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      Jendarth Sartellian stared down at the stack of letters spread out on his desk. As head of the Sartellian family, he took pride in overseeing every aspect of their operations, but sometimes even he tired of the endless details. He paused to take a sip of wine, then resolved to get back to his duties, picking up the next letter. It was from the King of Abelard asking for another Fire Mage for his court. It appeared their eastern neighbour, Braymoor, was threatening once again, and the presence of a Sartellian would be considered a powerful deterrent.

      He placed the letter on the top of the pile and rose, making his way over to a large, expansive bookshelf. It took only a moment to find the right volume, and then he carried it back to his desk to peruse its contents.

      Abelard was on the northern coast of the Continent and therefore should be detailed in this tome. He scanned its pages, smiling, pleased to have found what he was looking for. There, written in his own hand, was an account of the king's court, containing names, places, and dates of import to the family.

      Reading through his notes, he frowned. Apparently, the King of Abelard had been somewhat dismissive of the last mage he sent there. His fingers flipped through pages until he found the entry on Braymoor.

      "Toras?" he called out.

      Moments later, the door opened. "You called, Magister?"

      "Braymoor and Abelard, what do you remember of them? Anything we can use?"

      His assistant adopted a thoughtful pose, staring up to the ceiling as he was wont to do on occasion. He soon smiled, recalling something of interest.

      "There was a civil war there about fifteen years ago," Toras said.

      "Was that our doing?"

      "It was, Magister. We pressed Prince Maximillian of Braymoor to support the Marhaven's attempt to claim the throne."

      "And did they succeed?"

      "No, my lord. The rebellion was crushed, as we suspected it would be. It did, however, turn Abelard's attention eastward, allowing its western neighbour, Eidolon, to make a land grab."

      "Ah yes, I remember now. It destabilized the entire region. Exactly what we desired."

      "I noticed you had a letter from the King of Braymoor," said Toras. "Are they asking for another mage?"

      "They are, but I think it's time to sow a little more discontent. Who's our best man in the north?"

      "That would be Invidar Sartellian, at the court of Reinwick."

      Jendarth pulled forth a fresh parchment and began scribbling a note, making his aide wait. When finished, he handed it over.

      "Send this. I'm reassigning him to Braymoor, and I shall expect him there by spring. He is to commence fomenting trouble with Abelard again."

      "With an eye to rebellion?"

      "No, I believe this time an all-out invasion is best. It will weaken their forces that much more."

      "Excellent, Magister." Toras took the note, turning to leave.

      "Hold a moment," called out Jendarth as he lifted the next letter in his pile. It bore the seal of the Volstrum. "What's this?" he asked.

      "That came in this morning, my lord."

      "You should have called it to my attention, Toras. It's not every day we get a letter from our cousins up north."

      He broke the wax seal, carefully unfolding the note. Toras waited patiently. Eventually, Jendarth looked up.

      "What do you know of this woman"—he gazed at the letter again—"Natalia Stormwind?"

      "She's a powerful Water Mage, my lord. The most powerful the Volstrum has ever produced, I'm told."

      "And?" pressed Jendarth.

      "She fled shortly after graduation and has been on the run ever since."

      "It says here she's taken up with a Fire Mage. We don't have anyone involved in that, do we?"

      "Not now, Magister, but two of our agents perished trying to apprehend her. She and her companion managed to compromise the operation at Corassus, as well as interfere with our efforts to control the crusade."

      "I don't give two sparks for this Stormwind woman. I want to know more about the Fire Mage."

      "He's said to be a Therengian, my lord, from a place called Athelwald."

      Jendarth looked up in surprise. "Athelwald? I know that name. We have a student from there, don't we?"

      "We do. A woman named Ethwyn."

      "And how is she progressing in her studies?"

      "She has shown remarkable progress, my lord, although there's still much for her to learn. Why? Do you deem her important?"

      "If I remember correctly, Athelwald is a relatively small village."

      "It was," agreed Toras. "We had our agents burn it to the ground after taking slaves to further our aims in the south. Ethwyn herself was discovered entirely by accident."

      "Tell me more."

      "She had been sold as a slave to a Kurathian prince. When one of our people visited Kouras, he noted her potential for magic and brought her back here to Korascajan. She's been studying with us ever since."

      "How long ago was this?"

      "Just this last summer, my lord."

      "But isn't she casting already?"

      "She is," said Toras. "She has proved to be an incredibly fast study."

      Jendarth stared at the letter, seeking more answers, his mind churning.

      "Is there a problem, my lord?"

      "Not at all." He smiled. "In fact, I believe we may have the solution to the Volstrum's problems."

      "I would be cautious, Lord. Remember, we already lost several family members to that pair of rogues."

      "Remind me of the details."

      "Yes, Magister. First was Nezeroth Sartellian. He perished in Corassus."

      "And…"

      "Verineth Sartellian. He was organizing our plan to recover godstone near Holstead."

      It seems this Stormwind woman has been a particular thorn in our side for some time."

      "More like a boil," said Toras. "One that needs to be lanced."

      "Agreed. I predict Ethwyn might be just the instrument to take care of that. Have her brought to me here. I would have words with her."

      "Surely you don't mean to employ her in service to the family? She has yet to finish her training."

      "It's a matter of opportunity. We received word there's a significant settlement of Therengians east of Ebenstadt. I feel it likely Natalia Stormwind has fled there in the company of this Fire Mage they speak of. What else do we know of the area?"

      "Very little, Magister. That area falls under the domain of the Volstrum."

      Jendarth frowned. "Then we shall keep this to ourselves for the time being." He turned his attention once more to the letter. "It says here, there may be a child. I shouldn't need to tell you what the ramifications of that are."

      "We could be looking at an extremely gifted individual once they come of age," replied Toras.

      "Precisely."

      "But where would the child go? The Volstrum or here?"

      "That would entirely depend on what type of magic they manifested, but as you well know, that's years away."

      "And in the meantime?"

      Jendarth smiled. "I think it would be better cared for here, don't you?"

