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      "I would rather be here with you than anywhere else in the world," she said.

      "I feel the same." He was about to say more, but when he felt the prick of a metal point at the back of his neck, he froze.

      Natalia turned her head slightly to see the tip of a spear only a finger's breadth from her face. Her eyes drifted up the wooden shaft to where strong, green hands gripped the weapon. A massive Orc stood staring down at them while his two companions held the spears. He knelt, bringing his face close to Athgar's.

      "He has the grey eyes of the Torkul," the Orc announced in the guttural speech of his race.

      "Greetings," said Athgar, using the same language. "I am Athgar, of the Orcs of the Red Hand."

      A look of surprise erupted on the Orc's face. "You speak our language! What manner of magic is this?"

      "It's not magic," insisted Athgar. "I am a member of the tribe. Move your spears, and I shall prove it."

      The Orc looked at one of his companions. "This is most unexpected."

      "It is a trick, Urughar," insisted his comrade. "A trap set by the Torkul. Do not trust him."

      The Orc turned his attention to Natalia. "And what of this female?" asked Urughar. "She is not of the Torkul."

      "Is she his prisoner?"

      "No," said Athgar, "she is my bondmate."

      Urughar turned his attention back to the Therengian. "You know our culture, I will grant you that, but give me a good reason why I should not kill you both here, right now."

      "I know the way of your people," the Human replied. "It is not the Orc custom to kill uninjured prisoners. Take us to your chieftain, and let the tribe decide our fate."

      The Orc stood, stretching his back while looking around the pine forest. He glanced at the third Orc, a somewhat rotund fellow. "What think you, Ogda?"

      "Let Kirak decide," he replied. "It is not for us to make that decision."
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      Athgar stared into the flames, his mind deep in thought.

      "A copper for your thoughts?" said Natalia.

      He gazed across at her, taking in her black hair and pale features. He had met her less than a year ago, and yet somehow, he felt as though they had known each other their entire lives. He smiled, feeling a warmth at the thought of her embrace.

      "Well?" she asked. "Are you going to keep staring, or are you going to come over here and tell me your deepest thoughts?"

      "I was thinking of Kargen and Shaluhk," he confessed, "though I will take you up on the offer." He rose, moving closer while she took the blanket from her shoulders, spreading it to encompass them both as he sat beside her on the log.

      "They must be well on their way by now," she mused.

      "I'm not so sure about that. It's not easy convincing an entire tribe to leave their home."

      "They have little choice. You know the Duke of Krieghoff won't take his defeat very well. He'll retaliate. I only hope the Orcs escape in time."

      "They will," said Athgar. "The Ancestors watch over them."

      "Would that be the same Ancestors who sent us here?" She looked around the forest.

      "They work in mysterious ways. We're on our way to Ebenstadt, remember?"

      "We spent weeks crossing the mountains. Of course I didn't forget, but why? What do they have in mind for us?"

      He shrugged. "I have no idea. Maybe it's better that way? What we don't know can't worry us."

      "Do you believe they control us?"

      "No, the Orcs are quite clear in their beliefs. The Ancestors guide them, not control them."

      "With some exceptions," Natalia added.

      "True. I doubt either of us will ever forget the treachery of Khurlig. Her spirit was almost the end of us all."

      Natalia nodded her head thoughtfully. It wasn't so long ago that she had, with Shaluhk's help, tried to contact one of the Orc Ancestors with somewhat disastrous results. If it hadn't been for the timely intervention of Uhdrig, they both might have ended up dead, or even worse, trapped in the spirit realm forever.

      Athgar saw her shudder and put his arm around her shoulder. "It's all right he soothed. "It's all over now."

      She glanced around the small clearing, turning skyward to where the majestic pines gazed down on them. "I've never been one for the outdoors, but you make it quite bearable."

      A spark from the fire drew their attention. "It appears the hare is almost done," he said as he reached forward, withdrawing the makeshift spear from the ground and examining its slightly burned offering. "I think I cooked it too long."

      Natalia laughed, the sound echoing through the trees. "My hero, the mighty hunter. Did no one ever teach you how to cook?"

      He offered her the spear. "You're welcome to give it a try?"

      "I'm the city girl, remember? I spent my life at the Volstrum." She smiled, lessening the blow. "Don't worry, I'm sure there's enough unburned meat for us to survive."

      He pulled forth a knife and began cutting off a thin strip.

      Natalia took the tender morsel, popping it into her mouth and chewing. "Not bad," she said, "but it could use some spice."

      "I'll give you spice," he said, lowering the spear. He leaned in close, kissing her even as she tried to chew. They both fell back from their makeshift perch into the leaves and pine needles that blanketed the forest floor.

      Natalia shrieked out with laughter, Athgar soon joining in the merriment. Eventually, they fell silent, each looking into the other's eyes.

      "I would rather be here with you than anywhere else in the world," she said.

      "I feel the same." He was about to say more, but when he felt the prick of a metal point at the back of his neck, he froze.

      Natalia turned her head slightly to see the tip of a spear only a finger's breadth from her face. Her eyes drifted up the wooden shaft to where strong, green hands gripped the weapon. A massive Orc stood staring down at them while his two companions held the spears. He knelt, bringing his face close to Athgar's.

      "He has the grey eyes of the Torkul," the Orc announced in the guttural speech of his race.

      "Greetings," said Athgar, using the same language. "I am Athgar, of the Orcs of the Red Hand."

      A look of surprise erupted on the Orc's face. "You speak our language! What manner of magic is this?"

      "It's not magic," insisted Athgar. "I am a member of the tribe. Move your spears, and I shall prove it."

      The Orc looked at one of his companions. "This is most unexpected."

      "It is a trick, Urughar," insisted his comrade. "A trap set by the Torkul. Do not trust him."

      The Orc turned his attention to Natalia. "And what of this female?" asked Urughar. "She is not of the Torkul."

      "Is she his prisoner?"

      "No," said Athgar, "she is my bondmate."

