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ONE

A Clash of Arms

Asoft, cool breeze blew through the upper branches of the mighty oak trees of the Hearthglen Woods.
A peaceful quiet had fallen over the tranquil forest, leaving Tirion Fordring alone with histhoughts. His
gray sdlion, Mirador, trotted at an easy pace dong the winding hunting path. Though game had been
strangely scarce for the past few weeks, Tirion came to hunt here whenever the opportunity presented
itself. He preferred the grandeur and crisp air of the open country to the musty, confining halls of his
keep. He had been hunting in these woods since he was asmall boy and knew their numerous, winding
trailslike the back of his hand. Thiswas the one place he could dways find refuge from the burdens and
bureaucratic pressures of his station. He mused that someday he would bring hisyoung son, Tadlan, to
hunt with him so that the boy could experience the rugged maesty of his homeland for himself.

Lord Paadin Tirion Fordring was a powerful man. He was strong in both mind and body, and was
counted as one of the grestest warriors of hisday. Though he was dightly over fifty years of age, he il
looked asfit and dynamic as he had when ayounger man. His signature bushy mustache and his neetly
trimmed brown hair were streaked with gray, but his piercing green eyes fill shone with an energy that
belied hisyears.

Tirion was the governor of the prosperous Alliance principdity of Hearthglen, alarge forested region
nestled at the crossroads between the towering Alterac M ountains and the mist-shrouded shores of
Darrowmere Lake. He was respected as ajust governor and his name and deeds were honored
throughout the kingdom of Lordaeron. His great keep, Mardenholde, was the center of commerce and
trade for the bustling region. The citizens of Hearthglen took great pride in the fact thet the keep’s mighty
walls had never fdlen to invaders, even during the darkest days of the orcish invasion of Lordaeron. Y €,
of late, Tirion was disgruntled to find adifferent kind of army scurrying worriedly through the halsof his
home.

In recent weeks the keep had been overrun with traveling dignitaries and representatives from the
various nations of the Alliance, who passed through Hearthglen on their secret diplomatic errands. He
had met with many of them in person, offering his hospitdity and ass stlance wherever he could. Though
the dignitaries were appropriately appreciative of hisefforts, Tirion could sense agrowing tenson within
al of them. He sugpected that they were charged with carrying dire news directly to the Alliance High
Council. Try ashemight, he could not discern the specifics behind their urgent communiqués. Yet Tirion
Fordring was no fool. After thirty years of serving the Alliance as a Paadin, he recognized that only one
thing could cause the otherwise stoic emissaries to be so troubled: War was returning to Lordaeron.

* * *



It had been nearly twelve years since the war against the orcish Horde had ended. It was aterrible
conflict that had raged across the northlands, leaving many of the Alliance kingdoms razed and blackened
initswake. Too many brave men fdll before the rampaging Horde was finally stopped. Tirion had lost a
number of good friends and soldiers over the course of the war. Though the Alliance had rdlied at the
eleventh hour and pulled victory from the clutches of certain defest, it had paid aheavy price. Almost an
entire generation of young men had selflesdy given their livesto insure that mankind would never be
davesto savage orc overlords.

Near the war’ s end, the battered and |eaderless orc clans were rounded up and placed within guarded
reserves near the outskirts of the Alliance lands. Though, as a precautionary measure, it was necessary to
police the reserves with full regiments of knights and footmen, the orcs remained docile and passive.
Indeed, astime passed, the orcs seemed to lose their raging bloodlust completely and lapse into astrange
communa stupor. Some supposed that the foul brutes' |ethargy was brought on by inactivity, but Tirion
remained to be convinced. He had seen, firsthand, the orcs' brutality and savagery in battle. Memories of
their heinous atrocities had plagued his dreamsfor years after the war. He, for one, would never believe
that their warlike ways had left them completely.

* * *

Tirion prayed every night, as he dways had, that conflict would never endanger his people again.
Perhaps naively, he hoped fervently that his young son would be spared the rigors and horrors of war. As
aPaadin, he had seen far too many children orphaned or |eft for dead over the course of the tragic
conflict. He wondered how any child could not become cold and disassociated when faced with terror
and violence dl around them. He would certainly never alow that to happen to his own boy, that was
certain. Y e, despite his best wishes, he could not ignore the redlity of the present Situation. His closest
aldes and advisors had been telling him of the grim rumors for months now—that the orcs were once
again onthe move. Hard asit wasto believe, the presence of so many emissariesin hiskeep confirmed it
to betrue.

If the orcs were foolish enough to rise up again, he would do whatever it took in order to stop them.
Duty had aways been the one congtant in hislife. He had spent the mgority of hisyears defending
Lordaeron in one way or another. Though he had not been born a noble, his enthusiasm and honor had
won him therank of knight at the tender age of eighteen. Tirion served hisking with undying loyaty and
won agrest dedl of respect from his superiors. Y ears|ater, when the orcsfirst invaded Lordaeron, intent
on crushing civilization, he was one of thefirst knightsto be given the honor of standing with Uther the
Lightbringer and being anointed asaholy Paadin.

Uther, Tirion, and anumber of devout knights were hand-picked by the Archbishop Alonsus Faol to
becomeliving vessdls of the holy Light. Their specid, sacred charge was twofold: aided by the holy Light,
the Paladinswould not only lead the fight againgt the vile forces of darkness, but heal the wounds inflicted
upon the innocent citizens of humanity aswdl. Tirion and hisfellowswere given the divine power to hedl
wounds and cure diseases of every kind. They were imbued with great strength and wisdom that enabled
themto raly their brethren and give glory to the Light. Indeed, the Paladins |leadership and strength
helped to turn the tide of the war and insure the surviva of humanity.

Though his own Light-given powers had waned somewhat over the years, Tirion could il fed strength
and grace flow through hisaging limbs. Surely he would have strength enough when he needed it the
most. For his son and for his people, he would have strength enough, he vowed.

* * *



Clearing his head of concerns, Tirion stopped to get his bearings. To his surprise, hefound that he'd
wandered much farther up the winding path than he’ d intended. The path snaked itsway up and over the
densely forested mountain. There were no outposts thisfar up, Tirion remembered. Asamatter of fact,
he couldn’t recal the last time he had ventured up thisfar. He took amoment to drink in the raw beauty
of the place. He could hear babbling streams nearby and smell the clean, crisp air. The sky was blue and
clear as he watched two facons circle high above. Hetruly loved thisland. He told himsdlf that he'd
return to this spot when amore opportune moment presented itself. Running his hand through histhinning,
graying hair, he chided himsdf for becoming so lost in thought. He had come out to hunt, after dl. Tirion
deftly turned his mount around on the thin path and spurred Mirador to a quicker pace back down the
mountain. He pulled sharply on the reins and steered his faithful mount into the dense woods.

After afew minutes he dowed his pace and gdloped into awide clearing that surrounded the ruins of an
abandoned guard tower. He stopped near the old tower’ s base and peered up at the lonely structure.
Like many other ruinsthat dotted theland, it was a painful reminder of adarker time. Thetower’ swalls
were broken and scarred by blackened blastmarks. Obvioudy the work of orcish catapults, he thought.
He remembered how the destructive machines had hurled their fiery projectiles from great distances and
devastated entire villages during the war. He wondered how the ruined structure could still be standing
after having been | eft to the unforgiving eementsfor so long. While examining the tower’ s base he caught
sght of strange tracks upon the ground. He dismounted to inspect them. His blood nearly frozein his
veins as heredlized that the oversized tracks had not been made by any man—and that they were fresh.

Tirion quickly looked around and found more tracks scattered throughout the clearing. He surmised that
orcs had been here within the past few days at least. Could the vile brutes be mobilizing so soon, he
wondered? No. There had to be some other explanation. Hearthglen’ s borders were secure. There was
no way that agroup of orcs could go undetected in hisland for any length of time. Subtlety, of dl things,
was definitely not a part of their nature. His scouts and guardsmen would have been derted to any orcish
incursion into Hearthglen immediately upon their arrival. Y et the fresh tracks were there, just the same.

* * *

Tirion walked Mirador around to the back of the tower and drew his heavy bastard sword from the
scabbard attached to his saddle. He wished fervently that he had brought his mighty warhammer instead.
Though he was wdll-practiced with a blade, he would have preferred to widd histraditional hammer, as
al Paadinsdid in theface of danger.

As gedthily as he could, Tirion crept around the tower and entered through what was | eft of itsfront
door. A number of large wooden beams had falen from the rickety ceiling and splintered al over the
chipped stone floor. He inspected the dilapidated guardroom and found asmall, makeshift fire pit near a
ragged, patchwork bedroll. Thefirein the ash-laden pit had only recently burnt out. Apparently the orcs
had taken up residence within the old tower. Strangely, he saw no weapons or token trophies, which
orcswere fond of collecting. He wondered what could possess the brutes to so recklessy squat on
Alliance-hdd lands,

Deciding to return to the keep and gather his men, Tirion exited the tower and strode boldly out into the
clearing. To hissurprise, heimmediately locked eyes with a gargantuan orc, who had suddenly emerged
from the tree line. The orc, who seemed as startled as Tirion, dropped the bundle of firewood it had been
carrying and reached for the broad battle-ax that was dung to its back. Tirion gritted his teeth and
brandished his own sword threateningly. Slowly, the orc planted his feet firmly on the ground, undinging
the mighty ax.



It had been years since Tirion had laid eyes on an orc. He looked upon the brute with unabashed awe
and revulsion. Y et, through his surging adrenaline, Tirion noticed that there was something quite different
about thisorc. Certainly, the creature was asimmense and well-muscled as any other he had behdld. Its
coarse, green skin and ape-like stance marked it as clearly as any other orc. Evenits hideous tusks and
pointed ears were reminiscent of every savage that Tirion had faced during the war. But something in the
cregture s stature and demeanor seemed different. There was an aged weight in its stance and far too
many wrinkles around its eyes. Itsratty beard and ritually top-knotted hair bore heavy streaks of gray.
Where mogt orc warriors adorned themsel ves with mismatched plates of armor and spiked gauntlets, this
onewore only stitched furs and ruddy lesther pants. Its cam lethdity and assured, comfortable battle
stance clearly indicated that this orc was no rampaging youngster, but, indeed, a seasoned veteran.
Despiteits apparent age, it was potentially more dangerous than any orc Tirion had ever faced.

The hulking creature sood motionlessfor along moment, asif daring Tirion to make thefirst move.
Tirion quickly surveyed the tree line to make certain there were no other orcs preparing to ambush him.
Peering back at the orc, he found that it had not moved even aninch. The orc nodded asif to confirm
that it was done. The creature’ sknowing gaze left Tirion with the impression that it wanted hisfull
attention before it engaged him in combat.

Fedling somewhat unhinged by the orc’s cdm demeanor, Tirion lunged forward. The orc easly
Sdestepped Tirion'sinitia attack and brought his great ax around in awide arc. Reflexively, Tirion
ducked under the savage strike and rolled into a defensive crouch. Seizing the moment, he thrust his
blade up at the orc’ s exposed belly. The creature expertly blocked the thrust with the haft of hisax, and
legpt backward to give himsdaf more room to maneuver. Tirion feinted to hisright and then brought his
blade around in asweeping reverse thrust. Momentarily caught off guard by the clever move, the orc
whirled around in the opposite direction and brought hisax down in afast overhead swipe, meant to cut
Tirionintwo. Tirion rolled out of the way asthe ax crashed down only inches from where he had stood.
The two opponents straightened and squared off once more. They stared at one another in surprise.
Tirion had to admit that the orc was as formidable afoe as he had ever faced. The grim smile that passed
over the orc’ sbedtid face seemed to impart asimilar respect for Tirion’sown abilities.

* * *

They began to circle one another, each sizing up the other’ s strengths and weaknesses. Tirion was again
surprised by the orc’s demeanor and focus. Every other orc he had encountered had rushed forward
with reckless abandon, preferring savagery and brute force to finesse and tactica maneuvering. Thisorc,
however, demonstrated remarkable skill and self-control.

For amoment, Tirion wondered whether or not he could actually best the creature. For a split second,
heworried that histired limbs and reflexeswould fail him at acrucid moment. Sporadic thoughts of his
bel oved wife and son being | eft to fend for themsda ves without him flashed through his mind, weakening
his resolve by afraction. With aderisive snort, he shook off his doubts and readied hisweapon. He had
faced death ahundred times. He had ajob to do. He relaxed dightly and reminded himsdlf that his battle
ingincts were as sharp as ever. And he had the power of the Light on his side. No matter how impressive
the orc’ sfighting prowess might be, it was till a creature of darkness asfar as he was concerned—it was
the siworn enemy of humanity, and for that it had to die.

* * *

Rushing forward with grim resolve, Tirion dashed at the orc with every ounce of strength he could



muster. The orc was forced to give ground before the Paladin’ s furious attack. Tirion pushed the orc
backward until it felt asif his sword arm would burst into flames. The orc managed to block and counter
anumber of the Paladin’ sthrusts, but was thrown off-baance by an expertly placed strike. Tirion cut a
gaping gash in the orc’ sthigh, sending the brute sumbling into the dust. The old orc grunted loudly asit
dammed down onto the packed dirt. Gripping its bloodied leg in pain, the orc attempted to rise again,
clearly expecting Tirion to take advantage of its precarious position. To its obvious surprise, Tirion
backed off and dowly motioned for it to rise. The orc blinked in astonishment.

Tirion was a Pdadin—aKnight of the Slver Hand—and to him, butchering afalen foein the midst of
single combat was unquestionably dishonorable. The holy code of his Order demanded that he give the
orc areprieve. He nodded to the orc in assurance, and once more motioned for him to rise. Gritting his
sharp, yelowed teeth in pain, the orc dowly recovered hisax and got to hisfeet. They stood therefor a
moment, facing each other with eyeslocked. The orc straightened dightly and raised his clenched fist to
hisheart. A sdute, Tirion redlized. Now it was Tirion’sturn to blink in disbelief. Certainly no savage orc
had ever sdluted him in battle before. He conceded that perhaps there was more to the fierce creature
than he would have guessed. Neverthdless, it was his enemy. He nodded to the orc in understanding and
raised hissword again.

Thistimeit was the orc who surged forward. Unable to support its great weight upon its wounded leg,
the orc was forced to lunge at the Paladin with short, violent legps. Widding its heavy ax with one hand,
the mighty orc dashed wildly at Tirion. The Paladin was hard-pressed to evade the brute’' s savage blows,
and was forced back toward the tower’ s entrance. Barely dodging a particularly bruta strike, Tirion
crashed into the guardroom through the open doorway. Momentarily stunned, Tirion roared asthe
razor-sharp ax bit deep into hisleft arm. Fighting to keep hishead clear from pain, he managed to dash
at the orc’ s exposed hand. The surprised orc howled in rage as his ax clattered upon the stone floor.
Tirion moved in, hoping to end the dud as quickly aspossble.

Instantly, the orc grabbed hold of afallen beam and swung at the advancing Paadin.

Tirion backed up a pace as the orc swung the beam in aclumsy arc. The beam smashed into the brittle
wall. Dust and loose rock rained down from the high ceiling. The remaining beams creaked and groaned
asthetower’ swalls shifted their weight. Tirion continued his attack, cutting the orc’ s makeshift weapon
to splinterswith every fevered strike. Redlizing the desperate nature of its Situation, the orc dropped what
was |eft of the beam and lunged Straight at Tirion with its Snewy arms outstretched. Howling in fury, the
massive orc reached out for Tirion’ sthroat. The Paladin managed to stab the orc once before the full
weight of the creature’ s body dammed into his. The two entangled combatants crashed into the
weskened wall astherickety celling finaly gave way and collgpsed down upon them.

* * *

Tirion woke to the sounds of creaking timber and clattering stone. He blinked asthick clouds of dust
settled dl around him. All esewas black in the shattered guardroom. His body was numb, but he could
fed agreat pressure upon his chest. Asthe dust cleared, he could see that he was pinned under alarge,
split beam. Hislegs, too, were pinned beneath immense chunks of mortar. Frantically, he looked around
for any dgn of the orc. He would be defensdessif the creature decided to finish him off. Reaching down,
he grabbed hold of the beam and heaved with dl of hisremaining strength. The beam toppled to the sde
and clattered againgt the rubble.

Pain immediately flooded Tirion’s body. His head swam as the open cut on his arm gushed his precious
blood upon the floor. He attempted to lift himsalf up and felt an acute burst of pain as his broken ribs
ground againgt one another. Hisright leg, too, et likeit might be broken beneath the heavy blocks of



mortar. His battered body regling from agony and exhaustion, Tirion felt asif he would black out. He
could hear the remaining walls of the structure creaking and groaning. The whole tower was going to
collapse. With consciousness rapidly dipping away, Tirion sensed arustling behind him. Fighting to stay
awake, Tirion barely turned to seethe orc’ s green, menacing hands reaching out for him. His gasp of
terror was cut short as blackness overtook him.

TWO

Unanswered Questions

Sunlight cascaded down from the open skylight in the cathedral’ s vaulted ceiling. Dust motes
spiraled in a lazy dance, blown by the soft wind that wafted through the grandiose hall. Rows of
large, white candles stood before the base of an immense triptych window of stained glass. The
image of a proud, regal warrior was depicted in the window. Thousands of tiny, colored shards of
glass portrayed the man’s broad features and noble bearing. Surrounded by a halo of golden light,
the man held a mighty warhammer in one hand and a large, leatherbound tome in the other. The
inscription on the tome read: “ Esarus thar no’ Darador” —* By Blood and Honor We Serve.”

Tirion Fordring looked up toward the colorful image and felt his spirit soar. Kneeling upon an
ornately carved dais, Tirion humbly bowed his head in prayer. To hisleft, a group of somber men
dressed in flowing white robes stood in attendance. They were clerics—warrior priests—who
hailed from the Northshire region. The pious clerics were present in order to offer Tirion their
support andspiritual guidance, should herequireit. To hisimmediate right, another group stood
in observance, all dressed in heavy suits of highly polished armor. They were the Knights of the
Slver Hand—the Paladins. The shining Paladins wer e the champions of Lordaeron and the
Alliance. They stood in support of Tirion—the newest initiate to their hallowed ranks. Before him
was a vast altar that lay directly beneath the enormous stained glass window. The streaming
sunlight was focused at the center of the altar, where another robed man sat in meditative silence,
cradling a large book in hislap. Tirion was only vaguely aware of the others gathered in the
cathedral behind him, chatting anxiously while waiting for the ceremony to begin.

The robed man on the altar raised his hand, calling for the gathered massesto fall silent. Tirion
held his breath. This was the moment for which he had waited. The robed man stood and slowly
walked forward to address the kneeling Tirion. The Archbishop stopped as he reached the ornate
dais and opened the large book he had been holding. With a voice like thunder, the Archbishop
read aloud:

“In the Light, we gather to empower our brother. In its grace, he will be made anew. Inits
power, he shall educate the masses. In its strength, he shall combat the shadow. And, inits
wisdom, he shall lead his brethren to the eternal rewards of paradise.” Finishing the verse, the
Archbishop closed the book and turned toward the men on the left. Tirion felt a rush of
excitement sweep through his body. He breathed in deeply and tried to focus on the solemnity of
the moment.

