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Prologue

	 

	The Northern Alliance was an icy place. Even in summer, all but the southern fringe wore a heavy blanket of snow. In the freshly rebuilt palace of New Kenvard, that cold was a distant memory. Near as it was to the southern border of its land, the capital enjoyed that rarest of things for denizens of the Northern Alliance: a green summer. Even in the harshest of blizzards, though, the home of Myranda and Deacon would have been a place of warmth, happiness, and love. It was home.

	Myranda turned the page in a thick book. By now, she knew the story by heart, but the daily ritual called for the book, and far be it from her to argue with tradition.

	“‘And so Gilliam raised his hands and conjured a rope of glimmering light,’” Myranda read in a spirited voice. “‘He slid down the rope into the mysterious valley. Wind stirred the leaves of the five trees before him. They were massive, far larger than they had appeared from above. He heard laughter and coaxing voices from within the circle, but he saw nothing but ice and the trickle of a meager stream. It was a magical place. Of that, there could be no doubt. But what sort of magic?’”

	As she spoke, an audience of two stared up at her from the floor. The first was Deacon. He sat cross-legged, and on his lap and wrapped in his arms was the second. A young boy, not yet two years of age. He had the vivid red hair of his mother and the keen, interested gaze of his father. He hung on his mother’s every word as she read.

	“‘When he was near enough, Gilliam could feel the power of the tree. There was more to this valley than mortal eyes could comprehend. Finally, he would set foot within the ring. Finally, he would learn what was inside.’”

	She snapped the book shut. “And so will we. Tomorrow.”

	“Nuh!” objected a tiny voice.

	“Leo, today is a very important day. You’ve had your story, but you are a prince and you have certain duties,” Deacon said. “You will have more of the story tomorrow.”

	“Nuh!”

	Myranda sighed. “He’s got your thirst for knowledge.”

	“Gilliam spins a fascinating tale,” Deacon said.

	“I’d not realized your former gray master was so skilled in storytelling.”

	“There are those who claim it was his only skill. Half of the lessons he taught in the early days were wrapped in some half-fabricated tale of his supposed exploits that he borrowed from myth or legend.”

	“Regardless of their origin, Leo can’t get enough of them. Something tells me in a few months we’ll be answering endless questions.” She thumbed at the pages of the book again. “Father hasn’t come for us yet. There’s a bit more time. Perhaps one more chapter…”

	“No, no,” Deacon said, hefting the boy from his lap to turn him face-to-face. “Discipline, Leo. You are an heir to the throne of Kenvard. You must learn discipline. Sometimes that means having to wait for the end of a story. We have very important business this evening.”

	“Nuh!” Leo pointed a pudgy finger at the book.

	“How about the game? Hmm? Would that do?” Deacon offered.

	“Game!” Leo replied.

	The little boy toddled a few steps away and turned, eagerly looking to his father now. Deacon fetched an egg-shaped bit of amber crystal from his pocket and clutched it tightly in his left hand.

	“Look closely now. What is this?” he said.

	Deacon stirred the air. Feathery wisps of light swirled together. They coalesced into a radiant form, a sleek, elegant dragon.

	“Myn!” Leo said, clapping his hands.

	“No, it is a dragon, and Myn is a dragon, but this is a different dragon. Myn is red, and this dragon is—”

	“Myn, Myn, Myn,” Leo insisted, pointing at the illusory dragon.

	“No, no. This dragon is green. Not every dragon is Myn,” Deacon said patiently.

	A steady thumping beyond the palace wall made the ground tremble. The shuttered window darkened as something outside blocked the light. Myranda smirked.

	“You knew it was going to happen,” she said.

	A soft scratch popped the shutter open. With a jangle of askew jewelry, a gleaming red reptilian snout poked inside.

	“Myn!” Leo announced, pointing to the dragon who had heeded his call.

	The dragon pulled her snout free and angled her great golden eye against the window to scan the inside.

	“He is fine, Myn. Deacon is just playing the game,” Myranda assured the faithful beast.

	Myn glanced to the illusion Deacon had summoned. Her expression brightened.

	“Garr,” the dragon said. Though the creature had spoken at a near whisper, her deep voice echoed through the room.

	“Gah! Gah! Gah!” Leo said.

	“Please, Myn. Leo is supposed to answer on his own,” Deacon reprimanded.

	The dragon gave him a hard look, then haughtily pulled away and slammed the shutter.

	“I think she likes our boy more than she likes you,” Myranda whispered.

	“I’ve never been very high on her list of affections.” Deacon focused on Leo again. “But Myn was right. This is Garr. Garr comes from the south. From Tressor.”

	“Gah,” Leo repeated.

	“And what is Garr?” Deacon asked.

	“Duck.”

	“No, Leo. Dragon.”

	“Duck.”

	“He is a dragon. Just like Myn.”

	Leo waddled over to the illusion and bent low to inspect it. After a few moments of consideration, he pointed at the green, scaled creature and looked Deacon in the eye.

	“Duck,” he affirmed.

	“… We’ll try another one. Who is this?”

	The light splashed away and reformed, this time assembling into an elegantly dressed creature with foxy features.

	“Ivy!” Leo peeped.

	“That’s right. And what color is Ivy’s dress?”

	“Boo.”

	“Blue is right!” Deacon said.

	He leaned forward to his boy and gently pressed the gem into the toddler’s hands. Rather than risk the boy dropping the powerful mystic focus, Deacon held Leo’s hands on either side.

	“Now, Leo. Can you show me green?”

	“Geen,” Leo said, looking his father in the eye.

	“No. Feel the crystal and show me green.”

	Leo blinked at his father. He looked to the crystal. A candle flame of a glow flickered ever so briefly in the heart of the gem. It faded as quickly as it appeared. Leo tugged one hand free and pointed to the green cover of the book Myranda held.

	“Geen.”

	Deacon laughed. “That’s right, Leo. Green.”

	There was a knock at the door. It creaked open a moment later to reveal a finely dressed older man standing in the doorway.

	“Is it time, Father?” Myranda asked.

	“Carriages are already arriving at the gates,” Greydon replied.

	“Heavens. I must have lost track of time. Leo still needs to get dressed.”

	“Fah!” Leo said, dismissing his father for the far more important visit from his grandfather.

	Greydon Celeste plucked his grandson from the ground. “Need I remind you that this is an official state ceremony?” he said, hefting the boy on one hip.

	Myranda grumbled. “The crown?”

	“At least for the introductions. It is protocol.”

	“So be it,” Myranda said. “I will be along shortly.”

