“I will not be herelong,”
said Thrall.

“Come spring, | will rggoin Grom Hellscream, and hel p his noble clan storm the camps and free our
people.”

“Grom Hellscream,” sneered the stranger, waving his hand dismissively. “ A demon-ridden dreamer. |
have seen what the humans can do, and it is best to avoid them.”

“I wasraised by humans, and believe me, they are not infalible!” cried Thrdl. “Nor are you, | would
think, you coward!”

“Thral —" began Drek’ Thar, speaking up at last.

“No, Master Drek’ Thar, | will not be silent. This stranger comes seeking our aid, eats a our fire, and
daresto insult the courage of our clan and hisown race. | will not stand for it. | am not the chieftain, nor
dol damthat right. But I will claim my right to fight this stranger, and make him eat hiswords diced
upon my sword.”

The strange orc laughed heartily and rose. He was dmost as big as Thrall, and now, to his astonishment,
Thrall saw that thisarrogant stranger was completely clad in black plate armor, trimmed with brass.
Uttering afierce cry, the stranger opened his pack and pulled out the largest warhammer Thral had ever
seen. He hdd it aoft with seeming ease, then brandished it a Thrall.

“Seeif you can take me, whelp!”
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LORD OF THE CLANS
PROL OGUE

They came when Gul’ dan called them, those who had willingly — nay, eagerly — sold their souls
to the darkness. Once they, like Gul’ dan, had been deeply spiritual beings. Once, they had studied
the natural world and the orcs’ placein it; had learned from the beasts of forest and field, the
birds of the air, the fish of the rivers and oceans. And they had been a part of that cycle, no more,
no less.

No longer.

These former shamans, these new warlocks, had had the briefest taste of power and, like the
barest drop of honey on the tongue, found it sweet indeed. So their eagerness had been rewarded
with more power, and still more. Gul’ dan himself had learned from his master Ner’ zhul until
student had finally surpassed teacher. While it had been because of Ner’ zhul that the Horde had
become the powerful, unstoppabl e tide of destruction it presently was, Ner’ zhul had not had the
courage to go further. He had a soft spot for the inherent nobility of his people. Gul’ dan had no
such weakness.

The Horde had slain all there was to slay in thisworld. They were lost with no outlet for their
bloodlust, and were turning on one ancther, clan attacking clan in a desperate attempt to assuage
the brutal longings that flamed in their hearts. It was Gul’ dan who had found a fresh target upon
which to focus the Horde' s white-hot need to slaughter. Now they would soon venture into a new
world, filled with fresh, easy, unsuspecting prey. The bloodlust would rise to a fever pitch, and the
wild Horde needed a council to guide them. Gul’ dan would lead that council.

He nodded to them as they entered, his small, fire-hazed eyes missing nothing. One by one they
came, called like servile beasts to their master. To him.

They sat around the table, the most feared, revered, and loathed among the entire orcish clans.
Some wer e hideous, having paid the price for their dark knowledge with more than just their
souls. Others were yet fair, their bodies whole and strong with smooth green skin stretched tight
across rippling muscles. Such had been their request in the dark bargain. All were ruthless,
cunning, and would stop at nothing to gain more power.



But none was as ruthless as Gul’ dan.

“We few gathered here,” began Gul’ dan in hisraspy voice, “ are the mightiest of our clans. We
know power. How to get it, how to useit, and how to get more. Others are beginning to speak out
against one or the other of us. This clan wishesto return to itsroots; that clan istired of killing
defenseless infants.” Histhick green lips curled into a sneer of contempt. “ Thisis what happens
when orcs go soft.”

“ But, Great One,” one of the warlocks said, “ we have slain all the Draenei. What isthereleft to
kill in thisworld?”

Gul’ dan smiled, stretching his thick lips over large, sharp teeth. “ Nothing,” he said. “ But other
worlds await.”

He told them of the plan, taking pleasure in the lust for power that was kindled in their red eyes.
Yes, this would be good. This would be the most powerful organization of orcs that had ever
existed, and at the head of this organization would be none other than Gul’ dan.

“ And we will be the council that makes the Horde dance to our tune,” he said at last. “ Each one
of usisa powerful voice. Yet such isthe orcish pride that they must not know who is truly the
master here. Let each think that he swings his battle-ax because he wills it, not because we are
commanding it. We will stay a secret. We are the walkers in the shadows, the power that isall the
mor e potent for itsinvisibility. We are the Shadow Council, and none shall know of our strength.”

Yet, one day, and that day soon, some would know.

ONE

Even the beasts were cold on anight such asthis, mused Durotan. Absently he reached out to hiswolf
companion and scratched Sharptooth behind one of hiswhite ears. The animal crooned appreciatively
and snuggled closer. Wolf and orc chief stared together at the silent fall of white snow, framed by the
rough oval that was the entrance to Durotan’s cave.

Once, Durotan, chieftain of the Frostwolf clan, had known the kiss of balmier climes. Had swung hisax
inthe sunlight, narrowing small eyes againg the gleam of sunshine on meta and againg the spattering of
red human blood. Once, he had felt akinship with al of his people, not just those of hisclan. Side by side
they had stood, a green tide of desth flooding over the hillsides to engulf the humans. They had feasted at
thefirestogether, laughed their degp, booming laughs, told the stories of blood and conquest while their
children drowsed by the dying embers, their little mindsfilled with images of daughter.

But now the handful of orcsthat comprised the Frostwolf clan shivered doneinther exilein thefrigid
Alterac Mountains of thisalien world. Their only friends here were the huge white wolves. They were so
different from the mammoth black wolvesthat Durotan’ s people had once ridden, but awolf was awolf,
no meatter the color of itsfur, and determined patience combined with Drek’ Thar’ s powers had won the
beasts over to them. Now orc and wolf hunted together and kept one another warm during the
interminable, snowy nights.

A soft, snuffling sound from the heart of the cave caused Durotan to turn. His harsh face, lined and held
in perpetua tautness from years of worry and anger, softened at the noise. Hislittle son, asyet unnamed



until the ordained Naming Day of this cycle, had cried out as he was being fed.

Leaving Sharptooth to continue watching the snowfal, Durotan rose and lumbered back to the cave's
inner chamber. Draka had bared a breast for the child to suckle upon, and had just removed the infant
from histask. So that was why the child had whimpered. As Durotan watched, Draka extended a
forefinger. With ablack nail honed to razor sharpness, she pricked deep into the nipple before returning
the infant’s small head to her breast. Not aflicker of pain crossed her beautiful, strong-jawed face. Now,
asthe child fed, hewould drink not only nourishing mother’ smilk, but his mother’ s blood aswell. Such
was gppropriate food for a budding young warrior, the son of Durotan, the future chieftain of the
Frostwolves.

His heart swelled with lovefor hismate, awarrior hisequal in courage and cunning, and the lovely,
perfect son they had borne.

It was then that the knowledge of what he had to do sank over him, like ablanket settling over his
shoulders. He sat down and sighed deeply.

Drakaglanced up at him, her brown eyes narrowing. She knew him al too well. He did not want to tell
her of his sudden decision, athough he knew in his heart it was the right one. But he must.

“We have achild now,” Durotan said, his deep voice booming from his broad chest.

“Yes,” replied Draka, pridein her voice. “A fine, strong son, who will lead the Frostwolf clan after his
father diesnobly in battle. Many years from now,” she added.

“I have aresponghility for hisfuture,” Durotan continued.

Draka s attention was now on him fully. He thought her exquisitely beautiful at this moment, and tried to
brand the image of her in hismind. The firelight played against her green skin, casting her powerful
musclesinto sharp relief and making her tusks gleam. She did not interrupt, merely waited for himto
continue.

“Had | not spoken against Gul’ dan, our son would have more playmates with which to grow up,”
Durotan continued. “Had | not spoken against Gul’ dan, we would have continued to be valued members
of theHorde.”

Draka hissed, opening her massve jaws and baring her fangsin displeasure a her mate. “'Y ou would not
have been the mate | joined with,” she boomed. The infant, Startled, jerked his head away from the
nourishing breast to look up at his mother’ s face. White milk and red blood dripped down his aready
jutting chin. “Durotan of the Frostwolf clan would not sit by and meekly let our people beled to their
deaths like the sheep the humans tend. With what you had learned, you had to speak out, my mate. Y ou
could have done no less and still bethe chieftain you are.”

Durotan nodded at the truth of her words. “ To know that Gul’ dan had no love for our people, that it
was nothing more than away for him to increase his power. . . .”

Hefdl slent, recalling the shock and horror — and rage— that had engulfed him when he had learned
of the Shadow Council and Gul’ dan’sduplicity. He had tried to convince the others of the danger facing
them al. They had been used, like pawns, to destroy the Draenel, arace that Durotan was beginning to
think had not required extinction after dl. And again, shuttled through the Dark Portd onto an
unsuspecting world — not the orcs' decision, no, but that of the Shadow Council. All for Gul’ dan, dl for



Gul’ dan’s persond power. How many orcs had fdlen, fighting for something so empty?

He searched for the words to express his decision to hismate. “I spoke, and we were exiled. All who
followed mewere. It isagreat dishonor.”

“Only Gul’ dan’ sdishonor,” said Drakafiercely. Theinfant had gotten over histemporary fright and was
again nursing. “Y our people are aive, and free, Durotan. It isaharsh place, but we have found the frost

wolves to be our companions. We have plenty of fresh mest, even in the depths of winter. We have kept
the old ways dlive, as much as we can, and the stories around the fire are part of our children’s heritage.”

“They deserve more,” said Durotan. He gestured with a sharp-nailed finger at his suckling son. “He
deserves more. Our till-deluded brothers deserve more. And | will giveit to them.”

Herose and straightened to hisfull imposing height. His huge shadow fell over theforms of hiswifeand
child. Her crestfalen expression told him that Draka knew what he was going to say before he spoke,
but the words needed utterance. It was what made them solid, redl . . . made them an oath not to be
broken.

“There were some who heeded me, though they still doubted. | will return and find those few chieftains. |
will convince them of the truth of my story, and they will raly their people. We shall no longer be daves
of Gul’dan, easily lost and not thought of when we diein battles that serve only him. This| swear, |,
Durotan, chieftain of the Frostwolf clan!”

He threw back his head, opened histoothy mouth amost impossibly wide, rolled his eyes back, and
uttered aloud, deep, furious cry. The baby began to squal and even Drakaflinched. It wasthe Oath
Cry, and he knew that despite the degp snow that often deadened sound, everyonein his clan would
hear it this night. In moments, they would cluster around his cave, demanding to know the content of the
Oath Cry, and making cries of their own.

“Y ou shall not go alone, my mate,” said Draka, her soft voice asharp contrast to the ear-splitting sound
of Durotan’s Oath Cry. “We shdl comewith you.”

“1 forbid it.”

And with asuddennessthat startled even Durotan, who ought to have known better, Draka sprang to
her feet. The crying baby tumbled from her Igp as she clenched her fists and raised them, shaking them
violently. A heartbeat |ater Durotan blinked as pain shot through him and blood dripped down hisface.
She had bounded the length of the cave and dashed his cheek with her nails.

“I am Draka, daughter of Kelkar, son of Rhakish. No one forbids meto follow my mate, not even
Durotan himsdf! | comewith you, | stand by you, | shal dieif need be. Pagh!” She spat at him.

As he wiped the mixture of spittle and blood from hisface, his heart swelled with lovefor thisfemale. He
had been right to choose her as his mate, to be the mother of his sons. Was there ever amore fortunate
malein dl of orc hisory?He did not think so.

Despite the fact that, if word reached Gul’ dan, Orgrim Doomhammer and his clan would be exiled, the
great Warchief made Durotan and hisfamily welcomein hisfield camp. The wolf, however, he eyed with
suspicion. Thewolf eyed him back in the same manner. The rough tent that served Doomhammer for
shelter was emptied of lesser orcs, and Durotan, Draka, and their yet-unnamed child were ushered in.



The night was abit cool to Doomhammer, and he watched with wry amusement as his honored guests
divested themselves of most of their clothing and muttered about the heat. Frostwolves, he mused, must
be unused to such “warm weather.”

Outside, his persona guards kept watch. With the flap that served as adoor till open, Doomhammer
watched them huddle around the fire, extending enormous green hands to the dancing flames. The night
was dark, save for the smal lights of the stars. Durotan had picked agood night for his clandestine vist.
It was unlikely that the small party of mae, female, and child had been spotted and identified for who
they redly were.

“I regret that | place you and your clanin jeopardy,” were the first words Durotan spoke.

Doomhammer waved the comment aside. “If Degth isto comefor us, it will find us behaving with
honor.” Heinvited them to sit and with his own hands handed his old friend the dripping haunch of afresh
kill. 1t was gtill warm. Durotan nodded his acceptance, bit into the juicy flesh, and tore off ahuge chunk.
Drakadid likewise, and then extended her bloody fingersto her baby. The child eagerly sucked the
sweet liquid.

“A fine, strong boy,” said Doomhammer.

Durotan nodded. “Hewill be afitting leader of my clan. But we did not come al thisway for you to
admiremy son.”

“Y ou spoke with velled words many years ago,” said Doomhammer.

“I wished to protect my clan, and | was not certain my suspicionswere correct until Gul’ dan imposed
theexile” Durotan replied. “His swift punishment madeit clear that what | knew wastrue. Listen, my old
friend, and then you must judge for yoursdlf.”

In soft tones, so that the guards sitting at the fire afew yards away would not overhear them, Durotan
began to speak. He told Doomhammer everything he knew — the bargain with the demon lord, the
obscene nature of Gul’ dan’s power, the betraya of the clans through the Shadow Council, the eventud,
and dishonorable, end of the orcs, who would be thrown as bait to demonic forces. Doomhammer
listened, forcing hiswide face to remain impassive. But within hisbroad chest his heart pounded like his
own famous warhammer upon humean flesh.

Could this be true? It sounded like atale spewed by a battle-addled haf-wit. Demons, dark pacts. . .
and yet, this was Durotan who was speaking. Durotan, who was one of the wisest, fiercest, and noblest
of the chieftains. From any other mouth, these he would have judged to be lies or nonsense. But Durotan
had been exiled for hiswords, which lent them credence. And Doomhammer had trusted the other
chieftain with hislife many times before now.

There was only one conclusion. What Durotan wastelling him was true. When his old friend finished
speaking, Doomhammer reached for the meat and took another bite, chewing dowly while hisracing
mind tried to make sense of dl that had been said. Findly, he swallowed, and spoke.

“I believeyou, old friend. And let me reassure you, | will not stand for Gul’ dan’s plansfor our people.
Wewill stland againgt the darkness with you.”

Obvioudy moved, Durotan extended his hand. Doomhammer gripped it tightly.



“Y ou cannot stay overlong in this camp, though it would be an honor to have you do so,” Doomhammer
said as herose. “One of my persond guards will escort you to asafe place. Thereisastream nearby and
much game in the woods thistime of year, so you shdl not go hungry. | will do what | can on your behalf,
and when thetimeisright, you and | shall stand side by side aswe day the Great Betrayer Gul’ dan
together.”

The guard said nothing as he led them out of the encampment several milesinto the surrounding woods.
Sure enough, the clearing to which he took them was secluded and verdant. Durotan could hear the
trickling of the water. He turned to Draka.

“I knew my old friend could be trusted,” he said. “It will not be long before—"

And then Durotan froze. He had heard another noise over the splashing of the nearby stream. It wasthe
snap of atwig under aheavy foot. . . .

He screamed his battle cry and reached for his ax. Before he could even grasp the hilt the assassinswere
upon him. Dimly, Durotan heard Draka s shrill scream of rage, but could spare no instant to turn to her
ad. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sharptooth spring on one intruder, knocking him to the earth.

They had come silently, with none of the pride in the hunt that was so integral to orcish honor. These
were assasans, the lowest of the low, the worm beneath the foot. Except these worms were everywhere,
and though their mouths remained closed in that unnatura silence, their wespons spoke with a purposeful

tongue.

An ax bit degp into Durotan’ s left thigh and he fell. Warm blood flowed down hisleg as he twisted and
reached with his bare hands, trying desperately to throttle his would-be murderer. He stared up into a
face frighteningly devoid of good, honest orc rage, indeed of any emotion at al. His adversary lifted the
ax again. With every ounce of strength |eft to him, Durotan’s hands closed on the orc’ sthroat. Now the
worm did show emotion as he dropped the ax, trying to pry Durotan’ sthick, powerful fingersfrom his
neck.

A brief, sharp howl, then silence. Sharptooth had fallen. Durotan did not need to ook to see. He il
heard his mate grunting obscenities a the orc who, he knew, would day her. And then anoise that sent
fear shivering through him split the air: hisinfant son’scry of terror.

They shall not kill my son! The thought gave Durotan new strength and with aroar, despite the lifeblood
ebbing from the severed artery in hisleg, he surged upward and managed to get hisfoe beneath his huge
bulk. Now the assassin squirmed in genuine terror. Durotan pressed hard with both hands and felt the
satisfying snap of neck beneath hispams.

“No!” The voice belonged to the treasonous guard, the orc who had betrayed them. It was high,
humanish with fear. “No, I’m one of you, they arethetarget —”

Durotan looked up in time to see a huge assassin swing a blade amost bigger than he wasin asmooth,
precise arc. Doomhammer’ s persond guard didn’t stand achance. The sword diced cleanly through the
traitor’ s neck, and as the severed, bloody head flew past him, Durotan could till see the shock and
surprise on the dead guard’ s face.

Heturned to defend his mate, but he wastoo late. Durotan cried aloud in fury and raw grief ashe saw
Draka s till body, hacked amost to pieces, lying on the forest floor in awidening pool of blood. Her
killer loomed over her, and now turned his attention to Durotan.



In afair battle, Durotan would have been amatch for any three of them. Grievoudy wounded as he was,
with no weapon save his hands, he knew he was about to die. He did not try to defend himsdlf. Insteed,
out of deep ingtinct he reached for the small bundle that was his child.

And stared foolishly at the spurting fountain of blood that sorang from his shoulder. Hisreflexeswere
dowing from lack of blood, and before he could even react, hisleft arm joined theright to lie, twitching,
on the ground. The wormswould not even et him hold his son one moretime.

Theinjured leg could bear him no longer. Durotan toppled forward. His face was inches away from that
of hisson’s. Hismighty warrior’s heart broke at the expression on the baby’ s face, an expression of tota
confusion and terror.

“Take. . .thechild,” herasped, amazed that he could even speak.

The assassin bent close, so that Durotan could see him. He spat in Durotan’ s eye. For amoment,
Durotan feared he would impale the baby right in front of hisfather’ seyes.

“Wewill leave the child for the forest creatures,” snarled the assassin. “Perhaps you can watch asthey
tear himto bits”

And then they were gone, as slently asthey had left. Durotan blinked, feding dazed and disoriented as
the blood left hisbody in rivers. He tried again to move and could not. He could only stare with failing
eyesght at theimage of hisson, hissmall chest heaving with his screams, histiny fists balled and waving
franticaly.

Draka. .. mybeloved . .. mylittleson .. .| amso sorry. | have brought usto this. . . .

The edges of hisvison began to turn gray. Theimage of his child began to fade. The only comfort that
Durotan, chieftain of the Frostwolf clan, had as hislife dowly ebbed from him was the knowledge that he
would die before having to witness the horrible spectacle of his son being eaten dive by ravenous forest
beasts.

“By the Light, what anoisel” Twenty-two-year-old Tammis Foxton wrinkled his nose a the noise that
was echoing through the forest. “Might aswell turn back, Lieutenant. Anything that loud is certain to have
frightened any game worth pursuing.”

Lieutenant Aedelas Blackmoore threw his persona servant alazy grin.

“Haven't you learned anything I’ ve tried to teach you, Tammis?’ he drawled. “1t's as much about getting
away from that damned fortress as bringing back supper. Let whatever it iscaterwaul al it likes” He
reached for the saddlebag behind him. The bottle felt cool and smooth in his hand.

“Hunting cup, Sr?” Tammis, despite Blackmoore' s comments, had been ideally trained. He extended a
smdll cup in the shape of adragon’s head that had been hooked onto his saddle. Hunting cups were
specifically designed for such a purpose, having no base upon which to sit. Blackmoore debated, then
waved the offer away.

“Onetoo many steps.” With histeeth he pulled out the cork, held it in one hand, and raised the bottle' s
mouth to hislips.



Ah, this Stuff was sweet. It burned an easy trail down histhroat and into his gut. Wiping his mouth,
Blackmoore recorked the bottle and put it back in the saddiebag. He ddliberately ignored Tammis's
look, quickly averted, of concern. What should a servant care how much his master drank?

Aeddas Blackmoore had risen swiftly through the ranks because of hisamost incredible ability to dicea
swath through the ranks of orcs on the battlefield. His superiors thought this dueto skill and courage.
Blackmoore could have told them that his courage was of the liquid variety, but he didn’t see much point
init.

Hisreputation aso didn’t hurt his chances with the ladies. Neither did his dashing good looks. Tal and
handsome, with black hair that fell to his shoulders, sted-blue eyes, and asmall, negtly trimmed goatee,
he was the perfect heroic soldier. If some of the women |eft his bed alittle sadder but wiser, and more
than occasiondly with abruise or two, it mattered nothing to him. There were dways plenty more where
they came from.

The ear-splitting sound was Sarting to irritate him. “1t’ s not going away,” Blackmoore growled.
“It could be aninjured creature, Sr, incagpable of crawling away,” said Tammis.

“Then let’ sfind it and put it out of our misery,” replied Blackmoore. He kicked Nightsong, adeek
gelding as black as his name, with more force than was necessary and took off at agalop in the direction
of thehdlish noise.

Nightsong came to such an abrupt halt that Blackmoore, usudly the finest of riders, nearly sailed over
the beast’ s head. He swore and punched the animd in the neck, then fell silent as he saw what had
caused Nightsong to stop so quickly.

“Blessed Light,” said Tammiis, riding up beside him on hissmdl gray pony. “What amess.”

Three orcs and a huge white wolf lay sprawled on the forest floor. Blackmoore assumed that they had
died recently. Therewas as yet no stink of decomposition, though the blood had congealed. Two males,
onefemae. Who cared what sex the wolf had been. Damned orcs. It would save humanslike him alot
of troubleif the brutes turned on themselves more often.

Something moved, and Blackmoore saw what it was that had been shrieking so violently. It wasthe
ugliest thing he had ever seen . . . an orc baby, wrapped in what no doubt passed for aswaddling cloth
among the creatures. Staring, he dismounted and went to it.

“Careful, gr!” yelped Tammis. “It might bitel”

“I’ve never seen awhelp before,” said Blackmoore. He nudged it with hisboot toe. It rolled dightly out
of its blue and white cloth, screwed its hideous little green face up even more, and continued wailing.

Though he had aready downed the contents of one bottle of mead and was well into the second,
Blackmoore’ smind was till sharp. Now, an ideabegan to form in his head. Ignoring Tammis s unhappy
warnings, Blackmoore bent over and picked up the small mongter, tucking the blue and white cloth
snugly about it. Almost immediately, it topped crying. Blue-gray eyeslocked with his.

“Interesting,” said Blackmoore. “ Their infants have blue eyes when they are young, just as humans do.”
Soon enough those eyes would turn piggy and black, or red, and gaze upon al humans with murderous
hate.



Unless.. ..

For years, Blackmoore had worked twice as hard to be haf as well regarded as other men of equal
birth and rank. He had labored under the stigma of hisfather’ streachery, and had done everything
possible to gain power and position. He was il skeptically regarded by many; “blood of atraitor” was
often muttered when those around him thought him unable to hear. But now, perhaps he might one day
not have to listen to those cutting comments any longer.

“Tammis” he said thoughtfully, gazing intently into the incongruoudy soft blue of the baby orc’ s eyes,
“did you know that you have the honor to serve abrilliant man?’

“Of coursel did, sr,” Tammisreplied, aswas expected. “May | inquire asto why thisis particularly true
a thismoment?’

Blackmoore glanced up &t the still-mounted servant, and grinned. “Because Lieutenant Aeddlas
Blackmoore holdsin his hands something that is going to make him famous, wedthy, and best of al,

powerful.”

TWO

Tammis Foxton wasin agtate of high agitation, due directly and inevitably to the fact that his master was
terribly displeased. When they had brought the orc whelp home Blackmoore had been much as he was
on the battlefield: alert, interested, focused.

The orcswere proving less and less of achalenge each day, and men used to the excitement of almost
daily battles were growing bored. The planned bouts were proving extremely popular, giving men an
outlet for their pent-up energies and providing a chancefor alittle money to change hands aswell.

And this orc was going to be raised firmly under human control. With the speed and power of the orcs,
but the knowledge that Blackmoore would impart, hewould be dl but unconquerablein the planned
matches that were beginning to spring up.

Except the ugly little thing wouldn’t est, and had grown pale and quiet over thelast severd days.
Nobody said the words, but everyone knew. The beast was dying.

That had enraged Blackmoore. Once, he had even seized the small monster and tried to shovefindy
chopped meat down itsthroat. He succeeded only in nearly choking the orc, whom he had named
“Thral,” and when Thral had spat up the meet he had literally dropped the orc on the straw and strode,
cursing, from the stable in which the orc was temporarily housed.

Now Tammiswalked around his master with the utmost discretion, choosing hiswords even more
carefully than usual. And yet, more often than not, he had left an encounter with Lieutenant Blackmoore
with abottle — sometimes empty, sometimes not — flying behind him.

Hiswife Clannia, afair-haired, apple-cheeked woman who served in the kitchens, now set aplate of
cold food in front of him on the wooden table and rubbed histight neck as he sat down to est.
Compared to Blackmoore, the beefy, loud cook who ran the kitchens was a veritable Paladin.



“Any word?" Clannia asked hopefully. She awkwardly sat down beside him at the rough wooden table.
She had given birth afew weeks ago and still moved with hesitation. She and their edest daughter,
Taretha, had eaten many hours ago. Unseen by ether parent, the girl, who dept with her baby brother in
asmall bed beside the hearth, had woken at her father’ s entrance. Now she sat up, her yellow curls
covered by adeeping cap, and watched and listened to the adult conversation.

“Aye, and dl bad,” said Tammis heavily as he spooned congedling potato soup into his mouth. He
chewed, swallowed, and continued. “The orc isdying. It won't take anything Blackmoore tries to feed
it”

Clanniasighed and reached for her mending. The needle flashed back and forth, stitching together anew
dressfor Taretha. “It' sonly right,” she said softly. “ Blackmoore had no business bringing something like
that into Durnholde. Bad enough we' ve got the mature ones screaming dl day long. | can't wait until the
internment camps are finished and they’ re no longer Durnholde’ s problem.” She shuddered.

Tarethawatched, silent. Her eyes were wide. She had heard vague mutterings about a baby orc, but this
was thefirst chance she had had to hear her parents discussing it. Her young mind raced. Orcswere so
big and scary-looking, with their sharp teeth, green skin, and deep voices. She’ d only caught the barest
glimpses of them, but she had heard dl the stories. But a baby wouldn’t be big and scary. She glanced
over at the smal figure of her brother. Even as she watched, Faralyn stirred, opened his rosebud mouth,
and announced that he was hungry with ashrill cry.

In asmooth motion, Clanniarose, put down her sewing, picked up her son, bared abreast, and set him
to nursing. “Tarethal” she scolded. “Y ou should be adeep.”

“I was,” Tarethasaid, rising and running to her father. “1 heard Dacomein.”

Tammis smiled tiredly and permitted Tarethato climbin hislap. “ Shewon't go back to deep until
Fardynisdone,” hetold Clannia. “Let me hold her for awhile. | so sdldom get to see her, and she's
growing likeaweed.” He pinched her cheek gently and she giggled.

“If theorc dies, it will go badly with al of ushere,” he continued.

Tarethafrowned. The answer was obvious. “Da,” shesad, “if it' sababy, why are you trying to make it
et mest?’

Both adults stared at her, stunned. “What do you mean, little one?” asked Tammisin astrained voice.

Taretha pointed to her nursing brother. “Babies drink milk, like Faralyn does. If this baby orc’'smother is
deed, it can’'t drink itsmilk.”

Tammis continued to Stare; then adow smile spread across hisweary face. “Out of the mouths of
babes,” he whigpered, and then hugged his daughter to him so tightly that she began to squirm in protest.

“Tammis. . ..” Clannid svoice wastaut.

“My dearest,” he said. He held Tarethawith one arm and reached across the table to hiswife with the
other. “Tari’ sright. For al their barbaric ways, the orcs do nurse their young, aswe do. Our best guess
isthat the orcinfant isbut afew monthsold. It'sno wonder it can’t yet eat meat. It doesn’t even have
any teeth yet.” He hesitated, but Clannia sface grew pale, asif she knew what he was going to say.



“Youcan't mean...youcan't ak meto....”

“Think what it will mean to our family!” Tammisexclamed. “I’ ve served Blackmoore for ten years. I've
never seen him this excited about anything. If that orc survives because of us, we will lack for nothing!”

“I...lcan't,” sammered Clannia
“Can’'t what?" asked Taretha, but they both ignored her.
“Please” begged Tammis. “It'sonly for alittlewhile”

“They’remongters, Tam!” cried Clannia. “Mongters, and you . . . you want meto. . . .” She covered her
face with one hand and began to sob. The baby continued to nurse, unperturbed.

“Da, why isMacrying?’ asked Taretha, anxious.

“I’'mnot crying,” said Clanniathickly. She wiped her wet face and forced asmile. “ See, darling? All is
wdl.” Shelooked at Tammis, and swallowed hard. *Y our Dajust has something he needs meto do,
thet'sdl.”

When Blackmoore heard that his persona servant’ swife had agreed to wet-nurse the dying orc baby,
the Foxton family was deluged with gifts. Rich fabrics, the freshest fruits and choicest mests, fine
beeswax tapers— dl began to appear regularly at the door of the small room that the family caled their
home. Soon, that room was exchanged for another, and then for larger quarters till. Tammis Foxton was
given hisown horse, alovely bay he named Ladyfire. Clannia, now caled Mistress Foxton, no longer
had to report to the kitchens, but spent al her time with her children and tending to the needs of what
Blackmoore called his“specia project.” Tarethawore fine clothes and even had atutor, afussy, kind
man named Jaramin Skisson, sent to teach her to read and write, like alady.

But shewas never alowed to speak about the smal creature that lived with them for the next full yesr,
who, when Faralyn died of afever, became the only baby in the Foxton household. And when Thrall had
learned to eat avile concoction of blood, cow’ s milk, and porridge with his own smal hands, three
armed guards came and wrested him away from Taretha s arms. She cried and protested, and received a
harsh blow for her pless.

Her father held her and shushed her, kissing her pale cheek where ared hand imprint wasvisible. She
quieted after awhile, and, like the obedient child she wished to appear, agreed never to spesk of Thrall
again except in the most casua of terms.

But she vowed she would never forget this strange creature that had been almost like ayounger brother
to her.

Never.

“No, no. Likethis.” Jaramin Skisson stepped beside his pupil. “Hold it thus, with your fingershere. . .
and here. Ah, that’ s better. Now make thismotion.. . . like asnake.”

“What isasnake?’ asked Thral. Hewas only six yearsold, but aready amost asbig as histutor. His
large, clumsy hands did not hold the ddlicate, thin stylus eadily, and the clay tablet kept dipping out of his
grasp. But he was stubborn, and determined to master this|etter that Jaramin caled an“S.”



Jaramin blinked behind hislarge spectacles. “ Oh, of course,” he said, moreto himself than Thral. “A
snakeisareptilewith no feet. It lookslike thisletter.”

Thrall brightened with recognition. “Likeaworm,” he said. He had often snacked on those small treats
that found their way into hiscell.

“Yes, it doesresemble aworm. Try it again, on your own thistime.” Thral stuck histongue out to aid his
concentration. A shaky form appeared on the clay, but he knew it was recognizableasan “S.” Proud of
himself, he extended it to Jaramin.

“Very good, Thrdl! I think it may be time we started teaching you numbers” said the tutor.

“Butfirg, it' stime to start learning how to fight, eh, Thral?” Thral looked up to seethe lean form of his
measter, Lieutenant Blackmoore, standing in the doorway. He stepped inside. Thrall heard the lock click
shut on the other side of the door. He had never tried to flee, but the guards aways seemed to expect
himto.

At once Thrdl prostrated himsdlf as Blackmoore had taught him. A kindly pat on his head told him he
had permission to rise. He ssumbled to hisfeet, suddenly feding even bigger and clumsier than usud. He
looked down at Blackmoore' s boots, awaiting whatever it was his master had in store for him.

“How ishe coming in hislessons?’ Blackmoore asked Jaramin, asif Thral weren't present.

“Very well. | hadn’t redlized orcs were quite so intelligent, but —”

“Heisintdligent not because heisan orc,” Blackmoore interrupted, his voice sharp enough to make
Thrdl flinch. “Heisinteligent because humans taught him. Never forget thet, Jaramin. And you.” The
bootsturned in Thrall’ sdirection. “Y ou aren’t to forget that either.”

Thrall shook his head violently.

“Look a me, Thral.”

Thral hesitated, then lifted his blue-eyed gaze. Blackmoore' s eyes bored into hisown. “Do you know
what your name means?’

“No, dr.” Hisvoice sounded so rough and deep, even in hisown ears, next to themusica lilt of the
humans voices.

“It means‘dave.” It meansthat you belong to me.” Blackmoore stepped forward and prodded the orc's
chest with a tiff forefinger. 1t meansthatl own you . Do you understand that?” For amoment, Thrall
was S0 shocked he didn't reply. His name meantslave ? It sounded so pleasant when humans spokeit,
he thought it must be agood name, aworthy name.

Blackmoore' s gloved hand came up and dapped Thrall acrossthe face. Although the lieutenant had
swung hishand with vigor, Thrall’s skin was so thick and tough that the orc barely fdltit. And yet the
blow pained him deeply. His master had struck him! One large hand came up to touch the cheek, its
black fingernails clipped short.

“Y ou answer when you' re spoken to,” snapped Blackmoore. “ Do you understand what | just said?’



“Yes, Master Blackmoore,” replied Thrall, his deep voice barely awhisper.

“Excdlent.” Blackmoore sangry face relaxed into an gpproving smile. Histeeth showed white against
the surrounding black hair of his goatee. That quickly, dl waswedl again. Relief surged through Thral. His
lipsturned up in his best gpproximation of Blackmoore samile.

“Don’t dothat, Thral,” said Blackmoore. “It makes you look uglier than you areedy are.”
Abruptly, the smile vanished.
“Lieutenant,” said Jaramin softly, “he’ sjust trying to mimic your smile, that'sall.”

“Well, he shouldn’'t. Humans smile. Orcsdon't. Y ou said he was doing well in hislessons, yes? Can he
read and write, then?’

“Heisreading at quite an advanced level. Asfor writing, he understands how, but those thick fingersare
having adifficult timewith some of thelettering.”

“Excdlent,” Blackmoore said again. “ Then we have no more need of your services.”

Thral inhaed swiftly and looked over a Jaramin. The older man appeared to be as surprised as he by
the statement.

“There’ smuch he does't know yet, Sr,” stammered Jaramin. “He knows little of numbers, of hitory, of
at _”

“He does't need to master history, and | can teach him what he needs to know about numbers mysaif.
And what does adave need to know of art, hmm? | fancy you think that would be awaste of time, eh,
Thral?”

Thral thought briefly of the onetime Jaramin had brought in asmall statue and told him how it was
carved, of how they had discussed how his swaddling cloth with its once-bright colors of blue and white
had been woven. That, Jaramin had said, was“art,” and Thrall had been eager to learn more about
meaking such beautiful things.

“Asmy magter wishes, o does Thral,” he said obediently, giving thelieto thefedingsin hisheart.

“That’ sright. Y ou don’t need to know those things, Thrall. Y ou need to learn how to fight.” With
uncharacterigtic affection, Blackmoore reached out a hand and placed it on Thral’ s enormous shoulder.
Thrdl flinched, then stared at his magter.

“I wanted you to learn reading and writing because it might one day give you an advantage over your
opponent. I'm going to seeto it that you are skilled with every weapon | have ever seen. I’m going to
teach you about strategy, Thrall, and trickery. Y ou are going to be famousin the gladiator ring.
Thousands will chant your name when you appear. How does that sound, eh?’

Thrall saw Jaramin turn and gather up histhings. It pained him strangely to see the stylus and the clay
tablet disappear for the last time into Jaramin’s sack. With aquick, backward glance, Jaramin moved to
the door and knocked on it. It opened for him. He dipped out, and the door was closed and locked.

Blackmoore was waiting for Thrall’ sresponse. Thrall was afast learner, and did not wish to be struck



again for hedtating in hisanswer. Forcing himself to sound asif he believed it, hetold his magter, “ That
sounds exciting. | am glad my master wishes meto follow this path.”

For thefirgt time he could remember, Thrall the orc stepped out of his cell. He gazed in wonder as, with
two guardsin front of him, two guards behind, and Blackmoore keeping pace, he went through severa
winding stone corridors. They went up aset of stairs, then across, then down awinding stair that was so
small it seemed to pressinon Thral.

Ahead was a brightness that made Thrall blink. They were gpproaching that brightness, and the fear of
the unknown set in. When the guards ahead of him went through and into thisarea, Thrall froze. The
ground ahead was yellow and brown, not the familiar gray of stone. Black things that resembled the
guardslay on the ground, following their every movement.

“What are you doing?’ snapped Blackmoore. “Come out. Others held here would give their right arms
to be ableto walk out into the sunlight.”

Thral knew theword. “ Sunlight” waswhat came through in smal datsin hiscell. But there was so much
sunlight out there! And what of the strange black things? What were they?

Thrall pointed at the black human-shaped things on the ground. To his shame, dl the guards started
laughing. One of them was soon wiping tears of mirth from hisface. Blackmoore turned red.

“Youidiot,” he said, “those are just — By the Light, have | gotten myself an orc who's afraid of hisown
shadow?’ He gestured and one of the guards pricked Thrall’ s back deeply with the point of a spear.
Although his naturaly thick skin protected him, the prod stung and Thrall lurched forward.

His eyesburned, and helifted his hands to cover them. And yet the sudden warmth of the. . . sunlight . .
. on hishead and back felt good. Sowly he lowered his hands and blinked, |etting his eyes become
accustomed to the light.

Something huge and green loomed in front of him.

Ingtinctively, he drew himsdf up to hisfull height and roared &t it. More laughter from the guards, but this
time, Blackmoore nodded in approva at Thral’ sreaction.

“That' samock fighter,” hesaid. “It’sonly made of burlap and stuffing and paint, Thrall. It'satroll.”

Again embarrassment flamed through Thrall. Now that he looked more closdly, he could tell it was no
living thing. Straw served the mock fighter for hair, and he could see where it was stitched together.

“Doesatrall redly look likethat?" he asked.

Blackmoore chuckled. “Only vagudly,” said Blackmoore. “1t wasn't designed for redlism, but for
practice. Watch.”

He extended agloved arm and one of the guards handed him something. “ Thisis awooden sword,”
Blackmoore explained. “ A sword is awegpon, and we use wood for practice. Once you' re sufficiently
trained with this, you' Il move on to thered thing.”

Blackmoore held the sword in both hands. He centered himsdlf, then raced at the practicetroll. He
managed to strike it three times, once in the head, oncein the body, and once aong the false arm that



held a cloth wegpon, without breaking stride. Breathing only dightly heavily, he turned around and trotted
back. “Now you try,” he said.

Thrall held out his hand for the weapon. Histhick fingers closed around it. It fit his palm much better than
the stylus had. It felt better, too, amost familiar. He adjusted the grip, trying to do what he had seen
Blackmoore do.

“Very good,” said Blackmoore. To one of the guards, he said, “L ook at that, will you? He' sanatural.
As| knew hewould be. Now, Thral . . . attack!”

Thral whirled. For thefirst timein hislife, hisbody seemed willing to do what he asked of it. Helifted
the sword, and to his surprise, aroar burst forth from histhroat. His legs began to pump amost of their
own accord, smoothly and swiftly carrying him toward the mock troll. He lifted the sword — oh, it was
s0 easy — and brought it down in asmooth arc across the troll’ s body .

