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Part One

“This place has good ale.”

Erick looked up from his clay stein, half full of pat,
dark ale, but the hulking man who sat beside him at the
table offered no other comments.

The tavern was ylled that night, and the patrons in
the Grey Goose were talking so loudly that Erick almost
didn’t hear the man.

Having arrived late after arranging for his lodging
further up the lane with the local inn, Erick found all but
one table packed. The table was closest to the front door,
which Erick didn’t like at all. It was also solely occupied
by the huge man, who hid his face and massive frame
under a long hooded cloak.

No one else had arrived for the next half hour,
which was why Erick didn’t notice how everyone else
in the tavern but the barkeep had avoided talking to the
hooded man. No one but Alrien paid him any attention,
and the barkeep stayed long enough to set out a bowl of
fresh bread, or to ask if either of the men wanted another
ale. The hooded man answered only by nodding, and
Erick hadn’t heard his voice.

Erick had come to the tavern to drink and eavesdrop,
and he listened casually to the conversations of the other
men, keeping his attention focused on his drink while he



picked up news from the neighboring provinces. He was
looking for work, but none of the patrons at the tavern
were merchants, leaving Erick nothing else to do but spy
on the best rumors and nurse his ale to preserve what little
funds he had left.

He’d taken no time to look over at his drinking
companion for the night, but the gravelly, near animal
snarl in the man’s voice cut through the alcohol buzz
working over Erick’s brain, and he peered more intently
at the man.

The cloak powed back over the bench, hiding most
of the man’s body, and his arms were clad in odd leather
sleeves. The sleeves were odd because the seams of his
leather armor were stitched intricately in a Celtic dwarf
style. But clearly, the man was no dwarf.

Though the tavern was warm, the man wore gloves
while he drank. Erick tried to lean over to peer under
the hood. As he did so, the man dipped his head as well,
lowering the hood to cover his face while he sipped from
his mug.

Erick sat up, frowning when the thought occurred
to him that the man was hunched over the table. Turning
his head, he conyrmed how the mands legs stuck out
from the other side of the table. Dwarf boots and
trousers, a full matching outyt. And once Erick thought
about it, the heavy brown cloak was also typical of a
monastic dwarf.



The man’s sheer size and growling voice had the
same effect on Erick as it did on the other patrons. He
swallowed nervously and glanced around the tavern for
an empty seat while he said, “Yeah, it is good.”

No bench had room for him, and the lengthening
silence of his drinking partner was troubling him enough to
want to make small talk. filtés a good place to ynd jobs, t00.0

Nothing. The man gave no reply, but before Erick
could think of something else to say, he heard the sounds
of hoofs thumping outside. The thunderous stampede grew
louder before it erratically faltered. The sounds of horses
whinnying in protest was mixed with hoofs clattering just
outside the tavern.

“You should move,” the man said in a low voice.

Erick almost didn’t hear him, but by the time he’d
processed the suggestion, the door opened, and armored
guards began yling into the tavern two at a time.

Erick wanted to swallow his heart back down into
his chest where it belonged, but his throat was so dry. He
thought to ynish his ale in one gulp to relieve the dryness,
and yet, with the sudden arrival of the royal guards yling into
the tavern, he couldnét ynd the strength to raise his stein.

The short blue cloaks of the guards bore the eagle
crest of King Finrod, who was by most accounts a good
and decent ruler. He only had trouble showing mercy to
certain criminally inclined individuals, and unfortunately,
Erick had a bounty on his head.



Erick was supposed to be far outside of the good
kingls grasp by staying in the province of Ash Lake. Stout
Hart forest was at least a two day ride away, and the king’s
inpuence was weak in the community of civilized trow
and rhyndarhim half-breeds.

The double line of guards split ranks as their captain
entered the tavern, and Erick stiped a groan once hedd
recognized Darryl.

The rhyndarhin captain’s hair was still a bright
periwinkle color and had not yet shown any hints of
lightening to white, though Darryl was approaching his
second millennia. The narrow bands of color surrounding
his wide pupils were silver, a subtle indication of his
formidable telepathic powers.

Why him? Erick thought. Why couldn’t it be someone
who didn’t know me?

His conscience answered, It doesn’t matter who
showed up, because everyone in Stout Hart knows you.

Darryl wasn’t looking at Erick, and though he
wanted to feel relief, he already understood that he was
sitting next to the person who had the interest of the
guards.

Darryl opened his mouth and raised his hand to point,
but his gaze and his ynger quickly swept to Erick, and his
already wide silver eyes bulged wider with anger. “You!”

The hooded man chuckled and sipped his ale before
he muttered, “Good luck, lad.”



The man’s growling voice seemed to cause Darryl to
regain his composure, and he stepped up to the table while
he drew a scroll from out of a pouch tied to his hip. fiLuther,
you were charged by King Finrod with a mission to—"

The hooded man shoved the heavy table toward
the line of guards, his arms and legs vanishing under his
cloak as he stood up.

His move did not send the table crashing into any
of the guards, but it did cause Darryl to back up quickly,
giving the massive man room to plan his yght.

The metallic keen of swords being drawn from
scabbards sang out dozens of times as the guards armed
themselves, but the hooded man produced no weapons.
A disturbingly amused chuckle erupted from him as he
strode away from the bench.

Erick had a strong urge to draw his sword, but it was
taken from him by Tam, the tavern tough who collected
all arms at the door. And with Tam being telepathic, Erick
didn’t have a way to sneak weapons in.

He stepped back over the bench, intending to use it
in the coming yght. But for the time being, every guardds
gaze was focused on the hooded man as he walked to
stand in their midst.

Lutherds growling voice drew Erickés attention like
iron ylings to a lodestone. fil did not agree to take on your
king’s mission. In fact, | believe my last words to Finrod
before | walked out were, ‘No, thank you, your highness.””



“Funny, | remember it coming out as, ‘high ass,””
Darryl said.

fiWas it?0 Luther asked. filom terribly sorry about
that. Now please, get out of my way, runt.”

fiLuther, we will take you by force if we have t0,0
Darryl said, though there was a distinct lack of conydence
in his tone of voice.

Erick’s curiosity almost got the better of him, but
his common sense kicked in, and instead of taking time to
ynd out what race Luther was, he started to edge his way
around the table, and out the front door.

Darryl turned around, shaking his head while he
frowned at Erick. “You’re coming with us too, Erick.
You still have yet to answer for your crimes against the
forest.”

Some of the guards moved to surround Erick, and
without weapons, he had no choice but to nod and raise
his hands in defeat.

But as he was lifting them, Luther sank down and
leapt, barreling into two of the guards so quickly that they
didn’t have time to react. Even before Erick could register
what hebd done, Luther had stripped the guards of their
swords. He brought both weapons in front of himself to
depect the attacks of two guards, and he forced himself
between them, lashing out his foot to stomp at the calf of
the guard behind him. The stunned elf twisted and sank
with the impact of the blow.



It was obvious that Luther was restraining himself.
If he had stomped with his full weight, the guard’s leg
would have shattered. But Lutherfs light attack twisted the
guard’s ankle until the tendon was on the verge of ripping,
and it threw the elf off balance for several seconds while
he tried to favor only one leg.

Luther pung his cloak hem into the face of another
guard. He drove his leg out to sink his knee into the gut
of the guard, doubling the short rhyndarhin over. The
stunned guard with the sprained ankle was still trying to
get to his feet when Luther snapped a heel into the elfés
chin. The guard’s bright lavender eyes rolled up before
his wide eyelids puttered shut.

Then, stunningly, Luther dropped the swords and
advanced on the next group of guards barehanded. He
never slowed down, and he was attacking a sixth guard
when Erick realized that he had a good chance of escaping
with the brute.

Erick turned toward a guard and thought hard about
wanting to take the man’s sword. He focused on the idea,
building up his plan. He would wait for the guard to swing
and step inside the attack. He imagined breaking the guard’s
elbow, and then turning the hilt to twist the sword away.

Erick even allowed himself to visualize impaling the
guard with his own sword, and when the guard swallowed
nervously, Erick knew that he was dealing with a low-level
telepath.



The whole plan had been a diversionary thought,
which is why Erick kicked the guard in the groin instead.
Stripping the sword from the loose grip of the guard,
Erick shoved his shoulder into the chest of another guard
and sent them sprawling across the poor.

Like Luther, Erick was using his size to his
advantage. The guards were all rhyndarhim from “proper
homes,0 meaning they didnft have any mixed blood. So
none of the guards stood over one hundred and twenty
centimeters in height. At one hundred and yfty-yve, Erick
practically towered over them.

He had to estimate that Luther was almost two
meters tall, and he was far too bulky to be an elf, or
even a trow. But in spite of his bulk, he moved with the
instinctual grace of a trained yghter.

Erick was occupied by his own yghts, but every
glimpse over at Luther unnerved him. Such speed! The
man’s armored limbs blurred with every strike, yet he did
not move to make Killing blows.

In fact, Erick had to concede that he wouldn’t be
holding his own against the royal guards if their attention
wasndt so distracted by Lutherds towering presence. Even
with Erick thinking diversionary thoughts to hide his
attacks, many of the royal guards were strong telepaths
who should have been able to see past such simple tricks.
Or they would have been if they were able to focus through
their fears.



Erick wasn’t telepathic, but he knew the scent of
fear well. The guards reeked of it, and glancing back at
the wake of slumped guards behind Luther, Erick knew
who they were really afraid of.

The patrons of the tavern reacted in a predictable
way by Lissand standards. Most of the men picked
up their drinks, holding them protectively in case their
tables were disturbed. Beyond taking that one precaution,
they watched the uneven yght with interest. It was more
entertaining than sharing gossip, and none of them were
wanted by the king, after all.

Erick spotted a clear line to the door and took off
running. But the double ranks of guards still mounted on
their steeds just outside stopped Erick short.

Luther thumped into Erick, grunted, then cast his
head around at the guards watching him with arrows
notched and bowstrings drawn back tightly. The hooded
man nodded and held up his hands, and so did Erick.

They had no choice, as everyone knew the maxim
about rhyndarhim archers: If it’s in their range, then they
can hit it.

Erick didndt realize hedd muttered it until Luther
said, iAye, and we are inside their range, to be sure.”

Erick was going to ask what Luther meant by fiwe,0
but his question froze on his lips when the man drew back
his hood to reveal the grey, bulging face of an orc.
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Erick was seated on his horse with his hands bound behind
his back. Ropes lashed his forearms together, and more
loops were wound around his chest and upper arms, locking
him in place at least until he could twist his way free.

He spent many hours of the yrst day studying
Luther before concluding that he was not an orc. First, he
was not nearly tall enough or thick enough to be an orc;
and secondly, he spoke elven languages too puently. His
mouth was not bulging with tusks or fangs, and though
his canines bulged his lips out prominently, they did not
jut out of his mouth. Being able to put his lips together, he
could pronounce every word in the elven dialect without
mauling them badly, as an orc would typically do. And
that was assuming the orc knew any elven words.

Erick wanted tothink of Lutherasatrow, ahalfbreeding
of orc and elf. With the orcs sometimes assailing wayward
females of every race in Lissand, any number of crossbred
results was possible. But the man’s body was uncommonly
thick, even for the most bestial of trow. And in the case of a
trow with dominant orc genes, they were often incapable of
speaking so clearly because of their snaggleteeth.

Once he’d been bound and lifted onto his own
massive black stallion, Luther kept to himself. He
introduced himself politely enough, but he offered no
explanation for why King Finrod would hire him, or why



he had refused the job.

Erick ygured he might have a chance of ynding out
before he was dragged before the king, but yrst, his sense
of curiosity over the mands lineage had to be satisyed.

fiSo...I guess your father was an Orc?0

Luther dipped his head, looking down on Erick
from the much higher vantage point of his black stallion.
Erick’s palomino looked like a pony standing beside the
huge horse.

fiMy father was drunk,0 Luther said.

Erick shook his head, almost about to object that
he didn’t understand when suddenly, horribly, he did. His
dark face crunched into a look of disgust. “Nobody could
get drunk enough to ynd an orc female attractive. Tarn
knows orc males have to get drunk to mate with them.”

Luther sighed. fiYoudve heard of pixiefs tears?0

Erick nodded. “Yes, I’ve...oh, | see.” He nodded
again, then tried to chuckle uneasily. fiLet me guess. He
didn’t dilute it?”

fiNo. My father believed in deathTm0

fiBefore diluting,0 Erick ynished the saying and
nodded, involuntarily shuddering when he got a mental
image of a dwarf mating with an orc. The saying was
common in many dwarf languages, and at times it
was both an explanation for dwarf behavior as much
as it was a half hearted defense when their drunken
misadventures backyred.



Pixie’s tears were the elven name given to a type of
liquor made from honeysuckle nectar. The pixies probably
had their own names for the syrupy sweet clear liquor,
but since every word in the pixie vocabulary sounded like
insect buzzing to Erick, the proper name eluded him.

However, he was familiar with the liquor’s
reputation as a potent sexual stimulant. Most races used
the drink as an aphrodisiac, but most consumed the drink
in a highly diluted form. Erick had never tried the potent
drink himself, but then he considered himself still too
young to take on a mate. He was only seventy-yve, and
there was plenty of time to ynd fithe oneo later.

Erick asked, “How much did he drink?”

filf this will lead to jokes about my father, you will
regret asking,0 Luther warned.

filove seen you yght, sir.0 Erick grinned and shook
his head. fiNo force on Lissand short of Tarn himself could
make me insult you directly.”

Lutherds bulging lips stretched and twisted into a
smirk. “I may allow subtle teasing, but if I think you are
enjoying yourself too muchTTo

fiMy bloody death shall surely follow,0 Erick said
and nodded quickly. “Was it more than a full thimble?”

Luther sighed, and his shoulders slouched despite
the tightness of his bonds. “One and a half.”

Erick whistled. One and a half thimbles was a
dosage high enough to cause week long hallucinations, if



he remembered his lessons correctly. Erick asked, “What
did he think he was mating with?”

“He claimed that she was a goddess when he dragged
her back to the caravan.o Lutherts face crinkled in an odd
look of embarrassment. “Then after the drink wore off a
week later, it was said that his screams could be heard in the
frozen yelds. By then, he was legally bound to her.o

Erick smiled wider, unable to hide his genuine
surprise. “Wait, so you’re from somewhere around...Port
Sirius?0

fiWe called it home when we werendt at sea,0 Luther
said.

Erick laughed then, quickly shaking his head in an
objection to Lutherds look of wounded pride. iYour home
isn’t that far from the province where | came from. In this
dreadful language, theydd call it Milk Springs.0

Luther nodded, lowering his voice. fiYou donft care
for speaking Rhyndarhim?”

Erick laughed again, and again it was in surprise,
this time at Lutheros intellect. He spoke Daoine with only
the slightest hint of an accent, and the accent gave away
Celtic Dwarf as his native tongue for how much emphasis
he placed on each vowel sound.

fil just ynd it limiting. | guess you canft expect too
much of tree dwellers, though.” Erick sniffed mockingly
and glanced around at the guard riding parallel to him on
his left. fil dondt see why they have so much inpuence



across the Sapphire Ocean when every kingdom is little
more than huts built in the trees.”

Luther chuckled. filf you miss the buildings of
civilization so much, why did you come all the way out
here to Ash Lake?0

“This was a recent move. | was formerly haunting
the huts in Stout Hart.0

“Yes, | gathered that, but I’m also developing a
subtle feeling that you left under unfavorable terms?”

“No, not at all,” Erick said. “I bore no one any ill
will as | ran away.”

AANnd what did you do?0 Luther asked.

Several rows ahead in the column, Darryl spoke up
then, his Daoine horribly accented though he could still
be understood. “He incited a riot among a war party of
orcs, who subsequently burned down forty kilometers of
forest before they were subdued and relocated.”

Erick shook his head quickly, wishing he could hold
up his hands to aid his act of protest. But try as he might,
he still could not twist his yngers around to ynd the knot
binding his forearms together.

“It isn’t so straight forward as he claims. | was
escorting a shipment of bloodwine from Knob Mountain,
and our caravan literally stumbled into a war party less
than two days ride from Stout Hart. The orcs were
already psyched to burn something, and they started
talking about roasting us. The way | saw it, we had two



choices. Either we could try to yght with the orcs, or
we could leave the bloodwine with them and see if they
would let us go. And they did. They even let us keep the
horses and the carts.”

Darryl moved back in the column, guiding his
horse in toward Erick’s white and brown palomino to
replace the guard on his left. He uttered a heavy sigh and
shook his head before he began speaking in Rhyndarhim.
“He didn’t give the wine away. He traded it.”

Luther tipped back his head and laughed. fiYou
traded with orcs?”

“Indeed he did,” Darryl said. “He traded them
bloodwine for orc war jewelry. He also told them to have
fun burning the forest down. He suggested this in their
tongue, and he started a chant.”

AOh | see,0 Luther said before his lips splitin a wide
grin that revealed his stained brown teeth.

They were pointed, but much smaller than normal
orc fangs, and the gaps in between were yellowed with
heavy plaque deposits. Erick would have thought the half-
orc had a smile only a mother could love, but he corrected
himself: Lutherds full-blooded orc mother would probably
consider his smile too feminine.

“l didn’t tell them to burn the whole thing, and |
didn’t start a chant,” Erick said crossly. “They added that
part to the chant after they started drinking.”

fiSo what did you really say?0 Luther asked.



“l...I said ‘Burn one down for me.”” Erick shook
his head. “I picked it up from a troll who said it’s an orc
compliment.”

Luther laughed loudly. ADidn6t anyone tell you that
one and forest sound exceedingly similar in orc?”

fiPrecisely,0 Darryl agreed. fiSo in effect, you told a
war party, “Burn forest for me.” You did this after handing
them a very large quantity of alcohol, and yet you still
feign innocence.” He looked away in disgust. “If it were
up to me, you’d be tossed inside a tree for a few hundred
years to sort you out.”

The smile vanished from Lutherds face, and he
coughed meaningfully to catch Darryl’s attention. “I hope
you were joking.0

Darryl hesitated before allowing the half-orc to call his
bluff. “Well, of course we wouldn’t...he is only a child, after
all. Still, the work that had to be done to rebuild that much
forest...” He trailed off, turning his head to glare at Erick.
fiThe yre also killed several members of a werekin pack.o

“But of course, what do a few burned trees and
animals mean to the rhyndarhim?0 Luther asked. fiYoubre
blessed with green magic, so anything burned can be
replaced easily enough.”

