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      Otto Shenk sat at a desk outside Franken Manor, a sprawling mansion not much smaller than the royal palace. A ledger, its first page half filled with names, rested in front of him while a line of wizards waiting to be interviewed stretched across the lawn. The turnout surprised him. After Wolfric announced the restoration of all wizards’ rights, Otto had assumed at best a third would volunteer to join the army. From the numbers on the lawn he guessed he’d underestimated by half.

      The sky above was leaden and gray but at least it wasn’t raining; with fall fast approaching he expected the cold wet rains to arrive soon enough. The weather this time of year controlled much of what they could do. Once winter arrived that was it, most travel would be shut down, and forget about fighting in Straken. The snow would make that impossible.

      He’d had almost no rest since the king’s funeral last week. Following his meeting with Lord Karonin at her tower, he had volunteered to turn the estate into a training area for the new company of wizards they planned to raise, the War Wizards. It hadn’t been difficult to convince his father-in-law, the estate’s owner, especially when Otto explained that, in thanks, the Crown would be refunding their property taxes.

      So far Otto had found twenty-two people with sufficient power to be useful on the battlefield. Men and women who for their entire lives had been looked down upon as lesser and dangerous, now had their moment to shine.

      Magic was what would win the war and see Garenland become the center of a new empire. When the ordinary people saw how valuable wizards could be, they would be quick to accept them as equals. Or at the very least they’d realize messing with them would be unwise given their power. One way or the other, Otto intended to see wizards take their proper place as respected members of society.

      Now that he knew how to use them, several of the items from Lord Karonin’s armory would be a great help in the coming war. But first he needed wizards to wield them—most of them anyway.

      He shook the stray thought away. He could explore his new magical toys later.

      A lot had to go right before he and Wolfric could see their dreams come true. A chill breeze sent a shiver down his spine. If winter came early this year, their hopes of defeating Straken before the snows fell would come up short.

      Speaking of Wolfric, he had already ordered the Northern Army to deploy and secure their northern province. It would take a few days for the three legions of soldiers to march and they would have to do it without wizards to support them. At least at first. Otto figured he needed a minimum of three weeks to get a few units up to speed enough for them to be useful.

      He focused on the next person in line, a woman about thirty, dressed in grimy, soot-covered clothes. She refused to meet his gaze, instead looking a fraction to his left.

      “Your name?” Otto asked.

      “Tabitha, my lord.” Her voice was strong and steady even if her gaze wasn’t.

      Otto made a note in his ledger. “Tabitha, welcome. How many threads can you wield?”

      “Six, my lord.”

      “Splendid. Show me.”

      She blinked like a fish just yanked from the river. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Just conjure them from your hand and make them glow. Nothing complicated, just enough to demonstrate your strength.”

      Her face scrunched in concentration and she turned her hands palms up. Six thin threads of ether shot up from her fingers. Not terribly potent, but good enough to make the cut.

      “That’s fine, thank you.” Otto jotted another note. “Please take your place with the other new recruits.”

      She bowed and moved a little way off to the side to join the others that had passed the first test. He sighed and looked down the line. Another fifty waited to be tested. If the ratios held, half of them would be strong enough to be of use and he’d have half his unit. Maybe more, probably less.

      “Next.”

      A boy even younger than Otto stepped up to the table. Much like Tabitha, he was dirty from working at a foundry, skinny as a fence rail, and too nervous to look Otto in the eye.

      “Name?”

      “Cal, my lord.” The boy’s voice broke halfway through giving his name and his face reddened.

      “Cal, and how many threads can you wield?”

      “Two, my lord.”

      That wasn’t enough to be worth taking to the battlefield. “I’m sorry, Cal. Five is the minimum to join.”

      “Please, Lord Shenk. I want to serve the kingdom. His Majesty’s announcement that we’d all be true citizens filled me with such pride. I would die for the king should he ask it.”

      Otto stood and put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “King Wolfric doesn’t want your life, he wants your loyal service. Just because you aren’t strong enough to join the War Wizards today, doesn’t mean you can’t serve Garenland. This war will be long and difficult. We will have great need for armor and weapons. Your work in the forges and foundries will feed the army the weapons it needs to win. Remember that and do your utmost to create the finest steel you can. Take pride in serving in your own way and as you grow and increase your power, a time may come when you can join the army and fight Garenland’s enemies directly.”

