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      After setting sail from Markane City, Eddred and his companions had set a southerly course. The journey to the City of Coins took only a week and saw them rounding the coast of Rolan before crossing the strait that separated Etheria from the Dead Lands. A hundred miles of water kept the monsters that called the Dead Lands home from traveling north and bringing their endless hunger to another continent.

      Now that the city was at hand, he needed to focus. Wallowing in sadness would do no one any good. He took several deep breaths and led the way down the gangplank and into the city.

      Except for a few hours before and after noon, the City of Coins existed in perpetual shadows cast by the titanic walls that protected it from the undead horrors plaguing the rest of the continent. It seemed to Eddred that the shadows would quickly become oppressive. Of course, given the heat, maybe having constant shade was a blessing.

      All around him, hundreds of people shouted and haggled over everything imaginable. From food and clothes to slaves and drugs, you could buy anything here. Assuming you had the coin.

      Lucky for him, the gold Lord Valtan provided would purchase everything they needed with plenty to spare. After sailing away from Markane and the city’s thousands of dead, a deep melancholy had settled over the crew—understandable given that most of them had lost every member of their family. Eddred was no exception to this. The evil magic unleashed on Markane’s capital had claimed his queen’s life as surely as it did the poorest urchin.

      Only the immortal Arcane Lord Valtan had survived. Eddred actually pitied the man, forced to live surrounded by the dead. Since his magic bound him to the city, Valtan had no choice but to remain behind. The task of avenging his people and retaking the continent from Garenland fell to Eddred. Deep down he doubted he was up to the task, but there was no one else to carry it out.

      “Where, exactly, are we going?” Prince Uther asked.

      The son of the former king of Straken stalked along beside Eddred, his gaze darting around the busy market like he expected to be attacked at any moment. Given how many times Uther had escaped near death at the hands of those hunting him, Eddred didn’t blame the man for being anxious. He still wore the same battered and dirty tunic and trousers he had on when they picked him up at South Barrier Island.

      “Nowhere exact. After being cooped up on the ship for weeks, I decided to have a look around the city. It’s going to take at least a week to resupply and I wanted to give the men a few days of shore leave before we began the long journey across the ocean.”

      Uther grunted. Clearly sightseeing wasn’t his cup of tea. “Are we certain this fabled continent is even there? Maybe we’ll sail for six months and end up in the Celestial Empire.”

      “Oh, it’s there. Valtan assured me he’s visited Colt’s Land many times. I even found nautical charts among the coins he gave us to guide us right to one of their cities on the eastern coast. Whether we can convince the people there to help us defeat Garenland is another matter altogether.”

      Uther glanced at him. “Surely once you tell them of the threat Garenland represents, any right-minded person will want to defeat them.”

      “Don’t know. There was a time I would have believed Markane lay beyond the concerns of the continent and we are far closer to Garenland than the people of Colt’s Land.” It pained Eddred to remember how naive he’d once been. “Time will tell.”

      A few minutes of walking brought them to the edge of the city’s bazaar. The tents gave way to multistory buildings made of light-tan stone. Instead of windows, most of the buildings had only curtains.

      They passed businesses of all sorts: inns, taverns, and cafes where people lounged in their flowing robes, drank coffee and tea, and smoked from hookahs. They rounded a corner and practically slammed into a gaggle of nearly naked women. The nature of the sprawling, three-story building behind them needed no explanation.

      After their initial surprise at the men’s arrival, the prostitutes immediately went to work. Touching and smiling and generally doing whatever they could to convince Uther and Eddred to join them inside.

      For Eddred’s part, the death of his wife remained too fresh to even consider sampling the wares on display. Uther had no such qualms.

      “I’ll meet you later at the ship.” With those parting words the prince of Straken was happily led off by a pair of bronze goddesses that would make any man weak in the knees.

      Eddred quickly disengaged from the pouting whores and made himself scarce. Perhaps a drink at one of the cafes would soothe him. The whole point of this tour was to distract him from his troubles and so far he’d failed miserably at the task.

