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      “Our job right now is to keep you safe. The search for Ethwyn and the other Therengians will have to wait. I’m sure the Gods will understand.”

      She turned to face him, his arms still around her. “Do you really think the Gods take an interest in such things?”

      “I suppose I do,” he remarked. “Can’t you say the same thing for your Saints?”

      “An interesting thought,” she responded, “and one to which I’ve not given much reflection. I’ve never considered myself to be very religious. I suppose that’s common for mages.”

      “So you consider us meeting a chance encounter?” he asked.

      “I’d say fortuitous,” she confessed, “why? Are you suggesting your Gods brought us together?”

      “I’m not saying anything, I’m just glad that we met, whatever the circumstances.”

      “Me too,” she said, “but maybe it’s time we moved on?”

      “To where?” he asked. “We’re already at the edge of the known world, where else can we go?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied, “likely nowhere is safe for long. I’m not sure what to do.”

      He moved his face closer to hers, kissing her tenderly. At that precise moment, his stomach growled, and she burst into laughter.

      “It appears it’s time to eat,” she said.

      He blushed, “So it is!”

      “Come along then,” she urged, “let’s get some clothes on and see what’s for breakfast.
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      Athgar opened his eyes to see the sleeping form of Natalia beside him, her bare leg laying across him, poking out from beneath the blanket. In the cold morning air, his breath frosted, and he looked over at the fireplace to see nothing but embers, their expected glow all but extinguished.

      Calling on his inner spark, he pointed, and moments later, a small fire burst to life, its flames desperately trying to ignite the burned remains. It wouldn’t last long, he knew, probably only long enough for him to rise from his bed and place more logs to fuel it, but to do that, he must first extricate himself from Natalia’s limbs. He gently lifted her leg, deftly rolling out from beneath her and paused, making sure he hadn’t disturbed her slumber.

      Athgar stood, pulling a cloak from the back of a nearby chair and wrapped it around his shoulders. The chill was starting to wane, the magical flames driving it from the room, but he knew it wouldn’t last. He moved to the fireplace, placing more logs, and waited, entranced by the fire as it slowly danced its way across the wood. The heat warmed him as he crouched, deep in thought. As a wielder of fire, he had learned to control this destructive force of nature, and yet the Orcs had taught him the importance of respecting it. As the flames grew, his mind wandered to more recent events.

      After their encounter with the Fire Mage in the great port of Corassus, they knew they couldn’t remain there. Thanks to Brother Cyric, they had been given horses, but their lack of riding skills and the cold weather had worn them both out. They had left the city with no clear destination but had finally found refuge here, in Ostermund, a little village in the foothills of the Grey Spires Mountains. It was far removed from the great cities of the Petty Kingdoms, and, he hoped, beyond the reach of Natalia’s family.

      “Athgar,” Natalia called out, “what are you doing?”

      He turned his attention back to her. “I’m just warming the place up,” he explained. “The fire had burned down, and it was getting chilly.”

      “Come back to bed,” she urged, “and I’ll keep you warm.”

      He smiled as he moved towards the bed where she had rolled onto her back, her dark hair framing her pale face as she looked up at him.

      “Well,” she said, “what are you waiting for?”

      “Can’t a fellow admire his mate?” he asked, his face breaking into a grin.

      “Is that what I am?” she said in mock seriousness. “Athgar’s mate?”

      “Oh, you’re much more than that,” he explained.

      “Then come to bed and show me,” she invited.

      Athgar threw off his robe and climbed into the bed, pulling the covers around them as he snuggled up closer to her, and then she suddenly called out in protest.

      “Your feet are cold!” she declared, shrieking in laughter.

      “Then let’s warm them up together!”

      

      Some time later, Natalia awoke to the room still lit by the fire, filled with its warmth. She lay on her side, with Athgar snuggled up behind her. Deftly removing his arm, she climbed out from beneath his embrace to stand beside the bed and gaze down at him, taking in his youthful appearance. He was brown-haired, like most Therengians, with the patchy beard typical of a twenty-year-old, and she longed to look into his grey eyes, the mark of his race. She could stare into them for hours, she decided, content just to be with him.

      Tearing her gaze away from the bed, she moved instead to the window, where the glass was frosted over, evidence of the winter that had descended upon them. Scraping away the frost, she gazed out upon the vista before her. Off in the distance, she could make out the peaks of the Grey Spires, not the biggest mountain range on the Continent, but undoubtedly impressive to one that had never seen such terrain up close.

      Natalia longed to stay here, in Athgar’s embrace, and spend a lifetime together in peace, but she knew it was not to be. Ever since her escape from the Volstrum, she had become a wanted woman, destined to be forever on the run from the family. They weren’t her real family, of course, for she had been born a mere peasant girl, but when her magical potential had manifested early, she had been whisked away to be trained as a Water Mage and inducted into the Stormwind-Sartellian family. Once she completed her training, she had become the first-ever low-born to be inducted into the family as a battle mage, but then they had made known their intentions; she was to be bred with a Fire Mage to produce a powerful offspring.

      Looking back down at the bed, she suddenly became keenly aware of the strange twist of fate that had led her to Athgar, or more accurately, he to her. She had balked at the thought of a forced coupling with an unknown Fire Mage, and yet here she was, doing the very thing she had fled from.

      Athgar shifted slightly in his sleep, bringing a smile to her lips. He was no ordinary Fire Mage, she knew, for the Orcs had taught him a disciplined way of controlling his powers, rather than the full-strength magic expected of a Volstrum graduate.

      Natalia turned her attention back to the window, staring off at the distant peaks to the north. Somewhere, beyond those mountains, lay Karslev, and the Volstrum. Was there any place that was free from their influence? She involuntarily shivered.

      “Nervous?” Athgar’s reassuring voice broke through her thoughts. He had risen from the bed, and she saw his reflection in the glass as he walked up and placed his arms around her.

      “Not with you here,” she replied. “You make me feel safe.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “How long will we have to be on the run?” she asked.

      “It depends,” he responded. “How long will the family keep looking for you?”

      “They’ll never give up!” she admitted.

      “Then we’ll keep running forever,” he promised. “We’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

      “I can’t ask that of you,” she said. “You deserve a chance to live, to raise a family.”