      "And if they manifest the magic of water?"

      "Then we would happily send them off to the Volstrum for training."

      "Giving us someone on the inside," noted Toras.

      "Exactly. You've served the Sartellian line faithfully for decades, Toras. See this operation through, and I see a position on the council for you."

      The aide puffed up his chest. "Thank you, Magister. I shall do my best."

      "Good. Now go and fetch Ethwyn of Athelwald, and let's see what she's made of."

      

      Ethwyn took a step forward, throwing her hands out to the front, and a streak of flame issued forth, covering a distance of about twenty paces, far greater than her last attempt.

      "Good," said Eloran Sartellian, "but keep focused on the target. Your aim was off."

      "It's hard work concentrating on power while still hitting the target."

      Her instructor chuckled. "You'll get the hang of it, eventually. You've made marvellous progress in a short period of time. Don't let one mistake get you down."

      "How long did it take for you to master the magic of fire?"

      "Many years, but unlike you, I came here shortly after manifesting."

      "Manifesting?"

      "Yes, mages typically show an affinity for magic when they mature."

      "But I was a full adult. I wouldn't have even known about it had a mage hunter not visited the court."

      "I've seen this before. They say that sometimes a traumatic event can unlock the potential in someone's bloodline. Did either of your parents show a particular interest in fire?"

      "No more so than anyone else."

      "Not necessarily important. It can often skip a generation or two. Have you any brothers or sisters?"

      "I had an older brother, Athgar, but he died when the village was attacked."

      "Well, we're your family now," said Eloran. "Let's try the spell again, and see if you can't keep the flame from drifting to the left."

      Ethwyn took a breath, then stepped forward, once more throwing her hands in front of her. Flames shot from her fingertips, and she felt the familiar warmth as the magic flowed through her. Her pulse quickened as the fire lit the area, then struck the target.

      "Very good," said Eloran. She looked at Ethwyn's flushed face. "I see you've experienced the rush. It's fairly common amongst Fire Mages as the spell is released."

      "It's as if my entire body is alive."

      "Yes, that's the feeling of true power. Kings can rule over men, but only a Fire Mage knows the excitement of controlling one of the elemental forces of nature."

      "Do the other elementalists not experience this feeling?"

      "No, only the intense power of flame has that effect. You must be careful though. If you don't keep it under control, it can overwhelm you."

      "Can I try again?"

      "Of course. Now, this time—"

      "Mistress Eloran?" interrupted a voice.

      They both turned to see the Magister's aide coming towards them.

      "Is there something I can do for you, Toras?"

      "Is this the Therengian, Ethwyn of Athelwald?"

      "Can't you tell from her grey eyes?"

      "Yes, of course," he apologized. "I don't mean to interrupt, but Master Jendarth wishes to see her."

      "Now?" said Eloran. "We're right in the middle of a lesson?"

      "I'm afraid he was most insistent."

      "Very well." She turned to her pupil. "You'd best go with Toras, Ethwyn."

      "Yes, Mistress."

      Toras looked at her closely. She was an attractive woman. Undoubtedly, she would prove a popular choice for breeding once she was fully trained. Yet, somehow, those eyes unsettled him. He shrugged it off, concentrating on the task at hand.

      "Come with me," he said, turning abruptly and walking with purpose towards the office of the Master of Korascajan.

      

      Jendarth stood on his balcony, surveying the students arrayed in the courtyard below. They were the advanced pupils, the ones closest to graduation. Soon they would spread across the Continent, taking up positions in the courts of the Petty Kingdoms. A few select individuals would be elevated to even greater power, but that would typically only come after a few more years of practice. A knock on his door brought his attention back to the present.

      "Come," he called, returning inside.

      Toras held the door as a woman entered. "Ethwyn of Athelwald, Magister."

      "Thank you, Toras. I'll take it from here."

      His aide bowed. "Of course, my lord."

      Jendarth sat. "Tell me of Athelwald," he said without preamble.

      Ethwyn struggled to answer the question. She was obviously nervous but soon got control of herself. "It was a small village located on the border of Holstead, close to the Duchy of Krieghoff."

      "How many people lived there, do you think?"

      She shrugged. "A few hundred. Most were carted off into slavery, but the rest were put to death."

      Jendarth stood, coming around the front of the desk to gaze into her eyes. "Remarkable," he said.

      "What is?"

      "The eyes. I've never actually seen a Therengian up close. Tell me, is there anything else that distinguishes a person of your race?"

      "Race? I'm a Human, just like you."

      He smiled. "So you say, but your people are shunned by most of the inhabitants of the Petty Kingdoms. Why do you suppose that is?"

      "I haven't a clue. We once had a kingdom of our own. Is it something to do with that?"

      He nodded. "What you refer to as a kingdom was, frankly, an empire. It occupied a significantly large portion of the Continent."

      "How large?"

      "Almost a third of what's now known as the Petty Kingdoms. It was the major political force in the land for generations."

      "What happened to it?"

      "It was destroyed," said Jendarth, "ripped apart by internal strife. That would have been the end of it, but for the fact its people were easy to identify. It's the eyes. No other Humans have grey eyes."

      "And because of that," said Ethwyn, "they persecute us?"

      "They do. It's fear, you see. Fear the Old Kingdom will be reborn."

      "Old Kingdom?"

      "Pardon me," said Jendarth. "I should explain. People in that part of the land tend to be superstitious. They believe invoking the name of Therengia will somehow bring about its return. It's a completely ridiculous concept, of course, but people believe what they're told, and the tales have been around for generations."

      "And that's why I was sold into slavery?"

      He shrugged. "Who can say what motivates a slaver? I suspect it had more to do with coins than anything else. Your isolated village was a plum target, off the beaten track, and far from what is considered civilized society. I doubt the people of Holstead even knew Athelwald existed."

      "We were a protectorate of the duke," said Ethwyn.

      "I sympathize with your plight, I really do, but I'm afraid there's little that can be done about it. In any case, WE are now your family. Now, how have you found it here at Korascajan?"

