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      ”The Golden Chalice limped into Korvoran's harbour, drawing attention from those working the docks. It wasn't that the arrival of a ship was unusual, for similar vessels crowded the place, but the Chalice's condition suggested it had undergone a terrible ordeal.

      An odd assortment of tradesmen met them on the dock, each eager to offer their services to aid in the ship's repairs.

      Athgar led Natalia across the boarding ramp, holding on to her arm to keep her steady. Katrin and Galina came next, followed by Stanislav and Belgast, who kept a sharp lookout for trouble.

      "We need to find a place to stay," said Galina. "I have some funds, but they won't last forever, so I suggest we be thrifty."

      "I have an idea," said Athgar. "Come. Take Natalia's arm and steady her, will you?"

      Galina moved up, taking his place. The Therengian pushed his way down the jetty, trying to catch up to a trio of scarlet-clad knights.

      "Excuse me, Sisters," he called out. "I wonder if you might be able to help?"

      They turned, with one asking, "How can we be of assistance?"

      "My companions and I just arrived, and we require lodgings. I wondered if you might be able to recommend somewhere."

      She stared back a moment, noting the colour of his eyes. "I'm afraid there are not too many places willing to take in one of your… persuasion."

      "Perhaps the Lydia?" offered another knight.

      "That's a tavern, not an inn."

      "True, but old Handley knows the area well. He might be able to suggest something."

      "My fellow sister makes a good point." She pointed inland. "You see that tall building over there, the one with the red walls?"

      "Yes," replied Athgar. "What of it?"

      "Just north of it, you'll find the Lydia. You'll recognize it by its sign."

      "A woman?"

      "No, a ship. In any event, old Handley doesn't care where you're from, providing you can afford it. You do have coins, don't you?"

      "A few."

      "Then I suggest you spend them wisely. In any event, someone there will be better able to suggest an inn for you."
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      Waves washed over Natalia as she struggled to breathe, and all seemed lost until a firm shake broke the icy grip of the haunting nightmare. Athgar stared down at her, his grey eyes filled with worry.

      "Where am I?" she asked.

      "Aboard the Golden Chalice." He smiled. "You had us all worried. You've been out for days."

      "And the ship?"

      "Damaged. The hull took a beating from that spell of yours, but the captain reckons we'll make port."

      "And what port will that be?"

      "Korvoran," said Athgar. "In the Duchy of Reinwick."

      "Yes. I remember now." She tried to sit up, but her spinning head forced her to close her eyes.

      "Try not to move. You've been through a lot."

      "What did I do?"

      "You conjured a maelstrom that sent our pursuers to the bottom of the sea. My sister won't trouble us again."

      "I remember the sea trying to swallow us."

      "Yes, we almost sank, too, but when you collapsed, the maelstrom ceased. You've been down here ever since. Galina said you were bleeding quite profusely; that spell was nearly the end of you."

      She reached out to take his hand. "I'll be fine," she soothed. "Though my head feels like someone kicked it. What of the others?"

      "All up on deck, safe and sound. Now, lie down and rest. You must conserve your strength."

      "Why? What's happened?"

      "Nothing yet, but we should be in Korvoran by late afternoon. That's when the real work begins."

      "Get the others down here," she said. "We need to discuss how to proceed."

      "There'll be plenty of time for that once we're ashore. Now get some sleep."

      He turned, but she called out to him, "Athgar, please don't leave. Stay with me. I'd feel the better for it."

      He smiled. "For you, anything."

      

      Stanislav leaned against the railing.

      "Quite a sight, isn't it?" A voice interrupted his thoughts.

      He turned to see Belgast walking across the deck. "I never would have taken you for someone who liked the sea."

      "Because I'm a Dwarf?"

      "Well, you must admit, there's little in the way of standing water up in the mountains."

      "That's because up there, it's all snow." Belgast also leaned on the railing. "You know, it's quite peaceful."

      "Peaceful? The deck rolls beneath our very feet. I'd hardly call that reassuring."

      "Really? I would have said it's relaxing. It almost lulls you to sleep."

      "Well, don't get used to it. Unless I'm mistaken, that's the coast of Reinwick."

      Belgast squinted. "So it is. Tell me again why we chose to go there?"

      "Because it's rumoured the family no longer has any influence there."

      "That still doesn't get us back to Therengia."

      "True, but at least it'll give us a slight reprieve from the Stormwinds."

      "Have you ever been to Reinwick?"

      "Yes, but not for some years."

      "And?"

      The mage hunter shrugged. "There's not much to tell. The last I heard, the duke was a man named Wilfhelm Brondecker, though, in truth, I doubt he would remember me."

      "Why's that?"

      "I only met him the once, and was one of dozens introduced to him—not exactly the type of thing that endears you to someone."

      "And what was your opinion of him?"

      "I didn't see him enough to form an opinion. As I said, I only met him once."

      "Yes," said Belgast, "but surely you know his reputation?"

      "And how would I know that? I was in the business of finding potential mages, not socializing with the nobility."

      "But you met him; you said so yourself. If you weren't socializing, then why were you there?"

      "I was there to pay my respects to Larissa Stormwind."

      "I thought they banned the family from Reinwick?"

      "They did, but that came later."

      "Just how long ago were you there?"

      "Let me think, now. I believe it was in ninety-five."

      "So you haven't been back for over a decade?"

      "No. Look, it's not as if I had much choice where I travelled in those days. The family employed me, and my job was to go where the rumours took me."

      "So, what's that got to do with Larissa Stormwind?"

      "It was common practice to check in with the local family members when visiting such places, though only as a courtesy, you understand."

      "And were the people there accepting of outsiders?"

      "For the most part, but I suspect Athgar's eyes might draw some unwanted attention."

      "Ah, yes," said Belgast. "The grey eyes of a Therengian. They don't like them much in these parts, do they?"

      "No, but you must remember the Old Kingdom's borders once stretched to the Great Northern Sea. Therengians were seen as conquerors. Even today, most Petty Kingdoms fear them rising again."

      "Then we'd best not mention the events in the east. I can't imagine what they might do if they found out Athgar is the High Thane."

      "They won't learn it from me."

      "Nor me," said the Dwarf, "but we best keep a close eye on him. I'd hate to see him get into trouble."

      "A good idea. We should also avoid revealing our connections to the Stormwinds until we've got a better idea of what's been going on here."

      "Did I hear you mention the family?" called out Galina. She moved closer, with Katrin by her side.

      "Yes," said Belgast. "We were suggesting we keep your family name a secret for the time being."

      "An excellent idea." Galina stared out at the distant shore. "I assume that's Reinwick. Does this mean we're close to the port of Korvoran?"

      "I would assume so, but that would be the captain's area of expertise." Belgast looked along the deck. "Have you seen Athgar?"

      "He went below to see how Natalia's doing."

      "And?"

