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      “Everything all right?” asked Athgar.

      “Svetlana is expecting a baby,” replied Natalia.

      “And is this a good thing?”

      “Of course. Why would you think otherwise?”

      “I worry the family might attempt to kidnap her child like they did with Oswyn.”

      At the mention of her name, their daughter perked up. “Did you say Auntie Svetlana’s having a baby?”

      Athgar raised an eyebrow. “Auntie Svetlana?”

      “Well,” said Natalia, “she’s like a sister to me. What else would she call her?”

      Oswyn strolled over, placing her hands on her hips. “You didn’t answer the question.”

      “Now, now,” admonished Athgar. “Is that any way to speak to your mother?”

      She stared at her feet. “No. Sorry.”

      “Apology accepted,” said Natalia. “To answer your question, yes. Auntie Svetlana is expecting a baby.”

      “Can we go visit her?”

      “We must finish here first, so it’ll be a few days before we leave.”

      Oswyn, never the type to stick around for explanations, ran off. “Agar! We’re going to see a baby!”

      Natalia chuckled. “I haven’t the heart to tell her how long a pregnancy takes.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” offered Skora. The old woman followed in Oswyn’s wake, showing remarkable speed for a person her age.

      “We’d best get going,” said Athgar. “The vard won’t be happy to be kept waiting.”
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      Farin Greybeard, Vard of Kragen-Tor, stroked his beard, staring at his visitors. He’d ruled for over a decade, but before that, he’d developed a loathing for Humans as the Guildmaster of the Warriors Guild. Now, the High Thane of Therengia stood before him with his entourage, which included not only Humans but Orcs and even a Dwarf. “You say you come here in peace, yet you’ve expanded your borders at an alarming rate. How long before you seek to annex my lands?”

      “Appearances can be deceiving,” replied Athgar. “I shan’t deny that our borders have grown over the last few years, but none of that was our doing.”

      “Then who is responsible?”

      Belgast pushed himself to the forefront. “With all due respect, Majesty, I vouch for everything the High Thane claims.”

      Farin’s gaze fell on the Dwarf. “Perhaps you’d care to explain how you arrived at your present position of power?”

      “Most certainly. It started with the Church of the Saints, or rather, the Temple Knights of Saint Cunar, who initiated a crusade against the eastern lands. We weren’t called Therengia then, but the Humans there were the descendants of the Old Kingdom. We defeated their invasion, leading to the knights abandoning the City of Ebenstadt, leaving it under the influence of brigands, necessitating firm action on our part.”

      “So you took it upon yourselves to conquer the city?”

      “We did, Majesty. Thinking us weak, the Kingdom of Novarsk launched an invasion, but it, too, met with a similar fate, leading to their surrender.”

      “And then you just absorbed Novarsk?”

      “We intended to restore their monarchy, but it quickly became apparent they couldn’t be trusted, and thus, a governor was named to rule over the kingdom.”

      “I see,” said Farin. “Yet, if I’m not mistaken, the expansion didn’t end there.”

      “No,” replied Belgast. “It didn’t. Upon returning from the west, we came across a… well, there’s no quick way to explain this. The Kingdom of Carlingen was threatened with invasion, and we intervened on behalf of King Maksim, neutralizing the threat. Though we didn’t ask for it, Ostrova ceded us a portion of their eastern lands, which, I might add, were little more than wilderness. Thus, our borders now reach as far as King Maksim’s lands. I assure you, however, that none of this was planned; it just happened.”

      “This sounds a little far-fetched to me. I’m tempted to tie you up between the Pillars of Truth and verify your story.”

      Belgast grinned. “You’re more than welcome to do so, Your Majesty, but you know as well as I, it won’t change my story.”

      Farin barked out a laugh. “It’s been years since you were at court, Lord Belgast, but I am not so old that I cannot admit when I have been outwitted. I will accept your explanation and listen to the proposal your High Thane wishes to discuss.”

      “You are most gracious, Majesty,” said Athgar. “My intention in coming here is to secure a lasting peace with Kragen-Tor and assure you we bear no interest in claiming your lands. Quite the opposite, in fact. We are willing to take steps to ensure no one else tries to deprive you of them.”

      “What are you proposing?”

      “A treaty of mutual defence.”

      “You are more likely to be attacked than us,” replied the vard.

      “True, yet Belgast tells me you’ve had issues with both Zalista and Novarsk.”

      “You are correct, but how can I trust you? According to Belgast, Novarsk is now part of your empire. Perhaps I’d be wiser to worry about Therengia on our border than Zalista?”

      Kargen moved up to stand beside Athgar. “I am Kargen, Chieftain of the Red Hand. May I speak, Majesty?”

      “You may.”

      “Clearly, you distrust Humans, but would you take the word of another Elder Race? Therengia is not only a land of Humans, but also where Humans and Orcs live in peace and harmony. My tribe is but one of four now living under the banner of Therengia.”

      “Don’t Orcs reside in the lands of Humans elsewhere on the Continent?”

      “They do, Majesty, but Therengia is the only place where they participate in the ruling of the realm.”

      “How do your people contribute?”

      “The chieftain and shaman of each tribe sit on the ruling council of Therengia, with status equal to the Humans.”

      “Most impressive,” said Vard Farin, “yet a mutual defence pact works to your advantage more than mine. We are but one city, whereas you rule over many more. And there’s your heritage, which sets the majority of the Petty Kingdoms against you. How do you propose we overcome these obstacles?”

      “We would come to your aid if threatened,” replied Athgar, “and in return, we ask that you help those areas of our land within a reasonable distance of Kragen-Tor.”

      “And what do you consider a reasonable distance?”

      “Those details can be discussed later, providing you agree in principle.”

      The vard sat back, stroking his beard once again. “I shall give this considerable thought, but before I decide, I must confer with my advisors.”

      Athgar bowed slightly. “Of course, Majesty.”

      

      Natalia stared into the bowl as the words of power issued from her lips. The water rippled, then the image of Svetlana appeared.

      “Greetings,” said the Queen of Carlingen. “How are the negotiations in Kragen-Tor?”

      “Progressing slowly. Belgast believes the vard will come round to our way of thinking but admits Dwarves take their time making decisions. How are things there?”