      "The lessons have been more than adequate."

      "And the rest?" pressed Jendarth. "Are you making any friends?"

      "The others students are dismissive."

      "They resent your power. You have a natural gift, Ethwyn. You came late to magic, which makes you take on your studies with the attitude of an adult. I see great things in your future." He recognized the pride in her eyes, yet still, there was something else. Defiance, perhaps?

      "Do you like wielding magic?" he asked.

      "I do," she replied.

      There it was again, not defiance, but joy—the sense of wonderment that could only be discovered by remarkably few.

      "You crave power," he said.

      "Don't we all?"

      "You might not believe this, but most of our graduates are content to spend the rest of their life at court."

      "Surely a waste of their power?"

      "Indeed, yet here we are. You have that inner something which sets you apart. I know the feeling well. I was once much like you, struggling to fit in. Only when I realized the importance of that power did I grow into my full potential. I see that same potential in you, Ethwyn."

      Jendarth waited, letting his words sink in, then made his way back to take his seat behind his desk.

      "How would you like to serve the family?" he asked.

      "I already serve the family, don't I?"

      "You do, but I had something else in mind. It has come to our attention that a… situation has developed in the north. We need someone to go and take care of it. Someone with your particular heritage."

      "You mean a Therengian?" she said.

      "I do. Apparently, a renegade spellcaster has taken refuge with some of your people. Who else could go amongst them unnoticed?"

      "To what end? Am I to kill this person?"

      "Why? Would it bother you if you were?"

      She gritted her teeth. "No."

      He stared at her for a moment, judging her response. "Good to know, but no, you're not being sent to kill someone. Rather, your task will be to abduct someone and return them here."

      "So I am to rescue someone?"

      "Yes, you are. A small child."

      "How small?"

      "An infant, to be exact. You see, the woman in question, Natalia Stormwind, fled her duties to the family. Her child represents the culmination of generations of selective breeding."

      "I'm to steal a baby?" she said in astonishment.

      "No, you're to liberate one. I can assure you it is a child of inestimable value to us. You would be amply rewarded for your service."

      "Rewarded, how?"

      He leaned back in his chair, sensing her surrender. "Well, for one thing, I would allow you to master more complex spells. You would also have your pick of assignments once you graduate."

      "I'm told all graduates are expected to produce children."

      Jendarth nodded. "They are. It is a duty we must all participate in if we are to prosper, even me."

      "Then I would wish permission to pick the father of my child."

      "Do this, and you may have whatever you want." He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. "Become my agent, and the resources of the entire family shall be at your disposal. Perhaps you'll even sit here one day, overseeing this very institution."

      "I'm an outsider," said Ethwyn.

      "So was I when I was inducted into this academy."

      "I'll do it."

      "Good," said Jendarth. "I hoped that would be your answer. Toras?"

      The door opened. "Yes, Magister?"

      "Ethwyn may return to her lessons." He returned his attention to her. "You shall be hearing back from me in several days. There are preparations to be made."

      "And in the meantime?"

      "Continue with your studies. I suspect they will prove crucial to you in the coming months."

      "Months?"

      "Yes, this mission will take you a significant distance from here. But don't worry, others will help you along the way."

      She bowed her head. "Yes, Magister."

      Toras led her out, then returned, closing the door behind him. "Will she do?" he asked.

      "I believe so. She has a strong will about her, and her desire for power is admirable."

      "Did you tell her of the other mage from her village?"

      "No," said Jendarth. "Let's not overwhelm her."
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      Inside the hut, Skora shivered as she put another log on the fire. It was not that she was ill, but Natalia Stormwind was decidedly chilled, and it was best for a birthing mother to be as comfortable as possible.

      The old woman looked over at Athgar. The Therengian held his wife's hand while he uttered soothing words that seemed to fall on deaf ears. Another scream issued from Natalia's mouth, and Skora tried to comfort her.

      "There, there," she soothed. "It'll soon be over."

      "It's freezing in here," said Natalia. Even as she spoke, frost appeared on the walls. Athgar looked up in alarm.

      "It is her power," said Shaluhk. "It is becoming uncontrollable."

      "Are we in danger?"

      "No, it will pass once the youngling is born."

      Skora chuckled. "Only Athgar would marry a woman with such power."

      "It's not her power I love," he replied, "but rather the woman who embodies it."

      "Well said," noted Shaluhk. "Let us hope the child does not display any mastery of fire on the way out."

      A look of alarm crossed Athgar's face. "You think that likely?"

      "No," replied Shaluhk, her green features darkening. "It was meant to lighten the experience only. Children of mages, even powerful ones, are not known to manifest such things."

      Athgar gazed at the ceiling. "And this?"

      "This is all Nat-Alia's doing. In the throes of delivery, her control over her powers has weakened."

      "Are you saying she's losing her magic?"

      "Only her control over it. Do not worry. She will soon be back to her old self."

      "Tell me, Athgar," said Skora. "Do you wish for a boy or girl?"

      "Only for a healthy child."

      The old woman nodded her head. "I wish more thought as you. It was always like that back in Athelwald."

      "And it's not here?"

      "King Eadred desired men to take up arms."

      "Therengian women have always taken up arms beside their men," said Athgar. "It was one of the founding principles of Therengia."

      "Look at you," said Skora. "I swear you spend more time with the bard than you do making bows these days."

      Natalia squeezed Athgar's hand in a viselike grip. "It hurts," she said through gritted teeth.

      "How much longer?" he asked.

      "Not long, now," said Skora. "The birth pangs are coming closer together."

      Shaluhk moved closer. "I would soothe her pain with magic, but I fear it might affect the child. Human births are much different from Orcs."

      Natalia looked up from where she lay, the sweat dripping off her forehead despite the frost on the walls. "Different, how?" she managed to spit out.

      "Agar's birth was much quicker. We have been here half the night, yet still, your youngling has not put in an appearance."

      "Trust me, I'm as ready as you are to see this baby out of me." She grimaced as another surge of pain lanced through her.