	Greydon nodded and pulled the door shut. Deacon climbed from the ground and brushed some dust from his trousers.

	“It strikes me that I perhaps should not have been sitting on the ground in my royal finery,” he said.

	“Story time is more important than royal protocol as far as I am concerned.”

	She slipped the book onto a shelf of similar ones. Beside the bookshelf was a table set with two velvet pillows. One pillow, embroidered with the words Her Royal Majesty, bore a golden ringlet etched with a fine design and set with precious gems. The other pillow, meant to bear Deacon’s crown, was empty.

	“I never expected the most trying aspect of nobility would be the wardrobe.” She donned the crown and frowned at its weight.

	“One becomes accustomed to it in time,” Deacon said, adjusting the ringlet on his head. He looked to Leo. “He’s learning so fast,” he said, his eyes sparkling with pride.

	He rushed to a second bookcase and selected one of a dozen similar volumes. With a flourish of his fingers, he summoned a stylus to his hand and began scribbling fresh words on the page.

	“He knows his colors very well. He hasn’t quite got dragons and ducks straight, but one can follow the line of logic. Long necks, long faces. Wings.” He flipped back a few pages. “It was only three weeks ago that he called every color pink. He’ll be casting his first spell before the month is out, mark my words.”

	Myranda huffed a breath. “I am in no rush for that. He is enough of a handful without being able to command the forces of nature.”

	“It would help him get to sleep,” Deacon said, jotting a few more notes down. “When I was a boy, I would exhaust myself each night trying to levitate this and conjure that.”

	Myranda considered his words for a moment. “Tempting… But come. We shouldn’t keep the others waiting.”

	“I’ll be along shortly. I just need to mark this down.”

	Myranda stepped from the room as Deacon scratched out a description of his boy’s progress. As tended to be the case, even a hasty record of a very typical afternoon took line after line of words for him to record properly. His usually precise penmanship wavered a bit as he closed off one paragraph and began a second. A shudder in his hand traced a jagged line onto the page. He pulled the stylus from the paper. It was trembling in his grip.

	“Not again…” Deacon muttered.

	He shut his eyes tightly. The shudder in his hand worsened. Thin red veins traced from his fingertips to his wrist. They swept back and forth like worms held to a flame. Where they curled across his skin, the texture changed to something coarse and black. He summoned the crystal to his grip and held it firmly. The shifting change in his hand slowed and faded. His flesh eased back to its proper appearance.

	Deacon pocketed the gem and twisted the silver ring on the ring finger of the afflicted hand.

	“Deacon!” Myranda called.

	“Yes! Coming. Mustn’t shirk my duties.” He looked to his hand and murmured, “Mustn’t lose control.”

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	“Now announcing, Queen Caya and King Croyden of Vulcrest!”

	The assembled crowd roared their approval as the pair of stately monarchs entered New Kenvard’s freshly christened grand hall. The palace was still very much on the mend. Decades of decay and far too many battles had left scars that would take years more construction to repair, but if this hall was any indication, it would shine as one of the most elegant structures in the north. Once, banners depicting victories over Tresson forces had decorated the walls. Now, the tapestries told of the true enemy, the D’Karon. Freshly milled stone gleamed. The air was thick with the smell of fresh wood.

	By far the greatest achievement of this place was the effect it had on those in attendance. Queen Caya enthusiastically clutched the hands of friends and well-wishers. Her handlers had long ago lost the fight to keep her distant and regal in her decorum. As recently as five years prior, only a small circle of the northern aristocracy would have been deemed worthy of a personal greeting from the crowned head of Vulcrest. Now there were representatives from Tressor bowing their heads to her. Elves from the Crescents gave bemused smiles as the queen clapped their backs. And most astounding of all, a white-furred malthrope stood at attention, barely able to contain her glee as she joined the other ambassadors.

	“Ambassador Ivy!” Caya proclaimed. “I’d feared you wouldn’t be able to attend.”

	“My boat arrived just yesterday. Myn fetched me so I could make it in time.”

	“I don’t think I’ve ever seen an outfit like that.”

	Ivy took a step back and turned in a circle, revealing a sandy-yellow dress of simple but exquisite make. “Do you like it? The people of Den made it for me specially for this occasion. I begged them to send one of their own along with me as a proper delegate, but—”

	King Croyden cleared his throat. “Perhaps this could wait until the banquet.”

	Caya rolled her eyes. “I’d thought he was a stickler for the rules before we put a crown on his head. Very well, very well.” She continued down the line and found her place to one side of the blue carpet running the length of the grand hall.

	“Now announcing King Terrance and Queen Tanya of Ulvard.”

	A more reserved ovation from the crowd greeted a stately couple. They were each twenty years older than Queen Caya, with silver-threaded hair and dour expressions. What they lacked in liveliness they made up for in dignity. This was a pair of nobles who looked the part of a king and queen. They marched along the carpet, offering little in the way of greeting to the dignitaries flanking it. After Caya’s rousing entry, their appearance was somewhat glaring in its subtlety. A crackle of anticipation lit up the crowd the moment Terrance and Tanya took their place opposite Caya, as all in attendance knew who came next.

	“And finally, announcing Queen Myranda and King Deacon of Kenvard, Guardians of the Realm. And Prince Leo, first heir to the reborn kingdom.”

	Again the people erupted in enthusiastic applause as the new monarchs appeared in the doorway. Myranda held her son in her arms and beamed at friends and subjects all around. Deacon walked beside her, pride radiating from his face.

	“I do wish Ulvard had selected someone a bit more vibrant to lead their kingdom. It must be terribly embarrassing to hear such silence for their own leaders sandwiched between such adoration,” Caya said.

	“The guests are supposed to remain silent during the entry. It is intended as a sign of reverence and respect,” Croyden said. “This boisterousness is your doing, you realize. Allowing such clamor when you were queen of the Alliance.”

	“Yes, Croyden,” Queen Caya said. “And I am rather proud of it. But if you are so concerned with keeping to protocol, do feel free to save your lectures until the wine and cheese course.”

	Myranda and Deacon took their place at the end of the carpet.

	The royal steward raised his voice. “The king and queen shall now speak!”

	Silence fell swiftly and all eyes turned to the monarchs.

	“Greetings to my friends, my allies, my family,” Myranda said. “It is a great honor to welcome you to the restored grand hall of New Kenvard. The road of recovery has been a long one. Longer than any of us supposed. The hall was still in ruin when Prince Leo was born. When Queen Caya saw fit to formally dissolve the Northern Alliance and once again make Kenvard a kingdom of its own, the coronation took place in the shadow of the palace. Many grand occasions came and went, unable to wait for the resurrection of this hall. Now, we can finally celebrate a moment in the way the kings and queens of old intended.”