      “We are doing well,” replied Svetlana. “We completed the casting circle in the Palace, and I’ve already used it to travel to Beorwic and back, as has Katrin, making it much easier for her to report on their progress in future. You’ll need to commit it to memory the next time you visit.”

      “Speaking of Beorwic, how is that shaping up?”

      “The Stone Crusher Orcs you arranged for have been most useful in clearing away hundreds of years' worth of forest growth, uncovering much of the ancient city. Unfortunately, there’s little left save for the foundations, but there’s enough rubble to meld into fresh stones.”

      Natalia smiled. “The advantage of having masters of earth at hand. How goes the reconstruction?”

      “Under Katrin’s supervision, they’ve begun work on new housing close to the stone pillars, and there’s no shortage of volunteers for just about every Therengian in Carlingen offered to help. We can’t pay them; we haven’t the funds, but in exchange for their assistance, they’ll get title to a plot of land.”

      “And how fares the City of Carlingen?”

      “It’s calmed down considerably. Temple Captain Cordelia sends her regards, by the way. She assumed temporary command of the town watch while we reorganized.”

      “Town watch?”

      “Yes, an amalgamation of the various groups who patrolled the city during the recent crisis. We’ve properly equipped them, and the Temple Knights are giving them some much-needed training in weapons.”

      “You’ve certainly been busy,” said Natalia. “How are you doing?”

      “Our finances are no longer an issue.”

      “No. I mean, how are YOU doing? You look a little worn out.”

      “I’m fine, all things considered.”

      Even through the magic image, Natalia noticed her blush. “What is it you’re not telling me?”

      Svetlana beamed. “I’m expecting.”

      “Congratulations! That’s wonderful news. When did you discover this?”

      “I’ve suspected it for some time, but the Royal Physician confirmed it last week. Any advice on what to expect?”

      “Yes. Don’t be alarmed if you find yourself unable to cast. It’s only a temporary loss, so you needn’t worry.”

      “And will my child be capable of using magic?”

      “You’re from a long line of Stormwinds, so that’s possible. However, it’s not guaranteed, particularly as we know nothing about your husband’s history with magic.”

      “I shall be glad for a child, magic or not. I was merely curious.”

      “How does Maksim feel about it?”

      “He’s ecstatic.”

      “As he should be.” Natalia paused. “Perhaps I’ll visit you once we’re done here.”

      “You’d be more than welcome. Shall I meet you in Beorwic?”

      “No. I’ll meet with Katrin and have her bring us to Carlingen from there. I wouldn’t suggest using your magic for the next few months, especially the frozen arch spell. You might find yourself suddenly without the power to return.”

      “I shall wait for you here, then. Any idea when to expect your arrival?”

      “That depends on the stubbornness of Dwarves, but I doubt it’ll be for a few days, possibly even a week. I’ll contact you at the next prearranged time to make further arrangements.”

      “Anything else you’d care to pass on?”

      “Actually, yes,” said Natalia. “I recently heard from Galina that Reinwick and Andover are finally working together. They have big plans concerning their alliance, and both sent emissaries to Eidolon. Hopefully, we’ll soon see their alliance growing even stronger.”

      “Do you think they’ll be successful?”

      “I’m hoping so, but we’ve heard rumours of a Stormwind there, so it’ll be an uphill battle.”

      “Any word on Halvaria?”

      “No. Captain Grazynia said the Great Northern Sea has been relatively peaceful.” A shadow loomed over Natalia, and she looked up to see Athgar.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he said, “but we’ve been summoned back to the king’s presence.”

      “He’s a vard,” called out Belgast. “You must remember that. You don’t want to upset him.”

      “I stand corrected.”

      “I’d best say goodbye,” said Natalia. “I’ll talk to you next week, as scheduled.” She waved her hand over the bowl and dismissed her spell, returning it to a simple water container.

      “Everything all right?” asked Athgar.

      “Svetlana is expecting a baby.”

      “And is this a good thing?”

      “Of course. Why would you think otherwise?”

      “I worry the family might attempt to kidnap her child like they did with Oswyn.”

      At the mention of her name, their daughter perked up. “Did you say Auntie Svetlana’s having a baby?”

      Athgar raised an eyebrow. “Auntie Svetlana?”

      “Well,” said Natalia, “she’s like a sister to me. What else would she call her?”

      Oswyn strolled over, placing her hands on her hips. “You didn’t answer the question.”

      “Now, now,” admonished Athgar. “Is that any way to speak to your mother?”

      She stared at her feet. “No. Sorry.”

      “Apology accepted,” said Natalia. “To answer your question, yes. Auntie Svetlana is expecting a baby.”

      “Can we go visit her?”

      “We must finish here first, so it’ll be a few days before we leave.”

      Oswyn, never the type to stick around for explanations, ran off. “Agar! We’re going to see a baby!”

      Natalia chuckled. “I haven’t the heart to tell her how long a pregnancy takes.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” offered Skora. The old woman followed in Oswyn’s wake, showing remarkable speed for a person her age.

      “We’d best get going,” said Athgar. “The vard won’t be happy to be kept waiting.”

      

      Athgar and Natalia led the way, with Kargen and Shaluhk behind them. Belgast, an expert in Dwarf customs, followed along, ready to answer any questions that might arise.

      The King’s Hall was the largest room in Kragen-Tor, with the Pillars of Truth anchoring one end and the vard’s throne at the other. Befitting a Lord of Stone, Farin’s throne sat on a raised platform, allowing him to look down on any seeking his judgement. While it worked well when those concerned were Dwarves, these taller Humans and Orcs left him with a more level gaze.

      Athgar bowed deeply. “Majesty, we come at your bidding. Have you made a decision regarding our proposal?”

      The Dwarven vard swept his gaze over his visitors. “I consulted with my advisors, discussing the matter at great length.”

      “That doesn’t bode well,” muttered Belgast.

      “While there is merit in your idea, other issues demand our attention at this precise time.”

      Natalia straightened her back. “Might I ask what those issues are?”

      “As you no doubt surmised, the bulk of our trade is with the Human Kingdom of Zalista, which lies to our north. We used to get along well with them, but their new king decided his treasury was low and imposed an additional tariff on our trade goods. We’ve discussed sending a delegate to his court to resolve the issue, but we’ve recently received reports His Majesty is casting a greedy eye south, to our mountain home.”

