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      "What shall we do?" asked Laruhk.

      "There is not much we can do. If we were to go down there now, we would be slaughtered along with the rest of Athelwald. No, we must wait and watch. With any luck, we shall be able to identify the attackers."

      "Why? To seek revenge?" asked Laruhk.

      "No," Kargen replied. “This is not our fight. To intervene would be to invite disaster for our own people."

      "As usual, you are in the right, my friend. We shall let them kill each other, and then there will be fewer Humans to threaten us in the future."

      "You misinterpret, Laruhk. We shall wait until the riders have left and then enter Athelwald. There may be survivors."

      "I thought you said it was not our fight? The Orcs of the Red Hand have been left alone by the duke. Are we to change all that with our actions this day? Surely, if we interfere here, there will be repercussions?"

      "I cannot stand by and do nothing," said Kargen. "We Orcs exist in a precarious position, surviving only so long as the Duke of Holstead does not see us as a threat. I would have thought the same of Athgar's people, but something has altered that relationship. Change is coming, whether we want it or not."

      They watched the riders as they torched the village. The dead lay scattered about, while others, cut off by the horsemen, cowered before the display of weapons.

      "They mean to take prisoners!" announced Laruhk.

      A drop of rain fell, landing on Kargen's face. "Our ancestors weep," he observed. "Mark this day well, for something has started here that will have a great effect on our people, I can feel it."

      "Surely you jest, Kargen. The Therengian's are a minor people. How could the loss of this one village affect our tribe?"

      "Just as the loss of a single hunter can change the fortunes of the hunt, so too, can the loss of a single ally leave ripples in the lives of others. I do not know what has happened this day, but I feel it has changed our future."
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        (In the tongue of the Orcs)

      

      

      An arrow sailed through the air, digging into a tree near a deer. Alarmed by the sound, the creature bolted, disappearing deeper into the woods.

      A bellow of rage exploded from a nearby bush. Its occupant stood up, his green Orc skin blending in well with the surrounding forest. "I should have had him," he growled.

      "There will be more," called out his Orc companion. "To be honest, Laruhk, I am surprised you got so close. I would have heard you at twice the distance."

      "You mock me, Kargen," he replied. "My skills are just as good as yours."

      "And yet the deer escaped," stated Kargen, his face breaking into a grin, "but it is of no consequence. We shall merely have to find another."

      "Had you not given our last deer to Athgar, we might be back at our village, enjoying the smell of roast venison."

      "He needed the kill," defended Kargen, "and we are sufficiently skilled that we shall not return empty-handed."

      "Bah, you favour the Human too much. What is it about him that you find so interesting?"

      "He is not like the rest," asserted Kargen. "He treats us with respect, and in turn, I offer the same to him."

      "Athgar is not much of a hunter," observed Laruhk.

      "Neither are you if your last arrow is any indication." Kargen wandered over to the tree, pulling the shot loose. "The tip is undamaged," he said, offering it back to his companion.

      Laruhk tucked it into the quiver that hung from his belt. "Where shall we look next?"

      Kargen didn't answer, he was too busy sniffing the air.

      "What is it?" asked Laruhk.

      "Something on the wind, smoke I think, coming from the west."

      "A nearby hunter?"

      "No," said Kargen. "It is too strong for a simple campfire. This is something bigger.”

      "An army camp, perhaps?”

      "Here, in this part of the woods?" asked Kargen. "Humans know this is Orc territory. They would be fools to enter."

      "And yet, it has not stopped them in the past,” said Laruhk. “It is the reason we built a palisade around Ord-Kurgad, remember? I can think of no other explanation for the smoke, can you? The only other thing nearby is the village of Athelwald."

      "Perhaps it is under attack?" suggested Kargen.

      "Who would attack the Therengians?" asked Laruhk. "They form a buffer between the duke and us. Without them, there would be trouble on the border."

      "Perhaps that is someone's intent?" supplied Kargen. "We know so little about the ways of Humans, but they are said to be devious."

      "You think that outsiders mean to invade us?"

      "It is a distinct possibility," said Kargen.

      "And so Athgar's people, these Therengians, would they fight?"

      "They would not fight us," replied Kargen, "for we are the only ones to trade with them, but they would, I suspect, fight to defend their village."

      "If that is so, then what are we to do?" asked Laruhk.

      "We must investigate further," his friend decided, "and try to discover what has befallen them. Let us see if we can solve this mystery."

      They made their way upwind, following a westerly path until they emerged from the trees onto a slight rise, the Therengian village of Athelwald visible some distance off. Even from their current position, they could make out flames. Thick, black smoke poured from the dwellings, while horsemen rode about, torches in hand, their armour glinting in the sun.

      "Your suspicions are correct, they are under attack!" called out Laruhk.

      "Yes, but by who?" asked Kargen, shielding his eyes, straining to make out what details he could.

      "Armoured riders on horseback, it would appear," said Laruhk.

      "I can see that, but who are they? Mercenaries? Agents of the duke? Soldiers from Krieghoff? They wear heavy metal armour, perhaps a war has broken out, and Athgar's village has been caught in the middle?"

      "What shall we do?" asked Laruhk.

      "There is not much we can do. If we were to go down there now, we would be slaughtered along with the rest of Athelwald. No, we must wait and watch. With any luck, we shall be able to identify the attackers."

      "Why? To seek revenge?" asked Laruhk.

      "No," Kargen replied, "this is not our fight. To intervene would be to invite disaster for our own people."

      "As usual, you are in the right, my friend. We shall let them kill each other, and then there will be fewer Humans to threaten us in the future."

      "You misinterpret, Laruhk. We shall wait until the riders have left and then enter Athelwald. There may be survivors."

      "I thought you said it was not our fight? The Orcs of the Red Hand have been left alone by the duke. Are we to change all that with our actions this day? Surely, if we interfere here, there will be repercussions?"