	Myranda signaled the well-dressed men to either side of the doors leading to the courtyard.

	“Introducing Myn, Guardian of the Realm, heroine of the Battle of Verril!” the steward proclaimed.

	The doors creaked open and Myn marched proudly inside. In lieu of the fine wardrobe worn by the other attendees, Myn’s scales were polished to a glassy sheen. Her horns jangled with silver and gold chains. Most notably, a silk satchel hung from her neck. With the arrival of the majestic dragon, the size and scope of the grand hall suddenly seemed barely adequate. She marched gingerly along the carpet. Those less familiar or accustomed to the dragon faltered, backing away as she plodded by. She circled Myranda and Deacon and plopped down, head held high.

	“The pouch,” Deacon whispered.

	Myn regally lowered her neck, presenting the satchel she wore. Myranda handed Leo to Deacon and unfastened the pouch from Myn.

	“To my knowledge, there has never before been a ceremony of this sort to mark this specific occasion,” Myranda said, tugging open the satchel.

	“Any excuse for good friends and good drink!” Caya shouted.

	The audience roared in approval.

	“There is something to that. But before the wine flows, the business at hand. When the Northern Alliance formed, many became one. Three rich histories were set aside to battle what we believed to be a common enemy. Mistakes were made, and as the new shepherds of these kingdoms, it falls to us to correct those wrongs both great and small. Those we labeled as enemies when the Alliance was formed we now count as allies. Today, we restore another fragment of the identity we share as the people of Kenvard. I present to you the gold glint, freshly minted coin of Kenvard.”

	She pulled a handful of the gold coins from the satchel. One side depicted the face of Myranda herself. The reverse depicted the curve and point of the Mark of the Chosen, along with the reborn kingdom’s name and its new motto.

	“Wisdom, courage, honor. These are the principles by which I hope to lead. These are the principles that embody the spirit of our people. In the end, gold is gold, silver is silver, and copper is copper. We are all free to do trade with whatever coins we choose. But from today, we can carry the same reverence for these principles in our purses as we do in our hearts. Thank you all for coming. And I hope you all enjoy the celebration.”

	A riotous final cheer shook the room. Servants emerged with silver trays, and the festivities began in earnest. Ivy practically pranced from her place in line and tackled Myranda with a hug.

	“Myranda, it’s been too long!” she squealed.

	“Too, too long,” Myranda said, arms tight about her friend. “How have things been in North Crescent?”

	“Later, later,” Ivy said. “There’s someone I’ve got to meet.”

	She turned and flashed a gleeful smile at the wide-eyed Leo. “Hello, little prince. My name is—”

	“Ivy!” squealed the child, arms held out to her.

	The malthrope gasped and covered her mouth. “He knows me?” she said, her voice cracked with emotion. “But I haven’t seen him in over a year. Not since just after he was born.”

	Deacon held the boy out, and Ivy gratefully hugged him to her.

	“We’ve made sure Leo knows all about the other Chosen. Stories every day. And illusions.”

	“I’ve read all about you in the little notes your father writes,” Ivy said, nose to nose with the giggling child. “Have you missed Auntie Ivy?”

	“Ivy,” he repeated.

	She squealed in delight. “I’ve got presents for him, can I walk him around to go get them?”

	“Take Myn. She probably doesn’t want to be cooped up in here,” Myranda suggested.

	Ivy let Leo slip to the ground and held down her hand. “Come on!”

	The prince eagerly toddled along with the playful malthrope. Myn plodded carefully behind, head low to nudge the unsteady walker upright whenever he started to falter. As the unusual pair of “aunts” marched out the door, Caya stepped up, already with a drink in hand.

	“Cheers to you, Myranda, Deacon. Kenvard has never had so fine a pair of monarchs, and a boy has never had so fine a pair of parents.”

	“Nor so fine a set of godparents,” Myranda said.

	“Flattered.” She laughed. “Though Croyden rather wishes you hadn’t given us the distinction. The queen of one kingdom serving as the godmother to the son of another smacks of the very sort of alliance we were trying to put to rest.”

	Caya elbowed Deacon in the ribs. “You’ll have to have two more children to even things out with Ulvard and Tressor.” She took another sip of her drink. “So, have you spoken with Tanya and Terrance yet?”

	“As a matter of fact, I haven’t,” Myranda said, scanning the hall. “Where have they gone off to?”

	“The king and queen wish to wait until they are formally presented during dinner before they mingle socially,” Croyden explained. “Protocol.”

	“Protocol is for dull people who can’t improvise,” Caya said. “And that is precisely who the nobles selected to lead Ulvard.”

	“You would be better served to keep such opinions to yourself,” Croyden said.

	“Among friends is as good as in private, Croyden. And I am not impugning their leadership. Just their personalities. They’ll be a fine king and queen. They’re just a bit of a wet blanket.”

	“If you aren’t fond of them, how did they come to be the king and queen? Surely you had a hand in their selection,” Deacon said.

	“Oh, the usual ways. Scribes dig up family trees and trace ancestry. A handful of blue bloods argue about who has a claim to the throne. Discussions, redrawn borders, promised marriages, and Terrance and Tanya came out with the crowns.”

	“I wonder how things might have differed if you’d let the Ulvardians select their own king and queen, as the people of Verril did with you.”

	“If we let the Ulvardians select their own queen, they would have chosen me again. Splitting up the Alliance was hardly a popular decision. But it was time. The Northern Alliance was always a military alliance. It sent the wrong message, keeping it together once the borders to the south reopened.”

	She gazed about. “It strikes me, there is one rather notable individual who seems not to be in attendance.”

	“Oh?” Myranda said.

	“Ether. She’s usually good for a memorable entrance.”

	“She will be along. Celia has not been well, and she wished to remain with her until she slept.”

	“Celia? … Oh, yes, yes. Her ‘mother,’ correct? I am sorry to hear that she is unwell. Lovely woman.”

	“It is really nothing to be concerned about,” Deacon said. “She requested me to look into it personally. Little more than a nagging cold. I would have cured her, but Celia herself insisted it wasn’t necessary.”

	“Ether has become very protective of her.”

	“Ah. I see. The only thing worse than having no one in your life to care about is the realization that once you do have someone to care about, you might lose them. She’s existed since the dawn of time and only in the last few years has she learned the sort of things the rest of us learned with our first pets. I don’t envy her.”