Darryl turned his angry scowl on the half-orc. “I
don’t see why you’re defending him when you’re also
facing your own punishment.”

fil doubt that,0 Luther said.



And from then on, it was all he said until the column
stopped to make camp for the night.

It was clear that Luther didndt like Darryl. It was one
more reason for Erick to develop a fondness for Luther,
though he too left the brooding half-orc to muse on his
next conversation with King Finrod.



Part Two

The trees of Stout Hart forest had the appearance of great
age, and most were so tall and thick that the canopy was
several hundred meters off the ground.

But the age of the trees was an illusion. Because of
the orc war party, all of the trees in the area were young,
and they had been forced to grow tall through the use of
rhyndarhim green magic.

For a day and a half, the trees that the column rode
past were uninhabited. But late in the afternoon of the
second day, the rudimentary platform rings that served as
the rhyndarhim buildings began to dominate the trunks at
approximately one hundred meters off the ground. The
platforms were connected to other trees via rope and wood
bridges in multiple directions, and up to yve poors were
stacked on the trunks, creating village-sized communities
on each tree.

The thickness of the trunks expanded when the
column ventured farther toward the center of the forest,
but again, the size of the trees had nothing to do with their
age. Even the least skilled of the rhyndarhim could cast
spells to grow a tree from a sprout to a giant within a few
hours, and they could raise a thick sapling in seconds.

By early evening, the number of platforms stacked
on the trunks swelled to ten levels, and the bridges



connecting the trees powed with constant trafyc. Most of
the trafyc were rhyndarhim elves, but there were also §lfr,
sidhe, daoine sidhe, and trows. Scattered among these
races were elves of mixed lineage, but they were harder
to pick out at a distance.

Only the addler were not represented in the province,
but then the addler were a society of close-minded
racists. Rarely did they venture far from the continent of
Perfection, and the mono-ethnically obsessed race kept to
their own kind, though they were more than content to use
trows and the daoine sidhe as indentured servants.

Erick forced the angry thought away as his gaze
rose up the side of the tallest, thickest tree in the forest.

In his native Daoine, Forest Heart was a lyrical
name, almost poetic. But in the shorter, faster language of
Rhyndarhim, it came out sounding pat, with a total lack
of grandeur. Then again, Erick conceded that there was
nothing grand to be found in living in a tree house, no
matter how big it was.

A wide section of the lowest platform sank,
revealing itself to be an unsteady elevator that descended
to the base of the trunk.

Erick hated a lot of things about living in a tree, but
he hated the elevators most of all. Every time he rode one
of the large, shaking platforms, he felt certain that the ropes
would snap. All the assurances of the magical properties of
rhyndarhim rope could not shake him of the morbid fantasy.



While the column of guards clopped together onto
the platform, Erick had a new thought about slipping off his
horse and tumbling over the side of the wooden platform.

Swallowing, he thought, A strong wind could startle
him once the platform is higher, and then—

Darryl’s sigh was loud and unmistakably annoyed.
“Will you please stop that?”

“It isn’t intentional,” Erick said, cringing at the
whining tone of his voice. “l never have cared for these
stupid contraptions. I’ve spent seven years here, and | still
can’t get used to them.”

fiHow can you be worried about this?0 Luther
asked. “You’ve obviously been on a dwarf ship before, so
this should be easy.”

Erick smiled. “I was kept below deck during the
trip. | was only forty at the time, so | didndt have to yght
sea monsters like my father.”

fiWhat a pity,0 Luther said. fiYou missed out on half
the fun of the trip.”

The elevator drew level with the poor, and then
the planks of the elevator poor shuddered as the wooden
beam locks slid into place under the platform.

The royal guards got down from their horses, leading
the animals to stalls which lined the trunk side wall.

Erick and Luther were left on their horses
unattended. There was no exit from the royal residence
that didn’t involve a very long fall, and while certain elf



races were gifted with air magics which allowed them to
py or poat to the ground, the daoine sidhe were not one of
those races. Even if they were, Erick hadn’t bothered to
take his magic studies seriously.

Erick hefted his leg over the side of his horse and
dropped to the poor, wobbling unsteadily while his sore
knees threatened to give out on him.

The platform thumped under his feet when Luther
dropped off of his stallion, and for a split instant, Erick
thought about the platform breaking before the vibrations
stopped. Then his heartbeat slowed down again, and he
stepped off the platform toward the open outer wall.

The hinged middle panels were raised to let the last
traces of the dying sunlight in, and beyond the rectangular
port, Erick could see hundreds of platforms arrayed out
across the forest.

In his mind, he could hear his father’s voice. Above
you is a sea of green, and below you, a world teeming
with life. What more can you ask for?

Before he could answer the voice, Darryl returned to
release Erick and Luther both from their bonds. He tapped
the knots binding their forearms together, and the ropes
went slack, the knots slipping open on their own. The
ropes dropped to the poor, making a cluster of thumping
noises upon impact.

For as grateful as Erick was at having his arms
freed, his troubled gaze returned to the “city” outside.



None of the bridges connected to the royal residence, but
a desperate part of his mind still gave thought to ynding
an escape route.

But there was no escape. Darryl led Erick and Luther
to a steep set of stairs which led up to the next platform,
the guardds quarters, and the armory. Another pight brought
them past the poor of the servantsf quarters, where the air
was mixed with the scents of both food and animal dung.
The next poor was for storage, while the next served as
the kitchen and dining hall. The next poor would be the
reception hall, where their trip would end, but there were
still many poors before Finrodds private poor, which was
far away from the foul smelling animals below.

A childish part of Erickés mind wondered if Finrod
even knew what dirt smelled like, but the disapproving
glare from Darryl caused him to push the thought away.

Luther, who obviously wasnét telepathic, took much
longer to notice how tense Erick had become. fiAre you
worried about the king punishing you?”

“No, not exactly,” Erick said. He wanted to explain
further, but embarrassment stole his voice.

The sixth platform was wider than the rings below,
but the royal reception hall was still nothing compared to
a proper castle. King Finrod sat against the trunk wall in a
simple chair instead of a throne, his wide eyes trained on
a scroll resting in his lap.

There were no wide sweeping doors to enter, nor



rows of guards to pass through. Instead, it was just a wider
tree house corridor with larger view ports.

It was Erickés father, Larin, standing beside the
kingts chair, that ylled Erick with shame.

Larin had once been a decorated shadow hunter with
the service of Emperor Platon, a position that gave him
respect and honor among the sidhe. In spite of everything
he had, Larin resigned from his post and moved to the
Rhyndarhim provinces.

Over the next three and a half decades, Larin drifted
from one province to the next, and with each move, he
rose in power.

Yet the promotions meant little, because there was
no currency in any of the provinces. People gave and
received goods on a bartering system, and the family
quarters for a royal servant were no different from the
home of a hunter or a gardener. Everyone had the same
things, and even the royalty of the rhyndarhim lived in
little more than gloriyed huts.

Erick still recalled living in Milk Springs, in the
expansive white marble rooms of the imperial palace.
Every night he dreamed of returning back to the service
of the sidhe emperor. But it was just a dream, and it would
have to be for many years. Without the proper training
to become a shadow hunter, there was no way that the
emperor would hire Erick to serve in any capacity, except
perhaps as kitchen help.



Finrod ynished reading from the scroll. He rolled
it and passed it to a guard, raising his head to smirk at
Erick. His pale, elongated face was drawn into a look of
irritation, and his normally pink lips were drawn so tightly
that they were just as white as the rest of the kingés face.

Erick quickly dropped his gaze. His thoughts were
always laid bare to the king, who could see past even his
best diversionary thoughts.

The king’s thin irises were rings of cobalt around
wide black pupils, and Finrod’s piercing gaze remained
locked on Erick even when he risked another glance up.
And then, no matter how much he wanted to act brave in
front of Luther, Erick began to ydget.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Finrod nodded, raising his slender white hand to rest
his angular jaw against the meat of his palm. il knew you
would be, but even with your father’s position as my security
advisor, this is hard to forgive. Your slip of the tongue
displaced and killed a lot of animals. Among the dead are
several elder members of a pack of werekin who were, up
until that time, content to remain in their own territory. Some
of the children are untagged, and they’ve wandered into
orc territory for revenge. We can’t allow the druids to turn
any orcs. That would be a disaster bad enough to start a war
between all of the orc tribes and the werekin packs.”

Erickés face paled from jet black to a dark shade
of grey as the king talked. His milk white eyes shifted



to glance at Larin, who dropped his head quickly. The
message was loud and clear: Erick was on his own.

Finrod coughed lightly to regain Erick’s attention.
“We can discuss the length of your service later, but you
will be expected to remain at Forest Heart until | release
you. That means that under no circumstances will you be
wandering off with the next trading caravan that passes
through.”

Erick nodded, quietly agreeing, “Yes, your
highness.”

Finrod added, fiFor now, you are conyned to your
quarters. Do you have any questions?”

Erickés mind yelled to just pipe down and take his
lumps, but he couldn’t stop himself from asking, “When
will a tagging team be sent out?”

Finrod laughed tiredly and shook his head. “I’m not
sending a boy out to face down werekin. You refuse to
take your magic studies seriously, and while you might
be a capable yghter, it takes more skill than youdve got to
handle even one werekin child.”

Erick was incensed by the comment, but Finrod
ended the discussion then by dismissively waving Erick
away, and Darryl escorted him to his room.

During the yrst few hours, Erick stewed over being
called a boy. Certainly, he was young by the standards of
most races, but it had been many years since he’d thought
of himself as a child.



But once he was conyned to his room, guilt began
to set in. The glib comment he’d made to the orcs was a
compliment, or rather, it would have been if he’d said it
right. He’d felt so proud of himself for doing what he saw
as a good thing, and now he was waiting for his sentence
to be handed down.

Of course Finrod would not sentence Erick to
anything as horrendous as trapping him inside a tree.
Rhyndarhim kings weren’t usually known for torturing
criminals either, and banishment was more often their
method of operation.

To get trapped inside a tree one would have to...but
no matter how long he thought, Erick couldn’t come up
with an act of evil which he knew for certain would lead
to such a cruel punishment. In all honesty, he thought of
tree prisons as a myth, a bedtime story told to children to
make them behave. It wasn’t like he’d ever seen a tree
prison before, and he had traveled around a lot in his short
life without seeing one.

Erick snorted and shook his head, thinking, I’m
over thinking this. He said he’d determine the length of
my service. So at worst, I’ll be doomed to kitchen duty for
a few years...maybe a few hundred.

Then Erick began to think of the werekin pack
animals who had died in the yre. At least, he tried to think
of them as a animals. But the werekin were really druids,
or magically blessed humans who had given up their



human nature to take on a bestial form. Even if they had
gone feral, Erick reminded himself that his mistake had
killed sentient creatures.

He closed his eyes, trying to imagine what it would
be like to die in a forest yre. His thin black lips tightened,
and he fought hard against the anguish hollowing his chest.
It wasndt his fault. It was just a simple misunderstanding.
And yet, already so many people were dead over a single
slip of the tongue.

He was drawn from the terrible thought when his
door opened and Mari, his little sister, walked in without
knocking. She was twenty-four, still in the early stages of
childhood and too clumsy not to make slapping footfalls
as she wandered barefoot across the room to join her
brother on the bed.

She offered no comments or judgments, only closing
her thin arms around him in a long embrace. Shefd read
his tortured expression when he looked up at her, and she
offered him only the comfort of her company.

Then Erick couldn’t help but cry. His grief didn’t
last long before he was able to get himself under control,
and then Mari leaned away, sitting quietly beside him.

It was her way to listen instead of talking, which
was perhaps why she was the more appreciated of Larinds
two children.

Snifping and wiping at the corners of his eyes,
Erick offered his sister a weak smile. “What have you



been doing this week?”

fiLilaine has been practicing her scrying spell,0
Mari said. iMostly wedve been watching the humans.o

“The humans are boring,” Erick said. “Peeking into
their plane of existence might be interesting for a couple
of years, but after a while, they’re all the same.”

Mari offered a half shrug, indifferent to her brotherés
opinion of humans. She found them fascinating, and she
loved watching them through the scrying pools.

Mari asked, iWhere did you go?0

fiAsh Lake. | thought 16d run far enough away, but
I bumped into someone else who Finrod was also looking
for, and we both got roped into coming back.”

Mari listened to Erick describing Luther before she
nodded. “I’ve heard stories about him. The guards told
Lilaine that he walked out of a conversation with Finrod,
and then he climbed down from Forest Heart.”

Erick opened his mouth to say that it was impossible.
No matter what the king’s niece had heard, it had to be
impossible to climb down the gargantuan tree. But after
thinking about Luther for a few seconds more, Erick
decided that the half-orc probably could do it.

He heard little else of what Mari said while he
imagined Luther climbing down the side of Forest Heart
with his stallion draped over his shoulders. It was a
ludicrous image, and yet Erick didn’t doubt it was possible
for the hulking monk yghter.



*kx

Erick ynished his dinner, a thin rabbit stew with little meat
and far too many carrots for Erick’s preference. Putting
the empty wooden bowl aside on a serving tray near the
back of his writing hutch, he reminded himself that he
was being punished, and he returned his thoughts to what
he might say once he was brought before Finrod again.

Maybe asking for a harsh punishment would get
him something more lenient? But no, Finrod would see
through that.

Erick’s gaze drifted to his armor, hanging from the
stand in the opposite corner of his quarters. In appearance,
the black leather armor was similar to Larinds shadow hunter
armor. But the breastplate and gauntlets; the shoulder, hip,
and thigh guards of his father’s suit were crafted magically
from dragon scales. The armor that Erick wore was crafted
by hand from the hide of a dire black bear.

Erick made the armor himself, and he’d hunted
down the bear too. It was one of the few things in his
barren quarters that he’d ever felt anything for. Then
again, it was the only thing he owned.

The trunk at the foot of his bed was not really his,
nor were the clothes stored within. The palomino he rode
was royal property as well. Or more accurately, everything
was the communal property of the locals. The possessions
that Erick considered important had long ago been left



behind in Milk Springs.

But it was not the possessions he’d left behind
which bothered him. Erick had also left behind his sense
of identity.

In Milk Springs, he had been well liked, both by his
friends and by the royal tutors who worked with him. He
wasndt just the son of Larin. He was a prot@g®, a talented
yghter, and a gifted student who was always eager to
venture out for yeld trips.

Only, in the Rhyndarhim provinces, the tutors
didnft believe in yeld trips. They just handed over one
dull parchment scroll after another. And then, Erick was
no longer a gifted student. Then he was just fiLarinds
troublesome boy.”

He didnft impress the other kids with his yghting
skills, either. Most of the rhyndarhim his age were more
impressed by who could perform better green magic. And
of course, being a black elf, Erick couldn’t perform any
green magic spells. So he wasnét liked, and most of his
peers also considered him a troublemaker.

Again he heard his fatherds voice. Above you is a
sea of green, and below you, a world teeming with life.
What more can you ask for?

Erick had an answer, but he couldn’t bring himself
to speak it aloud. He thought, All | want is to be treated
like I mean something. Here, I’'m just...just another face
in the crowd.



The door of his room opened. Turning away from
the small hutch desk built into the trunk wall, Erick tried
not to smile while he watched Luther navigate through the
too small door.

The half-orc began by stepping through sideways,
and then he leaned to his right and attempted a limbo act
which almost succeeded. However, Luther cracked the
top of his grey head on the doorframe as he rose up, and
he uttered a dwarf curse while his gloved hand rose up to
rub his bald pate.

“How did you manage to grow up in a dwarf home?”
Erick asked.

fiFather built a modiyed home on the outskirts of
town.0 Luther continued to rub his head while he glared at
the too short doorframe. “He moved out of town to keep
Mother from Killing the neighbors.o

Erick tried hard not to laugh, but he couldn’t help
it. “I’m trying to imagine what that’s like, but...how was
her cooking?”

fiFather made the meals,0 Luther said. He glanced
around before gesturing toward the bed. fiMay 1?0

fiSure, go ahead.o

The half-orc eased himself onto the bed, and
the restraining ropes on the right side of the mattress
snapped away from the upper bedpost under the strain.
He glanced over his shoulder at the headboard, shaking
his head.



Luther said, fiLarin tells me that youbve been
running away from Forest Heart for close to yve years
now. He says you joined some dwarf caravans to go on
trade expeditions.”

“Yes, I’ve been on six expeditions so far,” Erick said.

fiHow far have you ventured out?0 Luther asked.

“Only into troll territory. That was my last caravan...
the bloodwine shipment.”

“It was a simple mistake to make, and under the
circumstances, you didn’t do too badly if you negotiated
a trade with—"

fiActually, almost everything | said was passed
through Daggot, our translator. The only thing | said was
what the troll taught me in Festering Pits.” Erick shook
his head. “I probably should have kept my mouth shut.
Then | could have celebrated being a big hero when we
got home. Instead, I’m awaiting my sentence.”

“No, you don’t have a sentence so much as an
assignment. You’re coming with me.”

Erick’s back drew into a straight line, and he tried
not to smile. Despite what Finrod had said earlier, there
was a chance for him to fulyll his service by leaving
Forest Heart. Eager to escape, Erick asked, fiAre we going
out on a hunt?”

fiNo, not at yrst. The assignment | was originally
called for was a hunt to tag some werekin children. 1
refused, because Finrod wanted to send me into the forest



with a group of royal guards.”

“Why can’t he assign it to one of the hunting
teams?”

fiFinrod apparently canft ynd any hunting teams
who arenft already working on problems of their own. So
our assignment is to travel to the nearest dwarf hunting
team, assist them with their assignment, and then hunt
down the werekin children to tag them. However, by that
point, there is also the possibility that some of the orcs
might be carrying the druid curse.”

Unfazed by the idea, Erick asked, “How big can an
orc werekin be?”

Luther shrugged. filove never seen one, but 16d
guess they might gain some height in the transformation.
Standing on their back haunches, 16d guess that they might
stand as high as three meters.”

Erick nodded. AAnd...when do we leave?0

Luther stared at Erick for several seconds before
he shook his head. “I must have explained part of that
wrong.”