      "I'm afraid there's no news on that account. She used a lot of her strength to cast the maelstrom spell. It's a miracle she didn't kill herself."

      "But she's the most powerful mage on the Continent," added Katrin. "She's always been that way, even back at the Volstrum."

      "Yes," agreed Galina, "and she's honed her skill even more in the intervening years. I'm sure she'll recover, but it will take some time, providing we have it."

      "Why?" said Stanislav. "What are you suggesting?"

      "We heard rumours that Reinwick banished the family, but they wouldn't take that as a reason to stop trying. By now, they might've found their way back into the duke's favour."

      “In that case,” said the Dwarf, “we must be careful who we interact with.

      

      ”The Golden Chalice limped into Korvoran's harbour, drawing attention from those working the docks. It wasn't that the arrival of a ship was unusual, for similar vessels crowded the place, but the Chalice's condition suggested it had undergone a terrible ordeal.

      An odd assortment of tradesmen met them on the dock, each eager to offer their services to aid in the ship's repairs.

      Athgar led Natalia across the boarding ramp, holding on to her arm to keep her steady. Katrin and Galina came next, followed by Stanislav and Belgast, who kept a sharp lookout for trouble.

      "We need to find a place to stay," said Galina. "I have some funds, but they won't last forever, so I suggest we be thrifty."

      "I have an idea," said Athgar. "Come. Take Natalia's arm and steady her, will you?"

      Galina moved up, taking his place. The Therengian pushed his way down the jetty, trying to catch up to a trio of scarlet-clad knights.

      "Excuse me, Sisters," he called out. "I wonder if you might be able to help?"

      They turned, with one asking, "How can we be of assistance?"

      "My companions and I just arrived, and we require lodgings. I wondered if you might be able to recommend somewhere."

      She stared back a moment, noting the colour of his eyes. "I'm afraid there are not too many places willing to take in one of your… persuasion."

      "Perhaps the Lydia?" offered another knight.

      "That's a tavern, not an inn."

      "True, but old Handley knows the area well. He might be able to suggest something."

      "My fellow sister makes a good point." She pointed inland. "You see that tall building over there, the one with the red walls?"

      "Yes," replied Athgar. "What of it?"

      "Just north of it, you'll find the Lydia. You'll recognize it by its sign."

      "A woman?"

      "No, a ship. In any event, old Handley doesn't care where you're from, providing you can afford it. You do have coins, don't you?"

      "A few."

      "Then I suggest you spend them wisely. In any event, someone there will be better able to suggest an inn for you."

      "Thank you. Your help is much appreciated."

      

      The Lydia was smaller than Athgar expected, yet there was no denying it had its charms. The group squeezed themselves around a table, then ordered some ale, which proved surprisingly cheap.

      Athgar took a sip from his tankard while watching his companions. Natalia sat beside him, paler than usual, her head resting on his shoulder. They made for a villainous-looking bunch, unkempt and dirty, a result of their rushed departure from Ruzhina.

      "Well?" said Stanislav. "How do you want to proceed?"

      "I suggest we take what we know to the duke," said Athgar. "But before we do anything, we need to learn more about our surroundings."

      "Such as?"

      "Is the family still banned from court? What is Korvoran's opinion concerning the Stormwinds, or Sartellians, for that matter? Not everyone knows they're both a part of the same family. I'd also like to know if there are any Orcs in the area, so we can get word back to Shaluhk. Lastly, and most importantly, we need to get Natalia some help."

      "The Mathewites must have a mission here," said Belgast. "I'm sure they could do something."

      Galina set down her tankard. "I suggest Athgar and Natalia head to the mission. I'll take Katrin and search for any sign of Stormwinds while Stanislav and Belgast try to learn more about the current duke."

      "Good idea," said the Dwarf. "We can meet back here this evening."

      "We still need a place to stay," added Katrin. "Or did you forget that minor detail?"

      "Not at all," replied Galina, "but until Natalia's been to the mission, we don't know how much we'll have left to work with. I don't suppose anyone has any relatives here?" She looked at Belgast, but he shook his head.

      "I have a lot of cousins," said the Dwarf, "but none this far west."

      "Then I suggest we get to work. Are you able to make it to the mission, Natalia?"

      "I'm tired, not dead."

      "Still, we don't know how far away it is. Perhaps we should hire you a carriage?"

      "With what?" said Natalia. "We can't afford an expense like that."

      "That brings up an important point," offered Katrin. "Sooner or later, we'll need more coins."

      "What are you suggesting?" asked Athgar.

      "Galina and I could hire on as Water Mages. Ships are always looking for ways to reduce their travel time."

      "And split us up? I don't think that's wise. By staying together, we stand a better chance of defending ourselves against the family."

      "He's right," said Natalia. "Our ultimate goal should be to return to Runewald, but first, we must spread the word on the dangers of inviting Stormwinds into the courts of the Petty Kingdoms."

      "Or Sartellians," added Galina.

      "All well and good," said Belgast, "but we can't just stroll up to the duke and say, 'Excuse me, Your Grace, but can you kick these people out of your court? They're bad folk'."

      "We came here because he's already done that, or at least that's the rumour."

      "Yes," said Natalia, "but we need to confirm that's still true before we request an audience."

      "And if we do," said Athgar, "why would he even agree to see us? It's not as if we can reveal our true identities."

      "Why not?" asked Katrin.

      "For one thing, you, Galina, and Natalia are all Stormwinds, and if he's banned the family, he'll want no part of you. For another, if I reveal I'm the High Thane of Therengia, they'll likely lock me up, or even worse, execute me. Judging from that Temple Knight's reaction, I doubt the locals much like the thought of the Old Kingdom reborn."

      "So what you're saying," said Stanislav, "is that Belgast and I have the best chance of arranging an audience."

      "I suppose so."

      "You know," said Natalia, "the Temple Knights of Saint Agnes will likely have a good idea of what's going on at court."

      "What makes you say that?"

      "It's common practice for a garrison commander to present themselves at court from time to time. It's how the Church keeps their influence amongst the Continent's rulers."

      "By threats?"

      "I suppose that's one way of looking at it. Having a Temple Knight around reminds them there's a professional army out there to help ensure the peace."

      Stanislav snorted. "Well, if that's their objective, they're doing a poor job of it. There's always conflict somewhere in the Petty Kingdoms. Clearly, the presence of Temple Knights has had little effect."

      "Aye," said Belgast. "It's true. And made all the worse by the Church's insistence on remaining neutral in all conflicts. What's the point in having knights if they're never to be used?"

      "You need to understand Church doctrine," explained Natalia.

      

      "They originally formed the Temple Knights to guard their temples. However, in recent years, they've become more of a political force, rivalling the power of Halvaria itself, were they ever able to mass in one place. My understanding is they’re now scattered throughout the Continent, held in reserve until their services are needed."

