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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Summer had finally arrived in the new empire and Otto was thoroughly enjoying the warm weather. Nearly freezing to death in Straken had given him a greater appreciation for heat. And speaking of heat, Villares had been turning it up on the southern border.

      The former king of Rolan was now a bandit lord. His forces had struck half a dozen times across the border, hitting small villages and a caravan that decided to try and trade with Rolan despite repeated warnings and the unsettled climate. Happily, that had been a caravan run by a Franken competitor, so Otto’s family suffered no loss. Not that Otto could simply let matters stand. An attack on any Garenland merchant was an insult that couldn’t be allowed to go unanswered.

      Which was why he found himself once again riding south on a hard wagon seat beside Hans. At least the wagon didn’t bounce much with the heavy armor in the bed. The rest of the squad was behind them in their own wagons. Otto didn’t know how much use the magical suits of armor would be in a fight on the open plains, but he felt better having them along. The guys were all back in their official uniforms and mail armor. There was no point in pretending to be mercenaries now.

      The small group was joined by Oskar, the Rolan infiltrator; Corina, the skinny girl that appeared stuck to him; and ten Rolan wizards eager to repay Villares for his treatment of their families. Five thousand spearmen taken from the Southern Army, along with all their supplies and followers, were somewhere behind the main group. Otto didn’t expect to encounter a large force until they crossed the border. When that happened, the group would be forced to travel at the pace of the infantry.

      “There it is, my lord.” Hans pointed at a small town on the horizon.

      Otto grimaced. Grunewald, once Garenland’s southernmost village and now the invaders’ base. Since the raids had resumed, Otto felt no guilt in slaughtering every Rolan soldier in the place. Well, maybe not all of them, he’d need a few to question. The trick was going to be doing it without killing their own citizens. Today, burning the whole village to the ground wasn’t an option. Pity really, fire could only improve the miserable place.

      “Don’t get too close,” Otto said. “I want to have a look around before we go in.”

      Hans pulled into a clearing just off the road. There was barely enough room for all five wagons. As soon as they stopped, Otto extended his sight towards the village. He’d scarcely reached the edge of town when Corina asked, “What are you doing? I can see a long line of ether stretching from your eyes.”

      “Forgive me, Lord Shenk,” Oskar said. “She came over before I could stop her.”

      “It’s fine,” Otto said. He found he liked the girl’s curiosity. It reminded him of himself when he began his journey as a wizard. “I’ve extended my sight through the ether so I can see what’s happening in the village. Be quiet for a moment while I look around.”

      The girl obliged, allowing him to spy in peace. She was a clever girl, always eager to learn. She also knew enough to obey his orders. He didn’t mind giving her pointers, but there was a time and place for instruction and this wasn’t it.

      Focusing on his task, Otto looked around the village. Nothing much had changed since his last visit. The buildings were still run down, the people outside still sullen and scowling. More Rolan soldiers clustered on street corners and now they wore their brown uniforms. Seeing as how everyone knew they ruled the village, there probably wasn’t much point pretending.

      Otto went straight for the stone building Captain Mendelson called his headquarters. Slipping through the stone walls, Otto found the man himself and half a dozen officers gathered around a map of Rolan and Garenland. There were some marks he didn’t recognize, but given the position of the ones in Garenland, he assumed they were indicating where recent battles had taken place. If there was more intelligence to be gathered, Otto wanted it all.

      And the only way he was going to get it was to sneak in and take Mendelson by surprise.

      Otto blinked and returned his sight to his body. “We’ll go in tonight. Let’s find somewhere to hide the wagons.”

      On the plains, their options were limited. The best they could do was a swale a quarter mile off the road. Combined with the wizards creating an illusion to hide their tracks, it should suffice until sunset.

      A camp chair gave Otto a modicum of comfort as he settled in to wait. He’d barely sat when Corina came over and joined him. “How about another lesson?”

      “Didn’t one of the Rolan wizards offer to teach you the basics?”

      “Yes, but I don’t like the way he looks at me. I’ve caught him staring at my chest twice when he thought I wasn’t paying attention.” She shuddered.

      Otto couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to stare at her flat chest, but whatever. He didn’t have anything better to do until the sun set. “Have you managed a solid thread yet?”