      He settled on a small place a hundred yards or so from the whorehouse. The cafe only had six outdoor tables, two of which were already occupied. No servers waited to direct him so he selected a seat as far from the others as possible.

      Eddred had barely settled down when a girl about thirteen dressed in a simple white robe hurried over and asked, “Something to drink, sir?” She had a different accent, but was still easily understandable. One of the advantages of a world once ruled by an interconnected empire: no language barriers.

      “Yes, thank you. Whatever your most popular item is will be fine.”

      The serving girl bowed and hurried away. Half a minute later she returned with a steaming cup of tea. “One copper coin, please.”

      “My treat.” A slender woman, her face hidden by a veil and her body disguised by a flowing black robe, handed the girl a silver coin. “One for me as well. You can keep the rest.”

      “Thank you, miss.” The girl bowed to the stranger and went to fetch her drink.

      The woman settled into the seat across from Eddred. All he could see were her eyes, dark, mysterious orbs surrounded by shadows. If the rest of her matched her eyes, she was a beauty indeed, though not the sort of companion he wanted at the moment. Still, he had no desire to offend the woman and she’d done nothing to suggest she did the same sort of work as the earlier women. Perhaps it would be best to let her make the first move.

      The serving girl returned with a second cup of tea then took her leave. When she’d gone his mysterious companion said, “I can see your curiosity, King Eddred.”

      He nearly dropped the delicate cup in his hand. His eyes darted around, seeking a trap but finding nothing. He never should have ordered his guards to remain behind. Damn it! He’d wanted to give them a break and now this.

      “Calm yourself,” the woman said. “I mean you no harm. I’ve simply come to make a business proposal.” She must have read his expression because she laughed, a luscious chuckle that shook her shoulders and gave a hint of the curves under her robe. “Not that sort of proposition. You have a problem. Or rather two problems, Wolfric, ruler of Garenland and his advisor, Otto Shenk. For the right price, my guild can remove them for you.”

      Eddred took a moment to gather himself. This woman, whoever she was, knew far too much about him and his situation for comfort. He knew traders occasionally came from the city to trade with the kingdoms; he didn’t know they had an intelligence network.

      “Your guild,” he said at last. “Assassins?”

      “Indeed. And you needn’t look around so furtively when you say it. The Coiled Serpent has paid all its dues to the city council. As long as we conclude our business outside the city walls, everything we do here is legal.”

      While he had no particular qualms about killing Wolfric and Otto, the idea of simply hiring murderers to do it seemed wrong. Still, it couldn’t hurt to learn more.

      He took a sip of tea to wet his suddenly dry lips and asked, “How much?”

      Her laugh was softer this time. “Right to the point. I appreciate your directness. Around here everything is always subtle, dancing around the real issue. An emperor and a powerful wizard are far from easy targets. We’d need two hundred pounds of gold up front and the same amount again when the job is done.”

      He nearly choked on his tea. All the treasure Valtan had given him wouldn’t even cover the down payment. However, he could get the coin if he really had to. Plenty of wealth remained in Markane and the dead had no use for gold.

      Again she read him like an open book. “No need to answer now. The guildmaster tasked me with making contact, nothing more.” She placed a bronze coin engraved with a coiled cobra on the table. “Take this. Should you at any time wish to further discuss the matter, show the coin to any merchant in the city. Word will reach us and I will make contact.”

      She stood to go and Eddred asked, “What’s your name?”

      “Naja. Goodbye, Eddred of Markane. May heaven watch over you on your journey.”

      He watched her until she disappeared into the crowd. The coin felt cool in his hand and had more heft than he expected. Assassins. How had it come to this? Hopefully, with the help of the people of Colt’s Land, he wouldn’t have to resort to something so desperate.

      On the other hand, it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared. He’d contact Valtan when he returned to the ship and see if he would begin collecting the necessary payment.
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      Otto found Wolfric lounging with his new harem. A spare bedroom had been converted into a pleasure chamber based on an illustration Wolfric had found in one of his books. Pillows and cushions covered a variety of couches. Two girls lounged on one side, their sheer silk costumes leaving little to the imagination. The third cuddled with a shirtless Wolfric. Some spicy incense filled the air. Otto conjured an ethereal fan to blow it away from his face.

