
blended into nocturnal reality seamlessly, blissfully.  Orphene stayed with him, he knew, 
for he awoke sometime in the night to find the fire burned to ash and fairy lights 
diminished, but she was still nestled against him, breathing slow and evenly in a 
semblance of sleep.  As he stirred to gaze down at her, her eyes opened and stared back 
into his.  Something had to be said, but words escaped him.  Anything he might say 
would lessen what they had shared.  What she had given him.  Eventually he slept again, 
and when dawn light found it’s way around the trunks of the trees, Elijah awoke to find 
himself alone. 
 
For awhile, he lay where he was, hand absently touching the rumpled covers where her 
body had been.  He pulled a fistful of the material to his face and inhaled deeply, hoping 
to catch a hint of her fragrance.  But that too was gone.  Morning dew shimmered on 
every surface.  A cool wind rustled the leaves and stirred the ashes of his long dead fire.  
He sat up slowly.  It had not been a dream, he felt far too alive for his memories to be 
mere fantasies.  Besides, the evidence of his transgression was still sticky between his 
legs.  Her scent was there, mixed with his, and it made him heady.  He had thrown his life 
away last night, but he had no regret.  She had touched him far below the surface of his 
skin.  He imagined that all who tarried with nymphs felt the same way afterwards.  It was 
the magic that lingered in his blood making him remember the event with such fondness.  
The question now was what to do?   
 
He sighed heavily.  There was no going back.  He’d accepted that at the outset.  Magical 
deception or not, he had felt the flush of love’s first touch, and no amount of battlefield 
glory or accolades would assuage its loss.  Wearily, he pulled himself to his feet and set 
about breaking camp.  The fire rekindled quickly, its gentle heat chasing away morning 
cobwebs in his limbs.  He cleaned himself in the nearby brook then put his clothes back 
on.  Now, he mused, the only evidence that remained was what he remembered.  It was as 
if the sin had never taken place.  In time, he reflected, even memory fades, and all that 
would be left to him was the possibility of bitter regret.  With luck, he would never live 
long enough for his memories to betray him. 
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His horse stood still for him as he added his camping gear to the pack on the saddle.  He 
was reaching for the reins when the horse suddenly shied away from him and bolted into 
the forest.  Cursing, he chased after it.  It wasn’t the first time it had happened.  
Something about the forest, or in the grooming of the gnomes, affected the horse’s 
behavior.  He wasn’t the type of soldier who kept a horse, so he’d never built a rapport 
with this animal.  Even so, it was a trained warhorse and should not behave this way. 
 
And he shouldn’t have behaved the way he had the night before.  The forest worked 
subtle magic on all who entered, it seemed.  He caught up to the horse at the edge of a 
clearing where the same brook he’d bathed in cascaded over a tumble of rocks to form a 
shallow pool.  He caught a glimpse of red, pointed hats scurrying into the brush.  
Gnomes.  Had they been what spooked the horse?  Then why… 
 
He saw the cabin.  It sat at the center of the clearing, a curl of gray smoke drifting lazily 
from a rough stone chimney, clapboard walls unpainted and dark with age.  The brook 
meandered away from the pond’s far edge and disappeared behind the structure.  A 
rickety looking bridge crossed the water in front of him.  Looking down at his feet, he 
discovered the faint outline of a path leading from the forest into the clearing and right up 
to the cabin’s door.  He could see chicken pens in the rear, what appeared to be a sty with 
some pigs to one side, and a stack of firewood piled against the wall by the front door.  
He knew instantly what he’d found. 
 
The Red Witch. 
 
He touched his chest and felt the weight of his iron amulet against his skin.  Of course, it 
would be useless here.  The only edge he’d had was gone.  Having envisioned this 
moment for so many days and nights, he found himself almost reluctant to go forward.  
The area was thick with the prickly feel of magic.  Yesterday, he had been a virtuous 
man, confident in his ability to triumph over any obstacle.  Today, he was sullied, and 
when that door opened, when he faced the witch here at the center of her power, he 
would have no defense at all against her.  He was going to die.  It was one thing to state 
very nobly that death was desirous, but quite another to face it personified.  He took a 
deep breath, released the horse’s reins, and strode forward. 
 
Was this courage, he wondered?  Going forward even in the face of fear?  Or was it 
foolishness, daring to hope that even now it might somehow end in triumph?  The door 
opened as he reached the porch.  He moved quickly to draw his sword, hoping against 
hope that a quick thrust of his weapon would be enough.  A woman appeared in the 
doorway.  With a yell, Elijah lunged forward.  At the last second he pulled the point 
aside.  It dug into the soft wood of the doorframe as his body collided with feminine 
softness.  He recoiled in horror, losing his grip on the sword as he did so.  It clattered 
noisily to the wood below. 
 
“Hello, Elijah,” the Red Witch said, smiling warmly at him.  He stared at her, unable to 
force movement into his limbs, numb with emotion.  She watched him with deep brown 
eyes that glittered with amusement.  Her delicate pale hand rose sedately to her face to 
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brush back long stands of jet black hair.  She was wearing a simple, peasant dress, but it 
did nothing to hide the voluptuous curves beneath.  He towered over her powerfully, yet 
it was clear that she was the one in control.  He took a deep shuddering breath and said 
the only thing he could think to say. 
 
“Orphene.” 
 