      “Nonsense,” he argued, “I am living. It’s you that brought joy to my life. We’ll see this through to the end, even if we have to destroy the entire family ourselves. In any case, we’re safe here.”

      “How can you say that?” she asked.

      “We’ve been here for almost two weeks with no sign of the family,” he explained.

      “But what of your own people?” she asked. “And you still have to find your sister, Ethwyn. I’m only getting in the way.”

      “No,” he insisted, “you’re not. If they’ve survived this long, they’re still alive, and they’ll likely remain that way. Our job right now is to keep you safe. The search for Ethwyn and the other Therengians will have to wait. I’m sure the Gods will understand.”

      She turned to face him, his arms still around her. “Do you really think the Gods take an interest in such things?”

      “I suppose I do,” he remarked. “Can’t you say the same thing for your Saints?”

      “An interesting thought,” she responded, “and one to which I’ve not given much reflection. I’ve never considered myself to be very religious. I suppose that’s common for mages.”

      “So you consider us meeting a chance encounter?” he asked.

      “I’d say fortuitous,” she confessed, “why? Are you suggesting your Gods brought us together?”

      “I’m not saying anything, I’m just glad that we met, whatever the circumstances.”

      “Me too,” she said, “but maybe it’s time we moved on?”

      “To where?” he asked. “We’re already at the edge of the known world, where else can we go?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied, “likely nowhere is safe for long. I’m not sure what to do.”

      He moved his face closer to hers, kissing her tenderly. At that precise moment, his stomach growled, and she burst into laughter.

      “It appears it’s time to eat,” she said.

      He blushed, “So it is!”

      “Come along then,” she urged, “let’s get some clothes on and see what’s for breakfast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Breakfast

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Winter 1104 SR

      

      

      

      They made their way down the stairs and into the common room. The Owl was a busy place, even at this early hour, and they found themselves waiting for a private table rather than sitting with strangers.

      Flames crackled from the fireplace, filling the area with its warmth. Even from where they were standing, they could feel the heat, bolstered, no doubt, from the warm bodies packed into the place. Natalia was soon sweating, though Athgar, probably due to his ability with fire, showed no such discomfort.

      “Well?” said Athgar. “What do you think?”

      “Of what?” she answered. “This isn’t the first time we’ve come down for breakfast.”

      “Yes, but is it worth waiting for? Or should we go somewhere else?”

      As if in answer to his question, the door opened, and a gust of cold swept through the room as a lone visitor entered, closing the door behind him.

      Natalia shivered, then looked at Athgar. “I think we should wait,” she said.

      He laughed, “I thought Water Mages liked the cold?”

      “We like water, not necessarily the cold,” she replied.

      “But you cast shards of ice, and you can make a wall of ice. Aren’t those cold-based spells?”

      “They are,” she admitted, “but do you like sitting in a fire?”

      He grinned, obviously enjoying the discussion. “No, I suppose I see your point.”

      They fell into a comfortable silence while Natalia scanned the room, searching for someone who might be leaving. When she returned her attention to Athgar, it was to see him staring at her, a smile playing upon his lips.

      “Like what you see?” she asked.

      “I do,” he quickly answered, “but I was just admiring your hair. It makes you look so different.”

      She smiled, a common enough action these days. When she had fled the Volstrum, a scant three months ago, she had been ill-prepared for her journey. Her hair had been elaborately coiffed, her clothes worthy of the finest of courts, and her shoes the most stylish imaginable. Now, her hair was shoulder-length, her dress plain, and her feet were snuggled into warm boots. How far she had come in such a short time, she thought. The family would barely recognize her, or so she hoped.

      Raised voices drew her attention. It appeared the inn’s new visitor was taking exception to his treatment.

      “It seems there’s trouble,” said Natalia.

      Athgar looked at the bar. The innkeeper, a kindly fellow by the name of Lethrum Barnard, was throwing his arms up in exasperation.

      “I don’t care,” he was saying, “I cannot give you room and board without payment. I’m not running a charity here, I’ve expenses to pay.”

      “And I told you,” the stranger insisted, “it will only be a matter of a few days until my shipment comes in.”

      “It appears,” said Natalia, “that the Dwarf is in distress.”

      “Dwarf?” Athgar noted. “What makes you say he’s a Dwarf?”

      “Look at his physique,” she noted. “He has the broad shoulders typical of his race, far more so than Humans, and his head is larger in proportion to his body.”

      “I’ve never met a Dwarf,” said Athgar. “What are they like?”

      “I’ve not met any either,” confessed Natalia, “but they are rumoured to be a stubborn race.”

      “What makes you say that?” he asked.

      “We learned about them at the Volstrum,” she said. “Their Earth Mages can be very powerful, and they’re highly valued at sieges for their knowledge of stone crafting.”

      “That doesn’t tell me much about them as a race,” he said. “Surely, not every Dwarf has magic?”

      “No,” she admitted, “likely the percentage of casters is low, much as it is amongst Humans.”

      “I suppose that would make sense,” said Athgar.

      “This fellow seems to be in some type of trouble,” she added. “Do you think we should help him?”

      “Why should we help a perfect stranger?” he asked.

      “Because it’s the right thing to do,” she retorted. “Wouldn’t it have been nice if someone had helped you in Draybourne? Perhaps you wouldn’t have lost all your possessions?”

      “I suppose,” he mumbled.

      “You need to learn to trust people, Athgar. Not everyone is out to get us, you know.”

      “Who says I don’t trust people, I trusted Brother Cyric didn’t I?”

      “You did,” she said, “and that worked out for the best. Sometimes you just need to have a little more faith in others.”

      “I have faith in you,” he insisted.

      “Of course you do,” she said, “but the real question is whether or not you’re willing to put your trust in someone you don’t know.”

      “Let’s find out, shall we?”

      Natalia smiled, “Does that mean you agree?”

      “Yes, all right,” he said, “let’s help the Dwarf.”

      “I’m glad you said that. What changed your mind?”

      “It’s you,” he confessed, “you bring out the best in me.”

      “Or worst,” she suggested. “I suppose it depends on your point of view.”

      The Dwarf’s voice was growing louder, causing more than a few of the patrons to start taking an interest in the discussion.

      Athgar moved closer, getting the innkeeper's attention. “May we be of assistance?” he asked.