      Cal had swelled with pride as Otto spoke. “I will do my best to make the king proud, Lord Shenk.”

      “I have absolutely no doubt about that.” Otto smiled and gave Cal’s shoulder a final squeeze. “Off you go.”

      Otto sat back down and checked his ledger. Hopefully he’d find more Tabithas than he did Cals.

      “You’ve become quite a leader, Lord Shenk.”

      Otto knew that voice. His head snapped up and he found himself looking into the kind, familiar features of his former teacher, Master Enoch. The months had been reasonably kind to him. He wore a new brown robe and his beard was combed and neatly trimmed. He certainly looked better than when Stephan had chased him out of Shenk Castle.

      “Master, what a wonderful surprise.” Otto moved around the table and they shook hands. “I feared I’d never see you again.”

      “It was a rough winter, but I found work where I could. When word of the king’s proclamation reached me, I headed for the capital as fast as possible. I can’t believe how much you’ve accomplished since we parted ways. And married as well I understand. Congratulations.”

      Otto’s good mood soured at the mention of Annamaria, but he quickly shook it off. The less he thought about his blushing bride the better.

      “Thank you, Master. If you’re willing, I’d be delighted to have you as my second-in-command as we train the new recruits.”

      “I’m not sure how much help an old man like me can be, but if you think I’ll be of value, then I’m happy to serve you once more.”

      Otto reached back to the desk and removed from its box one of the mithril rings he’d brought from the armory. He’d brought only one box of the apprentice rings after his last visit, his plan being to give them to the strongest of his new wizards both to enhance their power even more and to make sure he kept them under control.

      Lord Karonin had created the rings for her apprentices and the runes running inside the band allowed one who knew how to use them to take control of the wearer’s magic and turn it against them in the event of a betrayal.

      Not that Otto expected his former master to betray him, but he was the most powerful wizard Otto had encountered today, so why take chances?

      He handed the ring to Enoch who gave it a curious look. “Silver?”

      “Mithril. If you channel your threads through it, they become thicker and more powerful.”

      Enoch’s eyes widened. “A very valuable item. How many do you have?”

      “Not enough for everyone, unfortunately. I’ll be giving them to the strongest recruits once they finish their training. I’m giving you this one now as a sign of your position as my second.”

      Enoch nodded and slipped the ring on his right middle finger. He tried channeling a single thread through the metal. It grew about twice as thick as normal. “Amazing. I’ll do my best to be worthy of it.”

      “If you can help me get through this line of recruits, you’ll already be more than worthy. We’d best get back to it. It’s good to have you back with me, Master.”

      “It’s good to be back, Lord Shenk, though I hardly think I’m worthy of being called your master anymore.”

      Otto shrugged. “Old habits I suppose.”

      They resumed the interviews and with Enoch’s help, Otto finished ahead of schedule with forty cadets. Less than he’d hoped for, but not by too much.

      “Shall we retire for dinner?” Otto asked. “You’re welcome to stay at the mansion if you’d like.”

      “I couldn’t impose. I’ll stay at the barracks with the other wizards. Maybe I can give them a few pointers in the evening.”

      “As you wish.” Otto was about to insist Enoch at least join him for the evening meal when a boy came running up, a scroll clenched in his hand. “Yes?”

      “Lord Shenk? Message for you, my lord.” He held out the scroll.

      No seal, so it wasn’t from Wolfric. Who’d be sending him a message? Otto flipped the boy a penny and took the paper.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Enoch said. “Good evening.”

      Otto nodded and turned toward the mansion. As he walked, he unrolled the scroll. He read the first line and froze. It seemed someone had seen him using his magic to redirect the assassin’s blade and if Otto refused to pay him ten double eagles, he’d tell Wolfric. The meeting was supposed to take place tomorrow at dawn in a park outside the city.

      Clearly whoever sent the scroll had no idea that Wolfric had helped plan his father’s assassination. Still, better for everyone if Otto dealt with this quietly rather than bothering the new king. Wolfric had enough on his mind at the moment. Otto didn’t know who’d be stupid enough to threaten him, but whoever it was would rue the day he troubled Otto Shenk.
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      Axel Shenk stood, hands clasped behind his back, in General Varchi’s office. The usually perfectly ordered desk was covered with maps and lists. With the Northern Army preparing to march, there was a great deal to be done. Instead of being weighed down by the work, the general appeared invigorated.