      “Surely you don’t think he’ll attack?”

      “Why attack when he can starve us out? He’s not after the city, just the gold filling our coffers.”

      “What sort of exports do you refer to?”

      “A variety of things,” replied Farin, “but mostly finished goods, particularly worked metal.”

      “Does that include weapons?”

      The vard nodded. “It does. Ironic that the very weapons we sold them could be used against us.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Athgar. “I thought you said they wouldn’t attack?”

      “And they won’t, but they can use their army to seal off the roads. Without trade, this city will starve.”

      “If I might be so bold,” offered Natalia, “those items you spoke of would be most welcome in Therengia.”

      “Would they, now? What tariff would you impose on us?”

      “None.”

      “None?”

      “We require goods,” she continued, “and in exchange, we offer you the opportunity to purchase goods from us. If my information is accurate, you import large quantities of food, particularly grain. Is this true?”

      “It is.”

      “Then we only ask that, in return for accepting your goods, you pay a reasonable price for ours.”

      “Which would be?”

      “In that, I must defer to our Minister of Finance.”

      “Who is?”

      “Belgast Ridgehand, with whom I believe you have a history.”

      Belgast sputtered, “M-me? Minister of Finance? Since when?”

      “Since now,” said Natalia, “assuming the High Thane is in agreement?”

      Athgar quickly nodded.

      “I accept the position,” replied Belgast, “but perhaps next time you intend to spring something like that on me, you might give some advanced warning.”

      The vard cleared his throat, garnering everyone’s attention. “That is most agreeable. Am I to understand you require weapons and armour as well?”

      Belgast stepped closer. “We do, Majesty, particularly armour, which would need to be Human-sized as we don’t have a substantial Dwarven population.”

      “And do your Orcs wear armour?”

      “Not currently, but it’s worth considering in the future. Presently, our best warriors are clad only in mail.”

      The vard snorted. “Mail? That’s rather archaic. Most of the Continent employs plate armour, at least for their knights, if not their footmen.”

      “We employ no knights, Majesty. Merely a Thane Guard, although admittedly, that is now comprised of four companies.”

      “And your archers?”

      “Our Therengian archers use bows, but they pale in comparison  to the warbows of the Orcs.”

      Farin rubbed his hands together. “Well, that’s something we can help you with.” He rose from his throne, which caught his guards by surprise. Those on either side made to advance, but he halted them with a raised hand. He approached Athgar, standing before him in a pose much like what Oswyn had used earlier.

      He thrust out his meaty hand. “We have an agreement, at least in principle. I shall work out the details with Belgast.”

      Athgar cemented the deal. “I look forward to our two realms working closer, Majesty.”

      “Enough of this Majesty nonsense. We are equals, you and I. Let’s dispense with the formalities and use our given names.”

      “Of course.”

      Farin turned to face Natalia and bowed. “You honour us with your presence, Lady Stormwind. I am well-aware of your family’s history regarding the mages of Karslev, but you may rest assured, we shall not hold it against you.”

      “Did you know they are working with Halvaria?” said Natalia.

      The vard shrugged his shoulders. “It doesn’t surprise me. There is far too much conflict amongst the Petty Kingdoms for it to be a coincidence. I’ve always suspected someone was behind it. Now you’ve put a face to it. Interestingly enough, I received a letter from Ruzhina just before you arrived.”

      “Might I ask its nature?”

      “They wished to send an emissary to my court. I refused them, but I expect they’ll try again.”

      “If you want to stop them from asking again, tell them of our agreement.”

      “Won’t that upset them?”

      “Doubtless it will,” replied Natalia, “but their influence has weakened, and they are no longer the power they used to be.”

      “I’m curious,” said Athgar. “How are you so well-informed about the politics of the Petty Kingdoms?”

      Farin smiled. “One of my closest friends is the Guildmaster of the Smiths Guild, whose members travel the length and breadth of the Continent. As they go about their business, they hear things which they pass on to me.”

      “Anything we should know about?”

      “Nothing I can think of, but I shall be sure to let you know if I hear of any plans to attack Therengia.”

      “Thank you. That is most generous.”

      “Not at all. It’s the least I can do, considering our new trade agreement. Since it will take a few weeks to work out the details with Belgast, will the rest of you return home?”

      “Natalia and I are travelling to Carlingen to visit a good friend of ours who is expecting her first child.”

      “We are returning home,” replied Kargen. “There are tribe matters that need attending to. Will you take Oswyn with you to Carlingen?”

      “I doubt she’d accept anything else.”

      “Would you consider taking Agar with you?”

      “It would be our pleasure.”
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      The ice columns continued to build, and as the spell progressed, they joined at the top, forming an arch.

      “It’s ready,” announced Natalia.

      “Me first!” yelled Oswyn, running through the opening.

      Agar raced towards the arch. “I should go after her before she gets lost in the ruins.” The Orc youngling stepped through.

      “Shall I follow?” asked Skora.

      “Go whenever you like,” replied Natalia. “Don’t worry. There are plenty of people on the other side, so there’s no danger.”

      The old woman approached the arch, peering through. “It’s quite remarkable. The landscape is completely different there.”

      “Beorwic is hundreds of miles away, on the southern border of Carlingen.”

      “I’m aware of that, but to see it up close is disorienting.”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “I thought we were going to Carlingen?”

      “Eventually,” said Natalia, “but the magic circle there is new, so I haven’t committed it to memory yet.”

      “Another circle? Is there no limit to how many you can memorize?”

      “It varies with each individual, but according to the instructors at the Volstrum, it’s not unreasonable for a mage to learn ten or more. They don’t usually teach this to students; it’s more of an advanced spell.”

      “Then how did you find out about it?”

      “We were taught about a Fire Magic spell called ring of fire, but it amounts to the same thing. In both cases, you can only travel to a known location.”

      “Wait a moment,” said Athgar. “Didn’t you tell me you created a frozen arch to escape the Palace grounds in Andover?”

      “I did, but I made that up on the spot.”

      “As you did in Beorwic?”

      “Exactly. Since leaving the Volstrum, I understand magic with greater clarity, and I have you to thank for that.”

      “Me?”

      “You opened my eyes to another way of envisioning magic, one allowing me to reach past the limitations of my training.”

