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NAMES




Red Hand

Kof - shaman Honor Guard captain

Droko (the Mystic) - current shaman

Archie - Bearer of the Prophecy, the shaman’s consort

Taruut - late shaman

Grok - young honor guard

Trawg - quartermaster

Ulka - archer

Ul-Rott - chieftain

Hroginda - ogre prostitute

Marok - orc general 

Quinn - horseman from The Fortifications, Marok’s beloved

Bess - slave from The Fortifications




Lost Clan

Eli - Human captive of the Lost Clan

Pilgrim - Unofficial leader of the Lost Clan

Smeg - Pilgrim’s second in command




PLACES

Red Hand Clan - clan of orcs led by Ul-Rott

Two Swords Clan - Droko’s defeated clan from across the river

Lost Clan - nomadic band of orcs

Fortifications - massive walled city surrounded by wild territories

Wasteland - large stretch of barren land beyond the territories
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Eli








The Lost Clan isn’t lost at all. Despite the name, it knows exactly where it’s going. A claim costs nothing, which is why people make so many of them.


I’ve learned that the hard way.


We trudged down the forest trail, me and several dozen green-skinned wanderers. Anticipation was in the air. I could feel it. Tonight would be the dark of the new moon—and tonight, the Lost Clan would tap a fresh vein.


The group traveled light. It made for an easier march. Orcish tradition decreed the Lost Clan was welcome to share in anything belonging to their host, so why haul around what you could simply take?


One cart, small enough to be dragged by a single plodding ox, bore the Lost Clan’s meager belongings. Some rusted tools, a few bundles of hardtack, a dwindling keg of ale…and a single, empty chest.


Officially, the Lost Clan had no leader. But orcs, like sailors, follow a pecking order—and everyone knew that the one who called himself Pilgrim was in charge. 


Pilgrim looked like every other orc: green skin, broad features, and way too many muscles. It was the way he held himself that set him apart. Shoulders just a bit straighter. Gaze a bit shrewder. And a self-satisfied smirk always hovering at the edge of his tusks. 


He fixed me with a look and said, “You know the drill.”


I steeled myself, climbed onto the wagon bed, and pushed open the lid of the chest. It was a quality piece of craftsmanship from the North. The dense larkwood had tight joints and a graceful bit of ornate carving on the lid, and though it was older than any of us, the fragrance of the sap still permeated the wood. 


I still hadn’t decided if the chest was my refuge, or my prison.


I slung a leg over the side and lowered myself in. I fit, mostly, though I’d hardly call it comfortable. But at least they couldn’t paw at me if I was inside.


Too bad the last thing I’d see before the lid closed was Pilgrim’s smug face. The smirk that had been threatening now stretched wide, all for me as he reached into the chest and curled a lock of my hair around his blunt orcish finger. “Look at you, tempting little thing, hair like ink and eyes like the sky. I can still remember, down on the docks, how even your own kind sized you up like they were planning which of your holes to use first. But you’re mine, now, and no one gets to see what I keep inside my treasure chest. Not unless I feel generous. Don’t forget that, human.”


And then he shut the heavy trunk lid with enough force to rattle my teeth.


Human.


I’d had a name, once. Eli. And I had my freedom…or so I’d imagined. Wind in my hair, salt on my skin, and nobody telling me who to be. But even the steadiest tide can turn when you’re not watching the current.


Now, I was simply human. And I rode around like cargo.


The chest was nearly long enough to stretch out, and for that, I supposed I should be grateful. And the ancient larkwood still carried a hint of its old exotic scent. But given the overall size, shape and closeness of it, I couldn’t help but feel like I’d just been buried alive.


The worst part about the whole thing? I was almost used to it now.


Whenever the Lost Clan approached its next target, Pilgrim tucked me away. Then, if he suspected our hosts would lust after a captive human, I would be deployed when I’d make the greatest impact. If not, I’d remain locked up for the whole of our stay. 