“ Clerics of the Northshire, if you deem this man worthy, place your blessings upon him,” the
Archbishop said in a ritualistic tone. One of the white-robed men walked forward, carrying an
embroidered dark blue stole in his hands. The Cleric reached the dais and reverently placed the
blessed stole around Tirion’s neck. He dipped his thumb in a small vial of sacred oil and anointed
Tirion's sweating brow with it.



“ By the grace of the Light, may your brethren be healed,” the Cleric said in a whisper. He bowed
and backed away to stand once more amongst his fellows.

The Archbishop turned to the men on the right and spoke again: “ Knights of the Slver Hand, if
you deem this man worthy, place your blessings upon him.”

Two of the armored men moved forward with obvious pride on their faces and stood solemnly in
front of the dais. One of the men held a great, two-handed warhammer. The hammer’s silvery
head was etched with holy runes and its haft was meticulously wrapped in blue leather. Tirion
could only marvel at the weapon’s exceptional craftsmanship and beauty. The knight laid the
hammer on the dais before Tirion’ s feet. He then bowed his head and backed away. The second
knight, carrying dual ceremonial shoulder plates, stepped forward and looked Tirion in the eye.
He was Saidan Dathrohan, one of Tirion’s closest friends. The knight’ s face was alight with pride
and excitement. Tirion smiled knowingly. Visibly composing himself, Saidan placed the silver
shoulder plates upon Tirion's shoulders and spoke in a stern voice. “ By the strength of the Light,
may your enemies be undone.”

After he finished speaking, Saidan adjusted the silver plates so that the blue stole streamed out
from beneath them. He then backed away and returned to the group of attendant knights. Tirion’s
heart pounded in his chest. He was so overcome with joy that he felt almost light-headed. The
Archbishop strode forward once again and placed his hand upon Tirion's head.

“ Arise and be recognized,” he said. Tirion got to his feet and marveled at the sheer magnitude of
the honor being bestowed upon him. The Archbishop leveled his gaze at Tirion, then read aloud
from the book.

“Do you, Tirion Fordring, vow to uphold the honor and codes of the Order of the Slver Hand?”
“1do,” Tirionreplied earnestly.

“Do you vow to walk in the grace of the Light and spread its wisdom to your fellow man?”

“1 do.

“ Do you vow to vanquish evil wherever it be found, and protect the weak and innocent with your
very life?”

Tirion swallowed hard and nodded while saying, “ By my blood and honor, | do.” He exhaled
softly, overcome with emotion.

The Archbishop closed the book and walked back toward the center of the altar.

Turning to face the entire assembly, the Archbishop said, “ Brothers—you who have gathered
here to bear withess—raise your hands and let the Light illuminate this man.” Each of the Clerics
and knights raised their right hands and pointed toward Tirion. To Tirion’s amazement, their
hands began to glow with asoft, golden radiance. He supposed that, in the excitement of the
moment, his eyes were playing tricks on him. Yet, as he watched in wonder, the sunlight that
poured in from above began to move slowly across the floor. Asif in response to the assembly’' s
command, the light came to rest upon Tirion himself. Partially blinded by the intense radiance,
Tirion felt his body warmed and energized by its holy power. Every fiber of his being was ignited



by divine fire. He could sense life-giving energies flowing through his limbs, energies enough to
heal any wound or cure any disease. He mused that these energies were enough to burn even the
souls of the accur sed denizens of the shadow. Despite himself, he shuddered involuntarily.

Ablaze with hope and joy, Tirion knelt down and took hold of the mighty hammer—the symbol of
his holy appointment and station. With joyous tears streaming down his face, he raised his head
and looked toward the Archbishop, who smiled warmly back at him.

“ Arise, Tirion Fordring—Paladin defender of Lordaeron. Welcome to the Order of the Slver
Hand.”

The entire assembly erupted in cheers. Trumpets blared from the high bal conies and the cheerful
din echoed through the vastness of the Cathedral of Light.

* * *

Tirion woke with agtart. The sound of children’ sfrolicking laughter came through the nearby window.
Outsde he could hear the familiar sounds of commerce and trade being conducted within the grounds of
Mardenholde keep. He was home, in his own bed. Shaking his head to clear hisgroggy mind, he
wondered how long he had dept. His sheets were soaked with sweat and he smelled asif he hadn’t
bathed in aweek. His head was pounding so hard he felt asif it would burst. Sghing heavily, he
remembered that he had been dreaming. Hetried to recall the dream’ s details, but due to the incessant
pounding in hisskull, he could only grasp the faintest flashes of imagery: arobed man, ashiny hammer,
and aviciousorc.A vicious orc? He surmised that he had dreamt of his gppointment as a Paladin. But
surely there were no orcs present at that joyous ceremony. Slowly, moreimages beganto flashin his
mind. There had been afight between himself and the orc—and he had lost. Nonsense, he thought
absently. He mused that his dreams were becoming even moreimagingtivein hisold age.

Lifting his head from the sweat-soaked pillow, he attempted to get up and out of bed. A searing pain
shot through him and he lay back down, panting for breath. He stripped the blankets from his body and
saw that his entire midsection had been neatly bandaged. Bruises and small |acerations covered most of
his aching body. He was surprised to find that his arm had also been dressed and bandaged. Franticdly,
he tried to recall what had happened to him. Had the fight against the orc been real? For some strange
reason, his memory seemed hazy and duggish. His face contorted with pain as he struggled out of bed.
Wrapping himsdlf in his dressing robe, he made hisway toward the Sitting room of his private chambers.

Hefound hisyoung wife, Karandra, Stting quietly with her needlework in alarge plush chair near an
open window. At seeing him enter the room, Karandra threw down her embroidery and rushed to meet
him. She hugged him warmly, careful not to squeeze him too tightly.

“Thank the Light, you're awake,” she said. Her young, ddlicate features were fixed with both relief and
concern. Her blue eyes seemed to stare straight through him, asthey dways did. He smiled back and
kissed her forehead lightly. He marveled, for perhaps the ten thousandth time, at her beauty. “I was
beginning to wonder if you were going to deep clear through midyear,” she said. His eyebrow arched
questioningly as he stroked her soft, golden hair.

“What do you mean? How long have | dept?’ he asked.

“Nearly four days,” shereplied flatly. Tirion blinked in disbelief.

“Four days,” he mumbled to himsdf. That would explain the hazy memory, he mused.



“Karandra, what’ s happened to me? Why have | dept solong?’ he asked. She shrugged, shaking her
head dightly.

“WEe re not exactly sure what happened to you,” shereplied. “Y ou lft in the morning to go hunting and
were gone for hours. Since you' reamost never latein returning, | wasworried that you’ d been hurt. |
sent Arden out to find you.” Tirion smiled. Arden was the captain of the kegp’ s guards, and perhaps his
most loyd friend. He should have guessed that Arden would go searching for him. Karandra continued,
“Just as he was leaving the keep, he came across you atop Mirador. He said that you were unconscious
when hefound you, and that you’ d been tied to the saddle with your own reins.”

Tirion cupped his aching head in hishands. “ Tied to my saddle? None of this makes any sense,” he said
wesrily.

She placed her cool hand againgt his forehead, soothingly. “Y our ribs were broken and your arm had
been diced open. We feared you had been attacked by arogue bristlebear. Barthilas healed you as soon
as Arden brought you insgde.”

Tirion sat down heavily in her chair.Barthilas? Barthilas had healed him? The youth was only recently
anointed as a Paladin, and Tirion was surprised to hear that his powers had devel oped so quickly. The
somewhat arrogant but devout Barthilas had been assigned as Tirion's Second—his successor asLord
Pdadin over Hearthglen. He had tutored the young Paadin in the ways of their holy Order and instructed
him in the protocols of the politica arena. Though he was glad the youth had been able to heal him, he
had other matters to ponder.Had the fight with the orc really taken place ?

Karandraknedled down, closeto him. “Barthilas healing taxed you grestly, and left him exhausted. As
you dept, you cried out anumber of timesin delirium,” shesaid.

Helooked at her questioningly. “And?’ he asked.

“Wall,” she began with alook of concern crossing her face, “you were rambling on about orcs, Tirion.
Y ou said that there were orcsin Hearthglen.”

Helaid back in the chair wearily. The memories of the furious encounter came rushing back at him. The
fighthad been real. He looked into her crystal blue eyes and nodded grimly.

“Itwas an orc,” hetold her. Karandra sat back on her feet, mouth agape.

“Light save us,” she muttered. Just then the door dammed open and five-year-old Taglan came
bounding into the room.

“Poppal Poppa!” the boy shouted, running over to his parents. Karandra straightened and stood up as
Taelan legped up into Tirion’ slap. Tirion grunted asthe small boy threw himsdlf againgt his sore chest.

“Taelan, my boy, how areyou?’ he asked, wrapping his son up in ahearty hug. Taglan beamed a coy
smile up at him and shrugged his shoulders. *“Have you been good for your mother?” Taelan nodded
excitedly.

“He' smindful often enough,” Arden’s strong voice boomed from the doorway. “But he' sjust as
rambunctious as hisfather ever was.” Karandrasmiled warmly at theloya guardsman as he entered the
room. “1 hope I’'m not intruding on anything. | saw Taelan there heading thisway like araging ogre and



thought to catch him before he woke you, Tirion. It seems| shouldn’t have worried.” With agrunt, Tirion
rosewith Taglan in hisarms and waked forward to greet his old friend. The two shook hands heartily.

“Karandratellsmethat | should thank you for hauling me back to the keep. Honestly, Arden, if | had a
gold mark for every time you' ve fished me out of trouble. . .”

“Nonsense. | just led your horse back. If you thank anyone, it should be Barthilas. He just about burnt
himsalf out trying to heal you. Y ou’ d taken a pretty good besting, old friend. In any case, I'm glad to see
you back amongst the living. Y ou had us concerned therefor awhile.”

“I know,” Tirion said. “ There are some things we should discuss, immediately.” Arden nodded, casting a
sdelong look at Taelan and Karandra. Catching the captain’ s subtle hint, Karandratook Taglan from
Tirion'sarmsand sad, “I'll leave you both to it, then. Y ou’ ve got plansto make. And thislittle one needs
to go down for hisnap.” She kissed the boy on the cheek. Taelan, whining with displeasure, struggled to
break free of her firm grasp. Karandralaughed softly to hersdlf.

“Judt like hisfather,” she said with agiggle. Both Tirion and Arden smiled as she | eft.

“I'll seeyou later, son,” Tirion said, watching them leave. Once they were out of earshot, he turned to
face Arden, hisface amask of concern.

“It wasan orc, Arden. Morethan likdly, it' sgtill dive. Asfar as| could tell, it was done out there. And,
until we know otherwise, | want to keep this between us and whoever €l se was on hand when you
brought mein. | don’t want to panic the entire province in case thiswasjust asolitary incident.”

Arden’ s strong jaw tightened noticeably. “ There may be aproblem on that front aready, milord.
Barthilas and | were both on hand while you dept. We both heard you mutter about the orc,” he said.
Tirion grimaced as Arden continued. “Y ou know Barthilasaswell as| do. Once he heard you say ‘orc,’
he flew into arage and started calling for afull regiment to scour the countryside in search of any more of
the brutes. | nearly had to sit on him to cam him down.”

“| gppreciate the lad’ s enthusiasm, but hisfervor could be problematic,” Tirion stated wryly.

“That would be an understatement,” Arden added, smiling. Both men had recognized early on Barthilas
amost zedlous obsession to face orcsin battle. Barthilas' parents had been murdered by orcs during the
war, which had |ft the traumatized youth orphaned and inconsolable. Deciding to spend the rest of his
life combating the orcs' evil, Barthilas underwent years of rigoroustraining and sudy. Y &, tragicdly, the
fiery youth was accepted as a Pdadin only after the war had ended. Despite dl histraining and
preparation, Barthilas was tortured by the fact that he wouldn't have the chance to avenge his daughtered
parents. He dso felt that he could only win the respect of his superiors by bloodying his hands glorioudy
in battle, asthey had during the war. He dreamed of becoming amighty hero and taking vengeance upon
the creatures that had taken hisfamily from him.

Although he empathized with the younger Paladin, Tirion knew that that kind of thinking could lead to
disaster. “1 doubt he' s been tight-mouthed about my encounter. Especidly after he healed my wounds.
How many know about this, Arden?’ Tirion asked anxioudly.

“Rumors have been flying al around the keep for the past few days. Persondly, I’ ve heard just about
everything from an orc raiding party to afull-fledged invasion force waiting to descend upon us. Y ou
know how it is. People are terrified that the Horde will return. And Barthilas, specificaly, isterrified that
hewon't get to defeet it Snglehandedly if it ever does,” Arden replied. Tirion patted him reassuringly on



the shoulder.

“Let’sjust hopeit doesn't cometo that,” Tirion said in earnest. “ Assemble my advisors. We'll discuss
thisfurther in council.” Arden saluted crisply and turned to leave. Tirion cleared histhroat. “ Arden,” he
said softly. “Onelast thing . . .” Arden stopped in histracks and stiffened. “Y ou saw the shape | wasin
when you found me?’

“Yes” Ardenreplied.

“There' snoway | could havetied mysdlf to Mirador and found my way homein that condition.”

“No, milord. There snoway.”

“And you saw no one else out there? No one who could have hel ped me and led the horse back here?’

“No, milord. There was no one about. | even went back later to search for tracks. | found nothing.
Someone definitely tied you to your horse. And, for the life of me, | can’t figure out who,” Arden
finished. Tirion nodded and motioned for him to go. Left alone, Tirion pondered on who his anonymous
savior could have been. Asfar as he knew, the only two people in the woods that morning were himself
and the mysterious old orc. Briefly, Tirion wondered if it was the orc that had saved him. His past
experience with the creatures prompted him to disregard the notion. The bestid creatures had no notion
of honor. From al he had seen of them, he was certain that they would never go out of their way to show
compassion toward another creature, least of al ahated enemy. Still, despite his convictions, Tirion's
inginctstold him that it had been the orc after dll.

* * *

Candlesfluttered in the medium-size council room. At the room’s center sat alarge oak table, covered
by an immense map that displayed the lands of Hearthglen down to the most minute detail. Six men were
seated around the table, conversing amongst themsalves. At the head of the table sat Tirion, who stared
quietly at the section of map that indicated the woodlands surrounding the ruined tower. Lost in thought,
Tirion wasdisnterested in hisadvisors' idle conversation. He couldn’t tear his mind from the nagging
guestion—who had saved him and led his horse home? He remembered clearly that the orc had saluted
him when he dlowed the creature areprieve during their combat. Perhaps the brute had some semblance
of honor after dl, Tirion mused. No, it had to be amistake. Orcswere vile and savage. Their kind knew
nothing of civility or compassion, he reminded himself. But till, his heart told him that it wasthe orc who
hed saved him.

Histhoughts were interrupted as the door swung open to admit atall, dender young man. Resplendent in
hisslver plate armor, with adeep green cloak flowing behind him, Barthilas looked every bit the
crusading Pdladin. Though he was nearly thirty years younger than Tirion, Barthilashed hisoath asa
Knight of the Silver Hand as sacred asthe elder Pdladin did. Asaways, Barthilas moved with afluid
grace, barely even acknowledging the presence of the other men in the room. Brash and somewhat
pompous, Barthilas rarely went out of hisway to acknowledge anyone who was not a Light-blessed
Pdadin.

Tirion stood and saluted the younger man as he entered.
“Greetings, Barthilas. | thank you for your hedling. If not for you, I’ d have gone on my way to join the

Light,” Tirion said, rubbing his still soreribs. Although hiswounds had hedled completdly, hisbody was
gtill tender. Barthilas shook his head dismissvely and returned Tirion's sdute.



“It was nothing, milord. | did just asyou would have donefor meif the circumstances had been
reversed,” Barthilas said confidently. “1 dearly wish that it had been mefacing that orc. If | had, its head
would now adorn the keep’ s battlements.” Tirion noticed afew of the advisors exchanging surprised
glances. Aswas usudly the case, the young Paladin’ s enthusiasm bordered on impertinence. Tirion
smiled at the young man with practiced patience. “Which, of course,” Barthilas continued, “is not to say
that you couldn’t have defeated the brute yourself, milord.”

“Wadl, I'm sure you would have put the fear of the Allianceinto it, at least, Barthilas. Just the same, for
thetime being, | don’t want any of you discussing this matter with anyone dse. I’d rather not rilethe
citizenry until we have a better understanding of what we' re dedling with here,” Tirion said.

Barthilas nearly choked. “Milord, with respect, are you suggesting that we keep slent while the enemy
creeps unhindered through our lands? We must scour the woodsimmediately! Every second we waste
here could provide the orcs with enough timeto—" Tirion cut him off.

“Y ou are assuming that there are more orcs out there, Barthilas. | wasthere, and | saw none. | will not
sound the cdl to arms before we' ve confirmed the facts. Thisis not the timeto start jJumping at shadows.
Wemust remain calm and bevigilant.”

“Jumping at shadows? An orcish force somehow dips undetected into our lands, one of its members
beats you to apulp, and you want to remain cam? Thisismadness!” A few of the advisors gasped at the
young man'’ s audacity, but Barthilas continued, unabated. “We should mobilize ahunting party right this
ingant!”

Tirion clenched hisfists and tried to keep his voice even. The advisors, who had kept silent during their
heated exchange, seemed incensed by Barthilas' disrespectful rantings.

“You'll watch your tone with me, boy. | am still governor of this province, and your direct superior asa
Pdadin. For solong as| am, wewill do thingstheway| seefit. Y ou are to stand down and remain within
the keep’ sgrounds until | order you to do otherwise. Isthat clear?” Tirion growled.

Barthilas was beside himsdlf with rage. “I hope and pray to the Light that milord isn’t so shaken by his
recent beating that he fearsto do his clear duty.”

“That will beenough, Barthilag! Y ou've gonetoo far!” one of the councilor’ s shouted. Bristling with
anger, Tirion stepped up to the young Paladin and looked him dead in the eye.

“Y ou may leave my council room now,” he said to Barthilas.

The young Paadin choked back hisrage and steadied himsdlf. He cdmed visibly. “ Of course, milord,”
hesaidinastrained voice. “1 will await your orders eagerly.” With that he snapped a crisp saute and | eft
the room.

“Yes, I'msureyou will,” Tirion said grimly. Everyone seemed to Sigh asthe tension drained from the
room. Tirion rubbed his eyes wesarily and sat back down.

One of the advisors spoke. “Milord, heis brash, but heisagood man at heart. I'm sure he didn’t

mean—

“I know what heis. And | know what he meant. Barthilas has aways been ruled by his passons.



They’ re what make him an exceptiona Paadin. However, they aso make him aliability in delicate
dtuations,” Tirion sated. Hefdt tired, like an old man. “ Once he cams down, he'll come around. He

awaysdoes”

“But milord, what if he’ sright? What if there are more orcs out there waiting to strike at us, and we Sit
here and do nothing?’ the advisor asked.