Part Three

The expedition set out heading west early the next day,
though Erick’s enthusiasm for the trip cooled upon
learning that Darryl would also be going along.

The captain of Finrodds royal guards looked just as
unhappy to be going on the trip, but he chose to express
his disdain by scowling quietly at the rear of the four rider
column.

Erick could live with that.

He was somewhat less annoyed to learn that the
fourth addition to the group was llaria. The daoine sidhe
mage served as a mentor and tutor to the others of her
kind who entered the local magi guild for training. Erick
felt a great deal of respect for her skills, but Larin had
been pushing Erick to begin taking his magic lessons with
llaria, and Erick suspected that the choice of mage for the
hunting party was not coincidental.

Both the guard and the mage were meant to watch
over him, and the presence of two babysitters had him
feeling cranky from the beginning of the trip

His mood might have grown worse if not for the
swarm of pixies.

Erick heard the soft buzzing of their wings and
urged his horse to a faster pace to ride alongside Luther.
He didnft bother mentioning the obvious, because Luther



was already craning his head around in search of the
mischievous swarm.

The yrst scout arrived, a blue-haired female who
pew down through the thick forest canopy. She turned
two wide circles around Luther, and her long, translucent
wings blurred with constant activity. The short blue fur
running down the pixie’s back glimmered with pops of
static, and her hard, pale white skin almost made her
appear to glow.

The scout turned to py another circle, this time
around Erick before she moved in front of Erick’s face
and began pying backward to keep pace with him.

As with the color of her hair, the pixiets eyes
were a bright glittering cobalt color. But the pixie had
no pupils, nor whites. Her multi-faceted eyes glittered
like a dragonpyés, and the blank, unblinking stare made
guessing her intentions impossible.

Erick hated staring contests, and he let the pixie win
by blinking. The pixie blinked rapidly and laughed at him.

Erick smiled at the pixie and gave a short nod to
acknowledge his “defeat.” The pixie’s thin mouth bowed
up in a smile, and then blurred as the pixie began to speak.

Pixie was one of the hardest languages to learn on
Lissand due to the rapid speed at which the pixies spoke.
Many elves eventually picked up the skill through their
telepathic abilities, but while they were capable of hearing
and comprehending the language, they could not speak it.



fiAre you getting any of this?0 Erick asked.

fiShets telling you about a great bramble of waspwort
berries just two days pight from here,0 Darryl said.

“Oh, good.” Erick nodded, and kept smiling, trying
to feign interest in the conversation.

“Okay, she changed topics, but all I got was elf,”
Luther said.

Erick glanced over at Luther, unable to suppress a
laugh when the pixie moved to remain directly in front of
his line of sight. “You can speak pixie t00?”

“No, I can pick up a few words here and there, but
I couldnft speak it.0 Lutherds deep voice drew the pixieds
interest, and she buzzed at him briepy before she darted
straight up and made a high pitched screech. Sighing,
Luther said, AANnd that will bring the rest of them.o

“What did she say?” Erick asked, his head tilted
back to watch the pixie ascending.

Luther said, fiPrank.0

Erick’s eyes widened as the swarm of pixies dropped
out of the canopy and plunged down on their targets. Even
with the distance, his sharp vision could pick out the
gleeful malice on every tiny, bug-like face.

“Why is it always pixies?” Erick asked. “You’d
think we could start with a goblin, or maybe an ogre.”

Luther said, fiActually, I know one phrase in pixie,
guaranteed to make them go away.”

fAiOh, sweet Sorai,0 Darryl muttered.



Erick glanced over his shoulder at the royal guard,
wondering how it was possible for the white elf to look
even paler than normal. He raised his head again, and by
then the swarm was less than a meter above his head.

Luther reached up to snatch a red-furred pixie from
out of the swarm, and then he coughed loudly.

The swarm froze.

Luther opened his mouth and pushed the pixie in
head yrst. Her wingtips buzzed inside his cheeks, making
an awful rasping sound before he closed his lips.

A loud buzzing gasp erupted from the swarm, but
Luther silenced the group by letting go of the pixiebs legs
and holding up his hand.

Extending one ynger, he gestured. One moment,
please.

Between his lips, the pixie’s shins paddled furiously
while she tried in vain to escape. Moving slowly, Luther
caught hold of her legs and pulled the pixie out of his mouth
without parting his lips. When the pixie’s head emerged,
she wore the most comically mortiyed expression Erick
had ever seen.

Her wings were still trapped in Lutherés mouth, and
they took another two seconds to slide out from between
his lips.

When her wings sprang free, the pixie laid them
straight out to either side of her body and shuddered. Her
lower eyelid on the right side twitched. Then she uttered



a shrill scream and started to buzz her wings while she
papped her arms in a display of outrage and indignation.

Erick burst into laughter when Luther stuck his
tongue between his lips and blew a raspberry at the pixie.
He let go of her, and the pixie returned the raspberry with
a shockingly long pink tongue before she darted away.
The swarm followed her quickly.

Luther was right. The phrase worked perfectly.

*kx

The size of the trees diminished rapidly at the boundary
of Stout Hart, which served as a not so subtle hint to most
races that they were either entering or leaving a civilized
province.

The canopy was much lower, in some cases being
only a few meters from their heads. The late afternoon sun
managed to poke only a few stray beams of light through
the dense foliage, and even in the brightest part of the day,
the forest remained dimly lit.

They entered a true gap in the forest, a wide oval-
shaped ring ylled with grass and wild powers. Erick was
unfamiliar with the route Luther chose, but he recognized
the feeding patch. Many of the races used magic to create
small yelds to feed domesticated animals with, but at yrst
glance, it was often hard to tell which patches belonged
to which races.



Then a cat raised its head from the grass and
mewled, and Erick asked, “Is it a pixie patch?”

fiNo, deynitely rhyndarhim,0 Luther said as he
raised his hand to point to the other side of the oval.

Erick wasn’t sure what he was pointing at, but then
he noticed the black tree, and his smile fell. “Tarn, that’s
a real prison?”

A very old one, it looks like,0 Luther said, uttering
a grunt as he got down from his steed.

He untied the rope harness from around the
stallion’s head and whispered to the animal before he
patted its shoulder. The huge beast nickered, nodded, and
then trotted away to feed on grass.

Eric asked, fiAre there any languages you dont
know?”

fiYes. | donft know Addler or any of the dragon
languages,0 Luther said. filn either case, therets no point
in learning. They wouldn’t talk to me anyway.”

Nodding an agreement, Erick sent his horse to
feed and glanced back toward the black tree again, his
curiosity piqued. Moving to stand behind Darryl while the
guard removed his horse’s saddle and bags, Erick untied
the rucksack of supplies he was carrying and set it down
on the ground.

“You want any help?” Erick offered politely.

“No, I’ve got it,” Darryl said. He lifted the saddle
and blanket off of the horsefs back. Setting them on the



ground, he turned to smile at Erick. “I’m afraid | can’t
tell you much about that tree. You’ll have better luck with
Ilaria. This route is more familiar to her than it is to me.”
He turned his head to look at the tree and shook his head.
“I don’t even know who’s kept there.”

“Prom Orvest Dimitri,” llaria said, then patted her
horse to send it into the patch as well. “He was a wyrm
lord who attempted to start a shadow war with Karin.”

Erick shook his head. “I don’t know her.”

“Finrod’s great-grandmother, who served as queen
for yve hundred years after the death of Samus.0 llaria
untied her dark blue cloak and draped it on the grass as
she talked. She laid down on it, and draped her bare black
forearm over her eyes.

fiShe was already ancient by then, and Dimitri thought
Karin was a weak leader. He raised a small army of wraiths
to invade Stout Hart. Many elves died during the yrst days
of the invasion, but Karin used a scrying pool to track the
army down, and she pooded the caves with sunlight.o

Erick sat down in the grass, leaning his head to one
side while he waited for Ilaria to go on. “How?”

“No one is clear on that. Karin went into the caves
alone. The texts I’ve read suggest she was enchanting
stones with sunlight spells, but that would have taken
much longer than she was gone.”

Erick grinned. “Then maybe she enchanted the
whole mountain.”



llaria’s mouth tightened in a smile. “That would
have killed Dimitri as well, and Karin had an especially
horrid punishment in mind for him.”

Erick looked back over at the tree, and his smile
faded. “I thought the tree prisons were a legend meant to
keep us all in line.”

Darryl snorted and sat down beside Erick, offering
him a water skin. “We might use it to frighten children
if certain guests weren’t so incensed over it, but no
rhyndarhim king has ever trapped another elf in a tree.”

Erick handed the water bag back to Darryl. “That’s
leaving the statement open in a way | don’t think | care for.”

“Before we left the Earth plane, the addler punished
even minor offenses with time inside a tree.” Darryl set
down the bag and shook his head. “The prisoners were
freed and brought with the rest of the mystical races into
Lissand, and after they described what a hellish torment
the spell was, the other races forced the addler to agree not
to use the punishment. The only exception is in the most
extreme cases where someone could not be contained in
any other way.”

Erick said, iSo Dimitri must have been really
evil.”

llaria dropped her arm from over her eyes and
moved to prop her head on it. “It depends on how you
look at it. His nature is to feed on the living, and like us,
he wants a few domesticated animals to feed from.”



fiSure, but we feed off of small animals,0 Erick said.
“The wyrm eat everything and everyone.”

fiMany of the wyrm live freely in Lissand, and they
feed off of lower animals as well,” llaria said. “They keep
control over the population of their offspring, the wraiths,
and they live in relative peace with their neighbors. Still, its
like living on a strictly enforced diet, and agreeing to live on
the verge of extinction just to keep the neighbors happy.o

Erick realized llaria was waiting for him to speak.
fiSo, Dimitri was looking for something more.0

fiYes, and he asked for too much. So Karin
slaughtered all of his children and bound him in that tree.
Who sounds more evil in hindsight?” llaria waited, and
when Erick didn’t come up with an answer, she said,
fiPerhaps there is no good or evil, and the yght was only
a matter of survival. Though Karin may seem evil, she
allowed Dimitri to live.”

Erick grimaced. “It’s not much of a life. He’ll
probably want revenge once he gets out.”

“Don’t be so sure,” llaria said, closing her eyes
before she drew in a long breath to stipe a yawn. iThe
most typical response to being freed from a tree is to pee
to avoid being punished again.”



*kx

Erick watched the others drift into sleep, but the fatigue in
his body still could not slow down his thoughts.

The tree was real. Something in Lissand was so
dangerous that the elves had to contain it. There were
thousands of mystical races living free on Lissand.
Shadow-breeds and races of light shared provinces all
across the world, and yet, less than a hundred meters away
was a creature who gave an elf queen no choice but to use
the most extreme punishment available.

Erick got to his feet and started walking across the
patch toward the tree. He wasn’t sure why he wanted to
move closer to examine the black limbs. He could see even
from a distance that no leaves grew on any of the branches,
but his mind’s eye was suggesting that all around the tree
was a ring of brown, lifeless dirt. He wanted to conyrm
that for himself, to see how the presence of the wyrm was
slowly draining the life away from the surrounding area.

Indeed, there was a circle of dirt, but it was not
quite as big as Erickés imagination made it. Seeing it and
conyrming its presence ylled him with unease.

He hesitated from stepping on the bare ground, allowing
his overactive imagination to freeze his limbs. He saw himself
stepping into the circle, his face contorting in pain as he began
to age rapidly. His short, jet-black hair would turn grey, and
then white as it descended to a knee length.



He was so focused on the morbid thought that he
heard no one approach. Lutherés thick hand dropping onto
his shoulder jolted him from the thought and sent him
leaping out onto the circle of dirt.

He tried to relax, putting a hand to his chest to calm
his beating heart. But Lutherfs anxious expression did
nothing to help Erick’s pulse.

“What’s wrong?” Erick asked.

Luther said, fillaria didnét mention it, but a tree being
black like this means the sentence is almost ynished.o

Erick looked back over his shoulder at the tree. The
black rot within the trunk had sloughed away all but a
few strips of bark, and the remaining bits were covered
in slick mold.

Erick asked, “Doesn’t someone have to come and
end the spell for Dimitri to get free?”

fiSomeone could, if they wanted to release him early,0
Luther said. iBut once the tree dies, the prisoner is ejected
back out into their corporeal form. It’s also possible to free
him by chopping or burning down the tree.”

Erick glanced at Luther, then turned to face the
tree. He held out his hand with his palm facing the trunk
“Dimitri, | release you for a mission from the king. You
must obey me until your assignment is completed, or risk
returning to another tree to continue your sentence.” He
smiled and lowered his hand. “Do you think that will
work?”



fiHow should | know?d Luther asked sarcastically.
fiMy parents were a dwarf and an orc. Theydre the least
magically capable races in all of Lissand.0 Luther moved
to stand beside Erick while his face drew in to a curious
expression. “Would you really want to free him early?”

“Yeah, | guess so,” Erick said.

“Why?”

fiHebs been trapped for at least yve thousand years,
if | understand llaria. His sentence is almost ynished
anyway, so why not let him go and see what happens?”

Luther nodded and raised his head to stare at the
tree. “He’ll want to raise more children. Have you ever
seen a wraith?”

“No, but the dwarfs tell me they consume the skin
and blood of their victims, and they breed with females to
make more wraiths.”

Luther smiled. fAiYour father told me that you
won’t take lessons from your mentors, but it seems to
me that you’ve been taking your lessons with the dwarfs
instead.”

“Yeah, | guess that’s true,” Erick agreed. “The
lessons given by the rhyndarhim aren’t very exciting here.
The tutors in Milk Springs took us out to explore and learn
about things by experiencing them.”

He frowned with an expression of annoyance.
fiMost of the rhyndarhim tutors prefer to hand out more
scrolls and keep us safe. It’s boring.”



“But taking lessons from the dwarf caravans is
better because ités more dangerous?0 Luther asked.

Erick was tempted to agree, but he knew it wasn’t
the real reason that he avoided his lessons in Forest
Heart. fil just think theres a limit to how much you can
understand from a scroll. | know what a wyrm is because
I’ve been told about them. But I’ve never seen one. | don’t
understand them.”

Erick waved his hand up at the tree. “I don’t
understand this prison either. There has to be something
that this wyrm did worse than killing a few elves. Orcs Kill
elves all the time, and they just get relocated to another
forest. So what does a creature do to earn this?0

The wind picked up with an alarming sudden force,
swaying the trees under the short, strong gust. Both Erick
and Luther took a cautious step back away from the tree
before they looked at each other and laughed nervously.

*kx

The sun had long before sunk past the horizon when the riders
stopped to make camp. llaria was able to enchant a stone to
light their path, but she kept it dim to avoid announcing their
presence to some of the larger forms of wildlife.

The light was solely for Darrylés beneyt. No one
else needed it, but all of the spells the guard knew would
have involved summoning a much brighter yre. The



pame would wreck the night-vision of Darrylés traveling
companions, so he left the spell casting to Ilaria.

During most of the evening hours, they’d
encountered few signs of animal life besides birds and
cats, many of which were the pets of the local pixies.
The pixies had already drifted to sleep, being “morning
people” who did some of their best work at the crack
of dawn. However, their pets were still active, and the
animals watched the intruders in their forest with intent,
mistrusting gazes.

Just after stopping to make camp, Erick spotted the
bear. At yrst, he mistook it for a werebear, and he started
checking the animal’s thick, black neck for signs of an
enchanted collar.

The bear raised up on back legs which were too
short for a werekin, nodding its head while it sniffed the
air in curiosity.

Luther growled at the bear, though it sounded more
like a greeting than a warning. The bear returned the
sound with a short grunt. Dropping down onto its front
paws, the bear turned away and wandered out of sight a
few minutes later.

The meal that night was cold bread and dried meat.
No campyre was lit, nor were tents pitched. Darryl and
llaria climbed into a tree to sleep, but Erick chose to unroll
a blanket at the base of the tree.

He couldn’t be any happier if he tried.



He fell asleep excitedly thinking about a werekin
hunt with the dwarfs. The thought became a dream that
sounded and felt very realistic. He was surrounded by
angry werekin, all of them growling as they pounded the
ground under their massive feet.

The dream held Erick under its spell for a few
seconds longer before his mind connected back to his
senses in the outside world.

The growling coming from the woods was from
several different sources, as were the thumping footsteps
that spoke of an approaching stampede.

Erick sat up and found Luther standing with a heavy
blunt mace drawn and held in front of his body.

Erick stood up and crept quietly over to his pack to
draw his short sword. By then, he’d listened to enough of
the growls to know they weren’t dealing with werekin of
any breed.

“Ogres?” Erick asked in a voice near a whisper.

fiSounds like it, but love never heard them running
around together like this,0 Luther said. iThey sound upset.0

Erick had faced ogres before, but always in a
singular sense. Ogres were tall and thickly built, and their
greenish-grey skin was so thick that even a well sharpened
sword could have trouble penetrating it. They were some
of the simplest creatures in Lissand, but they were also
some of the most aggressively solitary inhabitants of the
forest. They would attack or pursue anything which they



saw as a threat to their territory, even other ogres. The
only point when they made an exception was during their
brief mating seasons.

Erick was about to make a glib comment about the
absurdity of an ogre stampede when the wind shifted, and
he picked up the scent of the ogres. They had an earthy,
unwashed musk, and mingled with their scent was the
putrid stench of fear.

The small hairs on the back of Erick’s neck rose,
and his skin felt too cold. He glanced up in the tree to see
if llaria and Darryl were awake. Both were perched on
branches, their heads pointed to the loudest collection of
growls coming from the east.

Erick wanted to ask if the ogres were following
their party when the yrst wave of the stampede crashed
into sight.

The ogres didn’t slow down or look at Erick or
Luther, and they both watched as the ogres trampled down
brush and saplings.

None of the frightened beasts ran close enough to
cause either the elf or the half-orc to worry for their own
safety. Nevertheless, both yghters wore anxious expressions
for the bizarre behavior of the hulking creatures.

Erick’s worried look became alarm when he saw a
pool of shadow form in front of an ogre. The beast stepped
into the pool, and it splashed, raising thin walls of pitch-
black liquid into the air.



The barrier continued to rise and expand, and
though the ogre tried to press through the opaque bubble
as it was forming, the wall would not yield. A split second
later, the liquid became a closed sphere and compressed
down around the pailing body inside.