Cramped muscles, head throbbing with lack of water, eyes stinging from the light….


But maybe it was easier to stay sharp in the dark. No distractions. Just the stillness, the isolation, and the promise I whispered to myself over and over.


When it’s my time to die…I’m taking him with me.


For now, as we made our way to our next destination, I tried to get my bearings from inside the box and picture where we were, since conversation had died down and there was nothing to overhear. I probably got some details wrong, since forests all looked the same to me. But I did note the road we’d traveled was long. This was unusual, since the Lost Clan wasn’t in the habit of sightseeing. Like a school of silver herrings stripping a reef of plankton, the clan flooded each orc village in its path, picking it clean down to the bones. But a soothsayer we’d met on the open road claimed this next winter would be brutal, and the Lost Clan wouldn’t survive without great sacrifice. 


Thus, the ambitious journey that gave everyone’s laziness an edge of desperation.


Except me. The long marches and cold nights made no difference. Leeching off a settlement or trekking through the woods…either way, I was still stuck in this mob of orcs with zero hope of escape.


If I closed my eyes, I could almost pretend I was belowdecks again. The rocking, the groan of wood, the smell of dampness and stale sweat. All I had to do was ignore the low rumble of orcish voices…and pretend the man I’d devoted myself to hadn’t utterly betrayed me.


He was my captain—my first real anchor in the world. I used to watch him from the rigging, the way he stood at the wheel like the whole sea answered to him. Nights, he’d pull me into his quarters and do things to me that made me shudder in ecstasy. Yet, it wasn’t just the physical closeness I craved, but the things he’d say. Especially when he told me I was his guiding star.


And like a fool, I believed him.


I might’ve been a naïve farm boy, but I still knew how the world worked. Sentimentality is an indulgence. And things that outlive their usefulness are culled. After all, every old hen ended up in the stewpot eventually, so the laying hens had more feed.


And yet, I still let myself believe I mattered more than what the captain stood to gain.


When it came time to choose, he did it with no hesitation at all.


Turns out, you don’t need a guiding star if you’re familiar with your route.


“Are we almost there?” Smeg’s grumbles carried through the chest. Smeg wasn’t the orc’s real name, of course. Everyone just called him that because you could smell his reeking dick from a mile away—according to the orcs, anyway. 


But orcs like things that stink. It’s when they scent something that they gain the upper hand. And if anyone always had the upper hand, it was Pilgrim.


“We’ll be there when we need to be,” he said. 


But we must be close, I figured, if he was rehearsing the tactic of making a mouthful of nothing sound wise.


Smeg, however, wasn’t exactly receptive to his so-called wisdom. Smeg was huge, even by orc standards. And if his stink and his swagger didn’t announce him, the massive sword on his hip would. Beneath years of neglect, it glittered with filigree and gems. I’d never once seen him oil the blade—but he was as proud of that thing as he was of his own stench. 


He said, “We’ve been plodding down this road so long, my boots are worn through.” Not to mention the heavy sword that slapped his thigh with each step. “We coulda taken our visit to the Wolf Head clan without going so far out of our way. Everyone knows they keg twice as much ale as they can drink. Even the dwarves stop at Wolf Head.”


“It takes more than just ale to fill a belly,” Pilgrim answered. 


“But it’s a damn good start,” Smeg muttered. But orcs are orcs, and Smeg was only second in command. He might grumble. But he always fell in line eventually.


They trudged ahead. The cart jostled along the rutted trail. I grew weary of picturing the tree canopy passing by overhead and instead imagined I was watching a dramatic starry sky unfold at sea. But the shuffle of boots was a poor substitute for lapping waves, and the judder of the cart wheels was nothing like the sway of a hammock.


I never did know whether I should hoard my memory of the sea and only troop it out when I felt desperate, or if I should practice so it didn’t fade forever. It hurt to recall something so wide, so unreachable. Like pressing on a bruise to be sure it’s still there. Maybe one day I’d forget how it felt to stand on deck with the stars above and nothing in front of me but the wind. 