      "Yes," said Athgar, "and thank the Gods for that. We've already fought them twice. I shouldn't like to try a third."

      "Those were the Cunars; we know the family infiltrated them."

      Galina gasped. "Are you sure?"

      "Positive. We discovered this in Ebenstadt right before the Holy Army marched on Runewald."

      "You say you beat them twice?"

      "Yes," said Natalia. "Once at Ord-Kurgad, though there were fewer to fight there. The Battle of the Standing Stones was a different matter entirely."

      "Why have I heard none of this?"

      "I imagine they weren't eager to share news of their defeat. When we crushed their crusade, they abandoned Ebenstadt and likely a good part of the surrounding kingdoms as well."

      "What makes you say that?"

      "The Temple Knights of Saint Cunar stripped the immediate area to form the Holy Army in the first place. I imagine there were a lot of empty commanderies after we slaughtered them."

      "Slaughtered?" said Katrin.

      "Yes. They refused to surrender."

      "And they haven't tried to recapture the city?"

      "Not so far."

      "Novarsk did," added Athgar, "but we beat them as well. I wonder how things are going back there since we left?"

      "I imagine Kargen has everything under control," mused Natalia.

      "And by Kargen, you mean Shaluhk."

      "I mean the both of them. They're a team, much like we are. Each has their strengths, but together, they're more potent than they are individually."

      "I agree," said Athgar, "but we're getting off topic."

      "You're the one who asked about Novarsk."

      He chuckled. "So I was, and for that, I apologize. Now, let's get out there, and do what's needed, shall we? Does everyone remember their tasks?"

      "Yes," said Stanislav. "Belgast and I will find out what we can about the duke."

      "And Katrin and I," said Galina, "will look into attitudes regarding the Stormwinds."

      "Or Sartellians," added Katrin. "We mustn't overlook them."

      "A good point," said Athgar. "Natalia and I will locate the local Mathewite mission and see if they can help her. We'll meet back here at dusk."

      "What about rooms?" asked the Dwarf.

      "Everyone keep an ear out. Perhaps we'll hear of suitable lodgings while we're out and about."

      "And if we don't?"

      "Then we will need to rely on the generosity of the Lydia's proprietor."

      The Dwarf snorted. "I don't much fancy the idea of sleeping here, do you?"

      "I've seen worse," replied Stanislav. "I remember one time, many years ago, when I found myself in Torburg."

      "Torburg? Where's that?"

      "In Erlingen, south of here. I happened to arrive just as the army was massing, and as a result, there wasn't a room to spare."

      "Where did you end up staying?" Belgast asked.

      "I was forced to while away the night in a tavern. I shouldn't need to tell you, but you don't get much sleep sitting at a table."

      "I can well imagine."

      "What of you, my friend? Have any horror stories you'd care to share?"

      "As a matter of fact," said Belgast, "I do. I once found myself in the middle of nowhere with nothing."

      "Oh? And where was this?"

      "A little out-of-the-way place called Ostermund."

      "What did you do?"

      "He found us," said Athgar, "and we lent him enough to get by."

      "Yes," agreed the Dwarf. "And thus, a great friendship was born."

      "That hardly counts as a suitable tale," said Stanislav. "Where's the suffering in that?"

      "Ah, well. The place I ended up staying only had weak ale."

      "Now that," said the mage hunter, "is truly tragic."
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      The mission of Saint Mathew consisted of a single-floor building, its wooden walls laid out in a long, rectangular shape. Athgar and Natalia presented themselves at the door, where a single Temple Knight stood guard. He, in turn, beckoned to those inside, and moments later, a knight of Saint Agnes appeared.

      "Is there a problem?" asked Athgar.

      "Not at all," the sister knight replied. "My name is Sister Felicity. When admitting women to the mission, it's common for one of our order to be present." She was about to say more when her eyes beheld Athgar's. "You're a Therengian."

      "I am. Why? Is that a problem?"

      "No. A few of your people have sought treatment here, but I would've expected there to be more, all things considered."

      "I don't understand."

      "Well, those descended from the Old Kingdom have few options for healing."

      "Meaning?"

      "The physicians of Korvoran refuse to treat them."

      "And the Life Mages?"

      "As far as I know, there are none in all of Reinwick," said Sister Felicity. "They are known to be very rare amongst the Petty Kingdoms, their services only available to the wealthiest of nobles, but let us not delay further. You plainly came here seeking aid. Might I enquire as to the nature of your injury?"

      "I'm not the one who requires help," said Athgar. "It's my wife, Natalia."

      "And her symptoms?"

      "Isn't that for the lay brother to deal with?"

      "There are several skilled brethren here," said Sister Felicity. "Your wife's symptoms will help me decide who is best served to aid you."

      "I'm weak," said Natalia, "and lack the strength to do much. Even walking is a chore at present."

      "Then follow me, and I will take you to see Brother Aleksy."

      She led them through the mission to a room on one side of a large eating area.

      "Brother Aleksy," said Sister Felicity. "There's a patient here for you."

      The lay brother of Saint Mathew looked up from where he was writing. "How interesting," he mused. "It's rare that we see grey-eyes seeking our assistance." He held up his hand to forestall any arguments. "Not that I object to treating such a patient."

      "It is his wife who needs your help."

      "Oh? What seems to be the problem?" He swivelled his gaze to Natalia.

      "I lack strength," she replied, "and tire easily."

      "Could you possibly be with child?"

      "Doubtful. Besides, I already have a daughter and suffered no such symptoms."

      "Come. Take a seat, and I'll look at you."

      She sat, and the lay brother moved closer, first peering into her eyes, then feeling her forehead.

      "There is no sign of fever. Have you any dizziness?"

      "A little."

      He felt her wrist. "Your pulse is strong, and you look well-fed. Has something happened recently that might account for this weakness? An illness, perhaps?"

      "No," said Natalia, eager to hide her magical abilities.

      He pinched the skin on her arm and watched it closely, nodding his head. "You're a little pale. Might I ask from whence you hail?"

      "Ruzhina."

      "Ah. That likely accounts for the hue of your skin. Have you recently been at sea?"

      "Indeed."

      "Aha. Then that accounts for it."

      "So, what is it?" asked Athgar.

      The lay brother moved back to his desk. "All evidence seems to point to simple exhaustion. A few days' rest should set things right. I might also suggest a sleeping draught?"

      "Which is?"

      "A powder, which, when added to a drink, produces a soporific effect. If you are willing to wait, I can go and fetch you some?"

      "Yes. Thank you," said Natalia.

      Brother Aleksy left the room, leaving the pair in the Temple Knight's company.

      "Say," said Athgar. "You wouldn't happen to know Sister Cordelia, would you?"

      "Can't say I do. Why? Where does she serve?"

      "In Krieghoff."

      The Temple Knight chuckled. "I have no idea where that is."