Bulges poked the surface, the outlines detailing a
struggle inside the bubble as punches were thrown. Elbows
and knees were jammed against the interior, but nothing
the ogre did could prevent the sphere from collapsing.

The struggling ceased, and when the shadows
melted away, Erick gasped at the blood covered skeleton
left behind.

Instead of staring at the body, he forced himself
to look for the stream of living shadow, and his pulse
quickened when he found the puid moving in a straight
line toward him.

It formed into a circular pool and then bulged up
from the ground. The dome at the top thinned as the column
rose, and tendrils snaked out of the sides near the top. The
tendrils took on the more familiar form of arms, and the
dome condensed into a bald head. The black shadows
began to lose their oily appearance, and the “skin” around
the head and neck drained of color until it was pure white.

Erickés eyes picked down to the creatureds freakishly
long hands, and he found that they too had changed to a
white color. The rest of the body was still black, and looked
like a long ceremonial silk robe instead of a liquid.



Erick swallowed thickly, his mouth feeling dry
once he recognized that he was standing in the presence
of a wyrm.

The eyelids of the wyrm were still closed when
Erick looked up again, but the slack expression had been
replaced with a look of serenity. A faint smile turned up
the corners of his mouth, a smile which grew as he opened
his pitch black eyes to look at Erick.

Erick had an odd thought then that he and Dimitri
were almost mirror opposites in terms of their appearance.
Though there were few wrinkles in his marbled face,
Dimitri looked old, where Erick’s black face was still
full of a youthful quality. Dimitri’s eyes were pits of deep
black, and Erick’s eyes were pure white.

But the comparison was not entirely apt, because
Erick and Dimitri both wore black clothing. This ynal
observation caused Erick to think, So, which one of us is
supposed to be the evil one?

Erick had the feeling that the wyrm was waiting for
him to speak, and he whispered, “Dimitri.”

“Erick,” Dimitri said in almost as quiet a voice while
he leaned over in a courtly bow. “It is an odd coincidence
that you should cross my path on the very night of my
release, and another coincidence that we should meet
again. You have caught me rustling up something to eat.”
He pointed away toward the roaring ogres in the distance.
filoll just ynish up my meal and be right back.o



Before Erick could respond, the wyrm melted away,
and the pool of shadow was absorbed into the ground.

Over the next half hour, the forest was ylled with
the roars of ogres who were chased in circles until every
last beast had been consumed. When the last beast fell
silent, the forest was too quiet. Even the insects were
frightened into muteness.

Darryl and Ilaria had both dropped from the tree,
but neither made suggestions of leaving or preparing for
an attack. Instead, they listened to the ogres dying while
they stared at Erick with confounded expressions.

Dimitri chose to walk back to the camp, making
noise that had to be intentional. He wanted the group to
know he was coming, because he wanted to know how
they would react.

He stepped out of the shadow of the tree the horses
were tied to, frightening three of the horses enough
to send them into panicked whinnying. Only Lutherés
stallion didn’t make a sound, though clearly, even he was
spooked. He dropped his head and yanked hard against
his rope harness, trying to back away from the wyrm.

Dimitri turned his attention to the stallion. iSuch a
beautiful nightmare.d0 Offering the half-orc a conydent,
closed mouth smile, Dimitri asked, “How did you manage
to tame him?”

fAiApples,0 Luther said, shifting his weight from one
leg to the other while he set down his mace slowly. “It



took me two years of feeding him before he would let me
try to ride him.”

“Yes, and another six mending from your attempts,”
Dimitri said. He patted the side of the stallion’s broad neck,
which caused the animal to settle down immediately. The
wyrm put a ynger to his lips, making a shushing noise
which calmed the other horses as well. “Tell me, Darryl,
how is Queen Karin?”

fiShets gone.d0 Darryl coughed, raising his voice
just slightly above a whisper. fiShe died four hundred and
thirty-eight years ago.”

“Natural causes, of course,” Dimitri said.

“Yes,” Darryl said.

Dimitri nodded and stepped away from the horses.
His footfalls made no sounds, and he seemed to glide in
his collared robe. His slow steps were out of phase with
his pace, and he was clearly putting on an act.

He stopped in front of Erick and Luther, and he
had only of few centimeters of height over the half-orc.
But then, his height was an illusion. The wyrm could be
whatever height he wanted.

Erick set down his sword, and the wyrm knelt to
pick up the weapon by the blade. He offered the hilt to
Erick. “You don’t need to lower your weapons. | know
your thoughts, and you pose no threat to me.”

“You didn’t turn any of those ogres, did you?” Erick
asked.



fiNo, l6ve got plenty of time to ynd something better
to raise children through. I wouldn’t normally gorge. But
spending that much time without eating, 1’d declared
that on the day | got out, | was going to ynd the foulest,
nastiest creature who I would shun from eating on my
best day, and | was going to feast like they were tender
virgin dragons. And fortunately for me, this forest is full
of ogres, which are the next best thing.”

“What’s the nastiest thing to eat?” Erick asked.

AN addler, but I couldndt ynd one.o

Erick laughed and shook his head. “You took that
from me.”

Dimitri grinned, exposing two rows of pointed
white teeth. fiNo, you misunderstand. All that perfume
and silver jewelry gives me indigestion. Theybre the
worst thing | could possibly eat. Ogres are only slightly
less nasty.”

Luther cleared his throat. iDimitri, might | ask what
you want?”

fiviell, funny thing, that. My prison was weakening,
and | knew that | was facing my very last day of
conynement. | was asking myself what | wanted to do
when | got out, and along comes this child who charges
me with a mission from the king.” Dimitri looked back
to Erick with an apologetic smile. “Please, don’t take
offense. Even llaria is a child compared to me.”

“You came to serve me?” Erick asked.



“To serve as your tutor, yes. You’re of the proper
age to begin learning magic, aren’t you?”

“Yes, but I think my father wanted me to study
under llaria.”

Dimitri nodded. “Yes, that was the plan, and llaria
is a yne mage. However, you dont want to learn from her
by using scrolls.”

Erick glanced at Ilariawith aquestioning expression.
The offer was tempting, to learn magic without resorting
to reading more scrolls.

But Ilaria’s worried look didn’t offer any answers.

Erick said, “You wouldn’t take me anywhere private
for my lessons, would you?”

A soft laugh rippled out of Dimitri. fiOnly the
privacy of your own mind.”

Erick saw llariads face yll with concern then, and at
the same time Dimitri laid his hand on Erick’s shoulder. “Of
course, before you could lower your guard for me to enter
your mind, you will need to trust me. I don’t have your trust
now, but if I took on Finrod’s assignment with you, that
would go a long way to convincing you, wouldn’t it?”

“Erick, maybe you should...” Darryl trailed off,
frowning to himself as he read Erick’s thoughts.

“You will need me,” Dimitri said. “Even after
youdve found the dwarfs, you will still have a difycult
hunt ahead of you. | can travel at night to track the werekin
children, and I can guide you to them as well as to any of



their surviving victims to be tagged.”

“We wouldn’t tag them,” Darryl said.

Erick’s brow crinkled with confusion. “Why not?
We can’t let them roam free.”

“No, he means that they plan to kill any cursed
orcs,” Dimitri said.

“Yes,” Darryl said. “We can’t allow the druids to
pass the curse on to any other races, since werekin tend
to mate only with their own base races,” Darryl said.
“Even a few cursed orcs could begin developing into a
population of orc werebeasts. Can you imagine how hard
those would be to control, let alone to tag?”

“But...but if that’s the way things work out, it’s the
way things are meant to be,” Erick insisted. “Isn’t that
what my mentors are always saying?”

“Normally, that’s true,” llaria said. “But under
certain circumstances, the risk to a native population is
too great. The orc population has to be protected from the
werekin curse, so we have to cull any cursed orcs we ynd.
Thatts just the way things are, Erick.0

“That is the king’s assignment,” Dimitri said.
iWhether you agree with it or not, you must fulyll this
obligation. I will help you, and then I will give you what
you want.”

Erick narrowed his eyes, unable to hide his
nervousness. Dimitri was putting on an act, but the offer
he made seemed genuine.



Dimitri could tell him the truth about why he had
been trapped inside the tree. As a telepath, he could also
send his experience with magic directly into Erick’s
mind. The result would be akin to gaining instantaneous
experience in all facets of shadow magic.

All it required was allowing an ancient devourer of
life to enter freely into his mind.

Erick thought, The deal has got to be rigged.

Dimitri laughed and nodded. “Of course the deal
is rigged. | will gain something out of the deal, but it’s
always up to you to accept my teachings in the yrst place.
By the same token, it’s up to you, Erick, if I will help you
in completing Finrod’s assignment. You asked me to help,
and so you alone have the authority to send me away.”

Erick needed only a few seconds more to make a
decision. AAll right, 161l accept your help for now.6 He smiled
weakly. “But if you’re accepting commands from me, | think
I speak for all of us...can you take your meals a little farther
away from us while we’re camping for the night?”



Part Four

The journey to seek out the dwarfs was mostly quiet. There
were brief encounters with large wildlife, such as bears or
wolves, but the animals who approached were just curious
about the visitors passing through their hunting grounds

llaria used a scrying shadow to keep track of the
dwarfs, allowing the riders to make minor corrections in
their course and ensure that they would rendezvous with
the hunting party.

But the three days of riding were not as quiet as the
nights, when the wildlife of the forest sensed the arrival
of Dimitri and shrank back into whatever crevice or hole
they could ynd.

The wyrm did not make himself visible to the
riders, but the crushing silence announced his arrival, and
the resumption of the natural sounds of the forest marked
his departure.

Sleep would not come easily to Erick on any of
those nights, but it was not exactly fear that kept his mind
bubbling with thoughts each night. He was afraid of the
power that Dimitri possessed, but the wyrm’s offer was
puzzling. Why would someone so powerful offer his help
to a child? What could he hope to gain by entering Erick’s
mind?



The questions stayed with him day in and out until
the third night, when he came to the decision that whatever
Dimitri might gain from him, it was nothing compared to
what he was being offered in return.

He slept easily that night, and he felt rested when
someone shook his shoulder to rouse him.

Erick opened his eyes, drawing in a sharp breath
when he saw Dimitri kneeling over him. The wyrm set
his ynger on his lips, and then he sat back, folding his legs
underneath himself. His ceremonial robe was gone, and in
its place, Dimitri had fashioned his body to look like he
was wearing a shiny black leather armor.

You’ve lowered your guard early. Dimitri’s thought
was a dry whisper at the back of Erick’s mind. | didnt
expect you to trust me so quickly.

If you planned to hurt me, you wouldn’t need to get
inside my head, Erick thought as he sat up, drawing his
legs against his chest to rest his chin on his knees. | still
don’t know what you want.

I understand your confusion, but I don’t have an
answer for you, Dimitri sent. I’ve spent so long staring
out of my prison, trying to sort out what | would do once
I got out. I certainly don’t want to go back.

What did you do? Erick asked. llaria said you were
conyned because you led an invasion into Stout Hart. But
that doesn’t sound right to me.

Dimitri raised his head to watch the pair of elves



sleeping in the tree above him. llaria knows only what
Karin or her historians wrote down, and since Karin won
that yght decisively, it was her right.

There wasn’t an invasion, Erick guessed.

There was, but my goal was to locate anyone who
had knowledge of a cross-dimensional portal spell, Dimitri
sent, dropping his head to study Erick’s expression.
Recognition ylled the elfts dark face, and Dimitri smiled
wider. Yes, | had plans to return to Earth, and | was going
to establish a nation of my own by force.

Erick asked, Why would you want to return to
Earth? The only sentient creatures living there are the
humans, and they don’t get along with anything else. They
make the addler look friendly.

His shoulders shaking in a quiet snicker, Dimitri
sent, You’re very amusing, but you obviously haven’t paid
much attention to Earth. There are races who chose not to
leave Earth, and there are races who the elves intentionally
left behind. In the past, | had seen vampires thriving on
Earth with scrying spells. | felt certain that if they could
still survive in the human world, then the wyrm should
also be allowed to travel back to reestablish our race.

Why didn’t Karin just let you go? Erick asked.

Because | planned to leave portals open all
throughout Lissand, linking Earth to the mystical plane
long enough to allow every race to come to their own
decisions about staying here or returning home.



Erick frowned, shaking his head as he thought, But
then the humans would be able to enter Lissand, and they
might have tried to lay claim on it as their own.

Right you are, and now you know the real reason
why | was locked away. Dimitri made a soft snort at
Erick’s troubled expression. There’s no need to feel pity
for me. You know that you would have me conyned, and
for the exact same reason.

But you donft want to go to Earth now? Erick
asked.

Dimitri’s white, hairless brow wrinkled above his
hawkish nose. I’m not sure. A lot has happened on Earth
since | last was able to cast a scrying spell, and now I’'m
having trouble ynding many surviving vampires. love
spent the last few days and nights studying their world,
and human societies have evolved in ways which are both
miraculous and terrifying to me.

Erick smiled. Terrifying, he thought. That’s not a
word | expect someone like you would ever use.

They now have weapons which can kill millions
within seconds. For all my power, such an attack is beyond
my limits, and yet, the humans harness this kind of missile
attack in silos all over the world.

Dimitri’s smile became genuinely pained. Before |
was imprisoned, humans were still living in cottages and
castles, playing with yre in oil pots. love been out long
enough to ynd them living in subdivided boxes. They drive



wheeled boxes to work in someone else’s box. And then they
go home, and use a box to watch a screen programmed to
broadcast yctional lies in between semi-yctional weather
forecasts and updates about who’s been murdered or run
over by a wheeled box recently. They shut off that box, and
then they use another box to communicate with humans
all over the world, as though such a thing were trivial.

Dimitri looked down at the ground, his smile melting
away before he shook his head. No, | don’t want to return
to Earth. I could not delude myself into believing that they
would worship me as a god. They would not welcome me,
and neither would the elves, so | ynd myself with as little
sense of purpose in this world as you.

An objection formed on Erickés thoughts, but it
drifted away once he conceded the accuracy of Dimitri’s
observation. He thought, Then for now, your purpose is
completing this assignment from Finrod.

No, my purpose is training you. You might not
believe me, but there is potential for great power in you.
With my experience, you can tap into that potential faster.
Dimitri glanced up at llaria again. llaria can teach you the
same things, so all | am offering is a method of gaining
your experience directly. You will not have to spend years
fumbling with simpler spells. You will know them all
instinctually, as if they have always been a part of your
memory.

Then what happens? Erick asked.



Dimitri shrugged his bony shoulders. I’ll travel north
to seek out my kin. They can tell me what is on the list of
acceptable feeding races, and I’ll spawn a few wraiths. I’ll
go back to my old life, or something close to what | had
before | came up with my allegedly brilliant plan.

Erick was convinced, and he didn’t need to ponder
other questions, aside from, When do we begin training?

Dimitri grinned. We’ve already begun. While we’ve
talked, I’ve been feeding information to your subconscious
mind. You’ll go to sleep when | leave, and when you wake
up, this conversation will seem much, much longer.

| don’t understand why you want to help me, Erick
thought. I’m not really anyone special.

No, probably not, Dimitri sent. Butyou and | are kindred
spirits. We both feel like we don’t belong in this world, but
then, where else is there to go? He made a soft, breathy laugh
and added, Do you think the daemons might take us in?

Pass, Erick thought. A quiet laugh escaped him at
the absurd thought of either he or the wyrm trying to ask
for asylum in Heil.

Oh sure, Dimitri sent in reply to Erick’s thought.
We would have no problems ytting in over there. | would
need a home with an ice spell built in to counter all of
that unpleasant yre magic they use, and you would need
yltered air to stay alive for more than twenty minutes. But
other than that, | hear the general population is really
quite charming.



Erick laughed again, louder this time, and then
it became a tired groan as he yawned. A heavy weight
tugged at his eyelids, and he shifted onto his side, setting
his arms out to lower himself back onto his blanket.

His eyes closed before he could formathoughtto wish
Dimitri a good night, and within minutes, he was dreaming
of a very different world, one where humans controlled
their environment using science instead of magic.

*kx

Luther shook Erickds arm and passed him a loaf of bread
as he sat up.

fiYou look pale,0 Luther said.

Erick was about to remark that the daoine sidhe
weren’t capable of looking pale when he noticed how his
hands were in fact closer to dark grey than jet black. fil...1
suppose | didn’t get enough sleep last night.”

He glanced at Darryl, who listened to his thoughts
before shrugging and passing him a strip of dried rabbit. “I
don’t see anything he’s given you that would be harmful.
A prolonged telepathic session would drain someone as
young as you, and perhaps Dimitri understands that.”

“I’m missing something important here, aren’t 1?”
Luther asked.

“I’m sure someone will get around to explaining
it to us,0 Ilaria said. She knelt beside her horse, rubbing



down the animal’s legs in preparation of another long
day. “I’ve heard enough to guess that Erick had a visit last
night from his new mentor.”

Erick tried to describe his conversation from the
night before while he ate breakfast, but he eventually
stopped himself and shook his head. “Wait, only half of that
happened last night. The rest is in my head now. | have...I
have memories of the real invasion, and memories of what
happened when Dimitri opened the portals to Earth.”

The others had ynished packing up camp while he
talked and ate, and he looked around, stunned to realize
that he had consumed three rations over the course of two
hours. He blinked and looked at Darryl with an expression
of confusion. “Why didn’t you stop me and tell me that
we needed to leave?”

“Your color is starting to return to normal, and now
Luther and llaria understand why 16m not going into a yt
over Dimitri sneaking in unannounced.” Darryl held out
a hand to help Erick stand, then he leaned over to quickly
roll up Erickés blanket. fiHowever, seeing as youbve just
now come out of your trance, now would be a good time
to mention that we’re running behind schedule.”

Luther settled himself on his stallion and glanced
over his shoulder at Ilaria. “Do we need to make any
course corrections?”