      She held out her hand and a wavering, indistinct thread of ether formed above her palm. Corina’s thin face scrunched up in concentration as she made it thicker and more solid.

      At last she blew out a long breath and the thread vanished. “That’s the best I can do.”

      Otto shook his head. “Still too thin. You need to make it about twice as thick if you want to accomplish anything. Just keep practicing, you’ll get there.”

      She glowered at him. “I’ve been practicing for months and I can’t even manage a single spell. How am I supposed to fight like this?”

      “I trained for two years under a dedicated master, six days a week, before I could conjure a usable thread. Now I’ll grant you that my master was deliberately trying to hold me back and I was only eight years old at the time, but even so, mastering magic is a time-intensive thing. At the beginning, even the simplest task will exhaust you in seconds. It’s no different from learning any new skill. You wouldn’t expect to fight a duel after only a few months of sword training, would you?”

      “Of course not, it’s just frustrating. I want to help hunt down King Villares and if I can’t use magic, what use am I?”

      Otto didn’t have a good answer for her. If he was being honest, he would have gladly left her behind with Master Enoch to teach her. She had come with Oskar to the capital so he could make a report before they began the invasion. When she found out a mission to hunt down Villares was setting out, she’d shown up and joined them at the portal. He understood how she was feeling and didn’t send her away. Perhaps seeing Villares lose his head would help her accept the death of her parents.

      As for her being useful in the hunt, there were plenty of things people wanted to do that they weren’t capable of doing. Despite his best efforts, Otto had reached a ceiling in his own training. He kept pushing, but much like when he reached his personal limit, he was having trouble breaking through.

      That wouldn’t stop him from continuing to train, but it was frustrating.

      “You just have to do your best, the same as the rest of us.”
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      After the sun set, Otto waited another hour before standing and stretching. It was a clear night and the stars were bright. There should be plenty of light for them to make the hike to Grunewald. A faint hint of smoke perfumed the air. Everyone was probably at the dinner table, which made it a perfect time to strike.

      “Hans, you and your men are with me. The rest of the wizards will surround the town and act as backup. Oskar, you and Corina will remain here. If this goes badly, you need to alert Wolfric to what happened.”

      “I think I’d rather risk capture than have to tell the emperor that his chief advisor has been captured or killed,” Oskar said.

      “I want to go too,” Corina added.

      Otto scrubbed a hand across his face. Bad enough General Varchi questioned his every decision, now these two as well?

      “We’re not having a debate. I’m telling you what’s going to happen. Corina, remember that discussion we had earlier? If there’s a fight, with your current skill level, you’ll be in the way. Don’t worry, your time will come. Oskar, so help me if she sneaks away and follows us, I’ll nail you to the Garen city wall. Clear?”

      Oskar nodded. “Perfectly, my lord.”

      Corina looked away and pouted. Was she really only two years younger than him? Otto hoped he’d never been that petulant. Not that he planned to ask his mother about it; he doubted he’d like the answer.

      “Let’s go.” Otto enhanced his vision and set out toward Grunewald.

      They reached the base of the wall half an hour later. As barriers went, the eight-foot-tall collection of fieldstones held together with crumbling mortar was only slightly more impressive than a wooden stockade fence.

      “I wouldn’t even need the armor to knock this down,” Hans muttered under his breath as he eyed the wall.

      Otto smiled in the dark and motioned the wizards to fan out. He gave them ten minutes to get into place then checked the far side of the wall with his magical sight. The nearest guard was fifty feet away and looking in the opposite direction. Clearly Mendelson wasn’t expecting trouble. So much the better for them.

      An etherial platform lifted him and the others silently over the wall. They landed in the space behind a rundown building and the wall. Another quick look around revealed no interest in them. There was just enough light from scattered torches and what leaked out the windows to allow them to see where they were going.

      He flicked his iron ring and bound the nearest guard. The man would be locked in place, unable to move or speak, until Otto released him. Hopefully no one would come to check on him for a while. As soon as someone realized what had happened to him, the game was up.

      Hans took the lead as they snuck deeper into the village. For a short, stocky fellow he moved with great stealth. There weren’t more than thirty buildings in the town, so reaching the Rolan command post wouldn’t take long.