      "It lies far to the east; though, in truth, I suspect it's more southeast of here. She was an equerry. Have you one of those here?"

      "No. Our horses are all acquired through the regional headquarters in Eidolon. I could make enquiries about Sister Cordelia if you're interested."

      "I was merely curious," said Athgar.

      "It sounds like you've travelled quite a lot. Might I ask how you came to be here in Korvoran?"

      "We fled Ruzhina," said Natalia.

      The knight eyed them suspiciously. "Does that make you criminals?"

      "No, although the term ‘fugitives’ might not be far from the truth. My name is Natalia Stormwind." The knight's eyes widened.

      "Members of that family are not welcome in Reinwick, under penalty of death."

      "I can assure you we are not supporters of them. Rather, we are fleeing them."

      "Might I ask why?"

      "Let's just say we take objection to their influence in the courts of the Petty Kingdoms."

      Sister Felicity remained quiet for a moment, mulling things over.

      "Will you report us to the authorities?" asked Athgar.

      "No. I'll not condemn a person based solely on their name. However, I suggest you keep your family affiliations to yourself, at least for the present. If word got out about your true identity, it might spur action against you."

      "And by action, you mean?"

      "If not arrested by the duke, then possibly a lynching at the hands of the populace. There's a lot of hard feelings these days when it comes to the Stormwinds."

      "Why?"

      "I'm not the person to answer that."

      "Then, if I might ask," said Natalia, "to whom should we direct such questions?"

      "Temple Captain Leona. She commands the order here in Korvoran. You can find her at the commandery should you seek an audience."

      "Thank you. We shall definitely consider it."

      Brother Aleksy reappeared, bearing a small clay pot that fit easily in his hand. "Here it is." He held it up before carefully removing the top. Inside lay a pale green powder.

      "What is it?" asked Natalia.

      "Ground seaflower, common enough in these parts. Mix a pinch of this into some water, and you'll find it induces sleep. Be careful, though. Too much, and you might find yourself unable to wake. I would also only use it as required."

      "Why is that?" asked Athgar.

      "It's a potent mixture, and a person can become dependent on it."

      "Who in the Continent would want to sleep all the time?"

      Brother Aleksy laughed. "It's not just the sleep, but the dreams that often accompany its administration. They say it opens the mind."

      "You may rest assured I shall use it sparingly," said Natalia. "I'm quite happy with experiencing my life while awake."

      The lay brother handed over the pot. "There's enough to last you a week, at least. If you need more, you know where to find me."

      "Thank you."

      "Now, is there anything else I can help you with?"

      "Actually, yes, there is," said Natalia. "You wouldn't, perchance, know of an inn in these parts that you could recommend?"

      Brother Aleksy's gaze swivelled to Athgar. "I'm afraid there's no place in all of Korvoran that will shelter the cursed descendants of the Old Kingdom."

      "I beg your pardon?"

      The lay brother blushed. "Sorry. I meant no offence, but you must understand how the people of Reinwick see folk like your companion here, especially with the news from out east."

      "What news is that?" she asked.

      "They say the Old Kingdom has been reborn, which has made people nervous. They fear it will spread and absorb all the Petty Kingdoms."

      "And what do you believe?"

      "I don't generally put much faith in the concept of an empire reborn, but then again, you can't deny the recent news is disturbing. Now there's even more unrest in the Petty Kingdoms as kings and dukes rush to isolate the threat."

      "I'm curious," said Athgar. "What do you mean when you say 'isolate'?"

      "Many have taken it upon themselves to gather up anyone with grey eyes."

      "For what purpose?"

      "To keep them away from the general population, of course. They're afraid they could try to rise up."

      "So you're suggesting they make them slaves?"

      "Not slaves so much as prisoners," said Brother Aleksy, "and I might point out the Church opposes such a move. Personally, I find it abhorrent."

      "Has the Duke of Reinwick made such a move?"

      "No, but our neighbour to the south, Andover, certainly has, assuming our information is accurate." He paused for a moment, then blushed. "Look at me, repeating gossip like it was something of import. Please, pay no attention to my ramblings; I beg of you."

      "We should leave anyway," said Natalia. "It's getting late, and we still need to find lodgings. Thank you, Brother Aleksy, for your aid."

      "You are quite welcome," replied the lay brother.

      Natalia stood, taking Athgar's hand to steady herself. They left the room, making their way back to the entrance and out to the street. They had only just taken their bearings when Sister Felicity called out.

      "You must pardon Brother Aleksy," she said. "He means well but tends to prattle on incessantly. I think at heart he's just lonely, but it tends to put people off."

      "Not at all," said Natalia, turning to face the knight. "Was there something you wanted?"

      "Yes. If you're looking for lodging, you might try a place called the Anchor. They'll take anyone provided they can pay."

      "Thank you. We'll keep that in mind."

      

      They were well out of sight of the mission when Natalia finally broke the silence. "What did you make of all that?"

      "You mean the diagnosis?" said Athgar. "I believe it's accurate. A pity you couldn't tell him about your magic though."

      "No. I mean all this news about the people of the Old Kingdom."

      "It's alarming, to be sure, but what can we do about it? We have no power here."

      "Not yet," she corrected, "but things change over time."

      "What is it you're thinking?"

      "A lot of land lies between here and home. It would be far easier to travel in numbers."

      Athgar grinned. "You're suggesting we take Therengians with us?"

      "Naturally. The Gods know we can use everyone we can get our hands on."

      "We have plenty of land, that's true, but that's a lot of miles to travel, and a large group might be seen as trouble. Not to mention we'd need to find some way of feeding them all."

      "Still, it's something to consider."

      "And I will, in time, but right now, there are more important matters to deal with, like how to pay for our next meal."

      "Yes," said Natalia. "I've given that some thought too."

      "And?"

      "Perhaps we could take service with His Grace, the duke?"

      "And why would he consent to that?"

      "There are no Stormwinds here, remember? That might indicate he requires mages at his court."

      "And what makes you believe he'd be willing to hire you?"

      She smiled. "Between Katrin, Galina, and myself, we can offer him three Water Mages at one price."

      "And what price would that be?"

      "Enough to keep us all housed and fed."

      "It's worth a try," said Athgar, "but ultimately, we still must find a way home—after we expose the family's plotting, of course."

      Natalia chuckled. "Our list keeps getting longer."

      "What list?"

      "The list of what we need to do. Now, we just added liberating the Therengians to the pile."

      He smiled. "Well, we can't make things too easy. That wouldn't be our way."

      "And what is our way?"

      He took her hand. "I'm not sure, but whatever it is, we do it together, agreed?"

      "Agreed!"

      "Do you believe we'll ever learn the true reason they expelled the Stormwinds from Reinwick?"

      "We might," replied Natalia, "but I suspect there are very few who know the full story. The family would do all in its power to suppress such information."

      "And yet the family is no longer here."