But maybe that was mercy.


I was wondering whether I even remembered the constellations correctly when my cart creaked to a halt. The lazy murmur of orcish voices went quiet, and an expectant stillness settled in.


Only once he had the stage did Pilgrim intone, “Greetings, brothers and sisters. Fortune smiles on you. The Lost Clan has come to bestow upon you their blessing.”


A gate creaked a short ways off, and a confident footfall approached.


“I am Marok.” The voice was calm and deep, and most definitely orcish. “General of Red Hand Clan’s army. Who is the chieftain of your clan?”


“Seeking to trip me with my own spear?” Pilgrim asked casually. “The Lost Clan has no chieftain.”


“So I take that to mean that I’ll be dealing with you.”


“As you see fit, General. You speak for Ul-Rott the Spinecrusher, then?” A pattering of chest thumps surrounded us as the name of their chieftain was uttered. The Red Hand had plenty of guards, then. No snoozing sentries here. “Can he not speak for himself?”


“He can. But since he’s currently busy using some hobgoblins for target practice, you’ll talk to me.”


The smallest of pauses as Pilgrim changed tack. He’d been hoping for Ul-Rott—a brutal warlord, but a predictably conceited one. This General Marok was unknown.


“There’s fresh water not a hundred strides from where you sit now,” the General said, “and plenty of space for you to bide your time while you wait for Ul-Rott to welcome you himself. Rest easy. Our guards will make sure you’re undisturbed.”


The veiled threat was clear—we’re watching you—and the tone brooked no argument.


For a moment, I almost smiled at the thought of someone standing up to Pilgrim. But then I remembered who I belonged to, and what happened when his ego took a hit. 


Some men lash down the sails when a storm is coming. Some pretend the sky is still blue. Pilgrim was the kind who smiled while the clouds gathered, then hit hard when the sails hung in tatters.


And when the blow finally came, it could only land on me.




2

Kof








In the wooded clearing at the edge of our broadest hunting territory, Droko the Mystic waded through a tangle of fallen fighters. A few green-skinned. Most not. A harsh coming winter was on the air, and a hobgoblin raiding party had planned to help themselves to what stores we’d set aside. 


Though we’d driven them away, the hobgoblins were better off now. 


Fewer mouths to feed.


The battle had been brief. Thank the ancestors. I don’t know what I’d do if an extended campaign broke out. I’d been trained to guard a shaman, to preserve him at all costs. But that shaman had been an old, blind man content to hole himself up in a cave.


The new shaman had his own…ways.


“Kof!” Droko called out when he saw me. I still had to stiffen my knees and stifle the urge to genuflect. The shaman only put up with such gestures when he had to. He grinned and hefted a bloody staff in triumph. He was as strong as any warrior, and just as eager to defend his clan…even though they’d stolen him from own family. Droko had been Two Swords for the first twenty years of his life, and Red Hand only months. And yet, he fit right in with the rest of the clan.


Sometimes it seemed he fit even better than I did.


“You should stay in my sight,” I reminded Droko. It wouldn’t do any good, but I had to try.


He bared his teeth and clapped me on the shoulder. “In the heat of battle every blade sings its own song. Or…staff.” He hefted the heavy weapon as if he might someday find a keen edge, if only he brained enough opponents. “How many hobs did you get, then? Three? Four?”


Maybe more. But I didn’t keep count. I was the captain of the honor guard, and all that mattered was killing anyone whose blade was aimed for Droko. I wiped the blood from my spear tip on the grass with a noncommittal grunt.


“Gather the dead,” the shaman told our soldiers. “Our warriors died protecting the clan. They’ll get a proper pyre.”


Not only was he an outsider, but he was very young. And still, our footsoldiers hastened to do his bidding.


None were fool enough to disobey Droko the Mystic.