      Axel knew exactly how he felt. Since he’d arrived from the trading post where his company had holed up, they’d all been working twelve-plus hours a day. What made it invigorating was the fact that they were finally free to strike back at their enemies.

      King Wolfric—it was going to take a little while to get used to that change—had ordered them to march as quickly as possible and to drive Straken’s forces out of Garenland and all the way back to their capital city of Marduke. If they could burn the city down, so much the better. It was an order they’d all been waiting for but had no hope of getting from the late king.

      General Varchi finished the list he was working on and stood up. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Axel. In recognition of your outstanding work getting your forces safely clear of the Straken army, I’m promoting you to commander. You’ll take charge of Braddock’s three companies as he’s in no shape to return to the fight. I’ve already ordered replacements to fill out your ranks. I’ll be counting on your scout company to lead the way north.”

      The general pinned a silver star on his tunic and Axel saluted, fist to heart. “We’ll do our best, General. My men and I are eager for some payback.”

      “I can imagine. Yours was the only scout company to escape the sieges. That firsthand knowledge will be invaluable. Best get back to your people and prepare. The First and Second Legions march in the morning.”

      “One more thing if I may, sir?” At the general’s nod Axel asked, “How is Commander Braddock?”

      “According to the healers’ report he’ll live, but given the damage he took, he’ll likely never see combat again. Braddock’s a good man. I’ll find a place for him in the command staff when he’s ready.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Axel saluted again, turned, and marched out.

      When he was outside Axel couldn’t hold back a snort of disgust. The only reason he and his company had escaped the siege was thanks to his brother coming to their rescue. Otto’s lightning—Axel still shivered when he remembered the damage that spell had done—not any brilliant leadership from him was why they survived and he got a promotion. Still, it was better than the alternative.

      The moment he was outside the office and down the nearby stairs, Axel was assailed by shouted orders, the thud of crates being moved, and the creaking of wagons. For every ten soldiers in the army, there was another person that saw to some noncombat role, whether it be cook, wagoner, or smith. The logistics were a nightmare and Axel was glad it was the general’s problem and not his. Keeping track of his own men was difficult enough.

      He found Cobb snarling at the new additions while they tended their gear. They’d been bivouacked outside the wall to make room for the quartermasters to load supplies inside. Not an ideal situation, but they’d handled worse, especially during the siege. They’d lost nearly a third of their fighting force in the battles with Straken. The new guys weren’t raw recruits, but they weren’t scouts yet either. That took a certain amount of training and they were about to get it the hard way.

      Cobb barked a final order and stalked off to meet Axel. He took one look at the silver star and raised an eyebrow. “Commander, is it?”

      “The general saw fit to give me Braddock’s job. He’s going to live, thank heaven. How do the new arrivals look?”

      “They’ve all got combat experience so that’ll help. I suspect we’re going to be doing a lot more fighting than sneaking.”

      “I think you’re right. I’m giving my cohort to Colten. You’ll be my second. The general says we march in the morning.”

      Cobb spat and asked, “How far do you think we’ll need to march? Straken already owns half the northern province. We might run into them tomorrow morning.”

      “I hope we do. It’ll be good to see them running for a change.”

      “It’ll be better to see them dying,” Cobb said.

      Axel wholeheartedly agreed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The throne room was packed with merchants, from the richest of the rich to a man with three wagons and six mules. Wolfric didn’t bother counting them, but he guessed there were at least three hundred. Certainly enough that the twenty royal guards on duty were looking at each other and out over the throng with more than a hint of fear. If anything bad should happen, they couldn’t stop them all.

      Wolfric wasn’t worried. He’d met most of the merchants and to a man they were cowards that cared for little beyond gold and luxury. He doubted one in twenty had the will to swing a sword in anger.

      Many of the merchants seemed to think perfume was a good idea. And maybe it was under less constricted circumstances. Right now, all the different scents were making his eyes water. Perhaps the plan was to poison him. If it was, they were well on their way.