Ilaria cast a shadow portal by raising her arm inside
her cloak, and she watched the grey toned images of a



yeld from a birdés eye view. The dwarfs stood out in the
yeld, outlines of pitch black in a yeld of mottled grey.
llaria moved the focus of the spell closer to check on the
dwarfs, and then she lifted it to ynd their quarry next.
When she dropped the cloak from in front of her face,
she said, “Yes, but not by much. The party is tracking a goblin
tribe who wandered into a gryphon sanctuary, so both groups
are moving much slower to avoid provoking the natives.”
fiAh, good. We have a chance to catch up to them,0
Darryl said. The enthusiasm in his voice was also dripping
with sarcasm. “I do hope we arrive in time for a big battle.”

*kx

The dwarfs were not short compared to the rhyndarhim,
and there were many tall dwarfs who stood as high as one
hundred and yfteen centimeters. They looked small when
they were measured next to the 8Ifr or the addler, and they
were short by the standards of the sidhe races as well. But the
dwarfs were the undisputed best yghters of all the fineutral
raceso in Lissand. (fiNeutral raceso being a dwarf term, and
there is no equivalent term in any of the elvish languages.)

Resistant to most poisons, and with skin like dried
leather, the thick-bodied dwarfs could stand toe to toe
with many much larger races. They could take a lot of
punishment in a yght, and then laugh and return the blows
with equal strength and vigor.



Upon their arrival in Lissand, the dwarfs appointed
themselves as wardens of the forests. Their kingdoms sent
hunting parties to track all the creatures which dwarfs
deemed “chaotic races.” In some cases, the hunting parties
chose to step in and relocate one of the two groups from a
territory to prevent friction from building between races.

In particular, the wild races like the goblins and the
werekin had to be herded most frequently to stay in their
own hunting grounds. They wandered into the grounds of
much larger predators, and if the predators felt their land
was being encroached upon by competition, it often made
them wary. Which meant they would seek to expand their
own territories. And that kind of behavior could lead to
all out war.

The dwarfs saw the potential for the balance of life
on Lissand to break down quickly if some race didnét act
as the sheriffs of the land, and they took it upon themselves
to enforce order among the chaotic races. The dwarfs saw
it as only natural that the role should fall to them, given
how the dwarfs were the most balanced and neutral of all
races. (In their esteemed opinions, of course.)

The goblins who the dwarfs were tracking were
a woodland variety, and they were far more tolerant of
sunlight than their cave dwelling cousins. Though they
preferred carrion, the goblins would eat anything. As a
tribe’s population grew, their appetites became more
reyned.



The best meal, at the top of the food chain, was dwarf.
Elves were generally safe from being eaten, since the goblins
had long ago decided that all elf races tasted bland, and that
they had little meat to make the hunt worth the effort. But a
dwarf? Yes, a dwarf was usually considered “good eats.”

This opinion was even more true of a dwarf who
stank of battle. Any superior race might have gagged over
the scent, but goblins considered the aroma close to the
carrion they so loved.

The goblins in the pasture were probably trying to
track one of the gryphon’s larger prey. Perhaps they had
been eyeing the bison at the far south border of the clearing,
or perhaps it was the rams, who drank from a stream running
through the southeastern corner of the pasture.

But whatever their original target had been, they had
caught scent of the dwarfs, and their priorities changed fast.

When the four riders emerged from the woods
near the stream, the battle had been going on for only a
few minutes. The bodies of goblins lay scattered around
the pasture, but the chattering beasts still had superior
numbers against the dwarf hunting party.

The dwarfs were being forced into a tighter group
to limit their melee options, while the goblins set up ranks
of shooters armed with crude sling shots.

Erick watched a volley of rocks pepper the dwarfs,
knocking several men to the ground. He clicked his
tongue, spurring his horse forward into the yght.



Behind him, Darryl shouted something. Erick
ignored the guard’s irritated voice while he charged a line
of goblins with slingshots. The goblins dove away from
his charging palomino, dissolving one of the yring lines.

Erick came about and rushed another group, and
the goblins looked up at him and shrieked in terror. Erick
was almost feeling proud of himself when he noticed
the shadow looming over him and groaned. The goblins
weren’t shrieking at him.

The goblins dropped onto the ground and covered
their heads as the shadow spread out and darkened over
the ground.

Erick barely had time to turn his head before the
gryphon’s talons closed over the back of his cloak and his
rucksack. He was lifted up and away from his horse, the
collar of his cloak drawing taut around his throat while
the straps of his bag squeezed his arms and waist.

He didnft pail, knowing it would only put more
strain on his neck. But the gryphon jostled him back and
forth while it pounded its black eagle wings in an effort to
gain more altitude.

Erick was close to passing out when he heard the
gryphon screech, and suddenly the pressure was gone.
His collar loosened, and the bag straps weren’t trying to
pinch off his arms at the shoulders.

Erick turned as he fell, which hid the looming
ground from him and afforded him a better view of the



arrow jutting from the gryphonés hindquarters. He had
just enough time to note the feathers on the arrow shaft
were dyed dark blue. It was Darryl’s arrow.

Then Erick hit the ground, and his senses
unplugged.

*kx

When he woke up again, he could hear a high-pitched
chattering. A goblin was close by. Erick opened his eyes
and uttered a scream at the goblin whose bulbous green
face was only inches from his.

The goblin screamed with him, falling back onto its
butt while it crab-crawled back toward its kin.

Erick tried to scramble to his feet, but his head
reeled. He dropped onto his knee before vertigo pulled
him back down onto the ground with a hard thump on his
shoulder.

He was much slower in straightening up the second
time, and the feeling of dizziness nearly toppled him
again. He was surrounded by goblins, but none wore
expressions of anger. Instead, their green, globular faces
were wrinkled with confusion.

Erick became aware of a throb on the side of
his head, and he reached up to pat his scalp gingerly.
Grimacing when his yngers came away wet, he dropped
his hand to stare at the thick violet liquid.



His gaze drifted up past his ynger, past the ring of
goblins, where he could see the others were working with
the dwarfs to subdue an enraged female gryphon. It stood
on back bird legs, pailing its front lionds paws out to strike
at anyone foolish enough to get in range. There was no
sneaking up behind or beside the gryphon, who papped
its wings and whipped its lion tail furiously to pummel
anyone sneaking too close.

One dwarf tried anyway, and after the gryphon’s tail
broke the man’s round nose, the gryphon spun to pounce
him, its brown head blurring as it drove a razor sharp beak
through the man’s exposed throat.

Erick had no doubt that the dwarf was dead, but his
senses were nagging at him that he had his own concerns
to worry about. The goblins had fallen silent, their black
beady eyes almost swelling out of their sockets.

Reaching up to his shoulder, Erick gripped the
handle of his short sword. He raised his foot to take a step,
freezing when something behind him scraped the soil.

Turning slowly, Erick’s chest clamped tight around
his heart and lungs when the gryphon lowered into a
crouch and splayed its wings.

The yrst gryphon in the pasture was the female. Her
head was covered in brown feathers. But the male’s head
was crested in white, and his piercing yellow eyes were
locked on Erick. The gryphon canted his head as Erick
drew the sword, then stepped sideways to Erick’s side.



Behind him, Erick heard a purry of activity as the
goblins moved to avoid the huge predator. He imagined
that they were moving behind him for protection, and the
idea tugged a smile up at the corners of his mouth.

The fog in his head was clearing, and his limbs
felt less heavy. But neither improvement seemed helpful.
Even in the best condition, he had a disadvantage against
such a large animal

He turned on his heel, and again the gryphon
moved sideways, looking for an opportunity to attack. It
crouched, trying to panic Erick into running and exposing
his back.

Instead, Erick sidestepped the opposite direction
and started to edge toward the tree line.

The gryphon stalked after him, remaining hunched
low in preparation of a jump.

And still no backup had arrived to help him.

Searching for the other battle would have drawn his
eyes away for too long, but Erick could hear the struggle
going on. Luther was shouting at someone to take a shot,
and a dwarf made a pained bellow.

The sound caused Erick to stiffen, and the gryphon
leapt, lowering its head for a ramming attack. Erick rolled
to one side, but he was caught off balance when the huge
beast unfurled a wing. The broad limb struck Erick’s
side as he was coming up from the ground, and he was
launched into the air.



His sword pew from his grasp before he hit the
ground and tumbled, trying to lessen the impact. When
he came up on his feet again, he started running for the
tree line.

Thumping footfalls from the loping beast grew
louder until the gryphon leapt. The sudden silence caused
Erick to veer right, and claws ripped at his cloak and
rucksack. The bag became much lighter as his supplies
tumbled out across the ground.

He ran faster, veering toward the trees again.

Hebd just dashed behind a thick tree when the
gryphon screeched in fury and began another charge.

Stopping behind the tree, Erick drew his dagger
while he leaned over to scoop up a handful of dirt.
Throwing the handful out as the gryphon’s head emerged
around the tree, he followed the blinding attack by driving
his dagger into the stout neck of the beast.

Blood splashed over his hands, and the gryphon
reared up on its back legs, lifting Erick up to throw him
against the side of the tree. Bouncing off of the unforgiving
bark, he slammed into the ground and grunted as the world
went grey in his vision.

But he couldnét let himself slip under. Shaking his
head, Eric rolled onto his hands and knees while he watched
the gryphon clawing to remove the weapon buried to the
hilt into its neck. It sank down onto all four legs, staggering
before it dropped to the ground and shuddered.



Crawling on his hands and knees, Erick slid his
dagger free from the gryphon’s neck and stood up.

He turned to check on the progress of the battle, but
his attention was drawn instead to a goblin who struck a
battle stance. He was carrying Erick’s sword. The black
eyes of the goblin bounced between Erick and the bleeding
gryphon. Though it tried to snarl and look ferocious, the
goblin was afraid.

Erick smiled at the thought before he raised his
dagger and yelled a challenge to the goblin, who reacted
by screaming, dropping the sword, and running.



Part Five

The goblins were rounded up, and each unruly hunter
was tied so that their bound wrists kept their hands
clasped against their speckled necks. Their knobby
arms were splayed out, and through the crooks of both
arms, long metal rods pinned the goblins in a line. The
lengths of rope tied to their ankles kept their pace at a
staggering crawl, but the trip back to the dwarf camp
would be brief. Once at the camp, the goblins would be
loaded into a horse-drawn cage to be relocated back to
their own territory.

Two of the dwarfs in the party had been killed
during the yght. In addition to the dwarf slain by the
female gryphon, another was killed by a sling-volleyed
rock.

But the mood of the party wasn’t even remotely
grim at the losses. The rest of the dwarfs were cracking
snide jokes while the bodies of their fallen comrades were
wrapped in cloaks and carried back to the camp, which
was in the forest to the west by nearly a kilometer.

Back in forest, the fallen dwarfs were given a
proper burial, and then Ilaria set about tending to wounds
while introduction were made. The leader of the hunting
party was the only dwarf who Erick knew from four of his
previous excursions.



Grom was well known in all of the Rhyndarhim
provinces. Unlike most dwarfs, he rarely returned to the
dwarf kingdoms during the winter. Instead he kept a home
in the port province Silver Crescent.

Barrel-chested and thick-limbed, Grom was
impressively tall at one hundred and yfteen centimeters.
He seemed taller for the bushy shock of grey hair rising
off of his round head.

Most of his face was hidden by some type of hair.
His beard and moustache all but hid his mouth, and his
bushy brows shaded his eyes, the sunken bridge of his
nose, and parts of his forehead.

Though he had one hundred and two years of age,
Gromwas not the oldest member of his party. The distinction
belonged to white-haired Dilen, who was surprisingly spry
in spite of his hundred and sixteen years of age. After the
two elderly dwarfs, there was a great chasm separating
the captain and his lieutenant from the other yve hunters.
Raven haired Zeke was yfty-yve, while Bron and Kirt
shared the same age of yfty-three. Both were redheads, and
could have almost passed for brothers. Next was Lorn, a
chubby brown-haired dwarf who almost spilled out of the
seams of his leather armor. He was yfty-two, while blonde,
fifaird Olan was yfty.

In all their cases, the men were making their yrst
tours of Rhyndarhim. All had faced similar risks on
hunts and caravans within the dwarf kingdoms, but none



had experience working in the wild lands beyond the
Rhyndarhim provinces.

The revelation did not sit well with Darryl or
Luther. But Grom had faith in his new crew of hunters,
and the dwarf captain felt certain the men could handle
any assignment Finrod had in mind.

He was feeling much less conydent once Luther
had ynished talking. Several times, Grom had cast
uncomfortable sideways glances at the cage.

Erick didn’t need to be a telepath to know what
Grom was thinking. Every day of delays meant there was
more risk of orcs being “infected” by the werekin curse.
But there could be no fast dash into orc territory near
Stout Hart. The party would have to head further west
to goblin territory yrst, which would extend the trip back
in the right direction to six days. That was assuming that
they didn’t run into trouble along the way.

The alternative was Killing the goblins to avoid the
extra trip, but Erick knew that Grom wouldn’t consider
the idea too seriously. He was too committed to his ideals
of preserving the balance in Lissand to go through with
such a cold-blooded act.

But the problem was, Grom was already
contemplating that very same deed when it came to
hunting down and slaughtering the cursed orcs.

Grom and Dilen took the news of Dimitri’s release
well, both men nodding as though they’d been told to



expect rain that evening. But the other dwarfs burst into
protests, their words coming out so loud and fast that none
could be understood.

Grom slipped his ynger and thumb between his lipsand
whistled, cutting off their debates. fiStop acting like a litter of
pixie-fed kittens! The job is what it is, and if you donét like it,
you can start walking back to Silver Crescent on your own.o

filtés a bleak omen, Grom,0 Lorn declared, and then
he turned his head to spit at the ground. “The wyrm are
naught but bad news.”

fiAye, some of them are,0 Grom said. ABut if his
offer is genuine, we could use his help in tagging down
the wee-wolves.”

The younger dwarfs divided off into their own
private group behind the tents to mutter, but they offered
no more direct protests.

Grom wasnét joking when he said they could walk,
and he would keep their horses and supplies. It was the
rhyndarhim equivalent of withholding pay.

Grom let them vent to each other about dark omens,
returning his attention to Erick though his expression of
irritation didn’t diminish. “You’re making a name for
yourself as a rogue, boy. Sometimes | wonder if any of the
lessons | gave you made it through that skull of yours.”

Erick smiled awkwardly and looked down. iSome
of it must have stayed with me. | survived a yght with a
gryphon, didn’t 1?”



fiAye, and you rode right out into a gryphonds
hunting ground like you were eager to become a snack.”
Grom sighed, and his wrinkled face ylled with a mocking
look of disappointment. “I taught you better than that.”

Ilaria sat down beside Erick, moving her yngers to
gingerly probe at the wound on the side of his head. “I
was rather impressed with your landing.”

“No, I’m sure it was a crash,” Erick said. “I can’t
poat or py, and 16m not wearing a winged cloak, so | candt
claim that | was gliding either.”

Erick hissed when llaria pressed a bandage covered
in a foul smelling salve over the wound. She raised his
hand and guided him to hold the fabric in place before
continuing her examination.

\Woicing a sudden thought, Erick said, “Then again,
I wouldnét have had much of a chance to yght if someone
hadn’t put an arrow in the backside of that gryphon to make
it drop me. | wouldn’t have been able to outrun it either, but
he had a wounded leg.” Erick raised his head to offer a grin
to Darryl. “But I still had to kill it at close range by myself.”

Darryl returned the smile, and he got up, moving
closer to offer Erick a hollowed cow-horn cup ylled with
dwarf mead. “Yes, but by then, the male’s partner showed
up, and I was worrying about myself. I hope you’ll excuse
me for being so selysh.o

Sipping from the cup, Erick watched the royal guard
with a curious expression. Darryl laughed at his thoughts.



“No, your father did not ask me to come along on this trip
to watch over you. | volunteered for the job.0

Darryl pointed to llaria, adding, “He did ask llaria
to ride with us, and he wants her to act as your mentor. But
you still don’t have the focus to handle magic studies.”

Erick shook his head, regretting it when dizziness
made his vision unsteady. “But why did you volunteer?”
Frowning, he said, “I thought you didn’t like me.”

“You confound me,” Darryl said. “In your mind, |
can see your desire to become a shadow hunter, like your
father was before he resigned his post. But you only want
to focus on yghting, and you wontt take proper lessons
with your mentors at the guilds.”

“What’s proper here wasn’t proper back home,”
Erick said, and his frown became deyant. iwhat do | gain
by sitting in a tree for half my life, reading scroll after
scroll? All of those lessons will still need to be backed up
by real experience, and | already have that.”

Darryl sighed and shook his head. “But not in magic,
you don’t, and you have so much potential as a mage. Even
someone as weak as me can sense it. But you lack the patience
and discipline to learn the craft properly, and you keep insisting
that you can make do as a yghter. It may work out for the
dwarfs.” Darryl paused to glance at Grom. “No disrespect.”

“None taken,” Grom agreed.

fiBut even if you were back in Milk Springs, you know
that magic lessons would still require a lot of time devoted



to studying scrolls,0 Darryl said. iMaybe Dimitri can offer
you some shortcuts, but what you know from him his still an
abstract thought until you’ve cast the spells yourself.”

“He explained that to me already...or, he did later, |
think.” Erick shook his head and pushed away the tangential
thought. “But | don’t need to worry about studying now, do
I? Technically, I’m studying every time | go to sleep.”

“If that’s true, why didn’t you try casting any spells
while we were yghting?0

“Two reasons,” Erick said. He raised his hand and
then extended his thumb. “One, because the only spells
I know right now involve making portals in shadows,
which does not help much in a yght.0

He uncurled his index ynger. iTwo, because it was
an open yght in broad daylight, there weren6t any shadows
dark enough to use, even if | could think of a useful way
to make a portal help us.”

Ilaria nodded and sat back on her haunches. “Yes,
that is the main disadvantage to working with shadow
magics. Wedre just about useless in broad daylight.o

“Right, which is when most other races prefer to do
their moving and yghting. So | would suggest that knowing
how to yght is far more important to a daoine sidhe than
magic is. And to illustrate my point; Ilaria, how many spells
did you cast while yghting the gryphon and the goblins?0

“None,” llaria said and laughed. “He has a valid
point, Darryl.”



Darryl sighed and shook his head. “You’re not
supposed to encourage him, llaria.”

She shrugged and turned her head to grin at the royal
guard. “Perhaps not, but while the rest of us worked to take
don a gryphon female, Erick faced the male by himself.”
She waited for Darryl to make a snappy comeback, and
when he didn’t, she cupped her hand around her ear as a
mocking joke. filom sorry, | didndt hear you.0

Darryl rolled his eyes. “I swear, your whole race is
incorrigible!”