As the dead were being sorted, a half-dozen draft horses whinnied, stamping through the clearing and rolling their eyes. Their riders, the Chieftain’s guard, barked commands meant to calm them. Orcs might relish the copper tang of blood, but prey animals do not. Though for prey animals, the massive beasts surely intimidated any orc who encountered them. Even their riders.


While the semi-controlled steeds pranced around us and their riders muttered and swore, I planted myself beside Droko. I stood a respectful half-step back, flanking him from a position where my single eye had a better chance of spotting an attack. The threat had been beaten back, for now. But duty is duty. And “shamaning,” as Droko claims, is mostly for show anyhow.


No doubt there is wisdom in his words. Still, I suspect he has a lot to learn.


The sound of hooves shifted as the largest creature in the clan’s stables joined its herd, stomping like a troll. Destroyer was massive enough on his own, but with the chieftain on his back, he was a mountain in motion.


Ul-Rott approached, but didn’t dismount—not without the stepstool his groom built for him, back at the stables. “Praise Ul-Rott,” Droko said automatically, and we all made a fist and struck our hearts—even him. Knowing Droko, he would chalk up the gesture to meaningless pomp. But like most traditions, it was grounded in meaning. We would take a blade for the chieftain, if necessary. And there was no greater pledge than that.


“A good battle,” Ul-Rott decreed.


Droko cut his eyes to the growing row of orcish corpses.


Ul-Rott waved dismissively. “Yes, a shame. Hartha over there just had twins—no doubt her neighbors will welcome the extra two pairs of hands—and Torpf made captain only last month. But that’s the life of a warrior. What really matters are the signs.”


After an expectant pause on the chieftain’s part, Droko said, “What signs?”


“Haven’t you heard? My throwing axe cleaved off a hob’s right hand—then kept on going and took down a stag! If that’s not a good omen, I don’t know what is. The hunters keep telling me deer are thin on the ground this year, and I hit one without even trying? Hah! If you’ve seen a finer omen than that, speak up!” 


Droko took in the blood-churned clearing. “If the axe struck true, does it matter if it was skill or fate?”


“Hmph. I suppose not.” Ul-Rott shrugged and shifted in his saddle, and gestured vaguely at the dead. “Appease the ancestors, then, so we can get going. It’s a long ride back to the village, and I’m hungry enough to swallow that whole stag myself.”


Droko stood by—arms crossed and covered in blood, both hobgoblin and orc—as the soldiers finished laying out their brothers and sisters in arms. Swords, armor, and other gear were salvaged, either to return to the families, or to squabble over among the troop. Everything of value was taken but their boots, no matter how fine they might be.


Only a fool would knowingly walk in a dead man’s shoes.


“These warriors died defending their clan,” Droko announced, as the troop’s captain lit a sacred torch and approached. The shaman went on to speak of both their bravery, and their duty. Not their skill, I noted—if a hobgoblin were able to fell them, they must have needed more practice. Though this particular band of hobs had fought with a desperate ferocity. 


The bodies were doused in oil, and as soon as the flame touched the first fallen orc, the fire took, and spread. Only once it was clear that nothing would be left of the orcs for the wildlife to feast on did Ul-Rott prod his horse to head back to the village.


The riders reined in their mounts to keep our group together, just in case the hobgoblin band had been some kind of ruse. It was doubtful, since no hob would volunteer to act as decoy if they were guaranteed to be slain. But a good warrior doesn’t let down his guard outside the safety of his clan’s walls. 


The shaman, marching home beside me, was silent. Unlike his predecessor, Droko often went for long stretches without speaking—especially if his talkative human wasn’t around. I read nothing into his demeanor until he surprised me by leaning in and murmuring, “Is it true—what the chieftain claimed? That the hunters are coming up empty-handed?”


While I did live in the caves with Droko, since I oversaw his table, I spent a good amount of time in the clan’s larder. A dwindling supply of fresh meat would not have escaped my notice.