      "I cannot stand by and do nothing," said Kargen. "We Orcs exist in a precarious position, surviving only so long as the Duke of Holstead does not see us as a threat. I would have thought the same of Athgar's people, but something has altered that relationship. Change is coming, whether we want it or not."

      They watched the riders as they torched the village. The dead lay scattered about, while others, cut off by the horsemen, cowered before the display of weapons.

      "They mean to take prisoners!" announced Laruhk.

      A drop of rain fell, landing on Kargen's face. "Our ancestors weep," he observed. "Mark this day well, for something has started here that will have a great effect on our people, I can feel it."

      "Surely you jest, Kargen. The Therengian's are a minor people. How could the loss of this one village affect our tribe?"

      "Just as the loss of a single hunter can change the fortunes of the hunt, so too, can the loss of a single ally leave ripples in the lives of others. I do not know what has happened this day, but I feel it has changed our future."

      They watched in silence, the raindrops increasing in frequency till they became a heavy rain, obscuring their view of Athelwald.

      "Come," said Kargen, "it is time we approach."

      They made their way down the hill. The rain had soaked the ground, yet smoke still poured forth from the buildings. As they drew closer, a quiet settled over the area, lending an eerie feeling to their journey. Arriving at the edge of the village, they paused, listening intently, trying to ascertain if the enemy horsemen remained.

      "They are gone," announced Kargen, advancing.

      Slowly, cautiously, they walked into the remains of Athelwald. The thatched roofs had, for the most part, been burned away, while little was left of the buildings save for some scorched timbers and mud.

      Laruhk stopped, gazing down at the body of a villager. "This was no battle," he declared, "this was a massacre."

      Kargen swept his gaze across the area, taking in the footprints that were yet to be washed away by the rain. "Yes," he finally said, "and yet I fear killing was not their objective."

      "How can you say that? Look at all the bodies!"

      In answer, Kargen ran forward, then paused, pointing at the ground. "There, you see? They were taken from here in a large group, herded, like the Humans herd cattle."

      "But why would someone do such a thing?" asked Laruhk.

      "There is only one reason I can think of," replied Kargen. "They were taken as slaves."

      Laruhk made a face. "How barbaric," he spat out in disgust. "Have they no sense of decency?"

      "No, they do not, whoever they were. I suspect these people fought back," he waved his hand to indicate the dead, "but they had little chance against armoured horsemen."

      "Poor Athgar," said Laruhk, "I shall miss him."

      "I doubt he was taken," offered Kargen. "He is not the type to surrender without a fight."

      "Then he is likely dead," said Laruhk, "and yet I do not see his body."

      "Let us look around some more, perhaps we will be able to find him, and let his spirit rest."

      They poked their way through the burned-out huts, ignoring the rain. It was Kargen that finally found what he was looking for. "Over here," he called out.

      Laruhk came running, "What is it?"

      "This is what is left of Athgar's hut," said Kargen. "The rain must have extinguished the fire."

      "Is he in there?"

      "I do not know," Kargen replied. "The timbers that formed the roof have collapsed. Help me move them, and perhaps we can find his body."

      They quickly got to work, hefting the timbers and tossing them to the side. As they moved yet another one, Kargen tripped on something, sending the wood toppling to the side. He looked down to see a boot, still attached to a leg.

      "A body," he called out. "It must be Athgar, buried in the debris."

      Laruhk moved forward, crouching to wipe ashes from the body, revealing Athgar, the human’s brown hair framing a face with a patchy beard. The Orc pried open an eyelid to look into the human’s grey eyes. "He is dead," he declared.

      "No, he is not," said Kargen. "Note how the rain bubbles around his nose? Quickly, we must pull him free."

      Kargen lifted the man's head, shielding him from the rain with his massive green body. "Grab his legs, let us pull him from the remains of this hut."

      They dragged him out, laying him on the ground. As they did so, the rain slackened, then suddenly stopped. Kargen looked up at the sky in surprise, "The ancestors look kindly upon us."

      "It is just rain," offered Laruhk, "not the ancestors."

      "Do not be so sure to dismiss things," retorted his companion.

      Laruhk looked over the body. "He seems to have taken a rather nasty hit to the head," he observed, "and there are several cuts to his arms, along with burns."

      "Strange that he would have taken refuge in a burning hut," observed Kargen.

      "I suspect he fought back, but something must have forced him into the hut. Perhaps he was driven back by a horseman?"

      "Perhaps," said Kargen, "but we will not know for sure unless we can save him. He looks to have suffered quite a few burns."

      "He is young, is he not?” asked Laruhk.

      “He is,” agreed Kargen. “Only twenty years of age, if I am not mistaken. Not even old enough to have a full beard, see how patchy it is?”

      “Even more so with his burns,” noted Laruhk. “It is a shame that Uhdrig is not here to heal him.”

      “Then we must transport him,” said Kargen.

      Laruhk turned to his companion with a look of surprise, "Are you suggesting we take him back to our village?"

      "How else would we save him?"

      "But we cannot," Laruhk objected. "A Human has never entered Ord-Kurgad."

      "There is a first time for everything," stated Kargen, "and I will not leave him here to die, unless you have a better suggestion?"

      "No, I do not," said Laruhk.

      "Then, it is settled. Now, how do we move him?"

      Laruhk swept his gaze around the remains of Athelwald. "We could carry him dangling from a pole?"

      "Very well, let us bind his hands and feet, then slip a pole between them. We shall carry him back like a prize deer. It will allow us to move swiftly."

      Kargen pulled strips of leather from his satchel and bound Athgar's arms and legs firmly while Laruhk dug around the ruins of the village, finally returning with a spear.

      "How about this?" offered Laruhk.

      "It will have to do," said Kargen, "for we have little else."

      They threaded the pole between Athgar's arms and legs then hefted him into the air, each Orc bearing one end of the spear.

      "He is lighter than I expected," said Laruhk.