      The jingle of an approaching patrol sent them ducking into the shadows between two houses. A moment later six soldiers in brown uniforms marched by. Two of the men were chatting amiably about a serving girl at the tavern and the unit commander said nothing to reprimand them. Clearly the invaders had been having an easy time of it, easy enough that they could go on patrol without a fear in the world.

      When they were out of sight, Hans led them out of the alley and toward the village center. The stone building that served as Mendelson’s base was directly ahead. A pair of soldiers were on duty out front, leaning on their spears and yawning.

      Perfect. Otto bound them in that position. They would pass at least a cursory inspection.

      The group hurried over and Hans checked the door. He shook his head. Of course it was locked. His men might be at ease, but Mendelson hadn’t struck Otto as a fool. There was no keyhole so it must be barred from the inside.

      Fortunately for them, what was a major problem for an ordinary thief, was barely a nuisance for a wizard. Otto sent his sight along with a ten-thread-strong tentacle into the building. No fires burned in either the iron brazier in one corner or the pot-bellied stove in the center of the main room. Everyone must have gone to sleep for the night.

      Otto gently lifted the bar out of the brackets holding it. There was a faint clank when the weight fully left them.

      He grimaced, but there was no reaction from inside.

      “Lord Shenk,” Hans said. “A patrol is coming.”

      Otto set the bar aside and released his spells. The door opened easily and the six of them hurried inside. Hans closed the door and breathed a soft sigh.

      So far, so good.

      A single door led deeper into the building. The sleeping area had to be there. Otto motioned to it and Hans took up position by the door. The rest of the squad drew their weapons just in case.

      When everyone was ready, Otto gathered ether, shaped ten threads through his ring, and nodded.

      Hans yanked the door open.

      There were five beds beyond the entrance. Startled figures started to sit up.

      Otto bound them and released his excess magic. “Someone light the brazier so we can see what we’re doing.”

      Everyone sheathed their blades and Lute got to work with a flint and steel. In short order the glow from the brazier filled the room. The map Otto had seen earlier still covered the table. As he thought, the markings indicated attacks that had already happened. Unfortunately, there was no indication where future attacks might occur.

      Perhaps Mendelson could shed some light on the situation.

      Otto and Hans went into the sleeping area and searched each bed. Mendelson was the farthest in, his long mustache in disarray and his eyes flashing with hate. Otto hadn’t expected a warm welcome.

      A quick adjustment of the binding allowed Otto to take control of Mendelson’s body. A twitch of his finger brought the man to his feet. He walked like an old man with bad arthritis out to the main room. Luckily for everyone, Mendelson slept in his underclothes.

      Otto released his head. “So we meet again. I warned you not to attack Garenland.”

      “You lot broke the peace, not me,” Mendelson snarled.

      Otto shrugged. Who did what first didn’t matter much at this point. “Where’s Villares? What’s Rolan’s next target?”

      “I have no idea on either subject. His Majesty is constantly on the move and I only hear about the raids after the fact. Do you really think they’d tell me anything important living this close to your border?”

      Everything Otto could see in the ether indicated Mendelson was telling the truth. It made sense too. When Garenland struck back, Grunewald was the most likely first target. Disappointing as it was, clearly Otto’s questions weren’t going to be answered here. On the plus side, this was an excellent place to send a message.

      “Is there anything you can tell me that would make it worthwhile not to kill you?” Otto asked.

      “Even if I could, I wouldn’t.” Mendelson looked like he wanted to spit in Otto’s face. Luckily the magic that controlled his body wouldn’t allow him to.

      “I suppose there is some honor in that.” Otto drew his mithril sword and sliced Mendelson’s head off. “Hans, deal with the ones in the back. Everyone else, search for documents. We might find something of interest.”

      Otto released his spell and Mendelson’s body crumpled to the floor.

      Half an hour later, a pile of paper that reached to Otto’s knee had been gathered. He’d read them later, but for now they had a job to finish.

      “Time to wrap this up,” Otto said. He went outside and sent up an invisible burst of ether so the wizards would know it was time to attack.

      The Grunewald garrison only numbered a few hundred and most of them were asleep when Otto and his team struck. With eleven wizards on their side, the battle was more of a slaughter. Spells and steel cut down enemy fighters as fast as they appeared. When it was over, a single soldier from Rolan knelt in the center of town, bound by magic and without a mark on him.

