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      A gust of wind caressed Natalia’s hair as she stood on the deck of the Vigilant, the sky nearly cloudless on this glorious spring day. As the waters of the Great Northern Sea rose and fell around her, she couldn’t help but imagine their embrace, then a pair of arms encircled her waist from behind.

      “I was wondering when you would join me,” she said.

      Athgar chuckled. “I woke up, and you were gone. I guess I should have expected it, what with the sea around us. You really can feel it, can’t you?”

      “Of course. Considering my gift for Water Magic, it's only natural, but it doesn’t compare to your arms around me.”

      He went quiet, and she laughed. “You’re blushing.”

      “How in the name of the Ancestors could you tell that?”

      She twisted to face him, then smiled. “I know my husband.”

      He shivered, and she wrapped her arms around him, burying her head into his chest.

      “How much farther?” he asked.

      “We should see the coast of Carlingen later this afternoon. Captain Grazynia assures me we’ll make landfall well before dark.”

      “It’s been too long,” said Athgar. “We shouldn’t have waited.”

      “Nonsense. Things don’t fix themselves simply because a battle is won. It takes patience and understanding to ensure a lasting peace, and the Duke of Reinwick needed our help.”

      “And the King of Andover, don’t forget him.”

      “Yes,” said Natalia, “and because of our efforts, both realms have now banished the family.” She paused, luxuriating in his embrace. “I am looking forward to getting home, though.”

      “Me too. Oswyn must be enormous by now. It’s been a year since we saw her.”

      “Is that all? It seems longer.

      “We left Ebenstadt last spring.”

      “We did, yet so much has happened since then. I was beginning to feel like we’d never see her again.”

      “I’m sure she’s in fine spirits,” said Athgar. “After all, Kargen and Shaluhk are looking after her.”

      “Don’t forget Agar,” she added.
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      Graxion Stormwind looked around the room at the largest gathering of Stormwinds in decades, for Marakhova had insisted anyone of import must attend. It was strange to be back in the Volstrum after all these years, but since the burning of Stormwind Manor last fall, few other places could house an event of this magnitude.

      He risked a glance at Gregori, who’d failed so spectacularly in Andover. Graxion’s own ineptitude paled in comparison to the disgrace the family suffered due to that fellow’s incompetence, and that thought, above all others, led him to relax.

      The room was abuzz with chatter, but it died down the moment the head of the family, Marakhova Stormwind, entered. She cut an imposing figure, especially considering her advanced years, her eyes boring into several of her guests, causing them to look away in shame. She strode to the front of the room, sitting stiffly at the head table.

      “No doubt by now, you are all wondering why I’ve called this assembly.” She didn’t wait long before continuing. “Our family, indeed, this very institution we call the Volstrum, has suffered much these last few years, and all of it can be attributed to one cause—the renegade Natalia Stormwind.”

      Graxion noticed looks of confusion on many faces, for much of what had transpired of late had been kept from the family at large. He turned back to the matriarch as she continued. “Natalia and her companions mock our institution, spreading lies throughout the Petty Kingdoms. Last year, they even dared burn Stormwind Manor, an act we cannot let go unpunished.”

      Marakhova scanned the crowd, her eyes finally locking on Gregori. “In Andover, we suffered a defeat of such magnitude it calls into question our ability to influence courts across the Petty Kingdoms. Reinwick and Hadenfeld banned our people some time ago, but now, Andover has seen fit to do the same. I ask you, how long before the rest of the Petty Kingdoms also refuse our presence?”

      Marakhova paused, letting her words sink in before continuing. “And it’s not just Natalia. The influence of the Temple Knights grows with the Agnesites roaming the Great Northern Sea at will, putting all our efforts in jeopardy. I am but one woman, so I gathered you here this day to hear what counsel you urge. Speak freely, and know none will be punished for their opinions.” She sat back in her chair, staring at those assembled before her. Would they answer the call? She knew some would remain quiet rather than risk upsetting their matron but hoped a few might prove bold enough to offer their ideas. An older fellow at the back of the room raised his hand.

      Marakhova strained to recognize him. “Aramon? Is that you?”

      “It is,” he replied, standing.

      “It has been some time since you graced the Volstrum with your presence. How are things in Ilea?”

      “Quiet, Matriarch, and far too dull without someone like you there.”

      “I see you still have a silver tongue, despite your advancing years. Speak freely, my old friend, and fear no repercussions.”

      “I’ve heard disturbing reports of late,” said Aramon. “Rumours the Old Kingdom is reborn. Is there any truth in them?”

      “Regrettably, yes. A new kingdom has arisen on the eastern fringes of the Petty Kingdoms, one styling itself on the Therengia of old, even going so far as to adopt its name as their own. We sent someone to find a place at their court, but they rebuffed his efforts.” She sought out someone in the crowd. “Ah, there you are. Perhaps you’d care to provide more details, Lord Graxion?”

      He stood, feeling a heavy weight on his shoulders. “It’s true,” he began. “Last autumn, I travelled to their capital, Runewald, where I met with their thane’s representative.”

      “And?” asked Aramon.

      “He turned out to be an Orc.”

      The room burst into a cacophony of shouts.

      “Let him continue,” called out Marakhova, her voice rising above all others.

      Graxion took a deep breath. “Unfortunately, I never met their leader face to face. They call him High Thane, doubtless a Therengian custom, although I’m led to understand kings ruled the Old Kingdom. I never learned his name, but it soon became evident he refused to see me. Not only that, but this self-proclaimed chieftain knew a lot about our affairs, leading me to conclude the renegade has spent time in their company.”

      “How much do they know?” asked Aramon.

      “Where we’re from and that we use a form of selective breeding. There was also evidence they employ mages of their own.”

      “Come now. Orcs are savages. Everyone knows it takes an educated mind to master the arcane arts.”

      “It would be foolish of us to assume that,” replied Graxion. “We know from our own records we are not the only souls to use magic. They, too, have mastered spells, though not to our level.”

      “How is this of concern to the Stormwinds?”

      “This new kingdom represents a challenge to our supremacy.”

      “It is more than that,” shouted a voice.

      All eyes turned to a woman standing off to one side. “I believe the renegade has taken control of this new kingdom.”

      “And you are?” said Aramon.

      “Larissa Stormwind.”

      “Ah, yes. The one who caused us some embarrassment in Reinwick. I find it difficult to believe someone of your ineptitude has anything meaningful to add to this conversation.”