      “Master Athgar,” said Lethrum, “would you be so kind as to show this… interloper out the door?”

      “What seems to be the problem?” said Natalia.

      “This Dwarf-”

      “Belgast,” the Dwarf insisted, “the name is Belgast Ridgehand.”

      “This Belgast,” Lethrum continued, “expects me to put him up with a room when he has no funds at his disposal.”

      “Is this true?” asked Athgar.

      “In a manner of speaking,” Belgast answered. “I have plenty coming, you see, but I find myself temporarily bereft.”

      “What funds?” enquired Natalia, her interest piqued.

      “My business associates are running an iron mine in the Grey Spires,” the Dwarf explained. “They mine the ore, smelting it down into ingots, then ship it here by wagon. There’s one due any day now.”

      “But surely you’d still have to sell the ingots,” said Natalia.

      “I already have customers lined up for them,” Belgast answered. “Smiths mostly.”

      Athgar looked at the innkeeper, but the old man simply shrugged his shoulders.

      It was Natalia that offered a solution. “What if we lent him enough for a couple of days?” she asked.

      “Are you sure?” said Athgar. “We hardly know him.”

      She turned to the Dwarf, “Well, Belgast? What say we loan you what you need? You can pay us back when your shipment comes in?”

      The Dwarf bowed deeply. “I would be most thankful,” he said.

      “Then it’s settled,” said Athgar, turning to the innkeeper. “Give Belgast a room, and we’ll pay for it. Do you want the crowns right now?”

      “That’s not necessary,” said Lethrum. “You can pay when you settle your own room. How many days would you like?”

      Natalia looked at the Dwarf.

      “Three days should be sufficient,” offered Belgast. “It’s due in anytime now.”

      “Then three days it is,” said Natalia.

      The innkeeper looked relieved. “Very well. I’ll have someone prepare a room for you, Master Dwarf. In the meantime, I’m afraid you’ll have to wait. Might I suggest you take a seat?”

      “Why don’t you join us,” offered Athgar, “we were just about to have breakfast.”

      “Yes,” added Natalia, “I think a table has just opened up. Won’t you join us?”

      “I believe I will,” said Belgast, “and once again, thank you for your assistance.”

      Natalia led them through the crowd, sitting as a server cleared away the previous guests' plates.

      “This looks nice,” said Athgar, “and close to the fire, too.”

      “Perhaps a little too close,” noted Natalia. “I’ll be sweating through the entire meal.”

      “Nonsense,” said Athgar. He looked at the fire, raising his hand slightly as he did. Words of power issued from his mouth, barely audible in the crowded room, and then the flames shrunk, the heat noticeably less. “How’s that?” he asked.

      “You’re a flame wielder?” said Belgast.

      “A master of flame, actually,” corrected Natalia.

      “Impressive,” noted the Dwarf. “I’ve never met a Human mage before.”

      “And now you’ve met two,” said Athgar. “Natalia, here, is a Water Mage.”

      “A strange combination,” said Belgast. “How did you two meet, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “We met in Draybourne,” said Athgar.

      “Yes,” Natalia agreed. “I thought he was attacking me, and I knocked him down with an ice spell.”

      “I was, in fact, trying to help her,” the Therengian quickly added.

      “Draybourne? Where’s that?” asked the Dwarf.

      “It’s in the Duchy of Holstead,” said Athgar.

      “Isn’t that on the border of Krieghoff?” asked Belgast.

      “It is,” said Natalia. “Have you been there?”

      The Dwarf let out a laugh, a rumbling noise that sounded like he was choking. “I should say so,” he said at last. “In fact, you’re there now.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Athgar.

      Belgast looked at him in surprise. “Ostermund is in Krieghoff,” he explained. “Did you not know that?”

      “No,” Athgar confessed. He turned to Natalia.

      “Don’t look at me,” she said, “all I know is we’re in the middle of nowhere. If what the Dwarf says is true-”

      “It is,” insisted Belgast.

      “Then we’re close to where we first met,” she said.

      “Close being subjective,” said the Dwarf. “Caerhaven lies to our south, but it’s still some distance away. Likely a week or more by road.”

      “If that’s true,” offered Natalia, “then we are within two weeks from Ord-Kurgad.” She saw Belgast’s look of confusion. “That’s the Orc village where Athgar learned his magic.”

      “You were raised by Orcs?” asked the Dwarf.

      “No,” insisted Athgar, “I was raised in a place called Athelwald. It’s located on the border of Holstead. When my village was burned to the ground, I was taken in by the Orcs. They’re the ones that taught me to wield fire.”

      “Remarkable,” said Belgast. “I’ve never heard of a Human being taken in by Orcs before.”

      “I’m the only one that I know of,” Athgar replied. “Tell me, do your people get along with the Orcs?”

      “I assume, when you say ‘your people’, you’re referring to Dwarves?”

      “I am,” said Athgar, “though I apologize if I’ve caused offense.”

      “My people are much like Humans,” explained Belgast, “each with their own beliefs and follies. I can only speak for myself when I say that I have nothing against the Orcs. The truth is, I’ve had very little interaction with them. Dwarves are very pragmatic people, seldom living in areas where the green folk dwell, but I know we’ve traded with them in the past. How is your own race when it comes to them?”

      “My people have always traded with them,” offered Athgar. “How about you, Natalia?”

      “We learned about them at the academy,” she replied, “but until we met one in Corassus, I’d never seen one in person.”

      “So you went to an academy?” said Belgast. “I assume you mean a school of the arcane arts? I hear they’re quite common.”

      “Not as common as you might think,” said Natalia, “but yes, that’s where I learned to control water in all its forms.”

      “I had no idea there were others,” said Athgar.

      “Why not?” asked Belgast. “Surely you didn’t think mages trained themselves?”

      “There are such things as wild mages,” protested Natalia.

      “Yes,” agreed the Dwarf, “but they’re notoriously unreliable.”

      “What’s your background?” asked Natalia. “You mentioned you had some business associates. How did you get involved with them?”

      “They’re my distant cousins,” he said. “I hail from Kragen-Tor, have you heard of it?”

      “I’m afraid not,” noted Natalia, “but the name reminds me of Kargen, an Orc friend of Athgar’s.”

      “No doubt,” said Belgast. “Dwarves and Orcs share similar words in their languages.”