      “You should thank the Orcs for that, not me.”

      She smiled. “No. You taught me to find my inner spark—not that it’s a spark, in my case, more like a comforting pool of water.”

      “I’m happy to have been of help.”

      “Pardon me for interrupting,” said Skora, “but shouldn’t we be stepping through this arch before it begins to melt? It is made of ice, you know.”

      “Yes, of course,” said Athgar. “You may proceed.”

      Skora stepped through, and then Athgar held out his hand for Natalia. She, in turn, moved up to stand before the opening, grasping his hand firmly.

      They stepped through together, the air now more humid, not to mention warmer, for Kragen-Tor was up in the mountains, whereas Beorwic stood astride a river.

      Their first visit to the ancient Therengian city had been nearly nine months ago when the Ostrovan army threatened an invasion of Carlingen, but relations had cooled considerably in the interim. King Eugene, the ruler there, claimed he’d been unaware of the plot and, in compensation, ceded the eastern portion of his kingdom to Therengia to avoid a war, allowing Carlingen to finally have an ally on their border. Athgar spurred on the region’s development, for with new villages came roads and an abundance of volunteers willing to settle the area.

      The sound of hammering greeted their ears, for the once-deserted streets of Beorwic were coming back to life. A nearby guard watched them emerge from the gateway but didn’t challenge them as Natalia dismissed the spell. They stood at the base of the ancient stone gateway built under the supervision of some long-forgotten mage, but she preferred the term standing stones.

      Oswyn ran towards them, pulling a familiar girl by the hand. “Look who I found!”

      “Good to see you, Greta,” said Natalia. “How do you like your new home?”

      “I much prefer it to the court of Andover.”

      “Is Katrin nearby?”

      “Yes. She’s overseeing the construction of the great hall.”

      “Not a keep?”

      “No,” replied Greta. “Considering most here are Therengian, we thought it best to emulate their ways.”

      “We? Are you one of her advisors now?”

      The girl straightened. “Of course. Come. I’ll take you to her.”

      She proceeded down a now-cleared roadway. Cobblestones had been laid here in the past, but centuries of abandonment resulted in it being covered by a forest intent on reclaiming its terrain. However, with the reintroduction of people, they’d removed some obstructions, starting with this particular road.

      Athgar marvelled at the progress made in such a short period. The Stone Crushers lent some of their masters of earth to reshape the stone walls abandoned long ago, and the influx of Therengians from Carlingen had led to the building of many sturdy wooden houses. More people would continue coming over time, but it already felt like a city, albeit sparsely populated.

      They encountered Katrin by the riverbank, watching a group of men rolling barrels off a boat onto a newly rebuilt dock.

      “I hope we’re not interrupting?” asked Natalia.

      Katrin turned, and they hugged. “I wasn’t expecting you for another week. How did it go in Kragen-Tor?”

      “Splendidly, thanks to Belgast, but there are still a few details to settle. We’re headed to Carlingen. I believe you have access to their magic circle?”

      “I do,” replied Katrin. “When did you wish to travel?”

      “There’s no hurry. This is purely a personal visit. We wanted to look around Beorwic, if that’s all right with you?”

      “By all means. Would you like me to show you around, or do you prefer to wander?”

      “I don’t want to drag you away from anything important, but when you’re able, I’d appreciate an update on your progress here.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Let’s start with all these people. Just how many are living here?”

      “That depends entirely on what you mean by living? Close to five hundred consider this place their permanent home, while the rest seek work and, I expect, will move on as summer arrives. Most come via boat, but whenever Svetlana or I use magic to travel here, we bring a few more.”

      “I assume you’ve had no shortage of volunteers.”

      “You are correct,” said Katrin. “The bigger issue for us is finding people with the skills necessary to get this town started. Cutting timbers is relatively easy, and even building houses isn’t too difficult, but we require merchants and traders.”

      Athgar scanned the area, noting the occasional mail-clad warrior, reminding him of Herulf, the Therengian he’d found in Reinwick. When they’d returned to Runewald last fall, Herulf elected to remain in Beorwic, in command of the local fyrd. He looked back at Katrin. “How is Herulf?”

      He detected a slight blush on her cheeks. “He’s doing well.”

      “She’s sweet on him,” offered Greta. “I keep telling her he feels the same, but she doesn’t believe me.”

      “Give it time,” said Natalia. “Athgar and I didn’t quite see eye to eye when we first met.”

      “That’s because you almost killed me,” he replied.

      “Not on purpose.”

      Athgar winked at Greta. “That’s just one of the stranger mating habits of Water Mages.”

      The girl laughed. “While you’re here, I have a question.”

      “Ask away.”

      “If Herulf and Katrin had a child, would it have grey eyes?”

      “It would,” said Athgar. “Only one parent with grey eyes is needed to ensure a child is similarly blessed.”

      “So they’d be Therengian?”

      “Look around you,” replied Natalia. “What do you see?”

      “Therengians, Orcs, and even a few non-Therengians like you. Why?”

      “You’re as much a Therengian as Athgar, regardless of your eye colour.”

      “But I’ve never set foot in Therengia. I live in Carlingen with Katrin.”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t matter.”

      “She’s right,” added Athgar. “And I’m the High Thane, so I ought to know. You’re not about to argue with me, are you?”

      Greta shook her head.

      “Good. Then it’s all settled. Perhaps you’d care to familiarize Agar and Oswyn with the area?”

      “I would be happy to. Where are they?”

      Athgar pointed. “Over there by Skora, I imagine.”

      She ran off.

      “Ah, the passion of youth. I remember it well.”

      Katrin laughed. “You’re not that old yourself.”

      “It’s not age that wears on me; it’s responsibility. Perhaps I should give up the position of High Thane and become a simple hunter?”

      “We both know you could never do that,” offered Natalia. “You’ve too much of a desire to see the land prosper.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “Come with me,” said Katrin. “There’s something I want to show you.” She led them upstream, away from the docks. “As you know, Carlingen’s tiny fleet was hardly ever used. However, as we explored the ruins, we discovered what appears to be an old shipbuilding facility. Maksim suggested it might prove useful to rebuild it. If Beorwic is half as successful as we hope, we’ll experience a vast increase in river traffic.”