	“I’m proud of her. She is finally a part of the world she’s sought to defend for so long,” Myranda said. “Hopefully, she can learn to embrace the good times once she comes to terms with the bad.”

	“The sooner she learns that the better. To that end, let us find our seats, eh? I am famished.”

	#

	The next few hours were, for the most part, a well-deserved escape from the everyday difficulties of resurrecting three kingdoms that had not had to function separately for more than a century. Music and dancing, good food, and plenty of good drink. Even Ivy’s gleeful insistence on toting Leo around with her wherever she went was a relief. It was rattling at first. Myranda and Deacon found themselves taking turns anxiously realizing they’d lost track of their child, only to spot him chasing Ivy among the tables or balancing on her knee to make a mess of a thick slice of pie. Now Leo had dozed off in Ivy’s arms while she dreamily walked him around the room, murmuring a soft melody. Myranda and Deacon had no shortage of people to help them take care of their son, but there was a special sort of ease that came from knowing that family was caring for family.

	“Look at them,” Myranda said with a smile, pushing aside the plate with the remnants of her dessert. “Thick as thieves already. I don’t think I’ve had Leo go this long without calling for Deacon or me since he learned his first words.”

	“Surely you have a nanny for him,” Queen Tanya said.

	“Several. And nursemaids and servants and a dozen others. But I lost my mother quite young, and I’d believed I’d lost my father as well. We never know what the future will hold. I want as much time with my boy as I can get.”

	“Admirable,” King Terrance said.

	The tone he used suggested it was, in this case, a synonym for “I fail to see the relevance of this conversation.” As tended to be the case, the seating for the feast was dictated not by friendship but by diplomacy. Myranda and Deacon were joined by Queen Caya and King Croyden representing Vulcrest. Ambassador Maka, a dark-skinned and silver-haired gentleman, represented Tressor in lieu of their monarchs. They, at least, were people Myranda easily counted among her friends. King Terrance and Queen Tanya of Ulvard showed little indication that friendship was anywhere on their list of requirements. They were amicable, but dedicated to the less jovial aspects of the gathering.

	“If we could bring ourselves back to the topic of grain. I consulted our records prior to the separation of our kingdoms, and it would appear Kenvard provided us with a small but indispensable portion of our wheat and rye. I would very much like to formalize in the form of a treaty some manner of assurance that the supply will not be interrupted.”

	“If you have need of grain, King Terrance, Tressor has a ready supply,” Maka said, his voice flavored with the accent of the southern tribes.

	“That can be discussed, certainly, but at present I would prefer to reestablish prior agreements before sculpting new ones.”

	“Terrance, your dedication to diplomacy is admirable, but there is a time and a place,” Caya said. “I have neither the facts, nor the figures, nor the inclination to work out trade agreements at the moment. We are here for two reasons. The first is to celebrate a milestone for Kenvard. So unless you’re through celebrating, I suggest we keep the business talk to a minimum.”

	“As a matter of fact, I think it would be an excellent time to move to the next order of business. If that pleases our host, of course.”

	Myranda glanced about. As tended to be the case when Caya was involved, the evening had been a lengthy one. Most of the other tables were empty, as their guests from across the kingdoms had retired for the evening. At some point a number of the tables had been pushed aside, and Myn had slipped inside to flop down and consume astonishing quantities of mashed potatoes. Now she was dozing. As they watched, Ivy took a seat on the dragon’s folded claws. Myn sleepily curled a tail around the malthrope. She sighed and leaned against Myn, the prince still safe in her arms.

	“Now would be an excellent time,” she agreed. “I would have preferred to wait until Ether arrived. These matters concern her. But better not to let business linger.”

	Myranda summoned some of her servants and instructed them to fetch her should Leo awake or Ether arrive. She stood and led the other monarchs into the hallway.

	“The private meeting room is this way. I am told this was formerly the muster room, where matters of strategic importance were discussed among officers before orders were dispatched in times of war. It feels like a triumph to utilize it for a more peaceful purpose.”

	Two guards stepped aside and opened the door. The monarchs of three kingdoms and the ambassador of a fourth stepped inside. With the exception of Myranda and Deacon, each of the representatives brought an assistant. Those accompanying King Terrance and Queen Tanya carried a large cloth-wrapped box of some sort.

	The room was comfortably appointed. A long table, large enough to accommodate twice as many people, stood in the center. There were refreshments, enough candles to provide ample light, and a fireplace to keep it warm. The guards shut and secured the door.

	“Let’s get down to it, then,” Caya said. “I’m anxious to—”

	“One moment,” Deacon said.

	He and Myranda turned to the fireplace.

	“When were you going to announce yourself?” Myranda asked.

	Two points of light flared among the flames. Gradually, a human form coalesced and stepped from the fireplace. Myranda and Deacon remained impassive. Caya and Croyden were irritated. The king and queen of Ulvard, and both of the servants, were beside themselves. The only person in the room who seemed genuinely delighted was Ambassador Maka.

	The brilliant form faded until a beautiful woman stood before them. She was dressed in a manner that seemed precisely calibrated to very slightly exceed the elegance and extravagance of all in attendance.

	“I was awaiting the proper moment,” she stated.

	“The proper moment would have been when you arrived. I am sure the other attendees would have been excited to have a fourth Chosen One announced,” Myranda said.

	“Celia was quite firmly of the opinion that arriving late would have been disruptive and rude,” Ether said.

	“What was her assessment of your plan to secretly infiltrate a secure meeting room during a gathering concerning the leaders of the entire continent?” Caya asked.

	“We did not discuss it.” Ether took a seat at the table. “I believe there was important business to discuss?”

	Myranda and Deacon turned back to the others. The Ulvard royalty were still visibly rattled.

	“King Terrance, Queen Tanya, I present to you Ether, the great shapeshifter, Guardian of the Realm. Ambassador to Tressor and the Crescents,” Myranda said.

	Ether gave a nod.

	“If what you are presenting here today is indeed what we believe it to be, it falls under Ether’s oversight,” Deacon clarified.

	King Terrance surveyed the room and, upon discovering the other royals were adjusting far more quickly than he, he rallied. “The case, please,” he said, signaling his assistant.

	The frazzled assistant placed a burlap-wrapped case on the table. Deacon stood and began to pull away the wrapping.

	“Workers in the outskirts of Territal were expanding a stable when they turned up this case. I think you will agree that it matches the description of what you instructed us to be mindful.”