      "Not at court, but I'm certain their agents are still here, if only to keep an eye on things."

      "Surely the presence of a mage would be noted?"

      "They won't be mages. You remember when we met back in Draybourne?"

      "Of course," said Athgar. "I rescued you from those thugs."

      She laughed. "I seem to remember it was the other way around. In any event, those 'thugs' were working for the family. Think of them as bounty hunters."

      "Like that fellow Nikolai whom we ran into in Caerhaven?"

      "Precisely."

      "Why do they work for the family?"

      "Because the Stormwinds have coins, something most of those rogues are perpetually short of."

      He looked around the area, suddenly suspicious. "You don't think we're being followed, do you?"

      "I doubt it. They'd have to know we were coming, and bounty hunters have no magic to receive news of our flight. Still, we should exercise caution when it comes to trusting people."

      "A good point. I shall follow the advice of my ancestors."

      "Which is?"

      "Trust is earned at the head of an axe."

      "Hardly the type of thing to endear us to the locals."

      "And that surprises you? I used to think my people had it tough in Draybourne, but this place makes that city look positively inviting."

      "I might remind you we met in Draybourne, so it wasn't all bad."

      "True," said Athgar, "and I wouldn't trade that for anything, but things are much tougher here for Therengians than they are out east."

      "It's strange to think people are treated differently simply because of the colour of their eyes."

      "Many fear anything they're not used to; the Orcs are a prime example of that. Most of the Petty Kingdoms view them as no more than savage brutes, yet we both know they're more advanced than us Humans in many ways."

      "True, yet Dwarves and Elves live in cities amongst men and women."

      "Ah," said Athgar, "but they're much more like us. Yes, there are physical differences, but most of those are superficial. On the other hand, Orc blood is black, which makes them foreign."

      "But why be accepting of Dwarves and not Therengians?"

      He shrugged. "Another mystery we may never be able to solve." He halted, his gaze wandering to a nearby stall.

      "Something wrong?"

      He smiled. "It just occurred to me that we might have a source of income after all."

      Her gaze followed his to see meat hanging out in the open. "You mean hunting?"

      "I do."

      "Be warned: in many places, you need the ruler's permission to hunt close to a city."

      "Why is that?"

      "All the land not otherwise disbursed is typically the king's property, or in this case, the duke. I doubt His Grace would take kindly to you taking his deer—that would be considered poaching."

      "What a ridiculous concept. Deer are free creatures roaming the Continent's forests; it's not as if they pledge loyalty to a lord."

      "All true, yet it doesn't stop them from claiming the creatures as their own. I know it's frustrating, but this is the way of things here, and we must abide by their laws."

      "Even when they don't make sense?"

      "Especially when they don't make sense. It will also serve you well to learn as much about these people as possible."

      "To what end?"

      She lowered her voice. "You're the High Thane. Eventually, you must deal with these people, which will be easier if you understand them."

      "And to understand them, I must learn as much about their customs and behaviours as I can. That makes perfect sense, of course. It's just not something I'd thought about."

      "That's why you have me."

      He looked into her eyes before he leaned in, kissing her tenderly.

      "What was that for?" she asked, smiling.

      "For being you." He was about to say more, but at that precise moment, someone grabbed his arm, yanking him around violently.

      "What do you think you're doing?" the stranger snarled.

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "Keep your filthy lips to yourself, Grey-eyes."

      "I'll have you know that's my wife," said Athgar.

      Without another word, the fellow struck out, punching him in the gut, knocking the wind from him. Athgar crumpled to the ground, and the fellow moved in for a kick.

      Natalia raised her hands, with words of power tumbling from her lips. Frost formed on her fingertips as she reached out, touching the malcontent. He screamed in pain when ice climbed up his arm, his eyes widening in fear. Natalia kept the contact until the man fell to his knees, releasing him from the torment.

      "I suggest you learn some manners," she said. "In the meantime, you should make yourself scarce."

      He got to his feet, avoiding her direct gaze. Then, cradling his afflicted arm, he ran down a side street.

      "Are you all right?" she asked.

      Athgar stood, his breath still laboured. "He caught me by surprise. I won't let that happen again." He took in the bystanders, all looking at them in shock. "I believe we might have overstayed our welcome here. Perhaps it's time to return to the Lydia?"

      "I think that an excellent idea."

      "Wait a moment; you used your magic."

      "What of it?"

      "I thought you were exhausted?"

      "I am, and if truth be told, my power has yet to return to full strength, but it was more than enough to deal with the likes of that fellow."

      She took his arm, and they resumed their walk. After several steps, she giggled.

      "Anything you'd care to share?"

      "I was thinking how lucky that fellow was."

      "Lucky? Why would you ever say he was lucky?"

      "If the roles were reversed, you might have set fire to him, which would leave him… smouldering."

      "You've been hanging around me for too long."

      "Never," she replied.
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      Graxion Stormwind straightened his back. The ride from Ebenstadt was far longer than he'd anticipated, but finally, before them lay Runewald, the capital of Therengia. "Are you sure this isn't a mistake?"

      "Quite sure," replied his sergeant. "A Temple Knight of Saint Mathew gave us directions, a fellow by the name of Captain Yaromir."

      "And he swears this… village is truly where their king resides?"

      "Indeed, my lord."

      Graxion stared at it a little longer as if his mind might will a larger settlement into existence. "Very well. It appears we must make do with what lies yonder." He urged his horse forward.

      The sergeant dutifully fell in beside him while the rest of the entourage, half a dozen men-at-arms, trailed along in their wake. As they drew closer, Graxion noticed Runewald's walls were made of stone yet bore no sign of bricks.

      "Earth Mages," muttered Graxion.

      "Pardon me, my lord?"

      "You were undoubtedly wondering how such a wall was constructed."

      The sergeant shook his head, but before he could respond, he noticed someone on the wall and moved to clutch the hilt of his sword. "They've seen us, Lord."

      "Hold, Sergeant. We are on a diplomatic mission, here to extend the family's hand of friendship."

      "We are to stay here? In this primitive place?"

      "If this is the home of their king, then yes. We must, on occasion, make sacrifices for the greater good of all."

      As they approached, a voice called out from atop the gate.

      "What did he say?" asked the sergeant.

      "I couldn't tell. We'll get a little closer and then halt. That should avoid antagonizing them."

      A door opened, and half a dozen men came out armed with spears and shields, but there was no sign of armour.

      "What's this, now?" said Graxion, under his breath. "Have they no trained warriors?"

      "Halt!" came a voice. "Identify yourself."

      The visitors stopped. "I am Graxion Stormwind," called out the mage. "I am here to offer my services to your king."

      "We have no king."

      "Then I request an audience with whomever is in charge."

      A lone figure moved closer. "I am Captain Raleth, leader of the Thane Guard. If you'll follow me, I'll show you where he can be found."