      Urughar turned his attention back to the Therengian. "You know our culture, I will grant you that, but give me a good reason why I should not kill you both here, right now."

      "I know the way of your people," the Human replied. "It is not the Orc custom to kill uninjured prisoners. Take us to your chieftain, and let the tribe decide our fate."

      The Orc stood, stretching his back while looking around the pine forest. He glanced at the third Orc, a somewhat rotund fellow. "What think you, Ogda?"

      "Let Kirak decide," he replied. "It is not for us to make that decision."

      Urughar looked back at Athgar. "It seems my companions wish to take you back to Ord-Ghadrak. If you give us any problems, I shall have you killed on the spot. Is that clear?"

      Athgar turned to Natalia. "They want to take us to a place called Ord-Ghadrak. I'm assuming it's the name of their village."

      "And then?" she asked.

      "I imagine we'll meet their chieftain."

      "Will your torc keep us safe?"

      He instinctively put a hand to his neck where the golden necklace lay beneath his clothes. It had been a gift from Kargen to symbolize his close ties with the Orcs of the Red Hand, a sure sign he was held in high esteem. But now, amongst these new Orcs, he wondered if they would recognize it. He and Natalia had been expecting to arrive in a Human city, not an Orc village. So he had hidden it, for such open displays of Orc culture might be seen as provocation amongst Humans.

      "Orc tribes have many differences," he announced. "I can't guarantee we'll see the same sort of reception as we had in Ord-Kurgad."

      "I wish Kargen and Shaluhk were here," said Natalia. "They'd know what to do."

      A spear pressed close, eliciting a wince from Athgar as the point drew blood.

      "Silence!" the Orc roared. "Now, get to your feet. We have a long way to travel, and darkness will soon be upon us."
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      Kargen struggled through the assembled mass to where Shaluhk stood, their son, Agar, by her side, clutching a wooden axe. At nine months of age, he had been walking for some time as was typical of his race. He had already accompanied his father on the hunt, though only as an observer.

      "Is all ready?" asked Shaluhk.

      Kargen nodded, taking in those around him. "We have enough food for a ten-day of travel, maybe even two if we conserve our strength. The real issue will be water, for we are entering uncharted territory."

      "The Ancestors will guide us."

      A short, pale green Orc moved closer, the crowd parting to allow him through.

      "Master Artoch," said Shaluhk, "are you sure you will not come with us? We would welcome a wielder of flame."

      The elderly shaman bowed. "You flatter me, but I can not. Those who have chosen to remain will need my guidance."

      "You know the Humans will return," warned Kargen, "and in greater numbers than before. They will not sit idly by allowing us to live in peace after the defeat we have dealt them."

      "I know," said Artoch, "and yet what would you have me do? I can not abandon our people in their time of need."

      "We are not abandoning them," said Kargen, his emotions threatening to get the better of him. "If they were not so stone-headed, they would realize that. Convince them to join us, Artoch. It is their only hope of survival."

      "I have tried, believe me." He reached up, placing his hand on his chieftain's shoulder. "May the Ancestors guide you, Kargen," he said, "and you too, Shaluhk. You are the future of our people."

      "I wish you the best of luck," said Kargen, "for you face a difficult time."

      "As do we all," noted the master of flame. "Now, I shall return to the village to help those I might. You, on the other hand, must begin the great exodus eastward into the vast wilderness where Humans fear to tread. Farewell, my friends."

      They watched him go, soon disappearing from view. Shaluhk reached down, lifting up the wicker basket and frame so she could slip it over her shoulders.

      Kargen took a last look at the village, then hefted his own burden, a large basket containing an assortment of weapons, including the precious warbows. Athgar had shown them how to make a bow that would take advantage of the Orcs massive strength, and Kargen was loathe to part with them. He looked around searching the crowd, to no avail.

      "Where is he?" he asked.

      "He will be here soon enough," explained Shaluhk. "My brother is often late for things. It was true even of his own birth."

      Kargen looked at her in surprise. "I thought he was the older?"

      "He was, but I could not come forth into the world until he made up his mind to enter it first."

      A familiar cry echoed through the crowd. "Where is that sister-son of mine?"

      "Laruhk," said Shaluhk. "It is about time you showed up. Where have you been?"

      Her brother pushed his way closer, then halted, brandishing a small bow. "I have this," he announced, "for Agar."

      The tiny Orc ran towards his uncle, his wooden axe still clutched in his hand.

      Laruhk knelt, replacing bow for axe. "You carry this," he said, "and later, once we are underway, I will show you how to use it." He tucked the axe into Agar's weapon belt, the mark of a true huntsman.

      Shaluhk placed her hands on her hips, a very Human pose. "He can barely use the axe, Brother. How can you expect him to be able to master a bow?"

      "Why not?" said Laruhk. "I was of a similar age when I first used one."

      Shaluhk shook her head. "You were almost two. Sometimes I think you forget more than you remember."

      "Two years, nine months. What is the difference?"

      Kargen held up his hand. "Perhaps it is best if we leave this discussion for another time. We have a migration to begin."

      "Very well," said Shaluhk, "but I warn you, the matter is far from settled.

      "Take the hunters forward," ordered Kargen. "They are the eyes and ears of the tribe. They know what to do."

      Laruhk bowed. "As you wish, my chieftain."

      He ran off, calling others to his side as he went.

      "He means well," said Kargen.

      Shaluhk took Agar's hand. "So he does, but he needs someone to keep his mind occupied. He is far too... what is the Human term?"

      "Frivolous?" suggested Kargen.

      "Yes, that is precisely what my brother is."

      "He needs a bondmate," said Kargen.

      Shaluhk scanned the crowd. "He will not find one here. All of our females of age are already bonded."

      "Then maybe he will find one in our travels?"

      She gave her chieftain a quizzical look. "We are travelling into the wilderness. Orc females do not grow on trees, you know."