      Wherever Sin found the young women, they couldn’t have been working their trade for very long. None of them had that worn-out, world-weary gaze that he’d come to associate with the more jaded members of society.

      They were certainly attractive enough, but he was starting to think the new emperor enjoyed his diversions a little too much. The nobles now had orders not to come to court unless they had serious problems and the merchants had similar instructions. While Wolfric’s stress had gone down considerably, he risked losing the respect of those he ruled.

      Fortunately, most of them were terrified of Otto and his war wizards, so that kept the risk of an uprising to a minimum. The fact that profits and taxes were filling both groups’ coffers helped as well.

      “Otto!” Wolfric said when he finally tore his gaze away from his companion. “Join us, please. Girls, a drink for my dear friend.”

      Otto raised a hand and the two unoccupied whores froze. Sin had made it very clear to all of them that while pleasing Wolfric was their primary task, Otto was their true master.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty, but it’s time for our meeting. I’ll be sailing in a couple days and I wanted to go over the final arrangements now in case you have any questions.”

      “Is it that time already?” Wolfric rolled out of bed, hunted around, and finally found a robe to sling over his shoulders. “Very well. Lead the way.”

      The two men left the playroom behind. Outside, a quartet of royal guards fell in around them. A short walk brought them to the communication chamber Otto had set up just off the throne room. There wasn’t much in the way of furniture, just a table, a handful of chairs, and a cabinet loaded with carafes. The only item of real note was the gold-framed mirror Otto had seized from the Wizards Guild. It allowed for communication over long distances and would help him keep track of the empire while across the ocean.

      Draken, one of Otto’s trusted lieutenants, bowed when they entered. After Draken had helped rescue Otto from the Wizards Guild, he had proven himself both loyal and skilled. He had now taken Enoch’s place as Otto’s second-in-command. Hopefully he would prove more trustworthy than Otto’s late teacher.

      “Your Majesty, Lord Shenk,” Draken said.

      “What was his name again?” Wolfric asked.

      “Draken, Your Majesty,” the wizard said.

      “He will be serving as your advisor and guard while I’m away chasing Eddred,” Otto said. “Rest assured, Draken has my full confidence. You will have no cause for complaint where he’s concerned. Should you need to contact me, I’ve instructed him on the use of the mirror.”

      “Yes, I’m sure he’s very competent,” Wolfric said. “The empire has been so quiet lately I doubt there will be any problems while you’re gone. Are you certain you can’t just send someone else, a diplomat or something? That’s their job after all.”

      “If it were simply a matter of establishing contact with the people of Colt’s Land, then a diplomat would serve, but countering Eddred’s lies will require someone higher up in the government. Since we dare not risk your life on the treacherous crossing, it falls to me.”

      “Of course it does. You are always going out of your way for the empire, my friend.” Wolfric clasped Otto’s upper arm. “I’ll hold things down here, never fear. I am the emperor, right?”

      “You certainly are.” Otto smiled. He’d begun to wonder, as Wolfric became less and less dependable, whether madness ran in the Von Garen line. Having to deal with a mad emperor would make his work more difficult. “I think we’ve gone over everything this past week. Do you have any other concerns before I leave?”

      Wolfric shook his head. “No, no, we’ll all be fine. Rest assured, the empire will stay just as you left it. After all the work we’ve done, it wouldn’t do to let things fall apart now.”

      “No, it wouldn’t. I’m sure you’re keen to return to your ladies,” Otto said, careful to keep any sign of contempt out of his voice. “I have a couple other matters to discuss with Draken then I’m off for Lux.”

      “Safe journey, Otto,” Wolfric said.

      “Thank you, my friend. Don’t worry, I’ll be back before you know it.”

      Otto bowed and Wolfric took his leave. When the clanking of the guards’ boots had gone he turned to Draken. Just in case, he conjured a barrier to keep anyone from eavesdropping.

      “You see what’s become of him,” Otto said. “I wish I’d never suggested that stupid harem. I thought it would be a diversion, not a full-time occupation. He seemed to lose interest in ruling as soon as we fully established the empire.”