      "I'm here," said Athgar, although he wondered if the blood would ever flow back into his hand.

      Skora moved to the end of the bed, switching places with Shaluhk.

      "It will soon be here," she said. "Let me know when you get the urge to push."

      "I've wanted to push all night!" shouted Natalia.

      The air grew even chillier until their breath hung in the air.

      "I can't deliver a babe like this," said Skora. "My fingers are numb."

      Athgar tore his hand from Natalia's grip. "One moment," he said, then uttered a few words of power. He touched the old woman's arm, and the magic flowed into her, warming her to her bones.

      Natalia began flailing her hand about. "Athgar," she screamed. "Where are you?"

      "I'm here," he called out, desperately trying to grab it before she hurt herself.

      Skora knelt. "Here it comes…"

      

      Laruhk approached the hut to see Kargen waiting outside.

      "Any news?"

      "Not yet," replied the Orc chieftain. "Shaluhk is inside, in case she is needed, but Nat-Alia is a strong female. She will be fine."

      "Then why are you so nervous?"

      "What makes you assume I am nervous?"

      "I know you, Kargen. You only pace when you are worried. Are you worried for Nat-Alia?"

      "Never have I heard of a youngling born to two such powerful mages. I am merely curious to see the result."

      A snort echoed from the edge of the village.

      "Your tuskers grow impatient," said Kargen.

      "They are interesting creatures, vicious in attack, yet in their own way, they are as playful as a wolf pup."

      "A wolf pup that is larger than a horse."

      "Very true, but Rugg, the master of earth, is able to communicate with them. It has made training them so much easier."

      "It looks like you found your calling, Master of Tuskers."

      Laruhk straightened his back. "Master of Tuskers, I like that. I must tell my sister." He moved to enter the hut, but Kargen held him back.

      "I would wait if I were you."

      "Nonsense. She will want to know of my elevation."

      "I have been listening to the events within. That is not a place I suggest you try braving."

      "Nonsense," repeated Laruhk. He opened the door, only to be assaulted by a blast of frigid air. He stumbled back, shivering, while Kargen simply looked at him with a smile.

      "On second thought, maybe I shall wait."

      "A wise choice," said Kargen.

      Agar ran by, chasing a Human child. The young Orc caught him, touching him on the shoulder, then turned and ran off, the Human in hot pursuit.

      "Your son does you proud," said Laruhk.

      "He is growing fast. Note how already he treats the Humans as equals."

      "Would that the Humans returned the favour. There are many who still hold us in contempt."

      "That will change in time," said Kargen. "Just as the young accept each other without reservations so, too, will the adults. It simply takes time."

      "King Eadred was no friend."

      "True, but he is gone, and in his place, Athgar rules Runewald as thane."

      "And one day he will become king, then he can rule over us all."

      Kargen shook his head. "No, I know Athgar. He would never agree to such a thing. He believes, like us, it is the will of the tribe that should rule, not an individual."

      "Yet you are chieftain of the Red Hand?"

      "Yes, but a chieftain is merely the caretaker of the tribe. They rule only for the betterment of all."

      "And you believe Athgar feels the same way?"

      "Do you doubt it?" countered Kargen.

      Laruhk shook his head. "No, I suppose not, but if he is not to rule, then who? The Humans would never accept an Orc."

      "Then we need a better way."

      "We have our own ways."

      "As do the Humans, but if we are to make this work, we must all make concessions."

      "What of the men in the west? They are our distant allies."

      "True," said Kargen, "but their situation is far different. The Humans there already had a kingdom and welcomed our people as allies. Here, we are building a country from the ground up."

      "Building a country?"

      "Do you believe the Ancestors guided us here to continue with life as it was? I tell you, Laruhk, there is something greater going on here, a chance for our people to finally emerge from the shadows."

      "Emerge from the shadows?" said Laruhk. "Humans will never allow it. It is one thing to get these Therengians to accept us, but the entire Continent is quite another matter."

      "Minds can be changed," insisted Kargen.

      "I hope you are right, but I fear old hatreds will rise again. Most Humans fear what they do not understand, and our ways are foreign to them."

      "You surprise me, Laruhk. I would never have thought of you as a wise elder."

      Laruhk grinned. "Do not speak of such things. I have many years, yet, before I consider myself as such."

      "Nonsense. You are well into your twenties by now. Speaking of which, when are you going to settle down and find yourself a bondmate?"

      Laruhk turned a lighter shade of green. "Let us talk of other things."

      A scream echoed from the hut, causing both Orcs to look at the door with compassion.

      "She is having a difficult time," said Kargen.

      "Still? How long do Humans take to birth a youngling?"

      "Days, it would seem."

      A small shape ran from behind the hut and careened into Kargen. The chieftain looked down to see his son, Agar, clutching his leg, a look of concern on his face.

      "All is well, Agar," said Kargen. "Your tribe sister will soon be amongst us."

      Another scream, and then all went quiet. Kargen and Laruhk held their breath until the sound of a crying infant emerged from the hut.

      "It is done!" said Kargen.

      "Yes, and not so different from an Orc after all. He has healthy lungs, this newborn Human."

      The door opened, revealing Shaluhk, who smiled as she looked at her bondmate. "Nat-Alia has delivered a healthy youngling, a girl."

      "And how is the mother?" asked Kargen.

      "Resting. It was quite the ordeal. Once it was delivered, I used my magic to help Nat-Alia rest. She now sleeps."

      The door opened again, and Shaluhk stood to the side, revealing Athgar. Kargen moved closer, clasping him on the arms.

      "Congratulations, my friend!"

      "Thank you," Athgar replied, "though I believe I should get some sleep. Natalia will expect me there when she wakens."

      "What will you call this new daughter of yours?" asked Laruhk.

      Shaluhk shot him a look of disgust. "Do not pester him with questions, Brother. He is tired."

      "No," said Athgar. "It's fine."

      "Then the name?" pressed Laruhk.

      "Natalia and I discussed the matter some time ago. We'd like you to conduct a naming ceremony, Shaluhk, providing that wouldn't break any rules?"