Therewas aterrible crack and the troll went sailing through the air. Suddenly afraid he had done
something terribly wrong, Thral’ s grace turned to clumsiness and he sumbled over his own feet. He hit
the earth hard and felt the wooden sword crack undernesth him.

Thrall scrambled to hisfeet and prostrated himsdlf, sure that some sort of terrible punishment was about

to ensue. He had broken the mock troll and destroyed the practice sword. He was so big, so clumsy . . .
!

Loud whoopsfilled the air. Other than Jaramin, the silent guards, and the occasiond vigit from
Blackmoore, Thral had not had much interaction with humans. Certainly he had not learned to discern
thefiner pointsin their wordless noises, but he had a strange suspicion that these were not sounds of
anger. Cautioudy helooked up.

Blackmoore had an enormous smile on hisface, as did the guards. One of them was bringing the palms
of his hands together to create aloud smacking sound. When he caught sight of Thrall, Blackmoore's
smile widened even more.

“Did | not say hewould surpassdl expectations?’ cried Blackmoore. “Well done, Thral! Well done!”

Thrall blinked, uncertain. “I . . . that wasn't wrong?’ he asked. “Thetroll and thesword . . . | broke
them.”

“Damnright you did! First time ever swinging asword and thetroll sails across the courtyard!”
Blackmoore s giddiness subsided dightly and he put hisarm around the young orc in afriendly manner.
Thral tensed, then relaxed.

“Suppose you werein the gladiator ring,” Blackmoore said. “ Suppose that troll wasred, that your
sword was real. And suppose thefirst time you charged, you struck him so hard that he fell that far.
Don't you seethat that’ sagood thing, Thral?’

The orc supposed he did. Hislarge lips wanted to Stretch over histeeth in asmile, but he ressted the
impulse. Blackmoore had never been so pleased with him, so kind to him, before, and he wished to do
nothing to disturb the moment.

Blackmoore squeezed Thral’ s shoulder, then returned to hismen. “You!” he shouted to aguard. “ Get
that troll back on the pike, and make sureit’ s secure enough to withstand my Thrall’ s mighty blows. Y ou,



get me another practice sword. Hells, get mefive of them. Thral isliableto bregk them al!”

Out of the corner of hiseye, Thral saw movement. He turned to see atall, dender man with curly hair
dressed in livery red, black, and gold that marked him as one of Blackmoore s servants. With himwasa
very smdl human being with bright yellow hair. 1t looked nothing like the guards that Thrall knew. He
wondered if thiswas ahuman child. It looked softer, and its garments were not the trousers and tunics
the other wore, but along, flowing garment that brushed the dusty earth. Wasthis, then, afemale child?

His eyes|ocked with the blue ones of the child. She did not seem frightened of hisugly appearance at dl.
On the contrary, she met his gaze evenly, and as he watched, she amiled brightly and waved at him, asif
she was happy to seehim.

How could such athing be? Even as Thrall watched, trying to determine the proper response, the male
accompanying her clamped ahand to the little femal€' s shoulder and steered her away.

Wondering what had just happened, Thrall turned back to the cheering men, and closed hislarge, green
hand about another practice sword.

THREE

Aroutine was quickly established, onethat Thrall would follow for the next severd years. Hewould be
fed at dawn, his hands and feet clapped in manacles that permitted him to shuffle out to the courtyard of
Durnholde, and there he would train. At first, Blackmoore himsdlf conducted the training, showing him
the basic mechanics and often praising him effusvely. Sometimes, though, Blackmoore s temper was
sharp and nothing Thral could do would please him. At such times, the nobleman’ s speech was dightly
durred, his movements haphazard, and he would berate the orc for no reason that Thrall could discern.
Thrall cameto smply accept the fact that he was unworthy. If Blackmoore berated him, it must be
because he deserved it; any praise was smply the lord’ s own kindness.

After afew months, though, another man stepped in and Thrall ceased to see Blackmooreregularly. This
man, known to Thrall only as Sergeant, was huge by human standards. He stood well over six feet, with
athick barrdl chest covered with curly red hair. The hair on his head was bright red, its touded mop
matched by the long beard. He wore a black scarf knotted around histhroat and in one ear sported a
large earring. Thefirst day he cameto address Thrall and the other fighters who were being trained
aongside him, he had fixed each one with a hard stare and shouted out the chalenge.

“Seethis?’ He pointed with a stubby forefinger to the glistening hoop in hisleft ear. “1 haven't taken this
out in thirteen years. I’ ve trained thousands of recruits just like you pups. And with each group | offer the
same chdlenge: Rip thisearring from my ear and I’ Il let you best meto apulp.” He grinned, showing
severd missing teeth. “Y ou don't think it now, p'raps, but by the time I’ m done with you, you' d sell your
own mother for the chanceto take aswing at me. But if I'm ever so dow that | can't fend off an attack
by any of you ladies, then | deserveto have my ear ripped off and be forced to swalow what’ sleft of my
tegth.”

He had been waking dowly down the line of men and now stopped abruptly in front of Thrall. “ That
goes double for you, you overgrown goblin,” Sergeant snarled.

Thrall lowered his gaze, confused. He had been taught never, ever, to raise his hand against humans.
And yet it appeared as though he was to fight them. There was no way he would ever try torip



Sergeant’ searring from hislobe.

A large hand dipped undernesth Thrall’ s chin and jerked it up. “Y ou look a me when | talk to you, you
understand?’

Thral nodded, now hopelessly confused. Blackmoore didn’t want him to meet his gaze. Thisman had
just ordered him to do exactly that. What was he to do?

Sergeant divided them into pairs. The number was uneven and Thrall sood alone. Sergeant marched
right up to him and tossed awooden sword to him. Ingtinctively, Thral caught it. Sergeant grunted in
approval.

“Good eye-hand coordination,” he said. Like al the other men, he carried a shield and was wearing
heavy, well-cushioned armor that would protect his body and head. Thrall had none. His skin was so
thick that he barely felt the blows asit was, and he was growing so quickly that any clothing or armor
fashioned for him would soon be far too small.

“Let’ s see how you defend yoursdlf, then!” And with no further warning, Sergeant charged Thrall.

For the briefest second, Thral shrank from the attack. Then something inside him seemed to click into
place. He no longer moved from a place of fear and confusion, but a place of confidence. He stood up
draight, to hisfull height, and redlized that he was growing so quickly that he wastdler even than his
opponent. Helifted hisleft arm, which he knew would one day hold a shield heavier than ahuman, in
defense against the wooden sword, and brought his own practice weapon down in asmooth arc. If
Sergeant had not reacted with stunning speed, Thral’ s sword would have dammed into hishem. And
even with that protection, Thral knew that the power behind his blow was such that Sergeant probably
would have been killed.

But Sergeant was swift, and his shield blocked Thral’ slikely fatal blow. Thral grunted in surprise as
Sergeant landed ablow of hisown againgt Thrall’ s bare midsection. He sscumbled, thrown briefly off
balance.

Sergeant took the opening and pressed, landing three swift blows that would have killed an unarmored
man. Thral regained hisfooting and fet a strange, hot emotion surge through him. Suddenly, hisworld
narrowed to the figure before him. All hisfrustration and hel plessnessfled, replaced by a deadly focus:
Kill Sergeant.

He screamed aoud, the power of his own voice startling even him, then charged. He lifted hisweapon
and struck, lifted and struck, raining blows upon the big man. Sergeant tried to retreat and his booted feet
dipped on astone. Hefdl backward. Thrall cried out again, as a keen desire to smash Sergeant’ s head
to apulp swept through him like awhite-hot tide. Sergeant managed to get the sword in front of him and
deflected most of the blows, but now Thrall had him pinned between his powerful legs. He tossed aside
his sword and reached out with hislarge hands. If he could just fasten them around Blackmoore s neck

Appalled at theimage that swam before hiseyes, Thrall froze, hisfingersinches avay from Sergeant’s
throat. It was protected with agorget, of course, but Thral’ s fingers were powerful. If he had managed
to clamp down —

And then severd men wereon him dl a once, shouting at him and hauling him off the prone figure of the
fighting ingtructor. Now it was Thrall who was on his back, his mighty arms lifted to ward off the blows of



several swords. He heard a strange sound, aclang , and then saw something metallic catch the bright
sunlight.

“Hold!” screamed Sergeant, his voice asloud and commanding asif he had not just been inches away
from degth. “Damn you, hold or I'll cut your bloody arm off! Sheathe your sword this minute, Maridan!”

Thrall heard asnick . Then two strong arms sei zed his and he was hauled to hisfeet. He sared at
Sergeant.

To his utter surprise, Sergeant laughed out loud and clapped a hand on the orc’ s shoulder. “ Good job,
lad. That' sthe closest I ve ever come to having me earring snatched — and in the first match at that.

Y ou're aborn warrior, but you forgot the goa, didn’t you?’ He pointed to the gold hoop. “ Thiswasthe
god, not squeezing the life out of me.”

Thrall struggled to speak. “I am sorry, Sergeant. | don’t know what happened. Y ou attacked, and then.
..." Hewas not about to tell of the brief image of Blackmoore he had had. It was bad enough that he
had logt his head.

“Some foes, you' re going to want to do what you just did,” said Sergeant, surprising him. “Good tactics
there. But some opponents, like dl the humansyou’ Il face, you' re going to want to get ' em down and
then end it. Stop there. The bloodlust might save your hidein ared battle, but for gladiator fighting, you'll
need to be more here—" he tapped the side of his head “— than here,” and he patted his gut. “1 want
you to read some books on strategy. Y ou read, don’t you?”’

“A little)” Thrall managed.

“Y ou need to learn the history of battle campaigns. These pupsal know it,” and he waved at the other
young soldiers. “ For atime, that will betheir advantage.” He turned to glare a them. “But only for atime,
lads. Thisone s got courage and strength, and he' s but a babe yet.”

The men shot Thrall hogtile glances. Thral fet asudden warmth, a happiness he had never known. He
had nearly killed this man, but had not been reprimanded. Instead, he had been told he needed to learn,
to improve, to know when to go for the kill and when to show . . . what? What did one cdll it when one
gpared an opponent?

“Sergeant,” he asked, wondering if he would be punished for even voicing the question, “ sometimes. . .
you said sometimes you don't kill. Why not?’

Sergeant regarded him evenly. “It' scaled mercy, Thradl,” he said quietly. “And you'll learn about that,
too.”

Mercy.Under his breath, Thrall turned the word over on histongue. It was asweet word.

“You let him do that to you?” Though Tammiswas not supposed to be privy to this particular
conversation between his master and the man he had hired to train Thral, Blackmoore s shrill voice
carried. Pausing in hisduty of cleaning the mud off of Blackmoore' s boots, Tammis strained to listen. He
did not think of this as eavesdropping. He thought of thisasavita way to protect hisfamily’ swelfare.

“It wasagood martial move.” Sergeant Something-or-other replied, sounding not at al defensive. “I
treated it the way | would had it been any other man.”



“But Thral isn’'t aman, he'san orc! Or hadn’t you noticed?’

“Aye, | had,” said Sergeant. Tammis maneuvered himsdlf so that he could peer through the half-closed
door. Sergeant looked out of place in Blackmoore' srichly decorated receiving room. “And it’s not my
place to ask why you want 'im trained so thorough.”

“Y ou'reright about that.”

“But youdo want ’im trained thorough,” said Sergeant. “ And that’ s exactly what I’'m doing.”

“By letting him nearly kill you?’

“By praisng agood move, and teaching 'im when it’ s good to use the bloodlust and when it’ sgood to
keep acool head!” growled Sergeant. Tammis smothered asmile. Evidently, it was becoming difficult for

Sergeant to keep his. “But that’ s not the reason I’ ve come. | understand you taught 'im to read. | want
'im to have alook at some books.”

Tammis gaped.

“What?’ cried Blackmoore.

Tammis had utterly forgotten the chore he was ostensibly performing. He stared through the crack in the
door, abrush in one hand and amuddy boot in the other, listening intently. When there was alight tap at
his shoulder, he nearly jumped out of hisskin.

Heart thudding, he whirled to behold Taretha. She grinned impishly a him, her blue eyesflicking from
those of her father to the door. Clearly, she knew exactly what he was doing.

Tammiswas embarrassed. But that emotion was overridden by a passionate desire to know what was
about to happen. Heraised afinger to hislips and Taretha nodded wisdly.

“Now, why did you go and teach an orc to read if you didn’t want him doing so?’
Blackmoore spluttered something incoherent.

“’E’sgot abrain, whatever ese you may think of him, and if you wants’im trained the way you told me,
you' ve got to get him understanding battle tactics, maps, strategies, Sege techniques—”

Sergeant was camly ticking things off on hisfingers. “All right!” Blackmoore exploded. “Though |
imaginel'll liveto regret this. . . .” He strode toward the wall of books and quickly selected afew.
“Tarethal” he bellowed.

Both older and younger Foxton servants jumped. Quickly Taretha smoothed her hair, put on a pleasant
expression, and entered the room.

Shedropped acurtsy. “Yes, Sr?’
“Here.” Blackmoore thrust the books at her. They were large and cumbersome and filled her arms. She

peered at him over the edge of the top book, only her eyesvisible. “| want you to givetheseto Thrall’s
guardto givehim.”



“Yes, dr,” Tarethareplied, asif thiswere something she was asked to do every day and not one of the
mogt shocking things Tammis had heard his master order. “They’reabit heavy, Sr. .. may | gotomy
quartersfor asack? It will make the carrying easier.”

She looked every inch the obedient little servant girl. Only Tammis and Clanniaknew how sharp abrain
— and tongue — were hidden behind that deceptively sweet visage. Blackmoore softened dightly and
patted her fair head.

“Of coursg, child. But take them straight over, understood?’
“Indeed, sir. Thank you, sir.” She seemed to try to curtsy, thought better of it, and left.

Tammis closed the door behind her. Taretha turned to him, her large eyes shining. “Oh, Dal” she
breethed, her voice soft so it would not carry. “1’m going to get to seehim!”

Tammis s heart sank. He had hoped she was over this disturbing interest in the orc’ swelfare. “No,
Taretha. Y ou'rejust to hand the books to the guards, isall.”

Her facefdll, and sheturned away sadly. “It'sjust . . . Since Fardyn died . . . he' sthe only little brother |
have”

“He snot your brother, he' san orc. An animdl, fit only for camps or gladiator battles. Remember that.”
Tammis hated disgppointing his daughter in anything, but it was for the child’ s own good. She mustn't be
noticed having an interest in Thrall. Only ill would come from that if Blackmoore ever found ot.

Thrall was sound adeep, worn out from the excitement of the day’ s practice, when the door to his cdll
dammed open. He blinked deepily, then got to hisfeet as one of the guards entered carrying alarge
sack.

“Lieutenant saysthese are for you. He wants you to finish them al and be able to talk with him about
them,” said the guard. Therewas ahint of contempt in hisvoice, but Thrall thought nothing of it. The
guards dways spoke to him with contempt.

The door was pulled closed and locked. Thrall looked at the sack. With adelicacy that belied his huge
frame, he untied the knot and reached insde. Hisfingers closed on something rectangular and firm, but
that gave dightly.

It couldn’t be. Heremembered thefed. . . .

Hardly daring to hope, he pulled it forth into the dim light of hiscell and stared &t it. It was, indeed, a
book. He read the title, sounding it doud:“ The History of the Alliance of Lor-lordaeron.” Eagerly he
grabbed a second book, and athird. They were dl military history books. As he flipped one open,
something fluttered to the straw-covered floor of hiscell. It wasasmal, tightly folded piece of
parchment.

Curious, heunfolded it, taking histime with hislarge fingers. It was anote. Hislipsworked, but he did
not speak aoud:

Dear Thrall,

Master B. has ordered that you have these books | am so excited for you. | did not know he had



let you learn how to read. He let me learn how to read too and | love reading. | miss you and hope
you are well. It looks like what they are making you do in the courtyard hurts | hope you are all
right. | would like to keep talking with you do you want to? If yes, write me a note on the back of
this paper and fold it back up in the book I put it in. I will try to come and see you if not keep

Love Taretha

P.S Dont tell anyone about the note we will get in BIG TROUBLE!!!

Thrall sat down heavily. He could not believe what he had just read. He remembered the small femae
child, and had wondered why she had waved at him. Clearly, sheknew himand . . . and thoughtwell of
him. How could this be? Who was she?

He extended aforefinger and gazed at the blunted, clipped nail. It would haveto do. On hisleft arm, a
scratch was hedling. Thrall jabbed as deeply as he could and after severd tries managed to tear the small
wound open again. A duggish trickle of crimson rewarded his efforts. Using hisnail asastylus, he
carefully wrote on the back of the note asingle word:

YES.

FOUR

Thrdl wastwe ve years old when he saw hisfirst orc.

He was training outside the fortress grounds. Once he had won hisfirg battle at the tender age of eight,
Blackmoore had agreed with Sergeant’ s plan to give the orc more freedom — at least in training. He ill
had a manacle fastened to one of hisfeet, which wasin turn carefully attached to a huge boulder. Not
even an orc of Thrall’ s strength would be able to flee with that attached to hisleg. The chains were thick
and sturdy, unlikely to break. After thefirst time or two, Thral paid it no heed. The chain waslong and
gave him plenty of room to maneuver. The thought of escaping had never occurred to him. Hewas
Thrall, the dave. Blackmoore was his master, Sergeant histrainer, Taretha his secret friend. All was asiit
should be.

Thrall regretted that he had never made friends with any of the men with whom he practiced. Each year
there was anew group, and they were dl cut of the same cloth: young, eager, contemptuous, and dightly
frightened of the mammoth green being with whom they were expected to train. Only Sergeant ever gave
him a.compliment; only Sergeant interfered when one or more would gang up on Thrall. At times Thrall
wished he could fight back, but he remembered the concept of honorable fighting. Although these men
thought of him asthe enemy, he knew they weren’t, and killing or grievoudy wounding them wasthe
wrong thing to do.

Thrall had sharp ears and dways paid attention to the idle gossip of the men. Because they thought him a
mindless brute, they were not too careful of their tonguesin his presence. Who minds their words when
the only witnessisan anima? It wasin thisway that Thrall learned that the orcs, once afearful enemy,
were weakening. More and more of them were being caught and rounded up into something called
“internment camps.” Durnholde was the base, and dl those in charge of these campslodged here now,
while underlings conducted the day-to-day running of the camps. Blackmoore was the head of al of
them. There were afew skirmishes ill, but less and less frequently. Some of the men present at the



training had never seen an orc fighting before they encountered Thrall.

Over the years, Sergeant had taught Thrall the finer points of hand-to-hand combat. Thrall wasversedin
every weapon used in the fights: sword, broadsword, spear, morningstar, dagger, scourge, net, ax, club,
and halberd. He had been granted the barest of armor; it was deemed more exciting for the watching
crowdsif the combatants had little protection.

Now he stood at the center of agroup of trainees. Thiswas familiar territory to him, and was more for
the benefit of the young men than for him. Sergeant called this scenario “ringing.” The trainees were (of
course) humans who had supposedly come upon one of the few remaining renegade orcs, who was
determined not to go down without afight. Thrall was (of course) the defiant orc. Theideawasfor them
to devise at least three different ways of capturing or killing the “rogue orc.”

Thrall was not particularly fond of this scenario. He much preferred one-on-one fighting to being the
target of sometimes as many astwelve men. The light in the men’seyes at the thought of fighting him, and
the smileson their lips, dways dismayed Thral. Thefirst time Sergeant had enacted the scenario, Thral
had had difficulty in summoning up the necessary resstance required in order to makethis an effective
teaching tool. Sergeant had to take him aside and assure him it was dl right to pretend. The men had
armor and real weapons, he had only awooden practice sword. It was unlikely Thrall would cause any
lagting harm.

So now, after having performed this routine saverd times over thelast few years, Thral immediately
became a snarling, ravening beast. Thefirgt few times, it had been difficult to separate fantasy from
redity, but it became easier with practice. He would never lose control in this scenario, and if thingsdid
turn bad, he trusted Sergeant with hislife.

Now they advanced on him. Predictably, they chose smple assault astheir first of three tactics. Two had
swords, four had spears, and the rest had axes. One of them lunged.

Thral swiftly parried, hiswooden sword flying up with startling speed. He lifted amassive leg and
kicked out, gtriking the attacker full in the chest. The young man went hurtling backward, astonishment
plain on hisface. He lay on the ground, gasping for air.

Thral whirled, anticipating the approach of two others. They came at him with spears. With the sword,
he knocked one of them out of theway aseasly asif the human had been an annoying insect. With his
free hand, for he had no shield, he seized the other man’s spear, yanked it from his grip, and flipped it
around o that the sharp blade was facing the man who had, just seconds ago, been wielding the

weapon.

Had this been ared battle, Thrall knew he would have sunk the spear into the man’s body. But thiswas
just practice, and Thral wasin control. He lifted the spear and was about to tossit away when aterrible
sound made everyone freeze in histracks.

Thrall turned to see asmal wagon approaching the fortress on the small, winding road. This happened
many times each day, and the passengers were dways the same: farmers, merchants, new recruits,
vigting dignitaries of some sort.

Not thistime.

Thistime, the screaming horses pulled awagon full of monstrous green creatures. They werein ameta
cage, and seemed stooped over. Thrall saw that they were chained to the bottom of the wagon. Hewas



filled with horror at their grotesqueness. They were huge, deformed, sported mammoth tusksinstead of
teeth, had tiny, fierceeyes. . . .

And then the truth hit him. These were orcs. His so-cdled people. Thiswaswhat he looked like to the
humans. The practice sword fell from suddenly nervelessfingers.l’m hideous. I' mfrightening. I'ma
monster. No wonder they hate me so.

One of the beaststurned and stared Thrall right in the eye. He wanted to look away, but couldn’t. He
stared back, hardly breathing. Even as he watched, the orc somehow managed to wrench himself free.
With a scream that shattered Thrall’ s ears, the creature hurled himsdf at the cage bars. He reached with
hands bloody from the chafing of shackles, gripped the bars, and before Thrall’ s shocked eyes bent them
wide enough to push his huge bulk through. The wagon was till moving asthe frightened horsesran at
top speed. The orc hit the ground hard and rolled afew times, but a heartbesat later was up and running
toward Thrall and the fighters with a speed that belied hissize.

He opened histerrible mouth and screamed out something that sounded like words: “Kagh! Bin mog
g thazag chal”

“Attack, you fools!” cried Sergeant. Unarmored as he was, he seized a sword and began running to
meet the orc. The men began to move and rushed to their Sergeant’ said.

The orc didn’t even bother to ook Sergeant in the face. He swung out with his manacled | eft hand,
caught Sergeant square in the chest, and sent him flying. He came on, implacable. His eyes were fastened
on Thrdl, and again he shouted the words, “Kagh! Bin mog g’ thazag chal”

Thral stirred, findly roused from hisfear, but he didn’t know what to do. He raised his practice sword
and stood in adefensive posture, but did not advance. Thisfearfully ugly thing was charging toward him.
It was most definitely the enemy. And yet, it was one of his own people, hisflesh and blood. An orc, just
as Thral wasan orc, and Thral could not bring himself to attack.

Even as Thrall stared, the men fell upon the orc and the big green body went down benesth the flash of
swords and axes and black armor. Blood seeped out benesth the pile of men, and when at last it was
over, they stood back and regarded a pile of green and red flesh where aliving creature had once been.

Sergeant propped himsalf up on one elbow. “Thrdl!” he cried. “ Get him back to the cell now! ”

“What in the name of dl that’s holy have youdone 7’ cried Blackmoore, staring aghast at the sergeant
who had come to him so highly recommended, who was now the person Blackmoore had cometo hate
more than any other. “He was never supposed to see another orc, not until . . . now he knows, damn it.
What were you thinking?’

Sergeant bristled under the verbal attack. “| wasthinking , Sir, that if you didn’t want Thrall to see any
other orcs, you might have told methat. | wasthinking , Sir, that if you didn’t want Thrall to see other
orcs you might have arranged for the wagons carrying them to approach when Thrall wasin hiscell. |
wasthinking, sir , that —”

“Enough!” bellowed Blackmoore. He took a deep breath and collected himself. “The damageis done.
We must think how to repair it.”

His camer tone seemed to ease Sergeant aswdll. In aless belligerent tone, the trainer asked, “ Thrall has
never known what helooked like, then?’



“Never. No mirrors. No still basins of water. He' s been taught that orcs are scum, which is of course
true, and that he is permitted to live only because he earns me money.”

Silencefel asthe two men searched their thoughts. Sergeant scratched hisred beard pensively, then
said, “ So he knows. So what? Just because he was born an orc doesn’'t mean he can't be more than
that. He doesn’t have to be abrainless brute. Heisn't, in fact. If you encouraged him to think of himself
asmore human—"

Sergeant’ s suggestion infuriated Blackmoore. “He snot!” he burst out. “Heis abrute. | don’t want him
getting ideas that he' s nothing less than a big green-skinned human!”

“Then, pray, dr,” said Sergeant, grinding out the words between clenched teeth, “whatdo you want him
to think of himsdf as?’

Blackmoore had no response. He didn’t know. He hadn’t thought about it that way. It had seemed so
smple when he had sumbled onto theinfant orc. Raise him asadave, train himto fight, give him the
human edge, then put him in charge of an army of beaten orcs and attack the Alliance. With Thrall at the
head of arevitaized orcish amy, leading the charges, Blackmoore would have power beyond his most
exaggerated fantasies.

But it wasn't working out that way. Deep insde, he knew that in some ways Sergeant was right. Thrall
did need to understand how humans thought and reasoned if he was to take that knowledgeto lord over
the bestid orcs. And yet, if he learned, mightn't herevolt? Thrall had to be kept in his place, reminded of
hislow birth.Had to. By the Light, what was the right thing to do? How best to treet this creature in order
to produce the perfect war leader, without | etting anyone € se know he was more than agladiator
champion?

Hetook adeep breath. He mustn’t lose face in front of this servant. “ Thrall needs direction, and we
mud giveit to him,” he said with remarkable calmness. “He slearned enough training with the recruits. |
think it’ stime we relegated him exclusively to combat.”

“Sir, he svery helpful intraining,” began Sergeant.

“We havedl but vanquished the orcs,” said Blackmoore, thinking of the thousands of orcs being shoved
into the camps. “ Their leader Doomhammer has fled, and they are a scattered race. Peace is descending
upon us. We do not need to train the recruits to battle orcs any longer. Any battlesin which they will
participate will be againgt other men, not monsters.”

Damn. He had almost said too much. Sergeant looked asif he had caught the dip, too, but did not react.

“Men at peace need an outlet for their bloodlust,” he said. “Let us confine Thrall to the gladiator battles.
Hewill fill our pockets and bring ushonor.” He smirked. 1’ ve yet to see the single man who could stand
uptoanorc.”

Thrall’ s ascendance in the ranks of the gladiators had been nothing short of phenomenal. He had
reached hisfull height when very young; as the years passed, he began to add bulk to histall frame. Now
he was the biggest orc many had ever seen, even heard tell of. He was the master of the ring, and
everyone knew it.

When he was not fighting he was shut onein his cell, which seemed to him to grow smaler with each



passing day despite the fact that Blackmoore had ordered him anew one. Thral now had asmal,
covered deeping area and amuch larger areain which to practice. Covered by a grate, this sunken ring
had mock wesgpons of every sort and Thral’ s old friend, the battered training troll, upon which he could
practice. Some nights, when he could not deep, Thrall rose and took out his tension on the dummy.

It was the books that Taretha sent him, with their precious messages and now atablet and stylus, that
truly brightened those long, solitary hours. They had been conversing in secret at least once aweek, and
Thrall imagined aworld as Tari painted it: A world of art, and beauty, and companionship. A world of
food beyond rotting meat and dop. A world in which he had aplace.

Every now and then, hiseye would fal upon theincreasingly fraying square of cloth that bore the symbol
of awhite wolf head on ablue field. He would look quickly away, not wanting to let his mind travel down
that path. What good would it do? He had read enough books (some of which Blackmoore had no idea
that Tari had passed dlong to Thral) to understand that the orc people lived in smal groups, each with its
own digtinctive symbol. What could he do, smply tell Blackmoore that he wastired of being adave,
thank you, and would he please et Thral out so he could find hisfamily?

And yet the thought teased him. His own people. Tari had her own people, her family of Tammisand
ClanniaFoxton. Shewas vaued and loved. He was grateful that she had such loving support, because it
was out of that secure place that she had felt large in heart enough to reach out to him.

Sometimes, he wondered what the rest of the Foxtons thought of him. Tari never mentioned them much
anymore. She had told him that her mother Clanniahad nursed him at her own breadt, to save hislife. At
first, Thrall had been touched by that, but as he grew older and learned more, he understood that Clannia
had not been moved to suckle him out of love, but out of a desire to increase her standing with
Blackmoore.

Blackmoore. All roads of thought ended there. He could forget he was a piece of property when he was
writing to Tari and reading her letters, or searching for her golden hair in the stands at the gladiator
matches. He could aso lose himsdf in the exciting thing Sergeant called “ bloodlugt.” But these moments
were dl too brief. Even when Blackmoore himsdf cameto visit Thral, to discuss some military strategy
Thrall had studied, or to play agame of Hawks and Hares with him, there was no link, no sense of family
with this man. When Blackmoore wasjovid, it was with the attitude of a man toward a child. And when
he wasirritable and darkly furious, which was more often than not, Thrd| felt as helplessasachild.
Blackmoore could order him beaten, or starved, or burned, or shackled, or — the worst punishment of
all, and onethat had, thankfully, not yet occurred to Blackmoore — deny him accessto his books.

Heknew that Tari did not have a privileged life, not the way Blackmoore did. Shewas a servant, in her
own way, as much in thrall asthe orc who bore the name. But she had friends, and she was not spat
upon, and shebelonged .

Sowly, hishand moved, of its own accord, to reach for the blue swaddling cloth. At that moment, he
heard the door unlock and open behind him. He dropped the cloth asif it were something unclean.

“Comeon,” said one of the dour-faced guards. He extended the manacles. “Timeto go fight. | hear

they’ ve got quite the opponentsfor you today.” He grinned mirthlesdy, showing brown teeth. “ And
Magter Blackmoore' sready to have your hide if you don't win.”

FIVE



M ore than a decade had passed since one Lieutenant Blackmoore had s multaneoudy found an
orphaned orc and the possible answer to his dreams.

They had been fruitful and happy yearsfor Thral’smagter, and for humanity in generd. Aedelas
Blackmoore, once Lieutenant, now LieutenantGeneral , had been mocked about his* pet orc” when he
had first brought it to Durnholde, especialy when it seemed as though the wretched little thing wouldn't
even survive. Thank goodness for Mistress Foxton and her swollen teats. Blackmoore couldn’t conceive
of any human female being willing to suckle an orc, but dthough the offer had increased his contempt for
his servant and hisfamily, it had also saved Blackmoore s behind. Which was why he hadn’t begrudged
them baubles, food, and education for their child, evenif shewasagirl.

It was abright day, warm but not too hot. Perfect fighting weather. The awning, bright with his colors of
red and gold, provided pleasant shade. Banners of all colors danced in the gentle breeze, and music and
laughter floated to his ears. The smdll of ripefruits, fresh bread, and roasted venison teased his nogtrils.
Everyone here was in agood mood. After the battles, some wouldn’t be in such good moods, but right
now, al were happy and filled with anticipation.

Lying on achaise beside him was his young protégé, Lord Karramyn Langston. Langston had rich
brown hair that matched his dark eyes, astrong, fit body, and alazy smile. He was dso completely
devoted to Blackmoore, and was the one human being Blackmoore had told of his ultimate plans.
Though many years hisjunior, Langston shared many of Blackmoore sidedls and lack of scruples. They
wereagood pair. Langston had falen adeep in the warm sunshine, and snored softly.

Blackmoore reached over and snagged another bite of roasted fowl and agoblet of red wine, red asthe
blood that would soon be spilled in the arena, to wash it down with. Life was good, and with every
chalenge Thrall met and passed, life got even better. After each match, Blackmoore left with aheavy
purse. His*“pet orc,” once the joke of the fortress, was now his pride.

Of course, most of the othersthat Thrall went up against were nothing more than humans. Some of the
meanest, strongest, most cunning humans to be sure, but human nonethel ess. The other gladiators were
al brutal, hardened convicts hoping to earn their way out of prison by winning money and famefor their
patrons. Some did, and earned their freedom. Most found themselvesin just another jail, onewith
tapestries on the wal and women in their beds, but it was a prison nonetheless. Few patrons wanted to
see their money-winnerswalk as free men.

But some of Thral’ s adversaries weren't human, and that was when things got exciting.

It didn’t hurt Blackmoore' sambitions at al that the orcs were now a defeated, downtrodden rabble
rather than the awesome and fear-ingpiring fighting force they had once been. The war waslong over,
and humans had won the decisive victory. Now the enemy was led into specid internment camps almost
aseasly ascattleinto sdls at the end of aday spent grazing. Camps, Blackmoore mused pleasantly, that
he was completdly in charge of .

At firgt, hisplan wasto raise the orc to be awell-educated, loya dave and a peerlesswarrior. He would
send Thrall to defeat his own people, if “people’ was even the proper term for such mindless green thugs,
and once they had been defeated, use the broken clansto his, Blackmoore's, own purpose.

But the Horde had been defeated by the Alliance without Thrall having even tasted battle. At first,
Blackmoore had been sour about this. But then another thought came to him on how he could use his pet
orc. It required patience, something Blackmoore had only in short supply, but the rewards would be far



greater than he could have imagined. Infighting was dready rampant among the Alliance. EIf sneered at
human, human mocked dwarf, and dwarf mistrusted €lf. A nicelittle triangle of bigotry and suspicion.

Heraised himsdlf from his chair long enough to observe Thrall defeat one of the biggest, nastiest-looking
men Blackmoore had ever seen. But the human warrior was no match for the unstoppable green beast.
The cheerswent up, and Blackmoore smiled. He waved Tammis Foxton over, and the servant hastened

to obey.
“My lord?

“How many isthat today?’ Blackmoore knew his voice was durred but he didn’t care. Tammis had
seen him drunker than this. Tammis had put him tobed drunker than this.

Tammis s prim, anxious face looked even more concerned than usud. “How many what, my lord?” His
gaze flickered to the bottle, then back to Blackmoore.

Sudden rage welled up in Blackmoore. He grabbed Tammis by the shirtfront and yanked him down to
within aninch of hisface.

“Counting the bottles, you pathetic excuse for aman?’ he hissed, keeping his voice low. One of the
many threats he held over Tammiswas public disgrace; even drunk as Blackmoore was, he didn’t want
to play that particular card quite yet. But he threstened it often, as now. Before hisdightly swimmy vison
he saw Tammispae. “Y ou farm out your own wife to suckle mongters, and you dare imply that | have
wesknesses?’

Sickened by the man’ s pasty face, he shoved him away. “1 wanned to know how many rounds Thrall
haswon.”

“Oh, yes, dr, of course. Half dozen, dl inarow.” Tammis paused, looking utterly miserable. “With dl
due respect, gir, thislast one taxed him. Are you sure you want to put him through three more matches?’

Idiots. Blackmoore was surrounded by idiots. When Sergeant had read the order of battles this morning,
he, too, had confronted Blackmoore, saying the orc needed at least afew moments of rest, and couldn’t
they switch the combatant list so that the poor coddled creature could relax.

“Oh, no. The odds againgt Thrall go higher with ever’ battle. HE s never logt, not once. Of course | want
to stop and give dl those nice people their money back.” Disgusted, he waved Tammis away. Thral was
incapable of being defeated. Why not make hay while the sun shone?

Thrall won the next battle, but even Blackmoore could see the creature struggling. He adjusted his chair
for abetter view. Langston imitated him. The battle after that, the eighth of the nine for which the orc was
scheduled, saw something that Blackmoore and the crowds had never witnessed.

The mighty orc wastiring. The combatants thistime were apair of mountain cats, caught two weeks
ago, penned, tormented, and barely fed until this moment. Once the door to the arenadid open they
exploded at the orc asif they had been fired from a cannon. Their creamy brown peltswere ablur as,
moving as one, they leaped on him, and Thrall went down beneath their claws and teeth.

A horrified cry arose among the onlookers. Blackmoore sprang to hisfeet, and immediately had to seize
hischair in order to keep from fdling down. All that money. . . .



And then Thrall was up! Screaming in rage, shaking the big animas off him asif they were but tree
squirrels, he used the two swords that were his assigned wegpon in thisfight with speed and skill. Thrall
was completely ambidextrous, and the blades sparkled in the bright sunlight as they whirled and dashed.
One cat was dready dead, itslong, lithe body diced nearly in two by asingle powerful stroke. The
remaining animd, goaded to further rage by the death of its mate, attacked with renewed fury. Thistime
Thrall did not give it an opening. When the cat sprang, al yowlsand claws and teeth, Thral wasready
for it. Hissword diced l€ft, right, and Ieft again. The cat fell in four bloody chunks.

“Will you look at that?” said Langston happily.

The crowd roared its approval. Thral, who normally welcomed the cries with raised fists and stamped
his feet dmost until the earth itself shook, merdly stood there with stooped shoulders. He was breathing
raggedly, and Blackmoore saw that the cats had |eft their mark with severd deep, bleeding scratches and
bites. Ashe stared at his prized dave, Thrall dowly turned his ugly head and looked straight up at
Blackmoore. Their eyes met, and in their depths Blackmoore saw agony and exhaustion . . . and an
unspoken plea.

Then Thrdl, the mighty warrior, fell to hisknees. Again the crowd reacted vocaly. Blackmoore fancied
he even heard sympathy in the sound. Langston said nothing, but his brown eyes were watching
Blackmooreintently.

Damn Thrdl! Hewas an orc, had been fighting since hewas six years old. Most of his matches today
had been with humans, mighty warriorsto be sure, but nothing to compare with Thrall’ s brute strength.
Thiswasaploy to get out of the fina round, which Thrall knew would be the toughest of al. Sdfish,
stupid dave. Wanted to go back to his cozy cell, read his books, and eat hisfood, did he? Well,
Blackmoore would teachhim athing or two.

At that moment, Sergeant trotted onto thefield. “Lord Blackmoore!” he cried, cupping his hands around
his bearded mouth. “Will you cedethislast chalenge?’

Heat flared on Blackmoore' s cheeks. How dare Sergeant do this, in front of everyone! Blackmoore,
who was still standing unsteadily, gripped the back of the chair harder with hisleft hand. Langston moved
unobtrusively to offer aid if he needed it. Blackmoore extended hisright hand straight out in front of him,
then brought the hand over to hisleft shoulder.

No.

Sergeant stared at him for amoment, asif he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Then, he nodded, and
sgnded that thisfina bout would begin.

Thrall climbed to hisfeet, looking asif he had aton of stones on his back. Severd men scurried onto the
field, to remove the dead mountain cats and dropped wegpons. They handed Thrall the weapon that he
wasto usefor this battle: the morningstar, astudded, meta ball attached by achain to athick stick. Thral
took the wegpon, and tried to draw himself up into athreatening posture. Even at this distance
Blackmoore could see that he trembled. Usualy, before each battle, Thrall stamped on the earth. The
steady rhythm both excited the crowd and seemed to help Thrall feel more ready for combat. Today,
though, he smply seemed struggling to stay on hisfeet.

One more bout. The creature could handle that.

The doors opened, but for amoment, nothing emerged from the inner gloom.



Then it came, itstwo heads crying incoherent chalenges, its pae body towering over Thrall as Thral
towered over humans. It had only one weapon, as Thrall did, but it was asuperior onefor thisbattle— a
long, deadly-looking spear. Between the length of its arms and the shaft of the spear, the ogre would be
ableto reach Thrall from much farther away. Thrall would need to get in closein order to strike any kind
of ablow, let alone awinning one.