      “Quite the contrary. In the years since my unfortunate failure, I’ve been digging deep into the politics of the Petty Kingdoms.”

      “That is the stock-in-trade of all of us,” said Aramon.

      “Agreed, but whereas the rest of you concentrate on events local to your assignments, I’ve put together a grander picture, which I think you’ll agree is a much greater danger to us.”

      “Ridiculous!”

      “Quiet!” barked out Marakhova. “Let her speak.”

      “Thank you, Matriarch. As I said, I’ve been studying reports from all across the Continent, and a disturbing trend has emerged.”

      “Which is?”

      “Our influence is waning, and unless we do something drastic, I fear we shall soon find ourselves banished from all the courts of the Petty Kingdoms.”

      “Tell us more,” pressed the matriarch.

      “In the last few years, there’s been a great disturbance in the balance of power.” This statement brought cajoles from the assemblage, but Larissa held up her hand, quieting them. “We’ve spent decades keeping the Petty Kingdoms weak and at each other’s throats, but a new trifecta is rising, one that I fear we will be unable to stop.”

      She paused, considering her next words carefully. “The Church has been of grave concern to us for many years, and while recent developments reward our efforts, we’ve also suffered losses. The Temple Knights of Saint Agnes have built a fleet, and even though the Church itself is waning, their ship numbers are on the increase.”

      “And the second point?”

      “Our efforts to gain influence in Hadenfeld were rebuffed some years ago. Now, with the kingdom reunited despite our attempts to incite a civil war, it holds one of the largest standing armies on the Continent.” She gave her audience a chance to digest this information. “The third and final threat is the emergence of the new Kingdom of Therengia.”

      “Come now,” said Gregori. “They are little more than barbarians. How could they possibly pose a threat to us?”

      “Those barbarians defeated a Holy Army, and that’s no small accomplishment. There’s also their subjugation of Novarsk, one of the more powerful Petty Kingdoms. I tell you, if we don’t stop them soon, they will grow stronger still.”

      “It’s true,” called out Graxion. He stood, drawing the attention of all in the room. “I saw the great beasts they somehow tamed. These are no ordinary barbarians, for they have a well-trained and disciplined army.”

      “Also true,” added Larissa, “but the most disturbing development of all are the reports that they have dozens of mages in their employ.”

      “Dozens?” said Gregori. “Surely you exaggerate?”

      “Survivors claim there were at least six present at the Battle of the Wilderness, and reports from Novarsk identify over ten during their failed campaign to conquer Therengia.”

      “Dire news indeed,” said Marakhova, “but I’m more interested in how we counter these new threats politically.”

      “The first step is to rid the Great Northern Sea of the accursed Temple ships. Once we accomplish that, we can use our command of seaborne trade to worm our way back into courts across the northern kingdoms.”

      “We have no ships,” said Graxion, “save for a few flying Ruzhina’s flag.”

      “Carlingen has some,” replied Larissa, “and our agent there has a strong influence over the king. With a little pressure, I’m certain we can convince him to begin a shipbuilding program. A stronger presence there will also give us a jumping-off point for a potential military campaign against Therengia.”

      “A military campaign? Don’t be absurd! We have no army.”

      “We do not need one. All across the Continent, people fear the Old Kingdom reborn. We must capitalize on that fear, and men will come flocking east, weapons in hand.”

      “An interesting strategy,” said Marakhova. “Prepare yourself, Larissa. I expect a full explanation of your plan by the end of the week.”

      

      Maksim the Fourth, King of Carlingen, looked down at the table, where he’d laid out a map of his kingdom. It was a curious work of art, inaccurate and oftentimes confusing, but served to at least illustrate their current conundrum.

      “Tell me again what they want?” he said.

      Svetlana Stormwind pointed to the border regions to the south. “They are yet to make specific demands, but there can be little doubt they seek to annex this area.”

      “What is it about the area that attracts their interest?”

      “No one knows. I suppose there might be traces of shadowbark there?”

      “Enough to warrant a war?” said the king. “I find that very difficult to believe.” His gaze turned to the man on his left. “What are your thoughts, Lord Thalmund?”

      The baron peered down at the map. “Difficult to say with any certainty, sire. One thing’s for certain, though; it’s not out of any desire for settlement. Their lands directly across the river are sparsely populated.”

      “And you, Lord Flarik?”

      “I must agree with my fellow baron, Majesty. There is little of worth in those parts.”

      “How do we know?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      The king winced. “It is a simple enough question, my lords. There must be something they want, or else they wouldn’t be considering its acquisition.”

      “It’s not about the land,” offered the newest baron, Lord Tanger. “It’s about forcing our hand.”

      “By asking us to give up some useless land?”

      “Handing over that land reveals we will buckle under pressure, sire. Our only option is to defend it with our army.”

      “Army?” said Maksim. “We have few enough men as it is, and they’re needed here, in Carlingen. They are the only thing preventing us from falling into complete chaos.”

      “I sympathize, sire, but what other choice have we? If we do not answer this threat, others will treat us with contempt.”

      “Perhaps your future bride might provide some help?” said Flarik. “She is well-connected, is she not?” All eyes turned to Svetlana.

      “I’ve sent off letters to Karslev,” she replied, “but have yet to receive any response. I’m afraid Carlingen holds little of interest to the Volstrum.”

      “Yet they sent you. Surely that accounts for something?”

      “You honour me, Lord Flarik, but I’m afraid I am of little importance to the Stormwinds in the grand scheme of things.”

      “You bear their name.”

      “I do, but it’s a large, extended family, with members spread across the entire Continent. I am but one of hundreds in a kingdom that, while important in its own right, holds little sway compared to the greater realms of the Petty Kingdoms.”

      “So, that’s it, then? We are to be left to our own devices?”

      “Come,” said the king. “We are not yet under the sword of the enemy. Perhaps our southern neighbour will prove reasonable and allow us to keep the land to ourselves?”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “Then we shall cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, at least, winter keeps them at bay. Who knows? By spring, there may be other alternatives.”

      “There is another option,” replied Svetlana. “I could travel to Karslev and plead our case in person?”

      Lord Flarik looked pleased. “Now we’re talking.”

      “No,” said Maksim. “You might find yourself reassigned to another court, which would be unacceptable. I would rather keep you here by my side.”

      “Even at the risk of the kingdom?” said Tanger. “You place too much value on this woman, sire.”

      “This ‘woman’ is to be my wife, my lord, making her your future queen. You would do well to remember that.”