      “Why is that?” said Athgar.

      “We’re both ancient races,” explained the Dwarf. “It is said that when the first races were created, they all spoke the common tongue of our Ancestors.”

      “You seem well educated for a merchant,” noted Natalia.

      “That’s because I wasn’t always a merchant,” noted Belgast. “I was raised as a scholar in the court of King Haglarith.”

      “I take it, he’s the King of Kragen-Tor?” asked Athgar.

      “He was,” admitted Belgast, “but he died some five years ago. My position was no longer needed under his successor, and so I struck out on my own. As it turns out, my cousins had a business venture in mind.”

      “Bringing you here?” said Natalia.

      “Yes,” the Dwarf admitted. “Of course, it took some time to find the ore, and then even more to get everything up and running. While they were busy digging it out, I was lining up customers. I’ve always been good at negotiation, it’s one of my strong suits.”

      “Except when it comes to innkeepers,” observed Athgar.

      “Well, yes, I must admit to failing there. Thank the Gods you came to my assistance, or I’d be out in the cold, freezing my toes off.”

      “So this is the first shipment,” Natalia enquired, “the one you’re waiting for?”

      “Yes,” Belgast replied. “I received word two weeks ago that they’d found what they were looking for. They assured me they’d have the ore here by month's end.”

      “That was two days ago,” mused Athgar.

      “So it was,” said Belgast, “but it was only an estimate. Still, they promised to ship what they had by that date. I can’t imagine what caused the delay.”

      “Hopefully, it’s on its way even as we speak,” noted Natalia.

      A serving girl appeared, depositing three tankards on their table and then taking their orders.

      “What’s this?” asked the Dwarf, sniffing experimentally.

      “It’s a local delicacy,” answered Athgar. “They call it iceberry wine.”

      “Never heard of it,” noted Belgast.

      “It’s quite nice,” said Natalia, “and a little sweet.”

      “Is it strong?”

      “No,” she countered, “you could drink it all day with no sign of intoxication.”

      “Then what’s the point?” said the Dwarf, wrinkling his nose.

      “It’s pleasing to the palate,” offered Natalia.

      Athgar took a deep draft, then lowered his own tankard as he licked his lips, “Delicious.”

      The Dwarf eyed him suspiciously while Natalia delicately sipped her own drink. Belgast was in an apparent state of indecision. On the one hand, he distrusted the strange brew, but on the other, he was parched. Finally, succumbing to his thirst, he lifted the tankard and drank deeply. Athgar watched Belgast drain half the cup, then set it down, wiping his mouth with his forearm.

      “Well?” asked the Therengian.

      “Not bad,” the Dwarf replied, “though I might have to sample some more to make a more definitive answer.”

      “Is Dwarven wine strong?” asked Natalia.

      “Aye,” replied Belgast, “though you’d more likely find us drinking ale, or better yet, mead.”

      “Isn’t mead brewed from honey?” said Athgar. “I would think that it would be hard to find in the mountains.”

      “It is,” admitted the Dwarf, “but we trade for it. Elven mead is the best, in my opinion.”

      “You’ve never tried Therengian mead,” argued Athgar.

      “Therengian?” said Belgast in surprise. He leaned forward, looking Athgar directly in the eyes. “I should have noticed,” he said, sitting back in his chair in delight. “It’s the eyes, you see, gives them away every time.”

      “I take it you’ve met one before?” asked Natalia.

      “They’re common enough in this area of the country,” replied the Dwarf. “This all used to be part of Therengia, you know.”

      “What can you tell me about them?” said Natalia. “Athgar is short on some of the details.”

      “They were an ancient realm,” explained the Dwarf, “covering about a third of the present-day Petty Kingdoms. They fell apart about five hundred years ago, though parts of the old kingdom held on for decades before they, too, were conquered.”

      “I had no idea,” the Water Mage remarked. “Were they powerful?”

      Belgast nodded as he took a sip, then put down his tankard to continue. “They were one of the largest empires, though of course they never used that term. They were just ‘Therengia’. I bet if they were around today, even Halvaria would see them as a threat.”

      Natalia’s eyes widened, for the Halvarian Empire was immense, occupying most of the western reaches of the Continent. They had grown from a small kingdom into the most powerful military force in the land, and in so doing had become everyone’s worst nightmare.

      “And now that Therengia's gone, there’s no one left to stand up to Halvaria,” she said.

      “Precisely,” agreed Belgast. He took another sip, then raised his hand to get the serving girl's attention, ordering another round. “Tell me,” he said at last, “what brings you two to Ostermund?”

      “As we indicated earlier,” explained Natalia, “we’re both mages. We travel the land and hire on where needed.”

      “That being the case,” said Belgast, “why come here? Surely somewhere with more water would have more business?”

      “We’re taking a break,” added Athgar. “It’s been a hectic few months for us, and we came here to recover.”

      “Well, there’s talk of war,” said the Dwarf. “I suppose once that starts, you’ll both be in demand. Dukes love hiring mages in times of conflict.”

      “Why do you say that?” asked Natalia.

      “It’s the way of Humans,” said Belgast, “always seeking more power. It’s been that way ever since the fall of Therengia. Sometimes, I think they’re just fighting over the scraps of the old kingdom.”

      The innkeeper appeared at their table, waiting patiently until they noticed him.

      “I apologize for the interruption,” he said, “but Master Belgast’s room is ready.”

      “Just in time, too,” the Dwarf said, stifling a yawn.

      “What of your food?” asked Athgar.

      “You have it,” said Belgast. “I need a good rest.”

      “And the extra wine you ordered?” prompted Natalia.

      “Ah,” he said, “now that, I’ll take with me. Lead on, Master Innkeeper, and tell your serving girl to bring the wine.”

      “Right this way,” said Lethrum, leading the Dwarf away.

      The two mages watched him disappear through the crowded room.

      “An interesting fellow,” mused Athgar.

      “I agree,” said Natalia, “and I doubt that’s the last we’ll see of him.” She tore her eyes from the departing Dwarf and turned back to Athgar. The Therengian was staring at something through the crowd, and she followed his gaze to see the serving girl making her way towards them, three plates in hand.