Thiswas so unfair! “Who gave the ogre that spear?’ Blackmoore bellowed to Langston. “It ought to
have something at least Smilar to what Thrall has been given!” Blackmoore conveniently chose not to
remember dl thetimesthat Thral had been equipped with a broadsword or spear himsdf and his human
opponents had had to make do with a short sword or ax.

The ogre marched into the circular arenalike amachine of war rather than aliving, breathing being. He
stabbed forward with his spear, one head turned toward the crowd, one head facing Thrall.

Thrall had never seen one of these creatures before, and for amoment smply stood, staring at it. Then
heradlied, drew himsdf up to hisfull height, and began to swing the morningstar. He threw back hishead,
tangled long black hair brushing his back, and let loose with ahowl to match the ogre s bellowing.

The ogre charged, stabbing forward with the spear. There was no finesse in his movements, only brute
grength. Thral easily ducked the clumsy charge, dipped undernegth the ogre' s defenses, and swung hard
with the morningstar. The ogre cried out and dowed as the spiked bal struck him heavily inthe
midsection. Thral had dashed past and now whirled to attack again.

Before the ogre could even turn around, Thrall had struck him in the back. The ogre fell to his knees,
dropping the spear and reaching to clutch his back.

Blackmoore smiled. Surely that had broken the miserable creature' s spine. These fights weren't
necessxily to the death — in fact, killing one’ s opponent was frowned on as it reduced the pool of good
fighters— but everyone knew that dying was avery red possibility inthisring. Hedersand their slves
couldn’t fix everything. And Blackmoore couldn’t manage to find any sympathy &t al for an ogre.

But his pleasure was short-lived. Even as Thrall began to swing the morningstar again, gathering
momentum, the ogre lurched to hisfeet and seized the dropped spear. Thrall swung the morningstar at
the creature’ shead. To the crowd’ s amazement, and obvioudy to Thrall’ saswell, the ogre smply
extended abig hand and batted the spike out of the way while shoving forward with the spear.

Themorningstar flew from Thral’ s hand. He was knocked off balance and could not recover intime.
Even as he desperately tried to twist out of the way the spear impaed him high in the chest, afew inches
from hisleft shoulder. He screamed in agony. The ogre continued to shove as he approached, and the
spear went completely through Thrall’ sbody. He fell backward, and was pinned to the earth. Now the
ogrefell atop him, pummeling the hapless orc madly and uttering horrible grunts and squedls.

Blackmoore stared in horror. The orc was being beaten, as helpless as a child beneath the ondaught of a
bully. The gladiator ring, a showcase for the finest warriorsin the kingdom to compete against one
another using strength, skill, and cunning, had been reduced to nothing more than one weak monster
being beaten to a pulp by another, bigger one.

How could Thral have let this happen?

Men now hastened onto the field. With sharpened sticks, they prodded the ogre, trying to goad him into



leaving off his prey. The brute responded to the taunts, abandoning abloody Thrall and chasing after the
men. Three otherstossed amagicd net, which immediatdy shrank to engulf theraging ogreand
compress hisflailing limbs close to his body. He thrashed now like afish out of water, and the men, not at
al gently, hauled the creature onto a cart and took him out of the ring.

Thrall, too, was being carried out, though with much more gentleness. Blackmoore' s patronage assured
that. But Blackmoore redlized that he had lost every penny he had bet on Thrall today because of this
sanglefight. Many of his companions had done likewise, and he could fed the heat of their furious glares
asthey reached for their pursesto pay their debts.

Thrdl. Thral. Thrall. . ..

Thrall lay gasping on the straw that served him as a bed. He had never known such pain existed. Nor
such exhaugtion. He wished he would fal unconscious; it would be so much essier.

Nonetheless, he would not let the welcoming blackness overtake him. The hedlers would be here soon;
Blackmoore dways sent them after Thrall had been injured in about. Blackmoore also dways cameto
vigt him, and Thrall eagerly awaited the comforting words of his master. He had lost the battle, true, and
that was afirgt, but surely Blackmoore would have nothing but praise for how well he had fought nine
boutsin arow. That was unheard of, Thrall knew. Thrall dso knew he could have beaten the ogreif he
had been matched against him in the first bout, or the third, or even the sixth. But no one could expect
him to win after arecord-breaking eight bouts.

He closed his eyes as pain seared him. The hot burning in his chest was nigh unbearable. Where were
the hedlers? They should have been here by now. He knew hisinjuries were bad thistime. He estimated
he had several broken ribs, abroken leg, severd sword dashes, and of course the dreadful holein his
shoulder where the spear had impaed him. They would have to come soon if Thral wereto be ableto
fight again tomorrow.

Thrall heard the lock open, but could not lift his head to see who entered his cell.

“The hedlerswill be here,” came Blackmoore svoice. Thral tensed. The voice was durred and dripped
with contempt. His heart began to speed up. Please, not thistime. . . not now. . . .

“But they won't be here anytime soon. | wan’ see you suffer, you poxy son of awhore.”

And then Thrall gasped in torment as Blackmoore' s boot kicked him in the somach. The pain was
incredible, but not nearly as searing asthe shock of betraya that shuddered through him. Why would
Blackmoore strike him when he was so badly injured? Did he not see how well Thrall had fought?

Though the pain threatened to cause him to lose consciousness, Thrall raised his head and tared a
Blackmoore with blurred vison. The man’ s face was contorted in anger, and even as Thral met hiseyes
Blackmoore struck him soundly acrossthe face with amailed fist. Everything went black for an instant
and when Thrall could next hear, Blackmoore was till railing.

“. .. lost thousands, do you hear me, thousands! What isthe matter with you? It was one pathetic little
fight!”

Hewas4till raining blowson Thral, but Thrall was starting to drift away. He felt asif hisbody only
vaguely belonged to him, and the kicks Blackmoore ddlivered felt more and more like taps. He felt blood
dticky on hisface.



Blackmoore had seen him. He knew how exhausted Thrall had been, had watched him rdly again and
again and again to hold his own eight out of ninetimes. There was no way anyone could have expected
Thral to win that fight. Thrall had fought with everything he had, and he had logt fairly and honorably.
And yet that was not good enough for Blackmoore.

Findly, the blows stopped. He heard the steps as Blackmoore left, and asingle phrase: “Let the others
havether turn.”

The door did not close. Thral heard more footsteps. He could not raise his head again, though hetried.
Severd pairs of black military boots appeared in front of him. Thral now redlized what Blackmoore had
ordered. One boot drew back dightly, then swung forward, kicking Thral in the face.

Hisworld went white, then black; then he knew no more,

Thrall avoke to warmth and a cessation of the agony that had been his companion for what seemed like
an eternity. Three hedlerswere working on him, using their salve to heal hiswounds. Bregthing was much
easer and he guessed hisribs had been heded. They were administering the sweet-smelling, gooey stuff
to his shoulder now; clearly that was the most difficult wound.

Although their touches were gentle, and their salve brought healing, there was no real compassionin
these men. They healed him because Blackmoore paid them to do so, not out of any real desireto ease
suffering. Once, he had been more naive and had thanked them sincerdly for their efforts. One of them
looked up, startled at the words.

A sneer had curled hislip. “Don't flatter yourself, monster. Once the coins stop flowing, so doesthe
sdve. Better not lose.”

He had winced from the unkind words then, but they did not bother him now. Thrall understood. He
understood many things. It was asif hisvison had been cloudy, and athick fog had suddenly lifted. He
lay quietly until they had finished; then they rose and I eft.

Thrall sat upright and was surprised to see Sergeant standing there, his hairy armsfolded across his
broad chest. Thrall did not speak, wondering what new torment was coming.

“I pulled”em off you,” said Sergeant quietly. “But not before they’ d had their sport. Blackmoore had
some. .. business. . . heneeded to talk w' me about. I'm sorry for that, lad. I'mright sorry. You
amazed mein thering today. Blackmoore ought to be prouder’n hell *o you. Ingteed. . . .” Hisgruff voice
trailed off. “Well, | wanted to make sure you knew that you didn’t deserve what he did. What they did.
Youdidfine, lad. Just fine. Better get some deep.”

He seemed about to say something more, then nodded and left. Thrall lay back down, absently noting
that they had changed the straw. It was fresh and clean, no longer clotted with his blood.

He appreciated what Sergeant had done, and believed the man. But it wastoo little, too late.
Hewould not let himsdlf be used like thisany longer. Once, he would have cringed and vowed to be
better, to do something to earn the love and respect he so desperately craved. Now, he knew he would

never find it here, not as long as Blackmoore owned him.

Hewould not deep. He would use thistime to plan. He reached for the tablet and stylus he kept in the



sack, and wrote a note to the only person he could trust: Tari.

On the next dark moons, | plan to escape.

SIX

The grate above his head alowed Thral to observe the moondight. He was careful to give no hint, not to
the trainees who had beaten him, not to Sergeant, and certainly not to Blackmoore (who treated Thrall as
if nothing had happened) about his profound revel ation. He was as obsequious as ever, for thefirst time
noticing how he hated himsdf for that behavior. He kept his eyeslowered, dthough he knew himsdlf to
be the equd of any human. He went docilely into the irons, though he could have torn any four guardsto
bloody bits before they could have restrained him without his cooperation. In no way did he change his
behavior, not in the cell nor out of it, not in thering nor on the training field.

For thefirst day or two, Thrall noticed Sergeant watching him sharply, asif expecting to see the changes
Thrall was determined not to show. But he did not spesk to Thrdl, and Thrall was careful not to arouse
suspicion. Let them think they had broken him. His only regret was that he would not be present to see
the ook on Blackmoore' s face when he discovered his“pet orc” had flown.

For thefirst timein hislife, Thrall had something to look forward to with anticipation. It roused a hunger
in him he had never known before. He had always concentrated so intensely on avoiding beatings and
earning praise that he had never permitted himself to redly think long and hard about what it meant to be
free. To walk in the sunlight without chains, to deep under the stars. He had never been outside at night in
hislife. What would that be like?

Hisimagination, fueled by books and by lettersfrom Tari, wasfindly dlowed to fly. Helay awakein his
straw bed wondering what it would be like to finally meet one of his people. He had read, of course, all
the information the humans had on “the vile green mongters from the blackest demon pits” And there
wasthat disturbing incident when the orc had wrenched himself freeto charge Thrall. If only he could
have found out what the orc was saying! But his rudimentary orcish did not extend that far.

Hewould learn, one day, what that orc had said. He would find his people. Thral might have been
raised by humans, but little enough had been doneto win hislove and loydty. He was grateful to
Sergeant and Tari, for they had taught him concepts of honor and kindness. But because of their
teachings, Thral better understood Blackmoore, and redlized that the Lieutenant General had none of
those qudities. And aslong as Thrall was owned by him, the orc would never receive them in hisown
life

The moons, one large and silver and one smaller and a shade of blue-green, were new tonight. Tari had
responded to his declaration with an offer to assst him, as he had known in his heart she would. Between
the two of them, they had been able to come up with a plan that had astrong likelihood of working. But
he did not know when that plan would go into effect, and so he waited for the signal. And waited.

He had fdlen into afitful dumber when the clanging of abell startled him awake. Ingtantly dert, he went
to thefarthest wall of hiscell. Over theyears, Thrall had painstakingly worked a single stone loose and
had hollowed out the space behind it. It was here that he stored his most precious things: hislettersfrom
Tari. Now he moved the stone, found the letters, and wrapped them up in the only other thing that meant
anything to him, his swaddling cloth with the white wolf againg the blue field. For abrief moment, he held
them to his chest. Then he turned, and awaited his chance.



The bdl continued to ring, and now shouts and screamsjoined it. Thral’ s sendtive nose, much more
keen than ahuman'’s, could smell smoke. The smell grew stronger with each heartbest, and now he could
see afant orange and yellow lightening of the darkness of hiscell.

“Frel” camethecries. “Firel”

Not knowing why, Thrall leaped for his makeshift bed. He closed his eyes and feigned deep, forcing his
rapid breathing to become deep and dow.

“He snot going anywhere,” said one of the guards. Thrall knew he was being watched. He kept up the
illusion of degp deep. “Heh. Damned mongter could deep through anything. Come on, let’sgivethem a

“I don’t know. . . .” said the other one.

More cries of darm, mixed now with the treble shrieks of children and the high voices of women.
“It' sspreading,” said thefirst one. “Comeon! ”

Thrall heard the sounds of boots striking hard stone. The sounds receded. He was done.

He rose, and stood in front of the huge wooden door. Of course it was still locked, but there was no one
to see what he was about to do.

Thrall took adeep breath, then with arush of speed charged the door, striking it with hisleft shoulder. It
gave, but not entirely. Again he struck, and again. Five times he had to dam his enormous body againgt it
before the old timbers surrendered with a crash. The momentum carried him forward and he landed
heavily on thefloor, but the brief pain was as nothing compared to the surge of excitement he
experienced.

He knew these halways. He had no problem seeing in the dim light provided by the few torches
positioned in sconces that were fastened here and there to the sone walls. Down this one, up this
gairwell, and then. . . .

Asit had earlier in hiscell, adegp ingtinct kicked in. He flattened himsdlf againgt thewall, hiding hishuge
form in the shadows as best he could. From across the entryway, severa more guards charged. They did
not see him, and Thrall let hisheld breath out in asigh of rdlief.

The guards | eft the door to the courtyard wide open. Cautioudy Thrall approached, and peered out.

All was chaos. The barnswere dmost completely engulfed by flames, though the horses, goats, and
donkeys ran panic-stricken in the courtyard. Thiswas even better, for there was less chance of him being
spotted in the milling madness. A bucket chain had been formed, and even as Thral watched, severa
more men hastened up, spilling the precious water in their heedless rush.

Thrall looked to the right of the courtyard gate entrance. Lying in a crumpled pool of black wasthe
object he was seeking: ahuge black cloak. Even aslarge asit was, it could not possibly cover him, but it
would serve. He covered his head and broad chest, crouched so that the short hem would fal lower on
hislegs, and scurried forward.



Thetrip across the courtyard to the main gates could not have lasted more than afew moments, but to
Thral it ssemed an eternity. Hetried to keep hishead low, but he had to look up frequently in order to
avoid being run down by acart carrying barrels of rainwater, or amaddened horse, or ascreaming child.
His heart pounding, he threaded hisway amid the chaos. He could fed the heat, and the bright light of the
firelit up the entire scene dmost as brightly asthe sun did. Thral concentrated on putting one foot in front
of the other, keeping aslow as possible, and heading for the gates.

Findly, he made it. These, too, had been thrown open. More carts carrying rain barrel s clattered
through, the drivers having ahard time controlling their frightened mounts. No one noticed one lone figure
dipping out into the darkness.

Once clear of the fortress, Thral ran. He headed straight for the surrounding forested hills, leaving the
road as soon as possible. His senses seemed sharper than they had ever been. Unfamiliar scentsfilled his
flaring nogtrils, and it felt asif he could sense every rock, every blade of grass benegth hisrunning feet.

There was arock formation that Taretha had told him about. She said it looked abit like adragon
standing guard over the forest. It was very dark, but Thrall’ s excellent night vision could make out ajut
that, if one used on€e' simagination, could indeed appear to be thelong neck of areptilian creature. There
was acave here, Tarethasaid. Hewould be safe.

For the briefest moment, he wondered if Tarethamight not be setting atrap for him. At once he
dismissed the idea, both angry and ashamed that it had even occurred to him. Taretha had been nothing
but kind to him via her supportive letters. Why would she betray him? And more to the point, why go to
such great lengthswhen smply showing hisletters to Blackmoore would accomplish the same thing?

Thereit was, adark ova againgt the gray face of the stone. Thrall was not even breathing heavily ashe
atered his course and trotted for the refuge.

He could see her indde, leaning againgt the cave wall, waiting for him. For amoment he paused,
knowing that hisvision was superior to hers. Even though she was within and he without, she could not
seehim.

Thrall had only human values by which to measure beauty, and he could tell that, by those slandards,
Taretha Foxton waslovely. Long pale hair — it wastoo dark for him to see the exact color, but he had
glimpsed her momentarily in the stands a the matches from timeto time— fdl in along braid down her
back. Shewas clad only in nightclothes, a cloak wrapped close about her dender frame, and beside her
was alarge sack.

He paused for amoment, and then strode boldly up to her. “Taretha,” he said, his voice deep and gruff.
She gasped and looked up at him. He thought her afraid, but then she laughed. “Y ou Sartled me! | did
not know you moved so quietly!” The laughter faded, settled into a smile. She strode forward and
reached out both handsto him.

Sowly, Thrall folded them in his own. The smal white hands disappeared in his green ones, nearly three
times aslarge. Taretha barely reached his elbow, yet there was no fear on her face, only pleasure.

“I could kill you where you stand,” he said, wondering what perverse emotion was making him say those
words. “No witnesses that way.”

Her smile only grew. “Of course you could,” she acknowledged, her voice warm and melodious. “But



youwon't.”
“How do you know?’
“Because | knowyou .” He opened his hands and released her. “Did you have any trouble?’

“None,” hesaid. “The plan worked well. There was so much chaosthat | think an entire village of orcs
could have escaped. | noticed that you released the animals before setting fire to the barn.”

She grinned again. Her nose turned up dightly, making her look younger than her — what, twenty?
Twenty-five? — years.

“Of course. They’rejust innocent creatures. I’d never want to see them harmed. Now, we had best
hurry.” She looked down a Durnholde, at the smoke and flames still billowing up into the starry sky.
“They seem to be getting control of it. Y ou'll be missed soon.” Anemation Thral didn’'t understand
shadowed her face for amoment. “Aswill I.” Shetook the sack and brought it out into the open. “ Sit,
gt. | want to show you something.”

Obediently, he sat down. Tari rummaged through the sack and withdrew ascrall. Unrolling it, she held it
down on one side and gestured that he do the same.

“It samap,” said Thrall.

“Yes, themost accurate one | could find. Here' s Durnholde,” said Taretha, pointing at adrawing of a
amall cadtldlike building. “We re dightly to the southwest, right here. Theinternment camps areal within
atwenty-mile radius of Durnholde, here, here, here, here, and here.” She pointed to drawings so small
even Thral couldn’t quite make them out in the poor light. “Y our best chance for safety isto go here, into
the wilderness area. I’ ve heard that there are still some of your people hiding out there, but Blackmoore' s
men are never ableto find them, just traces.” Shelooked up a him. “Y ou’ Il somehow need to find them,
Thral. Get themto help you.”

Your people, Tarethahad said. Notthe orcs , orthose things , orthose monsters. Gratitude suddenly
welled up ingde him so powerfully that for amoment he couldn’t speak. Findly, he managed, “Why are
you doing this? Why do you want to hep me?’

She looked at him steadily, not flinching from what she saw. “Because | remember you when you were a
baby. Y ou werelike alittle brother to me. When . . . when Faradyn died soon afterward, you were the
only little brother I had anymore. | saw what they did to you, and | hated it. | wanted to help you, be
your friend.” Now she looked away. “And | have no more fondness for our master than you do.”

“Has he hurt you?’ The outragethat Thrall felt surprised him.

“No. Not really.” One hand went to the other wrist, massaged it gently. Beneath the deeve Thrall could
see thefading shadow of abruise. “Not physicdly. It'smore complicated than that.”

“Tel me”
“Thrdl, timeis—"

“Tdl me!” he boomed. “Y ou have been my friend, Taretha. For over ten years you have written me,
made me smile. | knew someone knew who | redlly was, not just some. . . some monster in the gladiator



ring. You were alight in the darkness.” With al the gentleness he could muster, he reached out and
placed hishand oh so lightly on her shoulder. “Tell me,” he urged again, hisvoice soft.

Her eyes grew shiny. Ashewatched, liquid spilled from them and poured down her cheeks. “I’'m so
ashamed,” she whispered.

“What is happening to your eyes?’ asked Thrdl. “What is‘ashamed’ 7’

“Oh, Thrdl,” she said, her voice thick. Shewiped at her eyes. “ These are called tears. They come when
we are S0 sad, so soul sick, it'sasif our heartsare so full of pain there sno place dsefor it to go.”
Tarethatook ashuddering breath. “And shame. . . it swhen you ve done something that’ s so contrary
to who you believe yoursdlf to be you wish that no one ever knew about it. But everyone knows, so you
might aswdll, too. | am Blackmoore' s misiress”

“What does that mean?’
Sheregarded him sadly. “ Y ou are so innocent, Thrall. So pure. But someday you will understand.”

Suddenly Thrall recdled snippets of bragging conversations he had overheard on the training field, and
understood what Taretha meant. But he did not feel shame for her, only outrage that Blackmoore had
stooped even lower than Thral had guessed he could. He understood what it was to be hel pless before
Blackmoore, and Tarethawas so small and fragile she couldn’t even fight.

“Comewith me” he urged.

“I cannot. What hewould do to my family if | fled . . . no.” Shereached out impulsively and gripped his
hands. “But you can. Please, go now. | will rest the easier knowing that you, at |east, have escaped him.
Befree, for the both of us”

He nodded, unable to speak. He had known he would miss her, but now, having actualy conversed with
Tari, the pain of their parting cut even more deeply.

She wiped her face again and spoke in asteadier voice. “I’ ve packed thisfull of food and put in severa
full water skinsaswell. | was ableto sted aknifefor you. | didn't dare take anything ese that might be
missed. Findly, | want you to havethis.” She bowed her head and removed asilver chain from her long
neck. Dangling from the delicate chain was a crescent moon. “Not far from here, thereisan old tree that
was solit by lightning. Blackmoore gives me leave to wander here when | wish. For that, a least, I'm
grateful. If you are ever here and in need, place this necklace in the trunk of the old tree, and | will again
meet you in this cave and do what | can to help you.”

“Tari....” Thrdl looked at her miserably.

“Hurry.” She cast an anxious glance back a Durnholde. “1 have made up astory to excuse my absence,
but it will go easier for me the sooner | return.” They rose, and looked at one another avkwardly. Before
Thrall redlized what had happened, Tari had stepped forward and stretched her arms about his massive
torso asfar asthey would reach. Her face pressed against his ssomach. Thrall tensed; al such contact
hitherto had been as an atack. But athough he had never been touched in thisway before, he knew it
wasasign of affection. Following hisingtincts, he tentatively patted her head and stroked her hair.

“They cdl you amongter,” she said, her voice thick again as she sepped away from him. “But they're
the mongters, not you. Farewell, Thrall.”



Tarethaturned away, lifted her skirts, and began to run back toward Durnholde. Thral stood and
watched her until she had disappeared from view. Then, with the utmost care, he placed the precious
slver necklacein hisbundle, then stashed it in the sack.

Helifted the heavy sack — it must have been very difficult for Tarethato carry it so far — and dung it
over hisback. Then, Thrall, the former dave, began to stride to hisdegtiny.

SEVEN

Thrdl knew that Taretha had pointed out where the internment camps were located specificaly so that
he could avoid them. She wanted him to try to find free orcs. But he was uncertain asto whether these
“free orcs’ were even dill dive or merdly figments of somewistful warrior’ simagination. He had studied
maps while under Jaramin’ stutelage, so he knew how to read the one Tari had given him.

And he set a course gtraight for one of the camps.

He did not choose the one nearest Durnhol de; there was agood chance that, once he was missed,
Blackmoore would have issued an dert. There was one that, according to the map, was located severd
leagues away from thefortresswhere Thral had reached maturity. Thiswas the one he would visit.

He knew only alittle about the camps, and that little wasfiltered through the minds of men who hated his
people. Ashejogged easily and tirdlesdy toward his destination, his mind raced. What would it be like,
to see S0 many orcsal in one place? Would they be able to understand his speech? Or would it be so
tainted with ahuman accent he would be unable to converse at even the most basic level? Would they
chdlenge him?He did not wish to fight them, but everything he knew told him that orcswerefierce,
proud, unstoppable warriors. He was atrained fighter, but would that be enough against one of these
legendary beings? Would he be able to hold his own long enough to persuade them that he was not their

enemy?

Milesfell benegth hisfeet. From timeto time he looked at the starsto judge his position. He had never
been taught how to navigate, but one of the secret books Tari had sent him had dealt with the stars and
their positions. Thrall had studied it eegerly, absorbing every scrap of information that had come hisway.

Maybe he would meet the clan who bore the emblem of the white wolf head against the blue
background. Maybe hewould find hisfamily. Blackmoore had told him he had been found not terribly far
from Durnholde, so Thrall thought it quite possible that he would encounter members of hisclan.

Excitement flooded him. It was good.

Hetraveled dl that night and halted to rest once the sun began to rise. If he knew Blackmoore, and he
did, the Lieutenant Generd would have men out looking for him. Perhaps they would even pressinto use
one of their famed flying machines. Thral had never seen one, and had privately doubted their existence.
But if they did indeed exigt, then Blackmoore would commandeer the use of oneto find hiswandering
champion.

He thought of Tari, and desperately hoped that her part in his escape had not been discovered.

Blackmoore did not think he had ever been angrier in hisentire life, and that was saying agreat ded.



He had been roused from his dumber — aone tonight, Taretha had pleaded illness— by the clamor of
the bellsand stared in horror out hiswindow at the billowing orange flames across the courtyard.
Throwing on clothing, he had raced to join the rest of Durnholde’ s populace asthey franticaly tried to
contain the blaze. It had taken severd hours, but by the time dawn’ s pink hue had begun to taint the night
sky theinferno had been tamed to a pile of sullen embers.

“It'samiracle no onewas hurt,” said Langston, wiping hisforehead. His pae face wastinted black by
the soot. Blackmoore fancied he looked no better. Everyone present was soiled and sweaty. The
servants would have quite a bit of washing to do tomorrow.

“Not eventheanimals,” said Tammis, coming up to them. “ There was no way the animals could have
escaped on their own. We can't be certain, my lord, but it’ sbeginning to look asthough thisfire was
deliberately set.”

“By the Light!” gasped Langston. “ Do you redly think so? Who would want to do such athing?’

“Id count dl my enemies on my hands, except I'd run out of fingers,” growled Blackmoore. “ And toes.
Plenty of bastards out there jealous of my rank and my . . . Lothar’ s ghost.” He suddenly felt cold and
imagined that his face was white beneath the soot. Langston and Tammis both stared at him.

He couldn’t spare the time to voice his concern. He legped up from the stone steps upon which he'd
been sitting and sped back toward the fortress. Both friend and servant followed him, crying out,
“Blackmoore, wait!” and “My lord, whet isit?’

Blackmoore ignored them. He hastened down the corridors, up the stairs, and skidded to ahdt in front
of the broken wooden shards that had once been the door to Thral’s cell. Hisworst fear had been
proven right.

“Damnthem dl to hell!” he cried. “ Someone sole my orc! Tammis! | want men, | want horses, | want
flying machines— | want Thrdl back immediately!”

Thrall was surprised at how deeply he dept, and how lively his dreams were. He woke as night was
fdling, and for amoment smply lay where he was. He fdlt the soft grass beneath his body, enjoyed the
breeze that caressed hisface. Thiswas freedom, and it was sweet indeed. Precious. He now understood
why some would rather die than live imprisoned.

A spear prodded his neck, and the faces of six human males peered down on him.
“You,” one of them said, “Get up.”

Thral cursed himself as he was dragged behind a horse, with two men waking guard on elther side.
How could he have been so foolish! He had wanted to see the encampments, yes, but from the safety of
hiding. He wanted to be an observer, not a participant in this system about which he had heard nothing
good.

He d tried to run, but four of them had horses and had run him down amost immediately. They had nets,
gpears, and swords, and Thrall was ashamed at how quickly and efficiently they managed to render him
harmless. He thought about struggling, but decided not to. He was under no illusions that these men
would pay for aheding if he wereinjured, and he wanted to keep his strength up. Also, would therebe a
better way to meet orcs than to be at the camp with them? Certainly, given their fiercewarriors nature,



they would be eager to escape. He had knowledge that could hel p them.

S0 he pretended to be overcome, athough he could have taken on al of them at once. He regretted his
decison dmost immediately when the men began to rummage through his sack.

“Plenty of food here,” said one. “ Good stuff, too. We' Il eat well tonight, lads!”
“It sMgor Remkawho'll be eating well,” said another.

“Not if shedon’'t know about it, and we aren’t going to tell her,” said athird. As Thral watched, the one
who had spoken first bit eagerly into one of the small mest pies Taretha had packed.

“WEell, look here,” said the second one. “A knife” He rose and went to Thrall, who was helplesdy
bound in atrap-net. “ Stole dl this, didn’'t you?” He thrust the knifeat Thral’sface. Thral didn't even
blink.

“Come off it, Hult,” said the second man, who was the smallest and most anxious of the Six. The others
had tied their horsesto nearby branches and were busily divvying up the spoils, putting them in thelr
saddlebags and not choosing to report it to the mysterious Mgjor Remka, whoever he was.

“I'm kegping thisone,” said Hullt.

“Y ou can have the food, but you know that everything e se we find we redly have to report,” said the
second man, looking nervous about standing up to Hult but doggedly determined to follow orders.

“Andwhat if | don’'t?’ said Hult. Thrall did not like him; he looked mean and angry, like Blackmoore.
“What are you going to do about it?’

“It'swhat I’m going to do about it that ought to concern you, Hult,” said anew voice. Thisman wastal
and dender. He did not look physicaly imposing, but Thrall had fought enough fine warriors to know that
often technique was as good as, and sometimes better than, size. Judging by Hult’ sreactions, thisman
was respected. “Therules exist o that we can keep an eye on the orcs. Thisisthefirst one we ve seen
inyearsthat’s carried a human weapon. It sworth reporting. Asfor these. .. .”

Thrall watched in horror as the man began to leaf through Taretha sletters. Blue eyes narrowing, thetall
man turned to look at Thrall. “Don’t suppose you can reed, can you?’

The other men erupted with laughter, crumbs spraying from their mouths, but the man asking the
question appeared to be serious. Thrall started to answer, then thought better of it. Better to pretend not
to even know the human language, he thought.

Thetal man strode up to him. Thrall tensed, anticipating ablow, but instead the man squatted down
beside him and stared directly into Thrall’seyes. Thrall looked away.

“You. Read?’ The man pointed with agloved finger to the letters. Thrall stared at them, and, figuring
even an orc who didn’t speak the human tongue would have made the connection, shook his head
violently. The man gazed at him amoment more, then rose. Thral wasn't sure he' d convinced him.

“Helooks familiar, somehow,” said the man. Thral went cold indde.

“They dl look the sameto me,” said Hult. “Big, green, and ugly.”



“Too bad none of us can read,” said the man. “| bet these paperswould tell usalot.”
“Y ou're dways dreaming above your gtation, Waryk,” said Hult, ahint of contempt in hisvoice.

Waryk shoved the letters back into the sack, plucked the knife from Hult' s grasp over theman's
halfhearted protest, and dung the now mostly-empty sack over hishorse’ swithers. “ Put the food away,
before| change my mind. Let’ stake him to the camp.”

Thrall had assumed they would put him on acart, or perhapsin one of the wagons he remembered from
s0 long ago. He was not granted even that basest of courtesies. They smply attached aropeto the
trap-net that bound his limbs so tightly and dragged him behind one of their horses. Thrall, however, had
an extremely high pain threshold after so many yearsin the gladiator ring. What hurt him more deeply was
theloss of Taretha' sletters. It was fortunate that none of these men could read. He was grateful they had
not found the necklace. He had been holding the necklace she' d given him last night and had managed to
dipitingde hisblack trousers before it was noticed. That part of her, at least, he could till hold on to.

Thejourney seemed to take forever, but the sun crawled across the sky only dowly. Findly, they
reached alarge sonewall. Waryk called for admittance, and Thral heard what sounded like heavy gates
opening. He was being dragged on his back, so he had an excellent view of the thickness of thewall as
they entered. Disinterested guards threw the newcomer abrief glance, then went about their business.

Thefirg thing that struck Thrall wasthe stench. It reminded him of the stables a Durnholde, but was
much stronger. Hewrinkled his nose. Hult was watching it and he laughed.

“Been away from your own kind too long, eh, greenie?’ he sneered. “Forgotten how bad you smel?’
He pinched his nose shut and rolled his eyes.

“Hult,” said Waryk, awarning in his voice. He grasped the net’ s webbing and spoke aword of
command. At once Thral felt hisbonds|oosen and he got to hisfest.

He stared about in horror. Huddled everywhere were dozens— perhaps hundreds— of orcs. Some
sat in puddies of their own filth, their eyes unfocused, their sharp-tusked jaws dack. Others paced back
and forth, muttering incoherently. Some dept tightly curled up on the earth, seeming not to care even if
they were stepped on. There was an occasional squabble, but even that apparently sapped too much
energy, for it died down amost as quickly asit had begun.

What was going on here? Were these men drugging Thrall’ s people? That had to be the answer. He
knew what orcs were, how fierce, how savage. He had expected . . . well, he had not known what to
expect, but certainly not this peculiar, unnaturd lethargy.

“Goon,” sad Waryk, shoving Thrall gently toward the nearest cluster of orcs. “Food' s put out once a
day. There' swater in the troughs.”

Thral stood up straight and tried to put a bold face on it as he strode to a group of five orcs, Stting
beside the aforementioned water troughs. He could fed Waryk’s eyes boring into his scraped and
bruised back and heard the man say, “| could swear I’ ve seen him somewhere before.” Then he heard

the men walking away.

Only one of the orcslooked up as Thrall gpproached. His heart was racing. He had never been this
closeto one of his people before, and now, here were five of them.



“I greet you,” hesaid in orcish.

They stared a him. One of them looked down and resumed clawing at a small rock embedded in the
dirt.

Thrall tried again. “I greet you,” he said, spreading hisarmsin the gesture that the books told him
indicated onewarrior saluting another.

“Where d they catch you?’ one of them findly asked, speaking the human language. At Thrall’ s sartled
look, shesaid, “You weren't raised to speak orcish. | cantell.”

“You'reright. | wasraised by humans. They taught me only alittle orcish. | was hoping you could help
me learn more.”

The orcslooked at one another, then broke into laughter. “Raised by humans, eh? Hey, Krakis— come
over here! We got ourselves agood storytdler! All right, Shaman, tell us another one.”

Thrall felt his chance to connect with these people dipping through hisfingers. “Please, | mean no insult.
I’m aprisoner like you are now. I’ ve never met any orcs, | just wart. . . .”

Now the one who had |ooked away turned around, and Thrall fell silent. Thisorc’ s eyeswere bright red
and seemed to glow, asif lit from within. “ So you want to meet your people? Well, you' ve met us. Now
leave usbe.” He turned back to picking at the stone.

“Your eyes...” Thral murmured, too stunned by the strange red glow to recognize the insuilt.
The orc cringed, lifted a hand to shield hisface from Thral’ s gaze, and hunched away even farther.

Thrall turned to ask aquestion and found himsalf standing aone. The other orcs had al shuffled away,
cadting furtive glances back at him.

The sky had been clouding over all day, and it had steadily been growing colder. Now, as Thrall stood
alonein the center of a courtyard surrounded by what remained of his people, the gray skies opened and
icy rain mixed with snow began tofdl.

Thral barely noticed the wretched wegther, so degp was his persona misery. Wasthiswhy he had
severed every tie he had ever known? To live out hislife asacaptive in agroup of spiritless, duggish
creatures whom he once dreamed of leading againgt the tyranny of the humans? Which wasworse, he
mused, fighting in the ring for the glory of Blackmoore, deeping safe and dry, reading lettersfrom Tari, or
gtanding here aone, shunned even by those of his own blood, hisfeet sinking into freezing mud?

The answer came swiftly: Both were intolerable. Without appearing too obvious, Thrall began to ook
about with an eye toward escape. It should be smple enough. Only afew guards here and there, and at
night, they would have more difficulty seeing than Thral would. They looked bored and disnterested, and
judging by the lack of spirit, even energy or interest, displayed by this pathetic collection of orcs, Thrall
did not think even one of them would have the courage to try to climb the rather low walls.

Hefdt therain now, asit soaked the trousers hewore. A gray, gloomy day, for agray, gloomy lesson.
The orcs were no noble, fierce warriors. He could not imagine how these creatures ever gave the humans
the dightest bit of resistance.



“We were not dways asyou see us here,” came a soft, deep voice at hiselbow. Surprised, Thrall turned
around to see the red-eyed orc staring up at him with those unsettling orbs. “ Soulless, afraid, ashamed.
Thisiswhatthey did to us,” he continued, pointing to hiseyes. “And if we could berid of it, our hearts
and spiritsmight return.”

Thral sank down inthe mud beside him. “Go on,” he urged. “I’m listening.”

EIGHT

It had been almost two days since thefire and Thral’ s escape, and Blackmoore had spent the better
part of that time angry and brooding. It was at Tammis surging that he had finally gone out hawking, and
he had to admit, his servant had had agood idea.

The day was gloomy, but he and Tarethawere well dressed and the vigorous riding kept their blood
warm. He had wanted to go hunting, but his softhearted mistress had persuaded him that smply riding
would be enough to pleasantly pass the time. He watched her canter past on the pretty dapple gray he
had given her two years ago and wished the westher were warmer. He could think of other waysto
pleasantly passthe timewith Taretha.

What an unexpectedly ripe fruit Foxton’' s daughter had been. She had been alovely, obedient child, and
had matured into alovely, obedient woman. Who would have thought those bright blue eyeswould snare
him so, that he would so love to bury hisfacein theflowing gold of her long tresses? Not he, not
Blackmoore. But since he had taken her for his own severd years ago, she had managed to constantly
entertain him, ararefegt.

Langston had once inquired when Blackmoore was going to put aside Tarethain favor of awife.
Blackmoore had replied that there would be no putting asde Taretha even when hedid take awife, and
there was plenty of timefor such thingswhen his plan had finaly cometo fruition. He would be in amuch
better position to command a politicaly favorable marriage once he had brought the Allianceto its
collective knees.

And truly, there was no rush. There was plenty of time now to enjoy Tarethawhenever and wherever he
wished. And the more of that time he spent with the girl, the lessit was about satisfying hisurges and the
more it was about smply enjoying her presence. More than once, as he lay awake and watched her
deep, dlvered in moonlight streaming through the windows, he wondered if hewasfdling in love with
her.

He had pulled up Nightsong, who was growing older but who still enjoyed agood canter now and then,
and was watching her playfully guide Gray Lady in circles around him. At his order, she had not covered
nor braided her hair, and it fell loose around her shoulders like afdl of purest gold. Tarethawaslaughing,
and for amoment their eyes met.

To hdl with the weather. They would make do.
He was about to order her off her steed and into anearby copse of trees— their capes would keep

them sufficiently warm — when he heard the sound of hoof-begts approaching. He scowled as Langston
emerged, panting. His horse was lathered and steaming in the chill afternoon.



“My lord,” he gasped, “1 believe we have news of Thrall!”

Major Lorin Remkawas not a person to be trifled with. Although she stood only alittle bit over five feet
tall, she was stocky and strong, and could handle herself more than adequately in any fight. She had
enlisted disguised as aman many years ago out of a passionate desire to destroy the greenskin beings
that had attacked her village. When the subterfuge had been discovered, her commanding officer had put
her right back in the front lines. Later, she had learned that the officer had hoped she' d bekilled, thus
gparing him the embarrassment of reporting her. But Lorin Remka had stubbornly survived, and had
acquitted hersaf aswell as, and in some cases better than, any man in her unit.

She had taken a savage pleasure in daughtering the enemy. In more than one casg, after akill she'd
rubbed the reddish-black blood all over her face to mark her victory. The men had dways given her a
wide berth.

Inthistime of peace, Mgor Remkatook amost as much pleasure in ordering about the dugs that had
once been her direst enemies, athough that pleasure had diminished once the bastards ceased to fight
back. Why they had become so much more like cattle and less like monsters had often been a subject of
discussion between Remkaand her men late in the evenings, over agame of cardsand an deor four.

Most satisfying of al had been being able to take these once-terrifying killers and turn them into bowing
and scraping servants. She found the ones most malleable who had the odd red eyes. They seemed eager
for direction and praise, even from her. Now one of them was drawing abath for her in her quarters.

“Make sureit’shot, Greekik,” she cdled. “And don't forget the herbs thistime!”