      The new Baron of Raketsk fell silent.

      Lord Flarik tried another approach. “Could we send envoys of our own to Karslev?”

      “To do what?” demanded Maksim. “There are no spare coins to pay for help or enough warriors to march to an ally’s assistance should it prove necessary. In short, we have nothing to offer, save for land, which is precisely the problem.”

      “Then let us increase the size of our army.”

      “And how, pray tell, would we pay for it?”

      “That can all be sorted out later, surely? After all, the kingdom’s safety is at stake.”

      “It’s all well and good to speak in those terms, but the reality is an army still requires the forging of weapons and armour, which does not come without a cost.”

      “Then raise the taxes, Majesty.”

      “On whom? The collection of taxes assumes those burdened have the funds to actually pay. We gain nothing by taking what little remains to the destitute and poor of the kingdom.”

      “But there are merchants, surely?”

      “There are,” replied the king. “Are we then to assume they will shoulder the weight of supporting the army?”

      “It is only just,” said Lord Flarik. “After all, they’re the ones who benefit from the safety and stability the army provides.”

      “I could say the same of you, my lord. Perhaps I should institute a further tax on my barons?”

      They all held their breath.

      “Then again, there are only three of you, so I doubt that would contribute much to the treasury.”

      Lord Thalmund snapped his finger. “That’s it—trade!”

      “Would you care to explain,” said Svetlana, “or are we expected to guess what you’re proposing?”

      “My pardon. I was merely thinking out loud, but it occurs to me there may be merit in the idea.”

      “What idea?”

      “That the king imposes a further tax on shipping. Saints know, ship’s captains can certainly afford it.”

      “That wouldn’t work,” said Svetlana. “They would simply take their goods to another port where they can make a higher profit.”

      “There must be something we can do, surely?”

      “What of that friend of yours?” replied Maksim. “The one who visited us last fall. What was her name?”

      “You mean Natalia?” replied Svetlana.

      “Yes, that’s her. She returned to Karslev, didn’t she?”

      “She did, though I’m not sure she’s still there.”

      “Perhaps you should write and ask her to intercede on our behalf?”

      “To what end, sire?”

      “To convince those around her to support our cause. A word from the family in the right places could do wonders. Who knows, they might even persuade Ostrova to leave us alone.”

      Svetlana blushed. “I’m afraid my pleas would fall on deaf ears, Lord King. My treatment of her during our time at the Volstrum was abysmal, as was that of my classmates.”

      “She seemed friendly enough when I met them.”

      “She is a Stormwind through and through, trained in diplomacy and etiquette. I’m afraid the appearance of friendliness was simply the result of her upbringing. To act in any other way would go against her strict code of conduct.”

      “Perhaps,” said the king, “but I did them a favour by arranging their transport to Porovka. Surely that accounts for something?”

      “You raise an interesting point, sire. I’ll enquire about Natalia’s current position, although I must warn you if she’s been reassigned, it may take some time for my letter to reach her.”

      “And what will this letter say?” asked Lord Thalmund. “You can’t just simply beg for assistance.”

      “I shall remind her of the great favour His Majesty bestowed upon them and ask her to use her influence to convince the family to take up our cause.”

      “Our cause being?”

      “That we desire peace with Ostrova,” replied Svetlana.

      Thalmund frowned. “I doubt that will work.”

      “And yet we must try something,” said the king, then his face softened. “Thank you, my dear. I appreciate your efforts, even if others don’t.” He sent a scathing look towards Lord Thalmund, but the fellow was too engrossed in his drink to notice. “We shall meet again in the spring. We can but hope Ostrova finds something else to occupy its time by then.”

      The three barons departed, leaving Svetlana and the king alone in the room. She moved closer to Maksim, taking his hand in hers. “Is it truly as bad as you say?”

      “At the risk of sounding like a defeatist, there’s a real possibility that the Kingdom of Carlingen will no longer exist by this time next year.”
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      A gust of wind caressed Natalia’s hair as she stood on the deck of the Vigilant, the sky nearly cloudless on this glorious spring day. As the waters of the Great Northern Sea rose and fell around her, she couldn’t help but imagine their embrace, then a pair of arms encircled her waist from behind.

      “I was wondering when you would join me,” she said.

      Athgar chuckled. “I woke up, and you were gone. I guess I should have expected it, what with the sea around us. You really can feel it, can’t you?”

      “Of course. Considering my gift for Water Magic, it's only natural, but it doesn’t compare to your arms around me.”

      He went quiet, and she laughed. “You’re blushing.”

      “How in the name of the Ancestors could you tell that?”

      She twisted to face him, then smiled. “I know my husband.”

      He shivered, and she wrapped her arms around him, burying her head into his chest.

      “How much farther?” he asked.

      “We should see the coast of Carlingen later this afternoon. Captain Grazynia assures me we’ll make landfall well before dark.”

      “It’s been too long,” said Athgar. “We shouldn’t have waited.”

      “Nonsense. Things don’t fix themselves simply because a battle is won. It takes patience and understanding to ensure a lasting peace, and the Duke of Reinwick needed our help.”

      “And the King of Andover, don’t forget him.”

      “Yes,” said Natalia, “and because of our efforts, both realms have now banished the family.” She paused, luxuriating in his embrace. “I am looking forward to getting home, though.”

      “Me too. Oswyn must be enormous by now. It’s been a year since we saw her.”

      “Is that all? It seems longer.

      “We left Ebenstadt last spring.”

      “We did, yet so much has happened since then. I was beginning to feel like we’d never see her again.”

      “I’m sure she’s in fine spirits,” said Athgar. “After all, Kargen and Shaluhk are looking after her.”

      “Don’t forget Agar,” she added. “And admittedly, we heard from them before we left, thanks to the shamans of the Ashwalkers. Are you sure they don’t mind meeting us in Carlingen?”

      “I’m told Shaluhk was quite pleased by the prospect of travel, although I imagine they won’t be there for some time yet. It’s a relatively long trip cross-country.”

      “I hope they don’t run across trouble as we did going downriver.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be fine. If I know Kargen, he’ll bring extra hunters, likely with their warbows. Those things can penetrate the armour of Temple Knights, so I don’t imagine they’d have any troubles with the wildlife.”

      “You forget the wyvern that menaced us when we made that same trip.”

      “We killed that, if you recall.”

      “So we did.” She let out a pent-up breath. “Sorry, Athgar. I’m just worried about them.”