      “Has he given up all thought of a navy?” asked Athgar.

      “He’s agreed to help fund the Temple Fleet, and they, in return, will keep our waters free of pirates and such. He considered building more like the Bergannon, but he’d prefer the merchant ships be in the hands of individuals.”

      “Ah, yes,” said Athgar. “The Bergannon. If I recall, it was not the steadiest of ships.”

      “True enough, but it got you to Ruzhina.”

      “Does it still sail?”

      “It does,” said Katrin. “It’s been wintering up in Carlingen, although I suppose by now, they’ve seen fit to return it to the water and outfit it for shipping. Svetlana can tell you more.”

      She paused as they emerged into a small clearing. “We discovered stone beneath the river sediment, and after digging down, we found what’s left of a channel excavated centuries ago.” She moved inland. “About a hundred paces this way, you’ll see a shallow depression, which we believe was an artificial bay they floated their boats into.”

      “Do we even know what kind of boats the Old Kingdom used?” asked Natalia.

      Athgar shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t look at me. You know more about that than I do.”

      “We can make some deductions,” said Katrin. “Many older boats in use on the Great Northern Sea are open-topped vessels, carrying a crew of only a couple. They struggle at sea but would serve us well on the rivers. Scholars suggest they’re based on old Therengian designs, and after looking through our discoveries here, I’m inclined to agree.”

      Natalia wandered around the clearing. “I think you’re correct. This was definitely connected to the river in the past.”

      “Now that you’re here, I wonder if I haven’t got this wrong. You don’t suppose it could be a temple dedicated to Akosia, do you?”

      “No,” replied Athgar. “On our last visit, Belgast discovered the Temple of Tauril, which is more like a theatre. This place is completely different, so your earlier deduction is more likely the case. Not that it matters. Whoever built this has long since moved on to the Afterlife.”

      “If you really want to know,” said Natalia, “Shaluhk can visit and speak with the Ancestors.”

      “It’s nothing that needs immediate attention,” replied Katrin. “Merely idle speculation on my part.”

      “Anything else you’ve discovered?”

      “Additional evidence that Orcs and Therengians lived side by side, but that’s hardly surprising. We also uncovered what remains of a city wall, or at least part of one. I can’t quite decide whether it was under construction when the city was attacked or destroyed by whoever defeated them.”

      “Unfortunately, we don’t know who defeated them,” said Athgar. “All we know is that they were Human, but not which kingdom.”

      “It wouldn’t matter much anyway,” said Natalia. “The Successor States rose and fell in a very short time; the vast majority of the Petty Kingdoms didn’t evolve until nearly a century after the fall of the Old Kingdom. There are exceptions, but they are mainly to the west.”

      “What about Ruzhina? Were they considered a Successor State?”

      “The instructors at the Volstrum always claimed it was founded before the Old Kingdom, but I have my doubts. What do you think, Katrin?”

      “I tend to agree. The evidence indicates it was founded while the Old Kingdom was at its height rather than earlier. However, it wasn’t much of a power in the Continent until the Stormwinds founded the school. At least that’s the Volstrum’s belief.”

      “Interesting,” said Athgar, “but don’t they have a line of kings stretching back centuries?”

      “They do,” replied Katrin, “but records predating the Old Kingdom’s fall are rare. Scholars claim they can trace the king’s ancestry for over eight centuries, but the written records are much more recent. I believe most of that lineage was written well after the fact, likely invented to support the Crown’s assertion that it’s one of the oldest Royal lines on the Continent.”

      “So they just made things up?”

      “That’s a simpler way of saying it.”

      “Perhaps I should invent a history of my own,” suggested Athgar.

      “You wouldn’t be the first ruler.”

      “I was only joking.”

      “I wasn’t,” said Katrin. “I’d estimate at least half the ruling families of the Petty Kingdoms did exactly that, or someone in their ancestry did. Kings have done a great many questionable things to secure their Thrones.”

      “I never took you for such a scholar.”

      “I was always good when it came to history. Unfortunately, my magical abilities lagged behind. That’s how I became one of the Disgraced.”

      “You know I don’t like that term,” said Natalia. “There is no disgrace in taking time to learn magic.”

      “The family didn’t see it that way.”

      “No, they didn’t, and that’s their loss. Now, let’s change the subject to more pleasant things. How has your casting progressed? Has Svetlana kept up with your instruction?”

      “She has, though we meet less often than we used to.”

      “You’ve learned the frozen arch spell, or else you wouldn’t be able to travel back and forth to Carlingen.”

      “I have, although admittedly, it took a long time. It’s the most difficult spell I’ve ever attempted.”

      “And now you’ve mastered it. We shall have to take you back to Therengia so you can commit the circle of stones to memory, and then you can visit us whenever you want.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “How has Greta been?”

      “Aside from teasing me about Herulf, she’s wonderful.”

      “Has she been making friends?”

      “She has,” replied Katrin. “The Therengians who came from Carlingen brought their families, and the children often go into the woods to gather berries and mushrooms to supplement our food. An Orc hunter or two escorts them, but you’d be surprised at what they find.”

      “And she enjoys that?”

      “She does. In a manner of speaking, she’s become their unofficial leader, although I suppose that’s my fault for setting an example.”

      “Well,” said Athgar, “you’re doing an excellent job of it here.”

      Katrin beamed. “Thank you. Svetlana tells me Beorwic is the only place in Carlingen that’s prospering.”

      “Not the other barons?”

      “They’re doing reasonably well, but their efforts have met with only limited success so far.”

      “Why do you suppose that is?”

      “Those who come here are excited to begin a new life, while the same can’t be said of those heading to Adlinschlot or Raketsk. There’s also the matter of their work ethic.”

      “I’m not sure I follow,” said Athgar.

      “Therengians usually come from families who’ve worked the land for generations and are committed to working hard to build their homes. These others I speak of are mostly descendants of treasure seekers who came to Carlingen. As a result, they wish to make their coins with the least amount of effort possible. They’re not as interested in settling down as in making enough to return to what they perceive as a more civilized land. That doesn’t exactly provide the barons with the best choice of workers. The king should encourage more farmers to travel to Carlingen and settle the countryside.”

      “I shall bring that to his attention the next time I see him.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      “That’s an odd thing to say.”