      Kargen laughed a low, rumbling sound that reverberated through the crowd. "You are beginning to sound like Nat-Alia."

      "And is that a bad thing?"

      "No, not at all." He lapsed into silence.

      She placed her other hand on his arm. "I miss them too, but we must believe we will meet them again."

      "Perhaps," he replied, though with little enthusiasm.

      The crowd started thinning as the first of them began moving. Soon they were heading eastward through the heavily wooded forest that had been their home for generations.

      Kargen and Shaluhk stayed with the centre of the column, helping others, and doing what they could to keep their spirits raised. It was not an easy thing to leave one's home, particularly under the threat of war, but Kargen was determined to see them safely through this ordeal.

      

      By midday, they had topped a rise. Kargen halted, watching the distant smoke drifting up from the village, evidence life still went on amongst those who had chosen to remain.

      Shaluhk paused by his side, her hand instinctively finding his. "Something troubles you."

      He nodded. "To reach the wilderness, we must cross the width of the Duchy of Holstead. I doubt the duke will take kindly to us doing so."

      "But we mean no harm. Can he not see that?"

      "We are talking of Humans, a race who has persecuted us for generations."

      "And yet it was the Duke of Holstead who allowed us to live in peace."

      Kargen nodded. "Yes, but recent events have put even that in jeopardy. He will not be pleased to see the soldiers of his nemesis so close to his lands. For years, we have served to protect his border. Our exodus leaves it dangerously exposed."

      "We can not be held hostage by the whims of dukes. We are our own people, not here to be used as some kind of weapon by Human nobles."

      "True, and yet, like it or not, we have become essential to their defence."

      "Come, my bondmate, such thoughts can only serve to weaken us. Let us not look to the past, but to the future."

      Kargen nodded, then turned, releasing her hand to scoop up little Agar. The Orc youngling let out a roar of delight as he was hoisted onto his father's shoulders. His actions complete, he took her hand once more.

      "Come, then," he said. "If Athgar and Nat-Alia can do this, so can we. We are a team, you and I, who lead with one heart. Let us guide our people to their destiny, whatever that might be."
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      Athgar and Natalia arrived at Ord-Ghadrak well past midnight. The first sign of the village was when Athgar spotted the distant torches throwing their light off the pine trees. They soon entered the clearing, coming face to face with the large wooden palisade.

      The walls were the height of three men, made of thick trunks of spruce roughly hewn and anchored into the soil. Unlike Ord-Kurgad, which had no permanent gate to speak of, here the gate consisted of a great double door of thick, solid planks. When it was thrown open upon their arrival, it revealed an interior much like that of any other tribe with a scattering of rough wooden structures spread around a large, central firepit.

      Orcs gathered around as they made their way towards the largest building, a great hall with thick wooden walls and a roof to match. Athgar thought the great hall in Ord-Kurgad was impressive, but this structure dwarfed even that grand structure. It also looked ancient as if the wood itself had been carved from the living forest generations ago.

      When the group halted, Orcs gathered around in fascination. Urughar prodded Athgar with his spear, forcing him forward as the other villagers watched.

      Athgar could discern little beyond the fire, his night vision blinded by the light, but the murmuring quieted as someone made their way towards them.

      The crowd parted to reveal an impressive figure, tall even by Orc standards, and fully a head taller than any man Athgar had ever seen. His dark green skin was marked by lighter scars that ran across his face as if he had been clawed by some great creature in years past. The chainmail shirt he wore reflected the light of the fire as he advanced to halt before them.

      Athgar quickly glanced over his shoulder to see Natalia, held in place by the threat of a spear. The great Orc bent slightly, peering into Athgar's eyes.

      "What have we here?" said the Orc, his voice low and menacing. "Is this a Torkul I see before me?"

      "I'm a Therengian, if that's what you mean."

      Athgar's reply elicited a cry of surprise from the crowd.

      "How is it," the Orc chieftain continued, "you speak our language?"

      "I claim kinship with the Orcs of the Red Hand."

      "Ridiculous. No Human has ever earned that honour, let alone a Torkul."

      "And yet you have allies who are Human."

      "What nonsense is this?"

      Athgar pressed his case. "It's true. I swear it. Consult with your shamans, and you will see. Ask them about your brethren in the Netherwood."

      The great Orc turned, looking behind him, searching for a face in the crowd. "Mortag," he beckoned, "come here. I would seek your wisdom."

      An Orc, bent with age, stepped forward. He cradled his left arm, which hung, withered and frail. "You called, mighty Kirak?"

      "Tell us what you know of the Netherwood."

      "It is a land far to the west," Mortag replied, "where dwell a tribe of our people. It is said a Human named Redblade came to their assistance in their time of need. If you wish to know more, you will have to consult with Laghul, for she is the mistress of the spirits, while I am merely a master of flame."

      Kirak laughed, a deep rumbling sound that reminded Athgar of Kargen. "Hardly," the Orc continued. "You are the most powerful flame wielder this tribe has ever known."

      The chieftain turned his attention back to Athgar once more. "It seems you speak the truth, Human. Tell me, what is your name?"

      "I am Athgar of Athelwald, master of flame."

      His statement brought another gasp from the crowd. Mortag moved closer, peering into his eyes. "I see no sign of deception. Can this be true?"

      "Free my hands, and I will show you."

      Kirak ignored the outburst, looking instead at Mortag. "Is this even possible? Do the Torkul have shamans of their own?"

      "No, my chieftain, they do not, though it is said their Ancestors did many generations ago."

      He looked at Urughar. "Release his bonds. Mortag, watch this Human closely. If he attempts to escape, burn him."

      "Yes, mighty Kirak."

      Athgar turned as Urughar pulled a wicked-looking knife. The Orc smiled, then began sawing away at the bindings.

      Natalia struggled, but Ogda held her arms in an iron grip.

      The Therengian rubbed his wrists, feeling the tingling sensation as the blood returned to his fingers. He slowly raised his hands to his neck and withdrew the torc.