      How did Father put up with them all? This morning he’d spent hours with an only slightly smaller group of nobles who feared he planned to raise their taxes to pay for the war. For now, that wasn’t necessary, but unless they wanted to be ruled by Straken, they’d pay whatever it took. He’d phrased it more diplomatically of course, but they got the message.

      The nobles’ complaints were mostly pro forma. They felt the need to be heard and he’d listened. That should satisfy them for a little while. The merchants, unfortunately, had more serious matters to discuss. They had chosen Edwyn Franken as their representative, a man Wolfric knew well. That should make this a little easier.

      Edwyn was a mammoth figure, easily four hundred pounds, little of it muscle. His white silk robe resembled a tent. At least he hadn’t seen fit to wear the many gold baubles he often favored. Now wasn’t the time for ostentatious displays of wealth.

      “The harvest is nearly complete, Your Majesty,” Edwyn said. “The problem is, we’re losing a third of our grain to bandits. At this rate, we won’t have enough in the city granaries to last the winter. Something must be done.”

      “Are they only attacking the food shipments?” Wolfric asked.

      Otto had warned him that Straken agitators were controlling the bandits and while the spies in the capital had been dealt with, those in the country were still roaming free. He’d have to speak to his friend and chief advisor when they met tonight.

      “No, Majesty,” Edwyn said. “They attack anything they encounter. Even a large force of guards isn’t always enough to discourage them. It’s strange. Bandits are usually looking for an easy target, not to fight skilled warriors.”

      “I see. Halt shipments for the time being.” A thunderous protest rose from the gathered merchants. Wolfric patted the air with his hands. “Only for the time being. Once I get this bandit situation under control things will return to normal. A few days, a week at most. After all, it’s better than losing your merchandise, isn’t it?”

      There was a bit more grumbling, but most nodded.

      “We look forward to hearing from you again when it’s safe to resume shipments, Majesty.” Edwyn bowed with surprising grace for a man his size and the merchants filed out.

      When the last of them had gone and the doors thumped shut Wolfric turned to the court secretary, a dour man in his sixties dressed in solid gray robes that matched the few wisps of hair swirling around his head. “Please tell me that was the last of them, Jennings.”

      “Captain Kelten requested a few minutes of your time, Majesty. I didn’t get the impression that it was urgent, so if you wish me to put him off…”

      Wolfric scrubbed his hand across his face. Kelten was Father’s most loyal guard. If there was anyone he needed to keep tightly to heel, it was Captain Kelten. Best to see what he wanted. “No, I’ll see him. He’s not a man to waste my time with a minor matter. Show him in, but after that I’m done for the day.”

      Jennings bowed and shuffled toward the throne room doors. The old man poked his head out and a moment later the door opened and Captain Kelten strode in. He was dressed in mail and draped with a black and gold tabard featuring the royal griffin. An arming sword hung at his side and his blue eyes looked intensely at Wolfric. For a minor matter he seemed especially serious.

      Kelten bowed and said, “Majesty, thank you for seeing me.”

      “Not at all. You’ve always been a great asset to the Crown. I hope I can count on you serving me as well as you did my father.”

      “That’s what brings me here today, Majesty. The more I think about it, the more I can’t help wondering why Straken would be so sloppy in their assassination of your father. The papers we found on the dead man’s body were far too obvious. All I can think is that we’re missing something. With your permission, I would like to look into the matter more closely. If there is a conspiracy against the Crown in Garen, we must find it before the enemy tries to do to you what they did to your father.”

      That was decidedly unlikely given that Wolfric had had a hand in his father’s murder. He couldn’t exactly point that out to Kelten. The man was the honorable sort who would strike Wolfric down then kill himself to atone. If that happened, Garenland would fall into chaos. It simply couldn’t be allowed. He’d speak to Otto about it later. For the moment they had time.

      “If you feel there’s still a danger, Captain, then by all means investigate. However, given the war and threats from Straken, you’ll have to do it on your own and in whatever free time you have. I can’t spare you from your regular duties, not now.”

      “I understand completely.” Kelten bowed. “However long it takes, I will find the truth.”