      Otto and Hans stood facing the man. Terror-filled eyes stared back. The soldier’s voice trembled as he said, “Please, spare me, my lord. We did no harm to the people of this town.”

      “You invade my country and claim our territory yet say you did no harm?” Otto asked. “At the very least you and your comrades are thieves. However, enough blood has been spilled tonight. I’m releasing you with a message for your king. Tell Villares that he has until I reach the next Rolan village to surrender. If he hasn’t, I’ll deal harshly with them. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, my lord. But I may not be able to find the king before you reach a village.”

      “Well, I suggest you look hard. Now leave, before I change my mind.”

      The soldier scrambled to escape, running as fast as he could toward the main gate. Hopefully he’d locate his master quickly. Otto held no illusions about Villares surrendering, but if he could force a direct confrontation, he was confident in their chances of victory.

      “Excuse me?” An old, bald man with a cane came hobbling toward them.

      Otto flicked the blood off his sword, sheathed it, and plastered on a smile. “Yes?”

      “Not to say that we aren’t grateful to be free of the invaders, but what should we do if they return after you leave?”

      “Don’t worry,” Otto said. “I’ll arrange a garrison from the Southern Army. We don’t want to have to kick Rolan’s soldiers out a second time, right?”

      “No, thank you, Your Lordship.” He hobbled back the way he’d come, seeming content with Otto’s promise.

      “How long will it take a garrison to arrive?” Hans asked.

      “A few days, perhaps a week. In truth, I doubt Villares has the time or people to spare to punish this irrelevant speck of a village. With any luck, he’ll be too busy dealing with us.”
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      Uther lay in a puddle of freezing slush and looked down at the entrance to the largest of Straken’s mines. He’d been living in the wilds long enough that a little cold no longer bothered him. Below, the Garenlanders had concentrated all the workers and guards at this location. Though he hated to give the bastards any credit, the decision was a smart one. If they’d tried to work all the mines at once, he could have struck the less well defended ones and freed soldiers to add to his meager force.

      Not that over four hundred rangers couldn’t do plenty of damage—they certainly could—but they couldn’t defeat thousands of soldiers backed up by wizards.

      He grimaced. Wizards, just thinking about the freaks left a bad taste in his mouth. He couldn’t believe Garenland trusted the unnatural creatures for anything, much less trusted them to fight side by side with real soldiers.

      Leaving aside his distaste, Uther tried to count. Even though they kept moving around, he was pretty sure there were at least a thousand enemies down there. They’d also been busy. A rough stone wall had been built to control access to the mine entrance. Broken rock and tailings had been piled up to provide cover against archers. While it was far from a proper fortress, combined with their superior numbers the crude defenses gave the Garenlanders a powerful advantage. With his current resources, Uther had no hope of defeating them.

      He inched back out of sight then stood. He’d left the rest of the squad he brought a few hundred yards further down the slope where they wouldn’t attract attention. Everyone else was back at their new camp. The better weather should make hunting and scrounging supplies easier, but what he really needed was more fighters. The problem was, most of the fighting-age men were in chains and working in the mine.

      He shook his head. Maybe the Lady had a brilliant idea. At this point he’d even take suggestions from her.

      Uther reached a small glade and the moment he stepped onto the grass, ten rangers seemed to appear out of nowhere. Unlike most of the Straken warriors, the rangers were shorter and less bulky, but fast and agile. They’d switched from winter camouflage to summer. Garenland had decent scouts, he was honest enough to admit that, but none of them could hold a candle to his rangers.

      “Majesty, how does the mine look?” asked Dorn, his second-in-command.

      “Unassailable, at least for the moment. Much as I hate them, the Garenlanders know their business. Let’s get back to camp. I need to think.”

      The squad formed up around him and they set out. From the glade they followed a narrow path that curved around a steep mountain then descended into a hidden valley about three miles from the mines. It was the sort of place no one was apt to stumble across.

      Their tents were set up in a random pattern and disguised by piles of brush, stones, and scraps of cloth. The camp wouldn’t fool anyone that looked close, but if you just glanced down into the valley, it might convince someone less familiar with the wilds.

      He smiled to himself. What would someone unfamiliar with the wilds be doing out in the wildest part of Straken?