      "Here," he said. "This was a gift from Kargen of the Red Hand. Take it if you must."

      Kirak leaned forward, taking the end of the torc in his massive hand. It was carved of gold made to look like rope, and the ends were capped with miniature Orc heads, red stones set in their mouths.

      "Fine work," said the Orc chieftain, releasing the torc, "and obviously of Orcish origin. You must have been welcome indeed to receive such a gift. How is it one of your race came to live amongst our people?"

      "I lived amongst my own people in the village of Athelwald, in a region to the south of the Grey Spire Mountains. I was a maker of bows and traded with your brethren in Ord-Kurgad. All of that changed when my village was destroyed, and I was left for dead. I was found by Kargen, an Orc hunter, and taken back to his village."

      "An interesting tale," noted Mortag, "and yet it doesn't explain how you came to be a master of flame."

      "I was taught by Artoch," explained Athgar. "He said I had the spark."

      The shaman turned to his chieftain. "He speaks the truth, noble leader. I am familiar with Artoch, and I, too, see the spark within him."

      "How can this be?" mused Kirak. "The Torkul here give us nothing but trouble. How can this individual be so different?"

      "Can not the tribes of Orcs differ?" asked Athgar. "Humans are no different."

      "You have given me much food for thought," the chieftain continued. "I must consult with my advisors before we take a vote. You will go with Mortag, Athgar of Athelwald, and he shall test the depths of your knowledge."

      "And what of my companion?"

      Kirak's gaze swivelled to Natalia. "She is of no consequence to us. She may accompany you."

      Athgar was about to protest the Orc's callous disregard for her but thought better of it. Better to not let them know that possibly the most powerful Water Mage on the Continent was amongst them.

      They were led to a hut where Urughar untied Natalia. He ordered them to remain, then left with a promise of food.

      Athgar looked at Natalia, concern written on his features. "Are you all right?"

      "I'm fine," she replied. "I managed to pick up on a little of the conversation, but I'm afraid my Orcish is not very good."

      "Their master of flame is going to test me, likely to see how powerful I am."

      "And then what?"

      "I'm not sure. I also thought it best to not reveal your magical abilities. I hope you don't mind?"

      "Not at all, I think it wise. After all, we don't yet know if these Orcs are friend or foe."

      "Yes, and they've been having trouble with Therengians, or Torkul, as they call us."

      "Do you think they might be survivors from Athelwald?"

      He gave it some thought. "Possibly, but my understanding was that only a handful escaped; the rest were sold off as slaves. I doubt a dozen Therengians would prove much of a threat to an entire tribe of Orcs."

      "There's something else going on here," noted Natalia. "They are obviously familiar with your people. Could there be another village around here somewhere?"

      "I never thought of that, but it would make sense. Athelwald couldn't have been the only village left."

      She reached out, touching his arm. "Do you realize the implications of this, Athgar? You may have found your people!"

      He smiled at the thought. Ever since the loss of his village, he had searched for them. Now it seemed likely the search was coming to an end. Could they finally settle down and live in peace? He became aware of Natalia's gaze and was left feeling guilty. Was this what she wanted? He was suddenly struck with a sense of melancholy, a look not lost on his companion.

      "What's wrong?" she said. "You should be happy."

      "What of you?" he asked.

      "What of me? Whatever do you mean?"

      "What do you want? You were raised in the Volstrum. Would you ever consider settling down in a backwards village?"

      "I am content when we are together," she said, "wherever that may take us. I think it is our destiny to live amongst your people. Maybe it's why the Ancestors sent us here."

      He shook his head. "It would be nice, but I don't see it that way. Something is wrong here. There shouldn't be such animosity between the Orcs and the Therengians."

      "Then perhaps THAT'S why we're here, to heal those wounds."

      "Perhaps," he replied, though in his heart he knew it was unlikely.

      Urughar soon returned, dropping two wooden bowls before them.

      Natalia picked one up, breaking out into a big smile. "Orc porridge, one of my favourites. You know Shaluhk used to give it a hint of maple."

      The Orc looked at her in surprise. "Shaluhk?"

      "Yes, she was the Life Mage. Sorry, I meant Shamaness of the Red Hand. She's also my sister."

      "What is she talking about," asked the Orc in his own tongue.

      Athgar made the quick switch to Orcish. "She is a tribe sister to Shaluhk, who was trained by Uhdrig."

      "Uhdrig," said the Orc. "Now, that is a name I am familiar with. You should talk to Laghul. She would be most interested in your tale."

      "Could you arrange such a thing?"

      Urughar broke out in a grin, showing his sharp ivory teeth, then he left the hut, leaving Athgar and Natalia alone once more.

      "Did you understand any of that?" he asked.

      "A little," she replied. "I take it he's going to bring the shamaness?"

      "Yes. Hopefully, she can verify our story. The Orcs can communicate over long distances, can't they? Do you think she can contact Shaluhk?"

      "I wouldn't count on it," said Natalia. "The tribe is likely on the move."

      "That won't matter."

      "It won't? Isn't a moving target harder to find?"

      "No," said Athgar. "My understanding is that Spirit Magic works regardless of range or position. It has more to do with how familiar the caster is with the recipient."

      "But how would this Laghul be familiar with Shaluhk if they've never met?"

      "I have no idea, but they learned of things across the Sea of Storms, so they must have some way of doing it. Unless you're suggesting they can travel great distances by magic?"

      "Don't be ridiculous," said Natalia. "You'd need a magic circle for that."

      "A magic circle?"

      "Yes, aren't you familiar with them as a Fire Mage?"

      "I can't say I am. The Orcs don't use them as far as I'm aware."

      "Not even circles of stone?"

      The blank look on Athgar's face told her all she needed to know. "Never mind. Perhaps it's beyond their understanding."

      "They are an intelligent race," said Athgar, growing defensive, "and they've used magic far longer than Humans."

      "I meant no offence, but their history is an oral one, isn't it? I would imagine the complexities of using a magic circle would be hard to pass down in such a manner."