      When Kelten had gone, Wolfric rubbed the bridge of his nose. If being king was this hard, how would he manage as emperor of an entire continent?
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      Captain Kelten finished another long shift and slogged back to his room in the palace barracks. His command had their own building and as captain he had a small room of his own. Nothing fancy, just an eight-by-eight bedchamber with a nightstand and footlocker. He led the unit responsible for protecting the palace while his counterpart, Commander Borden, oversaw the king’s personal protection. They worked well together, but Kelten always got a slightly off feeling from Borden. The man was scrupulous in his work and there were no outward signs of corruption, but something still stuck in Kelten’s craw.

      He shook it off and turned down the path to the barracks. The day shift was finishing up and the night shift going on duty. The cook should have dinner just about ready and he was starving. The day after tomorrow was his first free day and he hoped to get going early. He intended to begin his search for the truth about the king’s assassination. What exactly he was going to do was another matter. He knew next to nothing about Lothair and beyond asking around didn’t know where to start his search. Kelten’s skill set didn’t really translate to investigation.

      He stopped in his tracks and slapped his forehead. His skill set didn’t, but there were plenty of watchmen in the city. If Lothair had ever been in trouble with the law, one of them would know about it. He had a place to start anyway.
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      Otto sat with Wolfric at a small table in the king’s private dining room. Not the little hole in the wall where they used to meet, but a much more opulent room furnished with the finest hardwood chairs, pure silver utensils, and porcelain plates featuring the royal griffin peeking out from under the gravy. Otto found he missed the simpler room and, judging from his friend’s pensive stare, so did Wolfric.

      It seemed he found the crown heavy. Not a great surprise since he’d gone from one of many important court functionaries to the man around whom everything rotated. Naturally he’d need some time to get used to his new situation.

      Otto polished off his chicken, sighed, and pushed his plate away. “The food is still delicious, even if the dining room has changed. Want to tell me what’s got you so down?”

      “Bandits to start with. The bastards are interfering with the harvest. The merchants tell me we’re at risk of running short this winter unless something’s done. I don’t suppose you could…”

      “You’re in luck. My former master has just arrived in the capital and agreed to help me with the wizards’ training. I can leave the basics to him while I sort out the bandit issue. I’ll need to borrow Hans and his men.”

      Wolfric waved a hand, his face slack with relief. “Take him and as many as you need. In fact, I’m going to assign Hans and his men to you permanently, then you won’t have to keep borrowing him every time something comes up. There’s another matter.”

      Otto didn’t like the sound of that. “What sort of matter?”

      “Captain Kelten doesn’t believe the investigation into my father’s assassination is really closed. He’s requested to look into it more closely and I agreed.” Wolfric raised a hand before Otto could speak. “I know I should have ordered him to drop it, but if I had, he still would have investigated and he probably would have begun to suspect me.”

      “You did exactly the right thing,” Otto said. “The question now is, how do you want him dealt with? I can make him disappear or we can let him run around to his heart’s content looking for a conspiracy that doesn’t exist. That’s much riskier since I have no idea who might have seen what as we were working. There’s no telling what he might learn.”

      Wolfric took a sip of wine. He’d been cutting back since ascending the throne which was a relief to Otto. “We can’t kill him. The royal guards are incredibly loyal to the man and he’s still loyal to my father’s memory. I’ve been quietly moving my own people into place, but it will take time to make the change. It would be far better for everyone if he was convinced that Straken was responsible and no one else.”

      “I have agents that can nudge him in the right direction. If worst comes to worst we can always kill him and purge all those loyal to him. I understand it’s not ideal, but one night of blood might save a lot of trouble down the road.”

      “Hopefully it won’t come to that. Now, how goes things with your wizards?”

      “Good. We’ve interviewed every wizard in the city that wanted to volunteer and signed up forty. More will come in from the provinces as word gets out. We should have a hundred or near enough.” Otto didn’t mention the extortion threat. Wolfric had enough to worry about. “Training begins tomorrow. I hope to have them on their way north in three weeks.”

      “I wish I could be there on the front lines when Straken sees our wizards for the first time.”

      “It will be glorious.”

      Otto raised his glass and Wolfric clinked his against it.
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      King Uther of Straken paced in front of the blazing hearth in the great hall of Castle Straken. Despite the heat of the fire, he wore a heavy fur cloak with a coat of mail under it. His people saw him as a warrior king and he did his best to reinforce that image. Every few strides he muttered curses against whoever had killed the king of Garenland.