      “Let’s change the subject, then, shall we? What do you remember about Carlingen?”

      “King Maksim was a decent enough fellow.”

      “He was,” said Athgar. “He had a thing for Svetlana, didn’t he? I wonder if anything came of that.”

      “Perhaps we’ll visit them. We must be careful, though.”

      “Why? They were friendly enough the last time we visited.”

      “Yes, but that was before we torched Stormwind Manor. If the family saw fit to inform Svetlana of our actions, we could find ourselves thrown into a dungeon.”

      “You never told Svetlana of our true intentions, did you?”

      “No. As far as she knew, I was returning to the Volstrum for my next assignment.”

      “Then let us hope she still thinks that’s true.” He paused for a moment. “You know, we should have some reason for coming back.”

      “I’ll tell them my new assignment is taking me deeper into the Petty Kingdoms, and we decided to visit on the way.”

      “I suppose I should get used to acting as a servant again.”

      “Nonsense,” said Natalia. “I’ll simply tell her I received permission to breed with you. You are a Fire Mage, even if you’re not a Sartellian.”

      Athgar laughed. “Breed. What a strange thing to say.”

      “Agreed, but that’s the way the family does things.”

      “But we’ve already bred, or is that breeded?”

      She laughed. “I’m sure she’ll figure that out once Oswyn arrives. Don’t worry. Things like this happen on occasion. It might raise some suspicions, but nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Providing she doesn’t know of our actions in Karslev.”

      “Precisely. We’ll spend a week or two in Carlingen until Kargen and Shaluhk arrive, then head back to Runewald. Think of it as a nice vacation.”

      “Vacation? What in the name of the Gods is a vacation?”

      “The wealthy of the Continent often go on a trip to get away from the politics at court.”

      “Like a pilgrimage?”

      “More or less,” said Natalia, “but not necessarily for religious reasons.”

      “Why would someone want to leave their home and family?”

      “Not everyone is as pleased with their lives as we are. Don’t you sometimes feel being High Thane is a burden?”

      “Yes, but I’m not the sort of person who runs away and hides. The only reason we left Runewald was to get the family off our backs.”

      Captain Grazynia appeared on deck, the sun glinting off her armour.

      “Expecting trouble?” asked Athgar.

      “We are off the coast of Carlingen,” she replied, “and our ships have not sailed this area for some months. We must be ever vigilant.”

      “Your ship is clearly well-named.”

      The captain merely stared back.

      “I don’t think she quite understood the jest,” whispered Athgar.

      “Oh, I understood it,” replied the Temple Knight, “but this is not the time for such things.” Her gaze swept over the water, paying particular attention to the distant shoreline. Then she grunted, her entire demeanour changing from alertness to relaxation. “Fishing boats,” she said. “A good sign. Were there pirates in the region, they wouldn’t be out.”

      “I assumed fishing boats would be a poor target.”

      “You’d be surprised what a thief will take. The fishing here is plentiful, and some harbours along the coast don’t ask too many questions.”

      “Yes, but fish?”

      “They like anything they can sell, especially if it offers little in the way of opposition. How much of a fight would a fisherman put up?”

      “Likely none,” replied Athgar.

      “Now you understand.”

      Natalia glanced at the coast, then followed it eastward, finding no sign of Carlingen, but had no doubt it would soon come into view. “Will you remain in Carlingen for long, Captain?”

      “We’ll take on fresh water and purchase some food stores, but I know of no pressing matters requiring our presence beyond that.”

      “My lord, you shouldn’t be here without an escort.” Athgar turned as Herulf came up on deck. The Therengian had taken it upon himself to become the High Thane’s right-hand man and took his responsibilities seriously.

      “I’m sure Natalia is more than capable of keeping me safe.”

      Herulf’s gaze roamed over the Vigilant’s crew. Despite their efforts in the last war, the fellow still mistrusted them, particularly the scarlet-clad Temple Knights.

      Athgar ignored the man’s implication. “Where’s Katrin?” he asked, hoping to change the conversation.

      “Down below,” replied Natalia. “I’m afraid she’s suffering.”

      “From?”

      “Sea sickness, if you can believe it.”

      “She was fine when we sailed from Karslev last year.”

      “She was, but the water has been choppier the last few days.”

      Athgar laughed. “She’s a Water Mage. Isn’t that a little like a Fire Mage not liking fire?”

      “You like food. Have you never eaten something that upset your stomach?”

      “Yes, I suppose I have. I apologize for the remark. I assume Greta is looking after her?”

      “She is.”

      “And how is she coping?”

      “Quite well, which is more than I can say for Belgast. He’s refusing to come up on deck.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think? In his opinion, Dwarves are not made for going to sea.”

      “So, he’s sick?”

      “No. He doesn’t like the idea of the wide-open sea. Says he much prefers a crowded city, or at least some hills or trees to look at.”

      “He’s just sitting below decks doing nothing?”

      “Hardly that,” said Natalia. “He’s been playing cards with Stanislav, but that won’t last much longer.”

      “It won’t? Why not?”

      “Our dear mage hunter is losing badly. Unless I miss my guess, he’ll be out of coins before we make landfall.”

      “I don’t recall Belgast being much of a gambler.”

      “That’s because he usually keeps himself busy with other things, but there is little for him to do aboard ship.”

      “There’s Carlingen,” announced Grazynia. “We made better time than I expected. The sea has been kind to us this trip.”

      

      Unlike the other ports of the Petty Kingdoms that sat astride the Great Norther Sea, Carlingen had no breakwater nor spit of land to protect it, leaving the salt-stained, weather-beaten buildings along the coast open to the ravages of the elements.

      The docks here, nowhere near the size of Kovoran’s, still held an impressive number of ships. Unlike its western cousin, however, most were small, the vast majority fishing boats. The few large boats present were open-topped and, much like those of old, were incapable of spending extended periods out at sea.

      The Vigilant slowed and then dropped anchor just offshore. Katrin and Greta came up on deck, followed shortly afterwards by Stanislav and Belgast.

      “This is a fine ship, Captain,” said the Dwarf. “My compliments to the crew.”

      “Thank you, Master Ridgehand. I shall be sure to pass on your remarks to all.”

      Natalia watched as they lowered the ship’s boat into the water. “It was nice of you to provide us with transport,” she said. “I hope we didn’t put you to too much trouble?”

      “Not at all,” replied Grazynia. “And it was the least we could do after the service you did us in Reinwick.”