      Shaluhk's smile gave away her answer. "I would be delighted to, but such things are not usually done for sometime after the birth. Are you sure you can wait for that?"

      "Yes, we can."

      "Excellent," said Kargen. "Then we can welcome her to the tribe."

      "The tribe?" said Laruhk.

      "Of course. Is not Athgar our master of flame?"

      "But he is the leader of Runewald."

      "Can he not be both?"

      Laruhk shook his head. "It is difficult to keep up with you sometimes, Kargen."

      "Do not worry," soothed Shaluhk. "I shall explain it to you, Brother."

      

      Later that day, having rested, Natalia looked much better: the colour, what little of it she normally had, was back in her face. She cradled the infant as she lay in her bed, Athgar sitting by her side.

      "How are you feeling, Nat-Alia?" asked Kargen.

      "Much better, thank you. Shaluhk has been of great assistance. And, of course, I couldn't have done it without Skora."

      "It was my pleasure," the old woman replied. "You know I was there when your husband was born."

      Natalia smiled. "And how did his birth compare to our daughter's?" She glanced at Athgar to see a worried look.

      "It was rather unremarkable, if truth be told. His sister's, though… now that was an entirely different matter."

      "Ethwyn?"

      "Yes, she didn't want to come out! If we hadn't pulled her from the womb, she would've stayed in there for weeks."

      "Sounds like my brother," said Shaluhk.

      "Natalia mentioned something about a naming ceremony," said Skora. "What is that?"

      "It is a ritual we Orcs carry out," explained Shaluhk. "We sit around a fire, and the shaman contacts the Ancestors to ask what name shall be endowed on the youngling."

      "And is it binding?"

      "Binding?"

      "Yes," said the old woman. "What if they don't like the name?"

      "Why would they not like it?"

      "They may prefer to name their daughter after her grandmother?"

      "That has never come up before," said Shaluhk. "Why do you ask?"

      "It seems like a logical question. After all, the Ancestors are Orcs, aren't they? What do they know of Human-naming conventions?"

      "More than you might realize. Our people were once part of the Therengian Kingdom."

      Kargen looked at her in surprise. "How do you know that?"

      "I have learned much since Khurlig possessed me. I have come to believe I inherited many of her memories."

      The concern on the chieftain's face was easy to see. "Are you sure that is safe?"

      Shaluhk smiled. "I am perfectly fine. I just know more than I did before. I am still the same person I was when first we bonded."

      "Oh no, you are not," said Kargen. "You are so much more beautiful now."

      She blushed, turning a darker shade of green, leading the others present to chuckle.

      "That's so sweet," said Natalia.

      "It seems Kargen is a master of words," said Athgar. "Would that I could sound as charming."

      In answer, Natalia reached out, taking his hand. "You are perfect for me," she said.

      "Your timing is good," said Kargen. "Word is the other thanes are coming to Runewald."

      "Oh yes," said Athgar. "I'd forgotten the moot."

      "Moot?" said Natalia.

      "It's the old Therengian name for a gathering of leaders. I should like the Orc chieftains to be there, if possible."

      "They shall be," promised Kargen. "I have already taken the liberty of contacting Zharuhl and Kirak, and they both promised to be in attendance."

      "The Orcs are not yet part of the moot," noted Skora, "and there will likely be opposition to their inclusion."

      "Why is that?" asked Natalia.

      "They are men who crave power. Adding the chieftains will diminish their own hold over the realm."

      "I'd hardly call us a realm," said Athgar. "We're really no more than a collection of villages."

      The old woman smiled. "You've been busy comforting your wife, so I will forgive you your distraction, but the truth is more Therengians join us every day."

      "From where?"

      "Some come from farther east while others flee the Petty Kingdoms, seeking refuge amongst us. Word of your victory over the Church is spreading quickly."

      "It wasn't the Church, only a corrupt order of Temple Knights."

      The old woman shrugged. "It matters not. Word is spreading that a new Therengia has risen. You can do little to stop it."

      Athgar felt the weight of his people on his shoulders. "God's teeth, all I ever wanted was for us to be left in peace. Now others will come seeking to crush us."

      "It's not your fault," said Natalia. "It's the way of the Petty Kingdoms. They're all nice and friendly until someone starts to the get the upper hand, then they all band together and go to war."

      "But we don't have the upper hand. True, we won against impossible odds, but we lack the people to fight an extended campaign."

      "It matters little to them," said Skora. "War is coming, Athgar, whether you want it or not."

      "You bear the same curse as the Orcs," said Kargen. "There is always someone to covet what is yours."

      "No," said Shaluhk. "If this land is to survive, then we must act as one people, not Orcs and Humans. The first step to doing that is for the moot to accept the tribes as their own."

      Kargen smiled. "My bondmate speaks the truth."

      "A good point," said Athgar, "and I'm in full agreement. The real question is, how can that be managed? I am but one thane amongst four."

      "But you have influence," added Natalia. "The people see you as the victorious leader."

      "You led the army, not me."

      "I care not for accolades, only that we have a home together. Let them call you the victor. I am content with that."

      "Even so, I would still face an uphill battle. Old minds are not so easily swayed."

      "Then we must take action," said Shaluhk.

      "What do you have in mind?"

      The Orc shaman smiled. "We start by increasing trade, taking goods to the other villages. Runewald has prospered by our presence. Why not Thaneford, Bradon, or Scarburn?"

      "She makes a good point," said Natalia. "And with prosperity will come acceptance."

      "There is more," said Shaluhk. "Although perhaps it is too early to consider the possibility."

      "Go on," urged Athgar.

      "As you know, our shamans can communicate over long distances. It occurs to me there are tribes of Orcs scattered throughout the region. What if we can convince them to come here?"

      "Would the land support them?" asked Natalia. "There would need to be enough game for hunting."

      "The great pine forest is unending. A hunter could likely walk there for months without exiting its boughs."

      "So you're saying we would expand eastward?"