“Yes my lady,” cdled thefemae orcin ahumble voice. Almost immediady, Remkacould smdl the
cleansing scent of the dried herbs and flowers. Ever since she' d been working here, it seemed to her asif
shestank dl thetime. She couldn’t get it out of her clothes, but at least she could soak her body in the
hot, scented water and wash it from her skin and long black hair.

Remka had adopted the mae style of clothing, much more practica than dl that feminine frippery. After
years spent on the field of battle, she was more than used to dressing herself and actuadly preferred it.
Now she removed her boots with asigh. Just as she set them aside for Greekik to clean there came an
urgent knock on the door.

“Thishad better be good,” she muttered, opening the door. “What isit, Waryk?’

“We captured an orc yesterday,” he began.

“Yes, yes, | read your report. My bath is cooling even as we speak and —"

“I thought the orc looked familiar,” Waryk pressed.

“By the Light, Waryk, they al look the same!”

“No. Thisonelooked different. And I know why now.” He stepped aside, and atall, imposing figure
filled the doorway. Immediately Mg or Remka snapped to attention, wishing desperately she ill had her
boots on.

“Lieutenant Generd Blackmoore,” she said. “How may we be of service?’



“Mgor Remka,” said Aeddas Blackmoore, white teeth gleaming through aneatly trimmed black goatee,
“I believe you' ve found my lost pet orc.”

Thrall listened, captivated, as the red-eyed orc spoke in a soft voice of tales of valor and strength. He
told of charges made against impossible odds, of heroic deeds, and of humansfaling beneath ardentless
greentide of orcsunited in purpose. He spoke wistfully of aspiritua people aswel, something Thral had
never heard of.

“Oh, yes,” Kelgar said sadly. “Once, before we were the proud, battle-hungry Horde, we were
individua clans. And in those clans were those who knew the magic of wind and water, of sky and land,
of dl the spirits of the wild, and they worked in harmony with those powers. We caled them * shamans;’
and until the emergence of the warlocks, their skillswere al we knew of power.”

The word seemed to make Kelgar angry. He spat and with thefirst rousing of any kind of passion,
snarled, “ Power! Doesit feed our people, raise our young? Our leaders held it all themsalves, and only
the barest trickle dripped down to therest of us. They did . . . something, Thrall. | do not know wheat.
But once we were defeated, al desireto fight bled out of usasif from an open wound.” He lowered his
head, placing it on amsfolded across his knees, and closed hisred eyes.

“Did dl of you losethe desireto fight?’ asked Thrall.

“All of us here. Those who fought weren’t captured, or if they were, they were killed asthey resisted.”
Kelgar kept his eyes closed.

Thrall respected the other orc’s need for silence. Disappointment filled him. Kelgar’ stale had the ring of
truth about it, and for verification, dl Thral needed to do waslook around him. What wasthis strange
thing that had happened? How could an entire race of people have their natures so distorted asto end up
here, defeated before they were even caught and thrown into this wretched hellhole?

“But thedesireto fight is<till strong in you, Thrall, though your name suggests otherwise.” Hiseyeswere
open again, and they seemed to burninto Thrall. *“ Perhaps your being raised by humans spared you this.
There are otherslike you, till out there. The walls are not so high that you cannot climb them, if that is
your wish.”

“Itis” sad Thral eagerly. “Tell mewherel canfind otherslikeme.”

“Theonly onel have heard tell of is Grom Hellscream,” Kegar said. “He remains undefeated. His
people, the Warsong clan, came from the west of thisland. That isal | can tell you. Grom has eyeslike
me, but his spirit ill ressted.” Kelgar lowered hishead. “If only | had been as strong.”

“Youcanbe” said Thradl. “Comewith me, Kelgar. | am strong, | can easily pull you up over the wdlsif

Kelgar shook hishead. “It is not the strength that is gone, Thrall. | could kill the guardsin a heartbest.
Anyone here could. It sthe desire. | do not wish to try to climb thewalls. | want to stay here. | can't
explainit, and | am ashamed, but that isthe truth. Y ou will have to have the passion, thefire, for al of us
I’He_”

Thrall nodded his acceptance, though he could not understand. Who wouldn’t want to be free? Who
wouldn’t want to fight, to gain back al that had been taken, to make the unjust humans pay for what they
had done to his people? But it was clear: Of dl of the orcs present, he was the only one who would dare



lift adefiant fist in challenge.

Hewould wait until nightfall. Kelgar said there was only a skeleton roster of guardsmen, and they often
drank themsdvesinto astupor. If Thrall smply continued to pretend he was like all the other orcs, hefelt
certain his opportunity would come.

At that moment, afemale orc approached. She moved with a sense of purpose rarely seen here, and
Thrall sood asit became clear that she was heading for him.

“You are the newly captured orc?’ she asked, in human speech.

Thral nodded. “My nameisThral.”

“Then, Thral, you had best know that the commander of the encampmentsis coming for you.”
“What ishisname?’ Thral went cold insde as he feared the wordt.

“1 do not know, but he wearsthe colors red and gold, with ablack falcon on —"
“Blackmoore,” hissed Thrdl. “1 should have known hewould be able to find me.”

There was aloud clanging and dl the orcs turned toward the large tower. “We areto lineup,” said the
femde. “Althoughit is not the usua timefor counting.”

“They want you, Thrall,” said Kelgar. “But they won't find you. Y ou will have to go now. The guards
will be distracted at the thought of the commander coming. | will create adiversion. Theleast guarded
areaisat the end of the camp. We al are coming to the sound of the bell like the cattlewe are,” he said,
sdf-loathing plain in hisvoice and mien. “Go. Now.”

Thrall needed no further urging. He turned on his hed and began to move swiftly, threading hisway
between the sudden press of orcs moving in the opposite direction. As he shoved, struggling, he heard a
cry of pain. It wasthe female orc. He didn’t dare stop to ook back, but when he heard Kelgar shouting
harsh-sounding wordsin orcish, he understood. Kelgar had somehow managed to reach deep insde and
find ashadow of hisold fighting spirit. He had begun to fight with the femae orc. By the sounds of the
guards, thiswas highly unusual. They descended to bresk the quarreling orcs apart, and even as Thrall
watched, the few guards who had been walking the wall scurried down and raced toward the shouting.

They would probably beat both Kelgar and the innocent female, Thrall thought. He regretted this deeply.
But, hetold himsdlf, because of their actions, | am freeto do everything | possibly can to ensure that no
human ever,ever bests an orc again.

After having reached adulthood in atightly guarded cdll, with men watching his every move, he could not
believe how easy it wasto climb the walls and dip down to freedom. Ahead was adense, forested area.
He ran fagter than he had ever run, knowing that every minute he wasin the open he was vulnerable. And
yet, no one cried the larm, no one gave chase.

Heranfor severa hours, losing himself in the forest, zigging and zagging and doing everything possibleto
make it difficult for the search parties that would no doubt follow. Finally, he dowed, panting and gasping
for air. He climbed a stout tree, and when he poked his head through its thick canopy of leaves, he could
see nothing but a sea of green.



Blinking, he located the sun. It was sarting its late afternoon journey toward the horizon. The west;
Kegar had said that Grom Hellscream’ s clan had come from the west.

Hewould find this Hellscream, and together, they would liberate their imprisoned brothers and sisters.

Black-gloved hands clasped behind him, the Commander of the Camps, one Aedel as Blackmoore,
walked dowly down the line of orcs. All of them shied away from him, staring at their mud-encrusted
feet. Blackmoore had to admit they had been more entertaining, if more deadly, when they had had some
Spirit to them.

Wincing at the stlench, Blackmoore lifted a scented kerchief to hisnose. Following him closdly, likea
dog awaiting its master’ swhim, was Mgor Remka. He' d heard good things about her; shewas
goparently more efficient than the mgjority of the men.

But if she had had his Thrall, and let him dip through her fingers, he would not be merciful.

“Whereisthe one you said you thought was Thral?” he demanded of Remka s guardsman Waryk. The
young man held his composure better than his commanding officer did, but even he was starting to show
hints of panic about the eyes.

“I had seen him at the gladiator battles, and the blue eyesare sorare. . . .” said Waryk, starting to
sammer alittle.

“Do you see him here?’

“N-no, Lieutenant Generd. | don't.”

“Then perhapsit wasnot Thrall.”

“We did find some things he had stolen,” said Waryk, brightening. He snapped hisfingers and one of his
men raced off, returning in afew moments with alarge sack. “ Do you recognize this?” He extended a
plain dagger to Blackmoore, hilt first as etiquette demanded.

Blackmoore' s breath caught in histhroat. He had wondered where that had goneto. It wasn't avery
expensive one, but he had missedit. . . . Heran his gloved thumb over the symbol of his crest, the black
fdcon. “Thisismine. Anything dse?’

“Some papers. . . Mgor Remkahas not had timeto look at them yet. . . .” Waryk’ svoice trailed off,
but Blackmoore understood. Theidiot couldn’t read. What kind of papers could Thrall possibly have
had? Leavestorn fromhis books, no doubt. Blackmoore snatched the sack and rummaged through the
papers a the bottom. He drew one out into the light.

... wish | could talk to you instead of just sending you these letters. | see you in thering and my
heart breaks for you. . . .

Letters! Who could possibly . . . he seized another one.

... harder and harder to find time to write. Our Master demands so much of both of us. | heard
that he beat you, | am so sorry my dear friend. You don’t deserve. . .

Taretha



A greater pain than any he had ever known clutched a Blackmoore' s chest. He pulled out more | etters .
.. by the Light, there had to be dozens here . . . maybe hundreds. How long had the two been
conspiring? For some reason his eyes stung and breathing became difficult. Tari . . . Tari, how could
you, you never lacked for anything. . . .

“My lord?” Remka s concerned voice brought Blackmoore out of his painful shock. He took adeep
bresth and blinked the telltale tears back. “Isall well?’

“No, Mgor Remka.” His voice was as cool and composed as ever, for which he was grateful. “All is
not well. Y ou had my orc Thral, one of thefinest gladiators ever to have graced thering. HE smade me
agreat dedl of money over the years and was supposed to make me a great deal more. Beyond a doubt,
it was he your man captured. Anditishewhom | do not seeinthislineat dl.”

Hetook keen pleasure in watching the color drain from Remka sface. “He could be hiding insde the
camp,” she offered.

“Hecould be,” said Blackmoore, drawing back hislipsfrom whiteteeth in arictus of asmile. “Let us
hope so, for your continued good fortune, Mg or Remka. Search the encampment. Now. ”

She scurried away to do hisbidding, shouting orders. Thral certainly wouldn’t have been stupid enough
to cometo alineup, like adog responding to awhistle. It was possible he was still here. But somehow,
Blackmoore sensed that Thrall was gone. He was elsewhere, doing . . . ? What? What kind of scheme
had he and that bitch Taretha cooked up?

Blackmoore wasright. An extensive search turned up nothing. None of the orcs, curse them, would
even admit to seeing Thrall. Blackmoore demoted Remka, put Waryk in her place, and rode dowly
home. Langston met him hafway, and commiserated with him, but even Langston’s cheerful, brainless
chatter could not stir Blackmoore from his gloom. In one fiery night, he had lost the two things most
important to him: Thrall and Taretha

He climbed the stepsto his quarters, went to his bedchamber, and eased open the door. Thelight fell
across Taretha s deeping face. Gently, so as not to wake her, Blackmoore sat down on the bed. He
removed his gloves and reached to touch the soft, creamy curve of her cheek. She was so beautiful. Her
touch had thrilled him, her laughter moved him. But no more.

“Sleep wdll, pretty traitor,” he whispered. He bent and kissed her, the pain in his heart still present but
ruthlesdy suppressed. “ Slegp well, until | have need of you.”

NINE

Thrall had never been so exhausted or hungry in hislife. But freedom tasted sweeter than the meet he
had been fed, and felt more restful than the straw upon which he had dept as Blackmoore' s prisoner at
Durnholde. He was unable to catch the coneys and squirrdls that flitted through the forest, and wished
that somehow surviva skills had been taught to him aong with battle histories and the nature of art.
Because it was autumn, there were ripe fruits on the trees, and he quickly became adept at finding grubs
and insects. These did little to appease the mammoth hunger that gnawed at hisinsdes, but &t least he
had ready accessto water in the form of the myriad small streams and brooks that wound through the
forest.



After saverd days, the wind shifted while Thral steadily pushed through the undergrowth and brought
the sweset scent of roasting mest to hisnostrils. Heinhaed deeply, asif he could obtain sustenance by the
amell done. Ravenous, he turned to follow the smell.

Even though his body was crying out for food, Thrall did not let hishunger overcome his caution. That
was well, for as he moved to the edge of the forested area, he saw dozens of humans.

The day was bright and warm, one of the last few such days of thefdl, and the humanswere joyfully
preparing afeast that made Thrall’ s mouth water. There were baked breads, barrels of fresh fruits and
vegetables, crocks of jams and butters and spreads, wheels of cheeses, bottles of what he assumed were
wine and mead, and in the center, two pigs turned dowly on spits.

Thrall’ sknees gave way and he sank dowly to the forest floor, staring enrgptured at the foodstuffs
spread before him asif to taunt him. Over in the cleared fidd, children played with hoops and banners
and other toys Thrall could not attach names to. Mothers suckled their babes, and maidens danced shyly
with young men. It was a scene of happiness and contentment, and more than the food, Thrall wanted to
belong here.

But he did not. He was an orc, amonster, agreen-skin, ablack-blood, and any of a hundred other
epithets. So he sat and watched while the villagers celebrated, feasted, and danced until the night
encroached upon them.

The moons rose, one bright and white, one cool and blue-green, asthelast of the furniture, plates, and
food items were gathered up. Thrall watched the villagers wander down the winding path through the
fidd, and saw smadll candles appear in tiny windows. Still he waited, and watched the moons move dowly
across the sky. Many hours after the last candle was extinguished in thewindows, Thrall rose, and
moved with skillful silencetoward the village.

His sense of smell had dways been acute, and it was sharpened now that hewas giving it leave to enjoy
the smdlls of food. He followed the scents, reaching into windows and snatching whole loaves of bread
which he gobbled down at once, uncovering a basket of apples set out by the door and crunching the
amall, sweset fruits greedily.

Juice ran down his bare chest, sweet and sticky. He absently wiped at it with onelarge green hand.
Sowly, the hunger was beginning to be sated. At each house, Thrall took something, but never too much
from any one home.

At onewindow, Thrall peered in to see figures degping by the dying hearth fire. He quickly withdrew,
waited amoment, and then dowly looked in again. These were children, degping on straw mattresses.
There was three of them, plus onein acradle. Two were boys, the third was alittle girl with yellow hair.
AsThrdl watched, sherolled over in her deep.

A sharp pang stabbed Thrall. Asif notime at al had passed, he was transported in his mind back to that
day when he had first seen Taretha, when she had smiled broadly and waved at him. Thisgirl looked so
much like her, with her round cheeks, her golden hair —

A harsh noise gartled him and Thral whirled just in time to see something four-legged and dark charge
at him. Teeth snapped near hisear. Reacting ingtinctively, Thral clutched the anima and closed hishands
around the beast’ sthroat. Wasthis awolf, one of the creatures his people sometimes befriended?



It had erect, pointed ears, along muzzle, and sharp white teeth. It resembled the woodcuts of wolves he
had seen in the books, but was very different in coloring and head shape.

Now the house was awake, and he heard human voices crying in darm. He squeezed, and the cresture
went limp. Dropping the body, Thral looked insdeto seethelittle girl staring at him with eyeswidein
horror. As he watched, she screamed and pointed. “Monster, Da, monster!”

The hateful words coming from her innocent lipswounded Thrall to the quick. He turned to flee only to
seethat aring of frightened villagers surrounded him. Some of them carried pitchforks and scythes, the

only wegpons this farming community possessed.

“I mean you no harm,” Thral began.
“It talkd It'sademon!” screamed someone, and the little band charged.

Thral reacted indtinctively and histraining kicked in. When one of the men shoved apitchfork at him,
Thrall deftly seized the makeshift weapon and used it to knock the other forks and scythes out of the
clumsy villagers hands. At one point he screamed his battle cry, the bloodlust high within him, and svung
the pitchfork at his attackers.

He stopped just short of impaling the falen man, who stared up a himwildly.

These men were not his enemies, even though it was clear they feared and hated him. They were smple
farmers, living off the cropsthey grew and the animalsthey raised. They had children. They were afraid

of him, that was dl. No, the enemy was not here. The enemy was deeping soundly on afeatherbed in
Durnholde. With acry of sdf-loathing, Thral hurled the pitchfork severd yards away and took advantage
of the bresk in the circle to flee for the safety of theforest.

The men did not pursue. Thrall had not expected them to. They only wished to be left in peace. Ashe
ran through the forest, utilizing the energy engendered by the confrontation to his advantage, Thral tried,
and failed, to erase theimage of alittle blond girl screaming in terror and calling him “monster.”

Thradl ran through the next day and into the night, when he findly collgpsed in exhaustion. He dept the
deep of the dead, with no dreamsto plague him. Something roused him before the dawn, and he blinked

despily.

There came a second sharp prod to the belly, and now he was fully awake — and staring up at eight
angry orc faces.

Hetried to rise, but they fell upon him and bound him before he could even struggle. One of them
shoved alarge, angry face with yellowed tusks within an inch of Thral’s. He barked something
completely unintdligible, and Thrall shook his heed.

The orc frowned even more terribly, grabbed one of Thrall’ s ears and uttered more gibberish.

Guessing at what the other might be saying, Thral said in the human tongue, “No, I’'m not deaf.”

Anangry hisscamefrom al of them. “Hu-man,” said the big orc, who seemed to be their leader. “You
not speak orcish?’

“Alittle” Thral sad inthat language. “My nameisThral.”



The orc gaped, then opened his mouth and guffawed. His cronies joined him. “Hu-man who lookslike
anorc!” hesad, extending ablack-nailed finger in Thral’ sdirection. In orcish, hesaid, “Kill him.”

“No!” Thrdl cried in orcish. Onething about thisfairly dire encounter gave him hope — these orcswere
fighters. They did not douch about in exhausted despair, too dispirited to even climb an easly scaable
gonewadl. “Want find Grom Hellscream!”

The big orc froze. In broken human, he said, “Why find?Y ou sent to kill, huh? From human, huh?’

Thrall shook hishead. “No. Camps. . . bad. Orcs. . .” He couldn’t find the words in this alien tongue,
s0 he sighed deeply and hung his heed, trying to look like the pitiable creatures he had met in the
internment camp. “Mewant orcs. . . .” Helifted his roped hands and bellowed. “Grom help. No more
camps. Nomoreorcs. . ..” Again, he mimed looking despondent and hopeless.

Herisked alook up, wondering if his broken orcish had managed to convey what he wanted. At least
they weren't trying to kill him anymore. Another orc, dightly smaller but equaly as dangerous-looking as
thefirst, spoke in agruff voice. The leader responded heatedly. They argued back and forth, and then
findly the big one seemed to givein.

“Tragg say, maybe. Maybe you see Hellscream, if you worthy. Come.” They hauled him to hisfeet and
marched him forward. The prod of the spear in his back encouraged Thrall to pick up the pace. Even
though he was bound and at the center of aring of hogtile orcs, Thral felt asurge of joy.

He was going to see Grom Hellscream, the one orc that remained uncowed. Perhaps together, they
could free the imprisoned orcs, rouse them into action, and remind them of their birthrights.

Whileit was difficult for Thral to summon many words of orc speech, he was able to understand much
more than he could articulate. He remained quiet, and listened.

The orcs escorting him to see Hellscream were surprised by hisvigor. Thrall had noticed that most of
them had brown or black eyes, not the peculiar, burning red of most of the orcsin the internment camps.
Kegar had indicated that there might be some kind of connection between the glowing, fiery orbs and the
peculiar lethargy that had dl but overcome the orcs. What it was, Thrall didn’t know, and by listening, he
hoped to learn.

While the orcs said nothing of glowing red eyes, they did comment on the listlessness. Many of the
wordsthat Thrall did not understand were nonethel ess comprehensible because of the tone of contempt
inwhich they were uttered. Thrall was not donein hisrevulsion and disgust at seeing the once-legendary
fighting force brought lower than common cattle. At least abull would chargeyou if you irritated it.

Of their great warlord, they spoke words of praise and awe. They aso spoke of Thral, wondering if he
was some sort of new spy sent to discover Grom'slair and lead the humansto a cowardly ambush.
Thrall desperately wished there were some way to convince them of his sincerity. He would do anything
they wanted of him to prove himsdif.

At one point, the group cameto ahat. The leader, whom Thrall had |earned was named Rekshak,
untied a sash from around his broad chest. He held it in both hands and went to Thrall. “You be. . . .” He
said something in orcish that Thrall didn’t understand, but he knew what Rekshak wanted. He lowered
his head obediently, for he towered over dl the other orcs, and permitted himself to be blindfolded. The
sash smelled of new sweat and old blood.



Certainly, they might kill him now, or abandon him to die, bound and blindfolded. Thrall accepted that
possibility and thought it preferable to another day spent risking hislifein the gladiator pit for the glory of
the cruel bastard who had beaten him and tried to break Tari’ s spirit.

Now he strode with less certain steps, though at one point two orcs silently went to either side of him
and grasped hisarms. He trusted them; he had no choice.

With no way to gauge the passing of time, the journey seemed to take forever. At one point the soft,
springy forest loam gave way to chill stone, and the air around Thrall turned colder. By the way the other
orcs voiceswere dtered, Thral redized they were descending into the earth.

At lagt, they cameto ahdt. Thrall bowed hishead and the sash was removed. Even the dim lighting
provided by torches made him blink as his eyes adjusted from the utter darkness of the blindfold.

Hewasin an enormous underground cavern. Sharp stones thrust from both stone ceiling and floor.
Thrall could hear the drip of moisture in the distance. There were severd smdller cavesleading out from
this one large cavern, many with animal skins draped over the entrances. Armor that had seen better
days, and weapons that looked well used and well cared for were scattered here and there. A smdll fire
burned in the center, its smoke wafting up to the soneroof. This, then, must be where the legendary
Grom Hellscream and the remnants of the once-fierce Warsong clan had retreated.

But where was the famous chieftain? Thrall looked around. While severd more orcs had emerged from
various caves, none had the bearing or garb of atrue chieftain. He turned to Rekshak.

“Y ou said you would take me to Hellscream,” he demanded. “I do not see him here.”

“Y ou do not see him, but heis present. He seesyou,” said another orc, brushing aside an anima skin
and emerging into the cavern. Thisonewasadmogt astal as Thral, but without the bulk. He looked

older, and very tired. The bones of various animals and quite possibly humans were strung on anecklace
about histhin throat. He carried himself in amanner that demanded respect, and Thrall waswilling to give
it. Whoever this orc was, he was a personage of importance in the clan. And it was clear he spoke the
human tongue dmogt asfluently as Thrall.

Thral inclined his head. “ Thismay be. But | wish to speak with him, not merely bask in hisunseen
presence.”

Theorc smiled. “You have spirit, fire,” hesaid. “That iswell. | am Iskar, adviser to the great chieftain
Hellscream.”

“My nameis—"

“Y ou are not unknown to us, Thrall of Durnholde.” At Thrall’slook of surprise, Iskar continued, “Many
have heard of Lieutenant General Blackmoore s pet orc.”

Thrall growled, softly, deep in histhroat, but he did not lose his composure. He had heard the term
before, but it rankled more coming from the mouth of one of his own people.

“We have never seen you fight, of course,” Iskar continued, clasping his hands behind hisback and
walking adow circle around Thral, looking him up and down dl thewhile. “ Orcsaren’t dlowed to
watch the gladiator battles. While you were finding glory in thering, your brethren were beaten and



abused.”

Thrall could takeit no longer. “I received none of the glory. | was adave, owned by Blackmoore, and if
you do not think | despise him, look at this!” He twisted around so that they could see hisback. They
looked, and then to hisfury they laughed.

“Thereisnothing to see, Thrall of Durnholde,” I1skar said. Thrdl redized what had happened; the heding
salve had worked its magic al too well. There was not even a scar on his back from the terrible besting
he had received from Blackmoore and al of hismen. “Y ou ask for our compassion, and yet you seem
hae and hedthy to us”

Thrall whirled. Anger filled him, and hetried to temper it, but to little avall. “| was athing, apiece of
property. Do you think | benefited from my sweet and blood shed in the ring? Blackmoore hauled in gold
coinswhilel waskept in acdl, brought out for hisamusement. The scars on my body are not visible, |
redlize that now. But the only reason | was healed was so that | could go back in the ring and fight again
to enrich my master. There are scars you cannot see that run much deeper. | escaped, | was thrown into
the camps, and then | came here to find Hellscream. Although | begin to doubt his existence. It seemstoo
much to hopefor that | could still find an orc who exemplifiesal that | understood our peopleto be.”

“What do you understand our people to be, then, orc who bears the name of dave?’ Iskar taunted.

Thrall was bresthing heavily, but summoned the control that Sergeant had taught him. “ They are strong.
Cunning. Powerful. They are aterror in battle. They have spirits that cannot be quenched. Let me see
Hellscream, and he will know that | am worthy.”

“Wewill bethejudge of that,” said Iskar. Heraised his hand, and three orcs entered the cavern. They
began to don armor and reach for various wegpons. “ These three are our finest warriors. They are, as
you have said, strong, cunning, and powerful. They fight to kill or die, unlike what you are used to in the
gladiator ring. Y our playacting will not serve you here. Only red sill will saveyou. If you survive,
Hellscream may grant you an audience, or he may not.”

Thral gazed at I1skar. “Hewill sseme,” he said confidently.

“Y ou had best hope s0. Begin!” And with no further warning, al three orcs charged at aweaponless,
amor-lessThrdll.

TEN

For the briefest of moments, Thrall was caught off guard. Then years of training took over. While he had
no desireto fight his own people, he was able to quickly regard them as combatants in the ring and react
accordingly. Asone of them charged, Thral swiftly dodged and then reached upward, snatching the huge
battle-ax from the orc’ s hands. In the same fluid motion, he swung. The blow bit deeply, but the armor
deflected most of the strike. The orc cried out and stumbled to hisfeet, clutching his back. He would
survive, but that quickly, the odds had been reduced to two to one.

Thral whirled, snarling. The bloodlust, sweet and familiar, filled him again. Bellowing hisown chalenge,
asecond adversary charged, wielding an enormous broadsword that more than compensated for hislack
of arm length. Thrall twisted to the Sde, avoiding akilling blow but till fedling the hot pain as the blade bit
into hissde.



The orc pressed his attack, and at the same time, the third orc camein from behind. Thral, though, now
had awespon. He ignored the blood pumping from his side, making the stone floor dick and

treacherous, and swung the huge ax first toward one attacker, then letting the momentum swing it back to
strike the second.

They parried with enormous shields. Thrall had no armor or shielding, but fighting thisway was
something he was used to. These were clever opponents, but so had the human fighters been. They were
strong and physically powerful, but so were thetrolls Thrall had faced and defested. He moved from a
place of cam surety, dodging and screaming and striking. Once, they might have been athreat to him.
Now, though, even at two to one, aslong as Thrall was able to keep his eye on strategy and not
succumb to the sweet cdl of bloodiugt, he knew he would triumph.

Hisarm moved asif of its own accord, striking blow after blow. Even when hisfeet dipped and hefell,
he used it to his advantage. He angled hisbody so it would strike one opponent, while extending hisarm
toitsfull length so that the huge ax would swipe the other orc’ slegs out from under him. He was careful
to angle the ax so that the blunt end struck, not the blade. He did not wish to kill these orcs; he only
wished to win thefight.

Both orcswent down hard. The orc Thral had struck with the ax clutched hislegs and howled his
frugtration. It appeared they had both been broken. The other orc staggered to hisfeet and tried to
impae Thral with the broadsword.

Thrall made hisdecision. Steeling himsdlf for the pain, he reached upward with both hands, grasped the
blade, and yanked it forward. The orc lost his baance and fell atop Thrall’ sbody. Thrall twisted andina
heartbeat found himself straddling the other orc, hishands at histhroat.

Squeeze, indtinct cried. Squeeze tight. Kill Blackmoore for what he did to you.

No! he thought. Thiswas not Blackmoore. Thiswas one of his people, whom he had risked everything to
find. He rose and extended a hand to the defeated orc to help him up.

The orc stared a the hand. “Wekill,” said Iskar, hisvoice as cam as before. “Kill your opponent,
Thrall. It swhat ared orc would do.”

Thrall shook his head dowly, reached down to clasp his opponent’ sarm, and hauled the vanquished foe
to hisfeet. “In battle, yes. | would kill my foein battle, so that he did not rise up against me at another
time. But you are my people, whether you will own me as one of you or not. We are too few in number
for metokill him.”

Iskar looked a him strangely, seemed to be waiting for something, then continued spesking.

“Y our reasoning is understandable. Y ou have honorably defeated our three finest warriors. Y ou have
passed thefirst test.”

First?Thral thought, one hand going to his bleeding side. A suspicion began to form that no maiter how
many “tests” he passed, they would not let him see Hellscream. Perhaps Hell scream was not even here.

Perhaps Hell scream was no longer evenalive.

But Thral knew in his heart of heartsthat even if thiswere so, he would rather die here than return to his



life under Blackmoore' s boot.

“What isthe next chalenge?’ he asked quietly. He could tell by the reaction that his calm demeanor
impressed them.

“A question of will,” said Iskar. Therewas adight smirk on his heavy-jawed face. He gestured, and an
orc emerged from one of the caves carrying what appeared at first glance to be aheavy sack on his
back. But when he cardlesdy tossed the“sack” onto the stonefloor, Thrall realized thet it wasamale
human child, bound hand and foot and with agag thrust into his mouth. The child’ s black hair was
tangled. He wasfilthy, and where dirt did not cover hispae flesh, Thral saw the purple and green of
bruises. His eyeswere the same color as Thral’ s own, arich blue, and those eyes were wide with terror.

“You know what thisis,” said Iskar.
“A child. A human child,” Thral replied, perplexed. Surdly they did not expect him to fight the boy.

“A male child. Maes mature to become orc-killers. They are our natura enemies. If you indeed chafed
at the whip and rod, and wish for revenge on those who endaved you and even gave you a name to mark
your low position in life, then exact your revenge now. Kill this child, before he growsto be of an ageto
kill you.”

The boy’ s eyeswidened, for Iskar had been speaking in the human tongue. He squirmed frantically and
muffled sounds came from his mouth. The orc who had carried him out kicked him disinterestedly in the
somach. The child curled up tightly, whimpering past the gag.

Thral stared. Surdly they were not serious. He looked over at |skar, who regarded him without blinking.

“Thisisnowarrior,” said Thral. “ And thisis no honorable combat. | had thought that orcs prized their
honor.”

“Sowedo,” agreed Iskar, “but before you lies afuture threat. Defend your people.”

“Heisachild!” Thral exclamed. “Heis no threat now, and who can say what hewill be? 1 know the
clothes he wears, and what village he was taken from. The people there are farmers and herders. They
live on what they raise, both fruit and flesh. Their wegpons are for hunting coneys and deer, not orcs.”

“But thereisagood chance that, if we again go to war, thisboy will bein the front line, charging at one
of uswith aspear and caling for our blood,” I1skar retorted. “ Do you wish to see Hellscream or not? If
you do not day the child, you may rest assured that you will not leave this cave dive.”

The boy was crying now, slently. Thral wasingtantly reminded of his parting with Taretha, and her
description of weeping. Her imagefilled hismind. He thought of her, and of Sergeant. He thought of how
saddened he had been when his appearance had frightened thelittle girl in the village.

And then he thought of Blackmoore' s handsome, contemptuous face; of al the men who had spat upon
him and caled him “monster” and “ greenskin” and worse.

But those memories did not condone cold-blooded murder. Thrall made his decision. He dropped the
bloody ax to thefloor.

“If this child takes up amsagainst mein the future,” he said, choosing hiswords dowly and ddliberately,



“then | shal kill him on the battlefidd. And | shall take a certain pleasure in the doing, because | will
know that | am fighting for the rights of my people. But | will not kill abound child who lieshelpless
before me, human though heis. And if thismeans| never see Hellscream, so beit. If it means| must fight
al of you and fal beneath your numbers, | say again, so beit. | would rather die than commit such a
dishonorable atrocity.”

He steadied himsdlf, arms outstretched, waiting for the attack that would come. Iskar sighed.
“A pity,” hesaid, “but you have chosen your own destiny.” Helifted hishand.

At that moment, aterrible scream pierced the still, cool air. It echoed and reverberated through the
cavern, hurting Thral’ s ears and piercing him to the bone. He shrank back from the noise. The animal
skin covering one of the caveswastorn down and atall, red-eyed orc emerged. Thral had gotten used
to the appearance of his people, but this orc was unlike any he had yet seen.

Long black hair flowed down his back in athick tangle. Each large ear was pierced severa times,
reminding Thrall oddly of Sergeant, and the dozen or so rings glinted in the firdight. His leather clothing of
red and black contrasted strikingly with his green skin, and severa chains attached to various places on
his body swayed with his movements. His entire jaw seemed to be painted black, and a the moment, it
was open wider than Thral would have believed possible. It was he who was making the terrifying noise,
and Thrall redized that Grom Hellscream had gotten his name for avery good reason.

The shriek faded, and Grom spoke. “Never had | thought to seethisl” He marched up to Thrall and
dared at him. His eyes were flame-colored, and something dark and frightening seemed to dancein their
centersin place of pupils. Thrall assumed the comment to be derogatory, but he was not about to be
cowed. He drew himsdf up to hisfull imposing height, determined to meet death with an unbowed head.
He opened his mouth to reply to Grom’s comment, but the orc chieftain continued.

“How isit you know of mercy, Thral of Durnholde? How isit you know when to offer it, and for what
reasons?’

The orcs were murmuring among themselves now, confused. Iskar bowed.

“Noble Hdlscream,” he began, “we had thought that this child’ s capture would please you. We
expected —”

“lwould expect that its parents would track it down to our lair, you fool!” cried Grom. “We are
warriors, fierce and proud. At least we once were.” He shuddered, asif from afever, and for amoment
seemed to Thrall to be pae and tired. But that impression was gone as quickly asit had come. “We do
not butcher children. | assume whoever caught the whelp had the presence of mind to blindfold it?”

“Of course, lord,” said Rekshak, looking offended.

“Then take him back where you found him the same way.” Hellscream marched over to the child and
removed the gag. The boy wastoo terrified to cry out. “Listen to me, tiny human. Tell your people that
the orcs had you, and chose not to harm you. Tell them,” and he looked over at Thral, “that they showed
you mercy. Also tdl them if they try to find us, they will fail. Wewill be on the move soon. Do you
understand?’

The boy nodded. “Good.” To Rekshak, he said, “ Take him back.Now. And the next timeyou find a
human pup, leaveit be”



Rekshak nodded. With adefinite lack of gentleness, he took the boy by the arm and hauled him to his
feet.

“Rekshak,” said Grom, his harsh voice heavy with warning. “If you disobey me and the boy comesto
harm, | shall know of it. And | shal not forgive.”

Rekshak scowled impotently. “Asmy lord wills” he said, and, still roughly hauling the boy, began to
ascend one of the many winding stone corridors that emptied into the cavern.

Iskar looked confused. “My lord,” he began, “thisisthe pet of Blackmoore! He stinks of humans, he
brags of hisfear of killing—"

“I have no fear of killing those who deserveto die,” Thrall growled. “I do not chooseto kill thosewho
do not.”

Héellscream reached out and put a hand on Iskar’ s shoulder, then placed the other on Thrall’ s, reaching
up to do so. “Iskar, my old friend,” he said, his rough voice soft, “you have seen me when the bloodlust
has come upon me. Y ou have seen me wade in blood up to my knees. | have killed the children of the
humans ere now. But we gave dl we had fighting in that manner, and where hasit brought us? Low and
defeated, our kind douch in camps and lift no hand to free themsalves, let donefight for others. That way
of fighting, of making war, has brought usto this. Long have | thought that the ancestors would show me
anew way, away to win back what we havelog. It isafool who repeats the same actions expecting a
different outcome, and whatever | may be, | am not afool. Thrall was strong enough to defegt the finest
we had to offer. He has tasted humankind' s ways and turned his back on them to be free. He has
escaped from the camps and against the odds managed to find me. | agree with his choices here today.
Oneday, my old friend, you, too, will seethewisdominthis.”

He squeezed |skar’ s shoulder affectionately. “Leave us, now. All of you.”

Sowly, rluctantly, and not without afew hostile glancesin Thral’ sdirection, the orcs adl ascended into
different levels of the cave. Thrall waited.

“Wearedonenow,” sad Hellscream. “Areyou hungry, Thral of Durnholde?’

“I amravenous,” said Thrdl, “but | would ask that you not call me Thrall of Durnholde. | escaped
Durnholde, and | |oathe the thought of it.”

Héellscream lumbered over to another cave, pulled the skin aside, and withdrew alarge chunk of raw
mest. Thral accepted it, nodded histhanks, and bit into it eagerly. Hisfirst honestly earned medl asafree
orc. Deer flesh had never tasted so fine to him.

“ Should we then change your other name? It isthe term of adave,” said Hellscream, squatting and
watching Thral closely with red eyes. “ It was meant to be a badge of shame.”

Thrall thought as he chewed and swallowed. “No. Blackmoore gave me the name so that | would never
forget that | was something he owned, that | belonged to him.” His eyes narrowed. “I never will. | will
keep the name, and one day, when | see him again, he will be the one who rememberswhat he did to
me, and regret it with dl his heart.”

Hellscream regarded him closdly. *'Y ou would kill him, then?”



Thrall did not answer immediately. He thought of the time when he had amost killed Sergeant and seen
Blackmoore sfaceinstead, of the countless times since that moment when he had visudized
Blackmoore s handsome, taunting visage while fighting in the ring. He thought of Blackmoore' sdurred
speech and the agony that his kicks and fists had caused. He thought of the anguish on Taretha slovely
face as she spoke of the master of Durnholde.

“Yes” hesaid, hisvoice deep and hard. “I would. If any cresture deserves degth, it is certainly Aedelas
Blackmoore.”

Hellscream cackled, a strange, wild sound. “Good. At least you' re willing to kill somebody. | was
gtarting to wonder if I'd made the right choice.” He gestured to the tattered cloth that Thrall had tucked
into thewaistband of histrousers. “That doesn't look human-made.”

Thrall tugged the swaddling cloth free. “It isn't. Thisisthe cloth in which Blackmoore found me, when |
wasan infant.” He handed it to Hellscream. “That'sdl | know.”

“I know this pattern,” said Hellscream, opening the cloth and regarding the symbol of the white wolf’s
head on a blue background. “Thisisthe symbol of the Frostwolf clan. Where did Blackmoore find you?’

“Hedwaystold meit wasn't very far from Durnholde,” said Thrdll.
“Then your family was along way from home. | wonder why.”

Hope seized Thrall. “ Did you know them? Could you tell me who my parents were? Thereisso much |
don’t know.”

“I can only say that thisisthe emblem of the Frostwolf clan, and that they live agreat distance from here,
somewhere up in the mountains. They were exiled by Gul’ dan. | never did learn why. Durotan and his
people seemed loya to me. Rumor hasit they have formed bonds with the wild white wolves, but one
cannot dways believe everything that one hears.”

Thrall tasted disappointment. Still, it was more than he had known before. He ran abig hand over the
small square of old fabric, anazed that he had ever been little enough to be wrapped init.

“Another question, if you can answer it,” he said to Hellscream. “When | was younger, | wastraining
outside, and awagon passed, carrying severd. . . .” He paused. What was the correct term? Inmates?
Saves?* Several orcsto theinternment camps. One of them broke free and attacked me. He kept
screaming something over and over. | was never ableto learn what he said, but | vowed | would
remember the words. Perhaps you can tell me what they mean.”

“Speak, and | shdl tell you.”

“Kagh! Bin mog g'thazag chal” said Thrall.

“That was no attack, my young friend,” said Hellscream. “ Thewords are, *Run! | will protect you!’”