      Draken shrugged. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t do anything foolish and the other war wizards will keep an eye on the nobles. With the guild broken and no other real threats on the continent, the empire should be safe enough even with its ruler in less than full control of himself.”

      “Well enough. Contact me if you need to, but remember, I can’t travel back and forth at a whim. Don’t make me regret trusting you.”

      “I don’t know if I ever told you this,” Draken said. “But my brother was one of those you freed in Rolan. He would have died like an animal in a cage without your help. My life is yours, never doubt it.”

      Otto smiled, finally reassured that he could leave the empire and not have all his gains wiped out in his absence.
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      Otto arrived at the warehouse that served as the base of operations for his intelligence network half an hour after his discussion with Wolfric. The team had done some improvements on the outside, replacing siding, painting, and generally making the place presentable. Not that most people would ever see more than the outside.

      He took a deep breath and pulled the door open. While his anxiety hadn’t fully abated, he had made peace with leaving things in the hands of his subordinates for however long it took for him to find the Chamber of Eternity. Hopefully that would be months, not years.

      As soon as he stepped inside, the stink from whatever alchemical concoction Ulf was working on wafted over him. They still hadn’t improved the ventilation enough to keep the smell under control and at this point he seriously doubted they ever would.

      The magical armor knelt in a neat row against the wall. Hans and his squad were busy packing their gear. They would be coming along on the journey as his personal guards.

      “Master!” Corina came charging his way. The girl had finally gained a few pounds and no longer resembled a scarecrow. She wore a black and gold war wizard’s robe and her mithril ring gleamed on her right hand. The pack on her back looked nearly as heavy as she was.

      She had a bright smile as she skidded to a stop beside him. “I’m all ready to go. Thank you again for letting me come on the trip.”

      “You’re welcome.” He’d agreed mostly to shut her up since she’d done nothing but beg to come along from the moment she found out he planned to leave. Also, showing that he had sufficient skill to train an apprentice might help offset his youth.

      Hans and his men slung their packs over their shoulders and joined them. They each saluted fist to heart. Unlike many of their missions, they wore a proper black and gold uniform of the Imperial Legion. They were on an official mission and needed to look the part.

      “Ready to depart, Lord Shenk,” Hans said.

      “Good, let’s head to the portal.”

      “What about your stuff?” Corina asked.

      “I sent everything ahead days ago. It’s all loaded on the ship.” Otto waved to Ulf and the group set out. He’d already given Sin and Allen their orders. Mostly to just keep doing what they were doing and alert Draken to any problems.

      As they walked through the quiet streets toward the portal, Hans said, “Are you certain it wouldn’t be better for us to go then alert you with the rune coin?”

      “I wish we could do it that way, but hitting a moving target while one with the ether is still beyond my ability. You’d have to make landfall before you called me and I’m sure the people of Colt’s Land will want to talk before they allow us to dock. No, I have no choice but to endure the journey with you. Hopefully, it goes smoothly.”

      Hans still didn’t look happy. Otto wasn’t terribly happy himself, but after discussing the matter with Lord Karonin, he’d decided it just wasn’t worth the risk. If the empire had still been at war, maybe, but with things finally calm, he decided to take the safe path. Otto had enough books to last six months already on board, so at least boredom shouldn’t be an issue.

      When they reached the portal fort, the guards waved them right through. A line of five merchant wagons had already formed and several drivers grumbled at them jumping the line. Otto ignored them. The next scheduled opening was for Rolan. Lux didn’t come up for hours and he had no desire to wait.

      A tap from his control rod, its tip charged with ether, activated the connection to Lux. Hans lunged through ahead of him as though expecting an ambush on the other side. Otto appreciated that he took his job seriously, but they were emerging in another fortress controlled by Garenland soldiers. The odds of an ambush didn’t bear mentioning.

      But if it made the good sergeant feel better, Otto wouldn’t complain. Hans asked for little enough in exchange for his loyalty, letting him do his job seemed a small thing.