      "He is a Human," reminded Kargen. "They are slighter of frame than us. We must remember that he is not as hardy as an Orc, so try not to jostle him too much."

      They began moving eastward, soon clearing the remains of Athelwald, and making their way towards home.

      

      Sometime later, they came into view of the palisade that marked their home. They were spotted almost immediately, and Kargen recognized the two Orcs that ran out to meet them.

      "What have we here?" asked Khorsune.

      "It is a Therengian," declared Kargen. "We found him in the ruins of his village."

      "Is he alive?" asked Durgash.

      "He is," confirmed Laruhk, "though he is badly burned. He will need the healing touch of Uhdrig."

      Khorsune stood still, looking at the Human suspended from the spear.

      "What are you waiting for?" asked Kargen. "My arms are tired."

      "We cannot take him into Ord-Kurgad," defended Durgash, "it is forbidden."

      "This is Athgar of the Therengians," Kargen reminded him. "Have you forgotten the arrows he has made for you over the years?"

      "No, but Gorlag will not be happy."

      "Gorlag can kiss my ancestors."

      "Kargen," Durgash admonished, "you cannot speak that way of our chieftain."

      "Help or get out of our way," warned Kargen. "I shall take responsibility for everything."

      "Very well," said Durgash. "Khorsune, grab the other end."

      They transferred their burden, and then all four Orcs continued on. The palisade ran around the entire perimeter, save for a small gap. To cover this, a secondary wall had been constructed outside of the main wall, forcing everyone to walk parallel to the wall for some distance before entering.

      They passed through quickly, revealing the village beyond. Huts made of wood and mud were built close to the palisade, leaving a large fire pit in the centre, much like the Therengians. The structures themselves, however, differed significantly. In place of the small dwelling of the Humans, Ord-Kurgad was more communal in nature, for the vast majority of the Orcs lived in longhouses that held anywhere from twenty to fifty hunters. Only the old Orcs, or those who had bonded, lived in smaller huts. The largest one of all was that of the chieftain, the mighty Gorlag, who was exiting the building, lured, no doubt, by the commotion.

      "What is the meaning of this?" he called out.

      "It is a Human," offered Laruhk, as the party halted.

      "I can see that," replied the chieftain, "but what is he doing here? It is forbidden!"

      "He is injured," defended Kargen, "and requires the help of our shaman. Where is Uhdrig?"

      The old shamaness stepped out from behind Gorlag. "I am here," she said, moving towards Athgar. The Orcs carrying him lowered his body to the ground and removed the pole while she knelt by the Therengian, casting her eyes over his wounds.

      The chieftain opened his mouth to speak but was forestalled by the shamaness, who raised her hands, taking the attention from him. "What happened here?" she asked.

      "His village was attacked," explained Laruhk, "and we found him in the ashes."

      "You say you found him in the ashes?" repeated Uhdrig.

      "Yes," said Kargen, "that is right. Why? Is it important?"

      In answer, she returned her attention to the Therengian. She pulled out a knife, slicing through the bonds that held his wrists and ankles together.

      The chief, Gorlag, moved closer, his shadow falling across Athgar. "He must be taken from here immediately!" he ordered.

      "No," objected Uhdrig, "he is marked by fire."

      There was a collective gasp from the assembled Orcs.

      "Surely you are mistaken," said Gorlag, "it cannot be!"

      "Do you doubt my proclamation?" asked the shamaness.

      "No, of course not," said the chieftain, "but he is a Human."

      "Human or not, he has the mark." She pointed with her finger. "See how his burns already begin to heal?"

      "But-"

      "But nothing, Gorlag," she retorted. "You know our ways as well as I. We cannot refuse one who has been marked by flame, it is the very essence of our tribe."

      "Those rules only apply to Orcs," objected Gorlag.

      In answer, the shamaness raised Athgar's right hand. "Can you not see the blood-encrusted on his hand? He has been marked as a member of this tribe. Where is Artoch? He is the master of flame, he can tell us more."

      "Very well," said Gorlag, turning to those behind him. "Go and fetch him, he will see the wisdom in my orders."

      A couple of hunters ran off to locate the master of flame while the others turned back to the body before them.

      "Will you heal him?" asked Kargen

      "I shall," replied Uhdrig, "but it is not for me to decide whether we expel him. That will be the decision of the tribe."

      "What have we found?" called out a voice. A relatively short Orc pushed his way forward, his light green skin in stark contrast to those around him.

      "Master Artoch," said Uhdrig in greeting. "Come, tell us what you think of this... Human."

      The master of flame knelt, lowering his head to examine the burns on Athgar. "He lives," he announced, "though he should, by all rights, be dead."

      "He was found in ashes," offered the shamaness.

      He looked to her in surprise, "Found in ashes, and yet alive. This is the mark of one touched by fire. Can you heal him?"

      "I can," she admitted, "though it will take some time. The skin must be regenerated. It will take several days at the very least."

      "We must first determine his fate," declared Gorlag.

      "And so we shall," replied the master of flame, "but he must be fit to stand trial."

      "Trial?" asked Kargen.

      "Yes," said Artoch, "the tribe will sit in judgement to determine if he will stay or be banished."

      "Very well," said Gorlag, "we shall let our... guest recover from his wounds. In three days, we will determine his fate. In the meantime, who will speak on his behalf?"

      "I will," declared Kargen, meeting the chieftain's stare with a steely gaze.

      "Very well," Gorlag replied, "and I shall speak against him. The will of the tribe will decide what is to be done with this Human."

      

      The sword struck downward, cutting into the wood. Athgar felt the shudder as the bow absorbed the blow, narrowly missing his fingers. The rider's massive horse forced him back.

      As his vision blurred, he saw his sister, Ethwyn, staggering forward, blood pouring from her forehead. Another rider loomed over her, striking her down with the flat of his blade.