Thrall stared. All thistime, he had assumed that he was the object of the charge, when dl dong. . . .

“The other fighters,” he said. “We were doing a training exercise. | was without armor or shield, inthe
center of aring of men. . . . Hedied, Hellscream. They cut him to bits. He thought they were making



sport of me, that | was being attacked twelve to one. He died to protect me.”

Hellscream said nothing, merely continued to eat while watching Thral closely. Famished though hewas,
Thrall let the haunch of meat drip itsjuices onto the stone floor. Someone had given hislife to protect an
unknown young orc. Slowly, without the keen pleasure he had experienced before, he bit into the flesh
and chewed. Sooner or later, he would have to find the Frostwolf clan, and learn exactly who he was.

ELEVEN

Thral had never known such joy. For the next severd days, he feasted with the Warsong clan, sang their
fierce battle chants and songs, and learned a Hellscream’ sfeet.

Far from being the mindless killing machines the books had painted them, Thrall learned that the orcs
were of anoble race. They were masters on the battlefield, and had been known to reve in the spray of
blood and the crack of bone, but their culture was arich, elaborate one. Hellscream spoke of atime
when each clan was separate unto itself. Each had its own symbols, customs, even speech. There were
spiritua leaders among them, called shamans, who worked with the magic of nature and not the evil
magic of demonic, supernatural powers.

“Isnt magic magic?’ Thrall, who had very little experience with magic in any form, wanted to know.
“Yesand no,” said Grom. “ Sometimes the effect is the same. For ingtance, if a shaman was to summon
lightning to strike hisfoes, they would be burned to death. If awarlock wasto summon hell’ sflames
againg an enemy, they would be burned to death.”

“Somagicismagic,” sad Thrall.

“But,” Grom continued, “lightning isanatural phenomenon. Y ou cdl it by requesting it. With hell’ sfire,
you make abargain. It cogsalittle of yoursdlf.”

“But you said that the shamans were disappearing. Doesn't that mean that the warlock’ sway was
better?’

“The warlock’ sway was quicker,” said Grom. “More effective, or o it seemed. But there comesatime
when a price must be paid, and sometimes, it is dear indeed.”

Thrall learned that he was not the only one appalled by the peculiar lethargy demonstrated by the vast
mgority of orcs, now languishing gpatheticdly in the internment camps.

“No onecan explainit,” said Hellscream, “but it claimed nearly al of us, one by one. We thought it some
kind of illness at firgt, but it does not kill and it does not worsen after acertain point.”

“One of the orcsin the camp thought it had something to do with—" Thrdl fell silent, having no desireto
giveoffense

“Speak!” demanded Grom, annoyed. “ To do with what?’

“With the redness of the eyes,” said Thrall.



“Ah,” said Grom, with, Thral thought, atrace of sorrow. “Perhapsit does, a that. There is something
we wrestle with that you, blue-eyed youngling, cannot understand. | hope you never do.” And for the
second time since Thrall had met him, Hell scream appeared to him to be smdl and frail. He wasthin,
Thrall redized; it was his ferocity, his battle cry, which made him gppear to be so threatening and
powerful. Physcaly, the charismatic leader of the Warsongs was wasting away. Even though he barely
knew Hellscream, the redlization moved Thrdl. It seemed asthough the orc chieftain’ swill and powerful
personality was the only thing keeping him dive, that he was bone and blood and sinew tied together by
the barest of threads.

He did not voice his perception; Grom Hellscream knew it. Their eyes met. Hell scream nodded, and
then changed the subject.

“They have nothing to hope for, nothing to fight for,” Hellscream said. * Y ou told me that one orc was
ableto raly enough to fight with afriend in order to provide away for you to escape. That givesme
hope. If these people thought that there was some way they could matter, take their destiniesinto their
own hands— | believe they would rouse themselves. None of us has ever been in one of these accursed
camps. Tell usdl you know, Thral.”

Thrall willingly obliged, pleased to be of some help. He described the camp, the orcs, the guards, and
the security measuresin as much detail as he could. Hellscream listened intently, now and then
interrupting with aquestion or asking him to eaborate. When Thrdl wasfinished, Hellscream was silent
for amoment.

“Itiswdl,” hesad at last. “ The humans are lulled into a sense of safety by our shameful lack of honor.
We can use thisto our advantage. It haslong been adream of mine, Thral, to storm these wretched
places and liberate the orcs held captive there. Yet | fear that once the gate is down, like the cattle they
seem to have become, they will not fly to freedom.”

“Regrettably, that ssemstrue,” sad Thrall.

Grom swore colorfully. “It is up to usto awaken them from their strange dreams of despair and defest. |
think it no accident, Thrall, that you have come at thistime. Gul’ dan isno more, and hiswarlocks are
scattered. It istime for what we once were to reemerge.” His crimson eyes glittered. “ And you will be
part of that.”

Therewas no relief for Blackmoore any longer.

With each day that crept by, he knew there wasless and less a chance that Thrall would be located.
They had been probably only moments behind him at the internment camp, and the incident had left a
bitter tastein his mouth.

Which hetried to wash away with beer, mead, and wine.

After that, nothing. Thrall had seemingly vanished, adifficult task for something asbig and ugly asan orc.
Sometimes, when the empty bottles began to pile up beside him, Blackmoore was convinced that
everyone was conspiring against him to keep Thral away. Thistheory waslent credence by the fact that
at least one person close to him had most certainly betrayed him. He held her close at night, lest she
suspect he knew; enjoyed her physically, perhaps with more roughness than usud; spokefairly to her.
And yet sometimes, when she dept, the pain and anger were so overwheming that he crawled out of the
bed they shared and drank himsdlf into a stupor.



And of course, with Thrall gone, al hope of leading an orcish army againgt the Alliance had disappeared
like morning mist under a harsh sun. What then would become of Aedd as Blackmoore? Bad enough that
he had to overcome the stigma of hisfather’s name and prove himsdlf adozen times over, whereas lesser
men were accepted at face value. They had told him, of course, that his present position was an honor,
one he had richly earned. But he was far from the seat of power, and out of sight meant out of mind.
Who in any red position of power thought of Blackmoore? No one, that was who, and it was making
Blackmoore sick to his sscomach.

Hetook another long, thirsty drink. A cautious tap came on hisdoor. “Go away,” he snarled.

“My lord?" The tentative voice of the betraying whore srabbit of afather. “ Thereis news, my lord.
Lord Langston is hereto seeyou.”

Hope surged through Blackmoore and he struggled to rise from the bed. 1t was midafternoon and
Tarethawas off doing whatever it was she did when shewasn't serving him. He swung his booted feet to
the floor and sat there amoment while the world swirled about him. *“ Send him in, Tammis,” he ordered.

The door opened and Langston entered. “Wonderful news, my lord!” he exclaimed. “We have had a
gghting of Thrall.”

Blackmoore sniffed. “Sightings’ of Thral had become quite commonplace, considering therewasa
substantia reward offered. But Langston wouldn’t come rushing to Blackmoore with unverified rumors.
“Who saw him? Where?’

“Severa leagues from the internment camp, headed due west,” said Langston. “ Severd villagerswere
awakened when an orc tried to break into their homes. Seems it was hungry. When they surrounded it, it
spoke fair to them, and when they pressed their attack, it fought back and overcame them.”

“Anyonekilled?’ Blackmoore hoped not. He would haveto pay thevillageif his pet had killed someone.

“No. Infact, they said the orc ddliberately refrained from killing. A few days|ater, one of the farmer’s
sons was kidnapped by agroup of orcs. He was taken to a subterranean cavern and they ordered a
large orc to kill him. The orc refused, and the orc chieftain agreed with the decison. The boy was
released and immediately told his story. And my lord — the confrontation took place with the orcs
gpesking in the human tongue, because the large orc could not understand the language of hisfellows.”

Blackmoore nodded. It dl rang true with what he knew Thrall to be, versus what the popul ace assumed
Thrall would be. Plus, ayoung boy wouldn't likely be clever enough to redize that Thrall didn’t know
much orcish.

By theLight . . . maybe they would find him.

There had been another rumor asto Thral’ swhereabouts, and once again, Blackmoore had |eft
Durnholdeto follow up on it. Tarethahad two passionate, conflicting thoughts. One was that she
desperately hoped that the rumors were fase, that Thrall was miles away from wherever it was he had
been reportedly seen. The other was the overwhelming sense of relief she experienced whenever
Blackmoore was not present.

Shetook her daily stroll around the grounds outside the fortress. It was safe these days, save for the
occasiond highwayman, and they skulked by the main roads. She would come to no harm in the forests
that she had grown to know so intimately.



She undid her hair and let it cascade about her shoulders, enjoying the freedom of it. It was not seemly
for awoman to have unbound hair. Glegfully, Taretha combed her fingers through the thick golden mass
and shook her head in defiance.

Her gaze fel to the welts on her wrigts. Ingtinctively, one hand reached to cover the other.

No. Shewould not hide what was not her own shame. Taretha forced hersdlf to uncover the bruises.
For the sake of her family, she had to submit to him. But she would not aid in hiding the wrongs he had
done.

Tarethatook a deep breath. Even here, it would seem, Blackmoore' s shadow followed. Deliberately,
she banished it, and turned her face up toward the sun.

She wandered up to the cave where she had said her farewellsto Thrall and sat there for awhile,
hugging her long legs to her chest. There was no sign that anyone save the cregtures of the woods had
been herein along time. She then rose and strolled to the tree where she had told Thrall to hide the
necklace she’ d given him. Peering down into its blackened depths, she saw no glint of slver. Shewas
relieved and saddened at the same time. Taretha desperately missed writing to Thrall and hearing his
kind, wisereplies.

If only the rest of her peoplefdt that way. Couldn’t they see that the orcs were not athrest anymore?
Couldn’'t they understand that with education and alittle bit of respect, they could be vaduable alies and
not enemies? She thought of al the money and time being poured into the internment camps, of how
foolish and small-minded it seemed.

Too bad she couldn’'t have run away with Thrall. As Tarethawaked dowly back to the fortress, she
heard a horn blow. The master of Durnholde had returned. All the sense of lightness and freedom she
had experienced bled out of her, asif from an open wound.

Whatever betide, Thrall at least is free, she thought. My days as a slave |loom numberless ahead of
me.

Thral fought, and ate food prepared in the traditiona way, and learned. Soon he was speaking fluent, if
heavily accented, orcish. He could go with the hunting parties and be more of ahelp than ahindrancein
bringing down a stag. Fingersthat, despite their thickness, had learned to master a stylus had no difficulty
helping build snaresfor rabbits and other smaler animas. Bit by bit, the Warsong clan was accepting
him. For thefirst timein hislife, Thrall felt asthough he belonged.

But then came the news from the scouting parties. Rekshak returned one evening, looking even more
angry and sour than usud. “ A word, my lord,” he said to Hell scream.

“You may speek in front of usall,” said Hellscream. They were above ground tonight, enjoying acrisp
late autumn evening and feasting upon the kill that Thrall himself had brought back to the clan.

Rekshak cast an uneasy glancein Thral’ sdirection, then grunted. “ As you wish. Humans are beginning
to scour the forests. They wear red and gold livery, with ablack falcon on their standard.”

“Blackmoore,” said Thrall, sickened. Would the man never let him be? Was he going to be hunted to the
ends of the earth, dragged back in chainsto perform again for Blackmoore' s twisted amusement?



No. He would take his own life before he would consent again to alife of davery. He burned to speak,
but courtesy demanded that Hell scream answer his own man.

“As| sugpected,” said Hellscream, more camly than Thral would have thought.

Clearly Rekshak was aso taken by surprise. “My lord,” he said, “the stranger Thrall hasput usdl in
danger. If they find our caves, then they have us at their mercy. We will either be killed or rounded up
like sheep into their camps!”

“Neither shdl happen,” said Hdllscream. “And Thrall has not put usin danger. It was by my decision that
he stayed. Do you question that?’

Rekshak lowered his head. “No, my chieftain.”
“Thrall shdl stay,” Hellscream declared.

“With thanks, great chieftain,” said Thrdl, “Rekshak isright. | must leave. | cannot put the Warsong clan
infurther danger. | will go and make sure that they have aspurioustrail to follow, one that will lead them
away from you and yet not lead them to me.”

Hellscream leaned closer to Thrdl, who was sitting on hisright. “But we need you, Thrall,” he said. His
eyesglowed in the darkness.” | need you. We will move quickly, then, to liberate our brothersin the
camps”

But Thrall continued to shake his head. “The winter comes. It will be hardto feed anarmy. And . . .
thereis something | must do before | am ready to stand at your sideto free our brethren. Y ou told me
that you knew my clan, the Frostwolves. | must find them and learn more about who | am, where| came
from, before | can be ready to stand by your side. | had hoped to travel to them in the pring, but it
seems that Blackmoore has forced my hand.”

For along time, Hellscream gazed at Thral. The bigger orc did not ook away from those terrible red
eyes. Findly, sadly, Hellscream nodded.

“Though | burn with desirefor revenge, | find that yoursisthe wiser head. Our brothers suffer in
confinement, but their lethargy may ease their pain. Time enough when the sun showsits head more
brightly to liberate them. | do not know for certain where the Frostwolves dwell, but somehow, | know in
my heart that you will find them if you are meant to do s0.”

“I will departinthemorning,” said Thrall, his heart heavy in hischest. Acrosstheflickering fire, he saw
Rekshak, who had never liked him, nod in approval.

That next morning Thrall bade arductant farewd| to the Warsong clan and Grom Hellscream.

“I wishyou to havethis,” said Hellscream, as helifted a bone necklace from around histoo-thin throat.
“These aretheremains of my firgt kill. | have carved my symbolsin them; any orc chieftain will know
them.”

Thrall started to object, but Hellscream curled hislips back from his sharp yellow teeth and snarled.
Having no desire to digplease the chieftain who had been so kind to him, or to hear that ear-splitting
scream asecond time, Thrall lowered his head so that Grom could place the necklace about his thick
neck.



“I will lead the humans away fromyou,” Thrdl reiterated.

“If you do nat, it isno matter,” said Hellscream. “We will tear them limb from limb.” He laughed fiercely,
and Thrdl joined in. Still laughing, he set off in the direction of the cold northlands, the place from which
he came,

He made adetour after afew hours, to veer back in the direction of the small village where he had stolen
food and frightened the inhabitants. He did not go too near, for his keen ears had aready picked up the
sound of soldiers' voices. But he did leave atoken for Blackmoore's men to find.

Though it nearly killed him to do it, he took the swaddling cloth that bore the mark of the Frostwolves
and tore alarge strip from it. He placed it carefully to the south of the village on ajagged ssump. He
wanted it to be easily found, but not too obvious. He a'so made sure that he |eft severd large, easily
traceable footprintsin the soft, muddy soil.

With any luck, Blackmoore' s men would find the tattered piece of ingtantly recognizable cloth, seethe
footprints and assume that Thrall was headed due south. He walked backward carefully in hisfootprints
— atactic he had learned from his reading — and sought out stone and hard earth for the next severa

paces.

He looked toward the Alterac Mountains. Grom had told him that even &t the height of summer, their
peaks were white againgt the blue sky. Thrall was about to head into their heart, not knowing for certain
where he was going, just as the weather was beginning to turn. It had snowed once or twice, lightly,
aready. Soon the snows would come thick and heavy, heaviest of dl in the mountains.

The Warsong clan had sent him off well supplied. They had given him severa stripsof dried meet, a
waterskin in which he could collect and melt snow, athick capeto help ward off the worst of thewinter’s
bite, and afew rabbit snares so he could supplement the dried mest.

Fate and luck, and the kindness of strangers and ahuman girl, had brought him thisfar. Grom had
indicated that Thrall had aroleto play yet. He had to trust that, if thiswasindeed the truth, he would be
guided to his destiny as he had been guided thusfar.

Hoisting the sack over hisback, without asingle glance behind him, Thrall began to stride toward the
beckoning mountains, whose jagged peaks and hidden valleys were home somewhere to the Frostwol f
clan.

TWELVE

The daysturned into weeks, and Thrall began to judge how much time had passed not by how many
sunrises he saw, but by how many snowfalls. It did not take long for him to exhaust the dried meset the
Warsong clan had given him, dthough he rationed it carefully. The trgps proved only intermittently
successful, and the farther up in the mountains he went, the fewer animal's he caught.

At least water was not a problem. Everywhere around him were icy streams, and then thick, white drifts.
More than once he was caught off guard by a sudden storm, and made a burrow in the snow until it
passed. Each time, he could only hope that he could dig hisway out to safety.



The harsh environment began to take its grim toll. His movements were dower and dower, and more
than once he would stop to rest and amost not rise again. The food ran out, and no rabbits or marmots
were foolish enough to get caught in histraps. The only way he knew there was any animd life at dl was
by the occasiona print of hoof or paw in the snow, and the eerie howling of distant wolvesat night. He
began edting leaves and tree bark just to quiet hisfurious ssomach, sometimeswith less than digestible
results.

Snows came and went, blue skies appeared, dimmed to black, and then clouded over with more snows.
He began to despair. He did not even know if he was headed in the right direction to encounter the
Frostwolves. He put one foot in front of the other steadily, stubbornly, determined to find his people or
die herein these inhospitable mountains.

His mind began to play tricks on him. From time to time, Aedel as Blackmoore would rear out of a
snow-drift, screaming harsh words and swinging abroadsword. Thrall could even smell the telltale scent
of wineon hisbreeth. They would fight, and Thrall would fall, exhausted, unable to fend off
Blackmoore' sfina blow. It was only then that the shade would disappesr, transforming itsef from a
loathed image into the harmless outline of arock outcropping or atwisted, weatherworn tree.

Other images were more pleasant. Sometimes Hell scream would come rescue him, offering awarm fire
that vanished when Thrall stretched out hishandsto it. Other times his rescuer was Sergeant, grumbling
about having to track down lost fighters and offering athick, warm cloak. His sweetest and yet most
bitter hallucinations were those when Tari would appear, sympathy in her wide blue eyes and comforting
words on her lips. Sometimes she would almost touch him before disappearing before his eyes.

On and on he pressed, until one day, he smply could go no farther. He took one step, and fully intended
to take the next, and the one after that, when his body toppled forward of its own accord. Hismind tried
to command his exhausted, nearly frozen body to rise, but it disobeyed. The snow didn’t even fed cold
to him anymore. It was. . . warm, and soft. Sighing, Thrall closed hiseyes.

A sound made him open them again, but he only stared disinterestedly at thisfresh mind-trick. Thistime
it was alarge pack of white wolves, dmost as white as the snow that surrounded him. They had formed a
ring about him, and stood silently, waiting. He stared back, mildly interested in how this scenario would
play out. Would they charge, only to vanish? Or would they just wait until unconsciousness claimed him?

Three dark figuresloomed up behind the nonexistent wolves. They weren’t anyone who had cometo
visit him before. They were wrapped from head to toein thick furs. They looked warm, but not aswarm
as Thradl fdt. Their faceswerein shadow from fur-trimmed hoods, but he saw largejaws. That and their
Sze marked them as orcs.

Hewas angry at hismind thistime. He had gotten used to the other hallucinationsthat had visited him.
Now hefeared he was going to die before finding out what these imaginary people had in store for him.

He closed his eyes, and knew no more.

“I think he' sawake.” The voice was soft and high-pitched. Thrall stirred and opened heavy-lidded eyes.
Staring right at him with a curious expression on its face was an orc child. Thrall’ s eyes opened wider to
regard the small mae. There had been no children among the Warsong clan. They had been cobbled

together after dreadful battles, their numbers decimated, and Grom had told him that the children had
been thefirst to succumb.



“Hello,” said Thrall in orcish, the word coming out in aharsh rasp. The boy jumped, then laughed.

“He sdefinitely awake,” the child said, then scurried away. Another orc loomed into Thral’ sfield of
vison. For the second timein as many minutes, Thrall saw anew type of orc; first the very young one,
and now, one who had obvioudy known many, many winters.

All the features of the orcs were exaggerated in this aged visage. Thejowls sagged, the teeth were even
yellower than Thrall’s, and many were missing or broken. The eyeswere astrange milky color, and
Thrall could see no pupilsin them. Thisorc's body was twisted and stooped, dmost as small asthe
child's, but Thral ingtinctivdy shrank back from the sheer presence of the elder.

“Hmph,” said the old orc. “ Thought you were going to die, young one.”
Thrall fet atwinge of irritation. “ Sorry to disgppoint you,” he said.

“Our honor code obliges usto help thosein need,” continued the orc, “but it' saways easer if our help
provesineffective. One less mouth to feed.”

Thrall was taken aback by the rudeness, but chose to say nothing.
“My nameis Drek’ Thar. | am the shaman of the Frostwolves, and their protector. Who are you?’

Amusement rippled through Thrdl at the idea of thiswizened old orc being the protector of al the
Frostwolves. Hetried to St up, and was startled to find himsalf dammed down on thefursasif froman
unseen hand. He looked over a Drek’ Thar and saw that the old man had subtly changed the position of

hisfingers

“I didn't giveyou leavetorise,” said Drek’ Thar. “ Answer my question, stranger, or | may reconsider
our offer of hospitality.”

Gazing at the elder with new respect, Thrall said, “My nameisThral.”

Drek’ Thar spat. “ Thral! A human word, and aword of subjugation at that.”

“Yes” sad Thrdl, “aword that means davein their tongue. But | am athral no longer, though | keep
the nameto prick myself to my duties. | have escaped my chainsand desire to find out my true history.”
Without thinking, Thrall tried to Sit up again, and was again dammed down. Thistime, he saw the gnarled
old handstwitch dightly. Thiswas apowerful shaman indeed.

“Why did our wolf friendsfind you wandering in ablizzard?’ Drek’ Thar demanded. He stared away
from Thrdl, and Thral redized that the old orc was blind.

“Itisalong story.”
“I'vegot time”

Thral had to laugh. He found himsdlf liking this cranky old shaman. Surrendering to the implacable force
that kept him flat on hisback, hetold his story. Of how Blackmoore had found him as an infant, had
raised him and taught him how to fight and to read. He told the shaman of Tari’ skindness, of thelistless
orcs he had found in the camps, of finaly making contact with Hellscream, who had taught him the
warrior’s code and the language of his people.



“Héellscream was the one who told me that the Frostwolves were my clan,” hefinished. “He knew by the
small piece of cloth in which | waswrapped asababy. | can show you—" Hefdl slent, mortified. Of
course Drek’ Thar could not be “shown” anything.

He expected the shaman to erupt in offense, but instead Drek’ Thar extended his hand. “ Giveit to me.”

Now the pressure on his chest eased, and Thrall was ableto sit up. He reached in his pack for the
tattered remains of the Frostwolf blanket, and wordlesdy handed it to the shaman.

Drek’ Thar took it in both hands, and brought it to his chest. He murmured softly words Thral could not
catch, and then nodded.

“Itisas| suspected,” he said, and sighed heavily. He handed the cloth back to Thrall. “Theclothis
indeed the pattern of the Frostwolves, and it was woven by the hand of your mother. We had thought
you dead.”

“How could you tdl that —” And then Thral fully understood what Drek’ Thar had said. Hope seized
him. “Y ou know my mother? My father? Who am |7’

Drek’ Thar lifted hishead and stared at Thrall with hisblind eyes. “Y ou are the only child of Durotan, our
former chieftain, and his courageous mate Draka.”

Over ahearty stew of meat, broth, and roots, Drek’ Thar told Thrall the rest of hishistory, at least as
much as he knew. He had taken the young orc into his cave, and with the fire burning brightly and thick
fur cloaks about their bodies, both old shaman and young warrior were warm and comfortable. Pakar,
his attendant, who had been so diligent about aerting him when Thrall had awvakened, ladled up the stew
and gently pressed the warm wooden bowl into Drek’ thar’ s hands.

The orc ae his stew, delaying speaking. Pakar sat quietly. The only sound was the crackle of thefire
and the dow, deep breathing of Wise-ear, Drek’ thar’ swolf companion. It was adifficult story for
Drek’ Thar, one he had never imagined he would need to spesk of ever again.

“Y our parents were the most honored of al the Frostwolves. They left us on adire errand many winters
past, never to return. We did not know what had happened to them . . . until now.” He gestured in the
direction of the cloth. “Thefibersin the cloth have told me. They were dain, and you survived, to be
rased by humans.”

The cloth was not living, but it had been made of the fur of the white goats that braved the mountains.
Because the wool had once belonged to aliving being, it had a certain sentience of itsown. It could not
givedetails, but it spoke of blood being shed, spattering it with dark red droplets. It aso told Drek’ Thar
abit about Thral aswell, vaidating the young orc' s story and giving it asense of truth that Drek’ Thar
could believe.

He could sense Thrall’ s doubt that the blanket remnant had “ spoken” to him fredly. “What wasthe
errand that cost my parentstheir lives?” the young orc wanted to know.

But that was information Drek’ Thar was not reedy to share. “1 will tel you in time, perhaps. But now,
you have put mein adifficult position, Thral. Y ou come during the winter, the harshest season of al, and
asyour clan members we must take you in. That does not mean that you will be kept warm, fed, and
sheltered without recompense.”



“1 did not expect to be so treated,” said Thrall. “I am strong. | can work hard, help you hunt. | can teach
you some of the ways of humankind, that you will better be prepared to fight them. | can—"

Drek’ Thar held up acommanding hand, silencing Thrall’ s eager babble. He listened. The firewas
gpesking to him. Heleaned in to it, to hear itswords better.

Drek’ Thar was stunned. Fire was the most undisciplined of the elements. It barely would deign to reply
when he addressed it after following al the ritualsto appeaseit. And now, Firewas speakingtohim . . .
about Thrdl!

He saw in hismind images of brave Durotan, beautiful and fierce Draka.l miss you yet, my old friends ,
he thought.And yet your blood returns to me, in the form of your son. A son of whom even the
Soirit of Fire speaks well. But | cannot just give him the mantle of leader ship, not as young as he
is, as untested . . . as human-tainted!

“Since your father left, | have been the leader of the Frostwolves,” said Drek’ Thar. “1 accept your offer
of adtotheclan, Thral, son of Durotan. But you will haveto earn your rank.”

Six days later, as Thral battled hisway through a snowstorm back to the clan encampment with alarge,
furry anima he and the frost wolves had brought down dung over hisback, he wondered if perhaps
davery hadn’'t been easer.

As soon as the thought struck, he banished it. He was with his own people now, athough they continued
to regard him with hostility and grudging hospitdity. He was dwaysthe last to eat. Even thewolves ate
their fill before Thral. He was given the coldest place to deep, the thinnest cloak, the poorest weapons,
the most onerous chores and tasks. He accepted this humbly, recognizing it for what it was: an attempt to
test him, to make sure that he had not come to the Frostwol ves expecting to be waited on likeaking . . .
like Blackmoore.

So he covered the refuse pits, skinned the animals, fetched the firewood, and did everything that was
asked of him without aword. At least he had the frost wolves to keegp him company in the blizzard this
time

One evening, he had asked Drek’ Thar about the link between the wolves and the orcs. He was familiar
with the concept of domesticating animals, of course, but this seemed different, deeper.

“Itis,” Drek Thar replied. “ The wolves are not tamed, not as you understand the word. They have come
to be our friends because | invited them. It is part of being a shaman. We have a bond with the things of
the natura world, and strive dwaysto work in harmony with them. It would be helpful to usif the wolves
would be our companions. Hunt with us, keep us warm when the furs are not enough. Alert usto
srangers, asthey did with you. Y ou would have died had not our wolf friends found you. And in return,
we make sure they are well fed, that their injuries are hedled, and their cubs need not fear the mighty
wind eaglesthat scour the mountains during the birthing times.

“We have made asimilar pact with the goats, athough they are not aswise asthe wolves. They give us
their wool and milk, and when we are in extreme need, one will surrender itslife. We protect themin
return. They are freeto break the pact at any time, but in the last thirty years, none has done so0.”

Thrdl could not believe what he was hearing. Thiswas potent magic indeed. “Y ou link with things other
than animals, though, do you not?’



Drek’ Thar nodded. “1 can cdl the snows, and wind, and lightning. The trees may bend to mewhen |
ask. Therivers may flow where | ask themto.”

“If your power is so greet, then why do you continueto live in such aharsh place?” Thral asked. “If
what you are saying istrue, you could turn this barren mountain-top into alush garden. Food would
never be difficult to come by, your enemieswould never find you—"

“And | would violate the primary agreement with the elements, and nothing of nature would ever

respond to me again!” bellowed Drek’ Thar. Thrall wished he could snatch back the words, but it was
too late. He had obvioudy deeply offended the shaman. * Do you understand nothing? Have the humans
sunk their greedy talonsin you so deeply that you cannot see what lies at the heart of ashaman’s power?
| am granted these things because | ask , with respect in my heart, and I am willing to offer somethingin
return. | request only the barest needsfor mysalf and my people. At times, | ask great things, but only
when the cause is good and just and wholesome. In return, | thank these powers, knowing that they are
borrowed only, never bought. They come to me because they choose to, not because | demand it! These
arenot daves, Thrdl. They are powerful entitieswho come of their own free will, who are companionsin
my magic, not my servants. Pagh!” He snarled and turned away from Thrdl. “Y ou will never

understand.”

For many days, he did not speak with Thrall. Thral continued to do the lesser jobs, but it seemed that he
grew only more distant from the Frostwolves, not closer, astime passed. One evening he was covering
the refuse pits when one of the younger males called out, “ Savel”

“My nameisThrdl,” Thral said darkly.

The other orc shrugged. “Thrall, dave. It meansthe same thing. My wolf isill and has soiled his bedding.
Cleanit”

Thrall growled low in histhroat. “ Clean it yourself. | am not your servant, | am aguest of the
Frostwolves,” he snarled.

“Oh? Redly?With aname like dave? Here, human-boy, takeit!” He threw a blanket and it covered
Thral before he could react. Cold moisture clung to hisface and he smelled the stench of urine.

Something snapped inside him. Red anger flooded his vison and he screamed in outrage. He ripped the
filthy blanket off and clenched hisfists. He began to stamp, rhythmicaly, angrily, ashe had solong ago in
the ring. Only there was no cheering crowd here, only asmdl circle of suddenly very quiet orcswho
dared a him.

The young orc thrust hisjaw out stubbornly. “I said, cleanit, dave.”

Thrdl bellowed and sprang. The young maewent down, though not without fighting. Thrall didn’t fed
his flesh part beneath sharp black nails. Hefdt only the fury, the outrage. He was no one’ sdave.

Then they were pulling him off and throwing him into a snow bank. The shock of the cold wetness
brought him to his senses, and he redlized that he had ruined any chance of being accepted by these
people. The thought devastated him, and he sat waist-deep in the snow, staring down. He had failed.
There was no place that he belonged.

“I had wondered how long it would teke you,” said Drek’ Thar. Thral glanced up listlesdy to seethe



blind shaman standing over him. *Y ou surprised me by lasting thislong.”
Sowly, Thral stood. “I have turned on my hosts,” he said heavily. “1 will depart.”

“You will do no such thing,” said Drek’ Thar. Thral turned to stare at him. “Thefirst test | had wasto
seeif you were too arrogant to ask to be one of us. Had you come in here demanding the chieftainship as
your birthright, we would have sent you awvay — and sent our wolves to make sure you stayed away.

Y ou needed first to be humble before we would admit you.

“But dso, we would not respect anyone who would stay servile for too long. Had you not challenged
Uthul’ sinsults, you would not have been atrue orc. | am pleased to see you are both humble and proud,
Thrdl.”

Gently, Drek’ Thar placed awizened hand on Thrall’smuscular arm. “Both qudlities are needed for one
who will follow the path of the shaman.”

THIRTEEN

Though the rest of that long winter was bitter, Thral clung to the warmth he felt inside and thought the
chill aslittle. He was accepted now as amember of the clan, and even the Warsongs had not made him
fed s0 vaued. Days were spent hunting with clan memberswho were now family and in listening to

Drek’ Thar. Nights were spent as part of aloud, happy gathering sitting around a group fire, singing songs
and tdling tales of past daysof glory.

Though Drek’ Thar often regaled him with tales of his courageous father Durotan, Thrall somehow
sensed that the old orc was holding something back. He did not press the matter, however. Thrall trusted
Drek’ Thar completely now, and knew that the shaman would tell him what he needed to know, when he
needed to knowv it.

He dso made aunique friend. One evening, asthe clan and their wolf companions gathered around the
fireaswasther usua wont, ayoung wolf detached itself from the pack that usualy dept just beyond the
ring of firdight and gpproached. The Froswolvesfdl slent.

“Thisfemaewill Choose” said Drek’ Thar solemnly. Thral had long since sopped being amazed at how
Drek’ Thar knew such things as the wolf’ s gender and its— her — readiness to Choose, whatever that
meant. Not without painful effort, Drek’ Thar rose and extended his arms toward the she-wolf.

“Lovely one, you wish to form abond with one of our clan,” he said. “Come forward and Choose the
one with whom you will be bonded for the rest of your life”

Thewoalf did not immediately rush forward. Shetook her time, earstwitching, dark eyes examining every
orc present. Mogt of them aready had companions, but many did not, particularly the younger ones.
Uthul, who had become Thrall’ sfast friend once Thral had rebelled againgt his crud treatment, now
tensed. Thrall could tell that he wanted thislovely, graceful beast to Choose him.

Thewolf’seyesmet Thrdl’s, and it was asif a shock went through his entire body.

The femaeloped toward Thrall, and lay down at hisside. Her eyesbored into his. Thral fdt awarm
rush of kinship with this creature, dthough they were from two different species. He knew, without



understanding quite how he knew, that she would be by hissde until one of them left thislife behind.

Sowly, Thral reached to touch Snowsong’ sfindly shaped head. Her fur was so soft and thick. A warm
wave of pleasure rushed over him.

The group grunted sounds of approva, and Uthul, though keenly disappointed, wasthefirst to clap
Thrall on the back.

“Tdl usher name,” said Drek’ Thar.

“Her nameis Snowsong,” Thral replied, again, not knowing how he knew. Thewolf half-closed her
eyes, and he sensed her satisfaction.

Drek’ Thar findly revealed the reason for Durotan’ s death one evening toward the end of winter. More
and more, when the sun shone, they heard the sounds of melting snows. Thral stood by that afternoon
and watched respectfully as Drek’ Thar performed aritud to the spring snowmelt, asking that it alter its
course only enough to avoid flooding the Frostwolf encampment. As always now, Snowsong stood at his
dde, awhite, slent, faithful shadow.

Thral felt something stir ingde him. He heard avoice:We hear Drek’ Thar’ s request, and find it not
unseemly. We shall not flow where you and yours dwell, Shaman.

Drek’ Thar bowed, and closed the ceremony formdly. “1 heard it,” Thrall said. “I heard the snow answer
you.”

Drek’ Thar turned hisunseeing eyestoward Thrdl. “1 know you heard it,” he said. “It isasgn that you
areready, that you have learned and understood al that | have to teach. Tomorrow, you will undergo
your initiation. But tonight, cometo my cave. | have thingsto say that you must hear.”

When darknessfell, Thrall appeared at the cave. Wise-ear, Drek’ Thar’ swolf companion, whined
happily. Drek’ Thar waved Thrdl insde.

“Sit,” he ordered. Thrall did so. Snowsong went to Wise-ear and they touched noses before curling up
and quickly faling adeep. “Y ou have many questions about your father and hisfate. | have refrained from
answering them, but the time has come that you must know. But first, swear by al you hold dear that you
will never tell anyonewhat | am about to tell you, until you receive asign that thismust be said.”

“I swear,” said Thral solemnly. His heart was beating fast. After so many years, he was about to learn
thetruth.

“Y ou have heard that we were exiled by the late Gul’ dan,” said Drek’ Thar. “What you have not heard is
why. No one knew the reason but your parents and mysalf, and that was as Durotan wished it to be. The
fewer people who knew what he knew, the safer hisclan.”

Thrall said nothing, but hung on Drek’ Thar’ s every word.

“We know now that Gul’ dan was evil, and did not have the best interest of the orc peoplein his heart.
What most do not know ishow deeply he betrayed us, and what dreadful price we are now paying for
what he did to us. Durotan learned, and for that knowledge he was exiled. He and Draka— and you,
young Thral — returned to the southlands to tell the mighty orc chieftain Orgrim Doomhammer of
Gul’ dan’ streachery. We do not know if your parents reached Doomhammer, but we do know that they



were murdered for that knowledge.”

Thrall bit back the impatient cry, What knowledge? Drek’ Thar paused for along moment, then
continued.

“Gul’ dan only ever wanted power for himself, and he sold usinto asort of davery to achieveit. He
formed a group called the Shadow Council, and this group, comprised of himself and many evil orc
warlocks, dictated everything the orcs did. They united with demons, who gave them their vile powers,
and who infused the Horde with such alove of killing and fighting that the people forgot the old ways, the
way of nature, and the shaman. They lusted only for death. Y ou have seen thered firein the eyes of the
orcsin the camps, Thrall. By that mark, you know that they have been ruled by demon powers.”

Thrall gasped. Heimmediatdly thought of Hellscream'’ s bright scarlet eyes, of how wasted Hellscream's
body was. Y et Hellscream’ s mind was his own. He had acknowledged the power of mercy, had not
giveninto either mad bloodlust or the dreadful lethargy he’ d seen at the camps. Grom Hellscream must
have faced the demons every day, and continued to resist them. Thrall’sadmiration of the chieftain grew
even more as he redlized how strong Hellscream’ swill must be.

“I believe that the lethargy you reported seeing in the camps s the emptiness our people are feding when
the demonic energies have been withdrawn. Without that externa energy, they fed weak, bereft. They
may not even know why they fed thisway, or care enough to ponder it. They arelike empty cups, Thral,
that were oncefilled with poison. Now they cry out to be filled with something wholesome once again.
That which they yearn for isthe nourishment of the old ways. Shamanism, areconnection with the smple
and pure powers of the natura forces and laws, will fill them again and assuage that dreadful hunger.
This, and only this, will rouse them from their stupor and remind them of the proud, courageous line from
which we havedl come.”

Thrall continued to listen raptly, hanging on Drek’ Thar’ s every word.

“Y our parents knew of the dark bargain. They knew that this bloodthirsty Horde was as unnatural a
construct as could be imagined. The demons and Gul’ dan had taken our peopl€ s natural courage and
warped it, twisted it for their own means. Durotan knew this, and for that knowledge his clan was
banished. He accepted that, but when you were born, he knew he could no longer remain silent. He
wanted a better world for you, Thrall. Y ou were his son and heir. Y ou would have been the next
chieftain. He and Drakawent into the southlands, as| havetold you, to find their old friend Orgrim
Doomhammer.”

“I know that name,” said Thral. “He wasthe mighty Warchief who led dl the clanstogether againgt the
humans”

Drek’ Thar nodded. “He was wise and brave, agood leader of our people. The humans eventually were
thevictors, Gul’ dan’ streachery — at least a pale shadow of its true depths — was discovered, and the
demonswithdrew. Y ou know the rest.”

“Was Doomhammer killed?’

“We do not believe so, but nothing has been heard from him since. The odd rumor reaches us now and
then, that he has become a hermit, gone into hiding, or that he has been taken prisoner. Many think of

him as alegend, who will return to free uswhen thetimeisright.”

Thral looked carefully at histeacher. “ And what isit you think, Drek’ Thar?”



The old orc chuckled deep in histhroat. “1 think,” he said, “that | have told you enough, and that it is
timefor you to rest. The morrow will bring your initigtion, if it ismeant to be. Y ou’ d best be prepared.”

Thrall rose and bowed respectfully. Evenif the shaman could not see the gesture, he made it, for himself.
“Come, Snowsong,” he caled, and the white wolf padded obediently into the night with her life's
companion.

Drek’ Thar listened, and when he was certain they had gone, he caled to Wise-ear. | have atask for
you, my friend. Y ou know what to do.”

Although he had tried to get as much rest as he could, Thral found deep elusive. He was too excited,
too apprehensive, about what hisinitiation would bring. Drek’ Thar had told him nothing. He wished
desperately he had some kind of idea asto what to expect.