      “I’ve raised the matter several times, but he’s too busy to do anything about it. What he really needs is some decent advisors.”
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      Katrin closed her eyes, concentrating on her spell. The air tingled as the frozen arch formed, and then the image beyond changed, revealing the casting circle in Carlingen.

      “Very good,” said Natalia, hanging on to her daughter’s hand. “I see Svetlana’s lessons have borne fruit.”

      “They have. Not that we’ve had much time, though it’s slightly easier now the circle is complete.” She walked through the archway, beckoning the others to follow.

      They stepped into a large stone room, Agar being the last after Skora. A wall on one side held three stained-glass windows reaching to the high ceiling, but the outside was so smeared with salt it was difficult to decipher what the scenes depicted.

      “Where are we?” asked Athgar.

      Katrin smiled. “We’re in the old Temple of Saint Mathew, built several centuries ago, but they replaced it with a newer, larger temple about eighty years ago.”

      “How far are we from the Palace?”

      “Quite close. The main temple doors originally led out to the street, but once they made it part of the Palace, they closed it in, and now there’s a walkway attached directly to the eastern side.”

      “They should have guards posted here.”

      “I’m sure they will, eventually, but Svetlana and I are the only ones who’ve committed this circle to memory.”

      Athgar knelt, examining the floor. “This looks like gold inlay.”

      “It is,” replied Natalia. “Gold is one of the few metals that retains and amplifies magic.”

      “There are others?”

      “Silver, though not as efficiently, and then there’s godstone, or skymetal, as some call it. It’s the most powerful of all metals.”

      “We have some of that in Runewald.”

      “You do?” asked Katrin. “Why haven’t you used it?”

      “That’s easier said than done,” replied Natalia. “It requires a smith with enough skill to work it, not to mention a hotter forge.”

      “And you know this how, exactly?”

      Natalia chuckled. “Belgast keeps pestering me about it.”

      “And it’s not ours,” said Athgar. “By all rights, it belongs to the Orcs of the Red Hand, as we found it in their territory.”

      “It is being saved,” added Agar. “My mother says that one day it may be needed.”

      “Let me make sure I understand this,” said Katrin. “You have skymetal, but you’ve put it away in storage somewhere?”

      “That’s about it,” replied Athgar. “Why?”

      “They say that stuff is worth a king’s ransom. How much do you have?”

      “According to Belgast, there’s enough to make a weapon or two and a couple of rings if we use it sparingly.”

      “Sparingly? Whatever does that mean?”

      “That’s beyond my understanding,” said Athgar. “I’ll be the first to admit I know little of smithing.”

      “Have you considered selling it?”

      “And see it used against us? I don’t think Kargen would agree to that.”

      “But it could fill your coffers.”

      “There’s more to life than filling chests with coins.”

      “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.”

      “Much as I enjoy admiring this circle,” said Natalia, “shouldn’t we leave here and visit Svetlana to pay our respects?”

      “Yes,” replied Katrin. “Of course.”

      

      Svetlana sat before the fire, her feet up on a footstool.

      The door opened, and Oswyn charged in, full of excitement, running towards the queen, then stopped short, her eyes scanning the room. “Where’s the baby?”

      “In my belly,” replied Svetlana. There was no denying the look of disappointment on the child’s face. “Cheer up. It’ll be here soon enough, and then you can meet your new cousin.”

      “Will it be a boy or a girl?”

      “We’ll have to wait and see.”

      Agar entered next, followed by the rest.

      “There you are, Oswyn,” said the young Orc. “You must learn not to run off like that.”

      Athgar chuckled. “When has she ever listened to reason?”

      “Actually,” said Skora, “she’s often well-behaved of late. I like to think Agar’s manners are rubbing off on her.”

      Natalia moved to stand before Svetlana. She bent down, hugged her, then stepped back, taking in her appearance. “How are you feeling?”

      “Tired, but that’s more to do with recent events than this child of mine.”

      “Why? What’s happened?”

      “There’s been a development, one that I daresay has the potential for far-reaching consequences. I’d elaborate, but that’s best left for the king.” Svetlana reached out. “Help me up, will you?”

      Natalia pulled her to her feet.

      “Thank you. Now, follow me, and I’ll bring you to see Maksim.”

      “Shall I take the youngsters to their rooms?” suggested Skora.

      “Yes,” replied Athgar. “I think that best for now.”

      “We’ve put you in the same rooms as last time,” said Svetlana. “You know the way?”

      “I shall manage, Majesty. Thank you.”

      Skora chased Oswyn and Agar from the room, their footfalls echoing in the Palace halls, forcing Natalia to smile. “It won’t be long before it’s your own child making those sounds.”

      “It’ll be some months yet, but I must confess, I’m looking forward to it. Now, where were we?”

      “You were taking us to see the king?”

      “Oh yes. You must forgive me. I am quite absent-minded of late. I suppose it comes from being pregnant.”

      “Perhaps I should ask Shaluhk to check on you?”

      Svetlana waved away the offer. “I’m fine. Come with me, and let’s see if we can’t find that husband of mine.”

      

      They followed her through the Palace’s labyrinthine corridors, finally emerging in the great hall. King Maksim sat on his throne, focused on a man in front of him, a merchant by the look of him.

      “What’s this?” whispered Athgar.

      “He holds a common court once a week where people from all walks of life come seeking his counsel.”

      They watched the merchant back up, then bow. “Thank you, Your Majesty. You’ve been most gracious.” The fellow turned, and one of Maksim’s servants escorted him out. The king scanned the room: a small knot of people stood ready to bring their appeals to him, but then he beheld his new visitors.

      “Lord Athgar,” he called out, “and Lady Natalia. I must say, this is a pleasant surprise. When did you arrive?”

      “We came by way of Beorwic,” replied Natalia, “and only just set foot within the Palace.”

      “No doubt my lovely wife told you of recent events?”

      “I have not,” said Svetlana. “I felt it best it come from your lips, sire.”

      The king rose, then suddenly turned to those waiting to see him. “My apologies, gentle folk, but I have urgent business with these visitors. To make amends, I’ll hold a common court again tomorrow. Give your names to my clerk, and I shall ensure you are seen first thing in the morning.” Maksim moved towards the door. “Come. Let us find more comfortable surroundings for a discussion.”