Tirion ran hisfingers over the spot on the map that indicated the broken tower. “ Under no circumstances
will I donothing, old friend. Il take care of this matter myself.” Before they had a chanceto argue the
point further, he rose and waked toward the exit, leaving the advisorsto stare at one another in
confusion. “But on the off chancethat heisright . . . may the Light help usdl.”

Later that evening, Tirion sat donein the keep’'s pacious dining hdl. His plate of food had gone cold,
and he picked at it absently with hisfork. He was thinking about the old orc again. Wasit truly possible
that the orc had saved hislife? He would haveto find out soon. If Barthilas wasright, then everything
he' d worked for could come crashing down at any moment.

Behind him he heard aquiet scuffling of small feet. Looking around, he saw deepy-eyed Taglan
emerging from the adjoining Stting room.

“Shouldn’t you be adegp, young man?’ he asked. The boy crawled into hislap and looked up a himin
awe. Tirion smiled at his son, thinking how much the boy resembled his mother. Sandy blond hair. Big
blue eyes. He was certainly a sweet, innocent child, Tirion thought.

“Did the green men come back again, Poppa?’ Taglan asked. Tirion nodded and ruffled the boy’ s hair.
“Yes. But you don't need to worry, son. Y ou'll be safe enough herein the keep.”
“Are you going to fight the green men, Poppa?’ the boy asked. Tirion's brow creased.

“I don’'t know yet, son. | just don’t know.”

THREE

A Warrrior's Tde

Tirion woke early the next morning. Slipping out of bed so as not to wake Karandra, he dressed and
made hisway down to his persona ready room. There, displayed upon an ornate stand near the
darkened room’ s center, was hisarmor. The heavy Slver plateswith their gold lining shone brightly in the
early morning light, despite the numerous gouges and dents that covered them. Scar s of battle, he thought
warily. Any one of the degp gouges could have sgnified afata wound, had he been aless cautious man
over theyears. He hoped silently that hisluck would hold out with whatever troubles were coming.

Asquietly as he could, he dipped the armor plates on one at atime and buckled them into place. Once
finished, he stood in front of afull-length mirror and looked himself over. Helooked much the same ashe
aways had, despite afew more gray hairsframing histired face. He marveled a how well the heavy suit
gl fit after dl these years. He had to admit to feeling a certain indestructibility every time he wore the
armor. Y et that was ayoung man’ s notion. No one was invincible.No one lived forever, he thought

gimly.



Walking over to the stone fireplace set into the far wall, Tirion reached out for histrusty warhammer,
which rested on the oak mantel above. The expertly weighted hammer felt good in his hands. The holy
runes etched in its head shone as brightly asthey ever had.

“With any luck, | won't need your strength today, old friend,” he muttered. He tucked the hammer under
his arm and strode down toward the keep's stables.

* * *

The sunwas just breaking over the distant Alterac pesks as Tirion finished saddling Mirador. He dung
the hammer into its saddle-hoop and made ready to mount the seasoned warhorse. He put hisfoot in the
dtirrup and grunted in pain. Hisribs il ached, and the heavy armor madeit difficult for himto pull his
own weight up.

“May | ask what you' re doing?’ asuspicious voice asked from the stable' s dark entryway. Tirion took
hisfoot from the stirrup and turned to face Arden. The captain of the guard’ s face was stern and etched
with concern.

“I am going to investigate the tower’ sruins. If the orcs are planning an invasion of my land, then I’ll find
proof of it mysdf,” Tirion sadflatly.

Arden nodded. “Great. Then I'll saddle up and go with you.”

“I do not wish to have company. Thisis something | must do aone, Arden,” Tirion said. Therewasiron
in hisvoice, and the captain’ s concern grew more gpparent.

“I don't likethis, Tirion. What exactly are you trying to prove? Heading off unescorted so soon after
your—'

Tirion cut him off. “My what, Arden? My defeet?’ Tirion asked heatedly. Arden lowered his gaze and
shifted uncomfortably. Tirion mounted the horse, exhaled deeply, and curtly said, “1I’ll be back in afew
hours. Try to keep an eye on BarthilaswhileI’m gone. | have afeding he'll try to stir up trouble.” He dug
his spursinto Mirador’ s Sides and sped out toward the distant treeline.

With growing unease, Arden watched hislord gallop away into the distance. Somehow he knew that
Tirion waan't tdling him everything.

* * *

Finding hisway back to the ruined tower wasn't as easy atask as Tirion had thought it would be. It took
him hoursto wind hisway back up the mountain trail. The morning fog still clung to the ground dong the
winding path, but he could still make out the tower’ s broken frame through the trees. Ashe neared it, he
dowed to an easy canter, attuned to any sounds of danger. Thisis not a wise move, he
thought—approaching his enemy’ s encampment without o much asasguireto aid him. Hishorse's
heavy barding and his own flashing armor were enough to announce his presence to anyone for miles
around.Need to be more cautious, he thought. After al, there was still agood chance that the orc had
not been aone when he encountered it. Y et something in hisgut told him that thiswas not the case.
Something deep insde told him that he had nothing to fear. Throwing caution to the wind, Tirion rode
boldly up to the tower’ s base and dismounted. Looking up, he could see where the once mighty walls
had collapsed inward. The structural damage to the tower was extensive, and he wondered fleetingly



how he could have survived the disaster at all. He looked about the place for any sign of the orc. He saw
none. The tower |ooked deserted.

A low, guttura grunt caught his attention and he turned to see the orc sitting on alarge rock near thetree
line. The creature seemed calm and poised, but its great battle-ax |eaned nearby within easy reach.So the
creature, too, was cautious, Tirion thought to himsdlf. The proud Paadin removed hishemet and st it
on the pommel of Mirador’s saddle. The great horse snorted loudly, sensing its master’ stension. From
the corner of hiseye, Tirion caught sight of the warhammer strapped to the saddle and reached for its
handle. Immediately, the orc grabbed for hisax. Tirion quickly pulled his hand away and took astep
back from the horse. The orc grunted softly and relaxed. It grinned at him knowingly. Tirion took adeep
breath and then walked dowly toward the orc.

As hewalked forward, he redlized that he could have been sorely mistaken about the old orc. Perhaps
the cregture did intend to kill him after al. Maybe someone € se had miraculoudy saved him from the
tower’ swreckage. Maybe. But he had to know for sure, one way or another. Stopping only afew paces
from wherethe orc sat, Tirion raised hisfist to hisheart in sdlute. That had been the orc’s salute, right?
In return, the orc raised a stiff hand to his own grizzled brow.

“That ishow you humansdoit, isit not?” the orc asked in fluid speech. Its voice was deep and gritty,
but its articul ation was exceptiond. Tirion was dumbfounded, his shock evident on hisface. Theorc's
hideous features contorted in what Tirion surmised wasagrin.

“You. . .you spesk our language?’ Tirion asked shakily.

The old orc eyed him gternly. “ Do you think my people survived in your world thislong using brute
srength done?’ it asked. “Y our kind has aways underestimated mine. That iswhy you lost thefirst war,
| think.”

Tirion could only marvel at the creature. Here sat athing of darkness—avile, murdering beast. And yet,
it ooke with fluidity and wit. This creature did not rush to tear out his heart, as he would have expected.
It merely sat, reading him with its clever, knowing eyes. Tirion shuddered, fedling fascinated and repulsed
at the sametime. Without thinking, he blurted out the question he had been asking himsdlf ceasdesdy: “I
must know. Did you pull me from the tower and lead my horse back to the road?’

Theold orc hed himin his gaze for along while and then nodded once. “1 did,” it said.
Tirion exhaled sharply. “Why would you do that?’ he asked. “\We are sworn enemies.”

The orc seemed to consider the point for amoment. “Y ou have great honor, for ahuman. That much
was clear from our fight. No honorable warrior deservesto die like atrapped animdl. It would not have
been right to smply leave you there,” the orc finished. Tirion didn’t know exactly what he had expected
to hear, but he was clearly unprepared for that answer. “Besides,” the orc continued, “| have seen
enough desthin my time.”

Tirion bowed his head, struggling to make sense of the orc’ swords. This can’t be right, he thought.
This creatureisamerciless savage. How could it speak so? Y et Tirion knew that the orc’ swordsrang
true. He could fed the orc’ s sincerity—and beneath it, deeply buried pain and sorrow. AsaPaadin, he
had developed a certain empathic ability to sense deep emotions from others. The curious ability had
never proven to be more useful. He pulled himsdf together and smply went with the moment.

“I should thank you, then,” Tirion began, wondering how to properly address the cregture.



Sensing Tirion’s confusion, the orc spoke. 1 am Eitrigg, human. Y ou may cal me Eitrigg.” Relieved,
Tirion replied, “Thank you, Eitrigg. Thank you for saving my life”

The orc nodded again and stood up. Tirion noticed that the orc walked with adistinct limp. He surmised
that the cut he had given the creature during their battle was likdly infected. Without giving Tirion a
second glance, the orc limped over toward the ruined tower.

“l am Tirion Fordring,” the Paladin began. “| should tell you that | am thelord of thisland, Eitrigg, and
that your presence here upsets many of those whom | entrust with its protection.”

The orc laughed softly. “1 wager they dept well enough before you found me,” the orc said. “I havelived
herein these woods for many long years, human. | move from place to place, keeping hidden, finding
shelter where| can. | have made great sport of evading your scouts and your Rangers. ”

The latter was spoken with distinct scorn. Orcs were not known for their fondness of elven Rangers.
The cunning, forest-running Rangers had sworn to gain vengeance againgt the Horde after the orcs had
destroyed the dves enchanted homeand of Quel’ Thalas. Tirion wondered if Eitrigg wastelling the truth.
Could this orc have remained undetected for so long?

Eitrigg snorted and said, “ It was bad luck that led you to me.”

“Perhaps,” Tirion began, “but your being here creates a serious problem for me. My people hate your
kind, Eitrigg. Y our race brought nothing but misery and chaosto these lands. They would kill youina
heartbeat if they could. How, then, can | be merciful? How can | let you stay, knowing what your people
have done?’

“I have abandoned them, human! | live herein solitude—in exile,” Eitrigg said waxrily. “I no longer wish
to pay for their ans.”

“| don’'t understand,” the Pdladin replied. “ Are you saying that you' ve disavowed your own people?’

My people arelost!” the orc spat. “ Truth be told, they were lost long before they ever cameto this
srange world. When the Horde findly fell before your standards, | decided to take my leave of it
forever.”

Eitrigg reached down and rolled alarge chunk of mortar onto its side. Tirion was impressed with the
orc' sstrength. 1t would have taken at least two stout men to move the stone. The orc motioned for Tirion
to st and then sat himself down cross-legged on the ground. Tirion took a seat on the leveled mortar.

“Thereis much you do not know about my people. Their honor and their pride left them long ago. |
decided my duty to them was finished when my sonswerekilled,” Eitrigg said grimly.

“Wereyour sonswarriors?” Tirion asked. Eitrigg scoffed loudly.

“All orcsarewarriors, human,” he said, asif Tirion were abrainless child. “We know little else. Despite
my sons' strength and prowess, they were betrayed by their own leaders. During the last war our clan
Chieftains fought amongst themselves over petty rivaries. Asone particularly bloody battle concluded,
my sonswere ordered to pull back from the front lines. One of our Chieftain’ srivas, hoping to advance
his clan’ s tanding within the Horde, countermanded the order and sent my sons and their brethren back
to be daughtered. It was adark day for our clan. . . .” Eitrigg said, lost in thought. “A dark day for me,”



hefinished.

Tirion'smind redled. He was well aware of the fact that orcs frequently fought amongst themselves. Yet
Eitrigg’ s apparent grief moved him. He never imagined that such treachery could affect an orc so.

“I redlized then that there was no hope. Corruption and enmity had completely overshadowed my
peopl€e sspirit. | felt that it was only amatter of time before the Horde devoured itself from within,”
Eitrigg said.

“Where did the corruption come from, Eitrigg? What drove your people to such depravity?’ Tirion
asked.

Eitrigg’ s brow raised and he appeared to be deep in thought. “1n my grandfather’ stime, my people were
smple and proud. There were afew dozen clansthen. They lived and hunted within the wilds of our
world. They were dl hunters back then—mighty warriors who lived by an honorable code and
worshiped the spirits of the e ements themsdlves. Thunder and lightning coursed through the blood of my
ancestord” Eitrigg said proudly, lost in the haze of reverie. “Wise Shamans guided them and kept the
peace between the clans.”

Tirion leaned in, hanging on the old orc’ swords. Surely, no human ears had ever heard this much of the
orcs history before. “And then?” Tirion asked anxioudy. He wondered if thiswas how Tadlan fdlt, ashe
read the boy stories before his bedtime. Eitrigg continued somberly.

“A new order rose up amongst the clans, promising to unite them and forge them into a powerful nation.
Many of the Shamans discarded their ancient traditions and began to practice dark magics. They began
to cal themsaves Warlocks. For some maign purpose, they used their shadowy powersto corrupt the
clansand drive them to heinous acts of violence. They did succeed in uniting my people, after afashion,”
Eitrigg stated wryly. “Under the Warlocks' rule, the clanswer e united—as a rampaging Horde. Our
noble warrior traditions were perverted to serve their dark, secretive ends. It was the Warlocks who
brought my people to your world, human. It was they who drove usto make war against you.”

Tirion shook hishead in bewilderment. “ And no one spoke out against them? Out of an entire race of
warriors, no onewaswilling to fight them?’ Tirion asked heatedly.

“There were afew who would not submit. One of the dissident clans, led by an orc named Durotan,
chalenged the Warl ocks openly and tried to convince the other clans of their folly. | remember the mighty
Durotan well. He was agreat hero. Unfortunately, few orcs heeded Durotan’ s warnings. The Warlocks
hold over their hearts blinded them to reason. For his courage, Durotan was exiled, along with hisclan. |
heard that the Warlocks assassinsfindly killed him, yearslater. Such isthe way of the Horde,” Eitrigg
finished. “Madness,” Tirion said. “If your peopletruly vaued honor, asyou' ve said, then | can't believe
that they’ d let themselves be controlled so easily.”

Eitrigg scowled and sat silently for amoment. He looked up with stern eyesand replied, “It wasa
terrible momentum that gripped usin those days, human. After Durotan was taken away, fear and
paranoia overtook my people. None would stand against the Warlocks.”

Tirion scoffed derisively.

Bristling with anger, Eitrigg erupted. “Have you ever stood againgt the will of an entire nation, human?
Have you ever questioned an order, knowing that to disobey meant immediate death?’



Tirion looked away.No. He could scarcely imagine what that must have been like.

Eitrigg nodded, fedling his point had been made. “It was rumored that the Warlocks consorted with
demons and drew on their infernal powers. Persondly, | believeit to be true. The darkness that took
hold of my people could not have been born in our hearts.”

Tirion tensed. He remembered hearing that the orcs had set demons|oose to sow terror throughout the
human ranks. The very thought appaled him. “It seems your people have suffered greetly, Eitrigg, even
before they roused the wrath of mine,” Tirion said with anote of pridein hisvoice. Eitrigg gavehima
sdelong glance. “However, your tory isaremarkable one. | fear | may have migudged you and your

people dong many lines”

Eitrigg grunted asif amused and stood up to stretch hisback. “ Actualy,” Tirion continued, “we are much
aike, you and I. We are both old soldiers who have sacrificed much for our—"

Eitrigg cut him off with awave of hissnewy hand. “We arenothing aike, human,” he growled. “l ana
renegade living asan exilein ahogtile land! Y ou are awedlthy lord, loved by afree people, ableto live
life asyou wish. We are nothing dike!” Embarrassed by his outburst, the old orc scowled and looked
away into the distance.

Tirion consdered the orc’ s harsh words for amoment. “Y ou are right, of course. Our people are at war.
Thus, | must ask you, Eitrigg, on your honor—are there any other orcsin my land? Does the Horde plan
to attack thisregion?’

Eitrigg sSighed heavily and sat back down. He shook hishead in dismay and looked Tirionintheeye. “As
| havetold you, human, | live heredone. | have no interest in dedling with others of my kind. | haven't
even seen another orcin years. | cannot tell you what the Horde plans now. | can only assure you that
this broken old warrior has no plansto assault your keep or make any trouble for you whatsoever. | just
want to be left doneto live out my remaining yearsin solitude. After alifetime of fruitlesswar, peaceis
the only comfort | have left.”

Tirion nodded. “Asawarrior of honor, | accept your words, Eitrigg. And, in return for having saved my
life, I will dlow you your solitude. So long as you remain hidden and leave my people unmolested, you
may stay herefor aslong asyou wish.”

Eitrigg smirked dightly in disbelief. “1 think perhaps your brethren will hunt me down despite you, human.
Tothem, | am the sum of their fears,” the old orc said.

“Yet | antheir lord, Eitrigg. They shall do as| say. | give you my solemn oath asaLight-swvorn Paladin
that your secret will be safe. None shall hunt you while | have power to prevent it,” Tirion vowed. For a
brief moment, Tirion regretted making such abold statement. He knew it would be extremely difficult to
fulfill his charge if matters became complicated. If his comrades ever found out that he had made such a
pact, they would certainly brand him as atraitor. However, hisinginctstold him that thiswasthe right
decision. He stood, resolved.

Eitrigg grunted in satisfaction. “ On your honor, then,” he said, rising to hisfeet once more. Tirion noticed
the orc’ slimp again. Eitrigg was obvioudy in greet pain.

“On my honor,” Tirion replied, gazing at the orc’ swounded leg. *Y ou know, Eitrigg, | can hed your
wound. Itisapower | have,” he sad.



The orc chuckled in amusement. “ Thank you, but it’s not necessary,” Eitrigg stated. “Pain isagreat
teacher. Apparently, even after dl my battles, | fill have muchto learn.”

Tirion laughed out loud. He was truly beginning to like the old orc who, not an hour before, he
considered to be the most heinous villain. * Perhaps someday | can return and converse with you further. |
must admit you are not a al what | expected to find,” the Paladin chided.

Eitrigg’s massive, yelowed tusks seemed to stretch as he smiled. “Nor are you what | expected,
humen.”

Tirion gave the orc’ s sdl ute again and mounted Mirador with agrunt. He dug his spursinto the stalion’s
flank and rode off beyond the orc’ssight.

* * *

A thousand different thoughts flooded Tirion’s mind as he rode home aong the winding path. He
wondered if he had made a mistake by offering the orc sanctuary in hislands. Nevertheless, he had given
hisword that he would keep the orc’ s secret safe. Whatever e se happened, he was honor-bound to
protect the old orc from persecution, and that was that.

It was nearly dusk as he rode back into the keep’'s stables. Tiredly, Tirion handed hisreinsto the stable
boy and headed insde. All he wanted wasto deep and clear the day’ s business from hismind. Ashe
reached for the door handle that led into the kitchens, a strong hand caught his arm. Tirion looked up to
find Barthilas blocking hisway. Therewas alight in the youth' s eyes that made Tirion very unessy.