      Uther hated the man, hated him as much as he hated every other citizen of Garenland, but he didn’t want the king dead. Not yet at least. The weakling was the perfect foe. Too devoted to peace to fight a war, he would have let Uther march right up to Garen and kick in the palace gates.

      Now he had to deal with the royal brat. What Wolfric lacked in experience, he made up for in aggression. Uther’s scouts reported the enemy’s Northern Army had already marched. His generals were searching for a place to engage, but it would be a fraught battle. The soldiers of Garenland were angry and eager for blood. They were also fighting for their homeland. That gave men courage.

      His carefully laid plans were a mess and all because some idiot killed the king. When he found out who it was, he’d wring their neck.

      A small side door opened and the Lady in Red entered. As always she was a vision draped in crimson silk. Some whispered she’d reached her current position by sleeping with his former spymaster then killing him and taking his place. Uther didn’t know the truth any more than he knew her real name and he didn’t care. She was far more effective in her job than her predecessor.

      “What news?” Uther asked.

      “The bandits continue to harass Garenland’s merchants.” Her velvety voice was almost a purr. “I have yet to insert a new agent into the capital. With the portal closed, all visitors are checked closely. In time one will make it through.”

      “Hopefully whoever it is will have better luck than the last fool you sent.”

      “To be fair, Xavier did excellent work for years. It was just bad luck that he got caught right before the war.”

      “I don’t believe in luck and neither do you. Do we know how he was found out yet?”

      She shook her head, sending her long red hair dancing. “All we have from the capital are rumors.”

      “That needs to change.”

      “It’s my highest priority. What news from the border?”

      Her expression soured with that last question. The generals refused to allow a woman to join their strategy sessions, even his spymaster. It wasn’t worth the trouble to argue with them. Uther would have happily replaced the hidebound fools, but he lacked anyone of equal skill to take their places.

      He gave her the gist of the meeting. “They can’t decide if they want to fight it out or retreat to the forts we captured.”

      “If they can force a siege, it would buy us time, then winter would buy even more. By spring we’ll be so entrenched, it will cost them half their army to retake their territory and they’ll be too weak to threaten Straken.”

      “True, but I’m loath to give back what we’ve already claimed. One battle must be fought to test their strength and determination. After that, we’ll see.”

      She bowed, giving him a good look at the tops of her breasts. “As you say, my king.”
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      Otto was up, fed, and out of the mansion before Annamaria or Edwyn had begun to stir. In fact, as far as he could tell, only the cook and her helpers were awake as they began the daily bread. Despite the troubles, the Franken coffers still had plenty of gold to maintain their lifestyle. And given Otto’s position in the government, he’d be sure to see things stayed that way. Not that he cared all that much about gold but having resources at his disposal was convenient.

      Beyond the gate, he found Gold Ward quiet, but the business district already hummed with activity. The incessant clanging of hammers filled the air along with smoke and soot. He ignored it all and made straight for the eastern gate. His blackmailer said morning and Otto intended to be there as early as possible. Hopefully he could get this taken care of quickly and get back to more important matters, like killing bandits and training wizards.

      A few hundred yards from the outer wall, the air cleared and he took a deep breath. It had been too long since he went for a walk in the woods. Even if he was going to meet blackmailers, he’d enjoy the trip. Busy as he was, he didn’t know when the opportunity would present itself again.

      The fields surrounding Garen gave way to new-growth forest. A path had been cut and smoothed leading to the park. The box filled with double eagles was heavy in Otto’s shoulder bag. It weighed about twenty pounds more than his mithril sword. He’d left the weapon at home. He didn’t need it to deal with whoever was waiting for him and he didn’t want to risk the greedy fool demanding he hand it over.

      Ten minutes of hiking brought him to a clearing in the middle of the forest. There were tables with attached benches where people, mostly those with money enough to take time off but no land of their own to enjoy it, could have a meal outside. At one of the tables sat a single figure in a worn gray tunic and matching trousers. A week of stubble covered his cheeks. Hard, dark eyes glared out from under heavy brows.