      Again a blur, and then he felt his chest tighten as the horse's hooves impacted, knocking him backward. When his enemy opened his visor and laughed, Athgar saw the man's face, one he would not soon forget; the long scar running down the left cheek, cutting through the thick black beard was forever seared into his memory. The Therengian staggered back as all turned dark.

      Athgar opened his grey eyes. Everything around him was fuzzy, and out of focus, then a green face loomed over him. Sounds started coming to his ears, the language of Orcs.

      "Where am I?" he asked, using their tongue.

      "You are in Ord-Kurgad, our village," replied the face, finally coming into focus.

      Its wrinkled countenance identified it as an elderly Orc, or at least that's what Athgar assumed. "My name is Uhdrig, I am the village healer," the Orc said.

      "I am Athgar," he murmured, his voice weak. "What happened?"

      "You were found in Athelwald, buried in the ashes," she replied. "What do you remember?"

      The images once again came flooding back to him in a rush. "There was a battle, we were attacked. Men on horses burning the huts," he coughed out.

      "You must rest," Uhdrig advised. "You were badly burned. I have used magic to heal you, but the burns will take longer for the spell to have an effect."

      "How long has it been?" he asked.

      "More than a day, why?"

      "I must find the survivors," said Athgar, trying to sit up.

      "There were no others," she said, pushing him back down. "Kargen told us you were the only one they found."

      "They were all slain?"

      "No, but Kargen will explain later. For now, you must rest and recover your strength. Once you are better, we have much to discuss."

      Another Orc loomed over him. "How are you feeling?" the newcomer asked.

      "Sore," replied Athgar, "and my skin feels like it's on fire."

      "That is to be expected. I am Artoch, Master of Flame. Tell me, how long have you held the spark?"

      "What spark? I don't know what you're talking about."

      "You have an affinity for fire," continued Artoch. "You have been touched by it. With patience and training, you can be taught to harness that spark, to control the flame."

      "I don't understand," said Athgar. "Are you saying I have the makings of a Fire Mage?"

      "You have, as long as it does not consume you. This gift can be controlled, and even directed if you wish, but it will take great mental discipline."

      "I don't understand," said Athgar, "if that was true, shouldn't I have shown some affinity for fire in the past?"

      "The gift of fire can be a fickle thing," said Artoch. "While some show an aptitude as they grow, others only have their power unlocked through great suffering. I believe you fall into the latter."

      "This is all too much for me," the Therengian replied. "I remember fighting the horseman, and then waking up here, and now you're telling me I'm a Fire Mage?"

      "You have the potential to be one, yes," said Artoch

      "Who found me?"

      "Kargen and Laruhk. They were out hunting when they detected the smoke from your village. I am sorry to tell you it has been burned to the ground."

      Athgar tried to sit up again, but firm hands pushed him back down. "You must rest and heal," said Uhdrig. "The time for questions will come later."

      "But I have to track down the attackers," insisted Athgar.

      "It is far too dangerous," said Artoch. "Without learning to control the fire within you, you would perish."

      "I don't understand," said the Human.

      "You have great magical potential," explained the Orc, "but you are untrained, making your days dangerous and numbered."

      "Nonsense," objected Athgar, "I've never had that problem before."

      "No," said Artoch, "I do not suppose you have, but it has been released now, and it can only grow, putting your own life in danger unless you learn to control it. And it is not just you that you must consider."

      "What do you mean?" Athgar asked.

      "You might find survivors, only to burn them to death in your sleep. Is that the fate they deserve?"

      "No, it's not," Athgar agreed, "but I must begin my search before it's too late!"

      "You may go if you wish," the elderly Orc replied, "but you would likely not live out the week."

      "It's that dangerous?" asked the Therengian.

      "It is," said Artoch. "If you would permit me, I would teach you, provided the tribe agrees to let you stay, of course."

      "In any case," added Uhdrig, "it is too late. They are long gone, their tracks washed away by rain. One day, perhaps, you will find them, but the ancestors have clearly spoken, that day is not today."

      Athgar closed his eyes, his head in turmoil, trying to make sense of everything, until sleep finally claimed him.
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      Stanislav Voronsky entered the room, the child following as he took a seat, waiting for the inevitable greeter to arrive.

      The door opened, revealing the wrinkled countenance of none other than Illiana Stormwind herself, Matriarch of the family.

      "Mistress Illiana," said Stanislav, "I'm surprised to see you here. I thought you'd moved on to other things?"

      "I have indeed," the old woman replied. "I am the matriarch of the family now, but I like to keep my eyes on our future leaders. I see you've brought us another candidate."

      "I have," the mage hunter replied, "I found him near Caerhaven."

      "A substantial journey," Illiana replied, "and what led you there?"

      "Rumours of a witch, as usual," he replied. "Though in this case, they proved accurate. He displays the usual signs and should make a valuable addition to the Volstrum."

      Illiana looked at the boy with a well-practiced eye. She had once been mistress of this academy, had trained many of the mages that passed through its halls, but then the family had called upon her to become matriarch, not an honour to be refused. It might be called a family, she thought, but the bitter in-fighting never seemed to cease.

      She pushed the thought from her mind, returning her attention to the boy, though perhaps young man was a more accurate description. He appeared to be about thirteen, the usual age to start manifesting powers, and though he needed to be tested, she was confident enough in the mage hunter's abilities to agree with his assessment. "I'll see to him," she said, "you can leave."

      "I'm actually staying," said Stanislav. "Natalia is going through her unleashing today, and I'd thought I'd offer my support."

      "I'm surprised by your attachment to her," she remarked. "Out of all the people you have delivered here, why such an interest in her?"

      "She is the youngest person I ever brought to the Volstrum," he said, "as you well know. She saved me from the treachery of Nikolai, and I always felt as though I owed her for that. What of yourself? It's obvious she holds a fascination for you, or why else would you be here today?"

      "My interest is purely academic," Illiana replied. "Natalia shows strong potential, possibly the strongest I have ever seen, but if you tell her that, I will deny it."