      Leaving his men to their own devices, he went straight to his tent. Not having to share was one of the few luxuries he allowed himself.

      Uther brushed the flap open and scowled when he found the Lady in Red sitting in his camp chair beside a rough, dirty young man barely in his teens. He took a breath to bawl them out, then caught himself. She knew better than anyone not to bother him unless it was important. If she was waiting for him with this kid, there must be a good reason.

      “To what do I owe the honor of your visit?”

      “We have a special guest. Olaf here is from Port White. Go ahead and tell Prince Uther what brings you so far from home.”

      “Yes, miss.” The boy’s voice cracked and he winced. “Majesty, a ship from Markane has arrived in Port White. Its master says he wants to help us defeat the Garenlanders. Mayor Landen heard you were in the mountains and sent me with a message. The merchant wouldn’t deal with anyone but you.”

      “How did you find me?” Uther asked.

      “He didn’t,” the Lady answered for Olaf. “A patrol of rangers found him, half starved and wandering the trails without a clue where he was. When he told them he had a message for you, they brought him here.”

      “What do you think of this offer?” Uther hated asking for her opinion, but he’d had little to do with diplomacy. He’d only visited Markane once and knew next to nothing about the people.

      “I think, unless you’ve found some weakness in the enemy’s position, turning down any offer of help would be foolhardy in the extreme. Talking to them costs us nothing and may gain us a great deal.”

      She was right, damn her. Uther turned his attention back to Olaf. “Did the man from Markane have soldiers with him or anything else you recognized as valuable?”

      Olaf shook his head. “Fredrick, that’s his name, Majesty, came ashore with six sailors in a small boat. They anchored well out to sea. He could have anything on that ship, though if he brought soldiers, I doubt there could be more than a hundred on board.”

      Even a hundred soldiers would do Uther little good and from what he knew about Markane, they lacked much in the way of an army. Still, it couldn’t hurt to hear what their representative had to say.

      “We’ll leave tomorrow at sunrise.”
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      After days of trudging through the wilderness, avoiding roads and towns, and generally sneaking through his own country like a common brigand, Uther and his companions reached Port White.

      Straken’s sole port wasn’t terribly impressive. The docks could only accommodate local fishing ships. Their stone wall was fifteen feet tall and crumbling. The stink of rotting fish lay over everything. One thing it had going for it was a complete lack of Garenland soldiers, for now at least. Uther assumed at some point a small garrison would be assigned to the town.

      The townsfolk—women, children, and old men, the same as everywhere else—bowed as he passed. Uther nodded back, trying to keep his expression even regardless of the rage seething in his gut. How his people had been reduced. Much as he loved his father, the king had erred terribly when he tried to destroy Garenland. Not that anyone could have foreseen them turning their wizards into weapons of war.

      He shook his head and focused. Mistake or not, what was done couldn’t be undone. Now it was up to Uther to make things right so he could hand a restored kingdom back to his father once they freed him from wherever Garenland was holding him.

      Waiting for him at the end of the town’s main street was a well-dressed man in a blue tunic and white trousers. A gold pin on his breast was the only decoration he wore. Behind him stood six burly, well, burly for outlanders, men in striped shirts and black pants.

      “Prince Uther?” The man held out his hand. “Fredrick of Markane. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Majesty.”

      Uther’s broad, calloused hand engulfed the merchant’s small, smooth one. “I welcome you to Straken, though the circumstances could certainly be better.”

      “Yes indeed. Improving your circumstances is what brings me here. King Eddred and his chief advisor, Lord Valtan, have determined that allowing Garenland to remain in control of the portals and the continent isn’t the best idea for anyone.”

      “And what do your masters propose to do about the situation?” Uther asked.

      “While Markane doesn’t have many soldiers, we can provide you with magical resources.” Fredrick held up a hand before Uther could protest. “I know how you feel about wizards here. The resources I have come in the form of alchemy, specifically explosive vials and ether barrier.”

      Uther had no idea what either of those things were, though explosives sounded promising. “You’re doing this out of the goodness of your heart?”

      Fredrick laughed. “Hardly. On credit would be more accurate. You see, Straken is the largest producer of mithril in the world, at least as far as we know. We further know you haven’t traded any of your vast store of the metal in years. If we help you retake Straken, payment in mithril would be only fair.”