      “Ah,” said Athgar, as she placed the food before them, “my favourite, two breakfasts!”
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      Three days later, they were out walking the village, their breath frosting in the cold air. Snow covered the ground, sending a chill into Athgar, but Natalia seemed to like the crispness of the day.

      “It’s wonderful here,” she said. “I wish we could live here forever.”

      “So do I,” he answered, “but we will need to move on soon before the family discovers our whereabouts.”

      “Where do we go from here?” she asked.

      “I’ve been thinking about that very topic,” he answered. “Belgast told us we’re in Krieghoff. That means Holstead lies to the east.”

      “That’s where we met,” said Natalia, “in Draybourne, the capital, but I have no desire to return there.”

      “Nor I,” he added, “but we have to go somewhere.”

      “What about the Orcs?” she asked. “They’re on the border between the two duchies, aren’t they?”

      “They are,” he replied. “Their land lies on the Holstead side of the Argolian River.”

      “Maybe we could visit them?” she suggested. “I’d love to meet Kargen and Shaluhk, not to mention baby Agar. I’ve never seen a baby Orc before.”

      “That’s not surprising,” he noted. “Until we got to Corassus, you hadn’t seen an Orc at all, let alone an Orc youngling.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” she admitted. “So what do you think? Shall we make a trip to Ord-Kurgad in our near future?”

      “Certainly,” he said, “though maybe we could enjoy another few days here first.”

      “I’d like that,” she responded.

      “Something smells good,” Athgar remarked as they walked down the street.

      “That’s a bakery,” said Natalia. “Let’s go and have a peek, shall we? It’s bound to be warm in there, and the smell is making me hungry.”

      Their noses led them to a little shop that sat halfway down the street. They entered to see a small room with a counter, behind which freshly baked goods sat on the shelves.

      The customer in front of them gathered up a few loaves of bread and placed them in a wicker basket, then dropped some coins in the proprietor's hands. Edging past the duo, she opened the door to return to the chilly mountain air outside.

      Natalia stepped forward, “It smells good in here.”

      “As it should,” the proprietor answered. “Tell me, what can I get for you today?”

      “What would you suggest?” she said.

      “We have a variety of loaves,” he responded, “along with some more exotic options.”

      “What’s that?” asked Athgar, pointing at a strange pile of darkly coloured biscuits.

      “Those,” the owner answered, “are Dwarven stonecakes.”

      “Never heard of them,” said Natalia.

      “I have,” said Athgar, “though I’ve never seen one.”

      “They look like lumps of coal,” she said, wrinkling her nose.

      “You’re not far off the mark,” explained the owner, “but they're a popular item among hunters.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “They last forever,” he said in reply, “and they don’t go bad.”

      “I’ll try one,” said Athgar.

      The owner handed one over, and the Therengian took a bite, crunching it noisily.

      “It’s very hard,” he complained.

      “That’s because you’re eating it the wrong way,” the owner remarked. “You have to put the whole thing in your mouth and then let it absorb your spit. It’ll soften, becoming more like a pudding.”

      Athgar looked at the man, wondering if he was the butt of a joke, but when he saw no malice, he popped the remainder into his mouth, waiting as it softened. Natalia watched, expecting him to spit it out, but much to her surprise, his eyes widened, and he smiled, his mouth still full.

      “Surprisingly good,” he mumbled.

      “You should eat them sparingly,” the owner warned. “They’re considered a light meal.”

      Athgar chewed the remainder of the stonecake, revelling in its flavour. When he was done, he looked at Natalia. “Let’s get some,” he suggested. “We can use them when we finally decide to move on.”

      “Do you think they’ll last that long?” she asked. “I think you’ll have them all eaten by dinner time.”

      “Well,” he replied, “they ARE good.”

      “Fine, we’ll take a dozen,” she said. “And don’t forget to charge us for the one that Athgar just ate.”

      “Nonsense,” replied the owner, “that was a free sample.” He grabbed up a handful of the lumps and bundled them into a cloth. “Will there be anything else?”

      “No, that’s all for now,” she replied, dropping some coins onto the table.

      They stepped back outside, the sudden change in temperature taking their breath away.

      “My, that’s cold,” said Athgar.

      “You’re the master of flame,” said Natalia. “Why don’t you use your magic to warm us up?”

      “I have to respect the fire,” the Therengian retorted.

      “To the point of freezing?” she asked.

      “I suppose you do have a point.” He gesticulated, uttering words of power in a low voice. Moments later, Natalia felt a warmth flood over her.

      “How do you do that?” she asked.

      “I’m a Fire Mage, remember?”

      “No, I mean how do you cast a spell and remain so quiet about it?”

      “It’s not about how loudly you cast,” he responded, “it’s about controlling the magic. Why? Can’t you do that?”

      “No,” she replied. “We were taught to always project the words with as much force as possible.”

      “Yet another difference in our training,” Athgar mused.

      “You’ll have to teach me that,” she said.

      “Agreed,” he added, “as long as you continue to teach me to read.”

      She smiled. “I do that because I like it,” she said. “One is not dependent on the other.”

      As they wandered farther down the street, Natalia paused to look into a shop window where a leatherworker was hard at work, making shoes for someone.

      Athgar noticed her interest. “Missing shoes?” he asked.

      “Boots are much more useful for travelling,” she answered, “but I do miss having something on my feet when I’m indoors. I’m not like you, walking around the room in my bare feet.”

      “I’ve done that since I was a child,” he mused, “but hopefully, one day, we’ll be able to settle down, and you can have all the shoes you want.”

      “I’d like that,” she responded, “though I don’t think I’d need more than one pair.” She continued watching the shoemaker ply his trade.

      Athgar, distracted by a sound, looked across the street to see a familiar face, that of Belgast Ridgehand. The Dwarf was standing in the doorway to a warehouse, deep in conversation with a man.

      “There’s Belgast,” said Athgar. “Shall we go and see how he’s faring?”

      “Yes,” said Natalia, “we haven’t seen him for days.”

      They crossed the street, the Dwarf turning away from his conversation with a dour look on his face.

      “Greetings,” called out the Therengian.

      “Athgar, Natalia,” the Dwarf called back, “good to see you both.”

      “Problem?” prompted Athgar.

      “As a matter of fact, there is,” said Belgast. “It seems my wagon has still not come in.”

      “What is this place?” asked Natalia.