      Athgar cleared his throat. “Allow me to extend an invitation to your order,” he said. “The Temple Knights of Saint Agnes will always be welcome in Therengia.”

      “I thank you. Rest assured, I’ll inform my superiors upon our return to Temple Bay. Now, at the risk of sounding brusque, you’d best get aboard that boat.”

      The seven of them climbed over the side and into the ship’s boat, then the crewmen pushed them away from the Vigilant and took up the oars.

      Natalia scanned the docks, checking for any signs of trouble. A pair of soldiers in the king’s livery wandered through the crowd but appeared to have little interest in the new arrivals. When the boat finally bumped up against the dock, Natalia was the first ashore, followed closely by Athgar.

      “Well, we’re here,” he said. “Shall we seek rooms or go straight to the Palace?”

      She waited until the others disembarked. “The Palace first. If there’s going to be any trouble, best we know about it before Oswyn arrives.”

      Herulf pushed past them. “I assume that is where we intend to go?” He pointed at the Palace’s distant roof.

      “Yes,” said Athgar. “Lead on.”

      They all fell in behind the Therengian warrior, making quite an imposing sight as they traversed the city streets. They garnered some interesting looks from people they passed, but no one interfered with their progress.

      Two guards stopped them when they reached the Palace’s front door. Natalia took a step forward. “I am Natalia Stormwind. My companions and I are here seeking an audience with His Majesty, King Maksim the Fourth.”

      One of the guards nodded. “I remember you, my lady. You’re a friend of Lady Svetlana, aren’t you?”

      “I am. I trust she is well?”

      “She is indeed, ma’am. If you would be so kind as to follow me, I’ll see you’re served refreshments while we wait for word from His Majesty.” He called another guard to take his place, then led them into the Palace and down a hallway. “There’s a waiting room down here, my lady.” He paused as a servant opened the door. “I’ll come and get you when the king grants you an audience.”

      They stepped inside a sizable room with a large fireplace at one end, although it wasn’t lit. A long carpet ran the room’s length, with numerous chairs scattered around the perimeter, none looking particularly comfortable.

      “Oh, dear,” said Katrin. “I hope this doesn’t bode ill.”

      “Nonsense,” replied Natalia. “The king was quite polite to us last time.”

      “True,” said Athgar, “but we don’t know what’s happened since then.”

      Belgast went down on one knee to examine a chair. “Terrible work this. You would think the king could afford something better.”

      “If I recall, you didn’t like the building last time we were here.”

      “Well, it wasn’t up to the quality of a Dwarven stronghold.”

      Stanislav shook his head. “You’re too particular, my friend. Not all of us are obsessed with the principles of architecture.”

      “It’s not only the architecture. Work like this displays a general lack of interest in producing quality.”

      “Sometimes, it’s more about the price than the quality.”

      The Dwarf looked as though someone had slapped him. He opened his mouth to speak, but Greta jumped into a chair.

      “They’re quite comfortable to me,” she announced.

      “Says the girl who used to sleep on the floor.”

      “Come, come,” said Katrin. “That’s hardly her fault.”

      “Sorry,” grumbled Belgast. “I shall refrain from further comment.”

      The rest sat, except for Stanislav, who wandered around the room, his head bent, indicating he was deep in thought. “The last time we were here, one of their barons was abusing his position, wasn’t he?”

      “Yes,” said Natalia. “Georgi Kulikov, the previous Baron of Raketsk. We informed the king of his misdeeds, but I wonder what happened to him?”

      “Probably executed,” said Herulf. “That seems to be the favoured punishment in the Petty Kingdoms. Hopefully, it’s not what they intend for us.”

      “Well, no guards are storming in, so that’s surely a good sign.”

      “What was King Maksim like?” asked Katrin.

      “He seemed quite reasonable to me,” replied Natalia. “And he lent us a ship with very little effort, although I suppose Svetlana is likely the one who arranged all that.”

      “Svetlana? The same Svetlana we knew at the Volstrum?”

      “Yes. Didn’t I mention her?”

      “Not to me.”

      “Why does it matter?” asked Athgar. “Have you a history?”

      “You might say that. I’m one of the Disgraced.”

      “Yes, but we rescued you.”

      “And I am truly thankful for that, but I doubt Svetlana will see it that way. To her, I am an outcast whose name has been stricken from all records.”

      “Let’s not judge her too harshly,” said Natalia. “The very fact you’re here and in my company suggests otherwise. We’ll tell her you left because they selected you for special training. She won’t question that.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I think we have bigger issues,” offered Herulf. “There were Therengians on the streets.”

      “Are you sure?” said Athgar. “I didn’t see any.”

      “That’s because they avoided you, Lord. Instead of making themselves known, they skulked about in the alleyways.”

      “Are they a threat?” asked Katrin.

      “I don’t see why they would be,” replied Athgar. “But we shall be on the alert, regardless. If there’s one thing I’ve learned after leaving Athelwald, it’s that things are not always as they seem.”

      “Are you suggesting we’re in danger?”

      Natalia chuckled. “Athgar and I have been courting danger ever since we first met. You might say, it’s become a way of life for us.”

      “She’s exaggerating,” said Belgast, “although I can’t deny they’ve faced more troubles than most.”

      “So, what do we do?” asked Katrin.

      “What we always do,” said Athgar. “Watch each other’s backs for any signs of trouble.”

      “I’ll second that,” added Stanislav. His hand went to the hilt of his sword. “At least they didn’t take away our weapons.”

      “They know Natalia’s a Stormwind; it’s not as if they could take away her magic.”

      “On the contrary,” offered the mage hunter. “They could use magebane.”

      “That’s been tried before,” said Natalia, “and it didn’t go over well. In any case, I haven’t eaten any food or drunk any liquid since leaving the Vigilant, so no one’s had a chance to administer any.”

      “All right,” said Stanislav. “I concede the point.”

      “Look at it on the bright side,” said Belgast. “They clearly mean us no harm.”

      “Perhaps they mean to bore us to death,” offered Greta, swinging her legs back and forth. “I don’t know about you, but I’d be more excited watching water dry.”

      A knock at the door announced the arrival of servants bearing trays of drinks. “With His Majesty’s compliments,” one said as they handed them around. Natalia refused the offer, instead watching them closely.

      Having completed their assigned duties, the servants removed themselves from the room, but just as the door closed behind them, a woman’s hand appeared, keeping it open. Moments later, Svetlana Stormwind entered.