      "Very well, Captain. Lead on."

      Their host led them through the gate, revealing an odd collection of goat pens and small gardens. Beyond this relatively open area were the villagers' homes, where thick thatched roofs sat atop wattle-and-daub walls supported by wide beams.

      They passed several homes, their arrival of great interest to the inhabitants. Finally, they came across another open area roughly circular, with a huge firepit at its centre, though at present, it was unlit. The largest building in all of Runewald stood to the east, a long structure with a high roof.

      "Sir?" The panic in the sergeant's voice caused Graxion to swivel his gaze to where a small group of Orcs walked towards them, their eyes locked on his guards.

      "Do not panic," whispered the mage. "We received reports that the Therengians employ Orc mercenaries. Try to ignore them."

      "But they are savages, my lord. How can we trust them not to attack?"

      "That would cause a diplomatic incident. I doubt even the ruler of this place would dare risk offending the Stormwinds."

      Their host halted. "Give us your horses, Lord, then I shall escort you inside."

      Graxion climbed down from the saddle, waiting as they all handed over their reins.

      "Your men must wait here," said the captain.

      "You heard him, Sergeant. Fear not. I shall call out if I need you."

      Captain Raleth opened the door, and the mage stepped into a long room with a firepit running the length of it from left to right. Doors stood at either end, although there was no clue what lay beyond. The large Orc waiting there for them, however, was the most striking feature of all.

      "I am here to see your master," said Graxion.

      "I was led to believe you came to see our ruler," said the greenskin.

      "I did. Is he not your master?"

      "Our leaders are not our masters; they act on our behalf. In any case, he is not available. In his stead, you may deal with me."

      The mage wanted to laugh but controlled his amusement. Was this savage serious, or was this all part of an elaborate prank designed to test him? "And you are?" he finally asked.

      "Kargen, Chieftain of the Red Hand, and acting High Thane."

      "Are you suggesting these people allow an Orc to rule over them?"

      "As I said, our leaders do not rule. The people of each village elect their thanes, then they choose one from amongst their number to act as leader."

      "And is Runewald your village?"

      "It is the home of my people. The Orcs of Runewald are my responsibility, but we stand shoulder to shoulder with the Humans here. In essence, we are all Therengians. Now tell me, what is the reason for this visit?"

      "I am here to offer you my services."

      "And you are?"

      "Graxion Stormwind, Master Water Mage. I come from Karslev."

      "Ah, yes," said Kargen. "The capital of Ruzhina. Tell me, is the Volstrum still controlling your king?"

      Graxion found himself at a loss for words for the first time in his life.

      "We know all about you," continued the Orc. "Your family has selectively bred Water Mages for generations. Is that not correct?"

      "I… suppose that's one way of putting it. I was not aware anyone outside of our family knew of this."

      Kargen grinned. "We Orcs are often dismissed as savage brutes, yet I assure you, our scholars are amongst the brightest in all the Continent."

      "Scholars? I was unaware Orcs had such things?"

      "It appears you are full of misconception where we are concerned. Tell me, why did you come to Runewald?"

      "As I said, I am here to offer my services."

      "And what does that mean, precisely?"

      "I am a powerful mage," said Graxion. "Rulers often seek us for guidance or counsel."

      "How does the knowledge of magic help you guide others? One would think a scholar better suited to such a role."

      "Any court in the Petty Kingdoms would be thrilled to have someone like me."

      "Then I suggest you seek a position there, for we have no space for you here."

      Graxion reddened. "You dare to insult me to my face?"

      "I do not intend to insult, merely educate."

      "But I am an accomplished mage, one of the most powerful in all the Continent!"

      "Mages we have in plenty," said Kargen. "And of what use would a Water Mage be to us? We do not live by the sea."

      "But I am a battle mage."

      "We are not at war."

      "Not at present, but that can change quickly in the Petty Kingdoms. Why, it wasn't so long ago you were fighting Novarsk."

      Kargen smiled again. "I can see you have kept abreast of recent events. Doubtless, then, you will recall we defeated Queen Rada without any help from you or your so-called family."

      "But mages are an important part of any army."

      "As I said, we have enough already."

      "Nonsense. No one can claim this."

      "Shaluhk!"

      A door opened, admitting a female Orc. "Yes, my bondmate?"

      "This is Lord Graxion Stormwind. He claims we need to hire him to supplement our army, but I told him we have sufficient for our needs. Remind me, if you would, how many purveyors of magic there are amongst our people?"

      "Twelve, at last count, although there are a number in training I do not include."

      "There, you see?" said Kargen. "We do not need the help of you or your family."

      "Ah," said Graxion, "but there is more to consider than simply magic."

      "Go on. I'm listening."

      "The Stormwinds are wealthy. Perhaps a gift might be more of an inducement to allow us into your court?"

      "Why do you place such importance on being part of our court?"

      "It is the way of things. The Stormwinds advise the most powerful rulers in all the Continent. We lend our expertise on many topics, not just warfare."

      "Let him continue," said Shaluhk. "I would hear what he offers in terms of a gift."

      Graxion smiled, for gold was always the swayer of opinions. "We can supply you with coins, enough to fill a large chest."

      "Impressive," said Kargen. "Just how many coins are we talking about?"

      "Thousands."

      "Would that not depend upon the size of the chest?"

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "You claim to be able to fill a large chest, but ask half a dozen people, and all will have a different opinion about what constitutes large."

      "Surely you jest," said the mage. "I'm offering you coins, enough for you to live a life of luxury."

      Kargen held out his hand, and the female Orc, Shaluhk, moved closer to take it. "I already possess what riches I need. Your gold will win no favours here." He waited a moment as the visitor glanced at Raleth. "And if you believe your coins will buy the allegiance of the good captain here, you are sorely mistaken."

      "You're making a big mistake," said Graxion. "It is not wise to refuse my offer."

      "And yet I did just that."

      "Then I shall seek out this High Thane of yours. I'm sure he will see reason."

      "I know him well, and I can assure you his opinion of the matter is no different from mine. Now begone, before I take offence and order you arrested."

      "You wouldn't dare!"

      "Laruhk?" called out the Orc chieftain.

      Moments later, a large Orc entered, spear in hand. "Yes, my chieftain?"

      "See Lord Graxion Stormwind and his companions escorted from our borders."

      The mage reddened. "And if I refuse the escort?"

      "Then I shall let the tuskers feed off your bones. The choice is yours as to whether that is the fate you desire."

      Graxion stormed from the hut. His sergeant straightened, his hand gripping the pommel of his sword. "Problem, my lord?"

      "We have been insulted," replied his master. "Come. We will leave this wretched place with all haste."

      They climbed into the saddle, heading back towards the gate. Halfway there, they saw huge creatures easily twice the size of their horses. Their massive heads, long and tapered, sported sharp, pointed teeth capable of tearing flesh from bone. Upon their backs sat more of the green folk.