      Stanislav chuckled, "Very well, your secret is safe with me."

      

      Marakhova Stormwind strode through the halls of the Volstrum, her feet gliding across the marble floor. For generations, the Stormwinds had trained the most powerful Water Mages in all the known lands, and this day, another group would officially be welcomed into the family. She paused at a mirror, examining herself, noting the ornate trappings of a Grand High Mage, the highest rank achievable in the family. She plucked at an imaginary thread and then resumed her walk.

      Two female guards were standing by a set of elegantly decorated double doors which led to the ritual bathing pool as the Grand High Mage arrived. She was about to enter when a voice drew her attention.

      "Marakhova," called out the familiar voice of Illiana Stormwind, the matriarch of the family.

      "Illiana," she replied frostily, "you honour us with your presence. Have you come to see the unleashing?"

      "You know full well I have," responded the old woman. "I've heard great things about them. How many girls are undergoing the ceremony today?"

      "Seven," said Marakhova, fully aware that the matriarch already knew, "though only two are destined to become greater mages."

      "Two? I thought there was only one high-born Stormwind among the candidates."

      "While it's true there is only one high-born, there is, in fact, another that shows extraordinary promise, the young peasant girl, Natalia, but you knew that already."

      "Indeed," admitted Illiana, smiling, "I've kept an eye on her since she arrived here. She's been doing well, I hear."

      "She has," admitted Marakhova, "though I daresay she will find challenges to overcome moving forward."

      "Your opposition to her being granted station as a greater mage is well documented," Illiana pointed out.

      "As is your fascination with her," replied Marakhova. "You nominated me to be the Grand Mistress of the Volstrum when you left. You should leave me to run it as I see fit."

      "I shouldn't have to remind you that I only left to take up the mantle of the matriarch of this family. In that capacity, I outrank you, along with everyone else. Do you question my authority?"

      "No, Matriarch," said Marakhova, bowing her head respectfully, "but I wish you would see reason where this girl is concerned. I have reservations about her."

      "As you have stated, multiple times, but the decision has been made. Now, where are we in terms of the ceremony?"

      "They are being bathed now. Once they are done, they will be purified by smoke, and then the ceremony will commence."

      "And you have made sure the magebane has been administered? It would be bad form for them to manifest powers in the middle of the ceremony."

      "I have done this before, Matriarch," stated Marakhova, a hint of annoyance in her tone. "The magebane was administered with breakfast, the same as it always is. None of the initiates will be able to use their powers, and they'll receive their customary afternoon dose long before this morning's wears off. The ceremony will be completed by then."

      "Excellent," said Illiana, nodding her head. "Shall we proceed?"

      "By all means," said Marakhova, nodding at the two guards.

      They opened the doors, revealing a stone bathing pool, built into the floor, with small steps leading into the steaming water. Even as they entered, a young woman stood within, waist-deep in the water, wearing only a cotton shift, though her hair was immaculately styled.

      The initiate sat, letting the water come up to her neck only briefly, then stood again, stepping forward to climb out of the pool. Attendants wrapped a thick robe around her and fussed with her hair, making sure not a strand was out of place.

      "That's Svetlana," said Marakhova, "she's the high-born I was telling you about."

      As her name was mentioned, Svetlana turned, curtsying to the matriarch and the Grand Mistress of the Volstrum.

      "You may proceed," commanded Illiana.

      Servants opened a side door, revealing another chamber filled with smoke from braziers that lined the walls. Svetlana stepped forward, taking a deep breath before entering. The door closed behind her, and they waited a moment for the smoke to clear in the pool room.

      "Send Natalia in next," commanded Illiana.

      The servants hesitated, but Marakhova nodded her head in approval, a motion that was not lost on the old woman. It was rare for the matriarch to visit the Volstrum but even rarer for one to issue orders. Though she was the appointed head of the family, the reality was that control was held by many, of which the matriarch, though powerful, was only one.

      A side door opened, admitting Natalia, a young woman of approximately twenty years, the typical age for this ceremony. She was of average height, but her jet black hair and pale countenance were an unusual combination in this area of the continent. She carried herself with style and grace, despite her peasant birth.

      Nodding to the two powerful women, she stepped into the pool, the water quickly losing its steam.

      Marakhova looked on in surprise, but Illiana simply smiled. "I see she's the same old Natalia, though I must say she carries herself well now."

      "She's still a peasant," derided Marakhova. "There are some things that training cannot quite eliminate."

      "You forget your history," said the matriarch, "for the founders of our line were not high-born."

      "That was more than six hundred years ago," said Marakhova, "before we understood how proper breeding could produce such powerful mages."

      "And yet, here is Natalia, the very antithesis of our theories. How can one of such low birth display such power?"

      "It is a mystery I cannot explain," continued Marakhova, "but I shall keep my eye on her."

      "As shall I," warned Illiana. "I've had an interest in her ever since she arrived at the Volstrum."

      They fell into silence, watching as Natalia knelt in the water. The young woman rose, leaving ice crystals on the surface of the water as she stepped from the pool.

      "Curious," observed Marakhova, turning to one of the servants. "Are you sure the magebane was administered?"

      "It was, Mistress," the girl replied.

      "And you made sure she drank it?"

      "I did, Mistress," the girl stared at the floor, expecting to be rebuked.

      Instead, Marakhova turned to the matriarch, "You have an explanation, I assume?"

      "It is her power," the old woman replied. "Did I ever tell you about how she came here?"

      "No," said Marakhova, "when I took over two years ago, you told me very little about her. I knew you took an interest, but you never told me why."

      "Tell me," said Illiana, "how old are candidates when they first come to the Volstrum?"

      "You know as well as I," she retorted.

      "Humour me, if you will."

      "Very well, candidates are typically thirteen when they first begin to manifest powers, why?"

      "Natalia, here, was ten, and she may have manifested as early as six if rumours are to be believed."