“Milord,” Barthilas beganicily, “we must tak immediately.”

Tirion 9ghed infrugtration. “I’m very tired, Barthilas. We can talk in the morning if you wish.”
Barthilas' grip only tightened. “1 don’t think you understand, milord. Y ou see, | know where you were
today,” the young Paadin stated. His eyes never blinked, but held Tirion in their frosty depths. Tirion
wondered if Arden had betrayed him and told of hiserrand. No. Arden had always been loyad.

“1 know that you know there are orcsin Hearthglen, Tirion. | can seeit inyour eyes. | pray, for your
sake, that you' re not covering up any pertinent information.”

Tirion bristled. He could handle the youth’ s arrogance, but he would not be threatened in his own home
by an overly zed ous boy.

“I told you before, Barthilas. Y ou will address me with the proper respect,” Tirion stated furioudy. “As
for your concerns, | have determined that my encounter was an isolated incident. That’ sall you need to
know for thetime being. | suggest that you forget about this business and let the matter drop. Now take
your hand away and let me pass before | lose my temper.”

Sowly, Barthilas released his grip and took a step back. His piercing eyes never left Tirion's. The elder
Pd adin turned brusquely and entered the keep.

Left standing alone, Barthilas scowled in frustration.

“Thisisnot over, milord,” the young Paladin hissed to himsdlf, clenching hisfigs. “ Thisis not over by
far.”



Tirion made hisway to his private chambers. He ceremonioudy removed hisarmor and placed his
warhammer back upon the mantdl. He entered his bedroom and crashed down heavily on the bed. All he
wanted in the world was just afew hours of deep. Just as his head hit the plush pillow, Karandrawalked
into the room. She was surprised to find him there.

“Oh, you're home,” she said sweetly. “Where did you go running off to thismorning, Tirion? | asked
Arden, but hewouldn't tell me anything.” Her voicewasfull of concern.

Tirion tensed. He didn’t want to discuss the matter about the orc at all. He had given hisword to keep
Eitrigg’ s secret safe, and the last thing he wanted was to be forced to lie to hiswife about his activities.
But, looking into her eyes, Tirion could tell shewasn't going to settle for anything less than thewhole
gory.

“I went out to ingpect the site where | fought the orc, Karandra. | needed to find out if there were more
orcsinmy lands,” he said, atad too irritably. “| wanted to go done, so | told Arden not to speak about it
with anyone.”

Karandrafrowned and folded her arms under her breasts. She did that every time she was upset with
him.

“Y ou went off alone only days after your attack? How can you be so reckless, Tirion? What were you
trying to prove? It snot like you' re ayoung man anymore!” she said heatedly.

Tirion flinched. First Barthilas and now hiswife. “I’ ve been soldiering for more years than you' ve been
dive, girl! Thelast thing | need from you isalecture on how to perform my duties properly!” he growled.

Tirion rarely spoke to her like that, and Karandra never really knew how to respond when he did. She
decided that atactical change of subject was needed in order to salvage the conversation.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” she asked, trying to make her voice sound as innocent as
possible.

Tirion forced himsdf to calm down, but knew that this new line of questioning wouldn't farewell for her
ether. “Yes | did,” hesaid in an even tone. “I am convinced that my encounter was an isolated event,
and that we have nothing to fear from the orcs.”

Karandra brightened and sat down beside him on the bed. Shetook hishand in hers. “1’m so relieved.
That’swonderful, Tirion, but how can you be so sure?’ she asked.

Tirion' s heart sank. Hewould not lieto her. “I can't tel you, my love,” he said softly.

“Why not?If thereis nothing to fear, asyou say, then there shouldn’t be any problem with telling me,
should there?’ she asked. Something in her voice sounded hurt.

“Itisamatter of honor, Karandra. | cannot tell you,” he repested.

With agart, Karandraripped her hand away and stood up from the bed. Tirion half expected lightning
boltsto burst forth from her eyes.



“Honor. It aways comes down to that with you, Tirion! Y ou'rejust as exasperating asthat vainglorious
Barthilas! Isyour precious honor really more important to you than your own wife?” She cupped her face
with her hands and seemed to be on the verge of tears. Tirion looked up at her and answered as gently
as he could.

“Y ou wouldn’t understand, my love. | am aPdadin. Thereisagreat ded expected of me. . ..” he said,
hisvoicetrailing off. There was an uncharacteristic note of sef-pity in histone.

Karandratook her hands from her face and had to restrain herself from hitting him.

“You'reright, I don’'t understand! But | know exactly what’ s expected of you,” sheyelled astears
started flowing down her reddening cheeks. “Y ou' re expected to act like my husband and not try to
shelter mefromyour slly little secretslike I'm il agirl in pigtails! Y ou’ re expected to act likea
responsible lord and not go gdlivanting off done and putting yourself in danger!” Tirion looked away as
she began to sob. “Y ou' re supposed to be careful and stay dive so that our son doesn't grow up without
afather,” shefinished.

Tirion stood up and took her in hisarms. “I know, dearest. | did take an unnecessary risk. But you've
got to trust me on this, Karandra. Everything will bedl right,” hetold her soothingly.

She wiped the tears from her eyes and looked at her husband’ sface. Shewould try to trust his
judgment. She was about to tell him as much when aquiet shuffling of feet announced that Taglan had

entered the room. Tirion and Karandralooked toward the door to see their bleary-eyed son standing
before them. Apparently, their arguing had woken the boy up.

“Areyou two fighting?” the boy asked timidly, his big blue eyes glistening with concern.

Tirion walked over and scooped the boy up in hisarms. “No, son, your mother’ s just worried about the
orcs, isdl,” he said soothingly.

Taelan seemed to think for amoment. “ Poppa, are the orcs as mean and cruel as everyone says they
are?’ the boy asked.

Tirion wasn't prepared for such adirect question. He thought about his revealing conversation with
Eitrigg, and marveled that he was't so sure anymore. He certainly didn’t want to lieto hisson. There
had to be some hope for future generations.

“Wel, son, that's hard to answer,” he said dowly. Focused on Taglan ashewas, Tirion didn’t see
Karandra sincredulous stare. The boy listened intently as hisfather continued. “1 think there are some
orcswho can be good. They'rejust harder tofind, isal,” Tirion said gently.

Karandra couldn’t believe her ears. Her ebbing anger flooded back into her.

“Redly, Poppa?’ Taglan asked.

“I think s0,” Tirion replied. “ Sometimes we need to be careful of how quickly we judge people, son.”

The boy seemed pleased with the answer. Karandra was not. Despite everything else, she would be
damned if shelet Tirion fill the boy’ s head with such nonsense.



“Don't tell him that!” she hissed. * Orcs are mindless beasts who should dl be hunted down and killed!
How can you even say that, knowing what they’ ve done to our world! What' s gotten into you, Tirion?’
sheydled, snatching Taglan from hisarms. Sensing her anger, the boy began to cry. She stroked his hair
lovingly as sheturned to leave. “Don’'t worry, baby,” she said, “your father’ sjust tired. We Il let him get
someres, dl right?’ she said as sheleft the room briskly without even turning to acknowledge Tirion.

Left done, Tirion wandered over to an ornate serving stand and poured himsdlf acup of chilled wine.
Taking adeep Sp, he sat down heavily and marveled a how quickly his entire world had turned upside
down.

FOUR

The Chains of Command

Two days passed by quietly in Hearthglen. The rumors of the supposed orcish threat had died down
sgnificantly. Tirion felt relaxed, and mused that he might even be able to put the whole matter behind him
for good. So long as Eitrigg stayed away from people, Tirion wouldn’t have to worry about taking action
and betraying his oath to the old orc. He was surprised to find that Barthilas had remained quiet about the
issuefor the past few days. Y et, despite the young Paladin’ s silence, Tirion sensed that Barthilas
wouldn’t rest so long as he suspected there were orcsin Hearthglen.

After hisunexpected hiatus, Tirion dipped back into hisrole asthelands governor with relative ease.
The somewhat monotonous bureaucratic duties of his office served to keep hismind off of Eitrigg and
their fateful encounter. He spent what private time he could find with Taglan and Karandra. Surprisingly,
his wife seemed to have forgotten about their argument from the previous night. She acted as cheerful as
she aways had, and never once broached the subject of orcs again. Tirion was thankful for the peace
and quiet. After the past week, he had had hisfill of excitement and danger.

* * *

The sun was centered in the crystal blue sky as Tirion sat on alarge ba cony overlooking the keep's
stables and riding corral. Located at the rear of the keep’ s grounds, the bal cony offered a breathtaking
view of the mighty snow-capped Alterac peaksin the distance. He watched as, far below himinthe
corrd, Karandraled asmall, white pony around in circles. Upon the pony’ s back sat Taglan, who was
dearly having thetime of hislife. The laughing boy flailed histiny arms glefully, cdling for his mother to
go faster and faster. Karandralaughed with her son, and kept reminding him to hold onto the pony’s
mane with both hands.

Tirion gazed a them both intently. They were the center of hisworld and the source of dl hisjoy. He
would not fail them. He had thought long and hard about what Karandra had said to him during their
heated argument. Perhaps his honor was asdfish thing after dl, he mused. But even if it was, it wasan
integra part of him. It defined him as clearly as his own face did. AsaPaadin he could not and would
not discard it out of hand. All depended on it. He simply hoped that it would never come between him
and hisloved onesagain.

* * *

Arden’ s heavy boots clanked loudly upon the balcony’ s stone floor. The captain of the guard strode up
behind Tirion and bowed curtly. Tirion noticed that Arden was winded. Apparently, theloya captain had



rushed to find him. Tirion stood up and s uted the younger man. He saw that Arden’sface was drawn
and pae.

“What isit, Arden? Why are you in such ahurry?’

The captain struggled to catch his bresth. “1’ ve been looking dl over for you, milord,” Ardensaidina
raspy tone. “We have visitors a the gate.” Tirion tensed. For a brief moment, he feared the worst.
Certainly, vistorsto the keep were common enough. The only thing Tirion imagined that would affect
Arden so was an army of orcs scaling thewalls.

“What visitors? Isthere some problem?’ the Paladin asked tightly.

Arden shook hishead and gulped air. “ An envoy from Stratholme, milord. Lord Commander Dathrohan
has come in person, escorted by afull regiment. He wishesto spesk to you immediately.”

Tirion'sjaw dropped.Lord Dathrohan, here? he wondered. The Lord Commander was not only his
direct superior, but one of hisoldest friends aswell. Dathrohan was a great |eader and an honorable
warrior. He and Tirion had saved each other’ s lives more than once during the war. Dueto thelr
increasing duties, the two friends hadn’t seen each other in years. But why would the gresat lord venture
al theway from the province s capital for an unannounced visit escorted by so large aforce? A burst of
panic surged through Tirion’ s body. Dathrohan knew about the orc. It wasthe only explanation for his
visit, Tirion concluded. He knew that it must have been Barthilas who had derted the Lord Commander
to his recent encounter with Eitrigg. Tirion inhaled degply and steadied himself. He patted Arden
reassuringly on the shoulder and, with asidelong glance at hiswife and son below, strode out toward the
main gate.

* * *

Lord Commander Saidan Dathrohan was an imposing figure. He stood nearly six and ahdf feet tall and
was resplendent in his ornate, shining armor. A gold-rimmed, midnight-blue cloak covered his broad
shoulders and flowed out regally behind him. His aged features were marked by long years of battle and
grife. Hisevenly cropped hair and negtly trimmed beard were gray, but his piercing blue eyes shone with
avigor and strength that belied hisyears.

Upon seeing Tirion approach, Dathrohan's stern countenance broke and he smiled widely. He strode
forward and embraced hisfriend in abear hug. Tirion felt the air escape from hislungs. The mighty
Dathrohan nearly lifted him from the floor. Dathrohan let out a deep, barrel-chested laugh.

“Tirion, my friend, it'sgood to see you. How long hasit been, four years?’ Dathrohan asked. He
released Tirion and the Paladin straightened formally.

“Almogt four years exactly, milord,” Tirion replied.

Dathrohan smirked and dapped his back, nearly sending Tirion ssumbling. “Let’ snot sart with dl that
‘my lord’ rubbisn! Y ou're one of the few men aive who still remembers me as a snot-nosed whelp.
WEe re on even ground here, you and I,” Dathrohan said humoroudly. Tirion forced himself to relax and
smiled back.

“Haveit your way then,Saidan. ” He dapped his hand on the taller man’ s shoulder plate. “It'sgood to
seeyou, too,” he said warmly. Though Dathrohan’ s demeanor was as familiar and raucous asit had ever
been, there was alight of concernin his sharp eyes. Tirion looked past his friend and saw row upon row



of armored footmen standing on the plain beyond the kegp’ swalls. His heart sank. Although hewas glad
to see hisfriend, Tirion knew that the presence of so many soldiers meant trouble.

“Tell me, Saidan, why didn’t you inform me of your journey? | could have prepared agrest feast, had |
known you were coming,” Tirion said, trying to keep hisvoice open and friendly.

Dathrohan nodded and spread his handswide. “I gpologize for theintrusion, Tirion, but we have urgent
businessto conduct. | felt | had to come and see you as soon as possible. But let’ s leave our business
until later. Y ou need time to gather your advisors for ameeting,” he said in amore somber tone.

“Isthere trouble, Saidan? Are we going to war?’ Tirion asked, not knowing what elseto say. Dathrohan
held himin his piercing gaze, sudying hisfeatures.

“That' swhat I'm hereto find out, Tirion,” he said at last. He doesknow about Eitrigg, Tirion
concluded. “For now, I’'m anxious to meet your lovely bride and your son,” Dathrohan said warmly. “I
regret that | couldn’t visit and see the lad when he was born. Y ou know how it is.”

Tirion nodded. “He' sagood boy. A future Paadin,” he said assuredly. He felt beads of sweet forming
on hisbrow. Hetried to calm himsdlf and behave naturdly. He fdlt asif Dathrohan were looking right
through him. He nearly jumped as Dathrohan belted out a hearty laugh.

“Of that | havelittle doubt. | suspect that the Fordring line will dways be there to defend L ordaeron and
itspeople,” Dathrohan said, smiling.

Tirion smiled back and nodded while saying, “1 certainly hope s0.”

* * *

Hourslater, Tirion's advisors had gathered in the council room. A few of Dathrohan’s senior lieutenants
were present aswell. Barthilas, who looked very excited by the new arrivals, stood near the back of the
room and remained silent. Lord Commander Dathrohan had taken a seat at the head of the table, next to
Tirion. Therewas atension in theroom as al present speculated on the urgent matter that Dathrohan had
cometo discuss.

“Now, then,” Dathrohan began, looking levelly at Tirion. “1 received newsthat there are orcsin
Hearthglen. What exactly isthe current situation?’ he asked.

Tirion swallowed, histhroat suddenly dry. “Milord, afew daysago, | had an encounter with an orc
warrior,” he said. “Though | wounded it badly, | was knocked out before | could day the creature. |
returned to the spot where we battled in order to determine if the creature still lived. And, to discern
whether or not there are others of its kind within my borders. My findingsled meto believethat it wasan
isolated incident and that there were no other orcs accompanying it,” Tirion finished. Hewason
dangerous ground. He had no wish to lie to his superior. Honor forbadeit.

Dathrohan leaned back in his chair, rubbing his bearded chin and pondering Tirion’ sresponse. “And you
conducted your investigation lone?’ Dathrohan asked.

Tirion nodded. “Y es, milord.”

“Itisunfortunate that you didn’t have others with you to verify your findings, Tirion. Apparently, your
retainers don't share your optimistic appraisa of the Situation.” Dathrohan said grimly. Tirion scowled.



Hedidn’t even haveto look at the back of the room to sense Barthilas' smug satisfaction.

“Pdadin Barthilas sent me news of the affair. He seemsto bdlieve that the threet to these landsisfar
more dire than you do. | have cometo find out for mysdf if thisland isin peril,” the Lord Commander
sad gernly.

Tirion then turned to stare at Barthilas' bemused face. He fought down hisrage a the youth' s audacity.
He turned back to Dathrohan. “ Saidan, we' ve been friends for years. Surely you don't doubt my
judgment in this matter? Honestly, young Barthilas' actions are aclear affront to my authority over this
land. His zed iscommendable, but to worry you over such aminor matter is perplexing to say the least!”

Dathrohan put hishand on Tirion’sarm to calm him.

“Tirion, | have dwaystrusted your judgment. | have never questioned your honor or authority, and | do
not intend to start doing so now. Under normal circumstances, | would never intervenein amatter like
this, but certain events have transpired that force meto look critically at any possible orcish incursions.”

Dathrohan leaned in and searched the eyes of the gathered advisors. “For some time, we have been
receiving reportsthat thereisanew, upstart Warchief amongst the orcs. Apparently, thisyoung orc is
intent on ralying the clans and re-forming the Horde. Though they are few, hisfanatica warriors have
somehow overrun many of the guarded reserves and appear to be amassing stronger numbers. The
Alliance High Command has deemed that we are in a state of emergency. | tell you al of this so that you
understand my motives. If thereisany truth behind Barthilas' clams, then it isimperative that we prepare
oursalvesfor war,” hesaid grimly.

The shocked advisors began to converse amongst themsalves. Dathrohan turned to face Tirion. “Old
friend, with al due respect, | cannot rely on your ingincts done. Thisstuation isfar too volatile.”

Tirion shook hishead in disbelief. He braced himself for what he knew was coming next.

“At fird light, we will head out and scour the woodlands for more definitive proof of orcish activity.
Tirion, | want you to personally lead us to where you encountered the orc. If the creature be found, we
will take it back to Stratholme for interrogation,” Dathrohan finished.

Tirion’s heart dropped. There was no way out now. He had been given adirect order. He would be
forced to break hisvow to Eitrigg. “Asyou wish, milord,” Tirion said in astrained voice.

Dathrohan seemed content to |et the matter rest. He dismissed the advisors and suggested that everyone
prepare their men. Tirion stood to exit and saw Barthilas staring at him from the doorway. The young
Paladin’ sface was dight with victory. Tirion had to fight back the sudden urge to strangle the smirking
youth. Without giving Barthilas a second glance, he left the room and made ready for the morning’'s
expedition.

* * *

Dawn had dready bathed the land with itsfirst rays as the force of knights and footmen made their way
into the forested foothills. Tirion, Arden and Dathrohan led the shining column down the dusty hunting
path that snaked its way through the dense woods. Barthilas hung back behind them, preferring to
converse with the veteran soldiers under Dathrohan’ s command.

Clearly, the young Pdadin was eager to prove himsdlf in battle. Tirion was glad that the youth stayed



away. He was disgusted with Barthilas and didn’t even want to see hisface.

Tirion wasin agrim mood. He had dept little during the night, and woke with hisgutstied in knots. He
wished that he could somehow warn Eitrigg so that the old orc could evade capture. But Tirion knew
that, even if he could warn the orc, his actions would betray his superior’ s direct order. He knew that
there was no way to uphold hisvow and do his duty at the sametime. His precious honor wasin great

peril.