*kx

Grom coughed loudly and smiled as Luther looked
up from the fire. “I know everyone here but you. Tell
me, how is it someone so big can move around the
Rhyndarhim provinces without making a reputation
for himself?”

fil spent a lot of time on the east coast,0 Luther
said.

Dilen uttered a disbelieving chuckle that shook his
wide stomach. “You must have done a lot of running.”

Luther shook his head. fiNo, not after | found my
horse.”

“That’s no horse!” Dilen laughed until he coughed,
his shoulders shaking as though he were having a seizure.
“The elves ride horses, lad. What you’ve got there is a—"



AA nightmare.0 Luther glanced over his shoulder
at the stallion and smiled proudly. “It took me forever to
track him down, but he was worth the journey.o

Grom chortled and shifted over to his native tongue.
“What sort of orc goes wandering around in oversized
dwarf’s leather, and smiles with a girl’s mouth?”

Luther covered his mouth, though he was laughing
heartily before he shifted over to his native tongue as well.
“The kind of orc who has a dwarf for a father.”

Grom sat up, his eyes bulging as he clutched his chest.
His other hand shot out to grab Dilen’s forearm. “Dear gods
in seven heavens! What an awful mental image!”

Erick was amazed to see that Luther was actually
blushing, his grey cheeks becoming purple under the
sudden rush of blood. Erick said, “To be fair, his father
was drugged on one and a half thimbles of pixie’s tears.”

Grom whistled and grimaced at a sudden thought.
“He didn’t marry her, did he?”

fiHe did,0 Luther said, laughing when Grom and
Dilen both convulsed.

fiAh, well, | shouldndt talk.0 Grom frowned and made
a loud snorting sound while he sucked snot back through
his sinuses. “It’s no secret that | can’t go home, cause the
missus makes me nauseous. She was a lovely young lass.0

He sighed and shook his head, a whimsical smile
bowing the gap between his beard and moustache. “I can
still remember yrst seeing her and thinking how she had the



prettiest beard in the whole kingdom. I just didnét realize it
was hiding the meanest mouth in the kingdom as well.”

Dilen laughed and patted Grom’s shoulder. “It’s all
right. At least your wife doesnft have a hatchet face, like
my Minerva.0

fiAye, your woman could cut yrewood with her
nose.0 Grom laugh and nodded to Luther. iWhat about
you. Do you have a missus?”

Luther pointed at his face. fiLooking like this, and
knowing that | have a preference for neither orcs nor
dwarfs, what do you think?”

fiSo itds the real monkés life for you, eh? | was
wondering why you were wearing monastic armor.” Grom
sighed and nodded. “It’s for the best, really. The only
things that women give you are kids and headaches.”

Dilen laughed, adding, “Come to think of it, the
kids give you headaches t0o.”

Luther shrugged. fiDondt get me wrong. | wouldndt
mind ynding a wife. But where am | going to look? For
that matter, what am I looking for? Something else exactly
like me, or a mix-up of some other breeds?”

“Yeah, it’s long-shot odds that you’ll meet someone
exactly like you,” Erick said. “I mean, how often do
dwarves do something stupid like drink pixie’s tears and
run off to mount orcs in the wild?”

Along, uncomfortable silence followed. The answer
to Erickds question was a subject the dwarfs didnét like to



talk about, that they often had problems with running off
drunk to mate with something that, perhaps they shouldn’t
have. Accurately described in Earth terms, they were
merely alcoholics.

The problem was, with some of the more powerful
drinks on Lissand, dwarfs could drug themselves right
up to the altar from one drink. Those drinks could turn
a dwarf into a stumbling romantic who would mate with
anything vaguely female shaped.

Dwarfs did not always survive the experience.
Some ran across water nymphs and drowned in the mating
process. Some attempted to mate with dryads, only to
be rejected. Which meant the dryad returned to her tree
form while the dwarf was still mid-rut. Some were like
Luther6s father, and they found a wandering orc female.
However, in their cases, the female’s answer was, “No,”
and orc women can be very yrm in their rejections. The
results were never pretty.

Even when a dwarf survived and returned to camp
with their brides, the results usually weren’t pretty either.
This was because dwarfs are lousy friends. The rest of the
camp, being rotten bastards—usually drunk themselves by
this point—would rush their “friend” and his bride to the
nearest chapel or holy ygure to have them wedded before
the drink wore off. They did it to wait for the moment of
sobriety, when a dwarf woke up, looked over, and realized
what he’d done.



The screams were glorious, and they provided
fodder for years of great drinking stories.

But Dilen and Grom weren’t drunk yet, and it
wasn’t funny yet, either. Because then each of them would
then have to admit that they’d married their wives after
drinking heavily.

Because of the frequency of these rushed marriages,
there was a rhyndarhim joke that went, filf the dragons
would tolerate them, the dwarfs would marry them.” But
neither Darryl nor llaria chose to say anything, as they
were busy trying not to think about Lutherés parents
romantically entwined.

Luther was purple from the top of his head down
to his shoulders, and he was thinking, There’s never a
dragon around when you really need one.

*kx

Dimitri stepped out of the shadows of the forest, making an
exaggerated show in holding out his arms for the dwarfs’
inspection. He waved for Erick to move away from the
small yre that the dwarfs had built, and then the wyrm
knelt down, resting both his hands over one knee.

Dimitri said, “You’ve had a busy day.”

“Yes, but a painful one too,” Erick said. “I’ve only
got cuts and bruises, but it could have been worse. | could
have been much higher when the gryphon released me.”



Dimitri laughed. “How high do you think you were
when you fell?”

“Oh, not more than...two meters, maybe two and
a—" Erick watched Dimitri shake his head. “How do you
know how far I fell?”

“| can read the thoughts of everyone here, so | have
a better perspective than you do.”

fiCan you show it to me? Like you did with the
invasion?”

“No, and I won’tbetraining you tonight either. You’ll
need to recover before | can send you any thoughts.”

Erick considered an idea and watched Dimitri nod.
“When | passed out, that wasn’t a spell. | was suffering
from fatigue.”

fiMental fatigue, yes,0 Dimitri agreed. fil packed quite
a lot into your yrst lesson, so you will probably wake up
tomorrow having a longer memory of our yrst conversation.o

“Why does everything always attach itself to that
memory? Why not add itself to this conversation?”

filtds just how your mind works to keep all of the details
logical to you. Perhaps if it is more logical that our conversation
tonight expands, then it will be so for you.” Dimitri laughed.
“But it never has been for anyone I’ve ever known.”

“There’s still something missing; something you’ve
hidden from me. Was it really painful inside the tree?”

Dimitri opened his mouth, but whatever hedd yrst
intended to say, the thought died in his throat unuttered.



He hung frozen that way for many seconds before
he said, “I spared you from that, because there is nothing
to learn in showing you my punishment. It wasn’t the pain
which made it unbearable, but the immobility. I was blind
inside that tree for the yrst hundred years, and deaf.

“It’s impossible to describe having every cell, every
yber of your being violated and forced to endure in the
same condition so long as the tree lives. It makes your
whole body itch and burn at the same time, but you can’t
scratch anything.”

Dimitri’s hand rose up to scratch at his arm absently
while he glanced over at a tree. It was the yrst sincere
gesture he’d made, and for once, Erick didn’t think of the
wyrmds actions as an act for his beneyt.

Dimitri said, “Today, | almost dug myself up out of
the ground in a blind panic. | had a pashback that I was
inside the tree again, and | wanted to escape. If | hadn’t
realized that | was really moving, | would have dug right
out into the sunlight and killed myself.”

“How did you see out of your prison?” Erick asked.

“Eventually, | got used to the pain, and | was able
to sense the thoughts of anyone who passed near the tree.
I was able to yne tune my ability to see through the eyes
of any animal. | followed anything that passed into my
range, because no matter how low a form of life | was
following, at least it was free.

“Before the mold started killing the tree, there was a



pock of birds who migrated back to the tree each year. | think
that was the happiest time during my imprisonment, because
I could py around with any of them for several miles.o

He read Erick’s thoughts and smirked as he shook his
head. “No, | don’t have thoughts of revenge. | remained in
the same condition without aging inside the tree, and my
enemy has stayed outside to be ravaged by time. Certainly,
I could raid Stout Hart and vent my wrath.o

He rasped a short laugh. “I could probably get away
with it too if I didn’t try carrying out the last part of my
plan to open portals to Earth. It’s a strange world we live
in, Erick. We’re trapped by pragmatists who don’t care
what we do, so long as we don’t affect the balance of
power in Lissand. Then, once you do threaten the balance,
they still don’t kill you, but, oh yes—you wish you were
dead. If I were sane, | would get as far away from these
ylthy forests as fast as | couldod

“But you don’t want to leave yet either, right?”

Dimitri stared at Erick, seemingly looking through
him. “Where is there to go? When | return to my old
territory, 161l ynd someone else has staked their claim. ldll
have to ynd a new area to stake out, and if | try to raise a
family in the wrong place, my wraiths will be picked off
by the dwarfs, or by shadow hunters like Larin. Theyéll
be cut down in a few years, when they need hundreds to
mature and become proper wyrm.”

“You don’t seem bitter about that,” Erick said.



“I’ve spent a few thousand years inside an elf
prison. Anger might come later, but right now, the most
overwhelming emotion | feel is gratitude.”

“To me?”

“Yes,” Dimitri said. “You felt sympathy for me,
even a desire to know more about why | was punished.
Thousands of people have come across my prison, and
those who knew of me accepted the history behind my
capture. But you questioned it. You felt there had to be
something more to the story, and of course there was. You
trusted me enough to let me share my story with you.”

Erick smiled awkwardly. fiSo you admire me for
being a pragmatist?”

Dimitri laughed and shrugged. “Yes, but perhaps
I admire you because you embody the philosophy so
perfectly. You don’t long to change the world, only to
become a part of it. You travel out here because you want
to learn more about other races.”

“You can teach me about all of them, can’t you?”

“Yes. With my help, you could become a great
shadow hunter.” Dimitri shifted his weight onto his other
leg and turned his upper body while he looked at Darryl.
“Your guardian has a valid point about your discipline,
so there is a limit to how much | can teach you without
inviting disaster. Magic is not as simple a tool as a sword,
and if you can’t maintain focus, even the simplest spell
can backyre and harm you in some way.0



Erick nodded. fiSo you canét teach me focus, can
you?”

“No, that will have to come from inside you, and you
can’tfake iteither,” Dimitri said before he stood up. “Get some
sleep, and we’ll continue your training tomorrow night.”

“Wait,” Erick said. “You never did say how far | fell.”

fiSeven meters.0 Dimitri pointed to the cage across
the camp, and Erick realized that all of the goblins were
staring at him. Laughing quietly, Dimitri said, fiThe
goblins are still chattering about you being a messiah,
because they think you’ve risen from the dead.”

*kx

Luther snorted as he woke up. He rolled over to glare at
Olan, whose snoring was so unbearably loud that he was
waking up everyone in the camp. After listing to the snores
continue for over a minute, Luther considered throwing a
rock at the dwarf’s head.

He heard a soft laugh from above him. “Go ahead,”
Darryl said. “Twice now, I’ve thought about notching an
arrow and putting him out of our misery.”

Luther sighed. fil dondt see how Erick can sleep
through—where is he?”

Darryl rolled from his back onto his shoulder to
point down to where Erick slept at the base of the tree.
“He’s right—hey!”



In the place where Erick had been sleeping, a black
shadow pickered. Every few seconds, the inky shape
would rise and become vaguely humanoid in appearance,
and then it would melt into a nebulous puddle.

Darryl dropped to the ground beside the base of the
tree, his slender blue eyebrows drawing together when he
reached out to conyrm that the shadow had no substance.
He raised his head to frown at Luther. fiHeds right here. lod
swear to you he is.”

Grom was up by then, though sleep still burdened
his limbs and caused him to shufpe. fils it one of the
wyrm’s spells?”

“Yes, it something I’ve taught him. I think he cast it
to protect himself from Olan’s snoring.” Dimitri’s laughter
poated from out of the forest, making pinpointing the
source difycult. He walked out from behind a tree and
bent over in a courteous bow which made everyone wary.
“I’m afraid this is my fault, and | admit | expected that it
might happen. This is probably why he was grey after his
yrst training session.o

Darryl glanced at Ilaria when she dropped out of
the tree. “Can you go into the portal and call him out?”

llaria frowned. “No, not if he’s asleep. He is
sleepcasting, isn’t he?”

“Yes, he woke up long enough to cast it,” Dimitri
said. “Now he’s drifted away from the portal entrance to
avoid listening to Olan. Speaking of 170 Dimitri nodded



when Kirt poured a cup of water on Olan’s face to wake
him. “Thank you.”

Darryl got up and walked to stand in front of Dimitri.
“You could reach him, couldn’t you?”

“No,” Dimitri said. “He’s asleep, so he has his guard
up. The only one of us who could tap into his thoughts
while he’s sleeping is you.”

Darryl frowned and shook his head. “But he doesn’t
trust me. | don’t think I could get him to wake up if |
tried.”

Dimitri dropped his head to stare at the shadow with
a thoughtful expression. “There is one possibility.”

Darryl stared at the wyrm with an uncertain
expression, his already thin mouth shrinking down into a
tight line. “I don’t know if I want to open my mind up to
you. Erick trusted you, and look at what happened.”

“You have a valid point.” Dimitri laughed quietly.
fiSeeing as how you are the only person who can reach
Erick in this condition, I suggest you get to work.”

*kx

The human city is alien to him, and he has only glimpsed a
similar kind of human habitat a few times through scrying
pools in his childhood.

Now he is standing in the middle of a city street,
and he raises his head to stare up at the cloudy night sky.



Then the sheer size of the buildings creates an enthralling
presence that leaves him feeling numb and slack-jawed.

The illusion is almost perfect if not for the lack of
color in the world. The detail of every object is washed in
shades of grey, turning everything into moving shadows.

He has to be dreaming. The thought is conyrmed
when he leaps from the ground and rises into the air. He
drifts closer to an ofyce building, and he ascends slowly
to peer inside the rooms.

Some interiors are obscured by a kind of metallic
drapes. The rooms that he can look into are all so similar
to each other that he has trouble telling if he is making
progress or just looping between poors.

But when he looks up, the top of the building is
much closer, and he speeds his climb to emerge out of
the urban jungle. The windows blur, and then they vanish.
But he continues to climb for a few more meters before he
drops his head to look around.

His lips part, and he gasps at the sight of the city
spread out in front of him. He turns in a slow circle, and
everywhere he looks, the city stretches out to the horizon.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”” Dimitri asks.

He spins toward the building and looks down.

Standing on the rooftop, the wyrm smiles and
offers him a wave. Dimitri’s white skin is light grey in the
dream, and his hand blurs, creating smoke trails with his
movements.



He asks, “Did you make me dream this?”

Dimitri nods before he says, “Indirectly, yes.”

He drifts down to land on the gravel-lined rooftop,
and then he walks to stand in from of the wyrm. *“I don’t
understand. What’s happening to me?”’

“Dreams are a combination of memories and
desires,”” says Dimitri. “This city was one of many that
I had observed during my yrst three nights of freedom.
However, | observed them through a scrying shadow, and
your desire to see them in their proper scale has created
this world inside a portal. Your eyes are open, and you are
poating in a real place.0 Dimitri shakes his head. fiBut
you aren’t awake, and 1I’m not really here. Darryl has
tapped into your mind, and I’m relaying this hallucination
of myself to you through him.”

He asks, “So Darryl can hear all of this?”’

“Yes, and he already knows why you’ll come out of
this portal looking grey. But we can worry about waking
you up inamoment. | want to tell you something about this
place you’ve created.” Dimitri pauses to gesture across
the city skyline. “The city you see is called Los Angeles.
In this one city alone, there are more humans than the
combined population of half the Rhyndarhim provinces.
Millions of people live in this one location.”

“Millions,”” he repeats, and then he shakes his
head. “How do they live so close to each other without
going crazy?”



Dimitri laughs. “They may very well be crazy.
But aside from their criminal element, these people live
in relative peace, even in their cramped conditions. It’s
remarkable progress for them.”” Dimitri’s smile becomes
nostalgic, and he glances toward the horizon. ““I remember
when they were still tribes squabbling with each other
over hunting rights.”

Dimitri is silent for a minute before he laughs.
fiBefore they were pushed off the Earth, the elves were
fond of saying that the humans had the potential to do
great things, or terrible things.”

Dimitri raises his hand and sweeps it out in
another gesture toward the grid of buildings and towering
skyscrapers. ““Look around you, Erick. This is their potential.
They have pushed away every race different from them, and
now they believe it has always been this way. They don’t
even believe in us anymore.” Dimitri pauses to look around,
and then he asks, fiBut is that great, or terrible?0

He can’t answer, and he can only stare at the wyrm
uncomfortably before ynally shaking his head. fAillém not
sure.”

Dimitri says, “It’s okay, Erick. I’m not sure, either.
The humans live in relative peace without us, but they’ve
destroyed the natural balance of their world in the process.
Those two extremes form a looping paradox in my head,
and | don’t know whether to feel angry or amazed by the
sight of these modern human cities.”



He nods his agreement, and then he frowns at a
random thought. ““I’m creating all of this?”’

“Yes,” Dimitri says. “It’s really an impressive
display of your power. Since you’re bringing it up, maybe
we should start thinking about waking you up and guiding
you back to the portal entrance.

He says, fiBut | can just wake up and drop the spell,
so what’s the problem?”

“It’s not so easy.” Dimitri points up at what looks like
the only pickering star in an otherwise completely cloudy
sky. ““You’re drifting inside the portal, moving further away
from the entrance while you sleep. You can get lost if | don’t
wake you up and guide you out of the portal.”

He asks, “How do you propose to wake me up?”

“I’d like to test a theory, actually.” Dimitri walks
to the edge of the roof and looks down, waving for him to
come closer. ““Do you see that car down there?”

He moves to the edge and leans over the side. He
nods and says, ““Yes?”

Dimitri pushes him off the edge, and as he falls, he
hears the wyrm shout, “Try not to hit it!”