      Otto shifted his vision to the ether, but if this man was a wizard, he wasn’t using his magic at the moment. With a shrug, Otto walked over to the table. “I assume you’re the blackmailer?”

      “That’s an ugly thing to say to someone you just met.”

      Otto raised an eyebrow.

      “Also correct. Put the coins on the table and sit down so we can discuss our new arrangement.”

      Otto moved closer and pulled the box out of his satchel.

      “You should know that I saw that one weak thread you used to deflect the assassin’s dagger. I can wield seven. Just remember that if you get any ideas about binding me and cutting my throat. Also…” The man snapped his fingers.

      A pair of strangers in leather armor stepped out of the nearby forest and leveled loaded crossbows at Otto. They wore full face helmets and from a distance Otto couldn’t tell if they were men or women. Not that it mattered. A woman could shoot a crossbow just as well as a man.

      As Otto set the box on the table, the wizard across from him formed an etheric shield around his entire body. It looked like he was using all seven threads’ worth to protect himself. That wasn’t a technique Master Enoch ever taught Otto, though he had learned it later from Lord Karonin’s spell book. It would be interesting to know where this guy learned it and who his master was. Not interesting enough for Otto to go out of his way to spare the blackmailer’s life however.

      “Open it,” the wizard said.

      Otto obliged. The ten double eagles gleamed in the morning light. The wizard’s eyes grew wide as he stared.

      That was all the opening Otto needed.

      A twenty-thread tentacle of ether slammed through the blackmailer’s shield. The moment it touched his chest, five threads’ worth of lightning crashed into his heart.

      Quick as thought, Otto reformed the ether into a shield.

      Two crossbow bolts skipped off it and flew away.

      Before they could reload, he conjured a whip and slashed their crossbows in half.

      A flick of his ring bound the crossbowmen in their tracks.

      And that was it for the blackmailers. Otto gathered up his coin box and slipped it back into his satchel. The blackmailer groaned and shifted.

      He survived that much lightning? Impressive.

      Otto dropped a hand on the top of the wizard’s head and conjured ten threads’ worth of lightning directly into his brain. The man’s eyes exploded and smoke shot out his ears. No doubt about him being dead now.

      An infusion of ether strengthened Otto’s body and he dragged the dead man over to his cohorts who were still bound and rigid. He dropped the body at their feet and pulled the right-hand thug’s helmet off.

      He found himself staring into the eyes of a terrified young man in his middle teens. A dusting of freckles across his cheeks made him look even younger.

      Otto released the binding around his head and asked, “Who are you and whom do you work for?”

      The young man looked down at the body. “My name is Eric, she’s Erin. Master Anders, he hired us to provide muscle. He said this would be an easy job and promised us each a double eagle just for showing up and pointing our crossbows at you. Please, I didn’t know he was trying to blackmail the king’s high councilor.”

      “Would it have mattered if you did?” Otto asked.

      “Probably not,” Eric admitted. “We were desperate for coin. Please spare us, my lord. Master Anders told us nothing beyond where and when to show up.”

      “Is Anders his family name or his given name?” Otto walked over and removed the second thug’s helmet. Underneath he found a woman perhaps two years her partner’s senior. She had freckles of her own and hard, angry eyes. “Your sister?”

      “Yes, my lord. I don’t know which name Anders is, I’ve never heard him called anything else.”

      Otto nodded and walked back in front of the young man. “Where did he hire you?”

      “The Rusty Arms, a lot of mercenaries hang out there. People come to hire guards or muscle or whatever they need. I thought we’d finally gotten our lucky break.” Eric shook his head and sighed. “What a joke. If you let us go, I promise you’ll never see either of us again. Please, my lord. I beg you to spare us.”

      Otto considered the two so-called mercenaries. They were both younger than him and Otto had just turned eighteen. They had also proven themselves his enemy. There was no reason in the world he should spare them. They didn’t know much, but it was enough to make his life difficult should they choose to do so. On the other hand, if he spared them, they would be grateful and potentially useful.

      “I’ll let you live on one condition,” Otto said.

      “Anything, my lord.”

      “You two will come to work for me. I have a small group of loyal servants that handle things that must be kept quiet. I will see you fed and given a small wage and you will do whatever I need done. Should you make any trouble, the others in the group will cut your throats and dump your bodies in a hole so deep no one will ever find you. Agreed?”