      “A trading post,” explained the Dwarf. “It’s useful for anyone shipping goods, and it’s where my cousins leased their wagon.”

      “You think something happened to your cousins?” said Natalia.

      “I’m beginning to think it’s a distinct possibility,” said Belgast. “You mentioned that you were both mages for hire. I wonder if I might be able to hire you to accompany me?”

      “Accompany you where?” said Athgar.

      “To the mine, of course,” the Dwarf answered, “though I’m hoping we’ll run across my cousins along the way.”

      “We’d be happy to help,” said Athgar.

      “Yes,” added Natalia, “but you don’t have to pay us.”

      “I’d be much indebted to you,” said Belgast.

      “When would you like to head out?” asked Athgar.

      “Best to start in the morning,” said the Dwarf. “We wouldn’t get far today before the sun goes down. Do you have horses?”

      “We do,” answered Natalia, “and you?”

      “I have a pony in the local stable.”

      “Then it’s settled,” said Athgar. “Let’s meet tomorrow morning in front of the Owl.”

      “Excellent,” said the Dwarf, “and when we’ve recovered my ore, I’ll treat you both to a magnificent feast, and pay you back what I owe you for the room, of course.”

      “You’re making me hungry already,” said Athgar.

      “You’re always hungry,” teased Natalia.

      “Tell us more about this mine,” said Athgar. “Where is it, precisely?”

      “It’s a few days travel from here,” explained Belgast, “along a trail that takes you through the Grey Spires.”

      “There’s a pass through the mountains?” asked Athgar.

      “Of course,” answered the Dwarf, “but we’re not going all the way through. The iron mine is on this side of the pass, up a side trail.”

      “How rough is this terrain?” asked Natalia.

      “Not rough at all,” said Belgast, “and it’s wide enough for a wagon to pass, so the riding shouldn’t be a problem at all.”

      “What am I missing here?” asked Athgar.

      “What do you mean?” said Belgast.

      “If the trail is so easy, why do you need us?” he asked.

      “I don’t know what happened to my cousins,” explained Belgast. “There could be a wild animal on the loose, or bandits, or maybe they came down sick? I really don’t know what we’re going to find once we arrive.”

      “So you’ve been to this mine before?” asked Athgar.

      “I have. When we were first looking at digging there. Of course, it wasn’t a mine at that time, just some iron deposits. The big strike didn’t come until later.”

      “Just how many cousins do you have working at the mine?” asked Natalia.

      “Only three,” said Belgast. “The intention was to hire more once we proved its feasibility, using the profits from the early dig.”

      “How does one mine iron?” enquired Athgar. “I assume you just dig it out?”

      “Not quite,” said Belgast. “We dig the raw minerals, but then we have to fire up a furnace and heat iron and coal. The result is called black iron, and that’s what we sell to the smiths.”

      “Is black iron expensive?” asked Natalia.

      “Not particularly, but we should still manage to make some profit. Using our own furnace, we save the smith a lot of work, and that’s what lets us charge a little more, allowing us to maximize our earnings.”

      “This furnace you speak of,” said Athgar, “did you cart one all the way to the mine?”

      “No,” said Belgast, “that would have been too difficult. We made one there. That, by the way, was the most expensive part of the operation.”

      “So if I’m to understand correctly, you don’t feel that anyone would, for example, attack the shipment?”

      “No, why would they?” answered the Dwarf. “It’s not like anyone else would have buyers lined up for it.”

      “Anything else we should know about?” asked Athgar.

      “You should dress warmly,” Belgast warned. “The snow can come in quickly that high up, and you don’t want to freeze to death.”

      “We won’t freeze,” said Athgar, “not while I’m alive, at any rate.”

      “Why would you say that?” asked the Dwarf.

      “Athgar is a Fire Mage, remember?” said Natalia. “He can use magic to keep us warm.”

      “I wouldn’t suggest you put all your faith in magic. It can be dispelled, you know.”

      “We’re both mages,” said Athgar, “so of course we’re going to have faith in our magic, but your point is still valid. We’ll take care to dress warmly.”

      “Well,” said the Dwarf, “if we’re to set off tomorrow, I’ve things to see to. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Belgast trundled off, leaving Athgar and Natalia standing where they were.

      “Strange sort,” noted Athgar.

      “Indeed,” said Natalia, “but you can’t really blame him, can you? He has a lot on his mind.”

      “I suppose he does,” agreed Athgar.
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      The next morning saw them seated in the Owl's common room once more. Athgar arranged for their horses to be brought round while Natalia settled the bill. They were soon standing out front, waiting, as Belgast rode into view.

      “I see you made it,” the Dwarf called out.

      “Of course,” said Athgar. “Are you all set?”

      “I am.”

      Athgar climbed into the saddle, looking decidedly uncomfortable. Natalia, though equally as unskilled, did likewise, but managed to at least look like she knew what she was doing.

      “I take it,” said Belgast, “that you don’t ride very often?”

      “What makes you say that?” asked the Therengian.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen anyone look more uncomfortable,” said the Dwarf. “Perhaps we would have been better to rent a wagon?”

      “You can do that?” said Athgar, hopefully.

      “If you have enough coins,” said the Dwarf, “you can rent anything.”

      Athgar turned to Natalia, but she shook her head. “No, we need to get going. We can’t hang around here all day, not to mention we don't have the funds to waste on such frivolities.”

      “Very well,” said Athgar, “but my backside will not be happy.”

      Now that they were properly settled into their saddles, they set off, the Dwarf leading. The trail they were following took them through the village, then out, eastward, along a meandering path.

      “The first part of the way is quite flat,” explained Belgast, “but then we turn north and head into the hills. The terrain there will become more uneven, with numerous curves to the road.”

      “Will we see the mountains?” asked Natalia.

      “You can see them now,” said Athgar.

      “I think she wants to know if we’ll be IN the mountains, not just looking at them,” said Belgast. “That won’t happen until tomorrow afternoon. From that point on, the going gets rougher.”

      “Rougher, how?” wondered the Therengian. “I thought you told us it should be no problem?”

      “The climbs will be a little steeper, that’s all,” said the Dwarf, “no need to worry yourself. After all, my cousins managed to take a wagon down this path.”

      Natalia looked skyward. “The clouds look to be moving in,” she remarked. "We could be in for some snow.”