      "Can you use such powers?"

      "No, I was never taught the spell of recall. They reserve those types of things for the more experienced mages in the family."

      "I can see why," he mused.

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "Such a spell would be particularly powerful. It could be used to get into all sorts of mischief."

      "We're talking about experienced mages here," she added, "not children."

      "Is there a difference? We've both seen first-hand how power can corrupt people."

      Natalia's features softened. "You're right, of course. Not everyone is capable of protecting such a secret, and it could wreak havoc on a country's ability to defend itself against a magical attack. They are probably better off without it."

      "The Orcs have a unique perspective on magic. It is always used with the utmost care. Something most Humans don't seem to worry about."

      "I'd have to agree with you there. All of my training taught me to unleash my full power whenever casting. It was only after meeting you that I learned proper control."

      "Why do you think that is?" Athgar wondered. "Humans unleashing everything, I mean."

      "Ego. It's well known most Fire Mages like to display their prowess. You're the only one I've ever met who controls his magic. It's what sets you apart." She smiled. "It's also one of the things I treasure about you."

      "So what do I do when Mortag comes for me? Do I show him my full potential or hold back?"

      "I can't make that decision for you. You know the Orcs better than I. Which approach do you think would be better?"

      "I'm inclined towards control. It is, after all, their way."

      "There, you see? You had the answer all along."

      Now it was Athgar's turn to smile. "True, but it took your encouragement to help me see it."

      "That's what I'm here for, amongst other things."

      "Other things?"

      A grin spread across Natalia's face. "Of course. We can't stay locked up as prisoners forever, can we? Do you think we could have a bath?"

      He was about to agree when Mortag came through the door. The old Orc's withered left arm was in a sling, his right holding a gnarled staff.

      "So," he began, "you claim to be a master of flame. Step outside, and let us see your craft."

      "Do you speak the common tongue?" asked Athgar.

      "The common tongue? What an insult to the elder races. Only Humans would refer to their own language as common."

      "Call it what you like, but my companion speaks limited Orcish."

      Mortag shrugged. "I must confess I know a little. It comes in handy when talking to prisoners such as yourself, but I am here today to test you, not her, and as you speak our tongue, I shall remain using it. Now, come outside, and bring your companion if you wish. No harm will befall either of you. I promise."

      He rose, indicating for Natalia to do likewise. They followed the flame wielder outside to where a small crowd had gathered.

      "This," began Mortag, "is where apprentices learn to cast their spells." He pointed at a stone obelisk that stood some fifty paces away. "Can you hit that?"

      "Most certainly," he replied. "I assume you wish me to use a streak of fire?"

      The old Orc nodded. "You may begin when ready."

      Athgar stepped forward, clearing his mind and shaking his hands in an effort to relax. Next, he closed his eyes and began concentrating on his inner spark, letting it grow inside of him. Then his eyes opened, and he thrust his hands to the front, sending a streak of flame heading towards the target. It struck the rock dead centre, splashing fire to either side, then vanished, leaving behind a scorched smell.

      Mortag nodded in appreciation. "Good, very good. I see you use our methods well. What else can you do?"

      "I can start fires," Athgar replied.

      The Orc waved his hand, brushing aside the claim. "That is easy, but can you produce flames on a weapon?"

      "I can, on axes, swords, and even arrows."

      "Smoke?"

      "Yes." He wanted to add he'd even seen battle but thought better of it. Orcs were hunters not a warrior race despite their reputation for it.

      "What else can you do?" the Orc enquired.

      "I can cast warmth, a spell that served us well when we crossed the mountains."

      "What of the phoenix?"

      "I'm afraid it is beyond my training, though I have seen one in battle."

      "You have fought other mages," Mortag declared.

      "How did you know?"

      "You show no fear in my presence, a most remarkable feat for a Human. Many would tremble at the thought of such power beneath the surface." He glanced at Natalia. "She, also, is unafraid. I sense you have both been through much since your village was destroyed."

      Athgar stared back, unsure of how to answer.

      "Now," the Orc continued, "we have seen the accuracy of your casting. Let us see you demonstrate your full power."

      "Very well, what will you have me do?"

      Mortag pointed to where a group of Orcs were stacking wood in preparation for a bonfire. "We will start with that. They are preparing a fire for the morning meal." He waved away the Orcs, then waited as they cleared the area, turning to face Athgar. "You may proceed when ready."

      Athgar looked at Natalia, who merely nodded. He took a step forward, thrusting both hands out in a pushing motion. The air around them seemed to shake, and then a giant fire roared to life from beneath the logs, reaching up high into the night sky. The nearby Orcs were caught off guard and could do little but gape in wonder at the display.

      Mortag turned to the Therengian, his features noticeably paler than they had been. "Most impressive," he said. "You have learned well from Master Artoch."

      Athgar bowed his head. "Thank you. I strive to do him honour."

      A smile broke out on the face of the master of flame. "Your coming is fortuitous. The Ancestors must have sent you to help us in our time of need."

      "Why? What is it that ails you?"

      "That," said Mortag, "is for Kirak to explain."

      

      Urughar led them to the great hut. Though larger in size than that of Ord-Kurgad, it was similar in layout. One end consisted of the chieftain's private rooms, and it was here the Orc hunter led them.

      Athgar and Natalia stepped inside to see Kirak seated on a pile of animal skins. Beside him was a female Orc who appeared even taller, though thinner of frame than the great chieftain.

      "Come, sit," said Kirak.

      Athgar sat, with Natalia beside him.

      Kirak offered him a bowl filled with a pale white liquid. "Will you drink the milk of life?"

      He accepted the bowl, sipping lightly from its rim, then passing it to Natalia. She took her own sip, then passed it, in turn, to Urughar.

      "Now," said Kirak, "let me officially welcome you to the Orcs of the Black Axe. This"— he indicated the female Orc—"is Laghul, our shamaness. It is she who has confirmed your story, reaching out to the Ancestors of the Red Hand."