      "How is that even possible?" asked the Mistress of the Volstrum.

      "I have no idea," said the matriarch, "but ignoring her would be a mistake. With this kind of potential, she may well become more powerful than us all." She pointed to the water, where small pieces of ice still floated. "I remind you that she is dosed with magebane, and yet look, she's not even conscious of doing it."

      The door to the next room opened, letting the smoke drift in. Natalia stepped forward, foregoing the deep breath that Svetlana had taken. The two women watched as the doors closed.

      "If what you say is true," said Marakhova, "then she will breed a powerful line."

      "Yes," said Illiana, "but we must pair her carefully. No doubt her true father was a powerful mage, but we cannot identify who he was."

      "We have time," said Marakhova, "and she must learn her spells first. She's proven to be adept at her studies, I expect she'll learn to cast quickly."

      "You must take care," said the matriarch, "for when she unleashes her power, it will be strong. Might I suggest others are not present when she first casts."

      Marakhova stared at the water, watching the ice slowly melt. "I think I am more than capable of deciding how her training should be conducted."

      

      Natalia exited the smoke room, the heavy scent of incense clinging to her robes, into a short hallway where the senior students waited to guide her to her next location.

      "Natalia," called out a young woman.

      Moving towards the blonde-haired woman only slightly older than herself, Natalia called out, "That's me."

      "Come along," her guide bid, taking her to the end of the hallway, where others stood waiting. Natalia watched Svetlana go through the doorway, disappearing into the room beyond.

      "Past this door lies the great chamber,” her guide explained. “Someone will knock lightly, and then I'll open it. You'll walk towards the front of the room to take up a position by the other initiates."

      Natalia nodded her head in understanding, then looked around at the others waiting here. This was, by any measure, an auspicious day for them. Each was to be admitted into the Stormwind family, given the family name for all official purposes. The others shifted nervously, but Natalia stood perfectly still. She had come to the Volstrum as a girl, and now, ten years later, she was still here, eagerly awaiting admittance into the family.

      A knock at the door grabbed Natalia's attention. She waited while her guide opened the door, revealing the great chamber beyond.

      To her right, at the far end of the hall was a raised platform, upon which stood Lord Kelvin Stormwind, the Grand Master of the Volstrum, the male equivalent to Mistress Marakhova. Before him sat dozens of onlookers, here to witness the ceremony. The first of the candidates stood facing him, both men and women, and she walked down the aisle to take up her place at the end of the line. She had been witness to this part of the ceremony before, for all students were required to be present, but to be at the front was a new experience for her.

      She looked to her left and noticed Svetlana nervously staring at Lord Kelvin. Natalia understood the other woman's apprehension, for induction into the Stormwinds was no small matter. Logically, she knew that it was just a formality, the family wouldn't go through this ceremony if they weren't sure of their students, but it was still nerve-wracking.

      Soon, the other candidates took up positions to her right, each appearing more nervous than the last. She turned her gaze back to the front, where the Master of the Volstrum was readying himself to start his speech, organizing some papers on a lecturn.

      Natalia watched with interest as Lord Kelvin spoke, repeating his speech from previous ceremonies. Finally, his litany complete, he called the first candidate to the stage. Mikhail walked up the steps, bowing his head as the master placed a wreath upon it, signifying his admittance into the family. Lord Kelvin pronounced him, Mikhail Stormwind, and then turned the young initiate to the audience to receive their applause.

      One by one, the grand master intoned the names of the candidates, calling them up to the stage, garnering the same loud applause each time.

      Finally, Natalia's name was called, and she moved up the stairs to the stage where Lord Kelvin waited. Bowing her head, he placed the wreath upon her immaculately coiffed hair.

      "I pronounce you," he paused for a moment, "Natalia Stormwind." She turned to the audience but was greeted by only sporadic applause, with the exception of one man who stood, his cheers ringing loudly over the reticence of the others. She smiled as she saw him, Stanislav Voronsky, the mage hunter that had brought her to the Volstrum all those years ago.

      She stepped from the stage, resuming her position in the line. The last few candidates advanced, one by one until all had received their reward and then the ceremony was complete.

      Now was the time to mingle and receive the accolades of the adoring crowd, a task that most students relished, but which Natalia knew would be a lonely experience for her.

      True enough, as the other new candidates were swamped with well-wishers, she stood off to the side, avoiding the press of people.

      "Congratulations," said Stanislav, pushing his way past the crowd, "you've made it."

      She smiled as she saw him, perhaps the closest thing to family she had left. He was getting old, grey hair starting to pepper the dark brown, but he still looked hale and hearty.

      "I suppose I'll have to refer to you as Mistress Stormwind now," he said, grinning from ear to ear.

      "Natalia will do fine," she said, though a smile managed to creep out.

      "What happens now?" he asked.

      "We stand around and mingle, and then food will be served."

      "I knew I came here for a reason," Stanislav replied.

      "Is that all you ever think of? Food?"

      "What else in life do I need? I've got everything I want."

      "How about a wife? You need someone to look after you."

      "I tried that years ago," he said, "but I travel too much."

      "Yes, where have you been these last few months? I haven't seen you around the Volstrum."

      "I had to go all the way to Krieghoff, if you can believe, then back to Caerhaven."

      "Any luck there?" Natalia asked.

      "Not in Krieghoff," he admitted. "It turned out he was nothing more than a potential Earth Mage, but I hit gold with Caerhaven, brought that one in this morning."

      "So you didn't bring the Earth Mage back?"

      "Why would I?" Stanislav asked. "The family doesn't pay bounties for such folk. I did pass his name onto someone else though, and managed to pick up a few coins for my troubles."

      "You should have someone help you, some assistants."

      "No," he said, "I did that years ago, it didn't end well."

      "Hey, now," she said, "you found me. I wouldn't say it ended badly."

      "True," he said with a grin, "but I haven't taken an assistant since. You never know who you can trust."