They rode for hours up into the mountains as Tirion led the way. He knew exactly where he was going.
Before long the broken tower’ sremaining walls could be seen through the trees. Dathrohan leaned in and
asked Tirion if it was the tower they sought.

“That iswherel first encountered the orc, milord,” Tirion said inaquiet voice.

Dathrohan nodded, sensing Tirion’s @pprehension. “ Areyou certain, Tirion? Y ou seem rather pensive
thismorning.”

“I am certain, milord,” Tirion replied huskily. “I’'mfine. I'mjust atad tired, isdl.”

Dathrohan patted his shoulder reassuringly. The Lord Commander motioned for his men to take up
positions dong the road. He then called for anumber of guardsto come to the front of the column.

Arden was among those who came forward. The captain smiled up at Tirion, but the Paladin didn’t fed
likesmiling at dll. Tirion shuddered astwo of the guards pulled a makeshift wagon-cage behind them. The
rickety cage was designed to hold and transport a small number of prisoners over long distances. He
fervently hoped that it would stay empty.

Dathrohan, fedling that stealth would be wise until they confirmed that there were numerous orcsin the
area, ordered his men to remain behind as he and a smdl group moved in on the lonely tower.

Barthilas, with afiery enthusasm, rode eagerly behind the Lord Commander. Tirion, Arden and Six
footmen continued up the path after them.

* * *

The clearing around the tower was quiet, but the footmen moved quietly enough despite their
cumbersome armor and wegpons. Following the instructions he had been given earlier, Arden
commanded his guardsto encircle the tower. Barthilas dismounted and retrieved hiswarhammer from its
saddle-loop. Escorted by two footmen, Barthilas cautioudy made hisway to the tower’ s entrance.
Stopping ashort distance from the ravaged entryway, Barthilas called out in his most authoritative voice:

“We comein the name of the Alliance! Come out from there and surrender yoursalves, you foul beasts,
or we' |l beforced to kill you!” Hisvoice was edgy and quavered dightly. Tirion knew that the
unseasoned Paadin was quaking in his boots. Beads of swest ran down Barthilas' scowling face. A
shuffling noise came from the tower’ s ruined guardroom. The two footmen near Barthilas braced
themsalves for an attack. Barthilas gripped hiswarhammer tightly, trying to keep his nervesin check.

Sowly, the silhouette of alarge orc emerged from the room'’ s shadows and stood in the entranceway.
Eitrigg held his battle-ax with both hands and looked ready to go down fighting. The orc scanned the
human faces with furious eyes. He caught sight of Tirion, sitting atop hishorse, and he scowled deeply.
Tirion’ s eyeslocked with the orc’ sfor amoment, but he was forced to look away. The orc’ s disgusted
gazetold Tirion everything he needed to know—that Eitrigg thought his notion of honor was laughable.



The old orc had saved hislife, and he had repaid the debt by leading enemies straight to hishome. Never
inhislife had Tirion felt such dgection and sdf-loathing.

Eitrigg took a couple of sepsinto the clearing. Tirion noticed that he was limping more than when he last
saw him. The orc’ swound must be badly infected, he thought. Eitrigg’ s eyes blazed with hate and fury.
Tirion could see that the orc would not alow himsdlf to be taken dive.

Asif inresponse to histhought, Dathrohan spoke up. “1 do not want the creature killed. | need him
aivel” hesad. Barthilastook aquick moment to look back in dismay, but seemed to understand the
order clearly enough. Arden and his guards converged on the tower, intending to aid in the orc’ s capture.
Barthilas was s0 nervous his hands shook. He could fedl the eyes of Dathrohan and Tirion upon him. This
was the moment he had waited for. Thiswas his moment of glory.

With astrangled cry, Barthilas lunged at the orc, swinging his hammer—intent on delivering akilling blow
to the orc, regardless of what Dathrohan had asked. Surely, no savage beast could match his
Light-born powers, he thought.

Tirion winced as Eitrigg adeptly blocked the young Pdadin’s clumsy blow and dammed his stout fist into
Barthilas face. Panicking, Barthilas dropped his hammer as Eitrigg kicked him squarely in the midsection.
The young Paadin, having had the wind knocked out of him, crashed to the ground and doubled over in
afetd pogtion. Eitrigg grunted derisvely at Barthilas' weakness and ineptitude.

The two footmen rushed at the orc, dashing wildly. Eitrigg parried the first footman’ s attack and struck
the second footman squardly in the chest, nearly cutting the warrior in half. The remaining footman, seeing
the orc’ s apparent savagery and skill, backed off apace in horror. Arden and his guards, enraged by
their comrade' s swift death, rushed forward madly. Tirion saw that they would kill the orc if they could.

“Don’t kill him!” Tirion screamed frantically as the warriors descended upon the old orc. Dathrohan,
sensing Tirion's obvious concern for the creature, looked at hisfriend questioningly. “Y ou seem very
concerned for the orc’ s safety, Tirion,” the Lord Commander said evenly. “ Thisis just aroutine capture.
Areyoudl right?’

Tirion gritted histeeth. He couldn’t just Sit there and watch the proud orc be cut down. But neither could
he beg for the orc’ srelease. To do so would brand him asatraitor. Thiswasal hisdoing.

Eitrigg fought bravely againgt the footmen, but he was easily outmaneuvered, due to hiswounded leg.
The six footmen succeeded in pulling the mighty orc down to the ground. Arden smashed the orc’ s hand,
and Eitrigg loosed his hold on hisax. Thewarriorsimmediately began to besat the orc to within aninch of
hislife

Every fiber of Tirion's body was ablaze with rage as he watched the footmen subdue the orc. He
dismounted quickly and waked forward, intending to pull the footmen away. Asthe footmen pulled the
bleeding orc to hisfeet, Tirion's resolve to save the creature dipped and he stopped. What was he
thinking? He couldn’t let this happen, but neither could he take up arms againgt his own men. Hisevery
muscle tensed as he stood undecided.

With aloud moan, Barthilas raised himsdlf up from the dirt. Arden helped him to stland and brushed him
off. Barthilas, fedling deeply embarrassed and shamed before his superiors, rushed a the orcin arage.
Arden and Tirion both grabbed the young Paadin’s arms and restrained him. They exchanged knowing
glances and held Barthilas until he camed.



“The bastard creature fought dishonorably!” Barthilas screamed. “He should be killed right here! Let me
go!” He continued to strain againgt Tirion and Arden.

“| have ordered that it remain alive, Barthilas,” Dathrohan said. “Y our wounded prideis not nearly as
important as the information the creature may have. Restrain the beast,” he ordered. Immediately a
number of footmen appeared, pulling the wagon-cage behind them. They took hold of Eitrigg and threw
him into the cage.

Tirion turned to face Dathrohan. “Milord, surdly thisold orc isno threet to anyone,” Tirion began.
Dathrohan looked at him in amazement.

“What isthis, Tirion? Areyou actualy suggesting that we turn the beast loose?’ Barthilasand Arden
dtared at him aswell, both shocked by Tirion's statement.

Tirion turned back to gaze a the beaten orc. His face swollen and dripping blood, Eitrigg stared straight
back.So much for your honor, the orc’s gaze seemed to say. The footmen continued to beat and whip
Eitrigg through the cage s bars. They spit and hurled obscenities a the old orc.

Tirion’ s nerves finaly snapped. He dashed forward and grabbed the guard who was whipping the orc.
He grabbed the whip from the young man and began to lash him with it instead.

“How doesit fed?” Tirion shouted at the terrified guard, who attempted to shield himself from the
Pdadin’ sraging drikes.

Dathrohan looked on in unabashed disbedlief. Arden felt the same. He rushed forward and grabbed his
lord’sarm. “Tirion, please! What are you doing?’ Arden yelled.

Tirion shrugged him off and stood to face Dathrohan with the light of ragein hiseyes. “The orc must be
st free!” heydled. “It isamatter of honor!” Tirion pushed Arden awvay and smashed a the cage' slock
with the haft of thewhip’slong handle.

“Tirion, have you taken leave of your senses?’ Dathrohan yelled in adeep voice. Barthilas merely stood
by, mouth agape. Tirion continued to smash at the lock. Shaking his head wesarily, Dathrohan ordered the
footmen to seize and restrain the raging Paladin. Arden’ stroops grabbed hold of Tirion'sarmsand
wrestled him to the ground. Tirion fought with al of his strength, but the younger men easily overpowered
him.

Arden pleaded with him to submit. “My lord, please stop! What the hell iswrong with you?’ he asked.
After abrief struggle, the guards brought Tirion to hisfeet. The Paladin looked at Eitrigg, and was met
only with ablank starein return.

“Tirion, what in the Light’s name has come over you? Y our actions are treasonous! Tell meyou have
some explanation for dl of thisl Tell meyou didn’'t just try to free this cresture!” Dathrohan yelled.

Tirion atempted to compose himsdlf. “ Thisorc saved my life, Saidan!” Tirion ydled. “During our battle,
part of the tower’s ceiling collapsed. | was left trapped and defenseless. The orc pulled me free before
the entire roof came crashing down. | know it soundsimpossible, but it happened.”

Dathrohan was stunned. Arden could only stare at hislord in shock.Certainly Tirion didn’t really
believe the orc had saved him, did he? Helooked into hislord’ s eyes and knew that, indeed, he did.



“I vowed to let him livein peace, and by my honor, | will fight to seethat he does!” Tirion renewed his
struggle againgt the footmen, attempting to free hisarms.

Barthilas seemed to come out of his momentary shock. “ Traitor!” the young Paadin screamed. “Heisa
traitor to the Alliance! He' s been consorting with thisbeast dl dong!”

Dathrohan couldn’t believe his ears. He had always known Tirion to be an honorable, levelheaded man.
But here hewas, defying his superior and sding with hismorta enemy dl the same. “Tirion, I'm trying
hard to be patient. Obvioudly, you' re very confused about this creature. Regardless of what you believe
happened, if you do not desist, | will be forced to have you arrested and placed on trid for treason! Y ou
will cease this senselessness at oncel”

Tirion perssted. “Damn it, Saidan! Thisisamatter of honor! Don’t you understand that?’ he growled
through clenched teeth.

“| stand witnessto histreachery, milord,” Barthilas said proudly to Dathrohan. Obvioudy the young
Pdadin sought to make up for his defeat by endearing himsdlf to the conflicted Lord Commander.

“Shut up, Barthilasl” Dathrohan growled. With aheavy heart, he motioned for the footmen to subdue
Tirion. “Y ou leave me no choice here, Tirion. | hereby charge you with treason againgt the Alliance!
Captain Arden, see that the prisoner is bound and placed upon his horse. He will be taken to Stratholme
aong with thisorc and put on tria.”

Arden bowed his head in sorrow. Slowly, hetied Tirion's hands together and led him to hishorse. “I am
sorry, milord,” Arden said, looking Tirion in the eye.

Tirion frowned a hisloyal servant. “Itis| who am sorry, Arden. Thisisal my own doing. What I’ ve
done, I’ ve donefor honor’ s sake,” Tirion said softly.

Arden shook hishead questioningly. “Tirion, what honor istherein betraya ?” he asked in awhisper.

“I am aPaadin of the Light, Arden. Y ou wouldn't understand.” Arden helped him up on hishorse.
Dathrohan rode up to Tirion and stared at him.

“I never thought I’d live to seethe day,” the Lord Commander said. Tirion avoided hisold friend’ s gaze.
Dathrohan, overcome by frustration and sorrow, angrily turned away and motioned for histroopsto
move out.

FIVE

A Trid of Will

Tirion sat inasmall holding cell that was adjacent to the Hall of Jugtice, where histrial wasto be held.
Through asmal window, cut high into the cell’ swall, he could hear the sounds of commerce and activity
emanating from the bustling marketplace of Stratholme. Periodically he heard hammering sounds coming
from the main square. The city’ s clamorous sounds were very different from the rdlaxing rurd din of
Mardenholde keep. Fervently, he wished he were back there now. He had no idea how histria would
go, but he had the distinct impression that no matter what happened in the court, hislife would be
irrevocably changed. He thought about hisfamily and the life of affluence and ease he’ d shared with



them. Despite himself, he wondered if he hadn’t thrown it dl away on afanciful, sdfishwhim.

He had been held in custody for three days. Today he wasto be tried for treason against the land he had
spent hislife defending. He could scarcely blieveit, but depending on what the court decided, he could
face elther execution or spending therest of hisdaysin prison. Karandrawould never forgive him for
taking such arisk for the sake of honor alone. He wondered if he'd be ableto forgive himsdlf if hiswife
was forced to raise their son aone. He laughed softly to himsalf. He dways believed that the only thing
that could possibly keep him from hisloved ones was the enemy.What have | done? he asked himsdlf
over and over.

He was surprised to hear footsteps echo through the adjacent corridor. Surely, the proceedings
haven't started yet, he thought miserably. He heard the guards outside the door question someone as
the latch clicked and the door opened.

Arden waked somberly into the room. Tirion brightened somewhat and shook hisfriend’s hand.

“It'sgood to see you, Arden. Have you been home since my arrest? Have you spoken with my wife?”
he asked hurriedly.

Arden shook his head and motioned for Tirion to St down on his cot. “No. They won't dlow meto
leave until thetrid isfinished, milord,” the captain stated flatly. “1 don’t know if Karandra s been told or

Tirion scowled. He knew she must be beside herself with worry. “What of the orc?’ Tirion asked.
“What did they do with him?’

Arden tensed. “Why do you care, Tirion? It isyour enemy! | don’'t understand why you’ re so concerned
about it! There' sno way the creature would have saved your life! It'samindless brute!” Arden spat.

Tirion looked him squarein the eye. “ Just answer me, Captain,” Tirion said as camly as he could. He
had to watch histone—Arden might be the only friend he had | eft.

“They’ ve been interrogating the creature for the past few nights,” Arden said. “Apparently, it didn’t offer
up anything they didn’t dready know. | heard some of the loca guards boasting about how they’ d beaten
the hell out of it. They’re going to hang the wretched beast tomorrow morning in the square.”

Tirion' s heart sank. Eitrigg was going to die, and it was all hisfault. Somehow, he had to find away to
make amends—to put thingsright.

Arden sensed Tirion' stension. “Milord, they might execute you for this” Arden began. “If you confess
and clam that you lost your senses, maybethey’ll relent and let you go. Surely this matter isn't worth
dying for! You'realLord Pdadin, for the Light's sake! People depend on you! Y ou’ ve got to snap out of
thisl” the captain finished heatedly.

Tirion only shook hishead. “I can’t, Arden. It isamatter of honor. | sworeto protect the orc, and |
betrayed that vow. Whatever punishment they charge mewith, it iswell deserved.”

Arden ran his hands through his hair in frustration. “ This makes no sense, Tirion. Think about your wife
and child!” Ardenyelled.

Tirion stood up to face him. “1 am, old friend. What kind of examplewould | set for my son if my word



counted for nothing? What kind of man would | be seen asthen?” Tirion asked.

Arden turned away, bristling. “It' s not that smple, and you know it!” the captain bellowed. “ Just admit
that you made amistake! Admit that you were wrong to sSide with the orc, and they might be lenient!
Why do we even haveto discussthis? Have you logt dl sense, man?’

Just then the door opened and two guards stepped in. “ Y ou'll have to leave now, Captain,” one of the
guards said. “We are to escort the prisoner to the Hall now.” Arden gave Tirion alast, pleading ook and
marched out the door in a huff.

Tirion straightened and attempted to look as proud and confident as he could. “I am ready, gentlemen,”
he said to them. They bound his hands and led him outside. The bright, midday sun caused Tirion to
wince dightly. Hislimbsweretired and cramped from the past few days of inactivity. The guards
marched him across the square toward the imposing structure of the Hall of Justice. Out of the corner of
hiseye, Tirion caught sight of the gdlows scaffolding being erected. He surmised that it was the source
of the hammering he had been hearing. Briefly, he visuaized Eitrigg standing upon the gallows with arope
tied around his neck. Tirion had to work hard in order to keep his forced semblance of confidence. If
Eitrigg died, then dl his efforts would have been for nothing.

* * *

An hour later, Tirion was seated in alarge oaken chair in the middle of the polished courtroom floor.
Before him was an immense stage adorned with four throne-like chairs. At the center of the stage,
directly in front of him, was alarge lectern where the judge would conduct thetrial. Above the Stage was
an enormous White flag bearing a stylized blue letter L, which signified the Alliance of Lordaeron. Lining
the vast walls of the chamber were other huge banners representing the seven nations of the Alliance. A
large blue banner embroidered with a golden lion signified the kingdom of Stormwind. Another banner,
black with ared-gauntleted fist, represented the kingdom of Stromgarde. Tirion was too nervousto look
around at the others.

Though he could not bear to turn around and see his comrades accusing faces, he could hear ahundred
voices whigpering and muttering at once throughout the grandiose chamber. Through thedin, he
discerned that everyone in attendance was shocked to hear that he had betrayed them. Many of the
onlookers had served under his command during the war, and many others he considered to be good
friends. He could fedl their communal confusion and scorn buffet him in waves. Histrid would not be an

€asy One.

Far to hisright, he caught Sght of Barthilas Stting in attendance. The young Paadin had a condemning
look in hiseye as he gazed intently at Tirion. Tirion wondered why the youth had turned on him so
completely and been so eager to see him disgraced. He turned away from Barthilas as another armored
Pdadin made hisway to the front of the stage.

“Defenders of Lordaeron,” the Paladin said in aclear voice, “today we stand in judgment of one of our
own. Thetrid of Lord Tirion Fordring will now commence.”

Tirion redlized that his palms were swegting. He had to physicaly restrain himsdf from shaking. He knew
that the four jurors would enter the Hall soon. Every mgjor trid in Lordaeron was presided over by four
of the highest-ranking lords within the Alliance. Tirion was sure that hel d recognize many of them ashis
peers. The atendant onlookers hushed asthe first of the jurors entered.

“All hail Lord Admira Dadlin Proudmoore of Kul’ Tiras” the Paladin said asthetal, lanky figure waked



across the stage. Lord Proudmoore took the throne-like seat on the far right with alook of disquiet on
his proud face. Tirion knew Proudmoore well. Despite being atactical genius, the Lord Admira was one
of the greatest heroes of the war. His officer’ s uniform and large, ceremonia hat were deep blue and
adorned with golden medals and pins signifying hisrank as master of the Alliance s navies.

The Paladin spoke again. “All hail Arch-Mage Antonidas of the Magocracy of Ddaran,” he said asthe
second juror strodein. A hush descended upon the crowd as the mysterious wizard took his seat. His
lavender hooded robe was adorned with black and gold trim, and he carried a grest, polished staff in his
hands. Ever distrustful of magic, Tirion hadn’t had many dealings with wizards over the years, and was
somewhat disconcerted to find that his fate was now in the hands of one. He looked back to the Paladin
asthelast two jurors were announced.

The venerable Archbishop, Alonsus Faol, who had anointed Tirion asa Padadin long ago, walked in and
took asest next to the lectern.