Unless the quartermaster had saved the choicest bits for the chieftain and the shaman, while the rest of the clan ate gristle.


I was no hunter. I lived in the tunnels—and, besides, I had only one eye. But the Red Hand Clan was strong. Especially now that Two Swords had finally learned their place. If we were short on meat, a few warriors could be spared to track down game.


And, why not? Most fighters hunted for the joy of it anyhow. They’d be eager for the chance to show off. We had plenty of good warriors—the village would be fine without them. Not only was Two Swords no longer a threat, but our walls were stout. No one got in or out without the chieftain’s say.


Speaking of Ul-Rott…we approached a small rise and found that he and his other riders had stopped, some steeds prancing in place, some cropping grass, and some pawing the ground.


“What now?” Droko said, as the chieftain, twisting around awkwardly in his stirrups, motioned his shaman forward. I fixed myself to Droko’s side, spear ready, as he approached the chieftain. 


Ul-Rott cocked his head in annoyance. “As if the boil on my ass isn’t enough, now I’ve got to deal with this nonsense. Which reminds me—my choad is acting up again.”


Evidently, life in the saddle took some adjustment.


“Come to the caves once your horse is seen to,” Droko said. “I’ll handle it.”


As we stepped up and crested the rise, the wall of our village came into view. The gates were shut tight. But the clearing in front of it was definitely not clear.


It wasn’t hobgoblins sieging the walls while their decoys lured away our warriors…but a lazy band of orcs lounging all around. Dozens upon dozens of orcs. Men and women in piecemeal armor and rags. They weren’t warriors, and they weren’t up in arms.


Even so, a chill dread settled in my belly.


I’d rather it be a band of bloodthirsty hobs at my gate than the Lost Clan.




3

Kof




If Ul-Rott could’ve come up with any excuse to turn away the Lost Clan, they’d still be outside our wall. But an orc would no more refuse them hospitality than spit on their chieftain’s pyre.


The Lost Clan had been lounging on their packs as they waited, and now they crept through the gates slower than a hungover recruit. Clearly, no warriors among them. No capable fighter would dream of sprawling out in the middle of the road with their belly exposed.


Droko caught me by the bracer and said, “Warn the quartermaster. Those freeloaders will demand a feast. And if we’re short on game, he’ll need to be ready.”


Even within our walls, I was reluctant to leave the shaman’s side—especially with strangers filtering in. But a glance at his blood-crusted staff and armor reassured me that he was not old Taruut. He would make it back to the caves without me. Besides, he had an important choad to attend.


I hurried to the larders. 


The stout wooden structure cast a long shadow across the courtyard. Only one guard by the entrance. Her eyes narrowed as she watched the Lost Clan trickle in through the gates. 


“What’s all this?” she demanded, gesturing toward the ragged orcs with her sword.


“The Lost Clan,” I said simply.


She sighed in resignation, as if she’d suspected as much, but was hoping I’d come up with some other explanation.


I said, “Trawg will need to be ready. Where is he?”


“Where he always is. Down in the cellar, counting the supplies.”


I ducked through the low doorway. The main floor of the larder was an obstacle course of dangling herbs and drying meats. Sacks of grain from traders sagged on the shelves, half-empty. I wove through a maze of tables and descended the wooden steps into the cool, earthen darkness of the cellar. Casks and barrels lined the dugout, hugging the walls where the earth kept them cool. 


I’d always presumed they were full. But what if they weren’t?


I found Trawg busy with his ledger. His brow furrowed as he scratched notes on the page. The pale light from a guttering torch flickered across the book to reveal meticulous notes of figures and tallies. He could account for every last nut, grain and grub.


Gnomes are known for fixating on their numbers. Dwarves, too. But it’s rare to find an orc with such a mind for figures. It made Trawg the right man for the job—but uneasy to be around, with the feeling of him always watching me with a critical eye as I took the shaman’s due share of the food. I’m not sure if he was such a nit-picker before, or if he’d gone that way once childbirth took his wife and he decided to live alone among the stores.