Dimitrits theory was sound, and Erick woke up just
before he hit the ground. Then the city vanished, and Erick
plunged into endless darkness. “Dimitri?” Erick whispered.

“I’'m here,” Dimitri said. “Just follow my voice,
and I’ll get you outside.”



Part Six

The younger dwarfs were nervous throughout the trip to
return the goblins to their territory, but aside from a few
mundane skirmishes with goblin tribes during the day,
they found no resistance.

Dimitri’s presence in the area offered them a
measure of protection, but none of the dwarfs would
admit that. Instead they grumbled about the wyrm being
“bad luck.”

But they had no trouble with Dimitri during the
trip to or from the goblin territories. He fed farther away
from the group to avoid distressing anyone, and he was
polite to everyone when he arrived to have his nightly
conversations with Erick.

In fact, Dimitri never once caused a problem until
the group set up camp at the outskirts of an orc province.

During that night, Dimitri’s discussion with Erick
was cut short when a bellowing snarl ylled the air. It was
met with a chorus of howls and growls from all around
the camp.

Erick didn’t understand what the orcs were saying,
but he knew that they were angry about something. He
stood up and glanced at his sword. He shook his head,
reminding himself that he was on orc territory.



Part of the accord that kept peace between the orcs
and other races was a provision that travelers through orc
lands could only defend themselves with blunt weapons.
The orcs, being fond of clubs or tree branches, saw the
agreement as a leveling of the playing yeld. Most sensible
elves dodged the issue by never venturing into orc-held
lands.

It’s a shame | never was a sensible elf, Erick thought.

Grom stood up from his post in front of the yre, his
gaze moving to Dimitri, and then to Luther. iWho{s in charge
here?”

Grom was checking to see who would be
the spokesperson. That would come later, after the
“negotiations.”

Dimitri pointed to Luther, who pointed to himself
as well. Surprise registered on Gromés broad face, but
with the thumping footsteps of the orcs growing louder
in every direction, he got over his shock at seeing a wyrm
defer to anyone.

The dwarfs began pulling out blunt maces from
their supply cart.

llaria swapped her sword for a staff, and Darryl
wielded a heavy tonfa-like baton.

Luther appeared to have selected his bare ysts, and
no one bothered asking why he didn’t arm himself.

Olan noticed that Erick was still unarmed, and the
young dwarf asked, “Qy, shouldn’t you—?"



But the tribe of orcs descended on the camp, and
after that no one was able to keep tabs on each other.

Erick’s gaze locked on a charging orc, a hulking
grey hunter with bulging tusks that raced toward him
from across the camp. Waiting until the last second when
the bellowing hunter raised his club high above his head
for a pummeling blow, Erick cast a spell, and the shadows
under the orc became tacky.

The orc’s feet were trapped and then released
quickly, causing the brute to stumble on his own forward
momentum. He slammed to the ground face yrst, and the
impact dazed him. The orc dropped his weapon, but he
still tried to raise himself on his hands and knees.

Erick dropped low to sling a side kick into the orc’s
chin, dropping the beast-man back to the ground.

Erick spun to look for a new opponent, and his
gaze fell on Olan, stone dead. The side of the dwarf’s
metal helm was caved in, and blood streaked his face. His
expression was frozen in a look of shock.

The sight of Olan’s body distracted Erick, but he
heard thumping footsteps and tore his gaze away. By
then the orc war chief bearing down on him was only two
meters away, and drawing back his club for a swing.

Erick dropped an instant before the club could connect
with his forehead. He hit the ground and rolled over quickly, a
foot thumping down where he’d landed. Erick rolled onto his
side and scissored his legs, slinging his top leg in a blurring



kick at the ankle of the orc. It was like trying to uproot a tree,
and Erick nearly broke his foot and ankle.

The war chief raised his club, and then the world
went black.

Chaos ensued as everyone began shouting in fear or
anger. They all reverted to cursing in their native languages,
so Erick could make nothing out of the cacophony. But he
guessed from the fact that he could hear that he wasn’t
dead, nor was he unconscious.

Dimitri’s voice rose above all the others, rasping in
the orc tongue for several seconds. The tribe fell silent,
and then so did everyone else.

The shadow spell dispersed, and Dimitri was
standing beside Erick, leaning over to offer him a hand
up. When Dimitri straightened up, he said something to
the orc chief and pointed to Luther.

The chief snorted and said something which
made Luther frown, but Erick didndt catch a word of the
conversation.

Dimitri kepttalking, and the chiefwas ynally convinced
that Luther was the leader. The orc chief approached the half-
orc before a much longer conversation began.

Dimitri knelt down beside Erick, his voice a soft
whisper. “The war chief caught scent of me, and he’s mad
that 16m in their territory. Luther is explaining that 16m a
part of your hunting party, and that we’re here to look for
the stray werekin.”



“Does the chief know I’'m the reason why the
werekin are wandering?”

“I don’t think so,” Dimitri said. He listened for a few
minutes before he said, “These orcs aren’t hunting for the
strays. The chief says his son went hunting for the strays
alone, and he never came back. The chief thinks his son may
have been bitten or scratched by one of the cubs, and he hasn’t
returned to the tribe, because he knows they’ll kill him.”

Erick nodded, frowning at a thought. “Will the
werekin take him in?”

“No, it’s not likely. Even if he were collared, a
cursed orc would be too wild to be accepted in a pack.
What’s more, the druids are now so feral that they certainly
wouldn’t take something from outside their own race.”

Erick listened to the exchange go on between the
chief and Luther. He had another thought, and asked, fiSo,
what will we do with him?”

fil expect that wedll kill him.6 A few second passed,
and then Dimitri nodded, raising his hand to gesture
at the chief. AWebve just been given permission to stay
for three days, provided that we can Kill the chief’s son.
Otherwise...” Dimitri cringed.

“What?” Erick asked.

fiSorry, | was still waiting for the rest myself,0
Dimitri said. “If we don’t kill his son within three days,
the chief will organize a larger raid during the day, to
make sure | can’t protect any of you.”



fiOh,0 Erick said, considering the deal objectively
before he nodded. “Well, that’s not too bad.”

Dimitri snorted, turning his head to offer Erick an
admiring smile. “Does nothing scare you?”

Erick pointed to Olan’s body as Grom and Dilen
picked it up to carry him away.

In accordance with Olan’s religious beliefs, his
body would be burned in a yre pit. Aside from a few
jokes and toasts in his name that night, he would never be
mentioned again among the dwarfs. It was how they dealt
with grief, by ignoring it.

Erick said, “What scares me is knowing that after |
die, no one besides my parents will ever regret my passing.”

Dimitri nodded, but said nothing while they watched
Grom and Dilen carry Olan away.

*kx

Erick clutched at the pouch tied to his belt, running his
yngers nervously over the charmed stone pendant inside.
He walked with Darryl and Ilaria, all of them tense and alert
as they crept through the dark forest. The midday sun was
up, but very little of it could pass through the dense canopy
above them. However, there was just enough sunlight to
ensure Dimitri wouldn’t be coming for a rescue.

They were divided into trios to search more ground,
and Erick felt annoyed that Luther chose to go with Grom



and Dilen instead. He didn’t really mind working with
Darryl and llaria, but he still would have felt better with
the hulking half-orc as his backup.

Erick thought about how dangerous their hunt was.
They could run into a cursed orc, or into another tribe
of orcs, requiring another round of negotiations. Or they
could run into one of the cubs.

Erick had heard Bron comment how he hoped to
run into the cubs instead of the cursed orc, and Grom had
given the naive dwarf a hard knock on the back of his
head before lecturing him.

Erick recalled Grom shouting, Aye, you think it’s
easy! You think all you have to do is slip a chain around a
wee-wolfts neck! But if he gives you so much as the tiniest
scratch, if he nips you with even one tooth before you put
that chain on, you might as well loop the blessed thing
around your own neck!

Given his choices, Erick wasn’t sure which he
preferred to see leaping out of the underbrush. In theory,
the cursed orc was his best bet. Not enough time had
passed for the curse to have transformed him yet, but
the animal spirit tainting the orc’s body would make him
more aggressive, and thus more likely to kill. Because,
given a choice between dying or spending a lifetime with
the druid curse, dying was certainly preferable.

His musings were shoved aside when he heard a
snarl. It was faint, but the sound was just loud enough for



him to know that it was produced by a human throat.

He was in luck. They’d found one of the cubs.

Within seconds, he could hear the pattering steps of
the cub. It had picked up their scents on the wind, and it
was heading directly for them.

Erick opened the pouch and drew out the collar,
clenching his hand in a yst around the charmed stone. He
glanced at Darryl and llaria, ynding them both waiting
with their blunt weapons drawn.

The cub’s steps softened, and then they became
erratic as the cub began to sneak closer. Erick still spotted
the boy as he dashed between trees, and the dirty, naked
child glared at him for a split second before he dashed for
cover again.

Erick guessed he was perhaps six or seven, making
himunableto transform fully into hisanimal formyet. Once
puberty hit, the boy would begin making transformations
with the lunar cycle, and over time, he would give himself
over to his animal nature, until he willfully triggered the
metamorphosis into his bestial form. The time he spent
in human form would diminish, and only during mating
seasons would he revert back to it.

The cub remained behind the tree, and Erick frowned
while he waited for the boy to make a charge. One minute
passed, and then two. Erick’s body tingled with nervous
energy, and he had a sudden urge to look up.

He yelped and threw up his hand, planting it into



the chest of the cub as he dropped from the forest canopy.
The cub’s momentum carried him down, and he landed on
top of Erick, slamming the elf to the ground.

Erick gothis hand under the cubds jaw, and he gripped
the boy’s throat to push him back. The boy’s hands closed
over his wrist, and the crushing grip prevented Erick from
closing off the boy’s windpipe to knock him out.

The cub pushed with his arms and drew his head
back before he opened his mouth. Erick lashed up with
his other hand, looping the chain over the boy’s head. The
action caused the boy to pause for an instant, and then he
dropped his head and bit Erick’s hand.

Sharp, yled teeth cut through the glove and Erickés
skin, and pain pashed up his arm like a bolt of lightning.
Erick’s body spasmed, and he roared in agony while the
cub shook his head to help him saw through the bone.

Darryl moved in to grab the cub’s arms, and he was
rewarded with an elbow on the bridge of his nose.

The bone in Erick’s hand snapped, and the cub
pulled his head away with Erickds index ynger and part
of his hand. Blood poured from the wound, but Erick
couldn’t look to check how bad the damage was.

He kept his attention on the cub, waiting until the
boyts head snapped down toward him again. As soon as
the cub started to look down, Erick drove his uninjured yst
up, slamming the boy’s chin with every ounce of strength
that he could muster.



His severed ynger exploded inside the cubs mouth, and
the cub pew back before he dropped limply onto his side.

Then Erick stared at his hand, and for several
minutes, he heard nothing of what llaria or Darryl said.
He was confused when he looked back toward the cub and
discovered that the boy was already bound and gagged.
laria’s staff was wedged through his arms and legs, and
he was ready for porting back to the camp.

Erick sat up, panting as he looked at Ilaria. He saw
the deep concern in her grey face, and he said, “I got the
collar on.”

Ilaria nodded and whispered, “I know.”

Darryl repeated himself for the tenth time by asking,
fiAre you okay?0

Erick stared at him, and then he raised his wounded
hand and shouted, “Does this look okay to you?”



Part Seven

Erick stared into the yre, but he neither saw nor heard the
rumbling conversations of the dwarfs who sat nearby. His
wounded right hand was held against his chest, and his
other hand was closed over his wrist.

The poultice that Ilaria had prepared and applied to
his wound had taken away the pain, and Erick’s distant
stare was the result of deep thoughts more than shock.

If the yght had gone different in any other way...

The cub could have scratched Erick in the landing,
but he hadn’t. He could have bitten Erick before the collar
was on, and then, Erick would have become an outcast
who was not welcome in any society anywhere.

Erick wondered if he would have been killed, and
he wanted to ask Darryl. But for the time being, Darryl
was hiding to avoid upsetting Erick again.

He looked up only when llaria stepped between
him and the yre. She reached out to take his hand and
unwrap the strip of cloth. Using a water skin, she rinsed
away the poultice, and then Erick winced as he looked at
the savage, ugly wound.

Ilaria spoke softly, still sounding as if she was in
shock herself. “I’m going to show you a spell. It’s very easy
to learn, but you will need to master it on your own.”



Erick nodded, and he watched llaria pull the black
cloth into two sections. She passed one section to him, and
then she tore the other half into two smaller pieces again.

llaria said, “Dimitri showed you how to cast a
shadow and give it form. You will need that spell to ylI
out your prosthetic ynger, but in order to make it look
real, I must show you how to cast an illusion that cannot
be dispelled by daylight.”

The spell was simple, and within minutes, Erick was
able to fashion the strip of fabric into a realistic looking
ynger. The next part of the spell required summoning
a shadow form while he applied the prosthetic onto the
wound, while the third was a variation on the yrst. The
illusion he cast closed the seams around the false digit,
and then it was impossible to visually tell the difference
between the prosthetic and his real yngers.

But Erick could tell, because he couldn’t feel his
ynger. When he closed his hand into a yst, the illusion was
convincing enough to make fabric feel like skin against
his thumb and middle ynger. But it could not summon a
false nervous system.

llaria patted his shoulder as she started to get up.
“Practice using a weapon with it for a little while tonight.
You need to make sure that you keep those spells running
as second nature.”

“llaria.” Erick spoke in a timid voice. “If...if I didn’t
get the collar on in time—?”



She cut him off, rubbing his shoulder as she said,
“Try not to think about it.”

“But if I didn’t, would you still be showing me
how to make a fake ynger?6 She wouldnét look at him or
answer, and he frowned. fils this all it requires to be unyt
for our world? If | threaten your illusion of balance, then
I’m no good to anyone?”

“Erick—"

fiWould you kill me, just for this?0 Erick asked. But
he didn’t expect an answer, and even if she could have
given him one, he didn’t want to hear it.

*kx

Erick decided to leave the palomino with the dwarfs. He
couldn’t protect the animal, and he didn’t want to use
his horse as bait. Then again, it wasn’t really his horse.
Because he recognized that fact, he’d never bothered to
give the animal a name.

He couldn’t travel with the party to look for the
werekin, or for the orc. Instead, he would have to locate
the orc himself. Erick would have to send the chief’s
cursed son somewhere far away to keep him safe, both
from his own people, and from the elves.

Erick was traveling at night, without a torch to light
his way. His eyes were suited to seeing in the pitch black
of caves, though his night-vision rendered the world with



a sharply contrasted black-and-white palette.

When Dimitri came out from behind a tree in front
of Erick, his head was bright white, and almost seemed
to glow. The rest of his body was hard to see. Erick
could barely make out the shadowy outline even with his
enhanced vision.

Dimitri folded his arms and smirked at Erick.
“Where are you going?”

“I’m looking for the orc,” Erick said. He didn’t stop,
but he altered his path to avoid walking into Dimitri.

The wyrm nodded, turning and walking with Erick.
Dimitri matched his stride step for step. “You do not plan
to kill him,” Dimitri said.

“No,” Erick said.

Dimitri frowned with sincere frustration on his
ancient face. “You’re putting me in an awkward position,
Erick. You asked me to complete the king’s mission, and
what you’re planning runs counter to our goals.”

“l refuse to complete my mission,” Erick said
yrmly.

Dimitri’s hand closed over his shoulder to stop him
and force him to turn. Leaning over, Dimitri shook his
head. “You really don’t understand anything, do you?”
He waved out toward the forest in a sweeping gesture.
“Without the balance set up by the elves, this world would
not be the way it is now.”

fiSo why is that a problem?6 Erick asked. fiOrcs



kill elves all the time, Dimitri. We don’t kill them for it.
We just move them around. We do it with everything. We
juggle the chaotic races and force them to stay in their
places. But they kill us anyway, and we let them do it.”

“Yes, that’s true, but this orc is different.”

“Why?” Erick challenged. “Because now he’s
cursed? | don’t believe it. We can collar him and he won’t
be a threat.”

“Won’t be a—now look here, whelp.” Dimitri
glared at Erick with a scowl of irritation. fiYou have just
admitted that a normal orc is perfectly capable of killing
an elf. So what do you think a werekin-cursed orc will be
able to do?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Erick said.

“Yes, it does,” Dimitri insisted. “The orc is a danger
to the balance, and it has to be destroyed.”

From a distance, they both heard the growling voice
of Luther. fiHeds right, Erick.0

Dimitri and Erick turned to watch the half-orc
approach, and he uttered a long, loud sigh when Erick’s
frown became stiff and deyant. fil want to agree with you,
but you cannot make this go away just by collaring the
orc.”

“Why not?” Erick asked. “If I collar him, | can take
him to the wild territories, or to the frozen north.”

Luther shook his head. filt isnét that easy, Erick. If
the other orcs ynd out that he wasnét killed, they will go



looking for him. Their cause is ytting in the eyes of the
elves, so the elves will let the orcs migrate to follow him.”

“If you send him to the frozen north, he will most
assuredly be killed by a wyrm, or by one of our children,”
Dimitri said. “If you send him into the wild territories
alone, he wouldn’t last for more than a few weeks before
one of the dire animals got a hold of him.”

Taking one knee, Dimitri laid his hand on Erick’s
shoulder. “There is nowhere to take him, Erick.”

“We could take him to Earth,” Erick said.

Dimitri cackled quietly, shaking his head. “The
humans would kill him within days of his arrival. You
know it is true, and you know that no place is truly safe
for him.” His smile softened as he patted the elf’s shoulder.
“For what it’s worth, | agree with you too. But if | don’t kill
this orc, then I could end up going back in another tree.”

Erick glowered at him. fiYou wonft yght with them
if they do?”

Dimitri shrugged. “The alternative is death.”

Luther said, AErick, it has to be this way. There is a
balance that has to be respected.”

“Of course you can say so,” Erick remarked bitterly.
“The balance says that you’re allowed to live, so you’re okay
with looking away when one of your own kin is cut down.”

Then Dimitri started to scowl again. fiStop that. You
know the orcs aren’t really his people. They would have
killed him, if he had been born in their society.”