      Shaluhk nodded. "Yes, and as the tribes expanded, so, too, would the villages of Humans. I propose that what we did here in Runewald could be duplicated elsewhere. Humans and Orcs living side by side in mutual trade and protection."

      "A grand vision," said Kargen.

      Natalia sat up. "It is, isn't it, but we'd need to lay the groundwork now before we grow too big to govern efficiently."

      Athgar looked at her in surprise. "I'm not sure I understand."

      "At the moment, we have only four villages and three tribes to work with. The greater the population grows, the more voices will be added to the moot, making it much harder to reach consensus. If we establish an efficient system of governance now, it will serve us well in the future."

      "And what kind of kingdom would we form?"

      "I don't know," said Natalia. "What did the Old Kingdom do?"

      "I'm not sure," said Athgar, "but Dunstan would likely know. He's the bard."

      "Then seek him out, and discover what he knows about how the Old Kingdom ran. It could be the answer to our own future."

      "Not so fast," said Athgar. "I'm no expert, but even I know Therengia fell apart. They say it dissolved because of internal strife."

      "Then we shall build a solid foundation."

      "I'm not sure I understand what you mean."

      Natalia's eyes brightened with excitement. "You told me when you learned to control your inner spark, you started with the basics, correct?"

      "Yes."

      "Imagine a country along similar lines. We plan for growth, much as a master prepares their student to learn more complicated spells. That way, once they are capable of learning such things, everything is in place to ensure success."

      "You have me intrigued," said Kargen. "How do we build this foundation you speak of?"

      "We start by learning as much as we can about how others rule."

      "But all we have is a bard," said Athgar.

      "True. Perhaps we should consider building a hall of knowledge? Then we could attract scholars."

      Now it was Athgar's turn to smile. "What if we could get a message to Corassus? I'm sure Tonfer Garul would relish the chance to oversee such a project."

      "Tonfer Garul?" said Kargen.

      "Yes, he's an Orc who works at the great archives in Corassus."

      "An Orc scholar? I have never heard of such a thing. Why does he have such a strange name?"

      "Tonfer was the name given him by his Human colleagues."

      "I'm sure we could find someone in Ebenstadt to take a message," said Natalia, "though it would likely be expensive."

      "What about by boat?" said Kargen. "You sailed from the Duchy of Holstead to Corassus, did you not?"

      "We did," said Natalia, "but that would require crossing the mountains to the south, a dangerous journey."

      "My people know the path," said Kargen. "It would, however, take a Human to enter the city and negotiate with the boatmen."

      "Let us not get ahead of ourselves," said Shaluhk. "All of these ideas are good, but we must deal with the here and now first, and that means convincing the moot of our vision."
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      Stanislav Voronsky edged around the corner of the building, his eyes alert. Off in the distance, a rough-looking man had stopped at a fruit stall and was making a show of examining some apples. In reality, he was glancing around, alert to any potential danger that might lurk nearby.

      Stanislav cursed his luck. He was, by training, a mage hunter, but his old employer had turned against him, forcing him to seek employment elsewhere. Now he roamed the streets of Ebenstadt, eking out an existence as a mere bounty hunter. In any other city of the Petty Kingdoms, he would have thrived, but the recent defeat of the Church in the last crusade had left the city abandoned, and a band of soldiers had seized power. Things had only gotten worse after that.

      He moved into the street, nodding a greeting to a fellow citizen. Closer to his target he drew, watching for any sign of flight.

      "Stanislav? Is that you?" He turned at the distinctly feminine voice. A woman with long, brown hair and a smiling face stood, staring at him.

      "Evira? What are you doing here?"

      "Well, that's a fine question," she replied. "Can't a person go shopping? I can't spend ALL my time serving drinks to men like you."

      He stared back at her, his quarry now forgotten. "Then perhaps you might join me for dinner sometime, instead?"

      "I would like that."

      Movement off to his side drew his attention. "I'm sorry, Evira, I must go. I'll catch up with you at the Elk to make arrangements."

      "I look forward to it."

      The target had tossed his apple to the side and was now running away.

      "For Saint's sake!" called out Stanislav as he broke into a run. His target was quick, but the bounty hunter was wily. When the man went down a street that ran in a loop, Stanislav cut across a side street, emerging ahead of his quarry.

      He drew his sword. "Give it up, Sadron. It's all over."

      The man pulled out his own blade, a long, serrated knife. "And face the noose? I don't think so."

      Sadron charged forward while Stanislav brought his sword up, quickly blocking the blow. He had been raised in the streets of Karslev, little more than a thug himself until he found a new life under the apprenticeship of a mage hunter. The old moves came back to him despite his advanced years. Sadron struck again, this time slicing through the air to give Stanislav a light cut across the arm.

      "Really?" said the bounty hunter. "That was my good shirt!"

      He struck out, jabbing the tip of his sword into the fellow's thigh. Instead of backing up, Sadron moved in closer, wielding the knife with lightning speed. Stanislav was at a distinct disadvantage and dropped his sword, grabbing his opponent's forearms in an attempt to hold him at bay. He felt the weight bearing down on him and then fell backwards, the wind knocked from his lungs. Sadron quickly straddled him, raising a knife for an overhead stab.

      Stanislav punched the man in the throat, using an old technique from his street days. His foe fell back, gasping for air, and clutching his neck while the bounty hunter got to his feet. He loomed over his target, watching for any signs of surrender, but it was not to be. Instead, the fool struck out with his fists, a blow easily avoided.

      "Do that again, and I'll stick you," said Stanislav, drawing his dagger. He waited a moment as Sadron struggled to breathe.

      "Now, are you done?" The prone man nodded. "Good, then get up. I've a bounty to collect." The bounty hunter looked around, noting the onlookers. "Everything is fine," he said. "This man is a wanted criminal."

      The interaction nearly cost him his life. Sadron, using the distraction, had somehow retrieved his knife and reached out, sinking the tip into Stanislav's calf. The bounty hunter fell to his knees, feeling the jarring impact of the cobblestones. Another slash cut his arm, and then pain shot through him as the flesh tore open.