He claimed he enjoyed the order and routine. Hard to fault him for that.


I cleared my throat and said, “We’ll have more mouths to feed. At least fifty.”


“So. The Lost Clan is back.” The quartermaster hadn’t even glanced up from his ledger. “You were just a pup last time they came. Do you remember?”


“No.” Most of my childhood was a blur. Mainly, I remembered the panic I’d felt, waking in the dark caves to the haze of incense and the dressing over my eye socket. But the shaman was always having to fill me in on the rest.


Trawg said, “Tore through the larders like a pack of starving wolves, they did. But it was summertime, with plenty of good hunting. And once they were gone, we had time to recover. Not like now.”


I asked Trawg if he had enough game for the newcomers, and he brushed me off, insulted that I’d dare question his ledgers. If he were the one to suggest some extra hunting parties, the chieftain might listen, I told him. And he went about his business as if I hadn’t said a word.


Still ignoring me, Trawg headed up the ladder as footfalls scuffed the floorboards upstairs and announced another visitor. A chieftain’s guard in a red armband idled among the food, casually peeking into a barrel—though he quickly dropped the lid when Trawg spotted him. “The chieftain felled a stag—praise Ul-Rott—just in time for the welcome feast. But he wants to make sure you save him the head.”


Trawg did a double-take. “What? Does he want to start an incident?”


I, too, couldn’t see how serving the kill without its crowning glory would be taken as anything but an insult.


The guard’s eyes flicked around the larder. “He said you should, erm, swap out another head and keep the fresh one for him.” He held up his hands. “Look…I know how it sounds, but I’m just the messenger. The chieftain was clear. It’s a lucky head, and no one will eat it but him.”


“Praise Ul-Rott,” Trawk muttered, then flipped through his ledger. “I don’t have another one that’ll work. Not unless he thinks the Lost Clan would believe our local deer have the heads of rabbits. Or maybe he brought a hobgoblin noggin back from the skirmish. It’s stew or nothing.”


As the quartermaster spoke, another of Ul-Rott’s men sauntered in. His human man—the horseman called Quinn. “Then it should be nothing.” For such a puny, tusk-less thing, he was awfully sure of himself. He stood straight and tall (for a human) and spoke like he was accustomed to being obeyed. I supposed, in the chieftain’s stables, he was. 


Trawg scoffed. “You don’t speak for Ul-Rott. Why does he not speak for himself?”


“He’s with the shaman.”


“Even so. I don’t take orders from you.”


But Quinn didn’t back down. “No way should that stag have been close enough to a bunch of battling orcs to be taken down with an axe.”


“That’s why it was a lucky stag,” the guard said impatiently.


“Lucky?” Quinn asked. “Or diseased? A healthy deer would have run off as soon as the fighting got started.”


Trawg chortled. “You humans and your delicate stomachs—everything gives you the trots. It’s a wonder you haven’t all died of starvation. Come, show me this stag. I’ll be the one to say whether the meat is fit or not.”


The chieftain’s guard leaned out the door and motioned, and one of his men dragged in the carcass. It was covered in dust where the dried blood had gone sticky, and a few hopeful flies buzzed around the wound.


“Well, horseman?” Trawg said.


Quinn crouched and looked more closely at the dirt-caked mouth. He didn’t touch it, I noticed. “Was the spittle foamy? Did any of you see?”


The chieftain’s men shrugged.


“That won’t tell you a damn thing,” Trawg said. “Animals spit when they die. They shit and piss and scream. Everything that’s in them strains to get out as they take their last breath. If the meat’s gone wormy, it’s bad. If it’s not the right color, it’s bad. But most of all, if it smells wrong, it’s bad.”


Trawg drew a small curved blade from his belt. It was a whittled-down stump of a thing, but sharp enough to shave
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