      “Natalia!” she called out, a smile breaking across her features. “I thought I heard your name mentioned. Good to see you.”

      “And I, you.”

      Svetlana locked eyes with those of the Disgraced mage. There was only a brief moment of confusion before the hint of a smile. “Katrin? It’s good to see you again, although I’m at a loss to understand why you’re here?”

      “She’s on her way to the court at Hadenfeld,” offered Natalia before Katrin had an opportunity to answer. “She and I are travelling together while our paths converge.” She lowered her voice ever so slightly. “She will be doing some special work for the Volstrum, but we’re not allowed to speak of it.”

      A look of relief flooded over Svetlana. “I’m pleased to hear it. Now, come with me, and I’ll take you to meet the king.”
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      King Maksim stared out the window to where clouds had blown in from the west, bringing a light rain, giving the rooftops of Carlingen an ethereal beauty. It all looked peaceful, yet a seething chaos lay beneath the surface. At any time, the streets could erupt into violence, and he felt the weight of it pressing down on him.

      “You have visitors, Majesty.”

      “Thank you,” he said. He was about to send them away, but the servant’s next words changed his mind.

      “It’s Lady Svetlana, sire, and she’s brought guests with her.”

      “Show them in.” He couldn’t help but smile as she entered with a few familiar faces mingled in amongst those who followed her.

      “Your Majesty,” said Svetlana. “You remember Natalia Stormwind?”

      “Ah, yes. A fellow student from the Volstrum, if I recall. We provided her with a ship, didn’t we?”

      “We did, sire. The Bergannon. It returned some months ago after dropping them in Porovka.”

      Maksim turned to Natalia. “I assume the trip was a success?”

      “It was indeed, Majesty. We now find ourselves passing through your lands once more and seek to offer our gratitude for your assistance.”

      “You are most welcome, my lady.” He glanced at the others. “I seem to recall you had fewer companions the last time. Could I prevail upon you to introduce them?”

      “Of course. This is Athgar, my husband—”

      “Athgar?” interrupted Svetlana. “Didn’t you say his name was Rothgar last time?”

      “My pardon,” said Natalia, recovering quickly. “He is known as Athgar, son of Rothgar, names I often confuse. If you recall, the last time I was here, I revealed I’d given birth to a daughter?”

      “Yes. I remember.”

      “This is the girl’s father.”

      Svetlana clapped her hands together, breaking into a wide grin. “How marvellous!”

      “As for the rest of my companions, this is the esteemed mage hunter Stanislav Voronsky, who discovered my gift for magic many years ago.”

      “A mage hunter,” said the king. “We are blessed to have you in our lands.”

      “And this is Belgast Ridgehand, one of my advisors. He was with us last time we visited.”

      “And these other two?”

      “Katrin Stormwind, another graduate of the Volstrum, and Greta, a girl under her care.”

      “It seems the family has seen fit to bless us with three Stormwinds,” said the king. “Or is it four?” He looked at Greta.

      “Greta served in the Royal Court of Andover, Majesty,” replied Natalia, avoiding the matter of the family.

      “This will not do. We can’t have visitors of such import without a celebration. At the very least, you must allow us to show you our hospitality.”

      “We have plenty of room in the Palace,” offered Svetlana.

      “Yes, we do, and I insist that while you’re in Carlingen, you stay here as our guests.”

      “We’d greatly appreciate that,” said Natalia. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      “It’s the least I can do for friends of Svetlana. You mentioned you were passing through our lands. Might I ask where you’re going?”

      “Katrin has received an appointment to the Kingdom of Hadenfeld while the rest of us are heading towards Corassus.”

      “Corassus? That’s quite the trip. I do hope you’re not in a hurry?”

      “Not at all, sire. We shall be meeting some others here in your fine city before we continue on our way.”

      “Others?”

      “Yes. Someone to guide us to our destination.”

      “Ah yes, of course. It only makes sense, considering the wild lands hereabouts. Any idea when these guides will arrive?”

      “I don’t have an exact date, but based upon the distance they must travel to get here, I think at least a ten-day, maybe more.”

      “A ten-day?” said the king. “What a curious turn of phrase. Where in the name of the Saints did you come up with that one?”

      “Ah, that’s my fault,” offered Belgast. “It’s a Dwarven term I use quite frequently. She’s just become accustomed to it.”

      “Yes,” agreed Natalia. “My apologies for the confusion, Majesty.”

      “No need to apologize,” said Maksim. “I was simply curious. In any event, welcome to Carlingen. Svetlana can show you around the city while you’re here. Your last visit was far too short to see anything of interest.” He fell silent before a smile broke out. “Your appearance here doesn’t have anything to do with our impending nuptials, does it?”

      “There is to be a marriage?”

      “Yes. Lady Svetlana agreed to become my queen, and we are to be married in two weeks. Could we, by chance, convince you to remain for the wedding? I know Svetlana would dearly love for someone to support her during the ceremony.”

      Natalia looked at Athgar, who nodded. “We shall be delighted to help in any way we can,” she said.

      “Good. Then it’s settled. Unfortunately, affairs of state preclude an extended visit at this precise time, but I hope to see you at dinner this evening. Svetlana, would you do me the honour of showing these fine people to their rooms?”

      “Of course, sire.”

      They left, following their hostess through the Palace’s labyrinthine corridors.

      “My goodness,” said Katrin. “How in the name of the Saints do you keep your bearings? This place is like a giant maze.”

      “Not to me,” said Greta. “It’s no worse than the Palace in Andover.”

      “The girl has a fine sense of direction,” said Svetlana. “I myself took months to become accustomed to the layout of this place. What think you, Master Dwarf? I understand the mountain folk are used to complex tunnels and halls.”

      Belgast grunted. “I’ll agree it might be a bit confusing to you Human folk, but to my mind, the layout is quite basic.” He paused a moment. “No offence, my lady. I assume that’s the title we use when addressing you?”

      “Please. You’re friends of Natalia; feel free to call me Svetlana.”

      “That would hardly be proper.”

      “Nonsense.” She halted at a set of double doors. “This is the ambassador’s suite. The king’s predecessor built it to house any important delegates visiting Carlingen. Unfortunately, your arrival here surprised us, so it may need a light dusting. I’ll have some servants bring you fresh linens and clean the place up. Have you any belongings?”

      “Yes, aboard the Vigilant. We thought we’d settle our lodgings before retrieving them.”

      “The Vigilant? That’s a Temple Ship, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” said Natalia. “Why? Is that a problem?”