      He took his wife’s hand and led her back into the hallway. They eventually arrived at a small room similar to where they’d found Svetlana.

      Maksim nodded at a servant waiting at the door. “Get us some drinks, will you?”

      “Of course, sire.” The man disappeared while everyone else took a seat.

      “How are things back in Therengia?”

      “Peaceful,” replied Athgar. “The people of Novarsk have calmed down in recent months.”

      “Are they accepting of your rule?”

      “The merchants are prospering once more, while the common folk have full bellies. What more could anyone ask for?”

      “I wish it were that simple,” said the king. “Which brings me to our current… well, I hate to call it a problem. Perhaps I should refer to it as a situation?”

      “That being?”

      “Before I explain that, let me tell you a story. Prior to your departure, you suggested I contact King Yulakov of Ruzhina. To that end, I took quill to parchment and wrote to him. Much to my surprise, he replied quickly, and thus, we began exchanging correspondence on a regular basis. Now, this is where it gets interesting. Yulakov is a new king, and many of his letters sought advice on ruling, as I’ve been a king far longer than he, but lately, I’ve begun to suspect there was something more to his enquiries. His most recent letter seems to confirm that suspicion.”

      He waited as a servant entered, distributing drinks, and then he took a sip of wine before continuing. “Let me provide some background on the King of Ruzhina before going into the specifics. Yulakov the Seventh, his father, was unwell but believed the healers of Karslev could keep him alive for years. Sadly, he passed on about a year ago, and the current king was crowned Yulakov the Eighth.”

      He took another sip of wine as he mulled things over. “From his earlier letters, he obviously distrusted the Stormwinds, and later on, he hinted they’d held a great deal of influence at his father’s court. I soon came to the realization he wished to be free of the ‘clinging atmosphere of the Karslev court’, as he put it.”

      “He didn’t want to be king?” asked Katrin.

      “He embraces his role of king but hates the influence the family exerts over his kingdom. His most recent letter suggests we meet in person to discuss ‘matters pursuant to the effective rule of kings’. Quite the mouthful, but clearly a cry for help.”

      “Very interesting,” said Natalia. “Where does he propose you meet?”

      “In Abelard, if you can believe it.”

      “A logical choice. The family knows Carlingen is no longer under their influence, whereas Abelard likely still has a Stormwind at court.”

      “Precisely my thought,” said Svetlana. “That’s why I suggested you and Athgar travel to Abelard with Maksim.”

      “To what end?”

      “If Yulakov is truly interested in removing the Stormwinds, he’ll need help. Who better than you two to advise him on what’s possible?”

      “Yes,” added Maksim. “Now, there’s every possibility this might be some elaborate plot by the family, but I can’t ignore the fellow’s plight. I plan to travel to Abelard, with or without you. However, your company would be greatly appreciated, even if only in an advisory capacity.”

      “Are you certain that’s what he truly wants?” asked Athgar.

      “That’s just it,” said Maksim. “I won’t know for a certainty until I meet with him.”

      “What does your gut tell you?”

      “My gut?”

      “Yes. You must have some inner feeling about this, or else you wouldn’t have brought it up. Does your heart tell you to trust King Yulakov?”

      “It does,” replied Maksim.

      “Good, then it’s worth considering. What do you think, Natalia?”

      “The family is willing to use deceit to achieve their goals, but this doesn’t sound like something they’d orchestrate. I would agree with His Majesty’s interpretation and say it’s an honest desire on Yulakov’s part to rid his court of the family’s influence.”

      “And this whole business about travelling to Abelard?”

      “Even though the family would have a presence there, that doesn’t guarantee one of them would attend the meeting. It could be an attempt to break free of their control, and if that’s true, I want to be there.”

      “Then it’s settled,” said Athgar. “We’ll join you. When do you intend to leave?”

      “The Bergannon is in port,” replied the king. “I thought we might delay its departure until the end of the week.”

      “Are you sure that’s enough time to inform Yulakov of our plans?”

      “He’s already sailed.”

      “How did he know you’d accept his offer?”

      “He likely didn’t,” said Maksim. “He’s visiting Abelard to strengthen trade between them and Ruzhina. The meeting between us was meant to take advantage of an already planned trip.”

      “How soon can we leave?” asked Natalia.

      “The ship can be loaded and ready to sail by morning.”

      “Are there any Temple Ships in port?”

      “The Formidable is here. Why?”

      “Travelling aboard a ship of the order is far safer, and although you’ve already stated you trust King Yulakov, there’s still the possibility the family could have intercepted his correspondence. If so, I wouldn’t put it past them to attempt an attack at sea.”

      Svetlana gasped. “Surely they wouldn’t go so far as to attack the king?”

      “Wouldn’t they? It wouldn’t be the first time they’ve interfered in the politics of the Petty Kingdoms, and I might remind you, they tried to abduct Oswyn. I don’t imagine they believe anything is too extreme if it furthers their aims or those of the empire.”

      “And will the Temple Knights of Saint Agnes agree to take you?”

      “I believe so,” replied Natalia. “We’ve worked together in the past, and it serves their interests, especially considering that King Maksim contributes funds to support their fleet.”

      “Will they be enough?”

      “Formidable is a warship captured from the Halvarians. As such, it’s a difficult target to attack, especially for the smaller vessels Ruzhina employs, and that’s not accounting for its complement of knights.”

      “How do you know all this?” asked Svetlana.

      “Temple Captain Cordelia and I have been exchanging letters. When we were last here, I broached the subject of her order sending knights to Therengia. Her superiors saw fit to give her the responsibility of negotiating the terms under which they would operate.”

      “But she’s only a Temple Captain.”

      “True, but if her order expands into our lands, she’d be promoted to Temple Commander. After all, she already has a working relationship with us.”

      “In that case,” said Maksim, “I have no objections to travelling aboard the Temple Ship if you can arrange it.”

      “I shall travel there directly,” replied Natalia.

      

      Papers littered Temple Commander Cordelia’s desk. “You must excuse the mess,” she said, “but we took over the Cunar commandery after they left, and we’ve been busy bringing it up to our standards.”

      “How interesting,” replied Natalia. “Does that mean your command is expanding?”