“Oh, and we live on the whims of the orcs now?”
Erick pulled Dimitri’s hand off his shoulder, stepping
back from both the wyrm and the half-orc. “If you want
to complete your mission, then run along and tag the
werekin strays before they bite anyone else. But leave me
out of this.”

Luther started to say, fiYou canft just walk away
from—"

Erick dropped into a shadow portal and sped away
without hearing the rest.

*kx

Luther clenched his ysts, swearing in Celtic dwarf for two
full breaths before he glared at Dimitri. “What is your
game here?”

Dimitri affected a wounded expression, though he
was only mildly annoyed by the accusation. “I beg your
pardon?”

“You know what I’m talking about. What did you
put in his head?”

Dimitri barked a sharp laugh. fiAre you so desperate
to lay blame somewhere? You know very well that he was
running away from the elves before he was ordered to
go on this mission. He accepted it without understanding
what was fully required of him. So please, tell me how
this is my fault, when 16m just following orders?0



Luther didnét have an answer, and after a few
seconds of silence, Dimitri picked his wrist in a dismissive
gesture. iGo and get the dwarfs ready for a yght.o

AWhy should I take orders from you?0 Luther asked.

“Because part of me is still following Erick’s
portal,” Dimitri said calmly. “If you hurry, we will be able
to kill the orc as soon as Erick ynds it.0

*kx

Erick heard the yght before he found it, but from the
voices, he could guess who the combatants were. One of
the werekin cubs had found the cursed orc, and even though
they shared the same druid curse, the human werekin cub
was too feral to recognize the orc as a potential ally.

The orc wasn’t. He recognized the boy as kin, but once
the child attacked him, the orc began to react in anger.

Erick came in on the yght early, and in spite of the
cub’s tiny size, he was hooked into the back of the grey
orc. The boybs clawed yngers were buried in the pesh of
the orc, and he swung his body back and forth to dodge
the orc’s attempt to grab him.

His plan seemed to be to wear the orc down before
he went in for a killing blow, and Erick worried that he
might be able to succeed. But neither Erick nor the cub
expected the orc to py into such a rage that he triggered
a transformation. His skin began to darken in color, and



then his pesh boiled as the magic began to change the
muscles underneath.

His limbs distorted, growing longer and thicker,
and black fur began sprouting from his skin.

Within minutes, the cub was riding the back of a
giant black bear. He seemed mindless of the change, and
he was still trying to hold on when the bear stood up,
walked to a tree, and turned around. Then it fell back and
crushed the child, who yelped once.

The bear spun and picked up the twitching cub by both
legs, drawing back to slam the boy into the tree. The werekin
child exploded, leaving only his legs intact. The entire attack
took less than three seconds before it was over.

Horriyed, Erick slipped out of the shadow portal,
and then he moved the portal under the bear. The bear
dropped into the shadow, but a moment later, Erick
was stunned when he felt the bear thrashing toward the
entrance to escape the magical trap.

Erick’s tiny mouth tightened into a thin line of
concentration, and he fought to pull the bear deeper into
the shadows.

“You can’t contain him like that,” Dimitri said.

Erick didn’t turn around. He gritted his teeth and
forced the bear away from the portal entrance by another
meter. “I can handle him. I’ll wear him down, and then
I’ll take him somewhere. I’ll stay with him, to keep him
safe.”



Dimitri’s laugh was cold and infuriating. “You will
let the orc kill everything it likes, but you will not let it
die. Do you not see how hypocritical that is?”

“I won’t let him kill higher beings. He must eat, and
I understand that. But he didn’t need to kill that child.”

Dimitri stepped closer, trying to sound sympathetic.
“Erick, it isn’t your fault that this happened.”

“Yes it is,” Erick said. “I told the orcs to burn the
forest. I caused them to kill the werekin living in the
woods. I’ve started this feud, and now, you’d have me
watch you murder a sentient creature, because it has no
place in your world.”

In the distance, Erick heard hoof-beats, and his
frown became a deep scowl. “You brought the others
here?”

Dimitri nodded. “I have to, Erick. I’m sorry. | wish
you could understand that there isn’t a choice—"

Erick cut him off, shouting, “There’s always a
choice!” He dropped his hand into the pouch on his belt
to pull out a collar.

Dimitri reached out to grab the chain, stopping
Erick from walking away. The powerful druid magics in
the collar burned Dimitri’s shadow-formed body, but he
ignored the pain and held on.

Speaking in a calm voice, he said, fiPutting a collar
on him won’t change anything. You cannot keep this
animal alive.”



“He isn’t an animal!” Erick yanked back on the
chain hard.

Dimitri still tried to hold onto the chain, and in the
short struggle, a link on the side of the collar broke open.
The gap that formed was not large enough for the link to
fall off, nor was it big enough to catch the attention of
Erick or Dimitri.

But at last the effort of holding onto the blessed
metal was too much for Dimitri, and the wyrm let the
offending collar go.

Erick walked over the portal just as the hunting
party arrived. He cast a dome of shadow over the portal,
and then he let the bear start to rise to the surface.

When the bear’s thrashing head was high enough
out of the portal, Erick held him in place to prevent him
from struggling.

He was starting to feel fatigued keeping the bear
contained, and he realized that it would be him who
was worn down if he tried to hold the werekin for much
longer.

Erick tried to summon a shadow in the shape of a
muzzle. But the bear pried his mouth open, breaking three
muzzles in a row with ease.

Erick summoned a globe of shadow to surround the
bear’s head, and then he looped the collar over the top
of the black sphere. The metal settled around the bear’s
neck, and Erick allowed the dome to become translucent.



He was hardly surprised when an arrow bounced
off the shield, but he turned to frown at Darryl. “I never
thought of you as bloodthirsty, Darryl.”

The royal guard shook his head as he approached
the shield. “I’m not, and I’ve got no taste for this work.
Erick, you keep asking why this has to happen. It’s very
simple. You’re meant to see how your actions created
this situation. Your punishment is to watch and learn how
everything you do has an effect in our world. If you still
cannot appreciate that, I’m sorry.”

Darryl’s gaze moved to the bear. “He’s wearing
you down, and when he escapes, you’ll have to drop this
shield. Webll do our jobs, and then wedll move on.o

Erick growled in anger, but Darryl was right. It was
his punishment, and he was resisting it. Erick could not
keep up the yght to contain the orc, and no matter where
he ran, Dimitri would track him.

Erick thought desperately through the spells that
Dimitri had taught him. Surely, one of them had to allow
him away to escape. But he considered one spell after
another before realizing that he had nothing.

No! he corrected himself. His mind returned to
Dimitri’s memories of opening a portal to Earth.

He smiled at Dimitri and said, “Tell Finrod that |
will not leave my portals open.”

Luther started to ask, iWhat is hed ?0

Erick released the bear, at the same time opening



a portal to Earth. A ring of brilliant white light tore open
the air, slicing through the planes of existence to connect
Lissand to Earth.

Everyone was blinded by the pash, and when they
could see again, both Erick and the bear were gone.

*kx

Luther watched Dimitri with open suspicion during the
trip back to the camp. The wyrm fell back to walk beside
Lutherds black horse, his white face ylled with annoyance.
AWhy must you keep blaming me for this mess, Luther?0

fiYou taught him that spell, didndt you?d Luther
asked.

Dimitri rolled his eyes, though it was impossible
for anyone to notice. “If you say so. | showed Erick that
memory because he asked why 1’d been kept prisoner in a
tree. 1I’m sure you think I’m lying, or that I’ve somehow
lied to Erick, but | haven’t. I’ve been honest with him to
a fault.”

Darryl nudged his horse to move up alongside
Luther. He cleared his throat to get the half-orcts attention.
ADimitri is telling the truth, Luther, so please, let this go.
We still have to collar the rest of the strays, and we can do
that faster if Dimitri is working with us.”

“I will.” Dimitri smiled at Darryl. “Even if Erick
has chosen to abandon the mission, I will see it through



to the best of my abilities. Then I will return to Stout Hart
and ensure that my debt to the elves is paid in full.”

fiwhat then, Dimitri?0 Luther asked.

“I’m not quite sure.” Dimitri shrugged indifferently.
“I won’t worry about it until after 1 know that Finrod is
ynished with me.o

“Why don’t you go looking for Erick yourself?”
Luther asked.

“Because he probably won’t want to listen to me.
Not yet, anyway. But maybe, after the humans kill the orc,
he might be ready to admit that he was wrong. We’ll see
what happens.”



Epilogue

Dimitri slipped away from the group after the last of the
werekin cubs had been collared. In all, there were four
children who had survived on their own. He had declared
that he was not needed to escort the cubs home, but the
dwarfs suspected that the wyrm had grown tired of the
constant dirty looks being cast by Luther.

In truth, Dimitri was starving, and he hadn’t taken
any meals during the entire hunt. He wanted to avoid
provoking the orcs, who would make claims that he was
invading their hunting grounds. By that point, Dimitri just
wanted to ynish the mission and head north to look for a
dire bear, or possibly a dire elephant. Anything smaller
would have been a snack to him.

Upon arriving to Stout Hart forest, Darryl and
Luther went to Finrod to brief the king about their mission.
They were both surprised to ynd Dimitri in attendance.
The wyrm stood beside the king, his thin white mouth
pulled up in a sneering smirk. He’d already hunted down
a bear and then returned to Forest Heart to deliver a report
several days before, and he remained in attendance in the
court during the evenings. He stayed to see the look on
Lutherés face when the half-orc realized that the wyrm
had done the right thing after all.



Finrod himself relayed the contents of Dimitri’s
report, and neither Luther nor Darryl could fault his
description of events.

But Luther could not let go of his anger, and he
pointed an accusing ynger at Dimitri. fiEven if he feigns
innocence, it’s obvious that he taught Erick the portal
spell.” He was disappointed when Finrod offered a shrug
in reply. He growled, “Don’t you care?”

“If Erick had taken his magic studies seriously, we
would have already taught him the same spell,” Finrod
said. “I’ve looked into Dimitri’s mind, and | cannot place
blame on him for anything he has done to Erick.”

Finrod gestured to Larin on the other side of the
chair. fiLarin has also weighed in on the matter, and he
feels that Dimitri acted properly. Dimitri has done more
than could be expected of him by volunteering to help. If
there is fault to be found here, it lies with Erick, for failing
to accept his punishment.”

Finrod paused, sitting back in his chair. “But
Erick took the orc to Earth, and so long as he maintains
his promise not to leave a portal open, | will accept his
decision. Taking the orc away resolves the problem, and
the balance is restored to the territories.”

fiSo you wonét send anyone to look for him on
Earth,0 Luther said.

“No, | don’t see why | should. Erick collared the
orc, so there’s little risk of the humans being tainted by



the werekin curse. Even if there were a risk, | have no
concern for the humans. | know that they will Kkill the
orc, along with any humans he curses. The humans kill
everything and leave nothing behind.”

Dimitri made a tsking sound, smiling as he shook his
head. “Typical elf attitude. You don’t care to look too closely at
the affairs of your enemies, unless it concerns you directly.”

Finrod frowned at the wyrm. “What do you mean?”

fiYou claim that you only left the halpings behind
on Earth, but you know that your elders abandoned most
of the blood drinkers. You left them to suffer under the
tender mercy of the humans, and you made no offers to
shelter them.” Dimitri snorted derisively. “You must think
that all the blood drinkers are extinct, but in the short time
that l1ove been out of my prison, l6ve conyrmed that many
races are still hanging on.”

Luther said, filf youbve only been outside for a short
time, how could you know so much about Earth?”

Dimitri started to make a rapid change then. His
body lengthened to yll the full height of the room, and his
limbs melded into his body before heads started sprouting
everywhere.

In front of each head, a scrying shadow formed, and
in each shadow, Dimitri watched somebody on Earth. The
portals moved to cover his eyes, immersing him inside
dozens of monochrome virtual worlds.

The wyrm spoke from all of his mouths in synch



with each other, making his voice much louder. “I am not
limited to absorbing information through a weak pesh
brain like yours, nor am I limited to one pair of eyes or
ears. | learn at a faster rate than you can possibly imagine,
and what | have seen on Earth intrigues me.”

Finrod asked, “What are you planning?”

Dimitri shrank himself back down into a humanoid
form, making himself almost as short as a rhyndarhin. It
was a false display of humility toward the king, but the
wyrm did it because he knew his next gamble could risk
provoking Finrod’s temper.

Dimitri said, Alf l1ove satisyed you, sire, then | will
travel to Earth, and I will begin making allies with the
other blood drinkers. | may even be able to build an army
and kill a few million humans.” He stopped, leaning his
head over while he gauged the king’s reaction. But Finrod
regard him with an impassive, bland expression.

Dimitri asked, “Do you care?”

“No, | have no concern for what happens to the
humans,0 Finrod said. iSo long as you do not try to bring
this alleged army of blood drinkers to Lissand, than I have
no quarrel with you.”

Dimitri grinned, exposing all of his white, pointed
teeth. fiThen | have one ynal question, and | shall take my
leave of your fair kingdom, your highness.” He pointed a
bony ynger at Luther. fiSuppose I Kill his nightmare. Will
that upset you?”



Finrod sighed. “I really wish you wouldn’t, but it
isn’t a crime, is it?”

Luther started to growl an objection, but the wyrm
was already slipping into a shadow portal. His horrid
cackling rose from the portal entrance as he raced away to
complete his terrible act.

Luther ran out of the kingéts hall, his chest pounding
with anger and fear. He thought, Please, let me make it
before it’s too late.

It was foolish of him, and he knew it long before he

saw the sickened expressions of the stable hands. Moving
to the stall, Luther found nothing left but a bloody skeleton.
The horses in the surrounding stalls were in a frenzy, and
the stable hands could not calm the animals down, not
even with magical charms.
Luther growled, iDamn you, Dimitri. | swear, one
His body froze as Dimitri entered his mind and
took control of him. Luther couldnét turn around to see
the wyrm lean over. He could not pinch away when he
heard the wyrm’s whispering voice less than a centimeter
from his ear.

“You are a stupid creature, speaking before you
think. I can consume you right here, and Finrod will not
do a thing to punish me, aside from asking me to leave his
kingdom. | was already planning to leave, so killing you
won’t mean a thing to me.”

day—



Dimitri moved around to look Luther in the eye. fil
don’tkill you now, because Erick is fond of you, and | want
to regain his trust.” Dimitri’s face tightened into a mask of
anger. “But if you come looking for me with murder on
your mind, I will consume you without a second thought.
You’re a barbarian, and you have no way to defeat me.
You’re so pathetically ineffectual, and that’s why you’re
mad at me. You couldn’t save Erick, so it must be my
fault, not the fault of the stupid half-orc. You could have
saved your nightmare, though. All you had to do was shut
up and stop acting like this was my fault.”

Dimitri’s lower body became insubstantial, and he
poated into the stall with the remains of the nightmare. fil
will let you in a secret, Luther. I did manipulate Erick. | took
his mistrust of the elves, and | fed it by giving him the truth.”
Dimitri smiled. “It’s the perfect revenge, to my mind. I’ve
watched the shadow hunters slay hundreds of my children.
Now, I can take the son of a shadow hunter and encourage
him to leave Lissand. Once | ynd him on Earth, | can gain his
trust by helping him protect the orc. I’ll tell him that | agree
with him, and I’ll take him under my wing.”

Dimitri laughed, his voice a dry, rasping cackle.
fiCan you image that? A wyrm adopting a shadow hunter
as his foster son? Can there be anything more absurd?” He
leaned over until his face was right in front of Lutherds.
AOT course there is. A weakling half-orc who thinks that
he can kill a wyrm is much more absurd.”



Dimitri picked his hand up toward the crude ceiling.
fiMaybe you could run upstairs and cry to the king, or to
Larin. But they won6t care.0 Floating closer, Dimitri moved
to whisper in Luther6s ear. iGo back to your wild places,
Luther. Find another nightmare. Forget you ever saw me.
Because if we cross paths again, and you are still thinking
about Killing me, that will be your last day of life.”

Dimitri blurred and vanished.

Luther dropped to the poor on his knees. He wanted
to shout or growl while he pounded a hole in the poor. But
every hufyng breath he drew in carried the wretched scent
of the dead nightmare, and the odor sapped his anger.

Instead, he felt grief, because he had been unable
to do anything. Despite all of his strength, he could not
yght with Dimitri. In spite of all his wisdom, he could not
convince Erick to respect the balance of life on Lissand.

It didn’t matter to him that the balance had been
returned to Lissand, or that Finrod considered their
mission a success. As far as Luther was concerned, the
most important part of the mission was lost. Erick was
gone, and Luther had no way to protect the young elf from
Dimitri. Dimitri could hop dimensions to hunt down Erick.
But Luther was powerless to do anything but remain in
Lissand to the end of his days.

So to Luther, the mission was lost, because Dimitri
had won.



*kx

Erick closed his eyes and dropped his head just before the
ring of light blinded everyone else, the werebear included.
He heard the bear growl in confusion, but underneath it,
he heard something else, something hissing and humming
at the same time.

He was just opening his eyes when he saw a pair
of bright lights rushing toward him. Leaping to his right,
Erick barely missed the vehicle’s bumper and hood.

But the werebear was still blinded from the portal, and
the car slammed into the back leg of the giant black bear.

Erick spun at the sound of rending metal and
screeching tires. The bear growled in anger and pain,
but then his head slammed down onto the pavement.
The impact knocked the bear out, but it also crippled
the vehicle, destroying both the engine and the front
suspension.

Erick slipped into a shadow portal, moving the
portal to the side of a fence post to allow him to peer out
at the occupants of the car. After several tense moments,
the bear began to wake up.

Then the muscular passenger got out of the car, and
Erick heard the driver ask, “Jobe, what are you doing?”

The man named Jobe slammed his door shut without
answering, and he started walking over to the bear. Erick
thought, Where is his weapon?



Then the bear tried to take a swipe at the man, who
almost blurred when he moved. He struck the bear hard,
knocking the animal back with a strength that seemed
impossible.

Erick’s eyes widened in shock. Could it be possible?
Yes! The man yghting the bear wasnft human. He was a
halping, and a berserker, judging by his hidden reserves
of strength.

Erick tensed, watching Jobe and the bear yght. It
took only a few seconds for him to decide that he would
try to approach Jobe as an ally, and with that decision,
Erickés journey from Lissand was ynished.

The End?