      Otto and Corina stepped through next. Random colored lines of ether filled his vision for a moment then they were on the other side. They moved quickly out of the way to make room for the other soldiers. Hans stood a few feet away, seeming relaxed, but ready. No doubt seeing the soldiers on duty and no sign of an enemy had calmed him down. Despite Otto telling Hans more than once that Otto getting kidnapped by the Wizards Guild wasn’t his fault, the sergeant still took it as a personal failure.

      “No matter how many times I see that I’ll never get used to it,” Corina said. “The ether usually looks so swirly, the straight lines just seem wrong.”

      “The ether is naturally chaotic,” Otto said. “At its core, wizardry is about imposing order on that chaos to make it do what you want. The portals embody that principle on a huge scale. Magic is about order. To be the best wizard you can be, keep that in mind with everything you do.”

      “Yes, Master.” Corina’s smile indicated that she didn’t take his words as seriously as she should, but as her power grew so would her understanding.

      When the last of the squad emerged, Otto deactivated the portal. Hans led the way through the fort’s open gate. On the Lux side no wagons waited, but a single wizard in gray robes stood to one side of the gate, a heavy pack on her back.

      The wizard’s eyes widened when she looked at Otto and she bowed. Probably one of the independent crystal makers headed off to trade. He waved and put her out of his mind. It pleased him to see the wizards he freed making good use of their new rights. It would take time, maybe generations, but eventually people would come to understand that wizards were really just people trying to live their lives.

      Crystal City, the capital of Lux, seemed quiet enough as they made their way from the portal to the dock where Captain Wainwright and his ship sat at dock. The port only had a handful of vessels docked alongside theirs. Otto hadn’t noticed it on his previous visits, but a plaque attached to the front of the ship bore the name Sea Star engraved on it.

      Beside him, Corina stared past the ship and out across the waves. Was this her first visit to the ocean? He couldn’t remember and that annoyed him.

      “Quite a view,” Otto said. “In a few days we’ll be so far out to sea that you won’t even be able to see land.”

      She clutched his arm. “What if it sinks?”

      “Then we drown. Even if you could swim… Can you swim?”

      “No. Not much need for it on the plains.” Her nails were digging into his arm. Otto conjured a barrier of ether to ease the pressure.

      “Well, it wouldn’t matter if you knew how. Once we’re far enough offshore, you’ll run out of strength before you get back. Assuming the sharks don’t eat you first.”

      “What’s a shark?” Corina asked.

      Hans and his men were listening closely as well. He hadn’t even thought to ask if any of them knew how to swim.

      “A shark is a big fish with lots of teeth. They’ll eat anything they can find. Some types are more aggressive than others. Don’t worry, we’re not going to sink. This is a good ship with a competent crew. They’ll carry us where we need to go and back again without a problem.” Otto glanced over at the ship and noticed a figure in a blue canvas shirt and pants, his beard neatly trimmed, standing at the rail. “Captain Wainwright. I trust all is ready?”

      “Aye, Lord Shenk. We were just waiting for you. Come aboard.”

      When Otto and his merry band reached the top of the gangplank, the captain nodded to one side.

      “Go below and get settled,” Otto said. “I’ll join you in a moment.”

      Hans saluted and led the others to a set of stairs that went below deck.

      “What’s on your mind, Captain?” Otto asked.

      “Generally, when we’re at sea, the captain’s in charge of all matters aboard ship. I’m thinking that might not work so well with you.”

      “Tell you what. I won’t tell you or your crew how to do your jobs and you leave me and my people alone, unless it’s a matter of safety for the ship. Fair enough?”

      “Aye, my lord. That’s just the sort of arrangement I was hoping for. Since we’re not hauling any freight, you all will find plenty of room to spread out. I arranged a private cabin for you right next to my own. It’s small enough, but on a ship you have to make do.”

      “If you’d seen the size of the room I grew up in, you wouldn’t be worried. Rest assured, Captain, I’m not a pampered nobleman that’s going to complain every few hours about the conditions. Just get us where we need to go as quickly as possible.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem with them charts you provided. I expect to make the trip in two months, maybe less.”