      "Greetings," said Laghul, "and welcome to our tribe. As a member of the Red Hand, you shall be granted all the rights and privileges of our race, including a hut, which you may use at your leisure."

      "Thank you," said Athgar. "You do us a great honour."

      "Please, tell us of your journey."

      "Shaluhk, who is now the Shamaness of the Red Hand, consulted the Ancestors. On their advice, we are travelling north, seeking a city known as Ebenstadt. Do you know of this place?"

      Laghul nodded her head. "We do. It lies some distance to the northwest, past the villages of the Torkul, though to my knowledge no Orc has ever set foot there."

      "Your master of flame indicated you were having trouble with the Torkul. I assume they are like me? People with grey eyes, that is?"

      "They are," said Kirak, "and they have been a thorn in our side of late."

      "Can you be more specific?" asked Athgar. "Maybe there is some way in which we can help?"

      Kirak eyed him suspiciously. "And why would you agree to do that?"

      "It is in both of our best interests. I believe these Torkul are my people, though long separated from my own village. When Athelwald was destroyed, its people were carted off into slavery. I have since learned some escaped, and I'm hoping they found refuge amongst their fellow Therengians."

      "And how does that serve our interests?"

      "My people lived in peace and harmony with the Orcs of the Red Hand. I see no reason why it cannot be so here. Tell me what it is that they have done."

      "They encroach on our lands," said Kirak, "and threaten the very balance of nature. Our Ancestors brought us here to live free of the influence of Humans. And yet now that very same plague has been brought to our homes."

      "When you say they are encroaching, do you mean hunting or settling?"

      "The former, but it is only a matter of time until they put down roots. Already they have migrated from the west, pushing them ever closer to our homes."

      "Have you tried talking with them?" Athgar asked.

      "They are Humans. They will not listen to reason. At the mere sight of us, they attack."

      "They are likely fearful," explained Athgar, "as you are of them. Tell me, do you know why they migrated?"

      "No," Kirak confessed, "and they are unlikely to explain it to us. It is hard to be reasonable at the point of a spear."

      "Perhaps," offered Natalia in her broken Orcish, "we can help."

      "Yes," added Athgar. "Show us how to find them, and we shall try to reason with them. Let's hope we can get to the bottom of this."

      Kirak looked at Laghul, who simply nodded her head. "Very well," said the chieftain. "The Ancestors have seen fit to send you to us. Let us now see if their decision was a wise one."
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      Laruhk sprinted down the column, halting before Kargen to stop and gasp for air.

      "What is it?" asked Kargen.

      "Humans," the hunter replied. "A large number of them, with weapons."

      "The farms we passed must have spread word. They are likely the duke's men."

      "What do we do?"

      "We must halt," ordered Kargen. "Move the hunters forward, younglings and elderly to the rear. I shall go and talk to the leader of this group. Let us hope he will see reason and allow us safe passage."

      "And if not?"

      "Then we might have to alter our plans."

      "I do not like this, Kargen. It could mean a battle, and we are already weakened."

      "I do not like it, either, Laruhk, but we must see to the safety of the tribe. We have more than two hundred Orcs to look after. I will not see them fight unless absolutely necessary."

      "I shall do as you ask."

      Laruhk ran off, calling out names as he went.

      Kargen looked around, spotting Shaluhk, who was lifting young Agar to her shoulders. She met his gaze and wandered closer.

      "What ails you, bondmate?"

      "It is the Humans," he explained. "They have learned of our journey and are seeking to stop us."

      Shaluhk looked skyward. "It is easy enough to spot us. The column of dust can be seen for a great distance, but I am at a loss as to where they came from."

      "There is likely a town nearby," said Kargen. "That would be why they are so alarmed. What would you do if a large force were closing in on your own village?"

      "Fair enough," said Shaluhk, "but can we not reason with them? We are, after all, only interested in travelling east and mean no harm."

      "I doubt the duke's men will be as understanding. I fear they will insist we return to Ord-Kurgad."

      "That would be a death sentence."

      "I see we are of the same opinion."

      "What can I do to help?"

      "Consult the Ancestors," said Kargen. "They may offer a solution. In the meantime, I must make contact with these Humans and hope they see reason."

      

      The afternoon wore on. The troops of Holstead stood in the sun, sweating, while horsemen galloped back and forth, carrying dispatches.

      Commander Harmon, watching from the back of his horse, squinted, looking westward. "What are they doing?"

      "It appears nothing, sir," replied his sergeant. "They are just standing there."

      "I can see that. I meant, what are they doing here, outside of their lands?"

      "I have no idea, sir."

      Harmon swore. "Go. Fetch Krasmus, and we will see if he can be of help."

      "The mage, sir? Surely not! This is an army matter."

      "And what would you have me do, Sergeant? Lead my men into a slaughter?"

      "They're only Orcs, sir, no threat to our forces."

      "Have you ever seen an Orc close-up?"

      "No, sir."

      "Well, trust me when I say they're large, very large, and not the type of thing you want swinging an axe at you." Harmon shuddered involuntarily. "Besides which, they appear to outnumber us."

      "But they are only Orcs!"

      "As you've already said, but even savages can inflict casualties. Now go and fetch Krasmus."

      The sergeant wheeled around, riding off at a gallop.

      Harmon cursed his luck. He had risen through the ranks, but the army of Holstead was nothing to brag about. Men like his sergeant were commonplace, and they hadn't fought a real battle for generations.

      He watched the greenskins moving about, noticing a thin skirmish line being deployed. Were they seriously thinking of attacking?

      "Commander?" came a familiar voice.

      Harmon, startled out of his musings, turned to see the Royal Enchanter, Krasmus.

      "Your Grace," he said, "as you can see, we have a bit of a situation here."

      The mage scanned the west, observing the deployment of Orcs. "So it would seem."

      "What can you do about it?"