      “You have the means to work it?” the Lady asked.

      “Not to the extent that Garenland does, but yes, Markane has a number of skilled wizard smiths that can shape mithril. Look at it this way, we’re giving you something you can use and asking in return something you can’t. A win-win for you, wouldn’t you say, Majesty?”

      It did seem like a good deal to Uther, which was why he immediately distrusted the offer. “Why don’t you show us what we’re buying?”

      “Excellent idea.” Fredrick snapped his fingers and two of the sailors jogged over to a bright white dory tied up to the dock. They came back a moment later, each bearing a coffer twice the size of a loaf of bread. “Here we are.”

      The merchant opened the first coffer and removed a metal flask. He unscrewed the top and poured a drop of silver liquid on the tip of his finger. “This is ether barrier. When you apply this to your skin, wizards won’t be able to target you with spells. The effect only lasts two hours, but for that time you’ll be basically magic proof.”

      He opened the second coffer. Inside were six vials carefully swaddled in mounds of cotton. He took one out and held it up so Uther could see better. There were two liquids inside, one amber and the other blue.

      “I think we’d best step outside the wall before I demonstrate this one.” Fredrick led the way out the main gate and toward a nearby stand of stubby pine trees. “This is the explosive vial. When you mix the two liquids, they combine to form a volatile compound that explodes upon exposure to air. But perhaps it would be best if you saw for yourself.”

      Fredrick shook the vial until the liquid turned green then hurled it at the trees twenty yards away. The vial hit the largest trunk dead on and shattered.

      The resulting explosion nearly deafened Uther.

      When he looked back toward the trees, he found the smaller ones flattened and the big one blown nearly in half. A dozen of those vials would make swift work of the stone defenses Garenland had built around the mine. Shards of flying rock would no doubt whittle their numbers down as well.

      “I hope you have more than one case of them,” Uther said.

      Fredrick smiled. “Many more.”
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      Cypher made his way through the dark streets of Garen. This close to the metal-working district the stink of hot steel and coal smoke mingled to make the air nearly unbreathable. He preferred to avoid the area as much as possible, but for tonight’s work, there was no choice. The foundries had let out for the day and the workers were headed home or to their favorite tavern. His target was a particular tavern where wizards were known to gather, the Spark and Flame.

      Since receiving the new emperor’s permission to establish the Wizards Guild, he and his cohorts had been recruiting throughout the empire, with miserable results he had to admit. Wizards and their skills were rare enough that few of them thought they needed help getting better pay. In fact, the guild’s agent in Lux reported that most of the wizards had opened little crystal shops of their own and were doing quite well.

      On the one hand, it was good to see his fellow wizards succeeding, but on the other, if they succeeded on their own, convincing them to join the guild became nearly impossible. He smiled to himself and rounded a corner. It had been easier to convince wizards to join the underground, but now that they had all their rights and freedom, they thought they were home free.

      And maybe they were, for now, but he believed sooner or later they would face the same threat they always did, jealous humans that feared their magic. When that day arrived, all wizards would stand together or be killed and enslaved again. Cypher believed with all his heart in what the guild master was trying to build and he’d do anything he could to make it a reality.

      Halfway down the street, the Spark and Flame was lit up and the sound of laughter and music emerged from the open door. Sounded like the wizards were having a good time. Maybe if he caught a few of them drunk, he could convince them to join up.

      He shook his head as he stepped into the heat and noise of the tavern. How pathetic did that sound?

      A few soot-covered faces turned his way, but then quickly returned to their drinks and conversation. On a small, raised stage a bard strumming a lute belted out a bawdy drinking song.  Behind the bar, a pretty young woman poured drinks with threads of ether. She handled six with considerable skill, so he suspected seven or eight was her natural limit. That was a lot; Cypher was the third-most-powerful wizard in the guild and he could only wield eleven.

      The bartender’s cheeks dimpled when she smiled at him. “What can I get you?”

      “Wine, please.”

      She poured without touching either glass or bottle then set the drink in front of him. “Haven’t seen you in here before. Are you new in town?”

      Cypher shook his head. “I’m with the Wizards Guild. We’re looking for new members. With your skill, you could rise high.”