      “Maybe we should seek shelter?” suggested Athgar.

      “Nonsense,” said the Dwarf, “we’ve miles to go yet, and the clouds might just blow over.”

      “And if they don’t?” prompted Natalia.

      “Then we’ll seek shelter at that point,” grumbled Belgast.

      “Is that wise?” asked Natalia.

      “It’s only snow,” snapped the Dwarf as he rode ahead.

      Natalia turned to look at Athgar, who was trotting along behind her, “What do you think?”

      “I think our Dwarf friend is in a hurry,” he replied. “We’ll keep our eyes on the clouds, but if they worsen, I say we build a shelter. Do you have any spells that would help us?”

      “I suppose I could use wall of ice,” she said, “that should help block the wind.”

      “Better than that, I would say,” said Athgar. “You could cast four of them and make a shelter, couldn’t you?”

      “I could certainly make four walls,” she said, “but I doubt they’d be big enough to protect us AND the horses, and I can’t make a roof.”

      “Why not?” he asked. “Can’t you just cast a wall sideways?”

      “I’m afraid my magic doesn’t work that way,” she replied. “What we really need is an actual shelter, maybe something in amongst the trees?”

      “If you can make your ice walls, I can see to the roof,” said Athgar. “I’ve got my axe, and there are enough trees around that we can cut boughs off to make a roof if we have to.”

      “Good idea,” she said. “In the meantime, we’ll keep our eyes on the lookout. If a storm does brew up, we’ll head for the nearest trees.”

      They rode on in silence. Natalia kept glancing upward, fearful of the coming storm, while Athgar swept his gaze to either side, continually seeking out small clearings where a shelter might be hastily constructed.

      Belgast, however, kept up a brisk pace, despite the fact that he was only on a pony. Like him, the beast seemed tireless, and Athgar began to wonder if there wasn’t some kind of magic in play. He brought up this very topic with Natalia.

      “Does the fellow never tire?” he asked.

      “He’s a Dwarf,” she said. “They have a robust constitution. It’s said they can march for days without stopping.”

      “Really?” said Athgar.

      “I doubt it’s days,” she replied, “but the fact is they can keep marching long after others must rest.”

      “But shouldn’t his pony slow down?” he suggested.

      “It’s a mountain pony,” Natalia replied, “and Dwarves don’t weigh as much as us.”

      “Well, I know I’m growing tired,” said Athgar. “Is he going to allow us to rest, or are we to simply collapse from exhaustion?”

      “I think I’ll suggest a short halt,” said Natalia. “My posterior could certainly use a rest.”

      “I can rub it for you if you wish,” he suggested.

      Natalia laughed, dispelling, at least for a brief moment, some of her fatigue. She urged her horse forward, coming closer to the Dwarf.

      “Belgast,” she called out, “can we take a short rest?”

      The Dwarf halted, turning his pony sideways to the trail. He stared at her for a moment, a slight look of irritation on his face.

      “Very well,” he finally answered, “it's about time to eat anyway.”

      Belgast lowered himself from the saddle, a task made all the more difficult by his short stature. Removing some food from his stores, he then tossed his pack to the ground, using it as a seat.

      Athgar dismounted, rummaging around his own sling bag to retrieve the stonecakes.

      “Here,” he said, handing one to Natalia.

      The Water Mage took the offering, tossing it into her mouth and then chewing it as she lowered herself from the saddle. She stretched out her legs, then rubbed her lower back, which was aching from the long hours in the saddle.

      “Warm enough?” asked Athgar.

      “I’m fine,” she replied, “and you?”

      “Warmer than I thought I’d be,” he confessed. “How about you, Belgast?”

      The Dwarf popped something into his mouth, crunching it noisily as he talked, “I’m fine.”

      Athgar was about to say more when he saw a blur of white race past at a tremendous speed, like a galloping horse. One moment they were all chatting amiably, the next, Natalia’s horse lay in a pool of blood, turning the snow crimson.

      Athgar leaped to his feet and called out, “What was that?”

      Natalia stood, her hands ready to cast, her eyes darting around. “I don’t see anything,” she yelled back.

      Belgast ran to his pony and pulled his weapon of choice from the saddle, a pickaxe. They all instinctively moved closer to each other, then turned, forming a small triangle.

      Athgar saw it first; an explosion of snow as whatever it was leaped, its white form blending in with the terrain. It crossed the distance to him too quickly for him to adequately react, and when he threw his axe, it missed by a wide margin. The creature rushed past, knocking him from his feet and careening into the Dwarf, who sailed through the air, landing in a drift, still clutching his pickaxe.

      Natalia was quicker to react. As it soared past Athgar, she let loose with a spell, sending forth shards of ice to strike the creature in its hindquarters, drawing blood. It fell to the ground, all but disappearing, save for the trail of blood that revealed its most recent location.

      “Where did it go?” shouted Athgar, who had wheeled around.

      Natalia pointed, “It’s hidden somewhere in the snow. It seems to be able to blend into its background.”

      Athgar's eyes followed the trail of blood. “We need to flush it out into the open.”

      “Any suggestions?” asked Belgast.

      “I’m guessing it’s native to this area,” said Natalia. “That likely means it's used to the cold environment. Do you think your fire would drive it out of hiding?”

      “It’s worth a try,” replied the Therengian as he began gesticulating while he uttered words of power. Moments later, a streak of fire shot out from his fingertips, lancing across the distance to follow the trail of blood. He had deliberately aimed high, so the flame struck nothing but air, but for just a moment, the heat could be felt, and the snow beneath it melted.

      Without warning, a great roar issued forth and the creature rose, turning to face them. It was no taller than a man, but significantly bulkier and covered in coarse white hair. Its head reminded Athgar of the seals they had seen near Corassus, but then its long, sharp teeth dispelled any thoughts of it being timid.

      Natalia cast once more, this time sending a solitary spike of ice downrange where it struck the creature solidly, pushing it back, the shard protruding from its chest. Letting out a final bellow, it fell back into the snow where it lay, unmoving.

      Athgar trotted forward, picking up his axe. He halted just shy of the body, then advanced more slowly, half expecting the thing to leap back up to its feet. The creature let out a final breath of air, then expired. As soon as the life left its body, the fur turned a yellowish-white colour, standing out in stark contrast to the newly fallen snow that had, until now, hidden its presence.