	Deacon revealed the box. The surface was unnervingly pristine for something pulled out of the ground. It was a glossy black metal with an oily sheen. Looking into it gave an eerie sense of depth. The top of the box featured spiderweb-thin white etchings. They traced out complex patterns interspersed with all too familiar runes.

	“D’Karon…” Ether said. She rose to her feet and shifted to stone, smoldering eyes fixed on the box.

	“You are certain?” Queen Tanya said, endeavoring to keep her gaze from shifting to the supernatural actions of the shapeshifter.

	“There is no mistaking it.” Deacon pulled on a pair of gloves and ran his fingers along the surface of the box. “Four of them have turned up in the years since the D’Karon were defeated. This is the fifth. If this is like the others, it contains a wand and a spell book. Each is capable of spreading knowledge of D’Karon magics. That is concerning enough, but tolerable. The issue is the ease with which these items can be used by the unskilled to potentially devastating effect. Even the box itself is a work of grim brilliance. I haven’t worked out precisely how they have achieved it, but it prevents mystic power of any kind from escaping while it is shut, though it does allow a small amount of magic to filter in.”

	“Why, precisely, is that brilliant?” King Terrance asked.

	“Keeping power from escaping prevents the box from being detected. This may as well be an inert piece of stone for all Myranda, Ether, or I am concerned. But it still allows the wand and book to slowly absorb power.”

	“Your instructions regarding the boxes suggested the D’Karon wanted them to be found. I distinctly remember your claim that the entirety of their purpose was to be found and used by those unaware of their danger to reopen the portal for a D’Karon return.”

	“The D’Karon have just been defeated. We have all done our very best to spread the knowledge of their treachery and of the danger they pose. It would do little good for these things to glow like beacons and draw others to them. If we’ve done our jobs, any who might find one will know to present it to us to be secured. They need time to pass, both to empower the artifacts within, and to let the memory of their attack fade. This rune here is the D’Karon word for ‘seed,’ and it is an apt name. They need time to put down roots and bear fruit.”

	He leaned forward and inspected the seam at the front edge of the box. His hand shuddered a bit as he ran a finger across the seam. He jerked his fingers clear.

	“Has this been tampered with?” Deacon asked. “The others we’ve found were quite firmly sealed.”

	“We performed some minor investigations with our own mystics.”

	Deacon shut his eyes tightly. His fingers curled. “You have opened the box in the presence of the mystically adept. That was… inadvisable.”

	“The instructions regarding the treatment of these boxes were very clear,” Myranda said firmly. “They are to be delivered to us so that we can store them safely, and they are not to be opened.”

	“It was an act of pure idiocy,” Ether snapped.

	“Now that is uncalled for,” King Terrance replied. “We took all due precautions.”

	“You couldn’t have taken all due precautions, because even we are still determining what precautions are necessary, and we have considerably more experience with D’Karon workings and teachings than you,” Myranda said. “If you’ve opened the box, the artifacts inside have a greater charge than they would have otherwise. That alone is potentially disastrous.”

	“I will have to investigate,” Deacon said.

	Caya reached out and threw the cloth cover back over the box. “I agree, but I’d much prefer you do so while the leadership of the continent isn’t gathered around a potentially lethal mystic artifact.”

	“Right, yes,” Deacon said. “Naturally, that is wise.”

	“When and where will you investigate it?” Queen Tanya asked.

	“As soon as possible and in a properly fortified workshop. We have a vault outside of the capital.”

	“We request that a member of our staff be present for the investigation,” she said.

	“Why?” Myranda asked.

	The king and queen of Ulvard glanced at one another.

	“Please understand that what I say now does not reflect any personal feelings or opinions. I am merely stating a dispassionate assessment of the facts at hand,” the king said.

	“Always an encouraging way to begin a statement,” Caya said, swirling her wine.

	He continued. “There are reasons for the people of Ulvard to believe we may not have an equal place in the actions of the north.”

	“The world is, of course, grateful for the actions of the Chosen,” the queen said. “We all owe our lives and freedom to their great deeds.”

	“But seers and readers of the prophecy will agree that the Chosen represent the world. It would be reasonable that the people of Tressor would be concerned if it appeared the Chosen serve only the north.”

	Maka nodded. “It was indeed a matter that required some degree of discussion.”

	Queen Tanya continued. “Now it seems they serve only Kenvard.”

	“I serve no kingdom,” Ether said.

	“Be that as it may,” the queen said. “Ivy acts as an emissary from the Court of Kenvard, and when not serving as ambassador to North Crescent, she makes her home here. Myn makes her home here as well. Naturally, you do, Queen Myranda. And now you insist upon being the sole guardians of artifacts of the fallen conquerors.”

	“Queen Caya, you and the Chosen have a history together,” the king added. “Quite simply—and again, this is not a personal assessment, but a logical one—it is not a stretch to suggest that the division of the Northern Alliance was less the creation of three kingdoms and more an opportunity to expel Ulvard.”

	Ether gave the others a weary look. “I have no interest, nor place, in politics. If you insist upon discussing petty nonsense, I will take the seed to the vault and take my leave.”

	She stepped toward the box. Myranda motioned for her to stop.

	“No. It is a reasonable concern. If we are to work together separately as well as we did as one, then we must be transparent in our tactics and our aims. Queen Tanya, King Terrance, I invite you personally, or representatives of your choosing, to tour our kingdom. We will show you what precautions we have taken, and we will share with you the techniques we utilize to render the D’Karon creations safe. It was always our intention to share that knowledge when it was ready, but naturally keeping our fellow kingdoms involved in the process is not only fair, it is wise. The D’Karon ruled over the whole of the Northern Alliance after all, and Ulvard and Vulcrest have had to cope with their legacy to a large degree already. This is simply a very specific and very dangerous example of that legacy, and we will deal with it collectively. That education will begin with the storage of this very seed. Maka, Tressor is, of course, welcome to all the same knowledge I offer Vulcrest and Ulvard.”

	“I thank you, Your Majesty,” Maka said.

	The king and queen of Ulvard conferred with one another for a moment.

	“That is acceptable,” the king said.

	A disruptive clacking sound drew all eyes to Ether. She drummed her stone fingers against her thigh. “Are we through with pointless gestures and empty words? Shall I do what should have been done at the outset?”

	“Ether, I congratulate you on making it clear that you are not a diplomat of Kenvard, Vulcrest, or anywhere else,” Caya said.

	“Take the box and stow it in the vault, but inform those present to expect an official visit to oversee its handling,” Myranda said.