He was wide awake when the gray dawn filled his cave with faint light. He rose and made his way
outside, and was surprised to find that everyone el se was awake and gathered silently outside his cave.

Thrall opened his mouth to speak, but Drek’ Thar held up acommanding hand. “Y ou are not to speak
againuntil | giveyou leave,” he said. “Depart a once, to go done into the mountains. Snowsong must
stay. Y ou are not to eat or drink, but think hard about the path upon which you are about to set foot.
When the sun has s, return to me, and the rite will begin.”

Obediently, Thral turned at once and left. Snow-song, knowing what was expected of her, did not
follow. She did throw her head back and begin to howl. All the other wolvesjoined in, and the savage,
sweet chorus accompanied Thrall as he went, alone, to meditate.

The day passed more swiftly than he would have expected. His mind wasfilled with questions, and he
was surprised when the light changed and the sun, orange againgt the winter sky, began to move toward
the horizon. Hereturned just asitslast rays bathed the encampment.

Drek’ Thar was waiting for him. Thrall noticed that Wise-ear was nowhere to be seen, which was
unusua, but he assumed that thiswas part of the rite. Snowsong was aso not present. He approached
Drek’ Thar and waited. The old orc gestured that Thrall follow.

Heled Thrall over asnow-covered ridge to an areathat Thrall had never seen before. In answer to the
unvoiced question, Drek’ Thar replied, “This place has aways been here, but it does not wish to be seen.
Therefore, only now, when it welcomesyou, isit visbleto you.”

Thrall felt nervousnessrisein him, but refrained from speaking. Drek’ Thar waved his hands, and the
snow melted right before Thrall’ seyes, leaving alarge, circular, rocky platform. “ Stand in the center,
Thrdl, son of Durotan,” said Drek’ Thar. His voice was no longer raspy and quavering, but wasfilled with
apower and authority Thrall had never heard from him before. He obeyed.

“Prepare to meet the spirits of the natura world,” said Drek’ Thar, and Thral’ s heart leaped.

Nothing happened. He waited. Still nothing happened. He shifted, uneasily. The sun had fully set and the
stars were beginning to appear. He was growing impatient and angry when avoice spoke very loudly
ingdehisheed: Patience is the first test.

Thrdl inhaed swiftly. The voice spoke again.



| amthe Spirit of Earth, Thrall, son of Durotan. | am the soil that yields the fruit, the grasses that
feed the beasts. | am the rock, the bones of thisworld. I am all that grows and lives in my womb,
beit wormor tree or flower. Ask me.

Ask you what?thought Thrall.

There was a strange sensation, amost as of awarm chuckle.Knowing the question is part of your
test.

Thral panicked, then camed himsdlf, as Drek’ Thar had taught. A question came calmly into hismind:

Will you lend me your strength and power when | need it, for the good of the Clan and those we
would aid?

Ask, camethereply.

Thrdl began to samp hisfeet. He felt power rising insde him, as he dwaysdid, but for thefirst timeit
was not accompanied by bloodlugt. It was warm and strong and he felt as solid as the bones of the earth
themsalves. He was barely aware of the very earth trembling beneath him, and it was only when an
unbearably sweet scent filled his nogtrilsthat he opened hiseyes.

The earth had erupted into enormous fissures, and on every inch of what was rock, flowers bloomed.
Thrall gaped.

| have agreed to lend you my assistance, for the good of the Clan and those you would aid. Honor
me, and that gift shall always be yours.

Thrall felt the power recede, leaving him trembling with shock at what he had summoned and controlled.
But he had only amoment to marve at it, for another voice wasin his head now.

| amthe Spirit of Air, Thrall, son of Durotan. | am the winds that warm and cool the earth, that
which fills your lungs and keeps you alive. | carry the birds and insects and dragons, and all things
that dare soar to my challenging heights. Ask me.

Thrall knew what to do thistime, and asked the same question. The sensation of power that filled him
was different thistime: lighter, freer. Even though he had been forbidden to spesk, he could not help the
laughter that bubbled forth from his soul. He felt warm winds caress him, bringing al manner of ddlicious
scentsto his nogtrils, and when he opened his eyes, he was floating high above the ground. Drek’ Thar
was S0 far below him he seemed asachild’ stoy. But Thrall was not afraid. The Spirit of Air would
support him; he had asked, and it had answered.

Gently, he floated down, until he felt the solid stone benesth hisfeet. Air caressed him with agentle
touch, then dissipated.

Power againfilled Thrall, and thistime it was dmost painful. Heat churned in his belly, and sweet
popped out on his green skin. He felt an dmost overpowering desire to leap into the nearby snowbanks.
The Spirit of Fire was here, and he asked for itsaid. It responded.

Therewas aloud crackling overhead, and Thrall, startled by the sound, looked up. Lightning danced its
dangerous dance across the night sky. Thrall knew that it was histo command. The flowersthat had



strewn the broken earth exploded into flames, crisping and burning to ashesin the space of afew
heartbeats. Thiswas a dangerous e ement, and Thral thought of the pleasant firesthat had kept his clan
alive. At once, the fireswent out, to re-forminasmal, contained, cozy area.

Thral thanked the Spirit of Fire, and felt its presence depart. He was fedling drained by dl this strange
energy aternately coursing through him and then departing, and was grateful that there was only one
more element to acknowledge.

The Spirit of Water flowed into him, calming and cooling the burn the Spirit of Fire had left behind.

Thrall had avision of the ocean, though he had never seen one before, and extended his mind to probeits
darkling depths. Something cold touched his skin. He opened his eyesto seethat it was snowing thick
and fast. With athought, he turned it to rain, and then halted it altogether. The comfort of the Spirit of
Water within him soothed and strengthened, and helet it go with deep, heartfelt thanks.

He looked over at Drek’ Thar, but the shaman shook his head. “ Y our test is not yet completed,” he said.

And then suddenly Thral was shaken from head to toe with such arush of power that he gasped aoud.
Of course. Thefifth eement.

The Spirit of the Wilds.

We are the Spirit of the Wilds, the essence and souls of all things living. We are the most powerful
of all, surpassing the quakes of Earth, the winds of Air, the flames of Fire, and the floods of
Water. Speak, Thrall, and tell us why you think you are worthy of our aid.

Thrdl couldn’t bresthe. He was overwhelmed by the power churning within and without him. Forcing his
eyesto open, he saw pae white shapes swirling about him. One was awolf, the other agoat, another an
orc, and ahuman, and adeer. Heredized that every living thing had spirits, and felt despair rissup inhim
at the thought of having to sense and control al of them.

But fagter than he could have dreamed, the spiritsfilled and then vacated him. Thrall felt pummeled by
the ondaught, but forced himself to try to focus, to address each one with respect. It becameimpossible
and he sank to hisknees.

A soft sound filled the air, and Thrall struggled to lift ahead that felt as heavy as stone.

They floated camly around him now, and he knew that he had been judged and found worthy. A ghostly
stag pranced about him, and he knew that he would never smply be able to bite into a haunch of venison
without feding its Spirit, and thanking it for the nourishment it provided. He fet akinship with every orc
that had ever been born, and even the human Spirit felt more like Taretha s sweet presence than
Blackmoore sdark crudty. Everything was bright, even if sometimesit embraced the dark; dl lifewas
connected, and any shaman who tampered with the chain without the utmost care and respect for that
Spirit was doomed to fail.

Then they were gone. Thrdl fell forward, utterly drained. He felt Drek’ Thar’ s hand on his shoulder,
shaking him. The old shaman asssted Thrdl in sitting up. Thral had never fet so limp and wesk in hislife.

“Wdl done, my child,” said Drek’ Thar, his voice trembling with emation. “1 had hoped they would
accept . . . Thrall, you must know. It has been years, nay, decades, since the spirits have accepted a
shaman. They were angry with usfor our warlocks dark bargain, their corruption of magic. Thereare
only afew shamans|eft now, and dl areasold as|. The spirits have waited for someone worthy upon



whom to bestow their gifts; you arethe first in along, long timeto be so honored. | had feared that the
spiritswould forever refuseto work with usagain, but . . . Thrdl, | have never seen astronger shamanin
my life, and you are only beginning.”

“I'... 1 thought it would feel so powerful,” sammered Thrall, hisvoicefaint. “Butingtead . . . | anso
humbled. .. .”

“And it isthat which makes you worthy.” He reached and stroked Thrall’ s cheek. “Durotan and Draka
would be so proud of you.”

FOURTEEN

With the Spirits of Earth, Air, Fire, Water and the Wilds as hiswilling companions, Thrall felt stronger
and more confident than ever in hislife. He worked together with Drek’ Thar to learn the specific “calls,”
asthe eder called them. “Warlocks would term them spells,” hetold Thrall, * but we — shamans— term
them smply ‘cals” We ask, the powers we work with answer. Or not, asthey will.”

“Have they ever not answered?” asked Thrall.

Drek’ Thar wasdlent. “Yes,” he answered dowly. They were sitting together in Drek’ Thar’ s cave,
talking late a night. These conversationswere preciousto Thrall, and dways enlightening.

“When?Why?" Thrall wanted to know, then immediately added, “Unless you do not wish to speak of
it”

“Y ou are ashaman now, athough afledgling one,” said Drek’ Thar. “It isright that you understand our
limitations. | am ashamed to admit that | asked for improper things more than once. Thefirst time, |
asked for aflood to destroy an encampment of humans. | was angry and hitter, for they had destroyed
many of our clan. But there were many wounded and even women and children at this place, and Water
would not do it.”

“But floods happen dl thetime,” said Thral. “Many innocents die, and it serves no purpose.”

“It servesthe Spirit of Water's purpose, and the Wilds',” replied Drek’ Thar. “1 do not know their needs
and plans. They certainly do not tell me of them. Thistime, it did not serve Water’ s needs, and it would
not flood and drown hundreds of humans it saw asinnocent. Later, once the rage had faded, |
understood that the Spirit of Water wasright.”

“When lse?’

Drek’ Thar hesitated. *Y ou probably assume | have dways been old, guiding the clan spiritualy.”

Thrall chuckled. “No oneisborn old, Wise One.”

“Sometimes | wish | had been. But | was once young, asyou are, and the blood flowed hot in my veins.
| had amate and child. They died.”

“In battle againgt the humans?’



“Nothing so noble. They smply fdl ill, and dl my pleasto the dementswereto no aval. | raged in my
grief.” Even now, hisvoice was laden with sorrow. “| demanded that the spirits return the livesthey had
snatched. They grew angry with me, and for many years, refused my cal. Because of my arrogant
demand that my loved ones come back to life, many others of our clan suffered from my inability to
summon the spirits. When | saw the foolishness of my request, | begged the spiritsto forgive me. They
did”

“But...itisonly natural to want your loved onesto stay dive,” said Thral. “ Surely the spirits must
understand that.”

“Oh, they understood. My first request was humble, and the element listened with compassion before it
refused. My next request was a furious demand, and the Spirit of the Wildswas offended that | so
abused the rel ationship between shaman and dement.”

Drek’ Thar extended ahand and placed it on Thrall’ s shoulder. “ It is more than likely you will endure the
pain of losing loved ones, Thrall. Y ou must know that the Spirit of the Wilds has reasons for doing what it
does, and you must respect those reasons.”

Thrall nodded, but privately he completely sympathized with Drek’ Thar’ s desires, and did not blamethe
old orc one bit for raging a the spiritsin historment.

“WhereisWise-ear?’ he asked, to change the subject.

“I don’'t know.” Drek’ Thar seemed singularly unconcerned. “He isacompanion, not adave. Heleaves
when hewishes, returnswhenit ishiswill.”

Asif to reassure him that she was not about to go anywhere, Snowsong placed her head on Thrall’s
knee. He patted her head, bade his teacher good night, and went to his own cave to deep.

The days passed in aroutine fashion. Thrall now spent most of histime studying with Drek’ Thar, though
on occasion he went hunting with asmall group. He utilized his newfound rel ationship with the ementsto
ad hisclan: asking the Spirit of Earth for advice on where the herds were, asking the Spirit of Air to
change the course of the wind so that their scent would not betray them to the watchful creatures. Only
once did he ask the Spirit of the Wildsfor aid, when supplies were running dangeroudy low and their
luck in hunting had taken aturn for theworse.

They knew deer were in the area. They had found gnawed tree bark and fresh droppings. But the canny
creatures continued to elude them for severa days. Their bellieswere empty, and there was Smply no
more food left. The children were beginning to grow dangeroudy thin.

Thrall closed hiseyes and extended hismind. Spirit of the Wilds, who breathes life into all, | ask for
your favor. We will take no more than we need to feed the hungry of our clan. | ask you, Spirit of
the deer, to sacrifice yourself for us. We will not waste any of your gifts, and we will honor you.
Many lives depend upon the surrendering of one.

He hoped the words were right. They had been couched with arespectful heart, but Thrall had never
attempted this before. But when he opened his eyes, he saw awhite stag standing not two arms’ length in
front of him. His companions seemed to see nothing. The stlag’seyes met Thral’s, and the cresture
inclined its head. 1t bounded away, and Thrall saw that it |eft no trace in the snow.

“Follow me,” he said. Hisfellow Frostwolves did so at once, and they went some distance before they



saw alarge, hedthy stag lying in the snow. One of itslegsjutted out a an unnatura angle, and its soft
brown eyeswererolling in terror. The snow al around it was churned up, and it was obvious that it was
unabletorise.

Thrdl approached it, ingtinctively sending out amessage of cdm.Do not fear , hetold it. Your pain will
soon be ended, and your life continue to have meaning. | thank you, Brother, for your sacrifice.

The deer relaxed, and lowered its head. Thrall touched its neck gently. Quickly, to causeit no pain, he
snapped the long neck. He looked up to see the others staring at him in awe. But he knew it was not by
hiswill, but the deer’s, that his people would eat tonight.

“Wewill take this animd and consumeitsflesh. We will make tools from the bones and clothing from its
hide. And in o doing, we will remember that it honored uswith this gift.”

Thrall worked side by side with Drek’ Thar to send energy to the seeds beneath the soil, that they would
grow strong and flower in the spring that was so near, and to nurture the unborn beasts, be they deer or
goat or walf, growing in their mothers wombs. They worked together to ask Water to spare the village
from the spring snowmelts and the ava anches that were a congtant danger. Thrall grew steedily in
strength and in skill, and was so engrossed in this new, vibrant path he was walking that when he saw the
firgt yellow and purple spring flowers poking their heads up through the melting snows, he was taken by
surprise.

When he returned from hiswalk to gather the sacred herbs that aided the shaman’ s contact with the
elements, he was surprised to find that the Frostwolves had another guest.

Thisorc waslarge, though from weight or muscle, Thral could not say asthe stranger’ s cloak was
wrapped tightly around him. He huddled close to the fire and seemed not to fed the spring warmth.

Snowsong rushed forward to sniff noses and tails with Wise-ear, who had at long last returned. Thrall
turned to Drek’ Thar.

“Who isthe stranger?’ he asked softly.

“A wandering hermit,” Drek’ Thar replied. “We do not know him. He says that Wise-ear found him lost
inthe mountains, and led him hereto safety.”

Thrall looked at the bowl of stew the stranger clutched in one big hand, at the polite concern shown to
him by the rest of the clan. *'Y ou receive him with more kindness than you received me,” he said, not a
little annoyed.

Drek’ Thar laughed. “He comes asking only for refuge for afew days before pressing on. He didn’t
come with atorn Frostwolf swaddling cloth asking to be adopted by the clan. And he comes at
springtime, when there is bounty to be had and shared, and not at the onset of winter.”

Thral had to acknowledge the shaman’ s points. Anxious to behave properly, he sat down by the
dranger. “ Greetings, stranger. How long have you been traveling?’

The orc looked a him from under ashadowing hood. His gray eyes were sharp, though his answer was
polite, even deferentid.

“Longer than | careto recall, young one. | am inyour debt. | had thought the Frostwolves only alegend,



told by Gul’ dan’s croniesto intimidate al other orcs.”

Clan loydty stirred insgde Thrall. “We were banished wrongly, and have proved our worth by being able
to makealifefor oursdvesin this harsh place,” hereplied.

“But it ismy understanding that not so long ago, you were as much astranger to thisclan asl,” the
sranger said. “ They have spoken of you, young Thrall.”

“I hope they have spoken well,” Thral answered, unsure as to how to respond.

“Well enough,” the stranger replied, enigmatically. He returned to egting his stew. Thrall saw thet his
hands were well muscled.

“What isyour own clan, friend?’
The hand froze with the spoon halfway to the mouth. “1 have no clan, now. | wander done.”
“Werethey dl killed?’

“Killed, or taken, or dead whereit counts. . . inthe soul,” the orc answered, painin hisvoice. “Let us
Speak no more of this”

Thrall inclined his head. He was uncomfortable around the stranger, and suspicious as well. Something
was not quite right about him. He rose, nodded his head, and went to Drek’ Thar.

“We should watch him,” he said to histeacher. “ Thereis something about this wandering hermit that |
midike”

Drek’ Thar threw back his head and laughed. “We were wrong to suspect you when you came, yet you
arethe only one who mistrusts this hungry stranger. Oh, Thrall, you have yet so much to learn.”

Over dinner that night, Thrall continued to watch the stranger without appearing too obvious. Hehad a
large sack, which he would let no one touch, and never removed the bulky cape. He answered questions
politdy, but briefly, and reveded very little about himsdf. All Thral knew wasthat he had been ahermit
for twenty years, keeping to himself and nursing dreams of the old days without appearing to do very
much to actualy help bring them back.

At one point, Uthul asked, “Have you ever seen the internment camps? Thrall says the orcsimprisoned
there have logt their will.”

“Yes anditisno surprisethat thisisso,” said the sranger. “ Thereislittle to fight for anymore.”

“Thereismuchtofight for,” said Thrall, hisanger flaring quickly. “Freedom. A place of our own. The
remembrance of our origins.”

“And yet you Frostwolves hide up herein the mountains,” the stranger replied.
“Asyou hidein the southlands” Thrall retorted.

“1 do not purport to rouse the orcsto cast off their daves and revolt againgt their masters,” the stranger
replied, hisvoice cam, not rising to the bait.



“I will not be herelong,” said Thrdll. “Come spring, | will rgjoin the undefeated orc chieftain Grom
Hellscream, and help his noble Warsong clan storm the camps. We will inspire our brethrento rise up
againg the humans, who are not their masters, but merely bullieswho keep them againgt their will!” Thrall
was on hisfeet now, the anger hot insde him at the insult this stranger dared to utter. He kept expecting
Drek’ Thar to chide him, but the old orc said nothing. He merdly stroked hiswolf companion and listened.
The other Frostwolves seemed fascinated by the interchange between these two and did not interrupt.

“Grom Hellscream,” sneered the stranger, waving his hand dismissively. “A demon-ridden dreamer. No,
you Frostwolves have theright of it, asdo I. | have seen what the humans can do, and it is best to avoid
them, and seek the hidden places where they do not come.”

“I wasraised by humans, and believe me, they are not infalible!” cried Thrall. “Nor areyou, | would
think, you coward!”

“Thral —" began Drek’ Thar, speaking up at last.

“No, Master Drek’ Thar, | will not beslent. This. . . this. .. he comes seeking our aid, eatsat our fire,
and daresto insult the courage of our clan and hisown race. | will not stand for it. | am not the chieftain,
nor do | clam that right, though | wasborn toit. But | will dlaim my individua right to fight this stranger,
and make him eat hiswords diced upon my sword!”

He expected the cowardly hermit to cringe and ask his pardon. Instead, the stranger laughed heartily and
rose. Hewas amost asbig as Thrdl, and now, finally, Thrall could glimpse benegath the cloak. To his
astonishment, he saw that this arrogant stranger was completely clad in black plate armor, trimmed with
brass. Once, the armor must have been stunning, but though it was still impressive, the plates had seen
better days and the brasstrim was sorely in need of polishing.

Uttering afierce cry, the stranger opened the pack he had been carrying and pulled out the largest
warhammer Thral had ever seen. He held it doft with seeming ease, then brandished it at Thrall.

“Seeif you can take me, whelp!” he cried.
The other orcs cried doud aswell, and for the second time in as many moments Thrall received a
profound shock. Instead of leaping to the defense of their clansman, the Frostwolves backed away.

Some even fdl to their knees. Only Snowsong stayed with him, putting herself between her companion
and the stranger, hackles raised and white teeth bared.

What was happening? He glanced over at Drek’ Thar, who seemed relaxed and impassive.

So beit, then. Whoever this stranger might be, he had insulted Thrall and the Frostwolves, and the
young shaman was prepared to defend his honor and theirswith hislife.

He had no weapon ready, but Uthul pressed along, sharp spear into Thral’s outstretched hand. Thrall’s
fingers closed on it, and he began to samp.

Thrall could fed the Spirit of the Earth responding questioningly. As gently as he could, for he had no
wish to upset the element, he declined an offer of aid. Thiswas not a battle for the e ements; there was no
dire need here. Only Thrall’ s need to teach this arrogant stranger a sorely needed |esson.

Even so, hefelt the earth tremble beneath his pounding feet. The stranger |ooked startled, then oddly



pleased. Before Thrall could even brace himself, the armored stranger launched into a punishing attack.

Thrall’ s spear came up to defend himself, but while it was a fierce weapon, it was never meant to block
the blow of an enormous warhammer. The mighty spear sngpped intwo asif it wereatwig. Thrall
glanced around, but there was no other weapon. He prepared for his adversary’ s next blow, deciding to
utilize the strategy that had worked so well for him in the past when he was fighting weaponless against an
armed opponent.

The stranger swung hishammer again. Thral dodged it, and whirled deftly to reach out and seizethe
wegpon, planning to snatch it from itswielder. To his astonishment, as his hands closed on the shaft, the
stranger tugged swiftly. Thral fell forward, and the stranger straddled his now falen body.

Thrdl twisted like afish, and managed to hurl himsdf to the sde while catching one of hisfoe' slegs
tightly between hisankles. He jerked, and the stranger staggered and lost his balance. Now they were
both on the earth. Thrall dammed his clenched fist down on the wrist of the hand that clutched the
warhammer. The stranger grunted and reflexively loosed hishold. Seizing the opportunity and the
warhammer both, Thrall legped to hisfeet, swinging the wegpon high over hishead.

He caught himsdlf just in time. He was about to bring the massive stone weapon crunching down on his
opponent’s skull. But thiswas afdlow orc, not ahuman he faced on the battlefield. Thiswasaguest in
his encampment, and awarrior he would be proud to have serve dongside him when he and Hellscream
achieved their god of storming the encampments and liberating their imprisoned kin.

The hesitation and the sheer weight of the wegpon caused him to sumble. That moment wasal the
stranger needed. Growling, he utilized the same move Thral had used on him. He kicked forward,
knocking Thrdl’ sfeet out from under him. Still clutching the warhammer, Thrdl fdl, unableto stop
himsdlf. Before he even realized what was happening, the other orc was on top of him with hishands at
Thrdl’ sthrodt.

Thrall’ sworld went red. Ingtinct kicked in and he writhed. This orc was amogt aslarge as he and
armored aswdll, but Thral’ sfierce desire for victory and extra bulk gave him the edge he needed to twist
his body around and pin the other warrior benesth him.

Hands closed on him and pulled him off. He roared, the hot bloodlust in him demanding satisfaction, and
struggled. It took eight of hisfellow Frostwolvesto pin him down long enough for the red haze to clear
and his breathing to dow. When he nodded that he was al right, they rose and let him sit up on hisown.

Before him stood the stranger. He stomped forward and shoved his face to within ahand’ s breadth of
Thrdl’s. Thral met hiseyes evenly, panting with exertion.

The gtranger drew himself up to hisfull height and then let out ahuge roar of laughter.

“Long hasit been since anyone could evenchallenge me,” he bellowed cheerfully, not seeming the least
displeased that Thrall had nearly managed to smear hisentrailsinto the earth. “And it has been even
longer snce anyone could best me, evenin afriendly tusse. Only your father ever did that, young Thrall.
May his spirit walk in peace. Hellscream did not lie, it seems. | appear to have found my second in
commeand.”

He extended ahand to Thrall. Thral stared at it, and snapped, “ Second in command? | begat you,
stranger, with your own weagpon. | know not what code makes the victor second!”



“Thral!” Drek’ Thar’ svoice cracked like alightning strike.

“He does not yet understand,” chuckled the stranger. “Thrall, son of Durotan, | have come along way to
find you, to seeif the rumors were true— that there was yet aworthy second in command for meto
take under my wing and trust in when | liberate the encampments.”

He paused, and his eyestwinkled with laughter.

“My name, son of Durotan, is Orgrim Doomhammer.”

FIFTEEN

Thrdl’s mouth dropped open in chagrin and shock. He had insulted Orgrim Doomhammer, the Warchief
of the Horde? Hisfather’ s dearest friend? The one orc he had held up asinspiration for so many years?
The armor and the warhammer ought to have given the game away at once. What afool he had been!

Hefdl to hisknees and prostrated himsdlf. “Most noble Doomhammer, | ask your forgiveness. | did not
know —" He shot alook at Drek’ Thar. “My teacher might have warned me—"

“And that would have spoiled everything,” Doomhammer replied, till laughing alittle. “I wanted to pick
afight, seeif you indeed had the passion and the pride of which Grom Hellscream had spoken so
glowingly. | got morethan | bargained for . . . | got beaten!” Helaughed again, loudly, asif werethe
funniest thing that had happened to him in years. Thrall began to relax. Doomhammer’s mirth subsided
and he placed an affectionate hand on the younger orc’ s shoulder.

“Comeand St with me, Thrall, son of Durotan,” he said. “Wewill finish our meal and you will tel me
your story, and | will tell you tales of your father you have never heard.”

Joy flooded Thrall. Impulsively he reached out and gripped the hand that lay on his shoulder. Suddenly
serious, Doomhammer met Thrall’ s eyes and nodded.

Now that everyone knew who the mysterious stranger truly was— Drek’ Thar confessed that he had
known al dong, and indeed had sent Wise-ear to find Doomhammer for just this confrontationa purpose
— the Frostwolves were able to treet their honored guest with the respect due him. They brought out
severa haresthey had planned on drying for later use, dressed them with precious oils and herbs, and
began to roast them over thefire. More herbs were added to the flame, and their pungent, sweet scents
rose with the smoke. It was almost intoxicating. Drums and pipes were brought out, and soon the sounds
of music and Singing rose up to entwine with the smoke, sending amessage of honoring and joy to the
Spirit worlds.

Thrall wastongue-tied at first, but Doomhammer coaxed his story out of him by aternately listening
closaly and asking probing questions. When Thrall was done, he did not spesk at once.

“ThisBlackmoore,” he said. “He sounds like Gul’ dan. One who does not have the best interests of his
peoplein his heart, but only hisown profit and pleasure.”

Thrall nodded. “1 was not the only one to experience his crudty and unpredictability. | am certain that he
hates orcs, but he haslittle love for his own people ether.”



“And this Taretha, and Sergeant . . . | did not know humans were capable of such things as kindness
and honor.”

“I would not have known of honor and mercy had it not been for Sergeant,” said Thrall. Amusement
rippled through him. “Nor would | have known that first maneuver | used on you. It haswon methe
baitle many times.”

Doomhammer chuckled with him, then sobered. “ 1t has been my experience that the males hate our
people, and the femaes and children fear us. Y et this girl-child, of her own will, befriended you.”

“Shehasagreat heart,” Thral said. “I can give her no higher compliment than to say that | would be
proud to admit her into my clan. She has an orc’ s spirit, tempered by compassion.”

Doomhammer was slent again for atime. Findly, he said, “1 have kept to myself these many years, snce
thefind, ignominious defeat. | know what they say about me. | am ahermit, acoward, afraid to show my
face. Do you know why | have scorned the company of othersuntil thisnight, Thrall?”

Thrall slently shook hisheed.

“Because | needed to be by mysdlf, to analyze what had happened. To think. To remind myself who |
was, who we were as a people. From timeto time, | would do as | have done this night. | would venture
forth to the campfires, accept their hospitaity, listen to their experiences, and learn.” He paused. “1 know
the ingdes of human prisons, as you do. | was captured and kept as an oddity by King Terenas of
Lordaeron for atime. | escaped from his palace, as you escaped from Durnholde. | wasevenin an
encampment. | know what it is like to be that broken, that despairing. | amost became one of them.”

He had been staring into the fire as he spoke. Now he turned to look at Thrall. Though hisgray eyes
were clear and devoid of the evil flame that burned in Hellscream’ s eyes, by atrick of thefirdight, his
eyes now seemed to gleam asred as Grom's.

“But | did not. | escaped, just asyou did. | found it easy, just asyou did. And yet it remains difficult for
those huddled in the mud in those encampments. We can only do so much from the outside. If apig loves
her stdl, the open door means nothing. So it iswith those in the camps. They must want to walk through
the door when we open it for them.”

Thrall was beginning to see what Doomhammer was trying to say. “ Tearing down the walls donewill not
ensure our people sfreedom,” he said.

Doomhammer nodded. “We must remind them of the way of the shaman. They must rid their
contaminated spirits of the poison of the demon-whispered words, and instead embrace their true natures
of the warrior and the spirit. Y ou have won the admiration of the Warsong clan, and their fierce leader,
Thral. Now you have the Frostwolves, the most independent and proud clan | have ever known, ready
to follow you into battle. If thereisany orc living that can teach our broken kindred to remember who
they are, itisyou.”

Thrall thought of the encampment, of its dreary, deadly doth. He dso thought of how narrowly he had
escaped Blackmoore s men.

“Though | despisethe place, | will willingly return, if 1 can hope to reawaken my people,” Thrall said.
“But you must know that my capture is something that Blackmoore deeply desires. Twice, | have only
narrowly escaped him. | had hoped to lead a charge against him, but — ”



“But that will fail, without troops,” Doomhammer said. “I know these things, Thral. Though | have been
alonewanderer, | have not been inattentive to what has been happening in theland. Do not worry. We
will lay falsetrailsfor Blackmoore and hismen to follow.”

“The commanders of the camps know to look for me,” said Thrall.

“They will belooking for large, powerful, spirited, intelligent Thral,” countered Doomhammer. “ Another
defeated, muddied, broken orc will be overlooked. Can you hide that stubborn pride, my friend? Can
you bury it and pretend that you have no spirit, no will of your own?’

“It will bedifficult,” Thral admitted, “but | will doit, if it will help my people.”
“Spoken like the true son of Durotan,” said Doomhammer, hisvoice oddly thick.

Thrall hesitated, but pressed on. He had to know as much as he could. “Drek’ Thar tells me that Durotan
and Drakalleft to seek you, to convince you that Gul’ dan was evil and using the orcs only to further his
own struggle for power. The cloth in which | waswrapped told Drek’ Thar that they had died violently,
and | know that | was alone with the bodies of two orcs and awhite wolf when Blackmoore found me.
Please. .. canyoutdl me. .. did my father find you?’

“Hedid,” Doomhammer said heavily. “And it ismy greatest shame and sorrow that | did not keep them
closer. | thought it for the good of both my warriors and Durotan aswell. They came, bringing you,
young Thrdl, and told me of Gul’ dan’streachery. | believed them. | knew of a place where they would
be safe, or so | thought. | later learned that severa of my own warriors were Gul’ dan’s spies. Though |
do not know for certain, | am convinced that the guard | entrusted to lead Durotan to safety summoned
assassinstokill theminstead.” Doomhammer sighed deeply, and for amoment it seemed to Thrall asif
the weight of the world was piled atop those broad, powerful shoulders.

“Durotan was my friend. | would gladly have given my lifefor him and hisfamily. Yet | unwittingly
caused their deaths. | can only hopeto atone for that by doing everything | can for the child he left
behind. Y ou come from a proud and nobleline, Thral, despite the name which you have chosen to keep.
Let us honor that line together.”

A few weeks ater, in the full bloom of spring, Thrall found it easeitsdlf to lumber into avillage, roar at
the farmers, and let himself be captured. Once the trap-net had closed about him, he subsided,
whimpering, to make his captors believe that they had crushed his spirit.

Even when he was st free in the encampment, he was careful not to give himself awvay. But oncethe
guards had ceased regarding him as anovelty, Thrall began to speak softly to those who would listen. He
had singled out the few who still seemed to have spirit. In the darkness, with the human guards nodding at
their posts, Thrall told these orcs of their origins. He spoke of the powers of the shamans, of hisown
skills. More than once, a skeptic demanded proof. Thral did not make the earth shake, or call the
thunder and lightning. Instead, he picked up a handful of mud, and sought what was [eft of lifewithiniit.
Before the astonished eyes of the captives, he caused the brown earth to sprout forth grasses and even
flowers.

“Even what appears dead and ugly has power and beauty,” Thrall told the awestruck watchers. They
turned to him, and his heart legped within him as he saw thefaintest glimmerings of hopein ther
expressons.



While Thrall subjected himsdlf to voluntary imprisonment in order to ingpire the beaten, imprisoned orcs
in the camps, the Frostwolf clan and the Warsong clan had joined forces under Doomhammer. They
watched the camp which Thrall wasin, and waited for hissignd.

It took longer than Thrall had hoped to rouse the downtrodden orcs to even think of rebellion, but
eventudly, he decided the time wasright. In the smal hours of the morning, when the light snoring of
many of the guards could be heard in the dewy hush, Thrall knelt on the good, solid soil. Helifted his
hands and asked the Spirits of Water and Fire to cometo help him free his people.

They came.

A soft rain began fdling. Suddenly the sky was split with three jagged lines of lightning. A pause, then the
display was repeated. Angry thunder rolled after each one, dmost shaking the earth. Thiswasthe
agreed-upon signd. The orcs waited, frightened yet excited, clutching the makeshift wespons of stones
and gticks and other things that could be readily found in the encampment. They waited for Thrall to tell
them what to do.

A terrifying scream split the night more piercingly than the thunder, and Thrall’ s heart soared. He would
recognize that cry anywhere — it was Grom Hellscream. The sound startled the orcs, but Thrdl cried
over thedin, “Those are our dlies outsde thewalls! They have cometo free udl”

The guards had been awakened by the thunderclaps. Now they scrambled to their posts as
Hellscream’ s criesfaded, but they weretoo late. Thrall asked again for lightning, and it came.

A jagged bolt of it struck the main wall, where most of the guards were posted. Mixed in with that
terrible sound were a clap of thunder and the screams of the guards. Thrall blinked in the sudden
darkness, but there were tongues of flame still burning here and there, and he could see that the wall was
completely breached.

Over that breach spilled atide of lithe green bodies. They charged the guards and overwhelmed them
with amost casud ease. The orcs gaped at the Sight.

“Canyoufed it irring?’ Thrdl yelled. “ Can you fed your spiritslonging to fight, to kill, to be free?
Come, my brothers and sisters!” Without looking to seeif they followed, Thral charged toward the
opening.

He heard their tentative voices behind him, growing in volume with each step they took toward
liberation. Suddenly Thral grunted in pain as something impaed hisarm. A black-fletched arrow had
sunk amost the entire way through it. He ignored the pain; time enough to tend to it when all werefree.

There wasfighting dl around him, the sounds of stedl striking sword and ax biting flesh. Some of the
guards, the more intelligent ones, had realized what was happening and were rushing to block the exit
with their own bodies. Thrall spared amoment of pity for the futility of their deeths, then charged.

He snatched up aweapon from afalen comrade and beat back the inexperienced guard easily. “Go,
go!” he cried, waving with hisleft hand. Theimprisoned orcsfirgt froze in atight group, then one of them
ydled and charged forward. Therest followed. Thrall lifted hisweapon, brought it down, and the guard
fdl writhing into the bloody mud.

Gasping from exertion, Thrall looked around. All he could see now were the Warsong and Frostwolf



clans engaged in combat. There were no more prisoners.

“Retreat!” he cried, and made for the pile of still-hot rocks that had once been imprisoning wals and the
swest darkness of the night. His clansmen followed. There were one or two guards who gave chase, but
the orcs were faster and soon outdistanced them.

The agreed-upon meseting place was an ancient pile of standing stones. The night was dark, but orcish
eyesdid not need the moons’ illumination to see. By the time Thral reached the site, dozens of orcswere
huddled by the eight towering stones.

“Success!” cried avoice at Thral’sright. He turned to see Doomhammer, his black plate armor shiny
with what could only be spilled human blood. “ Success! Y ou are free, my brethren. Y ou are free!”

And the cry that swelled up into the moonless night filled Thrall’ sheart with joy.

“If you bear the news | think you do, then | am inclined to separate your pretty head from your
shoulders,” Blackmoore growled at the hapless messenger who wore abadric that marked him asa
rider from one of theinternment camps.

The messenger looked dightly ill. “Perhaps, then, | ought not speak,” he replied.

There was a bottle to Blackmoore sright that seemed to keep caling to him. Heignored its song, though
his palmswere sweaty.

“Let me guess. There has been another uprising at one of the encampments. All of the orcs have
escaped. No one knowswherethey are.”

“Lord Blackmoore,” sammered the young messenger, “will you still cut my head off if | confirm your
words?’

Anger exploded through Blackmoore so sharply it was dmost a physica pain. Hard on that passionate
emotion was a profound sense of black despair. What was going on? How could those céttle, those
sheepinorc guise, rally themselves sufficiently to overthrow their captors? Who were these orcswho
had come out of nowhere, armed to the teeth and as full of hatred and fury asthey had been two
decades past? There were rumors that Doomhammer, curse his rotten soul, had come out of hiding and
was leading these incursions. One guard had sworn that he had seen the black plate that bastard was
famousfor wearing.

“Y ou may keep your head,” said Blackmoore, acutely aware of the bottle that was within arm’ sreach.
“But only that you may carry amessage back to your superiors.”

“Sir,” said the messenger miserably, “thereé smore.”

Blackmoore peered up a him with bloodshot eyes. “How much more can there possibly be?’
“Thistime, theingtigator was positively identified. It was—"

“Doomhammer, yes, I’ ve heard the rumors.”

“No, my lord.” The messenger swalowed. Blackmoore could actualy see sweat popping out on the
youth's brow. “The leader of theserebdlionsis. . . isThrdl, my lord.”



Blackmoorefdt the blood drain from hisface. “Y ou' readamned liar, my man,” he said, softly. “Or at
least you' d better tell meyou are.”

“Nay, my lord, though | would it were not so. My master said he fought him in hand-to-hand combat,
and remembered Thral from the gladiator battles.”

“I'll have your master’ stongue for telling such untruths!” bellowed Blackmoore.

“Alas, gr, you'll haveto dig Six feet to get histongue,” said the messenger. “He died only an hour after
the battle.”

Overcome with this new information, Blackmoore sank back in his chair and tried to compose his
thoughts. A quick drink would help, but he knew that he was drinking too much in front of people. He
was starting to hear the whispers.drunken fool . . . who'sin command here now. . . .

No. Helicked hislips.I’m Aedelas Blackmoore, Lord of Durnholde, master of the encampments. .
. | trained that green-skinned, black-blooded freak, | ought to be able to out-think him . . . by the
Light, just one drink to steady these hands. . . .

A drange feding of pride stole through him. He' d been right about Thrall’ s potentid al dong. He knew
he' d been something specid, something more than just an ordinary orc. If only Thral hadn’t spurned the
chances Blackmoore had given him! They could be leading the charge againgt the Alliance even now,
with Blackmooreriding &t the head of aloya gathering of orcs, obedient to his every command. Foolish,
foolish Thral. For the briefest of moments, Blackmoore' s thoughts drifted back toward that final besting
he had given Thrall. Perhapsthat had been abit much.

But hewould not let himself fed guilt, not over histreatment of adisobedient dave. Thral had thrown it
al away to dly with these grunting, stinking, worthlessthugs. Let him rot where hewould fall.

His attention returned to the trembling messenger, and Blackmoore forced a smile. The man relaxed,
amiling tentatively back. With an unsteady hand, Blackmoore reached for aquill, dipped it inink, and
began to write amessage. He powdered it to absorb the excessink and gave it afew momentsto dry.
Then he carefully folded the missve into thirds, dripped hot wax oniit, and set hissed.