Following the Archbishop was the young prince of Lordaeron, Arthas, who had only recently been
made afull Paadin. Tirion had never met the young prince before, but he could see that the handsome
youth radiated goodness and wisdom despite hisrdatively young age. Tirion wished fervently that
Barthilas had had the prince’s composure, days before.

With the jurors assembled, the Paladin motioned for everyoneto rise for the judge’ s entrance. All of the
attendant men and women rose as Uther the Lightbringer entered the Hall and walked forward to the
ornate lectern. The mighty, holy patron of the Knights of the Silver Hand scanned the assembly with stern
eyesthe color of ocean sorms. His ornately etched silver armor seemed to reflect every light sourcein
the vast Hall—bathing Uther in ahalo of shimmering beauty. Uther wasthefirst Paladin, and was held to
be the mightiest warrior amongst the armies of the Alliance. He was dso held to be the wisest and most
noble of al the holy Paadins. Everyonein the room was cowed by his commanding presence.

Tirion’smind redled. Up until that point, he was resolved to stand by his decison and accept hisfate
with honor. But, looking up at the stern visage of his powerful superior, his courage wavered. Perhaps
Arden was right? hethought franticaly.Maybe he should beg for the court’s mercy and forget that
he ever made a vow to an enemy of humanity? Histhoughts were disrupted asthe Lightbringer's
powerful, melodious voicefilled hisears.

“Lord Pdadin Fordring,” Uther began. Y ou are charged with treason againgt the Alliance and failing to
obey adirect order given to you by your superior. Asyou know, thisisadire charge. The noble lords
gathered here will hear your case and judge you accordingly under the Light. How do you plead to the
chargesagaing you?’ Tirion clenched hisfiststo keep them from shaking. He barely found the voice to
answer.

“I am guilty as charged, milord. | accept full respongbility for my actions,” Tirion said.

A hundred angry voices flooded the room a once. Apparently, many of the onlookers had believed the
chargesto be greatly exaggerated or false. The assembly was shocked to hear Tirion admit hisguilt so
openly. Tirion looked behind him to watch the crowd'’ s raucous reaction. He caught sight of Arden Sitting
right behind him. The captain’ s tortured expression seemed to plead to Tirion to reconsider his position.
Tirion had to look away. Arden believed in him and had dways served him loydly. But the captain would
never understand. . . .

Uther’ s voice boomed out as the mighty Paladin commanded the assembly to silence. The gathered host
went quiet asif it had been struck by lightning. Tirion could dmost fed an eectricd tensonintheair. He



braced himsdf.

“Very well,” Uther said evenly. “Let the record show that Lord Paladin Fordring has entered a plea of
quilty.”

Tirion watched as the four jurors conversed amongst themselvesfor a brief moment. Lord Proudmoore
ended the discussion and motioned for Uther to continue.

“Let Lord Commander, Saidan Dathrohan, come forward and give histestimony,” Uther commanded.
The crowd stirred dightly as Dathrohan walked toward the stage. He stopped and stood solemnly next
to Tirion's chair. The two friends exchanged fleting glances. Dathrohan could only nod sorrowfully at
Tirion.

“Lord Commander Dathrohan, you have charged this man with treason. Please explain for the court the
occurrence and the nature of thisman’saleged infraction,” Uther said.

Dathrohan cleared histhroat and straightened dightly. “My lords, | do wish to state for the record that
Tirion Fordring has dways been aman of honor and nobility. But | cannot deny what | saw with my own
eyes. Four days ago, | led a detachment into the Hearthglen Woods in search of renegade orcs. Lord
Fordring assisted me with the exercise and helped meto track down the orc that we currently hold in our
prison for execution. When | gave the command to arrest the creature, Lord Fordring turned upon my
men and attempted to set the orc free. | asked him repeatedly to desist, but he would not relent. It iswith
aheavy heart that | givethistestimony,” Dathrohan finished. Once again, murmurs and hushed whispers
floated through the Hall. The jurors discussed Dathrohan’ s words as Uther addressed the court again.

“Isthere anyone here who can give credence to Lord Commander Dathrohan’ stestimony?’ Tirion's
whole body clenched as he saw Barthilas spring up from his sest.

“I can, milord,” the young Paladin stated excitedly. “| wasthere, under Lord Dathrohan’s command,
when theincident took place. | bore witnessto Tirion' streachery firsthand.” The scorn in his voice was
evident when he spoke his superior’ s name. Tirion could hear Arden groaning behind him.

Uther dismissed Dathrohan and motioned for Barthilas to come forward. Dathrohan gripped Barthilasin
asearing gaze asthey passed each other. Apparently, the youth’s efforts to win hisway into the Lord
Commander’ sgood graces were not working as well as Barthilas had planned. With surprisng calm,
Barthilastook his place near Tirion's chair. His face was proud and intent.

“State your claim,junior Paladin Barthilas,” Uther said icily. He was obvioudy disgruntled by the
younger Paladin’ s lack of respect for his superior. Guilty or not, Tirion was still to be addressed by his
title

Undeterred, Barthilas continued. “ Just as Lord Commander Dathrohan said, milord, | sawlLord Fordring
fight to save the orc from capture. He said that he had made a pact with the creature and would be
damned if weincarcerated it,” Barthilas said matter-of-factly. “ Y ou see, | knew he was up to something.
| had afeding that thisvile traitor was untrustworthy even before we set out to capture the orc!”

“Slencel” Uther shouted, his voice reverberating through the chamber like thunder. He ensnared the
now trembling Barthilaswith his overpowering gaze. “Y ou will learn to control your tongue,junior
Pdadin. | have known this man for years. We saved each other’ slives more than once, and stood
victorious before the enemy more timesthan | can clearly remember. Whatever he may have done, he
certainly deserves more than to be harangued by an unseasoned boy like yourself.” Barthilas turned white



asasheet and looked asif he might faint. “Y our testimony has been heard and will be reviewed by the
court. You aredismissed,” Uther finished. Reddening in embarrassment, Barthilas hurried back to his
seet. Tirion watched as the jurors once again began to converse with one another.

The four lordsfinished their deliberations and motioned that they were ready to proceed. Uther turned to
dtare down at Tirion. His gaze seemed to look straight into Tirion's heart, searching for some explanation
for hisfriend’ s unprecedented behavior.

“Lord Pdadin Fordring, do you have anything to say in your defense?’ Uther asked Tirion levelly.

Tirion stood up and solemnly addressed the court. “My lords, | know that the notion must sound
preposterous, but the orc saved my life. In return, | gave him my word as a Paladin that | would protect
hisaswell. The orc’'s nameis Eitrigg, and he is as honorable an opponent as| have ever faced.” Jeers
and shocked gasps erupted from the assembled onlookers. Tirion continued unabated. *Y ou must
understand mewhen | tell you—in order to follow my orders, | would have had to betray my honor asa
Paladin. That | could not do. That said, | will accept whatever punishment you deem fit.”

Uther strode over to the four jurors and knelt beside them. He argued with them briefly, pointing his
finger asif to stressa point. After afew moments, it ppeared asif thejurors had relented and Uther
walked back to the lectern, victorious.

“Lord Paadin Fordring,” he began, “this court iswell aware of your long years of servicein defense of
Lordaeron and its alied kingdoms. Every man hereis aware of your courage and valor. However,
consorting with the sworn enemies of humanity, regardless of their supposed honor, isagrievous crime.
In granting the orc amnesty, you took aterrible risk and gambled the safety of Hearthglen on a persona
whim. Inlight of your service, this court is prepared to offer you afull pardon if you will disavow your
oath to the creature and reaffirm your commitment to the Alliance.”

Tirion cleared histhroat. It would be so easy to smply give in and go hometo hiswife and son. He
turned to see Arden wringing his handsin anticipation.

“Please, milord. Commit to them and be done with it,” Arden whispered anxioudy. Tirion saw
Dathrohan take a step forward, asif urging him to forget about the orc and clear his good name.

“Let’s put this nonsense behind us, Tirion,” Dathrohan exclaimed under his bregth.
“Lord Pdadin Fordring? What is your answer?’ Uther asked suspicioudy, seeing Tirion's hesitation.

Tirion braced himself and faced the court members boldly. “What isto be done with the orc, milord?’
The great Paladin looked surprised by the question, but saw fit to answer anyway.

“It will be executed, like any other enemy of humanity. Regardless of your persond experience with the
cresture, it isasavage, murdering beast that cannot be dlowed to live.”

Tirion bowed his head and thought for amoment. He pictured Taglan’ sinnocent facein hismind seye.
He wanted to go home, so badly . . . .

He raised his head and saw Dathrohan give him a pleased smile; the Lord Commander seemed
convinced that Tirion would make theright decision. Tirion saw his course plainly. He would make the
only decision honor would permit.



“I will remain committed to the Alliance until my dying day. Of that, have no doubt,” Tirion said
confidently. “But | cannot disavow the oath | took. To do so would be to betray everything | am and
everything we, as honorable men, hold dear.”

Thistime the entire gathering erupted in fury and shock. None could believe Tirion' s brazen decision.
Even the noble jurors gaped openmouthed at Tirion. Thetired Paladin thought he heard Arden weeping
behind him, and his heart sank even lower. Dathrohan sat down heavily in hischair, shaking hishead in
dismay. Barthilas seemed to be on the verge of jumping out of his seat in excitement. Many of the
gathered warriors began to shout obscenities at Tirion and cal him atraitor. Some spat at him ashe
stood motionless before the stage.

Rubbing his eyes wearily, Uther motioned for the court to fall silent once more. He was beside himself
with anguish over what he must do, but Tirion had stated his position clearly.

“So beit,” Uther said ominoudly. “Tirion Fordring, from this day forth you are no longer welcome among
the Knights of the Silver Hand. Y ou are no longer fit to bask in the grace of the Light. | hereby
excommunicate you from our ranks.”

The audience gasped at Uther’ swords. Excommunication was arare, harsh punishment that stripped a
Pdadin of his Light-given powers. Though it had only been used afew times, every Pdadin lived in
morta fear of it. Tirion could not fathom what was about to happen. Before he could utter another word,
Uther made a sweeping motion with his hand. Immediatdly, Tirion felt adark shadow pass over him,
choking out the holy power of the Light. Panic threatened to overwhelm him asthe grace and
srengthening energies of the Light fled hisbody. The blessed energies, which had been such anintegra
part of him for so long, ebbed away just asif they had never been. Though the light of the Hall never
wavered, Tirion felt asif he had been wrapped in darkness and cast down into oblivion. Unableto
withstand the raging despair and hopel essness that washed over him in waves, Tirion lowered hishead in
abject despair.

Uther continued. “All trappings of our order will be stripped from you,” he said astwo Padadins came
forward and vicioudy ripped the silver plates from Tirion’ swracked body, “aswell asyour persond titles
and holdings”

Tirion struggled against despair. Never in hislife had he felt so naked and powerless. Images of Taglan
and Karandra sifted through his tortured mind. He had to get agrip on himsdlf. He had to think of his
dignity. Onwobbly legs, he stood and faced the court once more.

“Y ou shdl be exiled from these kingdoms and live the rest of your days amongst the wild things of the
world. May the Light have mercy on your soul,” Uther finished.

Tirion felt dazed, His head spun and anxiety threatened to overtake him. He was barely conscious of
Uther’ s next wordsto the assembly:

“Though it goes againgt my better judgment, it isthewill of this court that Paladin Barthilas take over as
regent governor of Hearthglen, effectiveimmediately. Barthilasisto remain here to overseethe morning's
hanging and then return hometo his duties. The exile, Tirion Fordring, isto be escorted back to
Mardenholde keep. There he will collect hisfamily and be escorted to the borders of the Alliance lands.
These proceedings are over,” Uther said, smashing hisarmored fist againgt the lectern. He gazed at Tirion
infrudration, clearly disgusted with thetrid’ s outcome.

“My lord, I have onelast question,” Tirion barely managed to say. Uther paused to listen—afina



gesture of respect and friendship for hisformer comrade. “My wifeand son . . . arethey to be exiled as
wel?Will my sndamn their livesasit hasmine?’ Tirion asked shakily.

Uther bowed his head in sorrow. The man before him was agood man. Thiswas no way for ahero to
be treated.

“No, Tirion. They may remain in Lordaeron if they so desire. Thiswasyour crime, not theirs. They
should not be punished for your pride,” Uther said. He then turned his back on Tirion and departed. Lost
in ahaze of despair and grief, Tirion was barely aware of the guards hauling him out of the Greet Hall.

SIX

A Sort of Homecoming

It was twilight asthe tired envoy made itsway back to Mardenholde keep. It had begun to rain during
the afternoon, and the weary horses trudged their way down the muddy road. Arden, leading the somber
column of knights and footmen, looked back at Tirion worriedly. Tirion was dumped over in hissaddle,
heedless of what transpired around him. His broad shoul ders drooped weakly and his head was bowed
in grief. The ceasdlessrain ran in rivulets down his haggard face. Arden’ s heart broke, seeing hisformer
lord and master in such astate. He was forced to look away. Looking toward the keep, the captain saw
that Tirion's advisors had gathered at the main gate to greet their returning lord.

Tirion's stomach wastied in knots. He was blocked from the Light. In the thirty yearsthat he had served
asaPdadin, he never dreamed that the blessed power would be stripped from him. Hefelt absolutely
hollow ingde. Wallowing in despair and misery, he was unable to even lift his eyestoward the sight of his
former home.

Arden rode dowly up to the gate and dismounted. The advisors, at seeing Tirion's near-comatose state,
asked the captain what was wrong.

Arden grimaced. “ There have been some changes,” he said to them curtly. The advisors|ooked at each
other in confusion.

“What do you mean, Captain? Where have you both been these past few days? What iswrong with our
lord?” one of them asked heatedly.

Arden bowed his head in shame and sorrow. “Our lord Tirion has been found guilty of treason against
the Alliance,” he said with aheavy heart. “ The High Court has ordered that he be exiled from our lands.”
The advisors gasped in shock.

“Surely you must be mistaken. That’ simpossiblel” one of the advisors said shakily. He looked into
Arden’seyesand saw that it clearly was not.

“It can't be,” the advisor said blankly. Arden nodded grimly and helped Tirion dismount from hishorse.

“Well, who isour lord now, Arden? Who will rule over Hearthglen?’ another advisor asked. Arden
shook his head and scoffed as he answered, “Barthilas will be your new lord, for thetime being.” It did
sound like a bad joke, he thought to himself. He put hisarm around Tirion and started to lead him
ingde. “I want the guardsto stay dert tonight. Tirion isto remain here under house arrest. At first light, |



will take a party of footmen and escort him to the border. Until then, neither of usisto be disturbed. Is
that clear?’ the captain asked in agravely voice.

The shocked advisors merely nodded their assent. Arden dragged Tirion in out of the rain and ushered
him toward his private chambers, hoping that he wouldn't have to face Karandra before morning. Not for
thefirst time, he wondered if there was anything that he could have doneto prevent thisal from

happening.

* * *

Arden leaned Tirion the against wall outside his private chambers and opened the door.

“Thanksfor your help, Arden. Thishasbeen. . . very difficult. | just wanted you to know that you' ve
been agood friend to me. I'm sorry dl this has happened,” the former Paladin said.

Arden nodded and turned away dowly. “If there’ sanything you need, let me know,” the captain said as
heleft.

Tirion watched him leave and found just enough strength to close the door behind him and collapseina
chair. Overcome with emotion, he buried hisface in his hands. Hislimbswould not stop shaking, and the
gnawing emptinessin his gut threatened to devour what was left of his soul. He couldn’t face hiswifeand
tell her what he' d done. Ironicaly, after dl the years he' d refused to lie to her, he found now that he
couldn’t beer to tell her thetruth.

The adjoining door to Taglan’ s room opened and Karandra stepped out quietly, shutting it behind her.
She looked surprised to see Tirion dtting there in the dark.

“Tirion, what has happened?’ she asked urgently. She lit adecorative lantern, and its soft light bathed
the room. Shadows danced across the walls as she knelt down beside her husband.

“Where have you been? I’ ve been worried sick.”

“| accompanied Lord Dathrohan back to Stratholme,” he muttered, his head till bowed.

“Y ou know, Tirion, you' ve been sneaking off quite abit latdly. If | didn’t know you any better, I'd
assume that you were seeking comfort from another woman,” she said teasingly. Tirion raised hishead

and looked at her. Seeing the deadened ook in his eyes, she knew that he was not amused in the least.

“Tirion, darling, what’ s wrong? Has something happened to you?’ she asked worriedly. He looked over
toward Taglan’sroom.

“Isthe boy adegp?’ he asked quietly. Karandrafrowned and answered that he was.

“| don’t quite know how to tell you this, my love,” he began somberly, “but | have been branded a
traitor and stripped of my titles”

Her eyeswidened in shock. He wasn't joking, sheredlized. In fact, as shelooked at him more closaly,
she marveled at how defeated and deflated he seemed. In dl the years she had known him, he had never
looked thisway. It frightened her immensely. She shook her head, unable to grasp the enormity of the
gtuation.



“How could this happen, Tirion? What have you done?’ she asked in astrangled voice.

He closed hiseyes and held his bresth for amoment, attempting to calm the furious pounding of his
heart. ‘ Do you remember the secret that | kept from you?’ he asked. She nodded as her brow creased
inanxiety. “Theorc | fought with saved my life, Karandra. If not for him, | would have been crushed
under a collapsing tower. To repay him for saving me, | vowed, on my honor, to keep his existence
Secret.”

Karandra covered her face. She shook her head asif she didn’t want to hear any more, but Tirion
continued anyway.

“I wasforced to hunt the orc down under direct orders. But when it came time to capture him, my
conscience overtook me. To uphold my honor, | fought to freeit. | was arrested on the spot and taken to
Stratholmefor trid,” hefinished.

They sat therein sllence for many long moments. Karandra sniffed and wiped tears from her eyes. “I
can't even begin to imagine what you werethinking,” she said breathlesdy. “The orc isabeadt, Tirion! It
has no concept of honor! Y ou gambled dl our lives on astupid, slly whim!” she spat, careful to keep her
voice down. Shedidn’'t want to wake Taglan and let him see hisfather in such astate. Tirion Smply sat
with his head bowed. For some strange reason, seeing him in such aweakened state only made her more
anxious.

“So what happensto us now, Tirion? Did you even consider that while you were playing the martyr?’
she said softly, disappointment rampant in her voice.

He stood up and walked over to the window. Night had settled heavily over the fields beyond the keep.
Therain continued to pour, asif nature was attempting to rid itself of some foulnessin the world.

“1 have been exiled, Karandra. | am to be escorted to the border at first light,” he said gravely. She
blinked in shock.

“Exiled?” shewhispered. “Light-damn you, Tirion! | told you your precious honor would be the end of
lﬂ ”

He turned to face her. “Without honor, woman, everything we haveis meaningless” he said, motioning
around a their lavish surroundings.

Shewaved her am dismissively.

“Will your honor keep us fed and keep our son decently clothed? How can you maintain this senseless
obsession in the face of what' s happened? What happened to the responsible man | married?” she
asked.