	Ether’s solid form vanished into a burst of wind. The breeze curled around the box, securely wrapping it and hoisting it into the air. Rather than wait to be allowed out of the room, she and the box whisked into the fireplace and out the chimney.

	Queen Tanya and King Terrance blinked uncertainly at the still flickering flames. It was clear they were far less accustomed to the casual application of supernatural might than the rest of those in attendance. As before, when they realized they and their assistant were alone in this reaction, they swiftly gathered themselves.

	The king adjusted his clothes, tousled into disarray by the burst of wind. “I believe that concludes the official business?”

	“I would say so,” Caya said.

	“Very well then. I believe the queen and I will retire. We are not accustomed to conducting the affairs of state at so late an hour.”

	“You will find members of my staff just outside the door. They will take you to your quarters,” Myranda said.

	The royals politely excused themselves. When the door shut, Caya pulled the crown from her head and thumped it on the table with all the finality of a laborer kicking off their shoes for the day.

	“If that is any indication of how future summits are likely to go, I’m am going to have to insist upon stronger drink, and earlier in the day,” she said.

	“They care about their kingdom. I can’t fault them,” Myranda said.

	“That’s fine. I am perfectly willing to be the one to assign fault to them. I crowned them as the rulers of Ulvard a full six months before restoring Kenvard specifically because I had a feeling the process would be far smoother with you than them, and they’ve underscored that a dozen times over.”

	“We are all learning to adjust,” Myranda said.

	“You could stand to be a bit less overtly benevolent in your compassion and understanding, Myranda. It takes the wind out of the sails of an otherwise enjoyable airing of grievances.”

	Myranda laughed. “My apologies. Do continue.”

	“No, no.” She waved her hand. “Diplomacy and all that.”

	“Are we through here?” Deacon asked, touching his fingers to his forehead. “There will be much work to be done in the days ahead. It has been a taxing day. I could use a bit of rest. My head is aching terribly.”

	“You could start by removing that crown of yours,” Caya said.

	“Not just yet,” he said.

	“We really should be going,” Myranda said, standing. “Adorable as it would be to leave Leo to sleep in a heap with Myn and Ivy all night, it would be best to put him to bed.”

	Caya raised her finger. “Just one more point, if I may. For the purposes of official record, this is not state business, as I really don’t need to hear from the good king and queen of Ulvard for being left out. However, have you had any rumblings about strange events here in Kenvard?”

	“I’ve just mentioned having to collect my child from his babysitters, a malthrope and a dragon. Strange events are relative,” she said.

	“Point taken. I will be more specific. I have been informed that some hunters in the Dagger Gale Mountains were quite certain they saw, for a few moments at least, a flicker of a churning white wall to the north. The description was a bit too familiar to disregard out of hand.”

	Myranda froze. “Were they certain they saw it?”

	“I didn’t interview them personally.” Caya cast a weary glance at Croyden. “That is evidently beneath a queen. But Tus spoke to them. He didn’t mark them as certain of what they saw, so much as certain they saw something.”

	“If something like the white wall happened again, we would be aware of it,” Deacon said. “That was an event that threatened the whole of the world. There would be no doubt.”

	“Such was my assessment. But I am a woman well aware of my limitations, and chief among them is an ignorance of magic. This seems like a matter that could bite my people rather firmly if I were to ignore it.”

	“Quite so. Far too many rumors and legends involving the D’Karon have come true. No. You were right to let us know.”

	“As this has taken you by surprise, I suppose you haven’t had similar events here,” Caya said.

	“I’ve heard no reports, but we’ve had our hands full. Maka?”

	“Nothing of the sort. At least, nothing deemed serious enough for me to be made aware before this gathering.”

	“I hate to add yet another item to an already full plate…” Caya said.

	Myranda nodded. “We will keep our eyes open. If we can manage to coax Ether to look into matters, we will.”

	Caya stood. “Then it has been a fine and productive evening. Congratulations on your thriving new kingdom, and give little Leo my best.”

	Myranda hugged Caya. “Always.”

	#

	“This way,” Myranda whispered.

	In what may well have been the greatest and unlikeliest of her many heroic achievements, Ivy had managed to climb from atop Myn and carry Leo all the way to his room without rousing the sleeping child. Myranda led the way to his crib in the royal nursery.

	“Such a cozy place,” Ivy murmured, setting the boy down. “Though it seems awfully small for the prince of a whole kingdom.”

	“Let’s just say those who built the palace had very different ideas of how the royal family should live than Deacon and I do.”

	The pair slipped back into the hallway.

	“I believe this was once the maid’s quarters. The intended nursery is in a different wing entirely.”

	“But how would you know if the baby needs you?” Ivy asked.

	“As it has been explained to me again and again by the staff, the king and queen don’t need to know when their baby cries.” She adopted a very official tone of voice. “Your head must be clear and sound and turned fully to the needs of the kingdom.”

	“So who takes care of the baby?”

	“Half the staff of the palace. This is our room here,” she said.

	Myranda opened a large door directly across the hall from the new nursery. This place, at least, was precisely the sort of quarters one would imagine for a royal family. Ostensibly, it was simply their bedroom, but it was nearly as large as the whole of the home they’d stayed in while the palace was being repaired. A comfortable sitting room served as the entryway for the suite. Furniture of the finest and most elegant sort filled the room. Beyond was the bedroom proper, with a four-poster bed large enough to fit half a dozen people.

	Deacon sat at a desk in one corner, stylus in hand, hard at work. He still wore the crown.

	Ivy crossed her arms. “How did I know, in a big, comfortable room like this, you’d be bent over a book?”

	He looked to her and smiled. “Oh, Ivy. I am so sorry I didn’t have the opportunity to spend more time with you during the celebration.”

	“You were busy, and so was I.” She flopped onto one of the couches. “Leo is so cute! And smart, too. Did you see him play the drum I gave him?”

	“I certainly heard it,” Myranda said, somewhat less enthusiastically.

	Deacon scratched out a few more lines.

	“I feel as though I should be telling you all about what things are like in Den, but you’ve read it all in the messenger pads.”

	Myranda stowed her crown on its pillow and sat beside Ivy. “I’ve kept up on the official matters, but I’m sure there are little things, day to day.”

	“Mmm…” A half smile came to her lips. “It is strange. I’ve spent nearly two years there. Surrounded by people who look like me, after believing when we lost Lain that there were no more. And it is lovely. It is a wonder to see how they live. And it fills my heart to watch them grow. I can even see flashes of him in them, you know. But… it isn’t home. This is home. They’re talking with the elves to the south now. Things are calm. I think it might be time to stay here. At least for a bit.”