      “I was under the impression they only carried out Church business.”

      “Ordinarily, that would be true, but we learned it was the only ship sailing for Carlingen without necessitating a long delay. Thankfully, we convinced its captain to take us aboard.”

      “But I thought you weren’t in a hurry?”

      “We aren’t, but if we are to wait, I’d much prefer to do it here, where we can visit. After all, it’s not every day I get to see a fellow graduate, aside from Katrin, of course.”

      “Give me a few minutes,” said Svetlana, “and I’ll arrange some servants to fetch your belongings unless you’d prefer to get them yourselves?”

      “That would be nice. Thank you.”

      “In the meantime, you can look around your suite. I’ll be back shortly.”

      She left them, heading down the corridor with a light step.

      “She seems happy to see you,” noted Belgast. “I get the impression she doesn’t have many friends.”

      “That’s not surprising,” said Katrin. “I remember learning about Carlingen back at the Volstrum. Mistress Nina referred to it as the armpit of the Continent, not exactly the most ringing endorsement.”

      “What else do you recall?”

      “Carlingen was founded by treasure hunters, or so claim older texts. After the fall of the Old Kingdom, there were persistent rumours the wealth of Therengia was taken east to avoid it falling into the hands of its enemies.”

      “That’s right,” said Stanislav. “I should have remembered that. People came from far and wide trying to make their fortunes.”

      “And you were there for that?” asked Katrin.

      “Come now, even I’m not that old. No, this would have been about a century after the fall of Therengia. King Maksim is the descendant of one of those very adventurers. Unfortunately, those who came here failed to find any treasure worthy of the name, but it didn’t stop others from trying.”

      “That might explain all the grey eyes I saw,” said Herulf. “Perhaps they built the city on the ruins of a Therengian outpost?”

      “That’s unlikely. From what I know, Carlingen was built from the ground up. If there was ever a city from the Old Kingdom around here, there’s no record of it.”

      “That’s because it’s farther south,” said Belgast. “If you recall, Ebenstadt used to be called Dunmere.”

      “Even so, there’s no proof it was ever part of the Old Kingdom.”

      “All this is interesting,” said Natalia, “but of little consequence to us unless you’re thinking of sending out an exploring party?” She looked at Athgar.

      He shrugged. “If the entire population of Carlingen couldn’t find it, what chance have we?”

      “I find that surprising,” said Stanislav. “I thought you, of all people, would be interested in learning more about your ancestors.”

      “And under other circumstances, I would, but I’m much more concerned with seeing my daughter right now.”

      “Yes, of course. My apologies. I should have realized.”

      A knock on the door announced the return of Svetlana, along with a veritable army of servants. They quietly entered the room and began cleaning while Svetlana spoke with her guests. “The king informed me he freed up some time. Would you care to join us for a longer visit while your rooms are prepared?”

      “By all means,” said Natalia.

      They headed down the hall, with Natalia and their host leading, Athgar right behind, while the rest followed at a respectful distance.

      “Tell me,” said Athgar. “Why are there so many Therengians in Carlingen?”

      “That is a fairly recent development,” Svetlana replied. “It seems word of the rebirth of that once mighty kingdom has driven many to come east hoping to find a new home.”

      “And do they not continue on?”

      “Some do, but the vast majority lack the funds to purchase the provisions for such a trip.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I’m afraid some within the city are willing to cheat people out of their hard-won earnings.”

      “And the king does nothing?”

      “King Maksim has attempted to take control of the streets, but I’m afraid he’s fighting an uphill battle. For many years, his predecessors ignored the plight of those outside the Palace. Thus, the effort has been a difficult one.”

      “Yes,” said Natalia. “The last time we visited, each section of the city was run by a different group.”

      “Surely the king’s men could restore order?” said Stanislav.

      “I’m afraid it’s not for want of trying. The fact of the matter is the depleted Royal Treasury restricts us. The number of soldiers it would take to subdue the streets would soon see us emptying our coffers.” She paused at the door, knocking three times.

      “Enter,” came the king’s voice.

      Svetlana stepped through the doorway, standing to one side to allow the others entry. King Maksim sat by a fire, drink in hand, but rose as he spotted his guests.

      “Welcome,” he said. “Please, come and sit.” He nodded at a servant who moved around the room, offering a tray of drinks.

      “My congratulations,” said Natalia. “It’s not every day we have a chance to witness a Royal Wedding.”

      Maksim smiled. “Your arrival is well-timed. I feared my dear betrothed would have no family to participate in the ceremony.”

      “And what of yourself, Majesty? Have you any family here in Carlingen?”

      “No, though I am gifted with friends, if for no other reason than I am their king.” He chuckled. “Still, I suppose that’s the burden of ruling.”

      “They say a king’s life is a lonely one,” said Stanislav, “and to a certain extent, I would agree, but it doesn’t need to be that way.”

      “Oh? Have you met many kings?”

      “More than my fair share. As a mage hunter, I travelled the length and breadth of the Continent over the years, and it was customary to pay my respects at court when I arrived in an area. There’s no doubting the burden of rule tends to isolate individuals, but some believe in keeping their friends close at hand. Of course, such a person would have to be willing to accept advice occasionally.”

      “Wise words. Are you sure you weren’t trained at the Volstrum?”

      “I assure you, sire, I have no magical potential whatsoever.”

      “Then how did you find new mages?”

      “That,” said Stanislav, “is a fair question. The answer, however, requires some explanation. Typically, I would travel the Continent investigating rumours and idle gossip.”

      “What type of gossip? Can you be more specific?”

      “Well, in my case, they paid me to find potential Water Mages, so anything to do with water caught my interest. In the case of Natalia here, there were rumours of someone who could command fish and calm streams. Mind you, she was particularly gifted for one so young.”

      “And is it always so easy?”

      “Not at all. In fact, ninety percent of the time, the rumours led nowhere. I once travelled all the way to Rizela only to find out a jealous husband was spreading the rumours.”

      “But isn’t that hundreds of miles from Karslev? How in the name of the Saints would you even hear of such things?”

      “As you know, Stormwind mages are at most courts of the Petty Kingdoms. They act as the Volstrum’s eyes and ears, reporting such things back to their superiors.”

      King Maksim looked at his future bride. “Is that correct, Svetlana? Have you made such reports?”

      “There is nothing to report, Majesty. I am aware of no such rumours in Carlingen.”