      Otto nodded. That matched his own calculations. “Is there anything else you need from me?”

      “Nope. We’ll be underway within the hour. Make yourself at home.”

      A ship wouldn’t have been his first choice of homes, but at least it was friendlier than either of his real homes.
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      Annamaria paced back and forth in her room, rocking Abby in the hopes that she’d stop crying. Even an hour of quiet would be welcome. She didn’t know what had her little girl so cranky, but for the last three days she hadn’t slept for more than an hour or two at a time before she woke up crying again. Both the midwife and a priestess had come in to take a look at her, but both claimed there was no underlying illness. Sometimes, they said, babies were just fussy.

      That wonderful bit of news did nothing to help Annamaria, and the lack of sleep was doing even less for her mood. Otto at least no longer troubled her. In fact, before he left, they had hardly spoken a dozen words. He also wanted nothing to do with Abby, which was no shock given her real father’s identity.

      She let out a long sigh. Oh, Lothair, you certainly did complicate my life before getting yourself killed.

      Sometimes, a little piece of her wished he had just disappeared into the city and never returned. Yes, her life with Otto wouldn’t have been what she dreamed of, but it might at least have been tolerable. Now she had a baby with no father to help her, a husband that hated her and that she in turn despised, and only a chambermaid with whom to share her secrets.

      A soft knock on the door brought her up short. She shifted Abby to her left arm and said, “What is it?”

      The door opened and Mimi, her personal maid, stuck her head in. She’d let her hair grow out a little over the last month and it framed her heart-shaped face nicely.

      “Lady Shenk is here, miss.”

      “Otto’s mother?” Annamaria’s heart raced for a moment. What could her mother-in-law be doing here? “Did she say what she wanted?”

      “To meet her granddaughter I assume. She’s downstairs chatting with Master Edwyn. Judging from her luggage, she’s planning to stay a spell.”

      “Did she come alone?” All Annamaria needed now was for the nastier members of Otto’s family to be hanging around underfoot.

      “She had four guards with her, but no other family members,” Mimi said.

      Annamaria blew out a breath of relief. Katharina, at least, she could handle. “I’ll be down in a moment.”

      Mimi withdrew and she set Abby back in her cradle. A quick look in the mirror revealed a tired, haggard woman. Her eyes were dark and bloodshot, her clothes wrinkled and slept in, and the less said about her hair the better.

      As she considered taking time to change, Abby started wailing again. Annamaria scooped the little one up and went for the door. If she was too much of a mess then too bad. At least she hadn’t collapsed in exhaustion.

      The stairs weren’t far from her room and soon enough Annamaria reached the dining room. Katharina stood as she approached and smiled the same kind, welcoming smile she’d offered when Annamaria arrived at Castle Shenk the first time. That look of warm acceptance nearly sent Annamaria into tears.

      How long had it been since anyone looked at her like that? Not since Lothair was killed.

      “My dear, you look all in.” Katharina crossed the room and held out her arms.

      Even after a week plus of traveling she looked perfect, every inch the noblewoman in her dark-red gown, her hair upswept and held by silver pins. She made Annamaria feel like a country maid.

      Annamaria passed Abby over to her without hesitation and after a few bounces she stopped crying. Maybe Katharina was a wizard too. The silence felt brittle, like the crying was about to resume at any moment. Annamaria had learned not to trust these peaceful moments.

      “And where is my son?” Katharina asked. “I assumed Otto would at least come out and greet me.”

      “Otto’s off on some mission for Wolfric… I mean Emperor Von Garen,” Annamaria said. “I got the impression he wouldn’t be back for some time.”

      “Typical Shenk man,” Katharina said. “Always the first in line for a fight, but when a baby needs taking care of they’re nowhere to be found. He didn’t tell you about his task?”

      “No. Otto tells me very little about his work for the emperor. I suppose he can’t exactly go around spilling secrets.” Not that he would have told her in any case.

      Katharina shook her head. “That won’t do at all. A marriage is built on trust and that comes from honesty. Arnwolf, for all his faults, never keeps secrets from me. Whatever was happening in the barony, whether good or bad, I always knew. When Otto returns, I’ll have a long talk with him about trusting his wife. After all, if he can’t trust you, who can he trust?”