      Graxion paled. He'd faced his share of danger over the years, but never in his wildest dreams had he ever imagined such a monstrosity.

      "What are those things?" said his sergeant.

      "I believe they call them tuskers. Not something I'd care to pit my strength against presently."

      "Agreed, Lord. Where to now?"

      "We will return home by way of Ebenstadt, then north, through Novarsk. I'm sure there, we'll find those willing to entertain our presence."

      "You will not," came the voice of Laruhk.

      They both looked at the Orc staring down at them from the saddle. "The Kingdom of Novarsk is no longer a sovereign country, for it is a conquered land. Surely you learned this on your initial trip through there?"

      Graxion glared back. He knew Novarsk had lost the recent war with Therengia. However, agents of the family assured him the nobles there were still in control. He harboured no doubts that they would welcome his coins, yet it was best not to mention his plans to this Orc.

      Laruhk shrugged in a very Human-like manner. "It matters little, but I am tasked with escorting you from our lands."

      "Then we shall be rid of you when we reach the border of Novarsk."

      "No, they are our lands now. We will not leave you until you pass through that kingdom and out the other side. Until then, I recommend you get used to us."

      

      Shaluhk sat by the fire, pulling Kargen down with her. "That man is dangerous," she said in the tongue of her people. "I doubt that is the last we shall hear of him."

      "Nor I," replied her bondmate, "but it is no surprise that he came. The family was bound to visit, eventually. At least it gave us a chance to see them in person."

      "And they gave no indication they are aware of Athgar and Nat-Alia's journey to Karslev. Hopefully, that means they are safe, though I would be happier for some news of them."

      "Agreed," said Kargen. "Yet, in the meantime, we must look after things in their absence."

      "And how fares the army?"

      "The reforms Nat-Alia suggested are well underway, while Belgast's cousins work night and day to provide armour and weapons. They have already made enough mail to equip the Thane Guard, and there are spears enough for all. How are things in Ebenstadt?"

      "The reports are encouraging," said Shaluhk. "More Therengians join us from the west. We shall soon need to choose more sites for villages."

      One of the doors crashed open, with Agar running into the room, Oswyn riding his shoulders and shrieking, her voice echoing off the walls.

      "Hold!" called out Kargen in the Human tongue. "I would talk with you."

      Agar slowed, his youthful energy held at bay. Oswyn, as if reading his mood, quieted. "Yes, Father?" said the Orc youngling.

      "Tell me, what is the mood of Runewald? Are people happy?"

      "They are, Father, but you knew that already."

      "I did, but I wanted to see if you were aware of what goes on around you."

      "You are talking of our visitors?"

      "I am. What do you know about them?"

      "The Stormwinds sent them."

      "And do you understand the importance of that name?"

      "Yes. They bear the same name as Nat-Alia but are our enemy."

      "Good. Remember this lesson well in future. One day, your life may depend on it."

      "I will, Father. I promise."

      "Now, go fetch Tonfer Garul, will you? And keep an eye on Oswyn."

      "Agar, good," said the little girl.

      The pair ran off, the shrieks returning.

      "They are devoted to one another," said Shaluhk.

      "Yes. A symbol of the trust shared between our two peoples."

      They sat silently, staring at the flames, basking in their shared presence.

      It didn't take long for Tonfer Garul to find them. "I hope I am not interrupting anything?"

      "Not at all," said Kargen, lapsing into his native tongue. "Come and join us. We wish to discuss something."

      "By all means." Tonfer sat opposite them. "What is it you would like to know?"

      "You have been working with the bard, Dunstan. Is that not correct?"

      "It is."

      "What have you learned concerning the customs of Athgar's ancestors?"

      "Much, but it might help if you could be more specific about what you want to know."

      "The Therengia of old stretched across an extensive region of the Continent," said Kargen. "How did they rule such an expanse?"

      "The Old Kingdom, as Humans like to call it, was broken down into provinces, each run by a governor appointed by their king. Beneath each, were other individuals, though they possessed their own title, and were collectively known as administrators."

      "And these were also appointed?"

      "Yes," said Tonfer, "but there was a requirement that they be able to read and write, a necessary precaution to ensure they could follow the king's missives. To that end, one of their rulers, Byrnwold the Brave, created a place of learning to teach those necessary skills. It was called the Golarus—the place of learning."

      "And for how long did this place exist?"

      "That is difficult to say. They built the first one in the capital of Therengia, but that city's name is lost to us. Eventually, they built others throughout the kingdom; some reports say as many as two dozen at their height. Most of these tales only survive in oral form, so we have no actual confirmation that the numbers are correct."

      "Thank you. That is most informative."

      "Might I ask the relevance of this line of questioning?"

      "I must consider what to do with Novarsk," replied Kargen.

      "Are they not an independent kingdom?"

      "They were before invading us, but we can not leave them to their own devices, else they will simply repeat the sins of their past and war with us once more."

      "And so you mean to make them a province?"

      "It is but one of many possibilities. Another would be to install a ruler friendly to our cause, but then we would have to worry about later successions to the Throne."

      "It is a difficult decision," said Tonfer. "How will you choose?"

      "That is a question I have long been asking myself."

      "We must go to Novarsk," said Shaluhk. "Only by seeing the place for yourself will you be able to make your decision."

      "I was hoping Athgar would be home by now."

      "As was I, but the decision has been left to us."

      "Then I shall leave by week's end."

      "No, WE shall leave. My place is by your side, especially when this burden sits heavy upon your shoulders."

      "And what of Agar?"

      "He and Oswyn will accompany us. I am certain Skora would be willing to help look after them."

      "Then it is settled," said Kargen. "We shall go to their capital, Halmund, and see the state of things for ourselves."
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      "Well?" said Athgar. "Did anyone learn anything interesting?"

      "Believe it or not," said Galina, "this very place figures prominently in the tale."

      "What tale is that?" asked Belgast. "And am I going to need another ale to listen to it?"

      "I refer to the reason for the Stormwinds’ banishment from Reinwick. It all starts with the owner of this place. He used to own a ship called the Lydia, which still sails to this day, though admittedly under a different name—the Valiant."

      "Wait a moment," said Stanislav. "I know that name. That's a part of the Holy Fleet, isn't it?"

      "It is; their flagship, in fact. Master Handley over there sold it to the Temple Knights of Saint Agnes. That very ship uncovered a Halvarian plot to foment unrest in the region. A plot, by the way, that was abetted by a certain mage by the name of Larissa Stormwind."

      "Other than Stanislav, has anyone else here ever met this person?"

      "No," said Galina. "Though the name is not unfamiliar to me. I believe she was considered a powerful mage."

      "And how would you know that?"

      "I worked at the Volstrum, remember? I had access to all kinds of records, and I have an excellent memory."

      "What else can you tell us about her?" asked Natalia.