      “That’s unfortunate. It would at least have given us some leverage with Karslev.” He paused, mulling things over. “Did you ever hear anything back about that other matter?”

      “I’m afraid not, sire.”

      “A pity.”

      “If I may,” said Natalia. “If you don’t think it impudent, could you tell us of what you speak? We are an experienced group and might be of some assistance.”

      The king looked at Svetlana.

      “Natalia is a powerful mage,” she urged, “and one of the Volstrum’s brightest students. If anyone knows the goings-on in Karslev, it’s likely to be her.”

      Maksim nodded. “Very well. I shall tell you of my troubles. What do you know of our neighbours?”

      “Let me see,” said Natalia, placing her finger against her chin as she thought. “Braymoor lies to the west, although they’ve been weak for years. That must mean Ostrova is giving you trouble.”

      “Remarkable. How did you know?”

      “It is a simple deduction, Majesty. The only other neighbouring realm is Zaran, and that’s little more than an unexplored wilderness. Might I ask the nature of the problem?”

      “Their king wishes me to cede him a significant portion of our land. At least, that’s what we believe.”

      “And by significant, you mean?”

      “A large stretch of land this side of our southern border.”

      “I had no idea you had any cities that far south.”

      “That’s just it,” said the king, “I don’t. The area’s nothing but wilderness, which only adds to the confusion.”

      “There must be something else of value there,” offered Belgast.

      “Such as?”

      The Dwarf shrugged. “Godstone, perhaps?”

      “Godstone?”

      “Aye, also called skymetal. A rare mineral that falls from the sky from time to time. We found some back in Ord-Kurgad.”

      “Ord-Kurgad?” asked Maksim.

      “Aye, you wouldn’t have heard of it, sire. It lies to the south, beyond the Grey Spire Mountains. In any event, it’s possibly the most valuable metal on the Continent.”

      “What is it used for?”

      “We Dwarves make weapons out of it. The properties of godstone are such that they can hold powerful magic.”

      “The stone is magical?”

      “No, but a mage can empower it with their own magic. Surely you’ve heard stories of magical swords?”

      “Of course, but I always assumed they were crafted from steel.”

      “Most are, but those of a legendary nature are forged from a metal that falls from the sky. Such a find would be worth a king’s ransom, although I daresay they’d have difficulty finding someone who could smelt the stuff.”

      “Why is that?”

      “It takes a special forge to generate enough heat even to melt it, let alone fashion it into something usable. I’ve heard of a hammer far to the west, but I’ve yet to see it with my own eyes.” He paused, staring up at the sky, deep in thought. “Such a thing would be glorious.”

      “And you believe this godstone might be found along our southern border?”

      “I merely offer it as one possibility, Your Majesty. Godstone is extremely rare; someone would have had to witness it falling from the sky.”

      “In that case,” said the king, “we can say with some certainty its presence would be unlikely. That area of the country is nothing but thick forest. The only way to navigate it with any real success is by boat, and I don’t see that happening. My understanding is the other side of the border is just as bad.”

      “Still, they want something,” said Natalia. “Have they made any actual demands? These may be merely rumours meant to spread distrust and disharmony.”

      “I hadn’t considered that, although our two kingdoms never really got along. Did you hear anything at the Volstrum?”

      “The Volstrum?”

      “Yes. You went there after your last visit, didn’t you?”

      “We did, but I’m afraid we learned nothing new regarding Ostrova.” She noted Athgar taking an interest. “Have you something you’d care to share?”

      “I recently heard some rumours,” replied her bondmate. “It seems there has been some friction of late between Ostrova and Novarsk, one of the kingdoms lying farther south.”

      “What kind of friction?” asked Maksim. “Are you suggesting they’re threatened with war? Surely if that were true, they’d be asking for our help instead of making threats.”

      “Perhaps,” said Svetlana, “we might get some idea when their envoy arrives.”

      “Let us hope so,” said the king. “Though Saints know when that will finally happen. In the meantime, I suppose we must bide our time.”
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      “These are nice quarters,” said Athgar.

      “Yes,” agreed Natalia. “They remind me of the rooms the King of Andover provided, although this place feels less like a prison.”

      “And why would it? You’re a celebrated member of the Stormwind family after all.”

      “Yes, well, let us be thankful Carlingen is less important to the family, or else we’d soon find ourselves in a dungeon.”

      “Do you really think Svetlana would allow that?”

      “She would be hard-pressed to ignore a demand of that nature. When the family speaks, they expect their members to listen.”

      “How close is she to the Volstrum?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” said Natalia. “The last time we were here, I got the impression she was resentful of them.”

      “And now?”

      “I sense there’s some frustration with their lack of response. She’s asked them for help, though what form that might take is beyond me.” She looked across the room to where the Dwarf was examining the legs of a small side table. “Some of us here should guard their words a little more carefully.”

      Belgast looked up. “Are you talking to me?”

      “I am. You almost gave us away when you mentioned Ord-Kurgad.”

      He waved aside the criticism. “I’m one of the mountain folk; nobody takes us seriously.” He paused as his cheeks coloured. “Well… not outside of Therengia.”

      Katrin threw herself onto a chair. “What do we do now?”

      “We rest,” said Stanislav. “I don’t know about you, but I’m looking forward to finding out just how soft those pillows are.”

      “I’d like to learn more about the local Therengians,” said Athgar.

      “I’ll go with you,” offered Belgast. “We can’t have the High Thane running around without protection.”

      “I shall keep him safe,” said Herulf.

      “All three of us can go,” replied Athgar. “If people are struggling to get to Therengia, we must be able to find some way to help them.”

      “Good idea,” said Natalia. “And I’ll go and chat with Svetlana. Hopefully, I can get a better understanding of her relationship with the family.”

      “Why? What are you thinking?”

      She smiled. “We already convinced Reinwick and Andover to ban Stormwinds from their court. Perhaps we can do the same here?”

      “And how do you propose to do that? Svetlana is a Stormwind. I can’t see her agreeing to ban herself?”

      “You forget. Once she marries the king, she won’t be a Stormwind anymore.”

      Athgar shook his head. “But you still are, even though we’re bonded.”

      “True, but it’s a Therengian custom where most people have but a single name. In the Petty Kingdoms, it’s customary for a wife to take her husband’s last name.”

      “Oh yes. I’d forgotten that, but she’d still be considered one of the family, wouldn’t she?”

      “That’s where things get a little more complicated,” said Natalia, “and something I intend to emphasize in my discussions with Svetlana. With
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