	“Well you’re certainly welcome in the palace, or in our home near the edge of town.”

	Ivy clapped. “Oh, right here in the palace would be best. Where I can play with Leo.”

	She glanced in Deacon’s direction. “And who knows,” she said flatly. “Maybe if I stay long enough, I’ll be lucky enough to catch Deacon relaxing for a few moments.”

	“You should know by now, books are where I feel most at home,” Deacon said.

	“You could at least take off your crown.”

	Myranda and Deacon looked to each other. Ivy flicked an ear.

	“Is something wrong?” she asked.

	Deacon set down his stylus and turned. “She should know,” he said.

	Ivy’s expression hardened. “I should know what? Are you two hiding something?”

	“This doesn’t leave this room, Ivy. It is a matter that…” Myranda paused to gather her thoughts. “The kingdom has enough of a task ahead. They don’t need to have undue concern for their king.”

	“Something is wrong…” Ivy said.

	“Do you recall the affliction my hand suffered?” Deacon asked.

	“Of course. It was sort of… which-way. It changed. But that’s what the ring is for.” She glanced to Myranda’s ring. “One of the things the ring is for, anyway.”

	“Well… The ring hasn’t been working quite as well recently,” Deacon said.

	“What’s happening?”

	“Increasingly often my hand continues to misbehave regardless of the ring. At first it required a moment or two of focus to will it away, and the tremors or minor shifts wouldn’t return for weeks. In the last few months, things have changed. Even with the ring, keeping my hand steady requires constant focus. Rather than risk faltering during an official function, I took the time to place a similar but stronger enchantment on the crown. With it in place, my affliction is kept in check just as well as the ring managed in the beginning.”

	“But…” Ivy prompted.

	“But today I had an episode. A minor one. But it does not bode well.”

	“So what do we do? What happens now?” Ivy stood. “Do you need me to get something? To do something? I am ready for another adventure if that’s what it takes.”

	“It isn’t dire, Ivy. And I’ve been making progress on what I believe will be a proper cure. But it will take time. And if the affliction worsens to a certain degree, I may need to step away to tend to it. For now, there are more important things to worry about.”

	“You’ve got to take some time to think about yourself sometimes, or you won’t be around to handle the other stuff,” Ivy said.

	“If I don’t deal with the other matters, there is no reason for me to be here,” Deacon said. “Five D’Karon seeds we’ve found. Five. The D’Karon have only been gone for three years and we’ve found five of their seeds. Properly charged, each one has a wand with the power to give even a complete novice the means to cast D’Karon spells. That’s to say nothing of the spell book with the teachings to perform some of their most complex and heinous rituals. In a little box, invisible to even Ether.”

	“We’ll find them.”

	He shook his head. “We won’t. Not all of them. At any rate, we’ll never be sure. One and a half centuries of war. They had full access to the entirety of the Northern Alliance. And the people of Den were worshiping their teachings. There could well be seeds planted in North Crescent. Turiel was in the southern reaches of Tressor, and she’d been at work for the D’Karon since before their arrival. There could be hundreds of these seeds. They could have scattered them into the sea, hoping for them to wash up on the shore one day. And all it takes is one. One seed and enough time for it to grow and the door opens wide. The D’Karon return.”

	“All we can do is be vigilant. We watch for the D’Karon. We fight their workings. And we teach the world to do the same in the future,” Myranda said.

	“We’ve always succeeded before,” Ivy said.

	“It is charitable to say that we have succeeded. I have played my part, but you are the ones who succeeded. You and I, we won’t be here forever. Someday this will be Leo’s world.”

	“We will raise him right and make him ready,” Myranda said. “We will make certain that he won’t have to stand alone. He will have the world by his side if ever he must fight.”

	“What sort of parents are we if we let that happen? We hand over a world with smoldering embers somewhere within waiting to set it aflame?”

	“Nothing is ever certain. We take care of the world, and we take care of our children. It is the best we can do.”

	Deacon looked to the wall, beyond which his baby slept. “We need to do better.”

	#

	Myranda lay in bed. Ivy had retired for the evening. The palace was still. And yet, a light burned. Deacon was at his desk. Books had arrayed themselves around him, hanging in the air. His stylus worked of its own accord, jotting down notes as he read from this page and that. It was anything but rare for Deacon to work long into the night when something had seized his interest. There was something different this time. When she looked to him, she didn’t see fascination and enthusiasm. She saw concern. Anxiety. Frustration. Deacon was a man of intense focus and dedication. It had served him and the Chosen well. But there were some riddles too complex for one man to solve. He was taking the weight of the world upon his shoulders.

	When he approached the bed, he paused before the velvet pillow meant to hold his crown through the night. Not until he had his gem in hand did he finally lift the gold circlet from his head and set it down. She watched the flesh of the ailing hand. It seemed mundane, but a wizard sees more than what her eyes show her. There was something about his hand and arm, and flickers elsewhere. It was a tension, as if his spirit were a tightened muscle. He slipped into bed beside Myranda.

	“It’s getting worse, isn’t it?” Myranda said.

	“I can manage.”

	“You’re pushing yourself. You won’t be able to manage if you wear yourself out.”

	She clasped his hand, closing her own fingers around the gem. With her power and will joined to his own, she felt a bit of the weight shift to her. The tenseness eased. Deacon slid swiftly into an exhausted sleep. Myranda did not. For a time, she turned over the events of the day. Her son should have been her greatest concern. Beyond that, her kingdom should have dominated her thoughts. In a way, they did, because she did not want to imagine a world in which she had to rule a kingdom or raise a child without Deacon by her side.

	This affliction was more than he could handle on his own. She could lend him her power, but a cure had thus far escaped both of their expertise. Deacon needed help, and there was but one place in this world where he might find it. It was hardly an easy path to recovery, but she wondered what the most difficult part would be: reaching those who might help him or convincing Deacon that he needed to go.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	The next day, a brisk but pleasant breeze stirred the air. For a few weeks a year, the weather in Kenvard was temperate enough for the people there to enjoy the outdoors rather than simply endure them. Myranda made it a point to take full advantage. She, Deacon, and Leo ate their breakfast on a balcony overlooking the town. It was a glorious view, if somewhat obscured by Myn, who was just large enough to comfortably rest her chin on the railing and gaze at the trio.

	Presently, Myranda and Deacon were fighting a three-way battle with Leo. Balancing the need to feed the boy, the need to prevent him from attempting to feed Myn his oats, and the need to prevent the staff hovering around from taking over proved to be quite the daily challenge.