      "It must be lonely," Natalia suggested.

      "I get along all right," he replied. "How are things going here? Still avoiding making friends?"

      "I'm told they've picked me for training as a greater mage," she said, quickly changing the topic.

      "Well, I never!" Stanislav said. "Little Natalia, a greater mage. Who would have thought? I suppose that means you'll be learning battle magic."

      "In time, yes," she said, "though I have to master the basics of manipulating water first."

      "You'll learn that quick enough," he said, "I know you. You froze Nikolai's arm when you were small, do you remember?"

      "I do," she said. "Whatever happened to him?"

      "He became a mage hunter," Stanislav replied, "though I wish I'd killed him when I had the chance."

      "Why? Because he took over your job?"

      "No, because he betrayed me. The man's ruthless." He grabbed her arm, steering her away from prying ears. "Do you remember much about the day I brought you here?"

      "No," Natalia confessed, "I suppose I was in a state of shock. Why?"

      "No particular reason," he admitted. "I just ran into Illiana earlier, and it reminded me. She seems to take an interest in your progress."

      Natalia laughed, "You're seeing too much. She takes an interest in every student's progress."

      "If you say so," he replied, "but if you see Nikolai, I'd advise you keep your distance."

      "Why?" she asked.

      "He and I don't get along, and he knows we're friends."

      "You think I'm in danger?"

      "I don't know," Stanislav confessed, "but it wouldn't hurt to be vigilant. I suppose I'm worrying over nothing. After all, you're safe here in the Volstrum."

      "I'm a Stormwind now," said Natalia with pride, "he wouldn't dare try anything. I think you're just being paranoid."

      "Maybe," he said, "but it's kept me alive all these years. A healthy dose of caution never killed anyone. Just be careful, all right?"

      "I will," she promised. "Now, it's time for food."

      "Just point me in the right direction and let me go," he pleaded.

      "Through here," she said, laughter falling from her lips, "follow me, but we'd best get there before the high-borns eat everything."
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      Again the dream. This time, Athgar saw his sister running towards him, blood gushing from her forehead. He reached out to Ethwyn, grabbing her arm, but at his touch, she erupted into flame. She fell, screaming as her body turned to ash.

      He awoke to the smell of smoke, lying on a bed of skins, the heat of a fire to his side. Tilting his head, he saw a small fire pit in the middle of the hut, a single dwelling by the looks of it. Its furnishings were sparse, little more than a few skins scattered about. Uhdrig tossed another log onto the fire while Artoch and someone else sat nearby.

      "He is awake," spoke the master of flame.

      The third Orc got to his feet, coming closer to reveal the features of Kargen. He stooped, grabbing something, then rose to hover over Athgar. "Here," he said, offering a small bowl, "have a drink."

      Athgar drank thirstily, consuming the offering. "How long has it been this time?"

      "You have been out of it for some time, my friend," offered the Orc. "For the past three days, you have been in and out of wakefulness, despite the best efforts of Uhdrig. She was afraid you would succumb to the fire."

      "My burns were that bad?" asked the Human, lifting his arms to examine them. They looked perfectly normal, leaving him confused.

      "They were," said Kargen, "but Uhdrig regenerated you. No, it was not your wounds that worried us, but your inner spark."

      "Artoch spoke of the spark, I still don't understand."

      "It is our name for the magical power that lies within you."

      "But how do you know I have it?" Athgar asked.

      "Artoch can sense such things," explained Kargen, "but now is not the time to talk of it, we must prepare you."

      "For what?" asked Athgar.

      "You are to be judged by the tribe this very day. If you pass, you will stay with us. Otherwise, you will be banished."

      "I haven't had time to prepare," Athgar objected.

      "Do not worry, my friend," said Kargen, "I have volunteered to speak in your defence. You need only be present. Now, let us get you to your feet, shall we?"

      Athgar nodded his head, and Kargen took his hand, pulling him up into a sitting position. His head swam a little, then everything began to clear. He swivelled in his bed only to find his legs dangling. The furs on which he lay were placed upon a wooden shelf that lined the edge of the hut, half a leg above the dirt floor.

      As his feet touched the ground, he felt the cool earth beneath him. "My clothes?" he asked.

      "They were badly burned," responded Kargen, "but Shaluhk has made you a fine new set."

      "Who is Shaluhk?" Athgar asked.

      Kargen's face darkened a little, the telltale sign of an Orc blush. "She is Laruhk's sister," Kargen explained, "and has been helping to look after you. She is in training to be a shamaness."

      Athgar looked down at the crude tunic that covered him, the sewing was coarse, but the skins were warm.

      "We have boots for you as well," said Kargen, offering up a pair.

      Athgar, once again looked down, this time at the soft heeled boots, admiring their sturdy construction. He pulled them onto his feet, surprised at their comfortable fit.

      "If you are done admiring yourself," said Kargen, "it is time to go, the tribe awaits."

      "Very well," said Athgar, "let us be off."

      
      Kargen led Athgar through the doors of the great chieftain's hut, the largest in Ord-Kurgad, which housed a rectangular fire pit running the length of it. Members of the tribe sat three deep around the burning fire. Athgar was used to seeing his own people gather, particularly after a hunt, but to have the entire village within this one structure was surprising. He had heard of buildings this large in faraway Human cities, but had never seen one of such size before.

      Kargen guided him to a seat at the top end, near the chieftain, but along the side of the fire, rather than at its end. That position was reserved for the shamans, Uhdrig and Artoch, Kargen told him. Opposite them, across the fire, sat Gorlag, a look of displeasure evident on his face.

      Kargen leaned in close to talk quietly to Athgar. "That is Gorlag, our chieftain. He will argue against you this day, while I argue for you."

      "How is the winner chosen?" Athgar asked.

      "It will be for the tribe to decide by a count of stones. The shamans act as the hosts. They are forbidden from voting and are to be impartial."