      “What is that thing?” he thought out loud.

      “It’s an icora,” said Belgast, staring at the body.

      “Never heard of it,” said Athgar.

      “They are creatures of legend,” the Dwarf declared, “able to turn invisible at will.”

      “Well,” said Natalia, “it definitely didn’t turn invisible, but it was hard to see.”

      “Yes,” agreed Belgast, “and very fast. It’s a miracle we weren’t all killed. Thank the Gods I hired you, or I’d be dead.”

      “Do you think something like that might have killed your cousins?” suggested Athgar.

      “I suppose it’s possible,” the Dwarf replied, “but my cousins tend to travel in heavy armour. They’d be difficult targets to kill.”

      “How heavy?” asked Athgar.

      “They have chainmail,” explained Belgast.

      “Let’s hope they’re solitary creatures,” said Natalia. “I’d hate to come across any more.”

      “How’s Natalia's horse?” asked the Therengian.

      “I’m afraid it’s dead,” said the Dwarf. “It looks like you two will be sharing a mount for the rest of our journey.”

      Natalia looked skyward, “I don’t think we’re getting any farther today, the sky is getting dark. I suggest we get to building some shelter, and quickly at that.”

      Belgast looked upward, frowning at the darkened clouds. “I guess you’re right,” he said. “Do you suppose this thing is edible?”

      “I’m sure it is,” said Athgar. “Most creatures are, but I wouldn’t know where to start with this thing. It might have poison glands or something.”

      “Are we just to leave it lying there?” asked Natalia. “It might attract wolves.”

      “Wolves won’t trouble us,” said Athgar, “they tend not to attack Humans.”

      “What about Dwarves?” asked Belgast.

      “I doubt they’re on the wolves' menu either,” the Therengian replied.

      “And the horse?” added the Dwarf.

      “We’ll strip the saddle and anything else of value, but other than that, there’s little else we can do.”

      “Where do we start?” asked Natalia.

      “I’ll look after the horse,” suggested Athgar. “You two head to the trees and I’ll join you there shortly. With any luck, we’ll soon have a nice warm shelter in which to wait out the coming storm.”

      Belgast trekked back to his pony, leading it eastward towards the distant tree line. Natalia soon followed while Athgar started unbuckling the saddle of the dead horse.

      The trees that the Therengian had spotted were clumped together in a tight knot. Natalia cast a wall of ice, creating it as a free-standing structure between two trees.

      “How does that help us?” asked the Dwarf.

      “Wait and see,” she answered. “Now that the first wall is up, there is a small gap between each side of it and the nearest tree. I’m going to use my frozen portal spell to affix either end." Once more, she called forth the words of power, to be rewarded with a now solidly anchored wall.

      “That cuts the wind,” mused Belgast, “but how long will it last?”

      “In this weather, probably until the spring.”

      She was casting a second wall as Athgar arrived, leading the remaining horse with the extra saddle slung across its back.

      “Nice work,” he observed.

      “They never taught us this at the Volstrum,” she admitted.

      “Their loss,” said Athgar.

      He passed the reins to Belgast, then dug out his axe and started cutting branches.

      By the time the snow started falling, they had a cozy little shelter, with four ice walls and tree boughs for a roof. Natalia had left a slight gap in one corner as an exit, and Athgar hung a blanket there, effectively forming a door. Now warm and secure, they settled in for the night.

      

      Natalia woke with a start, her breath frosting in the chilly morning air. Looking over at Athgar, she noticed he was still asleep, but his face was drawn and haggard. She realized that he had likely used up all his energy to keep them warm throughout the storm. Now, with the snow squall over, they must continue their journey, but his depleted magic might prove troublesome.

      “Athgar,” she called out softly.

      The Therengian stirred, his eyes opening to take in the form of Natalia.

      “Is it morning?” he asked wearily.

      “It is,” she said, “but you’re not looking good. We should have built a fire rather than rely on your magic to keep us warm.”

      “Nonsense,” he said, “a fire would have melted your walls of ice.”

      “I could have kept them frozen,” she objected.

      “And then you would be in the same predicament as I am now,” he answered. “I will recover my strength in due course. Hand me one of those stonecakes, will you?”

      She reached into her bag, extracting one of the coal-like biscuits. Athgar popped it into his mouth, letting it soften to a comfortable, chewy mass.

      A grumble sounded, announcing Belgast’s awakening. The Dwarf sat up quite suddenly, eyes wide open and alert.

      “What time is it?” he asked.

      “It's morning,” said Natalia. “How did you sleep?”

      “With my eyes closed,” the Dwarf replied. He winked at Athgar, sharing his mirth.

      “I never knew Dwarves had a sense of humour,” Natalia mused.

      “How many Dwarves have you known?” asked Belgast.

      “I have to admit, you’re the first,” she said.

      “Well, don’t judge my entire race on me. I’m the exception rather than the rule.”

      He looked across at Athgar. “What are you eating?”

      “A stonecake,” the Therengian replied through a full mouth.

      “Stonecake?” the Dwarf said in surprise. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

      “Would you like one?” offered Natalia.

      “I would love one,” said Belgast. “After all, what Dwarf doesn’t like stonecakes?”

      Natalia handed him one, which quickly made its way to the Dwarf’s mouth. He chewed it for some time before finally swallowing.

      “Delicious,” said Belgast, “just like my father used to make.”

      “Your father baked?” said Athgar.

      “Why is that surprising?” asked Belgast. “Didn’t yours?”

      “Most decidedly not,” said Athgar. “He was far too busy plying his trade.”

      “Which was?”

      “A bowyer and fletcher.”

      “Athgar carries on the tradition,” added Natalia.

      “Do you now? How interesting. Tell me, is it a lot of work, making a bow?”

      “It’s challenging,” said Athgar, “but the real secret is finding the right wood to begin with.”

      “Wouldn't any wood do?” suggested Belgast.

      “No,” replied Athgar. “If you choose the wrong piece, you might find a knot in an inconvenient place or some wood rot. The best bows are made from yew, though birch and ash will work. I made a bow out of oak once, a hard wood to work with, but the finished product was well worth it.”

      “Fascinating,” said Belgast, turning to Natalia
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