      “It is. Sorry, I can’t tell you all the details, but certain kingdoms in the Petty Kingdoms ordered our knights to leave their lands. As a result, they are being relocated to more accommodating realms, which includes Carlingen.”

      “There’s plenty of open space in Therengia.”

      Cordelia smiled. “We’ll get there, eventually, but I have my hands full dealing with all this.”

      “Your order works closely with the Temple Knights of Saint Mathew, yes?”

      “Of course. Why?”

      “Temple Captain Yaromir commands their order in Ebenstadt, our largest city. If you’re willing, I’m sure he’d be amenable to making arrangements on your behalf.”

      “I shall write to him. You say his name was Yaromir?”

      “Yes, and he’s not only a Temple Captain, he’s also one of the three who rule over the city.”

      “A strange position for a Temple Knight.”

      “True,” said Natalia, “but his responsibility is mostly confined to keeping the streets safe and overseeing the defences, both of which he is well-versed in.”

      “Is there a commandery in Ebenstadt?”

      “Yes. An older building the Cunars vacated when they abandoned the city. Yaromir keeps his own knights there at present, but he hasn’t the numbers to fill it, so he’d most likely turn it over to your order in exchange for something more suitable to his numbers. I’d offer to build you a new commandery, but such things take time, and it appears that’s a luxury you don’t currently possess.”

      “You have certainly piqued my interest.”

      “I can use magic to take you there once we return from Abelard, and then you can see it for yourself.”

      “You’re headed to Abelard?”

      “Yes,” said Natalia. “That’s why I’m here. King Yulakov of Ruzhina offered to meet King Maksim in Abelard. I wondered if we might prevail upon the Temple Fleet to provide us with a ship.”

      “When would you want to leave?”

      “As soon as possible. Word is, Yulakov is already on his way.”

      “Abelard is one of the kingdoms that ordered us expelled. I could use the opportunity to meet with my fellow sisters and arrange for their transportation.”

      “Couldn’t the Temple Fleet do that?”

      “The Temple Fleet consists of warships, not merchants, and it’s not so much the knights who create the problem; it’s their horses.”

      “So that means you’re coming with us?”

      “Yes, providing that doesn’t cause undue hardship?”

      “Not at all,” said Natalia. “Not at all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            FORMIDABLE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          SPRING 1110 SR

        

      

    

    
      Natalia stood on the docks, staring at the Formidable. Originally, gold leaf had decorated its stern, but the Temple Knights removed that, replacing it with scarlet paint, which better represented their order. The modification made the ship more intimidating, proving highly effective in dissuading pirates in recent years.

      “Is that the ship we’re going on?” asked Oswyn, glancing up at her mother. “It doesn’t look very big.”

      “It’s one of the larger vessels afloat on the Great Northern Sea.”

      “Why don’t they build them bigger?”

      “Building a ship, especially that size, takes a lot of work, and few shipbuilders could construct one similar, let alone something larger.”

      “Are they bigger in the south?”

      “They are,” replied Cordelia. “On the Shimmering Sea, the Holy Fleet has five-masted behemoths. Down there, the sea is more forgiving, but their flagship, the Triumphant, would never withstand the pounding of the Great Northern Sea.”

      The Temple Knight turned to walk away, but Oswyn wasn’t finished with the conversation. “What’s a flagship?”

      “The ship the admiral uses to command the rest of the fleet.”

      “And is the Formidable a flagship?”

      “No,” replied the Temple Captain. “That is her sister ship, the Fearless.”

      “They both start with an ‘F’.”

      “They do. We named them that way to remind us the ships are similar. We call them sister ships.”

      “And do they have any other sisters?”

      “Yes, two. Aside from the Furious, there’s the Faithful and the Fervent.”

      Agar moved up to stand before Cordelia. “How long did it take to build the Formidable?”

      “I’m afraid I couldn’t tell you. We captured it from the Halvarian Empire, as we did its sister ships.”

      “But you made changes to it, did you not?”

      “We did. A process that took three months.”

      “Why so long?”

      Cordelia grinned. “The empire is not known for keeping its ships in good order. Every ship we’ve captured required months of repairs, which doesn’t include any battle damage.”

      “So many questions,” said Athgar. “It’s a wonder we get anything done.”

      Agar looked at his uncle. “I only ask to understand.”

      “And there’s nothing wrong with that. I was referring to Oswyn’s endless series of enquiries.”

      The Orc youngling nodded. “She never ceases. Sometimes, I think she could speak for an entire day without tiring.” As he was about to expand on this, he noticed activity farther up the dock. “The king is coming.”

      They all turned to see Maksim, escorted by six warriors. Svetlana would remain in Carlingen, handling the Royal Duties in the king’s absence. She’d agreed without hesitation, for despite being a Water Mage, the thought of putting out to sea reminded her how unsteady her stomach was of late.

      “Majesty,” said Cordelia. “It’s nice to see you out of the Palace for a change.”

      The king smiled. “Yes. It’s not often I have an opportunity to appreciate the great outdoors.” He took a deep breath and then shivered, for the northern wind still bore a chill. “I trust everyone is in good spirits this morning?”

      “Indeed,” said Natalia. She nodded towards the Temple Ship. “That’s the Formidable. The ship’s boat is on the way to pick us up.”

      “Who commands her?”

      “Captain Valeria,” replied Cordelia, “a seasoned veteran. Under her command, the Formidable chased down over a dozen pirates last year alone.”

      “I trust none will be threatening us on this trip?”

      “One would hope not, Majesty, but if they do, they’ll have to contend with the Formidable’s fighting complement.”

      They fell quiet, watching the ship’s boat draw closer until it bumped against the dock. The men leaped out to secure the boarding plank, then tied the boat to the pier. The Temple Knight in charge disembarked and bowed before the king. “Your Majesty. My name is Sister Denise, and I have the honour of taking you to Formidable.”

      “Thank you,” said Maksim. He stepped into the boat, nearly losing his balance as it rocked. One of his guards moved swiftly to steady him, and then the king took a seat. The others followed him, with Sister Denise taking the last position in the rear before giving the order to push off.

      “This is exciting,” said Oswyn as the boat departed the docks.

      Natalia closed her eyes, sensing the calm of the sea. Water Mages were always like this around water, and for the briefest of moments, she wished
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