      It took all of Annamaria’s willpower to keep her expression neutral. If Katharina ever found out what she’d done, heaven only knew how she might react. At the very least, chiding Otto about trust would be the farthest thing from her mind.

      “Why don’t you get a nap, dear? I’ll look after Abby for you.”

      “I won’t argue,” Annamaria said. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      As she made her way back to her bedroom, Annamaria heard her father asking if Katharina wouldn’t like something to eat. Typical Father—when in doubt, have a snack. She wished she could solve her own problems so easily.
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      The journey across the ocean, while tedious, passed without any issues beyond a couple bouts of stomach flu among Eddred’s crew. He assumed some of the unfamiliar foods they picked up in the City of Coins had brought about the illness. Some sort of egg concoction mixed with vinegar had set Eddred’s insides roiling, so he was in no position to criticize.

      As he stood now in the ship’s bow, the wind in his hair, looking out at a pair of approaching ships, none of those details mattered. He would soon make contact with the people of Colt’s Land. The first person to do so in seven-hundred-plus years. Under normal circumstances, that would be a momentous event. But now, with his mission to convince them to help fight a war, getting this first step right was paramount. Move too aggressively and he risked looking like the villain and if he seemed too weak, he risked looking like a lost cause.

      Technically, Eddred had been trained to handle diplomacy, but he usually had Valtan’s reputation and the fear that provoked to aid him. This nation sat well beyond the Arcane Lord’s reach and any threats would no doubt see them turned back or, worse, sent to the bottom of the ocean. He dearly wished for anyone or anything that might show him the right way.

      Minutes passed and his prayer remained unanswered. The approaching ships were close enough now that he could make out their single masts and square-rigged sails. What really caught his attention were the ballistae mounted in the sloop’s bows. Both were cocked and loaded with a heavy, iron-tipped harpoon.

      When they were a hundred yards away, a greatly amplified voice said, “Lower your sails and prepare to be boarded.”

      “Orders, Your Majesty?” Captain Carter asked from his position at the helm.

      “Do as they say,” Eddred said. “These are the people we’re here to meet. We don’t want to start a fight.”

      The sailors hastened to climb into the rigging and take down the ship’s many sails. Eddred ignored the process and focused on the still-approaching sloops. There must be wizards on board to amplify a voice like that.

      He squinted, trying to make out the telltale aura of a wizard working the ether. Either they were still too far away or he lacked the skill to see that far; whichever it was, he couldn’t tell which of the twenty or so sailors was the wizard.

      Speaking of wizards, Lilly and Adam, his personal bodyguards, came to stand beside him. “Should we expect trouble, Majesty?” Adam asked.

      Eddred smiled. “Always. But unless it’s a life-or-death situation, don’t react. Remember, we’re here to ask for these people’s help.”

      “Understood, Majesty,” Lilly said.

      When the sloops finally came alongside, one of the crew tossed down a rope ladder. Eddred went to greet whoever ended up coming aboard. A soldier dressed in a hardened leather breastplate and white trousers boarded first. Eddred pegged his age at twenty-five tops. The clean-shaven youth glared around at the sailors watching him, his hand never straying far from the hilt of a short, curved sword that looked brand new. Not a hardened warrior then.

      A moment later another sailor that looked like a brother to the first scrambled up the ladder followed by an older man about forty who wore a blue shirt instead of armor. He had a gold insignia of some sort over his right breast.

      This would be the man in charge.

      “Welcome aboard,” Eddred said.

      “You are the captain of this vessel?” the older man asked. Like the people of the City of Coins, his accent was different, but still understandable.

      “No. My name is Eddred, king of Markane. I have crossed the ocean to speak with your rulers on a matter of grave importance.”

      “A bold claim. My name is Captain Kendy of the Bandon City Coast Guard. My duty is to search any ship approaching the city and determine if they pose a threat. If I decide you don’t, a pilot will be assigned to guide your ship to the city dock. The harbormaster will then hear your story and decide whether to pass it along to the city council and Lord Governor. You will be confined to your ship until given permission to disembark. Understood?”