He gritted histeeth and turned to face her. 1 have always been thisway, Karandral Don't talk to me as
if it sany surprise! Y ou knew that marrying a Paladin would demand certain sacrifices.”

“And I’ve made plenty of them. Willingly! | held my tongue every time you rode off to battle. | sat here,
aone, for countless hours—waiting to hear if you were alive or dead. Do you have any idea of what that
was likefor me?| never complained once al those timesthat you left usfor your bureaucratic duties. |
knew you had ajob to do. | knew people counted on you. But | counted on you, too, damniit! | kept it
al indde so that you could *do your duty’ with honor. | know al about sacrifices, Tirion. But thistimethe



priceistoo high.”

“What do you mean by that?" he asked, athough he aready knew the answer. She held himin her fiery
dare.

“I loveyou, Tirion. Please believe that. But | won't be coming withyou . . . and neither will Taglan,” she
said softly. Karandraturned away, unable to look him inthe eye. “1 will not have our son grow up asan
outcast or be the subject of ridicule for the rest of hislife. He does't deserve that, Tirion, and neither do
l,” shesaid.

Tirion felt asif hislife no longer had any meaning. Losing the Light was devastating enough; he didn’t
know if he could bear losing her too. His head spun.

“I understand how you must fedl, Karandra. Believe me, | do,” he barely managed to say. “Areyou
certain thisiswhat you want?’

“You'veruined your life. I will not smply hold on while you plummet to the bottom and ruin ours as
wdl!” shesad, dmost franticadly. She hugged hersdlf, trying to cadm her raw nerves. “I hope your
precious honor kegps you warm at night,” she said.

“Karandra, wait,” Tirion said as she left. She waked swiftly toward her room and dammed the door
shut behind her. Tirion heard the bolt lock, and the faint sounds of her sobbing.

Unableto comfort her, Tirion leaned his head against the window’ s cool pane of glass. Absently, he
watched asthe raindrops splattered againgt the pane. He knew her well enough to know that she would
not change her mind. He had lost nearly everything he had ever cared for. The only thing he had left in the
world was his honor. He wasn't even sure of that anymore.

Asif inadaze, Tirion waked into hisreading room and sat down at hislarge, polished oak desk. Helit
afew candles and gathered up apiece of parchment, ink and anew quill. Without really knowing exactly
what he wanted to say, he started scribbling down his thoughts on the parchment. His hand shook as he
wrote, smearing the ink in spots. He emptied his heart out onto the parchment, expressing everything he
felt, explaining everything he had done. He st at the desk and wrote late into the night.

* * *

Morning was only an hour off when Tirion entered Taglan’ s darkened room. Karandra had cried hersdlf
to deep hours before, so Tirion knew he would be undisturbed. He walked over to where his son lay
deeping peacefully. Snuggled in his blankets, the boy breathed steadily. Tirion watched him deep for a
while, awed by the child’ sinnocence and purity. He knew his son deserved better than alife of forced
exile. He deserved dl of the good thingslife had to offer.

With ashaky hand, Tirion reached into his coat pocket and retrieved the rolled parchment he had
written. Tearsfilled his eyes as he carefully placed the note under his son’s pillow. Perhaps someday the
boy might understand what I’ ve done, he hoped. Perhaps somehow he' |l ook back on me and be
proud. Tirion patted the boy’ s head and kissed him on the cheek.

“Good-bye, my son,” he said, fighting back histears. “Be good.”

With that, he quietly left and closed the door behind him.



Dawn had broken over the tranquil fields of Hearthglen. The oppressive storm clouds had blown away
and the sky was bright and crystal clear. In afew hours, the old orc Eitrigg would be hanged in
Stratholme. Tirion had decided that he would not let that happen. Whatever e se transpired, Eitrigg would
not die. He had little trouble bypassing the keegp’ slax guardsmen and reaching the stables. As quietly as
he could, he saddled Mirador and prepared his meager supplies for the journey to Stratholme.

He placed hisfoot in the stirrup and hauled himsalf up onto hishorse.

“Thisisthe second time I’ ve caught you trying to sneek off, Tirion,” Arden said, standing in the
entranceway. Tirion’s heart froze. He looked around and saw that there were no guards with the captain.
In fact, there was no escort party to be seen anywhere.

“I figured you' d try something likethis,” the captain said.

Tirion gripped hisreinstightly and cleared histhroat. “ Are you hereto stop me, Arden?’ he asked
tightly.

The captain walked over and tightened the straps of Mirador’ s saddlebags. “Evenif | had amind to, |
doubt that | could,” Arden replied honestly. “1 sat up al night thinking about what you said at thetridl. |
think perhaps | understand how you felt. Y ou were only doing what you thought wasright. Y ou dways
have. For that, | cannot condemn you.”

Tirion nodded and leaned down. He placed his hand on Arden’ s shoulder.

“I need to ask you afavor, old friend. It isthe most important thing I’ ve ever asked of you,” he said
bregthlesdy.

Arden looked up a him gravely. “Whatever isin my power to do, | will do,” the captain said.

“Watch over them for me, Arden. Keep my boy safe,” Tirion said.

Arden reached up and took hold of hisfriend’ shand. “1 will,” wasdl he could say.

Satisfied, Tirion nodded to Arden and looked out toward the distant tree line. He dug his spursinto
Mirador’ s sides and thundered out of the stables. Stratholme was only afew hours away. If herodelike

the wind, he would makeit in time to stop the hanging. He charged down the path at breakneck speed,
pushing the faithful Mirador faster and harder than he ever had before.

SEVEN

The Drums of War

Tirion made good time reaching Stratholme. The sun had just barely crested the distant Alterac pesks by
the time he reached the city’ s outskirts. He had tethered Mirador in the woods and ran the last quarter
mileto the city. Asheran, he attempted to formulate a plan to save old Eitrigg. Much to hisdismay, he
came up with nothing. He hoped that when the time came, he would think of something brilliant that
didn’'t involvekilling or injuring his own people. However, seeing as how he was a convicted traitor, they



certainly would have no quaims about killing him. He knew that the likelihood of saving the orc and
ecaping Stratholme divewasdim.

Undeterred, Tirion stedlthily made hisway through Stratholme' s quiet, cobblestone streets. A few
merchants and vendors were beginning to set up their wares for the day’ stransactionsin the
marketplace, but there were few others about at that early hour. He managed to evade the few guards he
saw walking the streets. Fearing that the local guardsmen would recognize him, Tirion kept to the
shadows and stayed well out of sight.

AsTirion neared the public square, he began to hear loud voi ces shouting and jeering. He hoped he was
not too late to save the orc. He stepped into the square and saw alarge gathering of men at its center.
Clinging to the shadows, Tirion climbed ashort staircase and Situated himself in asmall, recessed dcove
that offered afull view of the newly erected gallows. The crowd that had gathered around the scaffolding
was comprised mostly of guards and footmen. They had al come to see the spectacle of theold orc's
hanging. Thankfully, Tirion redlized that the prisoner had not yet been brought out. The gathered men
merely jeered and shouted at one another in anticipation.

There were anumber of knights, dressed in their finest armor, surrounding the square. They stood quiet
and vigilant, ready to intercedeif the volatile crowd turned into amab. Tirion recognized many of the
knights who had been present at histrid. Although they were rdatively cam, Tirion knew that they
wanted to see the orc hanged as much as the footmen and the guards did.

After afew moments, the gathering stirred as anewcomer strode up to the gallows. Tirion saw that it
was Barthilas. The young Paladin waved and shouted to the crowd enthusiagticdlly, riling them up for
what he obvioudy considered to be the morning’ s entertainment. Tirion was glad that he couldn’t hear
Barthilas words. He suspected that they werefilled with poison and hatred. He felt amomentary pang of
remorse, knowing that his beloved Hearthglen was now in Barthilas' unstable hands.

* * *

Tirion watched as a second figure emerged from the throng and ascended the scaffolding. Lord
Dathrohan, seemingly obliviousto the crowd' s raucous din, walked up to Barthilas' side and scanned the
sguare with stern eyes. He spoke to the crowd for amoment and the jeering died down to alow roar.
Tirion held his breath. He knew they would bring Eitrigg out soon. Minutes passed by dowly as Tirion
waited anxioudy benesth the alcove. A tension built amongst the onlookers aswell. They seemed more
eager to watch aneck snap than see true justice met. Asthe din rose up again, more and more people
gathered in the square. Even women and children edged closer, hoping to catch sight of the terrible orcish
monger.

Finally, the gatesto the nearby holding cell opened and a squad of footmen strode out in tight formation.
The gathered onlookers erupted in cheers and began to hurl garbage and stones at the newcomers.
Armored asthey were, the footmen took little notice of the crowd' sfervor or its harmless projectiles.
Their shiny armor flashed in the morning light, but Tirion could see that they dragged ahuddled shape

among them.

It was Eitrigg.

They stopped at the base of the scaffolding, and two men dragged the old orc up the rest of the way.
The orc was barely able to stand and his green body was covered with dark bruises and lacerations.

Tirion wondered how the weakened orc could even walk. Apparently the interrogators had taken their



timein beating him. Despite hisinjuries, Eitrigg did hisbest to keep his head raised. He would not give his
tormentors the satisfaction of seeing him broken. Tirion knew that Eitrigg’ s orcish spirit was too proud for
that.

Tirion's heart pounded in his chest. Againgt such a spirited group of warriors, he didn’t stand a chance
of saving the old orc.He didn’t have a plan. He didn’t even have a weapon of any kind. He looked
down and saw that the hangman was adjusting the tightly wound noose. Eitrigg was only moments
away from death.

Frantically, Tirion legped down from his perch and pushed hisway through the boisterous crowd. In
their excitement, no one noticed the disgraced exile passing by them. Their attention was focused on the
gdlows and the beaten green beast that stood before them.

Tirion watched as Lord Dathrohan gave Barthilas a stiff salute and walked back down toward the
holding cdll’ s gates. Apparently the Lord Commander had no interest in watching the vulgar spectacle so
soon after Tirion'strid. Barthilas was none too concerned to see him go. Smiling broadly, Barthilas
ordered the hangman to put the noose around the orc’ sthroat. Eitrigg scowled as the rope was tightened
around hismuscular neck. The orc’ sdark eyes stared straight forward, asif he were looking into another
world that no one else could see. Tirion clawed and shoved hisway closer to the scaffolding. Barthilas
waved hishand inthe air, motioning for silence. Surprisingly, the raucous crowd quieted down.

“My fellow defenders of Lordaeron,” he began proudly, “1 am glad to see that so many of you turned
out thismorning. Thisloathsome creature that stands before you is an affront to the Light and an enemy

of our people. Its cursed race brought war and suffering to our shores and murdered many of our loved
oneswith little or no remorse. Thus,” Barthilas continued, staring Eitrigg in the eye, “we will extinguish this
wretched creature slifejust asremorsdesdy.” Eitrigg met Barthilas' fevered gaze with hisown. “Blood
for blood. Debt for debt,” the young Paladin finished.

The crowd cheered wildly for Barthilas and screamed for the orc’ s blood. Tirion marveled that hisown
people could be so savage and vile. He felt sick and overwhelmed by their smothering, collective hatred.

Barthilas stepped back as the hangman moved Eitrigg into position over the scaffolding’ strap door. The
old orc’s stoic mask began to dip as death approached. Eitrigg began to shake and growl and fight
agang hisregraints. The onlookers merely laughed at hisfutile efforts. They seemed to revel intheold
orc’ s panic and confusion.

Searching for some type of weapon, Tirion saw an old, rusted dedgehammer |eaning against the base of
the scaffolding. He pushed hisway through the front row of onlookers and dove for the dedgehammer.
Time seemed to stand il as Tirion reached out to grasp the unwieldy tool. Asif in dow motion, he
watched as the hangman placed his hand upon the trap door lever while Barthilas raised hisarm, ready to
givethe sgnd that would end the orc’slife. Tirion's hands closed over the dedgehammer’ swooden haft
as, inasurge of light and adrendine, he charged forward.

* * *

The assembled knights and footmen yelled in anger a seeing Tirion emerge from theroiling crowd. The
former Pdadin struck fast and hard, leaving the surprised footmen scattered in hiswake. A few dert
guards rushed at him, but Tirion swung the old dedgehammer in awide arc. Careful not to use letha
force, Tirion punched adeep dent in one guard' s breastplate and smashed in another’ s helmet-visor.
Seeing that he had bought himself afew, precious seconds, Tirion legped up onto the scaffolding and
headed straight for Barthilas.



The young Paadin was shocked at seeing Tirion charging a him. He fumbled awkwardly for his
warhammer, but Tirion wastoo fast. He rammed his shoulder into Barthilas' gut and sent the young
Pdadin careening wildly off the platform. Barthilas landed with aloud thud and was nearly trampled by
the raging crowd.

The hooded hangman rushed forward to overpower Tirion, but the former Paladin stood his ground.
Grabbing the hangman by the arm, Tirion flipped him over his shoulder and sent him tumbling down the
scaffolding’ s steps. He could hear the knights and footmen charging up the steps behind him. They would
hang him for this, hethought frantically. Not even the Lightbringer himsdlf could pardon Tirion for this
affront.

Asquickly ashe could, Tirion ran over to Eitrigg and unfastened the noose around the orc’ s neck. Left
too weak to stand, Eitrigg dumped heavily into Tirion'sarms. The orc barely recognized hissavior's
face.

“Human?’ Eitrigg mumbled questioningly. Tirion smiled down a him.

“Yes, Eitrigg,” Tirionsad. “It'sme” Eitrigg shuddered in pain and exhaustion, but fixed Tirion with his
hazy gaze.

“You must be crazy,” the old orc said. Tirion laughed to himsdlf and nodded in agreement. He turned
just in timeto see Barthilas climbing up over the edge of the scaffolding. Tirion knew that the knights and
footmen were only seconds away. Barthilas straightened and glowered at him.

“Traitor! Y ou have damned yoursdlf thisday!” the young Paladin screamed. The shocked crowd yelled
their assent and began throwing garbage at Tirion and Eitrigg both.

Out of the corner of hiseye, Tirion could see Lord Dathrohan looming in the background. Apparently,
he hadn’t | eft after dl. The Lord Commander’ s face was amask of grief and revulsion. Tirion wished
there was some way to make his old friend understand that what he was doing, he was doing for honor’s
sake.

Barthilasyeled for the knightsto seize Tirion and the orc. Asthey approached, Tirion stretched out his
hand and commanded them to halt. He had spent hislife leading men into battle and his deep voice il
carried the weight of command. Many of the knights who had served under him previoudy found
themselves cowed by his presence. Tirion faced them boldly.

“Hear me!” Tirion shouted. Hisvoice boomed out over the crowd and reverberated againgt the
surrounding structures. Many of the onlookersfell strangely silent. “This orc has done you no harm! Heis
old and infirm. His desth would accomplish nothing!” The honorable knights paused for amoment,
congdering Tirion's protests.

“Butit'san orc! Arewe not at war with itskind?’ one of the knights yelled increduloudly. Tirion steadied
himself and tightened hisgrip on Eitrigg.

“Wemay very well be! But thisone swarlike daysare over!” Tirion said. “ Thereis no honor in hanging
such adefenseless cresture.” He saw that afew of the knights nodded reluctantly. The rest of the
onlookers remained to be convinced. They continued to jeer and call Tirion an orc-loving traitor.

“Y ou're not fit to even speak of honor, Tirion,” Barthilas spat angrily. “Y ou’ re atraitorous mongrel who



deservesto dieright beside that inhuman beast!”

Tirion tensed. Barthilas words hit him like adap intheface. “I took avow, long ago, to protect the
weak and defenseless,” Tirion said through gritted teeth, “and | intend to do just that. Y ou see, boy,
that’ swhat it truly means to be a Paladin—knowing the difference between right and wrong and being
able to separate justice from vengeance. Y ou’ ve never been able to make those digtinctions, have you,
Barthilas?’ Tirion asked. Barthilas nearly choked with rage.

Abovethe din of the shouting crowd, a single beating drum boomed out loud and clear. Eitrigg’ sweary
head jerked up suddenly. He scanned the square’ s periphery asif he expected to see afamiliar sght,
then bowed his head again. Tirion looked &t the orc questioningly, certain that the orc recognized the
strange best. A few of the onlookers turned to see where the drumming was coming from, but Barthilas
paid it no mind. The young Paladin stepped toward Tirion with hisfists clenched.

“Have you forgotten so soon, Tirion? Y ou’ re no longer aPaladin! Y ou're adisgrace—an exilel It
doesn't make any difference what you think or believe!” Barthilasyelled.

“Damnit, Barthilas, you' ve got to open your eyes!” Tirion said urgently. “After dl the years| ruled over
Hearthglen, the one thing I’ m absol utely certain of isthat war begets only war! If we can't master our
own hatreds, then this senseless conflict will never cease! Therewill never be afuturefor our people!”

Barthilaslaughed contemptuoudy in Tirion'sface,

The strange drumming sound grew louder and wasjoined by newer, stronger drums. At that point most
of the onlookers became aware of the ominous begating of the drums aswell. They were startled to note
that the unnerving sounds were getting closer. The few women and children who were present began to
cover their ears and huddle together in fear and confusion. The attendant guards moved to the edges of
the square, searching for whatever was causing the incessant drumming.

“The future of our peopleisno longer your concern,” Barthilas said coldly. “1 rule Hearthglen now,
Tirion. And aslong as| do, | swear that there will never be peace with the orcsl On my parents
departed souls, | swear that every last orc in Lordaeron will burn for what they’ ve done!”

Tirion was shocked by Barthilas' words. There was no reasoning with the young Paladin. He had given
over completely to hisrage and grief.

The mighty drumsthundered al around the panicked square as Barthilas ordered histroopsto strike.

“Kill the orc now! Kill them both!” heydled in fury. Hisroar was cut short as a crude, razor-sharp
spear tore through his chest. Barthilas' blood splattered across the gallows as alegion of shadowy
shapes legpt down into the square from the surrounding rooftops. Furious, high-pitched war criesfilled
the air asthe savage orcs waded into the unsuspecting defenders of Stratholme. The mighty war-drums
thundered through the panic-gripped square.

* * *

Tirion sat stunned as Barthilas dumped to the ground in a heap. Ingtinctively, he reached out to help the
young Pdadin, but Barthilas spat a him and waved him off.

“Y ou’ ve brought this down upon us,” the young Padadin said shakily as blood poured from his mouth.
Hiswild, hate-filled eyeslocked on Tirion. “I dways knew you'd betray . . .” wasal he managed before



he fell facedown on the blood-soaked scaffolding. The crude orcish spear stuck up from hisback likea
ship’'smest.

Tirion immediately snapped to attention. He threw down the dedgehammer and hauled Eitrigg up on his
feet. Leaning the heavy orc on his shoulder, Tirion led Eitrigg away from the galows. Tirion couldn’t
imagine how the orcish force had bypassed the city’ s outer defenses. Typically, the orcs had dways
assaulted their targets head-on. Y et, as he watched the battle unfold around him, he saw that the stealthy
orcs were using the rooftops and surrounding catwalksto their advantage.