      "She was an excellent student, one of the Volstrum's best, if her marks are any indication, although nowhere near as powerful as yourself. In every respect, she was exactly what the family was looking for. Mind you, this was years ago."

      "How long ago did these events occur?"

      "The duke banished the Stormwinds late in ninety-eight."

      "Ten years," said Stanislav. "That's a long time for the family to be on the outs. I doubt they took it well."

      "I have no information on that score,” said Galina. “However, I found out Larissa ingratiated herself with the duchess. There are rumours she was very angry about her husband's decision and for a while, their relationship cooled."

      "Cooled?" said Athgar. "Are you suggesting they no longer get along?"

      "That would be my guess, but once again, we're only getting this information second-hand. We need to get ourselves to court to find out more."

      Athgar turned his attention to the males at the table. "How about you two? Learn anything of value?"

      "That depends on your definition of valuable," said Belgast. "We learned more about the Holy Fleet, but I'm not sure that's of any use to us."

      "Tell us anyway," said Natalia. "You never know what might work to our advantage."

      "Very well. The Valiant was the first ship to join the northern fleet, but it wasn't the last. Another similar craft, the Vigilant, soon followed, and then they assembled an expedition to destroy the Halvarian presence at some place called the Five Sisters."

      "What's that?" asked Katrin.

      "A group of islands to the northeast of Reinwick. Apparently, they destroyed the fleet, though some accounts claim they captured quite a few ships of Halvarian design."

      "That's not the best part," said Stanislav. "There are rumours the Temple Knights created a secret base in the Five Sisters, and that's where they're hiding the bulk of their fleet."

      "Once again," said Athgar, "I don't see how that works to our advantage. It's not as if the Church is willing to get involved with our family problem."

      "Ah," said Natalia, "but it's not a Church Fleet; those ships belong to the Temple Knights of Saint Agnes. They helped us at Ord-Kurgad. Maybe they'd be willing to help us here?"

      "Help, how? There's nothing for which we need ships, at least not at present."

      "Still, it might be good to cultivate some friends amongst the Temple Knights. Sister Felicity suggested we visit her captain."

      "That's an excellent idea," noted Athgar.

      "How about an inn?" said Stanislav. "Any luck with that?"

      "As a matter of fact, yes," replied Athgar. "Someone suggested we might be able to find lodgings at a place called the Anchor. We made some enquiries on our way back here, and it's only a few blocks away."

      "Then I suggest we get going. The sooner we get away from the stench of the sea, the better."

      "Ah, yes. About that," said Athgar. "Don't get your hopes up. The Anchor is close by the bay."

      "How close?"

      "Close enough for the seagulls to be a constant nuisance, if I'm not mistaken."

      "Do they serve ale there?" asked Belgast.

      "I imagine so."

      "Good. Then let's get going, shall we?"

      

      The Anchor was not the most pleasant of places, with a filthy floor and an odour to match. However, it was relatively quiet this time of the evening, its dozen tables mostly empty.

      They took a seat, then Galina waved over a server.

      "What can I get you?" the woman asked.

      "Do you rent rooms?"

      "We do, providing you can pay."

      "That's not a problem."

      The woman took in the group. "The rooms hold two apiece. I'll let you decide how best to split up your friends."

      "Then let's say three rooms, shall we?" Galina placed three gold coins on the table. "Will this suffice?"

      "Most definitely," the server replied. "I'll even fetch your dinner, if you like. Breakfast is served at first light, providing you don't mind porridge."

      "I love porridge," said Natalia. "You couldn't give it a hint of maple, could you?"

      The look she received indicated that such frivolities were not available here.

      "Never mind," said Natalia. "I do miss Shaluhk's porridge," she added as the woman left the room, presumably to see to the food.

      "Well," said Galina, "at least we have rooms for the night."

      "We need to look at getting more coins," suggested Katrin. "What about you, Belgast? Couldn't you take up smithing or something?"

      The Dwarf's eyes bulged. "Take up smithing? Do you believe that's something you can just whip up out of nothing? It takes a fortune to set up a forge, assuming you possess the requisite skills, and I most definitely do not!"

      "But I thought you were a smith in Runewald?"

      "No, I run the business side of the smithy. It's my cousins who do all the work. Do you believe all Dwarves are smiths?"

      Katrin fell silent.

      "How much do have we left?" asked Natalia.

      "Enough to pay for our room and board till the end of the week."

      "Then I suggest we concentrate on the more important things for now."

      "Which are?"

      "Making contact with the duke."

      "Are you sure that's still necessary?" asked Athgar. "We know he ejected Larissa Stormwind. Isn't that enough?"

      "Not if we want to break the family's grip over the Continent."

      "And how does that work?" asked Stanislav. "One duke can't kick them out of all those courts."

      "True, but he has influence and allies, and the more we spread the word, the better."

      "Are there any other kingdoms who've turned against the family?" asked Katrin.

      "You're asking the wrong person," replied Natalia. "Galina would likely know more than I."

      "There were rumours back in the Volstrum," replied Galina. "But I hesitate to lend them credence."

      "What types of rumours?"

      "There's a kingdom called Hadenfeld. The family's been trying to gain influence there for years. There's even a rumour they backed a rival faction during a rebellion."

      "Hardly surprising, considering what we now know about them. Was the rebellion successful?"

      "For several years, yes," said Galina. "They even broke away and formed their own kingdom, but it didn't last."

      "Why? What happened?"

      "Their king died, and then his son tried to take the Throne of Hadenfeld. It didn't end well."

      "Meaning?" asked Natalia.

      "They lost the war, the king his life, and as a consequence, Hadenfeld and Neuhafen were reunited."

      "And the family didn't ingratiate themselves into their court?"

      "No. For some reason, their offers were refused."

      "How long ago was this?"

      "Some years now," said Galina. "Though, come to think of it, it would've been right after they uncovered the plot here, in Reinwick. Do you think there might be a connection?"

      "It could be just a coincidence," said Natalia, "but hopefully, a visit to court might provide more information."

      "What is it you’re thinking?" asked Athgar.

      "There are several occurrences over a relatively short period. A Halvarian plot, the rise of this Temple Navy, and another kingdom refusing the family's offer of mages."

      "There's something else," offered Stanislav. "Remember, that navy you're talking about is owned by Temple Knights, not the Church."

      "Why is that significant?" asked Katrin.

      "I'm reminded of something Brother Yaromir mentioned back in Ebenstadt. We were having a drink one night, and he let slip the Cunars were pushing their weight around."

      "Meaning?"

      "He wasn't exactly full of details, but it appears the majority of funds the Church collects go straight into the Cunar's coffers."

      "To what end?"

      "I can answer that," said Natalia. "Back in Ebenstadt, we discovered the family had infiltrated the Cunar Order."

      "But you ruined the fellow, surely? After all, you destroyed
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