      "I'm afraid I'm an Enchanter, not a battle mage."

      "Still," insisted Harmon, "there must be something you can suggest? Do the Orcs fear magic?"

      "Not that I'm aware of, no. In fact, they have their own mages, though they call them shamans."

      "Do you have any GOOD news for me?"

      "I could cast the spell of tongues," replied the Enchanter. "It would allow you to speak their language."

      "You expect me to talk to them?"

      "Isn't that what you were intending, Commander? To order them back to their lands?"

      "But they outnumber us, Krasmus."

      The mage sighed. Sometimes it was necessary to point out the obvious to these military leaders. "They may have the numbers here, but you represent the duke, and he can field an army ten times theirs. Invoke his authority. They're bound to back down."

      "I suppose, but why are they even here? Do they really think we'd let them rampage through our lands?"

      "I have no idea, but THEY do. Why don't you go and ask them yourself?"

      "Very well," said Harmon, "cast your spell."

      "Yes, Commander." Krasmus closed his eyes, calling on the forces within him. Words of power began to flow from his tongue, and then he snapped his eyes open, pointing to the commander. A slight blue haze descended onto him, soaking into his skin, the Enchanter's own personal touch to the well-established spell.

      "It is done."

      "Good," said Harmon. "Come with me."

      "Me?"

      "Yes, you're one of the duke's mages. What better way to project his power."

      "If you say so."

      Harmon urged his horse forward while Krasmus cast the spell once again, this time on himself. His incantation complete, he galloped forward to catch up.

      The greenskins drew closer, and Harmon halted. Two of the creatures walked towards them, their weapons, at least for now, tucked away.

      "I am Commander Harmon, of his dukenesses army." He turned to Krasmus in surprise. "Did I say that correctly?"

      "More or less. The Orcs lack some of our finesse in their language."

      "Why does it sound so bad to my ears?"

      "The spell only imparts a rudimentary skill," the mage replied.

      "Can't you do something to make it better?"

      "I'm afraid not, my lord; it is one of the limitations of magic."

      The larger of the two Orcs raised his hand in the air.

      "I come in peace," he said in the common tongue of man.

      "Saints be, he speaks our language," said Harmon.

      "I am Kargen, Chieftain of the Red Hand."

      "Greetings, Kargen," said Harmon. "In the name of His Grace, the Duke of Holstead, you are hereby ordered to return to your lands." The commander sat back in his saddle, pleased with the discharge of his duty.

      "I am afraid I can not," said Kargen. "My people are heading east, towards the wilderness."

      Harmon's face paled as he turned towards the Enchanter. "He can't do that! He's heading straight for Althaven!"

      "Tell him that," muttered Krasmus.

      The commander returned his attention to the greenskin. "I cannot allow it. Return to your lands at once, or my men will be forced to engage."

      "We have no wish to fight," replied the Orc.

      "There," whispered Harmon, "I've got him now." He raised his voice once more. "Then return to your lands, and let us see an end to this confrontation."

      The Orc turned to his companion, muttering something in the ancient language of his race. Harmon strained to hear, but the brute's voice was too low and his speech too fast.

      Kargen stepped closer while his companion ran back to the west. "We will go home," he announced, "but we must wait until tomorrow. The sun is too low."

      Harmon bowed, trying to appear magnanimous, but inside he was relieved to avoid the confrontation.

      "Very well, but you shall begin your return early tomorrow morning."

      "Agreed," said Kargen. "By first light, we shall be on our way."

      Harmon turned, guiding his horse back towards his own line of troops. "Well, that went much better than I expected."

      "So it did," agreed the mage. "It appears you didn't need my services after all."

      "They may still double-cross us. I wouldn't put it past them."

      "Should we take any precautions?" asked Krasmus.

      "Yes, I shall send word for reinforcements, preferably cavalry. I understand they have no horse of their own?"

      "Not that I know of."

      "Good," said Harmon, "then that should settle it. Now that's done, will you join me for a drink?"

      "I should be delighted, Commander."

      

      Kargen poked the fire with a stick. "Is everything prepared?"

      "It is," said Laruhk. "They will be surprised come morning when all they find is an empty group of fires."

      "We must take care. Remember, we want them to think we are heading west."

      "And so they will. We will leave a trail that even a Human can not miss."

      Kargen placed his hand on his friend's shoulder. "This is no laughing matter, Laruhk. The safety of our people depends on it."

      "I shall lead the hunters myself, and we will draw them westward, then double back and catch up. Are you sure this is what you want?"

      "It is," the chieftain replied. "We can not go east, and the land to the south is too open. We would be easy prey for horsemen. Our only chance is to go north, into the mountains, where their horses can not follow."

      "They will send more soldiers once they have discovered our ruse."

      "So they will," Kargen agreed, "but hopefully by then we will be safe in the foothills."

      "And the Ancestors suggested this?"

      "In a roundabout way."

      "What does that mean? Did the Ancestors agree or not?"

      "They did not disagree."

      "You are being stubborn, Kargen. You take after my sister."

      "I shall take that as a compliment. Now go, Laruhk, and may the Ancestors watch over you."

      

      All night long, the Orcs moved north, their most skilled hunters bringing up the rear, carefully hiding their tracks. The elderly went first, accompanied by Shaluhk, who led the way, Agar once more on her shoulders. Orcs are a hardy breed, but the pace soon wore on them, and more than one elder had to be helped along the way.

      Shaluhk found herself wishing she had mastered her magic, making her able to summon warrior spirits to assist, but it was too late now. Her mistress, Uhdrig, was dead, and with her went any chance of learning new magic.

      She paused, watching as Kragor picked up an elder. The hunter placed him across his massive shoulders and moved on, bearing the burden with quiet dignity. The entire escape felt desperate, and she wondered, not for the first time, of the wisdom of this strategy. Would not the Humans see the ruse for what it was? Shaluhk shook her head. No, it would work. She had faith Kargen had made the right choice, the only choice he could, given the circumstances. They would continue their trek northward. It was all that was left to them.