      He struck back, forcing his own dagger forward, feeling it scrape along bone until it sank into the man's chest. Blood gushed forth, and then Sadron's eyes rolled up into his head, and he fell back with a loud thud.

      "NO!" screamed Stanislav. He crawled forward, attempting to stem the flow of blood, but it was too late. The man was gone, and with him, a substantial bounty. The bounty hunter stumbled to his feet, his leg throbbing, then looked around, getting his bearings. The Brothers of Saint Mathew had a mission some two blocks away. The real issue was getting there.

      The altercation had drawn a large crowd, including a familiar face. "Evira?" he called out.

      The woman came closer. "What happened?"

      "This man is a criminal. He resisted my attempts to bring him to justice."

      She paled as she saw blood on his leg and arm. "You're hurt!"

      "I must get this body to the guardsmen if I am to collect my reward."

      "You're in no shape to be going anywhere, let alone carrying a body."

      "There's little choice if I'm to eat. Coins don't grow on trees."

      "Well, at least let me help you," she said as she ripped the hem of her skirt. "I'll bind your wounds, and for Saint's sake, sit down before you pass out. You're as pale as a ghost!"

      He sank down to rest beside the body of Sadron while she bandaged him up.

      

      Grifken Skylar looked up as the door flew open, not an uncommon occurrence as fate would have it. Officially, he was a member of the warrior's guild, a particularly grandiose name for what amounted to the gang of soldiers who had seized control of Ebenstadt. He was also the man responsible for disbursing bounties, clearly something that would be occupying a portion of his time this day.

      "Stanislav," he said in greeting. "Who have you there?"

      The bounty hunter limped into the room, depositing a body onto a nearby table. "This is Sadron."

      Skylar frowned. "We wanted him alive."

      "Not my fault. He resisted arrest."

      "He's of little use to us as a corpse. We hoped to recruit him."

      "Recruit him? The man's a murderer."

      "Yes. The perfect enforcer for collecting taxes."

      Stanislav shook his head. Was there no end to the greed amongst these people? "At least he's off the street. That must be worth something, surely?"

      "A few pieces of silver at most."

      "Silver? The man was worth plenty more than that when you raised the bounty."

      "Yes, but as I said, that was for bringing him in alive."

      "Fine, I'll take the silver." He waited as Skylar counted out a dozen coins, then scooped them off the table.

      "There's another bounty if you're interested?"

      Stanislav winced. "No. I've had enough excitement for today."

      "You could join the guild. We're always looking for tough individuals."

      "To force more coins from these poor townsfolk? No, thank you."

      "Your loss."

      "I believe I can live with that." He turned, leaving the room as quickly as his sore leg would permit.

      

      Stanislav sat at the Elk, nursing a tankard of ale. He was in a foul mood, made all the worse by the paltry amount of coins he'd earned this day. As a mage hunter, he had made a decent living, but here, in this Saints forsaken city, he could barely feed himself.

      "Another ale?" He looked up to see Evira.

      "I'm sorry," he said. "I can't. I need to watch my funds."

      Her eyes swept the room, always on the lookout for new patrons, but seeing none, she sat.

      "You know, you don't always need coins to find companionship." She smiled, something he found contagious.

      "You're right, of course. My apologies."

      She continued. "You never told me how you came to be in Ebenstadt. Where did you come from, originally?"

      "I was born and raised in Karslev, but I wasn't always a bounty hunter. In fact, I used to make a living working for the Volstrum."

      "What's that?"

      "It's a magical academy."

      "Are you saying you're a mage?"

      Stanislav chuckled at the thought. "No, although I was good at finding new talent."

      "Is that what brought you here, to Ebenstadt?"

      "In a sense," he said. "Years ago, I befriended a young girl who I had found, and now she's as close to a daughter as I'll ever have. Anyway, this girl completed her training as a mage and then ran away."

      "And you came here looking for her?"

      "I did, although not for my former employer. I'm afraid it's a complicated story."

      "Did you find her?" Evira asked.

      "I did, as a matter of fact, but she isn't in Ebenstadt anymore. It was far too dangerous for her."

      "Then why did you remain here?"

      "I worried those searching for her might return. My duty now is to watch for anyone seeking information about her."

      "But in the meantime, you still need to eat."

      "Precisely. That's why I became a bounty hunter—the only profession I could think of that would let me keep an eye on things."

      "Listen," she said. "I know you said coins were in short supply. What if, instead of taking me out for food, you come to my house for dinner?"

      "You own a house?"

      "Well, I rent a room upstairs, but I do get free food from the kitchen."

      "I shouldn't like to take advantage of you."

      "Even if I really want you to?" Evira said. "You know they say two can live as cheaply as one."

      "Are you asking me to move in with you?"

      "Would that be such a bad thing?"

      "But you know next to nothing about me."

      "Then you can tell me all about yourself tonight unless you've something better to do?"

      He smiled. "In that case, how can I refuse."

      "So you'll move in?"

      "Well, let's not get carried away. We'll start with dinner, and see how things progress from there, shall we?"

      "I look forward to it." She rose. "Now, you'll have to excuse me. There are other customers to attend to." Stanislav watched her walk away.

      "Is that your woman?"

      He turned to see a familiar face.

      "Brother Yaromir, what brings you here today?"

      "Temple Knights still have to eat."

      "Yes, but I thought you'd do that at the mission."

      "Have you tasted the stuff they serve there? A warrior needs meat!"

      "But don't you need to stand guard?"

      Yaromir laughed. "There are only two of us, Stanislav. We can't be on duty all the time."

      "Then why did they send you to Ebenstadt?"

      "They had to do something to protect our interests, especially now that all the Cunars have fled."

      "Well," said Stanislav, "you might as well join me, although I won't be here much longer."

      "Why? Are you moving on?"

      "No, but my purse is not bottomless. I must seek further employment or starve."

      "Well then, let me at least extend you the courtesy of a drink, compliments of the Church."

      "Now, that, I would gladly accept."