She lowered her chin in an almost shy gesture.  “I see you made your choice,” Orphene 
said, still smiling.  “I’m happy to see you again.” 
 
“It was you,” he choked, taking a half-step back.  “Last night.  Every night.  I thought 
you were a nymph.” 
 
“I never said I was,” Orphene replied.  “But you had no experience with Fey, and you 
couldn’t really tell the difference.  That worked to my advantage.” 
 
“You tricked me,” he said.  His hands balled into fists.  He wanted to strike her.  He 
wanted to see her suffer.  He wanted…he wanted to hold her again, and he hated himself 
for that betrayal of emotion.  “You knew only my virtue could overcome your magic,” he 
accused.  “So you took it away from me.” 
 
“I took nothing that you did not willingly give,” she chided.  “But your virtue did its 
work, Elijah.  I came to you hoping to entice you, to thereby defeat you.  And night after 
night, you resisted as no one should have been able to.  It was you who did the beguiling, 
Elijah.  I was charmed by the oldest magic of all.  To my undoing.” 
 
“What are you talking about?” he demanded.  “I have no magic.  You’re the witch, the 
evil one.  You…”  He stopped himself.  She was right.  He had surrendered willingly, and 
complaining about it now was undignified.  “Very well, Witch.  You’ve won.  Kill me.  I 
won’t resist.” 
 
“Oh, my lover,” Orphene sighed and said with a quavering voice, “I could have slain you 
last night if that were still my intent.  While you slept, or in the throes of passion, but I 
could not then and I cannot now.  It is my life which balances on the knife’s edge, Elijah.  
My sweet Knight.” 
 
He looked down at his own hand, realizing only then that he had drawn his dagger.  
Instincts had moved his hand when intellect had failed.  He stared at the gleaming blade 
for a moment before looking back at Orphene’s face.  His grip on the hilt tightened. 
 
She shook her head and looked down at her feet.  “All you need to do in order to kill me 
is to walk away,” she said.  “Leave the forest and never return.  You were not the only 
one whose strength lay in never surrendering something.  For you it was your virtue.  For 
me,” she put her fingers on his chest, touching the amulet above his heart, “it was 
something else.” 
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Sudden realization hit him.  “You really fell in love with me,” he said, awed.  “You 
couldn’t fall in love or…you’d lose your magic.” 
 
“Yes,” she said. 
 
He looked down at his chest.  She withdrew her hand slowly.  “I should have known,” he 
said, shaking his head.  “The amulet.” 
 
“Yes,” she repeated.  “You never took it off.  No real nymph could have touched that iron 
and not felt pain.” 
 
“And we were naked together.”  He started to reach out to her and stopped himself.  The 
memory of their lovemaking returned to him with startling clarity.  “Orphene,” he said, 
needing to speak her name aloud. 
 
“Elijah,” she replied, meeting his eyes. 
 
He shook his head.  There was moisture in his eyes, leaking onto his cheeks.  He felt hot 
with shame at his weakness.  “I can’t,” he said.  “I took an oath.  A sacred oath.” 
 
“To slay me?” she asked. 
 
“To obey my king.” 
 
“Oh, my lover, there are no kings,” she said.  He jumped at the cool touch of her hand 
upon his burning cheek.  “There are no myriad gods, no politics either.  There is only us 
and this moment.  We are all pawns of destiny, yet we can still choose our own fates.  We 
bind ourselves to promises and quests by our choosing, and we can unchoose just as 
easily.  What happened between us last night has changed me, as it has changed you.  If 
you leave, you may as well strike me down, for though I might be able to live without 
you I would not want to.  That is the doom you have brought upon me.  And I suffer it 
gladly.” 
 
“You can’t mean that,” he spoke quietly, clasping her hand in his own.  She offered no 
response, nor was any needed.  He saw the truth in her eyes, a truth reflected in his own. 
 
She pulled her hand from his.  “Right or wrong,” she said, “I believe we were meant to 
meet, intended to be together.  I have done many dark things in my life, but so have you, 
brave warrior.  Who else could soothe our tormented souls except each other?  I am going 
inside now.  Put your knife into my back if you feel you must, if you decide you can only 
live by the rules placed upon you by a world that has no love for either of us.  Or accept 
what I offer without hesitation, without expectation.  A life lived together.”  She smiled 
thinly, a touch of fear creeping into the corners of her mouth, and touched his cheek once 
more.  Then she slowly, but firmly, turned her back to him and stepped back across the 
threshold into her little house. 
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And that, perhaps more than anything, was what decided him.  She was afraid.  Had she 
any real power over him at all, any control, she would not fear him.  His virtue, his 
strength, were they really bound together?  Was what he was something that could ever 
be taken away by the action of others?  Or was he weak simply because he believed 
himself to be so? 
 
“I’m not weak,” he said to her back. 
 
“I know,” was her reply.  She waited, trembling slightly.   
 
He lifted the dagger and stepped forward.  He was confident, determined, his hesitation 
gone, replaced by expectant euphoria.  She had no power over him.  No power at all.  
And he was still strong.  He could end it all with a simple thrust, and she could not 
defend herself.  Would not.   
 
But if he still had his skill, his ability, his strength, then she had to still have her magic.  
Nothing had been lost.  By either of them.  His movement was smooth, fluid, practiced, 
shoving the dagger home into its sheath.  He closed the door softly behind him and pulled 
her into his embrace, surrendering fully at last. 
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