      “Thanks, but I like it here. Helping Dad with the tavern keeps me plenty busy.” A customer ambled up to the bar and she left him alone for a moment. Once she’d served the new arrival she added, “I don’t think you’ll have much luck. Everyone’s pretty happy with the war winding down and all.”

      “Is your father a wizard as well?” Cypher didn’t know why he asked since she clearly had no interest in the guild.

      “Nope. Mom and Dad are both regular people. They opened this place and made wizards welcome, so I’d have someone like me to talk to. Before His Majesty and Lord Shenk changed the laws, most taverns wouldn’t even let wizards in. We’ve got more competition now, but most of the regulars remember who treated them right when they didn’t have to and stay with us.”

      At least the wizards knew enough to stick together, even if they didn’t do it through the guild. He sipped his wine and looked over the crowd. No one called on their magic, but they all had a faint glow in the ether. The bartender was easily the strongest one here. Not that he expected to find some hidden gem. Most of those with real power had answered the call when Otto began building his war wizards.

      Speaking of Otto, one of the universal truths he’d found since starting his recruiting drive was that most of the wizards’ first loyalty was to Otto and the emperor. They were the ones that had finally set them free after all.

      If the guild were to have any hope of success, he needed to convince Otto to join. How he was going to do that was another matter altogether.

      He finished his wine and put the glass on the bar.

      “That’ll be two silver pieces,” the bartender said.

      Cypher set the coins beside the glass and a thread of ether swept both away. She really did have talent. Pity she was wasting it here.

      He pushed away from the bar and strode into the common room. Even knowing he’d fail, he had to ask if anyone wanted to join.

      Lucky for Cypher he didn’t take rejection personally.
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      After a miserable few hours’ sleep, Cypher set out for the guild’s office in Garen’s business district. He had spoken to Otto about a place in Gold Ward, but the young nobleman had pointed out that most of the wizards lived in the business district and would be apt to get turned away if they tried to enter Gold Ward. That combined with the rent of a storefront convinced Cypher to settle for what he had.

      He pulled his key out as he approached and unlocked the front door. The staff consisted of three underground wizards and him. He’d worked with them for years helping wizards get settled in Garenland and they were all loyal to the guild.

      He stepped inside and stretched his arms over his head. No one else had arrived yet, which suited him fine considering what he had to do.

      Just as Cypher had figured, every wizard he spoke to at the tavern the night before had turned him down cold. They were all polite, but firm in their indifference to what he was offering. None of the fools could see the dangers the future might hold. They were all drunk on their newfound freedom.

      Maybe they should have waited to establish the guild. It was only a matter of time before something happened between the wizards and normal people. Of course, if they waited, they risked losing what goodwill they’d earned by helping seize control of the portals.

      The situation was bleak, but it wasn’t his place to decide their next move. That honor, dubious though it might be, belonged to the woman he was about to contact, the guild master. Cypher didn’t even know her real name. Neither he nor anyone he’d spoken to called her anything but Guild Master.

      The front of the guild office held two tables and half a dozen chairs. If anyone ever showed up, they’d have a place to sit. His office was through a door behind the left-hand desk. He passed through it, ignored his comfortable chair, and called on the ether. The illusion disguising another door vanished and he stepped into the final chamber of the building.

      A gesture set a pair of Lux crystals glowing, revealing the chamber in all its modest glory. It measured eight by eight feet. The only notable feature was an inscribed rune circle with a gold-framed mirror in front of it. The mirror was an artifact they’d claimed from a storehouse that used to belong to Lord Karonin. Most of the items inside were beyond their ability to wield, but a few, like the mirror, had come in most handy.

      Cypher sat in the circle and sent ether into the mirror. Slowly, the mirror rose off the floor until it was even with his head. Clouds filled its smooth surface before quickly giving way to a cowled, shadowy face.

      “Good news I hope, Cypher,” the guild master said.

      “I’m afraid not. So far my efforts and the efforts of the others have come to little. The wizards see no value in joining us. I’ve spoken to many and always received the same response: we’re free now, what do we have to worry about?”

      “And the upstart, Shenk, have you approached him about joining us again?”

      “Not yet. He spends little time in Garen and I never know exactly when he might turn up. Speaking to him again is at the top of my list, just as soon as I get the chance.”

      “Perhaps a few beatings will convince the wizards of the value of our organization. An angry mob
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