      Yaromir called out for two tankards of ale, then sat. "I don't mind telling you I'm worn out."

      "Trouble?"

      "Yes. Apparently, the leaders of this city decided to tax the Church."

      "The Church is exempt from taxes, isn't it?"

      "Tell them that!" said the brother. "They keep sending thugs to make threats. I don't believe they truly grasp the implications should they continue."

      Evira leaned close to Stanislav to place two ales before them, close enough that he could smell her scent.

      "There you go," she said.

      Brother Yaromir gave her some coins. "Thank you, good woman."

      "My pleasure," she said, although her eyes were on Stanislav the entire time.

      "She likes you," said the Temple Knight.

      "And I, her, but it takes more than passion to survive, and coins are scarce these days."

      "That's because that so-called guild is hoarding everything they can get their hands on. Why don't you join them and line your pockets?"

      "No," said Stanislav. "I'd end up having to kill them all. I can't stand people like that."

      "Be assured you're in good company."

      A cool breeze blew across the table. Stanislav turned his gaze towards the door only to notice that a trio of Dwarves had entered and were now deep in conversation with Evira.

      "What's that all about?" he wondered aloud.

      "What, the Dwarves? Who knows? It's rare to see them this side of the mountains though. Say, you don't suppose they work for the family, do you? You did mention they were looking for you."

      "That was ages ago," said Stanislav. "They've most likely assumed I'm dead by now."

      "Might they be seeking your friends?"

      "Possibly. I'd best keep an eye on them."

      The trio was shown to a table then Evira disappeared into the kitchen, likely to fetch them a meal.

      "Strange folk, aren't they?" said Brother Yaromir.

      "I suppose so. I've never really had much reason to interact with them, truth be told."

      "I hear they can be stubborn."

      Evira reappeared carrying three bowls, which she quickly deposited on the table. She turned to leave, but one of the Dwarves caught her attention. Stanislav couldn't make out what they were talking about, but it seemed serious. There was certainly no mistaking the coins they passed on to the woman, far more than was necessary for the meal.

      "Why do you think they're here?" asked Brother Yaromir.

      "Merchants, I would expect, possibly seeking new trade opportunities? I hear it's a common enough practice amongst them. In any case, I suspect they're relatively harmless."

      Evira appeared out of nowhere, taking a seat. Stanislav looked at her in surprise.

      "Something wrong?" he asked.

      "Not particularly, but I remembered you said you were short of funds." She nodded at the trio. "Those Dwarves over there are looking for someone. I thought they might hire you on to help."

      "Who are they looking for?" asked Brother Yaromir.

      "Someone named Athgar. Do you know him?"

      "Not I," said the Temple Knight. "What about you, Stanislav?"

      The bounty hunter had gone pale. "Did you say Athgar?"

      "I did," said Evira.

      "Did they say anything about Natalia?"

      "No, but they did mention he was travelling with a woman. Why? Is that important?"

      "Do you remember that young girl I mentioned earlier?"

      "You mean the one you considered like a daughter?"

      "Yes. Her name is Natalia."

      She leaned in close, lowering her voice. "Are you saying those Dwarves are looking for her?"

      "It certainly looks like it."

      She cast a glance at her new patrons. "What will you do?"

      In answer, he looked at Brother Yaromir. "They must be working for the family. Why else would they be looking for Athgar and Natalia?"

      "Dwarves? Working for the family? Are you sure?"

      "It wouldn't be the first time they've hired outside help. It appears I shall have to do something about them."

      "Would you like a hand?"

      "This is not a Church issue," said Stanislav.

      "True, but I do consider you a friend."

      "I may need to kill them."

      "Come now, murder will do no good. They'll only send someone else. Better to learn the truth of the matter, surely?"

      "What would you suggest?"

      "Why don't you talk to them?" suggested Evira.

      Stanislav looked around, seeking faces in the crowd. "This is not the place for such talk. It would draw too much attention."

      "You could wait until they leave?"

      "She makes a good point," said the knight. "And I could back you up in case they prove hostile. Not many would willingly take on a Temple Knight, even if only a lowly Mathewite."

      "I'll gladly take you up on that offer, my friend," said Stanislav.

      "And what about me?" asked Evira. "What can I do to help?"

      "Keep an eye on them, and let us know when they're about to leave."

      "I can do that."

      He saw the look of eagerness in her eyes. "Be careful. We don't want them to suspect anything."

      "I'll be as discreet as possible. This is just so exciting!" She returned to her duties, a noticeable spring in her step.

      "It appears you made her day," said Yaromir.

      "So I have," replied Stanislav. "I only hope it doesn't lead to trouble for her. The family can be extremely unforgiving."

      "Take a deep breath, my friend. We don't know for sure they work for the family."

      "Don't we? What other explanation could there be?"

      "What if this is a different Athgar? People do have the same names from time to time."

      "You and I both know Athgar is not a common name—it's Therengian. How many of those folks do you see in these parts?"

      "Quite a few to the east," said the Temple Knight, "or so I'm told. Wasn't it Therengians who defeated the Holy Army?"

      "You tell me. You're the one who's taken Holy Orders."

      "That's not fair," said Brother Yaromir. "I only arrived AFTER the fact. Whoever it was, though, put the fear of the old Gods into the Brothers of Saint Cunar. They cleared out of Ebenstadt as if they were being chased by denizens of the Underworld."

      "Yet your order stayed?"

      "We did, and we shall continue to do so, despite the hostility of the new rulers."

      "Have you thought of sending for reinforcements?"

      "I have, as a matter of fact," said the knight. "Unfortunately, our order is stretched to the limit in this region of the Continent. Thus, we have only two Temple Knights assigned to the mission when there should, by all rights, be more than half a dozen."

      Evira passed by, carrying a tankard. "They're leaving," she whispered.

      Stanislav looked over at the trio of Dwarves. They had stood and were throwing on their cloaks. The taller of the three tossed some coins onto the table, and then they made their way outside.

      "Come," said the bounty hunter, wincing as he stood. "It's time we found out what these three are up to."
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OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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