      “Perfectly. Please, feel free to look around. We have nothing to hide.”

      “I will, sir.” Captain Kendy snapped his fingers and the soldiers fell in beside him.

      For the next hour, he stuck his nose into every corner of the ship, including Eddred’s private quarters, the crew’s footlockers, and the bilge. Kendy was thorough, Eddred had to give him that. But there was nothing to find beyond food and their modest remaining funds.

      At last Kendy said, “I can’t say if you are who you claim, but you’re clearly neither pirates nor smugglers. That gets you to the dock. Jameson!”

      A portly sailor older than the captain labored his way up the ladder and saluted. “Captain?”

      “You’re on guide duty. Take them to guest berth seven. I’ll have a team ready to meet you.”

      “Righto, sir.”

      It was a testament to the crew’s training that they followed the fat sailor’s instructions without complaint. Not that he didn’t know his business. After two hours and with a little help from a large rowboat crewed by the burliest men Eddred had ever seen this side of Straken, they were tied up at a dock well away from the main area of the city’s port.

      Eddred easily counted thirty huge, three-masted ships tied up further away. Beyond the waterfront, hundreds of two- and three-story buildings jutted up. The city’s massive portal towered above the buildings. And beyond that, he could see a wall probably fifty feet high. His best guess made Bandon City smaller than Garen but considerably larger than Lux.

      Jameson dusted off his hands and left the helm. He sauntered over to the rail where Eddred stood. “Welcome to Bandon City. Here come the harbormaster and his men now. I’ll leave you in their care. Best of luck to you, sir. She’s a fine ship.”

      Two crewmen put the gangplank over the side and Jameson ambled on down, pausing only to toss an indifferent salute to the group of ten men approaching.

      Eddred turned his attention to the new arrivals. Nine were clearly soldiers, armed with double-edged swords, small round shields, and wearing mail suits. The tenth man was older, with a well-trimmed gray beard and a blue and white tunic with a small set of gold scales embroidered on the right breast. He carried a closed leather book with him.

      “So this lot will decide our fate.” Eddred had been so focused on the harbormaster and his men that he hadn’t noticed Uther slip up beside him.

      “Seems like. You know, I’m not sure what I expected, but so far everyone’s very polite and accommodating. I’m trying not to get my hopes up, but if the rulers of this place are as reasonable as the sailors, we might yet succeed.”

      Uther grunted. “Being polite is one thing. Volunteering to fight a war is another. I say they’ll hear you out then send us on our way empty-handed.”

      The group stopped at the foot of the gangplank and before Eddred could reply the older man looked up and said, “Permission to come aboard?”

      “Granted. Please join us.”

      “Thank you, sir.” The older man led the way up the slightly swaying gangplank, moving just as easily as if he stood on level ground. “As I’m sure you guessed, I’m Bandon’s harbormaster. Captain Kendy has told me quite a story about you. I’ve read about Markane of course, home of the last living Arcane Lord. The journey must have been difficult.”

      “Tedious, but the weather was fine. King Eddred of Markane.” He held out his hand.

      The harbormaster grinned, grasped his wrist, and shook. “Paxton, good to meet you, sir. Never shook the hand of a king, quite an honor.”

      If he knew the state of Markane at the moment, he wouldn’t have been so impressed.

      “So I understand you want to talk to the city fathers. Now I don’t like to be nosy, but it’s my job to screen out anyone that might waste their time. I don’t suppose you crossed the ocean on some minor matter, but I still need to ask you to tell your tale.”

      Eddred nodded. “Certainly. The continent, you would know it as Etheria, has been conquered and Markane nearly destroyed. I’ve come seeking help—soldiers, wizards, anything you can offer.”

      Paxton frowned. “I see. Don’t think you’ll get the answer you want, but I’ll take your message to the council. Until the

      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/portal-wars-dingbat.jpg






OEBPS/images/thechamberofeternity-3610px-x-5400px-ebook.jpg
\
JAMESE. WIS};AER .