Handing it to the messenger, he said, “ Take thisto your master. And have a care for that neck of yours,
young gr.”

Apparently having difficulty believing his good fortune, the messenger bowed deeply and hurried out,
probably before Blackmoore could change his mind. Alone, Blackmoore lunged for the bottle, uncorked
it, and took severa long, deep pulls. As helowered the bottle from hislips, it spilled on his black doublet.
Hewiped at the stains, disinterested. That’swhat he had servantsfor.

“Tammid” heyedled. At once the door opened and the servant stuck hishead in.

“Yes, Sr?’

“Go find Langston.” He smiled. “I’ ve got atask for him to complete.”



SIXTEEN

Thrdl had successfully managed to infiltrate and liberate three encampments. After thefirg, of course,
security had been stepped up at the encampments. It was till patheticaly lax, and the men who
“captured” Thral never seemed to expect him to stir up trouble.

But during the battle for the third, he had been recognized. The e ement of surprise had now vanished,
and after talking with Hellscream and Doomhammer, it was decided that it would be too risky for Thrall
to continue to pose asjust another prisoner.

“Itisyour spirit, my friend, that has roused us. Y ou cannot continue to put yoursdlf into such jeopardy,”
sad Hellscream. His eyes blazed with what Thrall now knew to be demonic hellfire.

“I cannot gt safely behind our lines, |etting everyone e se face the danger whilel shirk it,” Thral replied.

“We are not suggesting that,” said Doomhammer. “ But the tactic we have utilized has now become too
dangerous.”

“Humanstak,” said Thrall, recaling al the rumors and stories he had heard while training. The human
trainees had thought him too stupid to comprehend, and had spoken fredly in his presence. The thought
gtill rankled, but he had welcomed the knowledge. “ The orcsin the prisons cannot help but overhear how
the other camps have been freed. Even if they do not careto listen, they will know that somethingis
afoot. Evenif | am not there physicdly to tell them of the way of the shaman, we can hope that somehow
our message has gotten through. Once the way is clear, let us hope they will find their own pathsto
freedom.”

And 0 it had been. The fourth camp had been bristling with armed guards, but the e ements continued
to cometo Thral’said when he asked it of them. Thisfurther convinced him that his cause wasright and
just, for otherwise, the spiritswould surely decline their help. It had been harder to destroy the walls and
fight the guards, and many of Doomhammer’ sfinest warriors had lost their lives. But the orcsimprisoned
within those cold stone walls had eagerly responded, flowing through the breach dmost before
Doomhammer and hiswarriors were ready for them.

The new Horde grew amost daily. Hunting was easy at thistime of year, and Doomhammer’ sfollowers
did not go hungry. When he heard of asmal group taking it upon themsdavesto storm an outlying town,
Thral wasfurious. Especialy when helearned that many unarmed humans had been killed.

He learned who the leader of the excursion was, and that night he marched into that group’s
encampment, seized the startled orc, and dammed him hard into the ground.

“We are not butchers of humang!” Thrall cried. “Wefight to free our imprisoned brothers, and our
opponents are armed soldiers, not milkmaids and children!”

The orc started to protest, and Thrall backhanded him savagely. The orc’ s head jerked to the sde and
blood spilled from his mouth.

“Theforest teemswith deer and hare! Every camp we liberate provides uswith food! Thereisno cal to
terrorize people who have offered us no harm simply for our amusement. Y ou fight where | tell you to
fight, who | tell you to fight, and if any orc ever again offers harm to an unarmed human, | will not forgive



it. Isthisunderstood?’
The orc nodded. Everyone around his campfire stared at Thral with huge eyes and nodded aswell.

Thral softened a bit. “ Such behavior is of the old Horde, led by dark warlocks who had no love for our
people. That iswhat brought us to the internment camps, to the listlessness caused by the lack of demon
energy upon which wefed so greedily. | do not wish us beholden to anyone but ourselves. That way
amost destroyed us. We will be free, never question that. But we will be free to be who wetruly are,
and who we truly are is much, much more than smply arace of beingswho exist to daughter humans.
The old ways are no more. We fight as proud warriors now, not asindiscriminate killers. Thereisno
pridein murdering children.”

He turned and left. Stunned silence followed him. He heard arumble of laughter in the dark, and turned
to see Doomhammer. “Y ou walk the hard path,” the great Warchief said. “It isin their blood to kill.”

“I do not believe that,” said Thrall. “I believe that we were corrupted from noble warriors into assassns.
Puppets, whose strings were pulled by demons and those of our own people who betrayed us.”

“It...isadreadful dance,” came Hellscream' s voice, so soft and wesk that Thrall dmost didn’t
recognizeit. “To be used so. The power they give. . . it islike the sweetest honey, thejuiciest flesh. You
arefortunate never to have drunk from that well, Thrall. And then to bewithout it, itisamost . . .
unbearable.” He shuddered.

Thrall placed ahand on Hellscream'’ s shoulder. “And yet, you have borneit, brave one,” hesaid. “You
make my courage as nothing with yours.”

Hellscream’ sred eyes glowed in the darkness, and by their hdllish crimson light, Thrall could see him
amile

It wasin the smdl, dark hours of the morning when the new Horde, led by Doomhammer, Hellscream,
and Thral, surrounded the fifth encampment.

The outridersreturned. “ The guards are dert,” they told Doomhammer. “ Thereis double the usua
number posted on thewalls. They havelit many fires so that their weak eyes can see”

“Anditisfull moons light,” said Doomhammer, glancing up at the glowing silver and blue-green orbs.
“The White Lady and the Blue Child are not our friendstonight.”

“We cannot wait two more weeks,” said Hellscream. “The Horde is eager for ajust battle, and we must
drike while they are still strong enough to resist the demon listlessness”

Doomhammer nodded, though he still looked concerned. To the scouts, he said, “ Any sign that they are
expecting an assault?’ One of these days, Thral knew, their luck would run out. They had been very
careful not to select campsin any particular order, so that the humans would not be able to guesswhere
they would strike next and thus could not be lying in wait. But Thrall knew Blackmoore, and knew that
somehow, some waly, aconfrontation was inevitable.

While herelished the thought of findlly facing Blackmoorein fair combat, he knew what it would mean to
the troops. For their sake, he hoped that tonight was not that night.

The outriders shook their heads.



“Then let usdescend,” said Doomhammer, and in steady Slence, the green tide flooded down the hill
and toward the encampment.

They had dmost reached it when the gates flew open and dozens of armed, mounted humans charged
out. Thrall saw the black falcon on the red and gold standard, and knew that the day he had both
dreaded and anticipated had findly arrived.

Hellscream’ s battle cry pierced the air, dmost drowning out the screams of humans and the pounding of
their horses' hooves. Rather than being disheartened by the enemy’ s strength, the Horde seemed
revitalized, willing to riseto the challenge.

Thral threw back his head and howled his own battle cry. The quarters were too close for Thral to cal
on such great powers as lightning and earthquakes, but there were others he could ask to ad him.
Despite an dmost overwhelming desireto charge into the fray and fight hand to hand, he held back. Time
enough for that once he had done al he could to tip the balancein the orcs' direction.

He closed hiseyes, planted hisfeet firmly on the grass, and sought the Spirit of the Wilds. He saw in his
mind’ s eye agrest white horse, the Spirit of al horses, and sent forth his plea

The humans are using your children to kill us. They, too, arein danger. If the horses throw their
riders, they will be free to reach safety. Will you ask themto do so?

The great horse considered. These children are trained to fight. They are not afraid of swords and
spears.

But there is no need for them to die today. We are only trying to free our people. That isa just
cause, and not worth their deaths.

Again, the great horse spirit consdered Thrall’ swords. Findly, he nodded his enormous white head.

Suddenly, the battlefield was thrown into greater confusion as every horse either wheeled and galloped
off, bearing agtartled and furious human with it, or began to rear and buck. The human guards fought to
stay mounted, but it wasimpossible,

Now it wastime to beseech the Spirit of Earth. Thrall envisioned the roots of the forest that surrounded

the camp extending, growing, exploding up from the soil. Trees who have sheltered us.. . . will you aid
me now?

Yes, camearesponsein hismind. Thral opened his eyes and strained to see. Even with his superb night
vision, it was hard to discern what was happening, but he could just makeit out.

Roots exploded from the hard-packed earth just outside the camp walls. They shot up from the soil and
sei zed the men who had been dismounted, wrapping their pale lengths about the humans asfirmly asthe
trap-nets closed about captive orcs. To Thrall’ s gpprova, the orcs did not kill the fallen guards asthey
lay helpless. Instead they ran on to other targets, pressed inward, and searched for their imprisoned kin.

Another wave of enemies charged out, this one on foot. The trees did not send their roots forth a second
time; they had provided adl the aid they would. Despite hisfrugtration, Thral thanked them and racked his
brain asto what to do next.



He decided that he had done dl he could as a shaman. It wastime for him to behave asawarrior.
Gripping his mammoth broadsword, a gift from Hellscream, Thral charged down the hill to aid his
brothers.

Lord Karramyn Langston had never been more afraid in hislife.

Too young to have charged into battle in the last conflict between humankind and orcs, he had hung on
every word hisidol Lord Blackmoore had uttered. Blackmoore had made it sound as easy as hunting
gamein the tame, forested lands that surrounded Durnholde, except much more exciting. Blackmoore
had said nothing about the shrieks and groans that assaulted his ears, the stench of blood and urine and
feces and the orcs themsalves, the bombardment of athousand images upon the eye at any onetime. No,
battle with orcs had been described as a heart-pounding lark, which made one ready for abath and wine
and the company of adoring women.

They had had the element of surprise. They had been ready for the green mongters. What had
happened? Why had the horses, well-trained beasts every one of them, fled or bucked off their riders?
What wicked sorcery made the earth shoot up pale armsto bind those unfortunate enough to fall? Where
were the horrible white wolves coming from, and how did they know whom to attack?

Langston got none of these questions answered. He was ostensibly in command of the unit, but any
semblance of control he might have had dissolved once those terrifying tendrils emerged from the earth.
Now there was only sheer panic, the sound of sword on shield or flesh, and the cries of the dying.

He himsdlf didn’t know whom he wasfighting. It wastoo dark to see, and he swung his sword blindly,
crying and sobbing with every wild strike. Sometimes Langston’ s sword bit into flesh, but most of the
time he heard it cutting only the air. He was fueled by the energy of sheer terror, and adistant part of him
marveled at hisability to keep swinging.

A solid, strong blow on hisshield jangled hisarm dl the way to histeeth. Somehow, he kept it lifted
under the ondaught of a creature that was hugely tall and enormoudy strong. For afleeting second,
Langston’ s eyes met those of his attacker and his mouth dropped open in shock.

“Thrall!” hecried.

The orc’seyeswidened in recognition, then narrowed in fury. Langston saw amammoth greenfist rise
up, and then he knew no more.

Thrall did not care about the lives of Langston’s men. They stood between him and the liberation of the
imprisoned orcs. They had come openly into honest combat and if they died, then that wastheir destiny.
But Langston, he wanted kept dive.

He remembered Blackmoore slittle shadow. Langston never said much, just looked upon Blackmoore
with afawning expresson and upon Thral with loathing and contempt. But Thrall knew that no onewas
closer to his enemy than this pathetic, weak-willed man, and though he did not deserveit, Thrall was
going to seeto it that Langston survived this battle.

He flung the unconscious captain over his shoulder and fought hisway back against the pressing tide of
continued battle. Hurrying back up to the shelter of the forest, he tossed Langston down at the foot of an
ancient oak asif he were no more than a sack of potatoes. He tied the man’s hands with his own baldric.
Guard himwell until | return , hetold the old oak. In answer, the mammoth roots lifted and folded
themselves none too gently about Langston’s prone form.



Thral turned and raced back down toward the battle. Usually the liberations were accomplished with
astonishing speed, but not thistime. Thefighting was till continuing when Thrall rgoined his comrades,
and it seemed to last forever. But the imprisoned orcs were doing everything they could to scramble
toward freedom. At one point, Thrall fought hisway past the humans and began searching the
encampment. Hefound severd ill cowering in corners. They shrank from him at first, and with hisblood
s0 hot from battle it was difficult for Thrall to speak gently to them. Nonetheless, he managed to coax
each group into coming with him, into making the desperate dash for freedom past groups of clustered,
fighting warriors.

Findly, when hewas certain that al the inhabitants had fled, he returned to the thick of the fray himsdlf.
Helooked around. There was Hellscream, fighting with al the power and passion of ademon himself.
But where was Doomhammer? Usualy the charismatic Warchief had caled for retreat by thistime, so
the orcs could regroup, tend to their wounded, and plan for the next assault.

It was abloody battle, and too many of his brothers and sistersin arms already lay dead or dying. Thrall,
as second in command, took it upon himself to cry, “Retreat! Retreat!”

Logt in the bloodlust, many did not hear him. Thrall raced from warrior to warrior, fending off attacks,
screaming the word the orcs never liked to hear but was necessary, even vita, to their continued
existence. “Retreat! Retreat! ”

His screams penetrated the haze of battlelust at last, and with afew fina blows, the orcsturned and
moved purposefully out of the confines of the encampment. Many of the human knights, for knightsit was
clear they were, gave chase. Thrall waited outside, crying, “Go, go!” The orcswere larger, stronger, and
fagter than the humans, and when the last one was sprinting up the hill toward freedom, Thral whirled,
planted hisfeet in the foul-smelling mud that was hard earth and blood commingled, and called on the
Spirit of Earth &t last.

The earth responded. The ground beneath the encampment began to tremble, and small shocks rippled
out from the center. Before Thrdl’ s eyes, earth broke and heaved, the mighty sonewall encircling the
camp shattering and faling into small pieces. Screams assaulted Thral’ s ears, not battle cries or epithets,
but cries of genuineterror. He steeled himsalf againgt aquick rush of pity. These knights came at the
order of Blackmoore. More than likely they had been ingtructed to day as many orcsas possible,
imprison dl they did not day, and capture Thral in order to return him to alife of davery. They had
chosen to follow those orders, and for that, they would pay with their lives.

The earth buckled. The screaming was drowned out by the terrible roar of collapsing buildings and
shattering stone. And then, dmost as quickly asit had come, the noises ceased.

Thrall stood and regarded the rubble that had once been an internment camp for his people. A few soft
moans came from under the debris, but Thrall hardened his heart. His own people were wounded, were
moaning. He would tend to them.

Hetook amoment to close his eyes and offer his gratitude to Earth, then turned and hastened to where
his people were gathering.

This moment was always chaotic, but it seemed to Thrall to be even less organized than usual. Even as
he ran up the hilly ground, Hellscream was hurrying to meet him.

“It'sDoomhammer,” Hellscream rasped. “Y ou had better hurry.”



Thradl’ s heart legped. Not Doomhammer. Surely he could not bein danger. . . . He followed where
Hellscream led, shoving hisway through athick cluster of jabbering orcs to where Orgrim Doomhammer
lay propped up sideways againgt the base of atree.

Thrall gasped, horrified. At least two feet of abroken lance extended from Doomhammer’ s broad back.
AsThrall stared, frozen for amoment by the sight, Doomhammer’ stwo persona attendants struggled to
remove the circular breastplate. Now Thrall could see, poking through the black gambeson that
cushioned the heavy armor, the reddened, glistening tip of the lance. It had impaed Doomhammer with
such forcethat it had gone clear through his body, completely piercing the back plate and denting the
breastplate from theinside.

Drek’ Thar was knedling next to Doomhammer, and he turned his blind eyesup to Thral’s. He shook his
head dightly, then rose and stepped back.

Blood seemed to roar in Thral’ sears, and it was only dimly that he heard the mighty warrior calling his
name. Stumbling in shock, Thral approached and knelt beside Doomhammer.

“The blow was acoward’ s blow,” Doomhammer rasped. Blood trickled from his mouth. “1 was struck
from behind.”

“My lord,” said Thral, miserably. Doomhammer waved him to silence.

“I need your help, Thrdl. In two things. Y ou must carry on what we have begun. | led the Horde once.
It isnot my destiny to do so again.” He grimaced, shuddered, and continued. “Y oursisthetitle of
Warchief, Thral, son of D-Durotan. Y ou will wear my armor, and carry my hammer.”

Doomhammer reached out to Thrall, and Thrall grasped the bloody, armored hand with hisown. “You
know what to do. They arein your care now. | could not . . . have hoped for a better heir. Y our father
wouldbesoproud. .. hdpme. ...

With hands that trembled, Thrall turned to assist the two younger orcsin removing, piece by piece, the
armor that had aways been associated with Orgrim Doomhammer. But the lance that il protruded from
Orgrim’ s back would not permit the remova of the rest of the armor.

“That isthe second thing,” growled Doomhammer. Therewas asmall crowd clustered around the falen
hero, and more were coming up every moment. “It is shame enough thet | die from acoward' sstrike,”
hesad. “I will not leave my lifewith this piece of human treachery till in my body.” One hand went to
the point of the lance. The fingersfluttered weakly, and the hand fell. “| havetried to pull it out mysdlf, but
| lack the strength. . . . Hurry, Thrall. Do thisfor me.”

Thrdl felt asthough his chest were being crushed by an unseen hand. He nodded. Steding himsdlf
againgt the pain that he knew he would need to cause hisfriend and mentor, he closed hisarmored
fingers about thetip, pressing into Doomhammer’ sflesh.

Doomhammer cried out, in anger asmuch asin pain. “Pull!” he cried.

Closing hiseyes, Thrall pulled. The blood-soaked shaft came forward afew inches. The sound that
Doomhammer made amost broke Thral’ s heart.

“Agan!” themighty warrior cried. Thrall took adeep bresth and pulled, willing himsdlf to removethe



entire shaft thistime. It came free with such suddenness that he sstumbled backward.

Black-red blood now gushed fredy from the fatal hole in Doomhammer’ s belly. Standing beside Thrall,
Hellscream whispered, “I saw it happen. It was before you caused the horses to desert their masters. He
was sngle-handedly battling eight of them, al on horseback. It was the bravest thing | have ever seen.”

Thrall nodded dumbly, then knelt beside Doomhammer’ sside. “ Great leader,” whispered Thral, so that
only Doomhammer could hear, “1 am afraid. | am not worthy to wear your armor and wield your

wespon.”

“No one breathes who isworthier,” said Doomhammer in asoft, wet voice. “You will lead them. . . to
victory . .. and you will lead them . . . topeace. . . .”

The eyes closed, and Doomhammer fell forward onto Thral. Thral caught him, and held him closefor a
long moment. He felt ahand on his shoulder. 1t was Drek’ Thar, who dipped a hand beneath Thral’sarm
and helped himrise.

“They arewatching,” Drek’ Thar said to Thrall, spesking very softly. “They must not lose heart. You
must put on the armor at once, and show them that they have anew chieftain.”

“Sr,” said one of the orcs who had overheard Drek’ Thar’ swords, “thearmor. . . .” He swallowed.
“The plate that was pierced — it will need to be replaced.”

“No,” said Thrall. “It will not. Before the next battle you will hammer it back into shape, but | will keep
the plate. In honor of Orgrim Doomhammer, who gave hislifeto free his people.”

He stood and let them place the armor on, grieving privatdy but publicly showing abraveface. The
gathered crowd watched, hushed and reverent. Drek’ Thar’ s advice had been sound; thiswas the right
thing to do. He bent, picked up the enormous hammer, and swung it over his head.

“Orgrim Doomhammer has named me Warchief,” he cried. “It isatitle | would not have sought, but |
have no choice. | have been named, and so | will obey. Who will follow meto lead our peopleto
freedom?’

A cry rose up, raw and filled with grief for the passing of their leader. Y et it was a sound of hope as

well, and as Thrall stood, bearing a oft the famous weapon of Doomhammer, he knew in his heart that,
despite the odds, victory would indeed be theirs.

SEVENTEEN

It wasraw with grief and fueled by anger that Thrall marched up to where Langston fought againgt the
implacable tree roots in a desperate attempt to Sit up.

He shrank back when Thrall arrived, wearing the legendary black plate mail and towering over him. His
eyeswere widewith fear.

“I should kill you,” said Thrdl, darkly. Theimage of Doomhammer dying in front of hiseyeswas Hlill
freshinhismind.



Langston licked hisred, full lips. “Mercy, Lord Thral,” he begged.

Thrall dropped to one knee and shoved his face within inches of Langston’s. “And when did you show
memercy?’ heroared. Langston winced at the sound. “When did you intervene to say, ‘ Blackmoore,
perhaps you' ve beaten him enough,” or ‘ Blackmoore, he did the best he could ? When did such words
ever crossyour lips?’

“I wanted to,” said Langston.

“Right now you bdlievethosewords,” said Thral, risng again to hisfull height and staring down & his
captive. “But | have no doubt that you never truly felt that way. Let usdispensewith lies. Your life has
vaueto me— for the moment. If you tell mewhat | want to know, | will release you and the other
prisoners and let you return to your dog of amaster.” Langston looked doubtful. “Y ou have my word,”
Thrall added.

“Of what worth isthe word of an orc?’ Langston said, rallying for amoment.

“Why, it' sworth your pathetic life, Langston. Though I’ ll grant you, that is not worth much. Now, tell
me. How did you know which camp we would be attacking? Isthere aspy in our midst?’

Langston looked like a sullen child and refused to answer. Thrall formed athought, and the tree roots
tightened about Langston’ s body. He gasped and stared up at Thrall in shock.

“Yes” sad Thral, “the very trees obey my command. Asdo dl the ements.” Langston didn’t need to
know about the give-and-take relationship a shaman had with the spirits. Let him assume Thrall had
complete control. “ Answer my question.”

“No spy,” grunted Langston. He was having difficulty breathing due to the root across his chest. Thrall
asked that it be loosened, and the tree complied. “Blackmoore has put agroup of knightsat dl the
remaining camps.”

“So that no matter where we struck, we would encounter hismen.” Langston nodded. “Hardly agood
use of resources, but it appearsto have worked thistime. What €lse can you tell me? What is
Blackmoore doing to ensure my recovery? How many troops does he have? Or will that root creep up
to your throat?’

Theroot in question gently stroked Langston' s neck. Langston' s resistance shattered like a glass gobl et
dropped on astone floor. Tearswelled up in his eyes and he began to sob. Thrall was disgusted, but not
enough that he didn’t pay close attention to Langston’ swords. The knight blurted out numbers, dates,
plans, even thefact that Blackmoore s drinking was beginning to affect hisjudgment.

“He desperately wants you back, Thral,” snuffled Langston, peering up a Thrall with red-rimmed eyes.
“Y ou werethe key to everything.”

Instantly dert, Thral demanded, “Explain.” Asthe confining rootsfell away from hisbody, Langston
appeared heartened, and even more eager to tell everything he knew.

“Thekey to everything,” he repeated. “When he found you, he knew that he could useyou. First asa
gladiator, but as so much more than that.” He wiped hiswet face and tried to recover as much of hislost
dignity ashe could. “Didn’t you wonder why he taught you how to read? Gave you maps, taught you
Hawks and Hares and strategy ?’



Thrall nodded, tense and expectant.
“It was because he eventually wanted you to lead an army. An army of orcs.”
Anger flooded Thral. “Y ou arelying. Why would Blackmoore want meto leed hisrivals?

“But they — you — wouldn’t berivals” said Langston. *Y ou would lead an army of orcs againgt the
Alliance”

Thrall gaped. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He had known Blackmoore was acrud,
conniving bastard, but this. . . It was treachery on astaggering level, againgt hisown kind! Surely this
wasalie. But Langston appeared to be in dire earnest, and once the shock had worn off, Thrall redized
that to Blackmoore it would make a great deal of sense.

“Y ou were the best of both worlds,” Langston continued. “ The power and strength and bloodlust of an
orc, combined with the intelligence and strategic knowledge of ahuman. Y ou would command the orcs
and they would beinvincible.”

“And Aeddas Blackmoore would be Lieutenant Genera no longer, but . . . what? King? Absolute
monarch? Lord of dl?’

Langston nodded furioudy. “ Y ou can’'t imagine what he' s been like since you escaped. It' s been hard on
al of us”

“Hard?’ snarled Thrall. “| was beaten and kicked and made to think that | was less than nothing! | faced
death nearly every day inthe arena. | and my people are battling for our very lives. We are fighting for
freedom. That , Langston, that is hard. Do not speak to me of pain and difficulty, for you have known
preciouslittle of ether.”

Langston fell silent and Thrall pondered what he had just learned. It was abold and audacious strategy,
but then again, whatever his many faults, Aedelas Blackmoore was a bold and audacious man. Thrall had
learned alittle, here and there, about the Blackmoore family’ s disgrace. Aedelas had aways been eager
to wipe the blot from his name, but perhaps the stain went deep. Perhapsit went dl the way to the bone
— or to the heart.

Why, though, if Blackmoore' saim had ultimately been to win Thral’ s complete loyalty, had he not been
treated better? Memoriesfloated into Thrall’smind that he had not recalled in years: an amusing game of
Hawks and Hares with alaughing Blackmoore; aplateful of sweets sent down from the kitchens after a
particularly fine battle; an affectionate hand placed on a huge shoulder when Thral had conquered a
particularly tricky strategic problem.

Blackmoore had aways aroused many fedlingsin Thrall. Fear, adoration, hatred, contempt. But for the
first time, Thrall redized thet, in many ways, Blackmoore deserved his pity. At thetime, Thral had not
known why it was that sometimes Blackmoore was open and jovid, hisvoice clipped and erudite, and
sometimes hewas brutal and nasty, hisvoice durred and unnaturdly loud. Now, he understood; the
bottle had gotten itstaons asfirmly into Blackmoore as an eagl€ s sank into ahare. Blackmoore was a
man torn between embracing alegacy of treachery and overcoming it, of being abrilliant strategist and
fighter and being acowardly, vicious bully. Blackmoore had probably trested Thrall aswell as he knew
how.



Therageleft Thral. Hefdt terribly sorry for Blackmoore but the feding changed nothing. He till was
driven to liberate the encampments, and aid the orcsin rediscovering the power of their heritage.
Blackmoore stood in the way, an obstacle that would need to be eliminated.

Helooked back down at Langston, who sensed the change in him and gave him a smile that |ooked
more likeagrimace.

“I keep my word,” Thral said. “Y ou and your men will go free. Y ou will leave, now. With no weapons,
no food, no mounts. Y ou will be followed, but you will not see who follows you; and if you speak of an
ambush, or attempt any kind of attack, you will die. Isthis understood?’

Langston nodded. With ajerk of hishead, Thrall indicated that he could leave. Langston needed no
second urging. He scrambled to hisfeet and bolted. Thrall watched him and the other disarmed knights
fleeing into the darkness. He looked up into the trees and saw the owl he had sensed staring back down
a him with lambent eyes. The night bird hooted softly.

Follow them, my friend, if you will. Report back to me at once if they plan action against us.

With arustle of wings, the owl sorang from the branch and began to follow the fleeing men. Thrall sghed
deeply. Now that the keyed-up energy that had supported him through thislong, bloody night was fading,
he redlized that he himsalf had suffered injuries and was exhausted. But these things could be tended to
later. There was amore important duty to perform.

It took the rest of the night to gather and prepare the bodies, and by morning, black smoke was curling
thickly into the blue skies. Thrall and Drek’ Thar had asked the Spirit of Fire to burn more quickly than
wasits usua wont, so it would not take nearly aslong for the bodies to be reduced to ashes, and those
ashes given to Spirit of Air to scatter asit saw fit.

The largest and most decorated pyre was reserved for the most noble of them dl. 1t took Thrall,
Hellscream, and two othersto lift Orgrim Doomhammer’ s massive corpse onto the pyre. Reverently,
Drek’ Thar anointed Doomhammer’ s nearly naked body with oils, murmuring wordsthat Thrall could not
hear. Sweet scents rose up from the body. Drek’ Thar indicated that Thrall join him, and together they
posed the body in an attitude of defiance. Dead fingers were folded and discreetly tied about aruined
sword. At Doomhammer’ s feet were laid the corpses of other brave warriorswho had died in battle—
thefierce, loyd white wolveswho had not been swift enough to eude the humans wespons. Onelay at
Doomhammer’ s feet, two more on each Side, and across his chest, in aplace of honor, wasthe grizzled,
courageous Wise-ear. Drek’ Thar patted his old friend one last time, then he and Thrall stepped back.

Thrall expected Drek’ Thar to say whatever words might be appropriate, but instead Hell scream nudged
Thral. Uncertainly, Thral addressed the crowd who gathered, hushed, about their former chieftain’s

corpse.

“I have not been long in the company of my own people,” Thrall began. “I do not know the traditions of
the afterlife. But this| know: Doomhammer died as bravely asit ispossiblefor any orc to die. He fought
in battle, trying to liberate hisimprisoned kin. Surdly, hewill regard uswith favor, as we honor him now in
death aswe al honored himin life.” Helooked over at the dead orc’ sface. “Orgrim Doomhammer, you
were my father’ s best friend. | could not hope to know anobler being. Speed to whatever joyous place
and purpose await you.”

With that, he closed his eyes and asked the Spirit of Fire to take the hero. Immediately, the fire burnt
more swiftly and with more heat than Thrall had ever experienced. The body would soon be consumed,



and the shell that had housed the fiery spirit called in thisworld Orgrim Doomhammer would soon be no
more.

But what he had stood for, what he had died for, would never be forgotten.

Thrall tilted his head back and bellowed a deep cry. One by one, othersjoined him, screaming their pain
and passion. If there were indeed ancestral spirits, even they must have been impressed by the volume of
the lamentation raised for Orgrim Doomhammer.

Oncetheritewasdone, Thrall sat heavily down beside Drek’ Thar and Hellscream. Hellscream, too, had
suffered injurieswhich he, like Thrall, smply chose to bear stoicaly for the moment. Drek’ Thar had been
expresdy forbidden to be anywhere near the fighting, though he served loyally and well by tending to the
injured. If anything happened to Thral, Drek’ Thar was the only shaman among them, and far too
precious aresource to risk losing. He was not yet so old that the order didn’t vex him, however.

“What encampment is next, my Warchief 7 said Hellscream respectfully. Thral winced at theterm. He
was gtill getting used to the fact that Doomhammer was gone, that he was now in charge of hundreds of
orcs.

“No more encampments,” he said. “ Our force islarge enough for the present moment.”
Drek’ Thar frowned. “ They suffer,” he said.

“They do,” Thrall agreed, “but | have aplanto liberate dl of them at once. To kill the monster, you must
cut off his head, not just his hands and feet. It istimeto cut off the head of the internment camp system.”

Hiseyesglittered in thefirdight. “Wewill sorm Durnholde.”

The next morning, when he announced the plan to the troops, huge cheers greeted him. They were
ready, now, to tackle the seat of power. Thrall and Drek’ Thar had the elements standing ready to aid
them. The orcswere only revitalized by the battle of last night; few of them had fallen, though onewasthe
greatest warrior of them dl, and many of the enemy now lay dead around the blasted remains of the
encampment. The ravenswho circled were grateful for the feadt.

They were severd days march away, but food was plentiful and spirits were high. By the time the sun
was fully in the sky, the orcish Horde, under their new leader Thrall, was moving steadily and
purposefully toward Durnholde.

“Of course| told him nothing,” said Langston, sipping Blackmoore’ swine. “He captured and tortured
me, but I held my tongue, | tell you. Out of admiration, helet me and my men go.”

Privatdly, Blackmoore doubted this, but said nothing. “Tell me more about these feats he performs,” he
asked.

Happy to regain his mentor’ s approva, Langston launched into afabulous tae about roots clutching his
body, lightning striking on command, well-trained horses abandoning their masters, and the very earth
shattering a stone enclosure. If Blackmoore hadn’t heard similar stories from the few men who returned,
he would have been inclined to think that Langston had been hitting the bottle even harder than he.

“I was on theright path,” Blackmoore mused, taking another gulp of wine. “In capturing Thrall. Y ou see
what heis, what he has done with that pathetic bunch of dumping, disheartened greenskins.”



It was physicdly painful to think that he had come so close to manipulating this clearly powerful new
Horde. Hard on the hedls of that came amenta image of Taretha, and her letters of friendship to his
dave. Asaways, anger mixed with astrange, sharp pain rosein him at the thought. He had let her be,
never let her know that he had found the | etters. He hadn’t even let Langston know about that, and was
now profoundly grateful for hiswisdom. He believed that Langston had probably babbled everything he
knew to Thrall, which necessitated a change of plan.

“| fear otherswerelikely not as staunch asyou in the face of torture by orcs, my friend,” he said, trying
and failing to keep the sarcasm out of hisvoice. Fortunately, Langston was so far in his cupsthat he
didn’t appear to notice. “We must assume that the orcs know al that we know, and act accordingly. We
must try to think like Thrall. What would be his next move? What is his ultimate god 7’

And how in all the hellsthere are can | find a way to reclaim him?

Though he wasleading an army of nearly two thousand, and it was almost certain to be spotted, Thrall
did what he could to disguise the march of the Horde. He asked the earth to cover their prints, the air to
carry their scent away from any beasts who might sound the alert. It waslittle, but every bit helped.

He made the encampment severa miles south of Durnholde, in awild and generally avoided forested
area. Together with asmall group of scouts, he set off for acertain wooded areadirectly outsde the
fortress. Both Hellscream and Drek’ Thar had tried to dissuade him, but he insisted.

“I haveaplan,” he said, “one that may achieve our goas without undue bloodshed from either sde.”

EIGHTEEN

Even on the coldest days of winter, save when there was an active blizzard preventing anyone departing
Durnholde, Taretha had goneto vist the lightning-felled tree. And each time she peered into thetree's
black depths, she saw nothing.

She enjoyed the return of warmer weather, though the snowmelt-saturated earth sucked on her boots
and more than once succeeded in pulling one off. Having to tug her boot free and put it on asecond time
wasatrivid priceto pay for the fresh smells of the awakening woods, the shafts of sunlight piercing the
darkness of the shadows, and the astounding blaze of color that dotted the meadows and forest floor
dike

Thral’ sexploits had been the talk of Durnholde. The conversations served only to increase
Blackmoorée s drinking. Which, at times, was not abad thing. More than once she had arrived at his
bedchamber and entered quietly, to find the Master of Durnholde adeep on floor, chair, or bed, abottle
somewhere nearby. On those nights, Taretha Foxton breathed a sigh of relief, closed the door, and dept
aonein her own smal room.

A few days ago, young Lord Langston had returned, with tales that sounded too preposterous to
frighten achild still inthe nursery. And yet . . . hadn’t she read of ancient powersthe orcs had once
possessed? Powers in harmony with nature, long ago? She knew that Thrall was profoundly inteligent,
and it would not at al surprise her to discover that he had learned these ancient arts.

Tarethawas gpproaching the old tree now, and looked into its depths with a casua ness born of



repetition.

And gasped. Her hand flew to her mouth as her heart began to pound so fiercely she feared she would
faint. There, nestled in abrown-black hollow, was her necklace. It seemed to catch the sunlight and glow
like aslver beacon to her. With trembling fingers, she reached for it, grasped it, and then dropped it.

“Clumsy!” she hissed, picking it up again with adightly steadier hand.

It could be atrick. Thral could have been captured and the necklace taken from him. It might even have
been recognized as hers. But unless Thrall told someone about their compact, who would know to leave
it here? She was certain of onething: Nobody could bresk Thrall.

Tearsof joy filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. She wiped at them with the back of her left
hand, the right one il cradling the crescent pendant.

He was here, in these woods, likely hiding in the dragonlike cliffsde. He was waiting for her to help him.
Perhaps he was injured. Her hands folded over the necklace and she tucked it inside her dress, carefully
out of sight. It would be best if no one saw her “missng” necklace.

Happier than she had been since she had last seen the orc, and yet filled with worry for his safety,
Tarethareturned to Durnholde.

The day seemed to last forever. She was grateful that the dinner tonight was fish; more than once, she'd
gottenill on poorly prepared fish. The chef at Durnholde had served with Blackmoore in battle over
twenty years ago. He had been hired asareward for his service, not for his cooking.

Of course, shedid not eqt &t the table in the great hall with Blackmoore. He would not dream of having
aservant girl St besde himin front of hisnoble friends.Good enough to bed, not good enough to wed ,
she thought, recalling the old childhood verse. All the better tonight.

“Y ou seem abit preoccupied, my dear,” Tammis said to his daughter asthey sat together a the small
tablein their quarters. “Areyou. . . wel?’

The dightly strained tone of his voice and the frightened look her mother gave Tarethaat the question
amost made her smile. They were worried that she was pregnant. That would help with her deception
tonight.

“Very well, Da,” she answered, folding her hand over his. “But thisfish . . . doesit taste al right to you?’

Clannia prodded her own fish in cream sauce with her two-pronged fork. “1t tastes well enough, for
being Randrd’ s cooking.”

Intruth, thefish wasfairly tasty. Still, Tarethatook another bite, chewed, swallowed, and made adight
face. She made abit of ashow of pushing the plate away from her. As her father peeled an orange,
Taretha closed her eyes and whimpered.

“I'msorry. ..." Sherushed out of the room to her own quarters, making noises as if she was about to
be sick. She reached her room, on the same floor as her parents’, and made loud noises over the
chamber pot. She had to amile alittle; it would be amusing, were the stakes not so high.

There came an urgent knock on the door. “Darling, it sme,” called Clannia. She opened the door.



Taretha put the empty chamber pot out of sight. “Poor dear. Y ou look pale as milk.”

That, at least, Tarethadidn’t haveto feign. “Please. . . can Dahave aword with the Master?| don’'t
think. . ..”

Clanniacolored bright pink. Although everyone knew that Taretha had become Blackmoore' s misiress,
no one spoke of it. “Certainly, my dear, certainly. Would you like to stay with ustonight?’

“No,” shesaid, quickly. “No, I'mfine. I'd just liketo be donefor abit.” Shelifted her hand to her
mouth again, and Clannia nodded.

“Asyou will, Tari dear. Good night. Let usknow if you need anything.”

Her mother closed the door behind her, and Tarethalet out along, deep breath. Now, to wait until it
was safe to leave. She was next to the kitchens, one of the last places that settled down for the night.
When dl was Hill, she ventured forth. First, she went to the kitchens, placing as much food as she could
lay her hands on into the sack. Earlier today, she had torn up some old dresses for bandages, should
Thral need them.

Blackmoore' s habits were as predictable as the sun’ srising and setting. If he started drinking at dinner,
aswas hiswont, he would be ready to entertain her in his bedchamber by the time dinner was over.
Afterward, hewould fal into asumber, dmost astupor, and there was very little that could rouse him
until sunrise,

She had listened to the serversin the great hal, and ascertained that he had, as usua, been drinking. He
had not seen her tonight, and that would put him in afoul mood, but by now, he would be adeep.

Gently, Taretha unlocked the door to Blackmoore' s quarters. Shelet hersdlf in, then closed the door as
quietly as possible. Loud snoring met her ears. Reassured, she moved steadily toward her gate to
freedom.

Blackmoore had boasted about this many months ago when he had been in his cups. He had forgotten
he had told her about it, but Taretharemembered. Now, she went to the small desk and opened asmall
drawer. She pressed gently on it, and the false bottom came loose in her hand, revedling atiny box.

Taretharemoved the key and returned the box to the drawer, closing it carefully. She then turned
toward the bed.

On theright Side, atapestry hung on the stone wall. It depicted anoble knight doing battle with afierce
black dragon defending ahuge pile of treasure. Taretha brushed the tapestry aside and found the room’s
real treasure — ahidden door. As quietly as she could, she inserted the key, turned it, and opened the
door.

Stone steps led down, into darkness. Cool air bathed her face, and a scent of wet stone and mold
assaulted her nogtrils. She swallowed hard, facing her fear. She did not dareto light acandle.
Blackmoore dept deeply, but therisk wasfar too grest. If he knew what she was doing, he' d have her
flogged raw.

Think of Thrall, shethought. Think of what Thrall has faced. Surely she could overcome afear of the
darknessfor him.