      “Agreed,” Eric said.

      Otto freed Erin’s head as well and raised an eyebrow.

      “How do we know you won’t just kill us both later?” she asked.

      “You don’t,” Otto said. “However, if you refuse, I guarantee you’ll die right here and now. If you try to run or betray me, you’ll wish I killed you today. You know who I am and the resources I can call upon. Not to mention my personal abilities. It’s your choice.”

      They had a short staring match. It seemed Erin was made of sterner stuff than her younger brother. At last she looked away and nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Excellent.” Otto moved around behind them. “Don’t move.”

      They held their heads rigid and he carved a pair of tiny runes into the backs of their necks and empowered them. They both hissed in pain, but he ignored their discomfort. Mercy was one thing, but trust another altogether. Outside of his mother and to a lesser extent Wolfric, Otto had learned to trust no one.

      “What was that?” Erin asked when he freed them from the binding spell.

      “Marker runes. If you try and run, they’ll let me find you anywhere in the world and kill you in an instant. A simple precaution, in case you have second thoughts after we part company.” He reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a handful of silver coins. “Here, your first payment. A reward for your wise decision-making. Get yourselves something to eat and some new weapons. Are you familiar with the Thirsty Sprite?”

      “I know it,” Eric said. “They don’t open until afternoon.”

      “True. I need to return home. Meet me across the street from the tavern in two hours. If you’re late, you’re dead. Clear?”

      “Perfectly, my lord.” Eric bowed.

      Otto looked at Erin who nodded once. It seemed that one hadn’t fully accepted her situation. She would soon enough and if she didn’t, well, mercenaries weren’t that hard to come by.

      A stream of fire reduced Anders’s body to ash. With the blackmailer done away with, Otto became one with the ether and returned home. He had a great deal yet to do today and he had already wasted enough time.
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      After leaving his two reluctant new recruits to fend for themselves, Otto traveled through the ether to the Franken estate. Back in his suite, he emerged from the closet with his mithril sword belted around his waist. He’d totally given up sleeping in the same room as Annamaria. She was liable to cut his throat in his sleep at this point. Only her friendship with Wolfric and his desire to keep things calm stopped him from doing away with the woman. Perhaps after her father died and Otto officially inherited the Franken estate and all its considerable wealth.

      Otto put his horrid wife out of his mind, stepped into the hall, and made his way down the main staircase to the dining room where his father-in-law was busy devouring a meal big enough for five. Edwyn was dressed in his usual billowing white silk robes. He dropped a piece of fried bread as Otto approached.

      “Hello, my boy. Did I hear you up early this morning?”

      “Yes, I had an errand to run for Wolfric first thing. No big deal, but he needed someone he trusts to handle it.” Otto sat, made himself an egg sandwich, and poured a mug of wine. “So you know, the king has tasked me with sorting out the bandit problems.”

      “Wonderful! As if we don’t have enough issues without the murdering scum making travel nearly impossible.” Edwyn took a huge bite of bread and nearly choked as he swallowed.

      “I was hoping you could give me some hint about where most of the attacks have happened. At least a place to start the hunt would be helpful.”

      Edwyn snorted. “They’re all over. Just ride around in a wagon loaded with goods and they’ll find you. Though now that I think about it, a third have happened in or around Shenk Barony. I intended to write your father but haven’t gotten around to it.”

      Otto frowned, his food forgotten. Could the attack last year have actually been an attempt to assassinate his father? If Straken was behind the bandits, it would make sense to try and throw one of the central baronies into chaos.

      “Thank you, Edwyn. You’ve given me much to think about.” He left his half-eaten breakfast on the table and marched outside.

      As soon as he was clear of the house, Otto turned toward the training grounds. Leaving Master Enoch to oversee the trainees while he was gone wasn’t ideal, but he trusted his former master to cover the basics with them. Offensive spells, at least the few Otto wanted them to focus on, were simple enough and now that there was no danger to teaching them, they should have little trouble learning what they needed to know.

      The wizards were staying in a hastily constructed barracks that had been built right next to the guards’ barracks. Otto doubted there’d be any trouble between the two groups and if there was, he’d deal
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