	“Myn, stop encouraging him,” Deacon said as she flicked her tongue out to snatch a glop of mush the boy flung in her direction. “You don’t even like oats.”

	“I am helping,” Myn replied.

	“Hep! Hep!” Leo crowed.

	“I wouldn’t have expected having a child around would help Myn pick up the language, but then, the two are siblings, in a way,” Deacon said.

	“Hep!”

	Leo slapped his silver spoon into the bowl of oats. A healthy dollop of the stuff splattered Deacon, Myranda, and Leo, much to the child’s delight.

	“Queen Myranda, if you like, I could feed the boy,” remarked Sadie, a young servant girl who, to her credit, was more concerned about being permitted to do her job than having to do it under the watchful gaze of a dragon.

	Myranda swirled her fingers and flexed her mind, drawing the oats from her outfit and flicking them toward Myn. Deacon did the same for himself and Leo.

	“Sadie, I have a full slate of tasks today, and this is the one I’ve been looking forward to. Thank you very much but I will manage.”

	Deacon dislodged a few flecks of oats from his crown, which he had donned moments after awaking.

	“As a matter of fact,” she added, “if you would please give us some privacy for a moment? There are family matters to discuss.”

	“As you wish, Queen.”

	The servants excused themselves. Deacon conjured a swirl of light to dance before Leo’s eyes, which served as enough of a distraction for Myranda to sneak a spoonful of oats into his mouth.

	“Deacon, how is your hand?”

	“It is always better in the mornings. I likely could have forgone the crown, but I thought it best to keep my mind clear for the tour of the library and vault today.” He glanced at the sun. “We should start preparing before much longer. I wouldn’t want to delay Caya’s departure.”

	“I worry that it is worse than you’ve said.”

	“I wouldn’t lie to you, Myranda. You know that.”

	“But you haven’t always been forthcoming.”

	“I suppose not.” Deacon attempted to maneuver a spoon into Leo’s mouth. The boy proved a match for his dexterity.

	“It’s already clear that the affliction is growing more difficult to control. My worry is that it might be spreading. You said you needed the crown to be clearheaded. Is the affliction affecting your mind?”

	He sighed. “I am not certain. It is true that I’ve struggled with clarity more recently than I ever have before, but there is no reason to assume that it is a result of the same ailment. It could be as simple as fatigue from having to maintain constant focus to keep my hand stable. It isn’t without its benefit. I haven’t felt my mystic endurance improve like this since I was first learning magic.”

	“Regardless of whether it is fatigue or the affliction, it is only going to get worse.”

	Leo dipped his pudgy hands into the bowl and flicked a helping directly at Deacon’s face. The oats stopped before they could touch him, halted by a hasty spell. They plopped back into the bowl.

	“Let us be honest, between Leo and our subjects, we aren’t likely to be overcoming our fatigue anytime soon.”

	“I can only split my attentions so much, Myranda. The cure to the affliction can wait, so it shall.”

	“But if you were cured, your mind would be sharper, you would be better rested. You would be better able to perform your other tasks.”

	He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I can’t be certain I will be able to cure it. I am no white mage, and there aren’t any such mages outside of Entwell who are more skilled than you or I.”

	Myranda took his hand. “Then I think you know what you need to do.”

	Deacon looked her in the eye, for the moment genuinely uncertain of her meaning. “I don’t understand… You don’t mean that I should return to Entwell.”

	“I mean precisely that.”

	“Absolutely not!” he objected. “I am needed here.”

	“That you are needed here is precisely why you need to do this.”

	“Kenvard has a long way to go before we can afford to rest. We never know when another D’Karon seed will be found. And Leo needs his father.”

	“I’m not suggesting you go back never to return. I am suggesting you go home long enough to find a cure.”

	“I have their teachings. That is enough.”

	“A fresh perspective from a clever mind is worth years of studying texts, and you know it.”

	He shut his eyes tightly. “I can only go when the falls have relented, and I won’t be able to return for months, when the falls relent again. You are asking me to leave at a fragile time in Leo’s life and a crucial time in the life of a kingdom. And most importantly, they would not have me.”

	“You don’t know that.”

	“I repeatedly violated their ways both before I left and with the very means I used to leave.”

	“It has been years, and you have saved the world from peril time and time again. They will welcome you with open arms.”

	“I cannot…” he snapped, fist wrapped tight. Deacon took a moment to compose himself, fingers pressed to his temple and pain in his expression. He took a breath. When he spoke again, it was with steadiness and logic.

	“Myranda, I understand your concern, and I admit that a trip to Entwell, even if it takes me a year to return, might well be the fastest route to a cure. But let us look at this dispassionately. Either I am so thoroughly in the clutches of this affliction that I am impaired, or I am not. If I am not, there is no urgency in seeking its cure. If I am, it would be unwise for me to seek it in Entwell. The cave is treacherous. Even knowing there is no beast, and even knowing that I must contend with the flood, it is not a simple journey. My magic would be severely curtailed within the cave, and it is a maze. Unlike you, I’ve never passed through it. I was born in Entwell, and I transported myself instantaneously from within.”

	“I’ve thought of that. You need a guide.”

	“Myranda, you can’t.”

	“That much I won’t argue with. It will be trying to handle things without you. We certainly can’t afford to send both the king and queen away for months.”

	“Who else is there? Lain is dead. Myn is surely too large to navigate the cave the same way she entered it.”

	“By my count that leaves just one person.”

	Deacon searched his memory. “Who else… No… Surely not him.”

	“He knows the way. And Caya was boasting about having recently caught him again.”

	Once again, Deacon was silent. His expression was troubled, but Myranda knew the look in his eyes. If nothing else, Deacon was willing to embrace wisdom when it presented itself. Myranda took up the spoon and managed to feed Leo a few more helpings.

	“You truly believe this is necessary.”

	“Deacon, your body and spirit are at war with one another. You’ve subjected yourself to things no mortal has ever faced. The effects have lingered, and they are only going to get worse. I love you. I don’t want to lose my husband, I don’t want the kingdom to lose its king, and I don’t want Leo to lose his father. You owe it to yourself, and all of us, to get help.”

	He nodded slowly. “For you, and for Leo, I will.”

	Myranda stood and threw her arms around him. “I knew you would come to your senses.”

	A bird fluttered down to peck at a fleck of oats that had failed to find its way onto an expensive bit of royal wardrobe. Like most of the residents of the capital, the
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