She closed the door behind her and was suddenly standing in a blackness so absolute she could almost
fed it. Panicrose up in her like atrapped bird, but she fought it down. There was no chance of getting
logt here; the tunndl led only one way. Shetook afew deep, steadying bregths, and then began.

Cautioudy, she descended the steps, extending her right foot each time to search for the next one.
Findly, her feet touched earth. From here, the tunnel doped downward at a gentle angle. Sherecadled
what Blackmoore had told her about it. Got to keep the lords safe, m'dear , he had said, leaning over
her so she could smell hiswine-scented breath. And if there' s a siege, well, there’s a way we can be
safe, you and I.

It seemed to go on forever. Her fears battled with her mind for control.What if it collapses? What if
after all these years, it's blocked? What if | trip here in the darkness and break my leg?

Angrily, Taretha silenced the voices of terror. Her eyes kept trying to adjust to the darkness, but with no
light whatsoever, they only strained futilely.

She shivered. It was so cold down here, inthedark. . . .

After what seemed an eternity, the ground began to gradualy dope upward again. Taretharesisted the
urge to break into arun. She would be furious with hersdlf if she lost control now and tripped. She
pushed forward steadily, though she could not help but quicken her pace.

Wasit her imagination, or wasthere alightening of this dreadful darkness? No, she was not imagining it.
Up ahead, it was definitely lighter. She drew closer and dowed. Her foot struck something and she
stumbled forward, striking her knee and outthrust hand. There were different levels of stone. . . Steps!
She reached out a hand, moving upward step by dow step until her questing fingers touched wood.

A door. She had reached adoor. Another horrible thought seized her. What if it was bolted from the
outsde? Wouldn’'t that make sense? If someone could escape Durnholde by thisroute, someone else
with hostile intentions might be able to enter the same way. It was sure to be locked, or bolted. . . .

But it wasn't. She reached upward and pushed with al her strength. Ancient hinges shrieked, but the
door siwung open, fdling flat with aloud bang. Tarethajumped. It was not until she lifted her head up
through the smdll, square opening, the light seeming to her eyes as bright as day, that she breathed asigh
of relief and permitted hersdf to believeit wastrue.

Thefamiliar smdlsof horses, leather, and hay filled her nostrils. She wasin asmdl stable. She stepped
fully out of the tunne, whispering softly and reassuringly to the horsesthat turned to look with mild inquiry
at her. Therewerefour of them; their tack hung on the wall. She knew at once where she must be. Near
the road but fairly far from Durnholde was a courier station, where riders whose business could not be
delayed changed exhausted mounts for fresh ones. The light came through chinksin thewalls. Taretha
carefully closed the trap door in the floor through which she had entered, and hid it with some hay. She
went to the stable door and opened it, amost blinking in the full, blue-white light provided by the two
Moons.

As she had surmised, she was on the outskirts of the smdl village that encircled Durnholde, inhabited by
those who made their living off tending to the needs of the fortress sinhabitants. Tarethatook a moment
to get her bearings. Thereit was, the cliff face she had, asachild, imagined to be so like adragon.

Thrdl would be waiting there for her in the cave, hungry and perhapsinjured. Buoyed by her victory
over the dark tunndl, Taretharaced toward him.



When he saw her running over the crest of the small hill, her dim figure Slver in the moonlight, Thrall was
hard-pressed not to let out a shout of joy. He contented himsalf with rushing forward.

Tarethafroze, then lifted her skirtsand ran toward him in return. Their hands met and clasped, and as
the hood fdll back from her tiny face he saw her lipswerewideinasmile.

“Thrdl!” sheexclamed. “It is so good to see you, my dear friend!” She squeezed the two fingers her
own little hands could hold astightly as she could and amost bounced with excitement.

“Taretha,” herumbled affectionatdly. “Areyou wdll?

The smile faded, then returned. “Well enough. And you? We have heard of your doings, of course! Itis
never pleasant when Lord Blackmooreisin afoul mood, but asit meansthat you arefree, | have come
to look forward to hisanger. Oh. . . .” With afina squeeze, she dropped Thrall’s hands and reached for
the sack she had been carrying. “1 did not know if you were wounded or hungry. | wasn't ableto bring a
great deal, but | brought what | could. I have some food, and some skirts | tore up for bandages. It's
good to seeyou don’t need —”

“Tari,” Thrall said gently, “1 did not come aone.”

He sgnaed to his scouts, who had been waiting in the cave, and they emerged. Their facesweretwisting
into scowls of disgpprova and hodtility. They drew themsdaves up to their full height, folded their arms
acrosstheir massive chests, and glared. Thrall watched her reaction carefully. She seemed surprised, and
for abrief moment, fear flitted across her face. He didn’t suppose he could blame her; the two outriders
were doing everything they could to appear menacing. Findly, though, she smiled and strode up to them.

“If you arefriends of Thrdl, then we arefriendsaso,” she said, extending her hands.

One of them snorted in contempt and batted her hand away, not hard enough to hurt her, but enough to
throw her dightly off balance. “Warchief, you ask too much of usl” one of them snapped. “Wewill spare
the females and their young as you command, but we will not —”

“Yesyouwill!"” Thral replied. “Thisisthe femade who risked her life to free me from the man who
owned both of us. Sheisrisking her life again to come to our aid now. Taretha can be trusted. Sheis
different.” He turned to regard her fondly. “ Sheis specid.”

The scouts continued to glare, but looked less certain of their prgjudgment. They exchanged glances,
then each took Taretha' shandsin turn.

“We are grateful for what you have brought,” said Thrall, switching back to human speech. “ Rest
assured, it will be eaten, and the bandages kept. | have no doubt that they will be needed.”

The smile faded from Tari’ sface. “Y ou intend to attack Durnholde,” she said.

“Not if it can be avoided, but you know Blackmoore as| do. On the morrow, my army will march to
Durnholde, prepared to attack if needed. But first | will give Blackmoore the opportunity to talk to us.
Durnholde isthe center of the camp controls. Break it, we bregk al the camps. But if heiswilling to
negotiate, we will not shed blood. All we want isto have our people freed, and we will leave the humans
done”



Her fair hair looked silver inthe moons’ light. She shook her head sadly. “He will never agree,” she said.
“Heistoo proud to think of what would be best for those he commands.”

“Then stay herewith us,” said Thral. “My people will have orders not to attack the women and children,
but in the heet of battle, | cannot guarantee their safety. Y ou will be at risk if you return.”

“If I am discovered missing,” Tari replied, “then that will dert someone that something isgoing on. They
might find and attack you first. And my parents are still there. Blackmoore would take out his anger on
them, | am sure. No, Thrdl. My placeis, and dways has been, at Durnholde, even now.”

Thrall regarded her unhappily. He knew, as she could not, what chaos battle brought. What blood, and
death, and panic. He would see her safe, if he could, but she was her own person.

“Y ou are courageous,” said one of the scouts, speaking up unexpectedly. “Y ou risk your persond safety
to give us our opportunity to free our people. Our Warchief did not lie. Some humans, it would seem, do
understand honor.” And the orc bowed.

Taretha seemed pleased. Sheturned again to Thrall. “1 know it sounds foolish to say, but be careful. |
wish to see you tomorrow night, to celebrate your victory.” She hesitated, then said, 1 have heard
rumors of your powers, Thral, arethey true?’

“I don't know what you have heard, but | have learned the ways of the shamans. | can control the
eements, yes.”

Her face was radiant. “ Then Blackmoore cannot possibly stand against you. Be merciful in your victory,
Thrdl. Y ou know we are not dl like him. Here. | want you to havethis. I’ ve been so long without it, it
doesn't fed right for meto keep it anymore.”

Sheinclined her head and removed the silver chain and crescent pendant. Dropping it in Thrall’ s hand,
shefolded hisfingersover it. “Keep it. Giveit to your child, if you have one, and perhaps| may visit him
oneday.”

As she had done so many months ago, Taretha stepped forward and hugged Thrall as best she could.
Thistime, hewas not surprised by the gesture, but welcomed it and returned it. He let hishand caress her
golden, silky hair, and desperately hoped that they would both survive the coming conflict.

She pulled back, reached up to touch his strong-jawed face, turned and nodded to the others, then
turned and purposefully strode back the way she had come. He watched her leave with a strange feeling
in his heart, holding her necklace tightly.Be safe, Tari. Be safe.

It was only when she was well away from the orcsthat Tari permitted the tears to come. She was 0
afraid, so dreadfully afraid. Despite her brave words, she didn’t want to die any more than anyone else
did. She hoped Thrall would be able to control his people, but she knew that he was unique. Not al orcs
shared histolerant views toward humans. If only Blackmoore could be persuaded to see reason! But that
was aslikely as her suddenly sprouting wings and flying away from al of this.

Although she was human, she wished for an orc victory — Thrdl’ svictory. If he survived, she knew the
humans would be treated with compassion. If hefell, she could not be certain of that. And if Blackmoore
won — well, what Thrall had experienced as adave would be as nothing to the torment Blackmoore
would put him through now.



She returned to the little stable, opened the trap door, and stepped down into the tunnel. Her thoughts
were so full of Thral and the coming conflict that thistime the darkness bothered her hardly at al.

Tarethawas ill degp in thought when she ascended the stairs to Blackmoore' s room and eased the
door open.

Abruptly, dark lanterns were unshielded. Taretha gasped. Seated in achair directly opposite the secret
door was Blackmoore, with Langston and two rough-looking, armed guardsmen.

Blackmoore was stone cold sober, and his dark eyes glittered in the candldight. His beard parted in a
gmile that resembled that of ahungry predator.

“Wdl met, my traitor,” he said, silkily. “We ve been waiting for you.”

NINETEEN

The day dawned misty and foggy. Thrall smdled rainin the air. Hewould have preferred a sunny day,
the better to see the enemy, but rain would keep hiswarriors cooler. And besides, Thrall could control
therain, if it came down to that. For now, he would let the weather do what it would.

He, Hellscream, and asmall group of Frostwolves would go ahead. The army would follow behind. He
would have preferred to utilize the cover provided by the trees, but an army of nearly two thousand
would need the road. If Blackmoore kept scouts posted, then he would be derted. Thrall did not
remember such scouts from histime at Durnholde, but things were very different now.

His small advance party, armored and armed, moved steadily down the road toward Durnholde. Thral
caled asmal songbird and asked it to look about for him. It came back in afew minutesand in hismind
Thral heard, They have seen you. They are racing back to the keep. Others are moving to circle
behind.

Thral frowned. Thiswas quite well organized, for Blackmoore. Nonetheless, he knew hisarmy
outnumbered the men at Durnholde nearly four to one.

The bird, perched on one of his massive forefingers, waited.Fly back to my army and find the old,
blind shaman. Tell him what you have told me.

The songbird, its body a golden yellow and black and its head bright blue, inclined its blue head and flew
to execute Thrall’ srequest. Drek’ Thar was atrained warrior aswell as a shaman. He would know what
to do with the bird’ swarning.

He pressed on, feet steadily moving forward. The road curved, and then Durnholdein dl its proud,
stony glory loomed up before them. Thrall sensed achangein hisgroup.

“Hold up theflag of truce,” he said. “Wewill observe the proprieties, and it may prevent them from
opening fire too soon. Before, we have stormed the encampments with ease,” he acknowledged. “Now
we must face something more difficult. Durnholde isafortress, and will not be taken easily. But mark me,
if negotiationsfail, then fal Durnholdewill.”

He hoped it would not come to that, but he expected the wordt. It was unlikely that Blackmoore would



be reasonable.

Even as he and his companions moved forward, Thrall could see movement on the parapets and
walkways. Looking more closaly, he saw the mouths of cannons opening toward him. Archerstook their
positions, and severa dozen mounted knights came cantering around the Sides of thefortressto lineupin
front of it. They carried lances and spears, and halted their horses. They were waiting.

Still Thral came. There was more movement atop the walls directly above the huge wooden door, and
his heart sped up alittle. It was Aedelas Blackmoore. Thral halted. They were close enough to shout. He
would approach no farther.

“Wdl, well,” came adurred voicethat Thrall remembered dl toowdl. “If itisn't my lil’ pet orc, al
grown up.”

Thrall did not riseto the bait. “ Greetings, Lieutenant Generdl,” hesaid. “I come not asapet, but asa
leader of an army. An army that has defeated your men soundly in the past. But | will make no move
againg them thisday, unless you force my hand.”

Langston stood beside hislord on the walkway. He couldn’t believe it. Blackmoore was rip-roaring
drunk. Langston, who had helped Tammis carry hislord to bed more times than he cared to admit, had
never seen Blackmoore so drunk and till be able to stand. What had he been thinking?

Blackmoore had had the girl followed, of course. A scout, amagter of stealth and sharp of eye, had
unbarred the door in the courier’ s stable so she would be able to emerge from the tunnel. He had
watched her greet Thral and afew other orcs. He had seen her give them a sack of food, seen her
embrace the mongter, by the Light, and then return viathe no-longer-secret tunnel. Blackmoore had
feigned his drunkenness last evening, and had been quite sober when the shocked girl had walked back
into his bedchamber to be greeted by Blackmoore, Langston, and the others.

Taretha had not wanted to talk, but once she learned that she had been spied upon, she made great
haste to assure Blackmoore that Thrall had cometo talk peace. The very notion had offended
Blackmoore deeply. He dismissed Langston and the other guards, and for many paces outside his door
Langston could till hear Blackmoore cursing and even the sound of ahand striking flesh.

He hadn’t seen Blackmoore again until this moment, though Tammis had reported to him. Blackmoore
had sent out hisfastest riders, to get reinforcements, but they were till at least four hours away. The
logical thing to do would be to keep the orc, who had after all raised the flag of truce, talking until help
arrived. In fact, etiquette demanded that Blackmoore send out asmall party of hisown to talk with the
orcs. Surely Blackmoore would give the order any moment. Yes, it wasthe logical thing to do. If the
count was right, and Langston thought it was, the orcish army numbered over two thousand.

There were five hundred and forty men in Durnholde, of whom fewer than four hundred were trained
warriorswho had seen combeat.

Ashewatched uneasily, Langston saw movement on the horizon. They weretoo far away for himto
detect individuals, but he clearly saw a huge green sea begin to move dowly over therise, and heard the
steady, unnerving sound of drums.

Thrdl’ sarmy.

Though the morning was cool, Langston felt swest bresk out under hisarms.



“Thasnice, Thrdl,” Blackmoore was saying. As Thrall watched, disgusted, the former war hero swayed
and caught himsdlf onthewadll. “What did you havein mind?’

Once again, pity warred with hatred in his heart. “We have no desire to fight humans anymore, unless
you force usto defend oursalves. But you hold many hundreds of orcs prisoners, Blackmoore, in your
vile encampments. They will befreed, oneway or another. We can do it without more unnecessary
bloodshed. Willingly release dl the orcs held prisoner in the encampments, and we will return to the wilds
and leave humansdone.”

Blackmoore threw back his head and laughed. “ Oh,” he gasped, wiping tears of mirth from hiseyes,
“oh, you are better than the king' s jester, Thrall.Save. | swear, it is more entertaining to watch you now
than it was when you fought in the gladiator ring. Listen to you! Using complete sentences, by the Light!
Think you understand mercy, do you?’

Langston felt atug on his deeve. He jumped, and turned to behold Sergeant. “1’ ve no greet love for you,
Langston,” the man growled, hiseyesfierce, “but at least you' re sober. Y ou’ ve got to shut Blackmoore
up! Get him down from there! Y ou’ ve seen what the orcs can do.”

“We can't possibly surrender!” gasped Langston, though in his heart he wanted to.

“Nay,” said Sergeant, “but we should at least send out men to talk to them, buy sometimefor our dlies
to get here. Hedid send for reinforcements, didn’t he?’

“Of coursehedid,” Langston hissed. Their conversation had been overheard and Blackmoore turned
bloodshot eyesin their direction. There wasasmall sack at hisfeet and he nearly sumbled over it.

“Ah, Sergeant!” he boomed, lurching over toward him. “Thrall! Here'san old friend!”

Thrall sghed. Langston thought he looked the most composed of al of them. “I am sorry that you are
gill here, Sergeant.”

“Asam,” Langston heard the Sergeant mutter. Louder, Sergeant said, “Y ou’ ve been too long away,
Thrdl.”

“Convince Blackmoore to release the orcs, and | swear on the honor that you taught me and | possess,
none within thesewalls shal cometo harm.”

“My lord,” said Langston nervoudy, “Y ou recall what powers| saw displayed in the last conflict. Thrall
had me, and he let me go. He kept hisword. | know he’'sonly an orc, but —"

“Y’ hear that, Thral?’ bellowed Blackmoore. “Y ou’'re only an orc! Even that idiot Langston says so!
What kin' of human surrendersto an orc?’ He rushed forward and leaned over the wall.

“Why'dyou doit, Thral?’ he cried brokenly. “1 gave you everything! Y ou and me, we d have led those
greenskins of yours againg th’ Alliance and had dl the food and wine and gold we could want!”

Langston stared, horrified. Blackmoore was now screaming histreachery to dl within earshot. At least
he hadn’t implicated Langston . . . yet. Langston wished he had the guts to just shove Blackmoore over
thewall and surrender the fortressto Thral right now.



Thrall didn’t waste the opportunity. “Do you hear that, men of Durnholde!” he bellowed. “Y our lord and
master would betray dl of you! Rise up againgt him, take him away, yied to us, and at the end of the day
youwill ill haveyour livesand your fortress!”

But there was no sudden stirring of rebellion, and Thrall supposed he couldn’t blame them. “I ask you
once more, Blackmoore. Negotiate, or die.”

Blackmoore stood up to hisfull height. Thrall now saw that he held something in hisright hand. It wasa
sack.

“Here smy answer, Thrdl!”

He reached into the sack and pulled something out. Thrall couldn’t see what it was, but he saw Sergeant
and Langston recoil. Then the object came hurtling toward him and struck the ground, rolling to astop at
Thral’ sfedt.

Taretha s blue eyes stared sightlessy up at him from her severed head.

“That' swhat | do with traitors!” screamed Blackmoore, dancing madly on the wakway. “ That’ swhat
we do with people we love who betray us. . . who take everything and give nothing . . . who sympathize
with double-damnedorcs ”

Thrall didn’t hear him. Thunder wasralling in his ears. His knees went weak and hefdl to the earth.
Gorgerosein histhroat and hisvision svam.

It couldn’t be. Not Tari. Surely not even Blackmoore could do such an abominable thing to an innocent.

But blessed unconsciousness would not come. He remained stubbornly awake, staring at long blond
hair, blue eyes, and abloody severed neck. Then the horrible image blurred. Wetness poured down his
face. His chest heaving with agony, Thrall recalled Tari’ swordsto him, so long ago: These are called
tears. They come when we are so sad, so soul sick, it'sasif our hearts are so full of pain there’s
no place else for it to go.

But there was aplace for the pain to go. Into action, into revenge. Red flooded Thrdl’ svison now, and
he threw back his head and screamed with rage such as he had never before experienced. The cry
burned histhroat withitsraw fury.

The sky boiled. Dozens of lightning strikes split the clouds, dazzling the eye for amoment. The furious
pedls of crashing thunder that followed nearly deafened the men at the fortress. Many of them dropped
their wegpons and fell to their knees, gibbering terror at the celestid display of fury that so clearly echoed
the wrenching pain of the orc leader.

Blackmoore laughed, obvioudy mistaking Thral’ srage for helpless grief. When the last pedls of thunder
died down, heyeled, “They said you couldn’t be broken! Wéll, | broke you, Thral.l broke you! ”

Thrall’s cry died away, and he stared at Blackmoore. Even across this distance, he could see the blood
drain from Blackmoore s face as his enemy now, finaly, began to understand what he had roused with
his brutal murder.

Thrall had come hoping to end this peacefully. Blackmoore' s actions had destroyed that chance utterly.
Blackmoore would not live to see another sunrise, and his keep would shatter like fragile glass before the



orcish attack.

“Thrdl....” It was Hdllscream, uncertain asto Thrall’ s state of mind. Thrall, his chest till raw with grief
and tears dill streaming down his broad green face, impaed him with his glance. Mingled sympathy and
gpproval showed in Hellscream’ s expression.

Sowly, harnessing his powerful sdf-control, Thral raised the great warhammer. He began to samp his
feet, oneright after the other, in apowerful, steady rhythm. The othersjoined him at once, and very
fantly, the earth trembled.

Langston stared, sickened and appalled, at the girl’ s head on the ground thirty feet below. He had
known Blackmoore had a streak of crudlty, but he had never imagined. . . .

“What have you done!” The words exploded from Sergeant, who grabbed Blackmoore and spun him
around to face him.

Blackmoore began laughing hysericdly.

Sergeant went cold inside as he heard the screams, and then felt the dight tremble in the stone. “My lord,
he makes the earth shake . . . we must fire!”

“Two thousand orcs al ssomping their feet, ’ course the earth’ s going to shake!l” snarled Blackmoore. He
veered back toward the wall, apparently intent upon verbally tormenting the orc il further.

They werelogt, Langston thought. It wastoo late to surrender now. Thrall was going to use his demonic
magic, and destroy the fortress and everyonein it asretaliation for the girl. His mouth worked, but
nothing came out. He felt Sergeant staring at him.

“Damn the lot of you noble-born, heartless bastards,” Sergeant hissed, then bellowed,” Firel”

Thrall did not even twitch when the cannons went off. Behind him he heard screams of torment, but he
was untouched. He called on the Spirit of Earth, pouring out his pain, and Earth responded. In aclean,
precise, direct line, the earth heaved and buckled. It went Sraight from Thrall’ s feet to the mammoth
door like the burrowing of some giant underground cregture. The door shuddered. The surrounding stone
trembled and afew small stonesfdl, but it was more soundly built than the d gpped-together walls of the
encampments, and held.

Blackmoore shrieked. Hisworld took on avery sharp focus, and for the first time since he had gotten
himsdlf drunk enough to order Taretha Foxton' s execution he was thinking clearly.

Langston hadn't exaggerated. Thrdl’ s powers were immense and histactic to break the orc had failed.
Infact, it had roused him to an even greater fury, and as Blackmoore watched, panicked and sick,
hundreds. . . no, thousands. . . of huge, green formsflowed down theroad in ariver of death.

He had to get out. Thral was going to kill him. Hejust knew it. Somehow, Thral was going to find him
and kill him, for what he’d doneto Taretha . . .

Tari, Tari, | loved you, why did you do thisto me?

Someone was shouting. Langston was yapping in one ear, his pretty face purple and eyes bulging with



fear, and Sergeant’ s voice was in the other, screaming nonsensical noises. He sared a them helplesdy.
Sergeant spat some more words, then turned to the men. They continued to load and fire the cannons,
and below Blackmoore the mounted knights charged the ranks of orcs. He heard battle cries and the
clash of stedl. The black armor of his men milled with the ugly green skin of the orcs, and here and there
was aflash of whitefur as. . . by the Light, had Thrall really managed to cal white wolvesto hisarmy?

“Too many,” hewhispered. “ There are too many. So many of them. . . .”

Again, the very walls of the fortress shook. Fear such as Blackmoore had never known shuddered
through him, and he fell to hisknees. It wasin this pogition, crawling like adog, that he made hisway
down the steps and into the courtyard.

The knights were al outside fighting, and, Blackmoore presumed, dying. Insde, the men who were | eft
were shrieking and gathering what they could to defend themsalves — scythes, pitchforks, even the
wooden training wegpons with which amuch younger Thrall had honed hisfighting skills. A peculiar, yet
familiar smell filled Blackmoore s nodtrils. Fear, that wasit. He d reeked of the stench in battles past, had
smelled it on dead men’ s corpses. He' d forgotten how it had churned his ssomach.

It wasn't supposed to be thisway. The orcs on the other side of the now-shuddering gates were
supposed to be hisarmy. Their [eader, out there screaming Blackmoore' s name over and over again,
was supposed to be his docile, obedient dave. Tari was supposed to be here. . . where was she,
anyway . . . and then he remembered, he remembered, his own lipsforming around the order that had
taken her life, and hewas sick, right in front of hismen, sick in body, sick in soul.

“He'slogt control!” bellowed Langston inches from Sergeant’ s ear, shouting to be heard over the
sounds of cannon, sword impacting shield, and cries of pain. Y et again, the walls shuddered.

“Helost control long ago!” Sergeant shouted back. “Y ou’ re in command, Lord Langston! What would
you have usdo?’

“Surrender!” Langston shrieked, without hesitation. Sergeant, his eyes on the battle thirty feet below,
shook his head.

“Too latefor that! Blackmoore sdoneusal in. We ve got to fight for it now until Thrall decides he
wantsto talk peaceagain.. . . if he ever does. What would you have us do?’ Sergeant demanded again.

“I...1...” Anything resembling logica thought had fled from Langston’ sbrain. Thisthing called bettle,
he was not made for it — twice now he had crumbled in the face of it. He knew himsdf for a coward,
and despised himsdlf for it, but the fact remained.

“Would you like me to take command of the defense of Durnholde, sir?” asked Sergeant.

Langston turned wet, grateful eyesto the older man and nodded.

“Right, then,” said Sergeant, who turned to face the men in the courtyard and began screaming orders.

At that moment, the door shattered, and awave of orcs crashed into the courtyard of one of the most
powerfully constructed fortressesin the land.



TWENTY

The skies seemed to open and a sheet of rain poured down, plastering Blackmoore s dark hair to his
skull and making him dip in the suddenly dick mud of the courtyard. He fell hard, and the wind was
knocked out him. He forced himsdlf to scramble to hisfeet and continue. There was only one way out of
thisbloody, noisy hell.

He reached his quarters and dove for his desk. With trembling fingers, he searched for the key. He
dropped it twice before he was able to stumble to the tapestry beside his bed, tear the weaving down,
and insert the key into the lock.

Blackmoore plunged forward, forgetting about the steps, and hurtled down them. He was so inebriated
that hisbody waslimp asarag doll’s, however, and suffered only afew bruises. Thelight shining in the
door from his quarters reached only afew yards, and up ahead yawned utter darkness. He should have
brought alamp, but it wastoo late now. Too late for so many things.

He began to run asfast as hislegswould carry him. The door on the other sde would still be unbolted.
He could escape, could fleeinto the forest, and return later, when the killing was over, and feign . . . he
didn’'t know. Something.

The earth trembled again, and Blackmoore was knocked off hisfeet. Hefelt smal bits of stone and earth
dust him, and when the quake ceased, he eased himsalf up and moved forward, arms extended. Dust
flew thickly, and he coughed violently.

A few feet ahead, hisfingers encountered a huge pile of stone. The tunnel had collgpsed in front of him.,
For afew wild moments, Blackmoore tried to claw hisway out. Then, sobbing, hefell to the ground.
What now? What was to become of Aedelas Blackmoore now?

Again the earth shook, and Blackmoore sprang to hisfeet and began to race back the way he had
come. Guilt and fear were strong, but the ingtinct to survive was stronger. A terrible noiserent the air,

and Blackmoore redized with ajolt of horror that the tunnel was again collapsing right behind him. Terror
lent him speed and he sprinted back toward his quarters, the roof of the tunnel missing him by afoot or
two, asif it wasfollowing his path amere step behind.

He stumbled up the sairs and hurled himself forward, just as the rest of the tunnel came down with a
mighty crash. Blackmoore clutched the rushes on the floor asif they could offer some solidity inthis
suddenly mad world. Theterrible shaking of the earth seemed to go on and on.

Findly, it ended. He didn’'t move, just lay with hisface to the stone floor, gasping.

A sword came out of nowhere to clang to astop inches from his nose. Shrieking, Blackmoore scuttled
back. He looked up to see Thrdl standing in front of him, asword in hisown hand.

Light preserve him, but Blackmoore had forgotten just howbig Thrall was. Clad in black plate armor,
wielding amassive sword, he seemed to tower over the pronefigure of Blackmoore like amountain
towers over the landscape. Had he dways had that set to his huge, deformed jaw, that . . . that
presence?

“Thrdl,” Blackmoore sammered, “I can explain. . ..”



“No,” said Thrdl, with acamness that frightened Blackmoore more than rage would have. “Y ou can't
explain. Thereisno explanation. Thereisonly abettle, long in the coming. A dud to the desth. Tekethe
sword.”

Blackmoore drew hislegsup beneath him. “I ... 1....”

“Takethe sword,” repeated Thrall, hisvoice deep, “or | shdl run you through where you st like a
frightened child.”

Blackmoore reached out atrembling hand and closed it about the hilt of the sword.
Good, thought Thrall. At least Blackmoore was going to give him the satisfaction of fighting.

Thefirst person he had gone for was Langston. It had been ease itsdlf to intimidate the young lord into
reveding the existence of the subterranean escape tunnd. Pain had diced through Thrall afresh ashe
realized that this must have been the way Taretha had managed to sneak out to seehim.

He had called the earthquakes to sedl the tunndl, so that Blackmoore would be forced to return by this
same path. While he waited, he had moved the furniture angrily out of theway, to clear asmall areafor
thisfina confrontation.

He stared as Blackmoore stumbled to his feet. Was thisreally the same man he had adored and feared
smultaneoudy asayoungster? It was hard to believe. This man was an emotiond and physica wreck.
The vague shadow of pity swept through Thral again, but he would not permit it to blot out the atrocities
that Blackmoore had committed.

“Comefor me” Thrall snarled.

Blackmoore lunged. He was quicker and more focused than Thrall had expected, given his condition,
and Thrdl actually had to react quickly to avoid being struck. He parried the blow, and waited for
Blackmoore to strike again.

The conflict ssemed to revitalize the master of Durnholde. Something like anger and determination came
into hisface, and his moves were steadier. He feinted left, then battered hard on Thrall’ sright. Even so,
Thrdl blocked effectively.

Now he pressed his own attack, surprised and a bit pleased that Blackmoore was able to defend himself
and only suffered adight grazing of his unprotected left Sde. Blackmoore redlized his weakness and
looked about for anything that could serve asashield.

Grunting, Thral tore the door off its hinges and tossed it to Blackmoore. “Hide behind the coward's
door,” hecried.

The door, while it would have made afine shield for an orc, was of coursetoo large for Blackmoore. He
shoved it asde angrily.

“It'still not too late, Thrall,” he said, shocking the orc. “Y ou can join with me and we can work
together. Of course I’ ll freethe other orcs, if you'll promisethat they’ll fight for me under my banner, just
asyouwill!”



Thrall was so furious he didn’t defend himsdlf properly as Blackmoore unexpectedly lunged. Hedidn't
get hissword up intime, and Blackmoore' s blade clanged off the armor. It was aclean blow, and the
armor was dl that stood between Thrall and injury.

“You are dill drunk, Blackmoore, if you believe for aningtant | can forget the sght of —”

Again, Thrall saw red, the recollection of Taretha s blue eyes staring at him almost more than he could
bear. He had been holding back, trying to give Blackmoore at |east afighting chance, but now he threw
that to the wind. With theimpassive rage of atida wave crashing upon aseacoast city, Thrall bore down
on Blackmoore. With each blow, each cry of rage, herelived his tormented youth at this man’s hands.
AsBlackmoore s sword flew from hisfingers, Thrall saw Taretha sface, the friendly smile that

envel oped human and orc aike, and saw no difference between them.

And when he had beaten Blackmoore into a corner, and that wreck of aman had seized adagger from
his boot and shoved it up toward Thral’ s face, narrowly missing the eye, Thrall cried out for vengeance,
and brought his sword dicing down.

Blackmoore didn’t die at once. He lay, gasping, fingersimpotently clutching his sdes as blood pumped
out in astaggering rush of red. He stared up at Thral, hiseyes glazed. Blood trickled from his mouth, and
to Thrdl’ sastonishment, he smiled.

“Youare...what| madeyou. ..l ansoproud...” hesaid, and then sagged against the wall.

Thrall stepped out of the keep into the courtyard. Driving rain pelted him. At once, Hellscream splashed
up to him. “Report,” demanded Thrall, even as his eyes swept the scene.

“We have taken Durnholde, my Warchief,” said Hellscream. He was spattered with blood and |ooked
ecgtatic, hisred eyesburning bright. “ Reinforcementsfor the humans are il leagues distant. Most of
those who have offered resstance are under our control. We have amaost completed searching the keep
and removing those who did not cometo fight. The femaes and their young are unharmed, asyou
asked.”

Thrall saw clugters of hiswarriors surrounding groups of human maes. They were seated in the mud,
glaring up at their cgptors. Now and then one would raly, but he was quickly put in hisplace. Thral
noticed that although the orcs seemed to want very badly to assault their prisoners, none did.

“Find me Langston.” Hellscream hastened to do Thrdl’ sbidding, and Thral went from cluster to cluster.
The humans were ether terrified or belligerent, but it was clear who had control of Durnholde now. He
turned as Hellscream returned, driving Langston in front of him with well-timed prods from his sword.

At once Langston dropped to hiskneesin front of Thrall. Vaguely disgusted, Thral ordered himtorise.
“Y ou arein command now, | assume?’

“Well, Sergeant . . . yes. Yes| am.”
“I have atask for you, Langston.” Thrall bent down so that the two were face-to-face. “Y ou and | know
what sort of betrayal you and Blackmoore were plotting. Y ou were going to turn traitor to your Alliance.

I”’m offering you a chance to redeem yoursdlf, if you'll tekeit.”

Langston’ s eyes searched his, and a bit of the fear left hisface. He nodded. “What would you have me
do?”



“Take amessageto your Alliance. Tdl them what has happened thisday. Tl them that if they choose
the path of peace, they will find us ready to engage in trade and cooperation with them, provided they
free the rest of my people and surrender land — good land — for our use. If they choose the path of
war, they will find an enemy thelikes of which they have never seen. Y ou thought we were strong fifteen
years past — that is as nothing to the foe they will face on the battlefield today. Y ou have had the good
fortune to survive two battleswith my army. Y ou will, | am sure, be able to properly convey the full
depths of the threat we will pose to them.”

Langston had gone pal e beneath the mud and blood on hisface. But he continued to meet Thrall’ seyes
evenly.

“Give him ahorse, and provisons,” said Thral, convinced his message had been understood. “Langston
isto ride unhindered to his betters. | hope, for the sake of your people, that they listen to you. Now, go.”

Hellscream grabbed Langston by the arm and led him to the stables. Thrall saw that, per hisingtructions,
his people who were not occupied with guarding the humans were busily taking provisions from the keep.
Horses, cattle, sheep, sacks of grain, bedding for bandages— al the things an army needed would soon
be provided to the new Horde.

There was one more man he needed to talk to, and after amoment, he found him. Sergeant’ ssmall
group of men had not surrendered their wegpons, but neither were they actudly using them. It wasa
standoff, with both orcs and humans armed, but neither particularly desirous of escalating the conflict.

Sergeant’ s eyes narrowed warily when he saw Thrall approach. The circle of orcs parted to admit their
Warchief. For along moment, Sergeant and Thrall regarded one another. Then, faster than even
Sergeant had credited him for, Thral’ s hand was on Sergeant’ s earlobe, the golden hoop firmly between
histhick green fingers. Then, just as swiftly, Thral released him, leaving the earring where it was.

“Y ou taught mewdl, Sergeant,” Thrall rumbled.

“Y ou were afine student, Thral,” Sergeant replied cautioudy.

“Blackmooreisdead,” said Thral. “Y our people are being led from the fortress and its provisions taken
even aswe speak. Durnholde stands now only because | will it to stand.” Toillustrate his point, he
stamped, once, on the ground, and the earth shook violently.

“Y ou taught me the concept of mercy. At this moment, you should be very glad of that lesson. | intend to
level Durnholdein afew moments. Y our reinforcementswill not arrive in time to be of any help to you. If
your men will surrender, they and their familieswill be permitted to leave. We will seeto it that you have

food and water, even weapons. Those who do not surrender will die in the rubble. Without thisfortress
and its knightsto protect the camps, we will find it easy to liberate the rest of our people. That was

awaysmy only god.”

“Wasit?' Sergeant said. Thrall knew hewasthinking of Blackmoore.
“Jugticewasmy god,” said Thrall. “ And that has, and will be, served.”
“Do | have your word that no one will cometo harm?’

“Youdo,” said Thral, lifting hishead to look at his people. “If you offer usno resistance, you will be



permitted to walk out fredly.”

For answer, Sergeant tossed his weapon to the muddy earth. There was asilence, and then the armed
men did likewise. The battle was over.

When everyone, human and orc, was safely away from thefortress, Thrall called upon the Spirit of
Eath.

This place serves nothing good. It housed prisoners who had done no wrong, elevated evil to
great power. Let it fall. Let it fall.

He spread out his arms and began to slamp rhythmically on the earth. Closing hiseyes, Thrall
remembered histiny cell, Blackmoore' storture, the hatred and contempt in the eyes of the men he had
trained with. The memories were shockingly painful as he sfted through them, reliving them briefly before
letting them go.

Letitfall. Let it fall!

The earth rumbled, for thefind timein this battle. The sound was ear-splitting asthe mighty stone
buildings were pulverized. Earth churned upward, dmost asif it was edting the fortress. Down it came,
the symbol to Thrall of everything he had fought against. When the earth was at last till, al that was |l eft
of the mighty Durnholde was a pile of rocks and jagged pieces of wood. A huge cheer went up from the
orcs. The humans, haggard and haunted, smply stared.

In that pile, somewhere, was Aeddas Blackmoore' s body.

“Until you bury him in your heart, you won't be able to bury him degp enough,” came avoice by his
sde Thral turned to look at Drek’ Thar.

“You arewise, Drek’ Thar,” said Thral. * Perhaps too wise.”
“Wasit good to kill him?”

Thral thought before answering. “I1t needed to be done,” he said. “ Blackmoore was poison, not just to
me, but to so many others.” He hesitated. “Before | killed him, he. . . he said that he was proud of me.
That | was what he had made me. Drek’ Thar, the thought appalls me.”

“Of course you are what Blackmoore made you,” Drek’ Thar replied, surprising and sickening Thrall
with the answer. Gently, Drek’ Thar touched Thrall’ sarmor-clad arm.

“And you are what Tarethamade you. And Sergeant, and Hellscream, and Doomhammer, and |, and
even Snowsong. Y ou are what each battle made you, and you are what you have made of yoursdlf . . .
thelord of the clans.” He bowed, then turned and left, guided by his attendant Palkar. Thrall watched
them go. He hoped that one day, he would be aswise as Drek’ Thar.

Hellscream approached. “ The humans have been given food and water, my Warchief. Our outriders
report that the human reinforcementswill shortly be closing in. We should leave.”

“Inamoment. | have aduty for you to perform.” He extended a closed fist to Hellscream, then opened
it. A slver necklace with a crescent moon dropped into Hellscream’ s outstretched hand. “Find the
humans caled Foxton. Itislikely that they have only now learned about their daughter’ s murder. Give



thisto them and tell them . . . tdl them that | grieve with them.”

Hellscream bowed, then left to do Thrall’ sbidding. Thrall took a deep breath. Behind him was his past,
the ruin that had once been Durnholde. Before him was his future, asea of green — his people, waiting,

expectant.

“Today,” he cried, raising hisvoice so that dl could hear, “today, our people have won agresat victory.
We have leveled the mighty fortress Durnholde, and broken its grasp on the encampments. But we
cannot yet rest, nor claim that we have won thiswar. There are many of our brothers and sisters who yet
languish in prisons, but we know that they will soon befree. They, like you, will tastewhat it isto bean
orc, to know the passion and power of our proud race.

“We are undefeatable. We will triumph, because our causeisjust. Let us go, and find the camps, and
smash their wals, and free our people!”

A huge cheer rose up, and Thral looked around at the thousands of proud, beautiful orcish faces. Their
mouths were open and their fists were waving, and every line of their large bodies spoke of joy and
excitement. He recdled the duggish creaturesin the encampment, and felt astab of dmost painful
pleasure as he allowed himself to realize that he had been the one to inspire them to these heights. The
thought was humbling.

A profound peace swept over him as he watched his people cry his name. After so many years of
searching, hefinaly knew where histrue destiny lay; knew deep in his boneswho hewas:

Thrall, son of Durotan . . . Warchief of the Horde.

He had come home.
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