Knights and footmen ran forward to meet the orcish ondaught asdl hell erupted in the public square.
Tirion kept his head down and headed for the Side street he had used earlier. The sounds of clashing stedl
and the combatants furious shouts of rage and pain mixed, creating amaddening din above Stratholme.
Tirion tried to shut out the noise and concentrate on staying dive. All around him was akilling ground.
Mighty orc warriors hacked at their enemies with great war axes while others hurled long, wicked spears
with startling precison. A few orcs, garbed in what looked like wolf furs, charged forward and lifted their
hands to the heavens. Before Tirion knew what they were doing, lightning arced down from the darkened
sky and struck the front ranks of the human force. Charred human bodies and large chunks of stone flew
through the air and rained down upon the chaotic battlefied. Stunned by the savage elementd attack, the
remaining human ranks were forced to pull back before the orcs' awesome wrath.

Tirion was surprised to see that the orcs were working in unison to outmaneuver and flank the frayed
human defenders. To hismemory, orcs had never been so sngularly united in battle. Despite their
apparent cunning and skill, the orcs' numbers were few. Tirion wondered what the orcs were after,
recklesdy attacking a defended human city with such an insubstantia force. Soon every soldier in
Stratholme would be bearing down on the square. The outnumbered orcs wouldn’t stand a chance
against a fully armored garrison, hethought.

Despite the chaos around him, Tirion managed to reach the edge of the square and escape down asmal
aley. Hefting Eitrigg’ s deadweight up once more, Tirion turned to take alast ook at the ensuing carnage.
He caught sight of an enormous orc, dressed in afull suit of black plate armor. The orc carried amighty
warhammer that resembled those used by the Pal adins—except for the fact that the orc’'s hammer
seemed to beignited by living lightning. The dark orc waded hisway through the ardent human defenders
asif they were harmless children. It smashed and battered everyone that came near it with acalm
lethality—all the while shouting sharp commandsto itswarriors. For amoment, Tirion could only watch
in amazement and horror. The mighty orc leader was unlike any he had witnessed before. Tirion snapped
out of hisdaze and hurriedly made hisway out of the bel eaguered city with Eitrigg in hisarms.

* * *

With a supreme effort, Tirion succeeded in hauling Eitrigg out of the city and into the surrounding woods.
Looking back, he could see that anumber of fires had been started in various parts of the city. He could
hear screams and clashing weapons even from this distance. Apparently the cunning orcs were attempting
to distract and divide the human forces. Tirion noted that whoever the orcs' leader was, he was far more
clever than any chieftain he'd ever heard of.

Wesarily, Tirion laid Eitrigg down on theleafy ground and crouched next to him. Hetried to calm himself
and think clearly about the situation. He couldn’t account for the orcs' unprecedented attack on the city,
and wondered if the creatures had come to free Eitrigg, just as he had. Whatever the case, he was glad
that they’ d come. He was genuinely sorry to see so many of his brethren fal before the orcs, but at least
he’ d accomplished what he’ d set out to do. Eitrigg was dive. And, asfrayed and thin asit was, Tirion's
precious honor was still intact.



Eitrigg lay slently on the matted forest floor. Tirion bent down to check the orc’ s pulse. Hopefully the
orc was just exhausted from histrying orded, he mused. Gasping in panic, Tirion redlized that Eitrigg's
heart had stopped. The besating the humans had given the orc had obvioudy done seriousinterna
damage. If he didn’t do something quickly, he knew that Eitrigg would die. Ingtinctively, he placed his
hands on Eitrigg’ s chest and prayed for the healing powers of the Light to wash over the battered orc.
Surely he was still strong enough to heal even these grievous wounds?

Sowly, afeding of dread spread through Tirion's heart. Nothing was happening. He bowed his head in
defeat, remembering that he had been excommunicated from the Light. This can’t be happening, he
thought miserably. He could amost sense Eitrigg’ slife ebbing away into nothingness.

“No!” Tirion growled in hopelessness. “Y ou will not die, Eitrigg! Do you hear me?Y ou will not dieon
me!l” heyelled at the comatose orc. Once again he dapped his hands on the orc’s chest and
concentrated with dl of hiswill.“ By the grace of the Light, may your brethren be healed.” The
phrase wafted through his mind repegatedly as he reached deep for the power that |urked somewhere
within hisspirit.” In its grace he will be made anew.”

The Light could not be taken from him, heinsisted. Men could strip him of hisarmor and titles, they
could take away his home and his weadth—but the Light would aways been within him.It had to be.

Sowly, Tirion fet asearing heat risng within hisbody. It filled his center with strength and light that
snaked out toward hislimbs. He amost cried out in joy asthe familiar energies raced through hishands
and engulfed the orc' sravaged body. Tirion felt asif he werefloating on air. The strength and purity of
the Light flooded his being and cascaded out through his body like ahao of holy fire. Awed and humbled
by the reawakened power, Tirion opened his eyes and saw that awarm, golden glow had envel oped
Eitrigg. He watched in amazement as the bruises on the orc’ sbody healed before hisvery eyes. Eventhe
infected laceration on the orc’ sleg sedled up asif it had never been.

The soothing energies subsided and Tirion dropped to the ground in exhaustion. He lay there for afew
moments panting, attempting to keep his head from spinning. With asnort, Eitrigg sat up and looked
around frantically. The old orc was pale and obvioudy weak, but his eyeswere bright and dert. Eitrigg
quickly sprung up in adefensve crouch and sniffed the air. He scanned theimmediate tree line for any
sgns of danger and seemed to find none. Eitrigg looked down and saw Tirion lying near him. He shifted
back on his haunches doubtfully and stared at the exhausted human with surprise.

“Human?’ Eitrigg asked. “What' s happened? How did we get here?’ Tirion got to his knees and patted
the orc reassuringly on the shoulder.

“We re outsdethe city, Eitrigg,” Tirion said evenly. “Y ou' re safe for thetime being. If we' re both very
lucky, there'Il be no more hangingsin our immediate future.” Eitrigg grunted and looked at Tirion
doubtfully. He glanced down at his big green hands and traced hisfingers over where his wounds had
been.

“This power you have, human,” the orc began, “did it hed my wounds?’

Tirion nodded. “ Y es. Y ou told me before that pain isagood teacher. Well, you were about to have
your find lesson. It would have been arough one, | think,” Tirion said jokingly.

Eitrigg grinned and dapped Tirion on the back. “Perhaps |’ ve sudied enough, after dl,” the orc replied
wryly. The old orc coughed afew times and eased himsdlf back down to asitting position. The strain of



the past few days proved to be too much for histired old body, and he passed out in ahegp. Although
he was healed, Tirion knew from experience that the orc would be weak for days.

He was surprised to hear a sudden rustling in the dense branches and undergrowth al around him.
Looking around franticaly, he braced himsdlf for danger. Slowly—ominoudy—the shadows of the trees
began to move and shift in every direction. Huge, dark shapestook form and moved forward, encircling
the deeping orc and the nervous human.

Twelvein dl, the creatureswore loose armor plates and tattered leathers that covered only the most vital
areas of their muscular, green-skinned bodies. Feathers, multiple triba trinkets and bone necklaces
adorned the mighty orcish warriors who emerged with catlike grace from the shadowy tree line. Their
bulging arms and bestia, tusked faces were marked by jagged, primitive tattoos that augmented their
aready ferd appearance. They carried broad-bladed axes and heavy warblades with such practiced
ease that the weapons appeared to be natura extensions of their bodies. Tirion was overwhelmed by the
orcs savage presence. He was most disconcerted to see the changein their beady eyes—no longer
werethe orcs eyes ablaze with depravity and hate; they were cool and dert, showing an intelligence and
wit that he could scarcely credit to them.

Tirion held his breath and made sure not to make any sudden moves. For al he knew, the orcs might
think that he had attacked Eitrigg somehow. The orcs ssimply stood, staring at the two on the ground as if
waiting for acommand. Panic grated across Tirion's nerves. After al he had tried to do, he’ d be damned
if hejust let himsdlf be hacked to bitsin the wilds. Y et no matter what hetried, he knew that he'd last less
than aminute againg such fiercewarriors.

Suddenly, alarger form emerged from behind the warriors. A number of the orcs stepped aside silently
astheir leader made hisway forward. Tirion gasped. It wasthe orc chieftain he had seen during the
battle. Being this close, Tirion could see that the gargantuan orc’s black plate armor was trimmed with
bronze runic inscriptions. Never before had Tirion ever seen an orc in full armor. The sight was both
impressive and chilling. The orc’'s mighty stone warhammer seemed to be asold asthe world itsdlf. The
creature sblack hair wastied into long braids that hung down over its armored torso. Its green face was
somewhat less bestid than the other orcs', and itsfierce, intelligent eyeswere astriking blue. Tirion knew
that thiswas no ordinary orc.

The mighty creature stepped forward and kneeled down beside Eitrigg. Tirion tensed. He remembered
that Eitrigg had abandoned his duties as an orcish warrior. Perhaps these orcs had come to punish
him?

Fighting back hisfear, Tirion inched forward, intending to defend Eitrigg if necessary. The large orc gave
Tirion afierce, threstening glare—warning the human to stay put and remain silent. Surrounded as he was
by the chieftain’ s guards, Tirion wasforced to comply with the orc' s silent command. Seeing that he
would be obeyed, the mysterious orc placed hislarge hand on Eitrigg’ s head and closed his eyes,
concentrating. Eitrigg’ s eyes fluttered open and focused on the dark orc looming over him. The
mysterious orc' s festures softened dightly.

“Y ou are Eitrigg of the Blackrock clan, are you not?’ the orc asked in the human tongue. Tirion raised
hiseyebrowsin surprise.Did all of the orcs speak so clearly? he wondered.

Shakily, Eitrigg looked around at the other orcs and nodded hiswesary head. “1 am he” hesaidinalow
tone.

The larger orc nodded and straightened. “1 thought 0. It’ s taken me along time to track you down, old



one” hesad evenly.

Eitrigg sat up and looked upon the larger orc intently. *Y our faceisfamiliar to me, warrior. But you are
far tooyoungto be. ..” Eitrigg sudied the orc’ s strong features for amoment and said, “Who are you?’

The orc nodded dightly and stood up to hisfull height. The gathered orcs seemed to straighten and lift
their chins high astheir leader spoke. “I am known as Thrall, old one. | am Warchief of the Horde,” he
said proudly. Eitrigg’'s jaw dropped wide open. Tirion stared in awe. This, obvioudy, was the upstart
Warchief of which Dathrohan had spoken.

“I have heard of you,” Tirion said, hisvoice heavy with contempt. He saw the surrounding orc guards
gtiffen and ready their weapons. Apparently they didn’t take well to their leader being insulted. The orc
turned to stare at the former Paladin in surprise. “ And what exactly have you heard, human?’

Tirion held the orc’ sfierce gaze. “| have heard that you plan to rebuild the Horde and renew your war
againg my people,” he said coolly.

“You arepartidly correct,” Thral began, with mild amusement evident in histone. “lam rebuilding the
Horde. Y ou can be sure that my people will not remain in chainsfor long. However, | have no interest in
making war for war’'s sake. Those dark days are over.”

“Those daysare over?” Tirion asked skeptically. “1 just watched as you and your warriors hacked your
way through Stratholme.”

Thrall met the human' s accusing stare levelly. “Y ou presume much, human. We only attacked the city to
reclaim one of our own. Times have changed. Y our kingdoms and your people mean nothing to me. |
seek only to finish my father’ swork and find anew homeand for my people,” Thrall replied evenly.

Eitrigg’ s eyes were wide with sudden recognition. “Y our father’ swork?’ he sputtered excitedly. “I knew
| recognized your face, warrior! Y ou are the son of Durotan!” Thrall merely nodded once, never taking
his piercing eyes off Tirion. Eitrigg was beside himsdf with joy.

“Could it be, after all these years?’ he asked, flabbergasted. He looked around at the orcs’ faces,
searching for further confirmation. Their proud, sone-like faces reveded nothing.

Thrall turned hisback on Tirion and kndlt beside Eitrigg. “I have cometo bring you home, old one,” he
saidwarmly. “I’m sorry it took us so long to find you, but we' ve been somewhat busy these past months.
| have already freed anumber of clans, but | need wise veteranslike you to help me teach them of the
old ways. Y our people have need of you again, brave Eitrigg.”

The old orc shook hishead in shocked dishdlief. He stared into Thrall’ s sharp blue eyes and found hope
within their shining depths. After years of dispirited isolation, his heart wasfilled with pride again. Sowly,
Eitrigg began to believe that there could be afuture for his people after dl.

“I' will follow you, son of Durotan,” Eitrigg said proudly. “1 will help hed our peoplein any way that |
can.” Thrall nodded once and placed his hand on the old orc’s shoulder.

Casting asiddlong glance at the surrounding guards, Tirion cautiously stood up and faced Thral. “Eitrigg
told me of your father—and of hisfate. He must have been agreat hero to dicit such devotion from his
son.”



Thrall’ sface was expressionless ashereplied, “My people have aways held that it isa son’sduty to
finish hisfather’ swork.” Tirion nodded sadly. He wondered if Taglan would ever share that sentiment.
Probably not, he concluded.What boy would ever be proud of having a disgraced exile as a father?
More than likely, Taelan would only revile me for what I’ ve done.

Thral motioned toward Eitrigg and shouted a number of short guttural commandsin the orcish tongue.
Tirion looked around as the guards moved forward, unsure asto what to expect. Would the orcs kill
him? Would they let him go? A number of warriors knelt down beside Eitrigg and hooked their arms
under his shoulders. Tirion looked back at Thral, questioningly.

The young Warchief smirked knowingly and said, “Y ou risked your life to save our brother, human. We
have no quarrel with you. Y ou are freeto go, so long as you do not follow us.”

Tirion exhded in relief and watched asthe orc warriors gently gathered Eitrigg up. Thrall gave Tirionan
orcish salute and, without a second glance, turned to leave. Many of the orcs had aready disappeared
back into the densaly shadowed woods. Tirion shook hishead asif in adaze. A strong hand grabbed
hold of hisarm. He looked down and saw that it was Eitrigg. The old orc had alook of peace and
fulfillment upon hisgnarled face.

“We are both bound by blood and honor,brother. | will not forget you,” Eitrigg said.

Tirion smiled and raised his hand to his heart asthe orcsled Eitrigg avay. He stood for amoment,
watching them go. The sounds of bettle till echoed from within Stratholme’ swalls. He decided that he
had better make himsealf scarce before the human troops arrived.

With adlent prayer to the Light, Tirion Fordring turned hisback on Stratholme and set out to find solace
within the perilous, uncharted wildlands of Lordaeron.

EIGHT

A Pefect Circle

Sunlight cascaded down through the open skylight in the cathedrd’ s vaulted calling. Twenty-year-old
Taelan Fordring stood upon an ornately carved dais and basked in the warmth and splendor of the holy
Light. Large slver plates of armor adorned his broad shoulders. Benesath the plates, a carefully
embroidered dark blue stole hung from his neck and streamed down his chest. He held amighty,
two-handed silver warhammer in his hands which, he wastold, had once belonged to hisfather.

Taelan was a strong, handsome young man. Bathed in the Light as he was, he seemed amost
transcendent. An aged Archbishop stood before Taglan holding alarge, leather-bound tome. The old
man had the light of joy in hiseyes as he addressed Taglan.

“Do you, Tadlan Fordring, vow to uphold the honor and codes of the Order of the Silver Hand?’ he
asked.

“I do,” Tadan replied sincerdly.

“Do you vow to walk in the grace of the Light and spread its wisdom to your fellow man?’



“I do,” Taelan said shakily. He was overcome with athousand different emotions at once and had to
fight to get agrip on himself. Thiswas the moment he had waited for aslong as he could remember. He
glanced around quickly and saw his mother standing proudly in attendance.

Though years of hardship and loneliness had streaked her soft, golden hair with slver strands, Karandra
was as beautiful and radiant as she had ever been. She marveled at seeing Taglan being anointed asa
Pdadin. She wished that Tirion could have been present to see his son follow in hisfootsteps.

“Do you vow to vanquish evil wherever it be found, and protect the weak and innocent with your very
life?” the Archbishop asked Tadan in aritudigtic tone.

Taelan swallowed hard and nodded while saying, “By my honor, | do.”

The Archbishop continued to spesk to the assembly but, overcome as he was, Taglan could not hear his
words. Oblivious to the ceremony proceeding around him, he reached into the pocket of his ceremonia
cassock and took hold of therolled, tattered parchment that he always carried with him. It was the note
hisfather had left him before he was exiled from the kingdom. Taglan couldn’t count how many timeshe
had read the tattered | etter over the years, but he had memorized every line, every subtle stroke of the
quill. Herecalled one of the last passagesin hismind.

My dear Taelan,

By the time you're old enough to read this, | will have been gone a long time. | can’'t adequately
express how painful it isto have to leave you and your mother behind, but | suppose that
sometimes life forces you to make difficult decisions. | fear that you'll no doubt hear many bad

things about me as you grow older—that people will look upon my actions and condemn them as
evil. | fear that otherswill look down upon you for the decisions | have made.

| won't try to explain everything that’s happened in this note, but | need you to know that what |
did, I did for honor’s sake. Honor is an important part of what makes us men, Taelan. Our words
and our deeds must count for something in thisworld. | know it’s asking a great deal, but | hope
that you will understand that someday.

| want you to know that | love you dearly and that 1’1l always carry you close to my heart.

Your life and your deeds will be my redemption, son. You are my pride and my hope. Be a good
man. Be a hero.

Goodbye.

Taglan came out of hisreveriejust intimeto hear the Archbishop say:

“Then arise, Taelan Fordring—Paladin defender of Lordaeron. Welcome to the Order of the Silver
Hand.”

Just asit had in his boyhood dreams, the entire assembly erupted in cheers. The joyous din echoed



throughout the vast cathedra, drowning out every other noise. Hisfriends and comrades clapped and
hollered in congratul ations. Almost everyone gathered in the cathedrd was on their feet joining in the
revelry.

Beaming with pride, Taglan turned and smiled warmly at his mother and hisold friend, Arden, who
stood afew paces behind her. The aged guardsman, who had watched over and protected Taglan for
nearly fifteen years, smiled back proudly. Arden marveled at how much Taglan resembled hisfather. He
knew that Tirion would have been proud.

The crowd surged up to congratul ate Taglan and welcome him to the Order.

Arden had turned to make hisway toward the exit, when, out of the corner of hiseye, he saw afamiliar
figure moving through the crowd. Thetal, nondescript figure wore a green, hooded travel-cloak and
wegther-stained leathers. But Arden would have recognized the gray haired man’ s piercing green eyes
anywhere. For abrief second, he locked eyes with the aged stranger.

“Tirion,” Arden whispered under his bresth.

The stranger smiled knowingly at Arden and raised a stiff hand to hisbrow in salute. He then pulled his
hood low over hisface and promptly dipped out the back of the cathedral.

Looking back at Taelan, Arden said, “Likefather, like son.”
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