      At the head of the fire pit, Uhdrig stood, causing all in the hut to fall silent. She waited until everyone's focus was on her before speaking.

      "Orcs of the Red Hand, we are gathered here today to decide the fate of the Human, Athgar. Kargen will argue that he be allowed to stay," she indicated the Orc with a hand, "while arguments for banishment will be presented by our Chieftain, Gorlag. Are there any here today that wish to dispute the method we will use to resolve this issue?"

      Athgar glanced around at the assembled crowd. They all looked at him briefly, then turned their gaze back to their shamaness.

      "Very well," she continued, "then let the proceedings begin. We will first call on Gorlag, Chieftain of the Red Hand, to argue for banishment." She waited for him to rise, then sat down, allowing Gorlag to make his case.

      "My fellow hunters," the chieftain began, "we of the Red Hand have a noble and ancient ancestry. Our forefathers founded this tribe more than a thousand years ago. Many other tribes have sprung from ours as Orcs spread throughout the land. We join our brothers, the Black Arrows, the Crimson Spears, and the Blue Hawks as one of the oldest clans. It is only through the stringent observation of our ways that we have managed to survive, while others have died off or been destroyed by our enemies. If we were to allow this... Human to live among us, it would be a gross violation of our beliefs. We must remain pure, free of the taint of Humanity if we are to survive."

      He paused, staring around the room, meeting the eyes of as many as he could. "Humans are a greater threat than ever before. Our ancestors were driven from their homes by the filthy Elves, and now we are in danger of being forced out, once again, this time by the Humans. To invite one into our lives is to court disaster. It is true that Athgar's village was destroyed by his own kind, but I say that if he remains here, we may well face the same outcome. They came for his people once, what is to stop them from continuing the search for survivors? Let us be rid of him and keep the tribe safe."

      The crowd was enthusiastic, and Athgar saw many of them pounding the dirt floor with their fists. He looked to Kargen for an explanation.

      "They are showing their support for Gorlag," the Orc explained. "Hitting the ground shows approval."

      "Like we clap, I suppose," offered Athgar.

      "So I am led to believe."

      Gorlag, having finished his speech, waited for the pounding to subside, then took his seat.

      Uhdrig stood again, waiting once more for all eyes to focus on her. "I call on Kargen to argue for inclusion," she stated, waiting for the hunter to rise.

      Kargen rose from his seat, then waited, respectfully, while the shamaness sat back down. "Orcs of the Red Hand," he began, "we are this day, standing at a crossroads. It has ever been our way to keep outsiders at bay, to safeguard our homes by keeping ourselves at arm's length from the outside world, but I say that it is time for a change. As our chief is fond of telling us, our traditions are everything, and yet, do not our traditions change over time? Do we still hunt with stone weapons? No, of course not. Do we only hunt with spears or live in caves? Again, no. We have changed with the times, and each time change has come, it has enriched our lives; our smiths work metal, our warriors wield bows and axes rather than spears. Our chieftain even wears a shirt of chain when we march to war. None of these would have been possible if we had held tight to our ancient traditions."

      He paused to take a breath, and Athgar could see the rapt attention of the other Orcs.

      "We have traded with Athgar for years," Kargen continued, "and his father before him. He has made bows and arrows used by many of our hunters. We have hunted with him, and," he paused for effect, "he has been blooded in the manner of our tribe." This drew considerable attention, in the form of pounding the dirt. He waited for it to finish before continuing, "Our ancient ancestors brought the gift of Fire Magic to our tribe, a tradition continued by our noble master of flame, Artoch." He bowed reverentially in the shaman's direction, "Please tell us, Master Artoch, what you found when you examined Athgar."

      The master of flame stood, clearing his throat, "The Human, Athgar, has the spark within him. He has been marked by fire."

      The assembled Orcs burst into discussion at the revelation.

      "And in your expert opinion," asked Kargen, "what does this mean?"

      "It means," said Artoch, "that, much like our ancestors, he is a naturally gifted wielder of fire."

      "Then we should be rid of him," interrupted Gorlag, "the better to keep us safe."

      "Tell me, Gorlag," said Kargen, "would you rather we have a fire wielder that is friend or foe?"

      "You try to trick me," said the chieftain, "for this man is not trained. He is no threat to us at present, lest it be from his very presence here. Surely his enemies will come for him!"

      "You have had your say, Gorlag," interrupted Uhdrig. "Kargen, you may continue."

      "We have always traded with the Humans," continued Kargen, "some have even travelled as far away as the village of Cragmore, but the Therengian people, Athgar's people, have never reviled us as have others."

      "Humans have brought nothing to us but misery," interrupted Gorlag. "They have hunted us, enslaved us, even made war against us. Bringing this Human in among us will cost us dearly."

      "No," countered Kargen, "Athgar's people have suffered, just as we have. Like us, they were driven from their cities, centuries ago. We have few enough allies these days, let us embrace him as a friend."

      The volume of noise grew considerably. Kargen waited for it to die down, then sat.

      Uhdrig rose once again, "We have heard both sides, now it is time to hear from the tribe. Ask your questions that we might all hear the answers."

      A number of Orcs stood. Uhdrig pointed at one, allowing him to speak.

      "What threat have the Humans ever presented to us, and what are the potential risks?"

      It was the Chieftain Gorlag that answered, rising to his feet. "Like the Elves before them, the Humans desire land. They will not rest until they have driven us from it!"

      "That is not true," corrected Uhdrig. "Even as we speak word comes to us of a distant land where a group of Humans has come to our aid."

      "What nonsense is this?" demanded Gorlag. "You are making that up."

      "I have done no such thing," she replied. "Our brethren in the Great Netherwood tell us of a Human hero named Redblade who defeated our enemies with her friends."

      "Lies," accused Gorlag, "the Humans have no female heroes."

      "She speaks the truth," said Artoch, "or do you speak against the word of Uhdrig?"
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