      

      Laruhk looked out over the field, peering from the long grass that hid his position. "They appear to be taking the bait."

      "So they are," agreed Durgash. He held up his warbow. "Are you sure Kargen said we could not use these?"

      "Yes, he was very clear on the matter. He does not want to injure any of the enemy. It will only make them madder."

      "I can not imagine they will be pleased to find we have led them astray."

      "Agreed," said Laruhk, "but we must do our part. Our job is to delay them long enough for the others to escape."

      "An easy enough task. I see no hunters amongst them."

      "You would not know a hunter if one sat on you."

      His companion let out a snort, stifling it quickly lest they be heard. "A good one, my friend."

      "Go," said Laruhk, "and remember to use the common tongue."

      Durgash grinned, showing his teeth, and then speaking Human. "I will!"

      Laruhk watched as the Human soldiers reached the firepits. The flames had long since burned out, now releasing only wisps of smoke into the early morning air. They milled about, unsure of what to do, while other men, their junior leaders, barked out orders.

      A group of horsemen appeared, trotting past the Orc's position. He was sure they would spot him, one even going so far as to splash him as it rode past, but the rider's eyes were focused on something in the distance. Laruhk remained hidden.

      "Over here," someone yelled. "We've found tracks."

      The horsemen spurred on their mounts, disappearing from sight. Not much later, another cry echoed out over the field. "I found something!"

      "They are this way," came another voice. Laruhk chuckled to himself, pleased with the ruse. Kargen had planned the diversion, but it was Laruhk who had thought to turn the Human's own language against them. Athgar would be proud.

      He waited as the horsemen rode past yet again, seeking out this new voice, then rose to a crouch, putting hand to mouth.

      "There they are!" he called out. "To the south!" He dropped back down to his stomach and held his breath. Sure enough, hoofbeats drew closer, and he felt the ground rumble as they rode by.

      The game continued, but then the Humans grew tired of the chase. They began to ignore the calls, concentrating instead on moving westward in a methodical manner, looking for a trail to follow. By noon, they were well past Laruhk's position, and he began to grow concerned. He wondered how he might confuse them further, and then a thought struck him.

      The Orc crawled forward on his belly, seeking his prey. He soon found a group of horses standing nearby while their riders rested. Remembering the trampling that had so wounded him during the attack on Ord-Kurgad, he flinched but then shrugged. He had survived the injuries, thanks to the efforts of his sister. Obviously, it was not yet time for him to join the Ancestors.

      He rose from the ground, moving forward slowly. The riders were all chatting away, deep in conversation. Laruhk drew closer, watching them from the corner of his eye as he approached their horses. His plan was simple enough. Snatch the horses, or release them, and then make his escape.

      All that changed when one of the soldiers turned towards the horses. Laruhk froze, but as their eyes met, he knew he had been discovered. He let out a yell as he rushed towards the horses, intending to scare them into running, but the riders had tethered them to a fallen trunk. The Orc was soon amongst them, casting his eyes about, trying to figure out how to untie them.

      The warriors called out as they drew their weapons. Laruhk, out of desperation, pulled his knife and began sawing away at a leather lead. Leaping onto the back of a horse, he was ready to speed away to safety, but the beast merely stood there, perhaps frozen with fear.

      He tried talking to the animal and then cursed himself for speaking Orc. Next, he tried common, but the stubborn creature was having none of it. Finally, his heart pounding in fear, he slapped the horse's rump, sending it careening off across the field. Laruhk held on for dear life, grasping the mane to steady himself. He felt the wind in his hair, the pulse of the great beast beneath him, and then his head struck a branch as the horse rushed into some trees. One moment he was sitting on the beast's back, the next, he was lying on the ground.

      Laruhk shook his throbbing head, trying to stop the world from spinning. His eyes finally came into focus only to stare up into the drawn swords of three soldiers. He smiled, throwing out his arms to his front in supplication. "I am your prisoner," he said, using the common tongue, and then everything went black.

      

      He awoke to a slap. Before him knelt the Human leader, the man who had called himself Commander Harmon.

      "Speak, you imbecile," the man was ranting. "I know you understand our language."

      Laruhk stared back, unsure of the man's meaning. He tried to speak, but his tongue was swollen, his throat parched.

      Harmon looked at his companion. "Is there nothing you can do?"

      "He is an Orc, Commander. I doubt torture will loosen his tongue."

      Harmon leaned in closer. Laruhk wanted to hit him, but he realized his hands were tied behind his back. He thought back on Kargen's words, then took a deep breath.

      "Water," he said, his voice cracking.

      "Get him some water," said Harmon. "Maybe that will loosen his tongue."

      "Are you sure, sir?"

      "Do as I say, man!"

      "Yes, sir." His companion held up a cup, tipping the contents down Laruhk's throat.

      "Thank you," said the Orc.

      "Now speak, you vile creature," said Harmon. "Where have they gone?"

      "Back to Ord-Kurgad," said Laruhk, "where you ordered them."

      Harmon smiled. "You lie, Orc. We have sent riders ahead. There is no sign of them."

      Laruhk's face fell. It appeared the ruse would not work after all. "Very well, I shall tell you, but you must promise not to punish them."

      Harmon looked like he wanted to say something but instead took a breath, his face turning red. "Go on," he urged.

      "We tried to lure you westward so we could make an escape."

      "To where, man?"

      Laruhk wanted to laugh, for being called a man was funny to him. Instead, he took a deep breath. "They are going south, to the wilderness."

      "I knew it!" said Harmon. "It was a trick all along. These are crafty creatures, these Orcs."

      "Your orders, sir?"

      "Send the cavalry south. As soon as they've found the trail, we'll send the infantry to follow."

      "And what of the prisoner, sir?"

      Harmon rose, a smile crossing his features. "He has given us all he can. Dispose of him, Sergeant."

      "Yes, Commander." The warrior moved closer, drawing his
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